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Abstract: This study investigates how economic changes in 

two relatively discrete mining districts of Somerset and 

Lancashire may have influenced the kind of demographic 

changes occurring in them during the first half of the 

nineteenth century. Its purpose is to see if dimensions 

and characteristics of population change arose from changes 

in the livelihoods of the people at the time. 

At this scale it is possible to take account of what 

was happening in the economy, especially mining. Because 

generalisations about miners do not exist, local economic 

changes would have affected the working conditions and 

standards of living of working class people such as miners. 

It is achieved by using a variety of archival material 

to find out about the employment of miners and how they 

managed to make a living from mining; then using the age, 

sex and relationships of people listed by household in the 

census enumerators' books (CEBs) for 1851 to estimate some 

of the population's demographic characteristics. This is 

supplemented by other information from parish registers and 

all the mid-nineteenth century CEBs. Without more reliable 

parochial registration or any colliery labour records, 

though, inferences have to be hazardously drawn between 



individuals' demographic characteristics and their live

lihoods. 

As a consequence, the first part of the thesis is 

concerned with the economy of the two areas. General 

trends in the number of jobs at collieries and in other 

industries, as well as coal production, were brought about 

by prevailing factors of production. What were the 

distinctions of working at collieries in these areas, and 

the rewards as well as the drawbacks of working at the pits 

arose from these trends. An examination of miners' family 

economies shows how their livelihoods may have affected 

their standards of living. 

In the second half, ways in which these circumstances 

influenced population changes in these areas are looked at; 

how they affected population totals, movements of people 

and components of natural increase. A general relationship 

is indicated by the rises and falls of population, 

migration and natural increase at all scales that appear to 

be tied to characteristjcs of coal mining, not only its ups 

and down~ but also its scale and organisation. It becomes 

clear that mining influenced who was moving in and out. 

More young men were immigrants and native non-migrants 

because they found work at collieries. It also emerges 

that mining may have raised marital fertility because those 

who made a living down the pit were encouraged to marry 

younger wives and have more children. These could have 

been linked. Migration of the kind that was occurring in 



these coalfields could have been a catalyst for rapid rates 

of population increase if the growth of mining brought 

about a youthful population and reinforced earlier ages of 

marriage for women. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Parochial demographic studies often show that investigation 

of population changes at regional and national levels can 

be misleading. l By and large, the focus of historical 

demography is switching to studies at the community and 

household level. Recent investigations of demographic 

trends and their determinants at this scale, such as Levine's 

study of demographic changes in contrasting parishes in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, emphasise a complex 

relationship between population, economy and society in the 

2 past. 

It is generally accepted that local and even regional 

trends in population growth might be related to the 

expansion of domestic manufacturing industries, mining, and 

more wage labouring in agriculture in the seventeenth, 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries throughout much of 

Western Europe. 3 Quite widespread, if gradual, changes in 

characteristics of work, the demand for labour, and the 

organisation of the workforce and its rewards, have been 

associated with this. They may have been responsible for 

changes in livelihoods and living conditions during this 

period. Detailed community studies which suggest that 

changes in branches of manufacturing and mining affected 

the way of life of the working population are the most 
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convincing evidence. In a few case studies some relation-

ships between aspects of work and the families of the 

workers, such as their characteristics of marriage, 
4 fertility and leaving home, have been inferred. 

It is my intention to discover in what way economic 

changes in coal mining areas were related to broader aspects 

of social change, especially in the family, and how this 

affected population growth in them. The experience of 

similar studies suggest that it would be worthwhile to 

explore any relationships at a community as well as an 

aggregate level, i.e. the parish and the coalfield. 5 At the 

same time other matters can be investigated: the debate 

concerning the role of economic change in bringing about 

demographic changes, for example. In this respect, 

studying a specific economy and a group of workers should 

make it far easier to find out if demographic character-

istics were dependent upon prevailing working conditions, 

technology and families' earnings. To this end, demographic 

changes in two coal mining districts in the first half of 

the nineteenth century are examined alongside their economic 

circumstances. 

1.1 The Study Areas 

The two coalfields are the Somerset coalfield and the 

St Helens coalfield. 6 (Figure 1.1,1.2) The Somerset coal-

field is south of Bristol and Bath, cushioned against the 

northern edge of the Mendips. (Figure 1.3) It comprises 

the four southern basins of the Bristol coalfield; Pensford, 
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Paulton, Radstock and Nettlebridge. 7 The St Helens coal

field is about ten miles east of Liverpool equidistant from 

the Mersey to the south and Wigan to the north. (Figure 1.4) 

It is part of the South-west Lancashire coalfield and 

consists of worked areas around St Helens, Rainford and 

8 Prescot. The size of the coalmining area in each district 

is roughly the same, about fifty square miles. In the 

first half of the nineteenth century both had growing 

populations and rapid increases in coal production. 

According to the principal histories, this was accompanied 

by some change in the structure of their economies. There 

were shrinking domestic manufacturing industries and 

increases in the scale of pits and size of the workforce 

employed in their mining industries. In common with other 

mining and industrial areas in the early nineteenth century 

these were areas also undergoing changes affecting jobs, 

standards of living, homes and families, although the 

process was not started or finished between 1800 and 1850. 9 

In other respects, though, they were quite dissimilar. 

The character of each area was very different and this 

extended to their mining industries. Bare outlines of 

their experiences suggest that there were disparities in 

the pace and direction of change underlying this. Somerset 

remained a rural coalfield. It had no towns and no heavy 

industries, even by the mid-nineteenth century. Many 

small mining concerns survived and production was only 

marginally extended between 1830 and 1860. Rapid 

exploitation was not encouraged. Mining conditions were 
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difficult and production costly. The amount of invest-

ment subsided as profits diminished when rival canals and 

then the railways steadily invaded the coalfield's 

monopoly market after 1830. 

St Helens was a more productive mining area even in 

1800. There were manufacturing industries in the coal-

field which used coal, and a growing demand came from 
10 consumers in Cheshire and the Lower Mersey. The new 

town of st Helens emerged as a distinctive industrial and 

commercial community at the terminus of the Sankey Canal 

which carried coal to the Cheshire saltfields and the 

Mersey. Most of the burgeoning heavy industries were 

located in the vicinity of the town. While domestic 

industries, such as nail making, watch assembly and 

textiles, suffered from trade depressions, coal production 

expanded to meet demands from salt producers, new 

industries such as glass and chemicals, and domestic 

consumers. In particular, between 1830 and 1860 plenti-

ful and easily accessible coal measures were tapped around 

the town and to the east in Ashton, Haydock and Billinge. 

1.2 Defining the Aims and Scope of the Study 

Of particular significance to a demographic study of coal

fields is that generalisations about miners should not 

disregard time or place. For this reason the focus is 

placed on work and the circumstances of families living 

in the Somerset and St Helens coalfields. 

Neither Somerset or St llelens seem typical of early 
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nineteenth century coalfields if the histories of miners' 

trade unions are to be believed. ll It is unfortunate 

that studies of coalfields in the nineteenth century are 

biased towards unions at the expense of the nature of work 

and its impact on the miner and his family.12 Conditions 

in the coalfields of North-east England upon which many 

generalisations are based were probably the exception 

rather than the rule. 13 Yet studies of mining in the North-

east of England by Cromar and Leister emphasise that the 

course of development and nature of work at pits there was 

influenced by local factors, as appears to have been so in 

14 Somerset and St Helens. In view of evidence from local 

studies of mining by Campbell, Benson and Daunton of 

distinctive differences in social and economic character-

istics of coalfields and mining communities as well, it is 

possible that differences in the circumstances of miners 

would arise from some variety in their working conditions. 15 

Because this was happening to workers in other industries 

several historical demographers have argued that relation-

ships between economic and demographic changes during this 

period are best sought at this scale. 16 

Most socio-economic studies, whether of towns, 

industries, areas or regions, show that economic changes 

in them in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, however 

revolutionary, were mostly gradual and localised. 17 Hence 

the experiences of Somerset and St Helens were not unusual. 

Most studies of industries in the Industrial Revolution 

suggest that because factors of production' determining 
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change varied so greatly between places and firms, none 

were changing in any uniform way.IS As a result, 

according to Rule and Samuel, generalisations about work 

in relation to the economy are not possible.19 

It would certainly be fair to say that, in general, 

the timing of change in mining was uneven when studies of 

mining in Scotland, the East Midlands, the Forest of Dean 

and Pembrokeshire in the nineteenth century are compared. 20 

There were contrasts within each coalfield as well as more 

pronounced differences between them. Variations were not 

merely a result of disparities in their stage of techno-

logical development. The diversity within an industry, 

however distinctive the activities of its workers, possibly 

makes it difficult to discuss the effects of work and 

livelihoods on the nature of society in them without 

delving into the working conditions. Daunton has recently 

remarked that studies of miners must begin "down the pit".21 

Abundant archives can be consulted to achieve this for a 

local study. 

Further, demographic changes in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries tended to be gradual. The most 

perceptible changes in fertility, nuptiality and households 

occurred at a small scale. Most of these can only be 

related to economic trends at a community level. 22 

Anderson acknowledges this. 23 There are difficulties in 

understanding how there could have been relationships 

between population and economic changes in the Industrial 

Revolution if demographic characteristics are aggregated 
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over large areas or for large groups when a wide variety 

of changes were probably taking place within them. Only 

general relationships can be hypothesised from simultaneous 

trends in economic and demographic variables at a national 

and regional scale. For groups of workers, such as 

miners, relationships between work and demographic 

characteristics have in the main been derived by a similar 

method, so that average demographic characteristics of 

coalfields, such as high fertility in the late nineteenth 

century, have been related by Haines, Wrigley and 

Friedlander to general characteristics of mining. 24 

A study of miners at a community level can draw 

attention to explanations of population and economic 

relationships which indicate how work affected mining 

families and possibly demographic changes. Studying all 

miners and the mining economy in a specific area avoids 

some of the hazards of aggregate studies. There is the 

additional opportunity to test some of the hypotheses 

about miners' demographic characteristics which these have 

generated. 

Some general studies allege that coalfields and the 

mining population had very distinctive demographic 

features. 25 The population in coalfields and the coal 

mining industry were both expanding rapidly in the nine-

teenth century. It has been argued that the industry at 

this time may have fostered early marriage and high 

fertility.26 Because coalfields are fairly hOmOgen~us 
economic units, coal miners are perhaps too easily 
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aggregated within bounded areas, and it is often assumed 

that they have common characteristics of work and society. 

Whether distinctive demographic characteristics and-a 

common course of population change can be counted among 

these remains untested. Friedlander, Hair and Wrigley 

had their doubts. 27 In the light of large disparities 

within coal mining and differences which existed between 

coalfields such as Somerset and St Helens, it would not 

appear to be likely. 

1.3 An Outline of the Thesis 

This is a demographic study of coal miners and mining 

communities in two contrasting districts. The demographic 

and social differences are considered at the scale of the 

coalfield and the parish against the changing and variable 

circumstances of the mining industry itself. In this way 

the mining economy provides the basis for any explanations. 

This is described in Figure 1.5. Appendix A and B 

contain descriptions of the sources used, the problems 

associated with their interpretation, and the procedures 

adopted for data collection. Individual and household 

data contained in the CEBs provide economic and demographic 

variables at a variety of scales. Extracting a number of 

variables for all households in relatively large areas 

clearly makes computer processing desirable. (Appendix A). 

Archival sources mainly about the mining industry are used 

to correlate these with the socio-economic background in 

the two areas in the early nineteenth century. (Appendix B). 

- 8 -



The possible ways in which the mining economy might 

have affected demographic charact~ristics in each study 

area are gradually uncovered in Chapters 2-5. Chapters 

2 and 3 first examine economic changes in both study areas 

in the early nineteenth century. Chapter 2 presents a 

detailed study of coal mining, in particular the changing 

opportunities it provided for employment in Somerset and 

around St Helens. From a variety of archival and 

secondary sources a summary of the changes in mining 

location and output serve to indicate trends in employment. 

Chapter 3 considers other employments, chiefly agriculture 

in Somerset and manufacturing industries in St Helens. 

Chapters 4 and 5 then describe the effect of these economic 

changes. This first consists of an evaluation of the 

structure of the local mining economy and its impact on the 

livelihood and standard of living of the working population, 

especially miners. In Chapter 5 this is extended to an 

examination of the family and household economies in each 

area using the CEBs. Particular emphasis is laid on the 

coal miners' family economies in contrast to other workers. 

Work down the pits affected the configuration of their 

family economies. Differences in the family economies of 

miners in each study area reflected variation in the 

organisation and conditions of their work. 

Chapters 6-10 consider some of the demographic changes 

that were occurring in the study areas mainly from an 

analysis of the 1851 census. Chapter 6 describes the 

overall changes in the distribution of population, the 
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rates of population change and its components. An 

examination of their relationship with economic trends at 

this stage poses many problems which the subsequent 

chapters try to resolve. In Chapter 7 an attempt is made 

to exploit the birthplace information in the CEBs to 

discover any relation between population change, migration 

and mining. In Chapter 8 there is an analysis of the 

age, sex and status of the coalfields' population to 

assess the relative role of migration and natural increase. 

In Chapter 9 the extent of marriage, ages at marriage and 

marital fertility are estimated from the census data as a 

substitute for vital rates in an attempt to quantify the 

possible effects of mining on natural increase. Finally, 

Chapter 10 examines living arrangements to draw out any 

possible correlation between fertility and marriage and the 

family economy. , 

The discussion is illustrated by tables and maps which 
.. -"":'"-;.~ 

summarise a portion of the data that was collected. Because 

of space, the actual counts and frequencies are often excluded 

in favour of descriptive. statistics. While in places the 

analysis could have been extended, using inferential statis

tics to substantiate the argument, I was loth to do so where 

differences and similarities are obvious. However, non-

parametric tests and correlation coefficients are generally 

used to test hypotheses from small samples and before applying 

the most suitable statistical test frequency distributions 

often have to be adjusted. 28 Since only a small amonnt of th~ 

data is included and discussed in the thesis the full data set 

collected from the CEBs (as described in Appendix A) is now 

deposited at the ESRC Data Archive at the University of Essex:9 
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(1973) 39-51 
These are derived from contemporary comments in the 
main, for instance in A Redford Labour migration in 
England 1800-1850 (1926) 50 
Haines (1979) 37 argued that this was so largely 
because the wives of miners married earlier 
Wrigley (1961) 3; Friedlander (1973) 50; P E H Hair 
The social history of British coal miners, 1800-1845, 
D.Phil Oxford (1955) 51,88,253 

S Siegel Non-parametric statistics for the behavioural 
sciences (1956) 1 which states that inferential 
statistics is the concern with "how to draw conclusions 
about a large number of events on the basis of 
observations of a portion of them", although it is not 
incorrect to assume that populations are samples drawn 
from a larger popula~ion, R Hammond and P McCullugh 
Quantitative techniques in geography (1974) 136-137 

The file is described as "Occupation and family in the 
Somerset coalfield and st Helens 1851" and is fully 
documented 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE AMOUNT OF WORK AT COLLIERIES 

studies of workers in a wide variety of trades and towns 

show that the livelihoods of working people in the early 

nineteenth century were affected principally by relative 

changes in demands for different kinds of labour. l The 

numbers employed in day wage labouring jobs in factories, 

fields, mines, workshops and homes increased. The 

numbers who were self-employed in handicraft trades and 

on the land were in relative decline. In day wage 

labouring jobs people's livelihoods depended very much on 

the demand for the goods they were producing. If this 

fell, as in handloom weaving and nail making in the early 

nineteenth century, a demand for workers in these trades 

diminished and so did their rates of pay.2 They rose, 

however, when a shortage of workers occurred. These 

effects of labour demand and supply were exacerbated 

during the nineteenth century because more people became 

dependent on waged work for their living. 3 Miners were 

nearly all wage workers by the early nineteenth century, 

although there was considerable variety in the way they 

were paid.
4 

Consequently, the experiences of miners in 

Somerset and st Helens could be affected by the amount of 

work at the collieries. Changes in numbers employed in 

different industries in the nineteenth century are one 

indication of variations in demand. 
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Trends in the number, production and scale of 

collieries suggest that employment for miners expanded in 

all coalfields c.1800-l850. 5 The pace varied. In most 

coalfields there was lateral and vertical extension of 

mining. In some coalfields production began in new areas 

such as East Durham, Nottinghamshire and Cannock. In 

others such as Tyneside mining reached deeper measures. 

Much of the eA~ansion of output was achieved by an 

increase in the amount of labour employed and the number 

of pits being worked rather than greater labour 

productivity. It is generally believed that the scale of 

collieries was increased to counter rising costs of 

production and not to save labour. 6 Large collieries 

with over 150 men and producing over 50,000 tons were 

exceptional even by the mid-nineteenth century.7 They 

were only common in Northumberland and Durham where mines 

had been producing coal on a relatively larger scale at 

the turn of the century.8 Most collieries still tended 

to be low fixed capital, multiple outcrop workings that 

had to recruit more labour to boost production. 

It is unfortunate that surrogate measures of employ-

ment at the collieries in Somerset and St Helens have to 

suffice. No statistics of employment were collected 

nationally before 1841, nor were there any surveys of 

employment in mines that are comparable with investiga-

tions of textile factories. However, by tracing the 

volume, scale and pattern of colliery employment in both 

areas an impression of the number of men employed at 

- 15 -



collieries, if not an exact measure, can be arrived at. 9 

In his study of mining in South-west Lancashire, Langton 

has shown that by plotting the location of collieries and 

estimating their size, it is possible to outline the 

course of changes in the amount and location of work in a 

coalfield. lO Similar methods had to be used here, of 

which there is a fuller discussion in Appendix B. 

Several distinctive changes in the distribution and 

scale of mining in both areas affected employment. 

Production increased, new areas and seams were mined, and 

more miners were employed in both coalfields during the 

first half of the nineteenth century. The rate and timing 

of these changes was not the same everywhere. In 

Somerset expansion was not as great as in St Helens, 

growing about threefold in Somerset but at least fivefold 

in st Helens, so that rising coal production was not marked 

by such a large increase in the number of jobs. The 

expansion of employment at the mines in Somerset almost 

ceased just as it began to increase most rapidly in 

st Helens. Within both coalfields more coal was being 

raised from the concealed, deeper measures by the middle 

of the century. More new pits and additional miners were 

located in these areas; the Radstock Basin in Somerset 

and the Blackbrook district of the St Helens coalfield. 

The newer collieries tended to be larger. Districts with 

fewer, shallower seams were worked out earlier in Somerset 

than in St Helens, so that the distribution of coal being 

produced moved in a variety of ways; falling in Nettle

bridge and rising in Radstock, for example. 
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What follows describes in more detail what develop

ments took place in mining in each study area and how the 

number and distribution of jobs was affected. 

2.1 Employment at Collieries in Somerset 

At the same time as the number of collieries fell in 

Somerset, the scale and output of collieries grew so that 

the amount of work for miners increased. Although 

continuing to expand throughout the first half of the 

nineteenth century, coal production and jobs in mining 

increased most of all in the first three decades. As more 

pits were sunk and more pits survived in the concealed 

part of the coalfield, principally around Radstock, output 

and jobs rose at a higher rate in the districts north and 

east of the earlier worked areas over exposed measures, 

especially during the second quarter of the century. 

2.1.1 The Number and Location of Collieries 

The total number of collieries in Somerset did not increase 

in the early nineteenth century. (Table 2.1). A fairly 

constant number worked between 1805 and 1840, about thirty

six, because closures were balanced by new collieries 

coming into production (Table 2.2), although the number 

fell slightly thereafter. However, the number of collieries 

working in the concealed part of the coalfield increased as 

they did in other coalfields in the nineteenth century.ll 

In the Radstock Basin lying to the east and north of the 

exposed measures, the number of collieries doubled between 

1815 and 1850. In earlier worked areas of the coalfield, 
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particularly Nettlebridge, the number of collieries 

declined. This was sufficient to increase the proportion 

of collieries in Radstock from about 17% to over 40% from 

1800 to 1860. The proportion in Nettlebridge diminished 

correspondingly from about jO% to under 15%. (Figure 2.2) 

Figures ja-c show a gradual dispersal of mining 

ventures from around the exposed measures. This had 

begun before 1800 but gained momentum with the opening of 

the canal and tramway links which must have favoured the 

newly worked areas most of all. At the turn of the 

century the collieries were still largely clustered 

around the two exposed areas of coal measures; along the 

narrow outcrops of the Lower Series on Mendip and the 

Upper Series in the vicinity of Paul ton, High Littleton, 

Clutton and Stanton Drew. (see Figure 2.20). Relatively 

few were located over concealed measures and these were 

mainly strung along the Lower Cam and Wellow Brook valleys~2 

By 18jO the clustering near to the exposed measures was 

far less intense. There were fewer pits in the High 

Littleton-Paulton and Coleford-Stratton Common areas, and 

distinctly more in and around Radstock. New sinkings had 

occurred further east in Writhlington and Shoscombe since 

1800 for the first time. In 1860 collieries on the 

concealed portions of the coalfields predominated. More 

collieries were located in and around Radstock. Rela

tively few collieries in the earlier worked areas remained, 

especially west of Timsbury and around Coleford. 

It is evident from Table 2.2 and Figures 2.4 and 2.5 
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that more new sinkings were made in the Radstock area 

while more closures than openings of collieries occurred 

elsewhere. Very few pits closed in the Radstock area 

and far more opened. By contrast, in Nettlebridge very 

few new sinkings were made until the late 1850's while 

most ceased production some time before then; and in 

Paul ton many older pits were replaced up to 1840 but it 

seldom happened in the next two decades. 

Only a handful of collieries worked throughout the 

period. (Figure 2.4)1 3 No pits worked continuously from 

1800 to 1860 in Nettlebridge or Pensford. In other coal-

fields longevity increased with scale and depth in the 

nineteenth century. By the standard of the early nine-

teenth century, collieries in Somerset, especially those 

in the Radstock Basin, were long-lived and the area had 

collieries that enjoyed an unusually high degree of 

continuity, many working longer than was usual in County 

Durham~4 Pensford's collieries remained little more than 

ephemeral, scavenging enterprises up to the middle of the 

century. 

2.1.2 Production 

Between the late eighteenth century and the mid-nineteenth 

century the average size of collieries in the coalfields 

increased quite markedly from about 4,000 tons per annum 

to 15,000 tons. An expansion occurred first of all 

between about 1800 and 1820. (Table 2.3) After 1845 the 

output at a few collieries increased again. Even though 
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Somerset's collieries were smal-l when compared wi th most 

other coalfields', they raised a large amount from single 

shafts. 15 

Not all collieries in the coalfield experienced these 

changes. Collieries in the Radstock Basin were on average 

producing more than collieries in other basins, particularly 

Nettlebridge. In the years before the canal opened, 

Billingsley claimed that the Mendip pits were worked at a 

16 smaller scale. Technological improvements, including 

steam winding, facilitated a rapid increase in output at 

some pits at the turn of the century. This occurred 

largely in the Pau1ton and Radstock districts. 17 The 

disparity appears to have persisted after the canal opened. 

(Figures 2.6 a-d) Between 1815 and 1830 new collieries on 

Duchy land at Welton and Clandown probably produced well 
18 over 15,000 tons each. These were far larger than older 

mines raising coal at Stratton and Clutton. 19 Clandown 

in particular had a large output for an early nineteenth-

century colliery with one shaft. It confirms Buckland and 

Conybeare's observation that this very deep pit (over 1,000 

feet) produced a remarkable 60-100 tons a day.20 Most of 

the other collieries in Paul ton and Radstock soon matched 

the levels of production at Welton in the 1830's and 1840's, 

t 1 " 21 if no ear ler. The majority of these were capable of 

producing 9,000-12,000 tons per annum. In Nettlebridge 

only New Rock was possibly of a comparable size, and not 

until about 1850 did some of these collieries undergo a 

considerable increase in production again. 22 The six 
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collieries at Radstock produced about 55,000 tons per annum 

in the late 1840's and 70,000 tons in the early l850's.23 

Over 100,000 tons were raised at the beginning of the next 

decade, and from just four pits. Production at 

collieries in the Paul ton Basin was not expanding. At 

some, such as Fry's Bottom and Greyfield in Clutton, 

production tended to fall. 24 

It is obvious from this that trends in coal production 

in the coalfield were probably uneven in the early nine

teenth century. This is not an unusual feature of mining 

25 development. The Radstock Basin experienced a growth of 

output in excess of the other areas, so that by the mid

nineteenth century its collieries raised a greater proportion 

of production than their numbers alone might have suggested. 

A few of them - Ludlows, Tyning and Middle Pit - would have 

been large by comparison with single pits working in other 

coalfields in the l850's.26 

From a series of estimates of total production in 

Table 2.4 it would appear that there was a continuous 

expansion of production in the coalfield as a whole, but not 

at a rate as rapid as in the North-east of England and 

Lancashire. 27 Canal movements increased rapidly, 

particularly between 1810 and 1830. 28 The amount of coal 

carried along the Kennet and Avon eastwards doubled between 

1815 and 1830. However, estimates based on quotas 

imposed by the Coal-Owners Association together with the 

standstill in canal sales indicate a relatively slower 

increase in production after the early 1830's. In some 
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years, for example 1835-6, there was probably a decline, 

and production in the early 1840's was probably hardly 

any greater. But there is no doubt that by the late 1840's 

and early 1850's production was rising quite sharply 

again, (Figure 2.7), although contemporaries remarked that 

only the Radstock collieries run by the Waldegraves were 

fortunate enough to be revitalised because of the mineral 

railway that was opened in 1854.29 

At the turn of the century the Paulton Basin probably 

produced about half of the coalfield's output, roughly 

85,000 tons, with perhaps 40,000 tons raised in Nettlebridge, 
-0 

35,000 tons in Radstock and 15,000 tons in Pensford.) 

Coal production only really expanded in Radstock and 

Paul ton between 1800 and 1830. Undoubtedly, the most 

considerable increase took place in Radstock. By the late 

1830's more coal was probably being produced in Radstock 

than Paul ton. While production possibly doubled in the 

latter, 1800-1860, it may have increased eightfold in the 

former, particularly between 1815 and 1835 and 1845 and 

1860. 

2.1.3 The Number of Miners 

By and large the distribution and number of miners in the 

coalfield moved in a similar way, suggesting that crude 

estimates of numbers of miners are a fairly accurate 

summary of employment in the coalfield during parts of the 

early nineteenth century.31 The proportion and size of 

the workforce in the Radstock area increased over the 

- 22 -



entire period. (Figure 2.8) In Paul ton, Pensford and 

Nettlebridge the number of miners fell after 1841 at the 

same time as production began to decline. At a 

parochial scale employment at the mines expanded and 

diminished often at the same pace and in the same 

direction as changes in the production and location of 

coalworks. (Figure 2.9) 

On the whole, the annual average of baptisms where a 

miner was the father increased in line with production 

until the early 1830's. (Table 2.5) The average fell 

slightly in the 1830's at the same time as production was 

becalmed. 32 The rate of increase in this period is high 

compared with 1841-61 when there was hardly any increase 

from 1841 to 1851. Table 2.5 also indicates that although 

all parts of the coalfield experienced an increase in the 

number of miners between about 1815 and 1824, only in the 

Radstock Basin did the number of colliers increase in the 

1830's and significantly between 1841 and 1861 as well. 

In the Paulton Basin after 1830 the number of miners only 

increased east of Paulton in the Lower Cam valley. 

In all likelihood the high growth of the number of 

colliers in the Radstock Basin depicted in Figure 2.10 can 

be associated with the location of .new sinkings and an 

increasing scale of production at its collieries (particu

larly Clandown, Welton Hill, Lower Writh1ington, Huish and 

Wellsway) in the 1820's and 1830's, and the Radstock 

collieries c.1850. By contrast, closures in the Paulton 

- 23 -



Basin, especially in Paul ton and Clutton, seem to have 

reduced the number of miners in the 1840's and 1850's.33 

There was a similar reaction in Nettlebridge after the 

early 1820's, especially around Coleford. Several new 

pits in the late 1850's did boost the size of the work-

force in this area after 1851. A diminishing workforce 

accompanied the closure of the main colliery at Bishops' 

Sutton in the Pensford Basin. Consequently, changes in 

opportunities for work in the pits were uneven within the 

coalfield. Up to the 1830's the workforce expanded in 

nearly all parts of the coalfield. Larger increases 

occurred in parishes around Radstock, but also in Chew 

Magna and Stratton for example. 34 In the Coleford area, 

though, only two collieries remained open in the 1830's 

whereas there were at least five at the turn of the 

century. (Figure 2.3) In Holcombe the number possibly 

fel1. 35 Then, between 1841 and 1861 the ~umber of parishes 

with an expanding number of miners diminished sharply. 

The workforce only expanded considerably in the Radstock 

area; at Radstock, Midsomer Norton, Writh1ington, 

Shoscombe and Dunkerton where new collieries began ~orking. 

Elsewhere there was a relative decline. In most parishes 

of the Paulton, Pensford and Nettlebridge districts, which 

could be described as the older worked areas of the coal-

field, employment at the mines was shrinking. The number 

of miners diminished (at varying stages following the run

down and closure of their principal collieries) in Clutton 

and Paul ton in the west, and the main mining parishes on 

Mendip: Holcombe, Coleford and Ashwick, which had been the 
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main centres of Somerset's coal mining before 1800. 

2.2 Employment at the Collieries in St Helens 

An examination of similar evidence for mining in St Helens 

in the early nineteenth century shows that production and 

employment expanded at a higher rate than in Somerset, 

especially from 1830. During this period mining extended 

further north and east into areas of the coalfield not 

previously worked to any great extent. Although 

collieries were fairly shallow compared with those in 

Somerset and the enterprises consisted of numerous pits 

working at the same time, the collieries produced more coal 

than in Somerset even if the individual pits did not. 36 

In the early decades of the nineteenth century several 

collieries were probably capable of raising about 30,000 

tons per annum. Quite a few produced over 60,000 tons by 

the middle of the century. Only the Radstock Collieries 

as a company could match this in Somerset. (Table 2.7) 

However, like the collieries of Somerset and the Forest of 

Dean as well, small producers were still more numerous if 

declining in total, and employment increased most of all 

along with production at a few collieries and only some 

10cations. 37 

2.2.1 The Number and Location of Collieries 

It is plain from Figure 2.12 that the worked area of the 

st Helens coalfield expanded during the first half of the 

nineteenth century to fill the gaps between st Helens and 

other worked areas of the South-west Lancashire coalfield, 
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Prescot in the west and Orrell and Wigan to the north. 

The number of collieries in the area virtually doubled 

between 1800 and 1860. (Table 2.8) This may have been an 

impressive rate of expansion compared with that in Somerset, 

but it was achieved in fifteen years on Tyneside between 

1830 and 1844. 38 After a burst of sinking between 1800 

and 1805 more closures than openings of collieries followed 

until the 1820's. However, after 1825 there was a steady 

increase. 

As in Somerset the rate and amount of change varied 

within the coalfield. (Table 2.9) All of the new 

collieries, 1800-1805, were located in Hardshaw. However, 

not all of the subsequent closures occurred in this 

district. Nevertheless, there was no more addition to 

the total in Hardshaw until the 1830's. In Whiston several 

new collieries appeared in the 1820's.39 But in the west 

the number of collieries diminished after 1830. Most new 

collieries were further east, 1825-1860, in Parr, Billinge, 

and later Ashton and Rainford. 

Figures 2.12 a-c illustrate the shifting pattern of 

exploitation. In 1800 the working colliery sites were 

largely clustered in two distinct areas, south of Prescot 

and strung along the St Helens end of the Sankey Canal. 

But by 1830 both nuclei had spread out, and by 1860 nearly 

dispersed. First of all, there was some dispersal from 

the Sankey Canal. New collieries were located in Sutton, 

Windle, Eccleston and Ashton. Later, mining extended 

north and east into Bil1inge, Rainford, and to the northern 
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edge of Ashton, while fewer remained in Sutton, Whiston 

and Windle. 

A positive balance of openings over closures in each 

decade except 1810-1820 conceals a high turnover. (Table 2.9) 

In the first few decades it was probably higher than in 

Somerset. Certainly, in the earlier decades of the nine-

teenth century there were more ephemeral collieries in 

St Helens. 40 This could have arisen from the relative 

ease of opening a colliery and finding abundant coal. 41 

No pits lasted anything near the lifetime of those in 

Somerset. However, more collieries worked continuously 

throughout the period, 45%, and the duration of working 

improved by the middle of the century, especially in 

Hardshaw. (Figure 2.13) Indeed, most of the rash of 

closures 1810-20 were of small collieries clustered around 

st Helens which had opened among the spate of new 

collieries sunk in the previous decade. (Figures 2.l4a-b) 

In the Blackbrook area collieries were more stable, 

particularly those in Haydock and Parr serving the Sankey 

40 
canal trade. -

2.2.2 Production 

For employment the most significant trends in the coalfield 

are possibly those associated not with the number of 

collieries but with their size. In St Helens the number 

of fairly large collieries producing over 15,000 tons 

increased in the first few decades of the century. 

Figure 2.l5a shows about eight collieries larger than any 
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in Somerset at the same date. In addition to the old 

Ravenhead colliery, several newer collieries (Gerard~ 

Bridge, Rushy Park and Sutton around St Helens itself and 

Pewfall and Haydock to the east) were in this category as 

well. No colliery around St Helens, though, approached 

the size of collieries in the North-east of England until 

later in the century. In the 1840's several very large 

collieries emerged. Collieries in Haydock, Ashton, 

Billinge, Parr and Sutton dwarfed most of the others. 43 

At these, individual pits were probably capable of 

producing over 20,000 tons per annum, like the Radstock 
44 collieries. In 1830 the average pit size in Sutton 

(5,000 tons) was smaller than in somerset. 45 Many of the 

others were similar in size to the bulk of those in 

Somerset. Most of these were located around st Helens 

and Prescot. In addition there were quite a lot of small 

46 operations continuing to raise coal alongside the giants. 

But, compared with the first few decades of the century 

there were significantly fewer of these by the 1850's.47 

(Table 2.7) 

These changes underlie a fundamental redistribution of 

production and a rapid increase, particularly after the 

1820's. (Table 2.10) Langton estimated that 300,000 tons 

per annwn was produced c.1800 in this area of which two

thirds was raised in the Hardshaw and Blackbrook 

districts. 48 Later estimates of production would concur 

with the increasing number and scale of collieries. The 

momentum of expansion picked up pace after 1830 and production 
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doubled at least in the next twenty years. 49 Much of this 

increase was raised from the new collieries in the east and 

north and from the few large operators which overshadowed 

the cluster of small collieries around St Helens and 

Whiston. For example, there is no evidence of any growth 

of total production in Windle after the 1820's nor in the 

Whiston area. 50 

2.2.3 The Number of Jobs 

If the number of miners is equated with production, the 

statistical evidence in Tables 2.11 and 2.12 does show that 

while production in Whiston shrank from the 1830's, it 

increased in leaps and bounds elsewhere in the coalfield. 5l 

It possibly doubled, 1851-61, in the eastern and north-

eastern townships of the coalfield. These had a proportion 

of the workforce that was greater than their share of 

collieries. It implies that coal works may have been 

larger in the newly worked area of the coalfield, as they 

were around Radstock in the Somerset coalfield. 

The salient features coincide with the general outline 

of events drawn from the changing location and number of 

collieries. When the annual average number of fathers 

who are recorded as colliers in the coalfield for 1813-19 

are compared with those in the 1790's it is apparent that 

there was some expansion after the turn of the century, 

particularly in the immediate locality of St Helens. 52 

(Figure 2.16) No rapid increase occurred again until the 

late 1820's and early 1830's when the averages rose further 

- 29 -



east, in Parr, then in Haydock and Ashton, although also 

in Eccleston. 53 (Table 2.11) 

Colliery closures in Windle, the western portion of 

Eccleston, Prescot and Whiston left their mark in the 'next 

few decades (Figure 2.17), so that whereas the Whiston 

area's share of fathers who were miners was one-quarter, 

1825-29, it was only one in thirteen of the household heads 

in 1861. (Table 2.12) The relative importance of the 

Hardshaw district also diminished even though the number of 

miners in Sutton and Hardshaw continued to increase, 1841-61. 

Relatively larger increases in the numbers of miners in 

Parr, Haydock and Ashton followed the opening of new 

collieries and the expansion of several existing concerns. 

But the number of miners on the northern fringe in Bi11inge 

and Rainford increased more sharply since there had been no 

mining for over twenty-five years in Rainford, and 

probably none before about 1835 in Billinge. 54 

It may be dangerous to draw too much from a comparison 

of changes in the number of miners in each coalfield from 

these sources. However, it seems obvious that the 

Somerset coalfield had a larger workforce to produce much 

less coal. Somerset had about the same number of miners 

as st Helens in the early 1850's yet they were only 

producing about half the amount of coal as miners in 

st Helens. 55 Different phases of growth in the number of 

mining jobs in each area are also clear. In Somerset the 

boom came in the years following Waterloo and soon faded 

away. In St Helens there was no comparable increase until 
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about 1830, after which the coalfield's employment grew 

at a far greater rate than at any time in Somerset, 

especially between 1841 and 1861. In both areas, 

however, districts where abundant seams near the surface 

had been worked out did not experience an equivalent 

growth of work in mining during this period. 

2.3 Coal Mining and Trends in Employment 

Changes and variations in numbers employed at collieries 

are among the consequences of variation in the development 

of the mining industry. The demand for miners in each 

coalfield appears to have varied because of disparities in 

the opening of new mines and the growth of production. 

Hence, reasons for the existence of coal mining determined 

employment. On a much larger scale Nef discussed how the 

economics of coal production could explain some of the 

experiences of the industry and its workers. 56 Others 

also suggest that the performance of a coalfield and its 

prospects of employment are affected not only by the dis

position of coal measures but by other factors of production. 57 

These include the markets they serve, the attraction of 

capital, the amount of investment, and the applicability of 

techniques to improve production and transport coal, to 

lower costs and improve profitability. 

The factors probably affecting the number of jobs in 

collieries and the fortunes of mining outlined in the first 

half of this Chapter are shown in Table 2.13. Disparities 

in the development and location of mining in the nineteenth 
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century have often been described in terms of a rational 

response among producers to offset the exhaustion of 

coal resources and increased costs. 58 The sequence of 

changes in Somerset and St Helens could be explained 

superficially in this way. For example, the easily 

accessible measures were becoming exhausted between 1800 

and 1820 in Somerset and 1830 and 1850 in St Helens. 

Technological innovations in transport and mine work made 

previously less accessible coal cheaper and easier to 

exploit in spite of their depth. Deeper working occurred 

first of all in the vicinity of canals and later railways 

in both areas. But cost minimisation was not a primary 

concern of producers according to Langton. 59 He argued 

that reactions by colliery operators would have been based 

on relative costs and profit potential. 60 Because coal-

fields still had an imperfect, highly localised monopoly 

market in the early nineteenth century, relatively high cost 

producers such as the collieries in Somerset could be 

protected and could make profits. 61 Langton and Hay both 

suggest that changes in factors which determine production 

costs (supply) and prices (demand) can be independently 

assessed since these reflect changes in circumstances which 
62 

faced producers. For Somerset and st Helens an 

examination of the role of the market (accessibility and 

costs of distribution, demand) and then production costs 

(getting the coal, investment and royalties) highlights, as 

they did for Langton, how and why employment for miners in 

each area varied so greatly. 
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2.4 Coal Mining in Somerset 

2.4.1 Getting the Coal to Market 

The Somerset coalfield's growth, prosperity and survival 

rested on preservation of its monopoly control over an 

external market. In Cumbria Harris found that the struggle 

for control was tied to transport development. 63 The same 

could be said for Somerset. (Figure 2.18) The Somerset-

shire Coal Canal (SCC) gave Somerset coal producers an 

advantageous thrust for a while. The penetration of 

railways from the Midlands by the 1840's took this away. 

Unequal access to the canal and later the railway probably 

contributed to the uneven growth of coal production and jobs 

within the coalfield. 

Initially the turnpike improvements probably gave some 

advantage to colliery developments near to Bath and Frome, 

such as High Litt1eton, Paul ton and Co1eford, in the late 
64 eighteenth century. These were the main centres of 

mining c.1800 and their production was possibly limited by 

the small size of this market. Development could have been 

inhibited in the heavily dissected Cam and We110w Brook 

valleys without major road works. 65 The canal and 

associated tramway developments of the first two decades of 

the nineteenth century altered this. Most pitheads in the 

Cam and We110w Brook valleys were eventually linked to a 

wider network of consumers in Wiltshire, Berkshire and 

oxfordshire. 66 More significantly, the canal delivered 

coal from Somerset which was cheaper than seaborne coal in 
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Bath and the Upper Thames Basin. 67 

In spite of suffering from early problems the SCC is 

generally considered to be one of the main causes of a 

change in the course of development in the early nineteenth 
68 century. Of the two canals mooted in the mid-1790's 

only the branch of the SCC from Midford to Paulton ever 

fully operated effectively. A wagonway eventually 

replaced the canal dug from Twinhoe to Radstock in 1815. 

This network excluded all the collieries in Nettlebridge and 

Pensford although collieries in Paulton and Radstock needed 

wagonways to obtain any of the benefits. 69 By 1807 most 

Paul ton collieries were connected and after 1815 all but 

Huish in Radstock had a tramway.70 The Clutton and 

Farrington collieries were never joined to the canal. It 

is probably no coincidence that the earliest increase in 

production occurred in the Lower Cam valley, viz. at 

Timsbury, Paul ton and Camerton, and the larger and newer 

collieries after 1815 were situated mostly in the Wellow 

Brook valley, viz. Welton, Radstock and Writhlington. At 

the same time as production around Radstock began to increase 

steeply many more of the collieries serving only a landsale 

market closed or maintained a lower rate of production. 

There were few new ventures in Nettlebridge which were 

successful once the canal could take coal from Paulton and 

Radstock to part of their market around Frome. 7l 

As in Shropshlre, coal carried by railways from other 

areas gradually broke into the coalfield's canal sales 
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market in the 1840's.72 The collieries selling coal from 

the canal were then having to compete with coal from 

South Wales and the Midlands which was considerably 

cheaper. 73 The contest was 'unfair,.74 From 1845 

numerous coal works throughout the Paul ton and Radstock 

districts complained of this and attributed their plight 

to the lack of a rai1way.75 The first rail connection 

between the coalfield and the emerging national network 

from Radstock to Frome initially provided only the Radstock 

collieries with an outlet. It is perhaps not surprising 

that production expanded at Radstock once they were able to 

send coal more cheaply into their neighbours' markets and 

new areas such as South Wi1tshire. 76 At the same time, in 

spite of efforts to overcome their disadvantage, many of 

the larger collieries in Welton as well as Camerton, 

Timsbury and Pau1ton languished. 77 New sinkings at 

Babington and later Mells probably occurred as a result of 

the railway and reversed a downward trend in Nett1ebridge. 78 

2.4.2 The Market for Somerset's Coal 

The importance of access to roads, canals and railways on 

the location of collieries and their profitability 

possibly reflects a small internal demand for coa1. 79 The 

size and structure of Somerset's market for coal possibly 

limited production and deve10pment. 80 Unlike coa1mining 

areas such as Shropshire or South Staffordshire, Somerset 

depended entirely on export to expand its production. Some 

inland coalfields grew without any significant change in the 
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size of their market, although as in Somerset production 

increased once canals or railways improved access to a 

larger population and range of consumers. The Somerset 

coalfield's consumers were mainly domestic, so that 

production largely grew because the canal increased the 

number who could afford to buy Somerset's coal. (Figure 2.19) 

Because the collieries relied heavily on small sales 

to domestic users through canal distributors and coal 

hauliers, the market was insecure and seasonal. 82 It may 

not have encouraged a rise in production after the l820's 

especially in the landsale areas. By then most towns 

served by the coalfield such as Bradford, Frome, Shepton 

Mallet and even Bath had stable populations. 83 The 

potential market in rural Wiltshire and Berkshire may have 
84 been small principally because coal was so expensive. 

At the extremities of the market in Reading and Oxford, 

Somerset coal had a slight price advantage over sea coal. S5 

Landsales of Somerset coal could not compete with sea coal 

in Bristol,so that it is not surprising that the collieries 

in Pens ford and Clutton did not increase their production 

86 markedly. 

In addition, industrial users were small, and also 

scattered. The coalfield did not have any large users of 

coal in Bristol. In Bath, the main market, industries 

were chiefly artisan workshops.87 The gas companies in 

Bath and later the Wiltshire towns became some of the 
S8 largest consumers. A few steam-powered textile mills 

in the Avon, Frome and Wylye valleys used Somerset coal. 
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Tann estimated that 20,000 tons were probably consumed by 

them c.1825 compared with about 2,000 tons fifteen years 

earlier. 89 Even so, the industry was not installing 

steam powered machinery very rapidly to all processes. 

With more efficient use of coal and little expansion in the 

size of the industry demand probably did not rise. 90 Other 

industrial users such as 1imekilns, breweries, brick and 

paper works made use of cheaper small coal. 91 Until the 

Westbury Iron Company restarted coal production at Newbury 

c.1855 to provide coal for its smelters, only collieries at 

Vobster and Bishops' Sutton supplied industrial users 

directly.92 

2.4.3 Producing the Coal 

According to Hay, limited opportunities for expanding coal 

mining would exaggerate the effect of differential 

production costs on output and employment. 93 For coal

fields competing in the same market, such as the Bristol 

and Somerset coalfields trying to supply coal to Bath, 

relative costs would resolve the issue. Within a coa1-

field the costs of transport in the price would be 

approximately the same, particularly for all those connected 

to a short canal like the SCC. The experiences of other 

industries at the time also suggest that once demand is 

quenched, relative costs of production have a greater effect 

on levels of employment as employers are eliminated by price 

competition. 94 In Somerset, production capacity and cost 

were influenced by several factors. As other studies have 
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found, these are the disposition of coal resources, working 

technology, capital available and invested, and the control 

of mineral resources. (Table 2.13) 

On the whole, Somerset collieries had relatively high 

costs of production. These made it difficult for most 

collieries to compete with producers in other coalfields, 

but especially collieries without access to the canal or 

equipment which reduced unit costs. In the early nineteenth 

century natural defences restricted the level of competi-

tion. However, even though demand possibly outstripped 

supply at times, the threat posed by rivals was not far 

away. 95 Many collieries had no alternative but to use new 

methods of production to increase the supply of coal and 

reduce their costs of production if they were to survive. 

Without investors from industry or adequate investment from 

mining profits, most of Somerset's collieries in the mid-

nineteenth century were not able to compete so successfully. 

Where capital investment was available, as at Radstock, 

production could be stimulated, in spite of the inherent 

difficulties, and the chances of providing employment 

increased. 

It is obvious that coal measures could primarily 

influence the location and lifespan of collieries in 

Somerset, as elsewhere. Fisher has accused many economic 

historians who have studied coal mining of 'geological 

determinism' although Wrigley felt that these factors may 

be underestimated. 96 In Somerset, geological conditions 

imposed restrictions on the extent of coal working. 97 

- 38 -



These were not just vertical and horizontal limits to 

production. Unlike most coal mining areas, the coal 

measures are only exposed over a relatively small area. 

(Figure 2.20) The most accessible Upper Series measures 

dip beneath a thickness of Oolitic Beds. On Mendip the 

Upper Series lie below the Lower Series at a depth of at 

least 300 feet. Consequently coal was not easy to 

extract. Deep valleys aided access. However, there was 

no mining on the valley floors in Radstock and Camerton 

until the 1760's. At Radstock the first coal measures 

are only reached at about 400 feet, compared with less than 

200 feet in Paul ton, Welton and Bishops' Sutton. Undoubt-

edly, the great depth of coal compared with other coal-

fields may have hindered progress because of the extra 

costs involved pumping out water and lifting coal from the 

pit bottom. Nonetheless, at the turn of the century 

mining at over 500 feet was not unexceptional in the 

Paul ton and Radstock districts. 

New collieries were sunk to mine concealed measures 

throughout the coalfield once exposed coal measures were 

exhausted. 98 But it appears that this occurred more 

. frequently where the exposed measures could no longer meet 

demand. Collieries at Timsbury and Radstock exceeded 

depths reached on Tyneside, c.1800-l820. At about 900 

feet (1810) these are usually considered to have been the 

deepest workings in the country.99 But there is no 

evidence that a Tyneside colliery was deeper until the 

1820's and 1830's. 100 For example, Old Pit at Radstock 

- 39 -



brought up coal 1,074 feet in the 1790'slOl At 1,200 feet 

Clandown was possibly the deepest cOlliery in Britain 

c.1820. In most other coalfields the greatest depths were 
102 hardly 500 feet. As in Tyneside, Cumbria and 

Midlothian, deeper coal mining was stimulated by exhaustion 

as well as a latent demand. Old collieries in Somerset 

were eventually faced by either digging deeper or closing. 

Mining in Clutton, Radford, Bishops' Sutton and Stratton 

survived by finding deeper seams worth mining, but none of 

the collieries in High Littleton found any.l03 

Fortunately drainage does not seem to have been a 

problem. A few collieries, such as Dunkerton, closed 

permanently and temporarily because of flooding from old 

workings; Middle Pit, Farrington and Hayeswood, for 

instance. l04 Unfortunately, good quality coal was not 

always found nor plentiful seams. Some collieries closed 

because of the poor quality of their coal; Shoscombe in 

In addition, coal working was not made easy by 

thin seams, invariably under twenty inches, and convolu

tions and faults in the measures being mined. l06 Unit 

cosis, especially of labour, were increased since these 

conditions required more inclines and branches and produced 

more waste. 

"Under these Circumstances", observed Buckland and 

Conybeare, "that the seams should be worked with profit 

must be attributed chiefly to the highly improved machinery 

introduced into this district".107 To surmount huge 
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difficulties and relatively higher costs of production 

some Somerset producers were able to challenge their 

rivals by expanding the scale of production and adopting 

some of the latest technology to lower the costs of 

working at great depth. By contrast it is likely that 

primitive working methods continued for longer in areas 

such as South Wales and South Staffordshire where there 

was less pressure to reduce costs by these means to main-
108 

tain and obtain profits. 

In Somerset all mining in the early nineteenth century 

was carried out by single shafts. In other mining 

districts shafts were not universal and in most coalfields, 

Tyneside and Cumbria being exceptions, collieries generally 

consisted of a large number of shallow shaft and adit 

't 109 pl s. The longer duration of some colliery sites in 

Somerset may reflect higher investment in sinking shafts 

and subsequent branching rather than continuous sinking to 

110 work a lease. At all the larger and deeper collieries 

steam pumping facilitated drainage from the l76o's.111 

Small workings in Nettlebridge and Pensford used pump 

wheels and buckets well into the nineteenth century in 

spite of depths of over 500 feet.
112 The deepest needed 

several pumps and these consumed a high proportion of the 

output, possibly as much as 15%.113 

By bringing a large amount of coal to a common point 

for hoisting a great distance, investment to improve shaft 

b bl ' 114 winding was pro a y Wlse. In 1792 soon after steam 

winding was adopted in the North~ast, several colleries 
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in Somerset followed suit. This occurred in other coal-

fields but principally where it was more efficient than 

horse power to raise larger amounts of coal. 115 Steam 

winding in Somerset improved productivity and profits from 

working coal at these great depths. 116 Production and 

employment probably gained more from this than any other 

innovation in the first decades of the nineteenth century. 

According to Buckland and Coneybeare and other reports,new 

machinery allowed collieries in Radstock, Welton, Camerton 

and Timsbury initially to expand production to about fifty 

tons a day by the 1820's. 

Only slower advances were made in improving the 

efficiency of underground haulage. In the North-east 

wheeled hudges, tracks, iron tubs on runners and larger 

containers were common by the time the Mining Commissioners 

reported in 1842. 117 There are scant references to any of 

these in Somerset until after the mid-nineteenth century. lIS 

There were some exceptions such as Camerton. 119 In general, 

demand may not have encouraged a further increase in pit 

capacity which these changes might have permitted. 

However, the narrowness and unevenness of seams throughout 

h b h " d 120 the coalfield may ave een a In rance. Eventually at 

Radstock, Welton Hill and Clandown in the late 1840's and 

1850's, some changes occurred which resulted in an increase 

of production because these methods improved speed and 

efficiency.121 The shafts at these collieries were 

widened, lined with bricks and installed with cages and 

guides. Shafts in general were very narrow at 4! feet and 

this would have restricted winding capacity. A hooker 
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system of lifting men and coal was dangerous and also 

meant that more coal was broken. 122 Possibly as a result 

of this and the railway, the Radstock collieries had a 

competitive edge over older collieries in Paulton, Clutton 

and even Clandown in the 1850's123 These did not expand 

their workforces whereas Radstock did. Furthermore, the 

lessees at quite a few collieries complained about their 

lack of profit from working distant coal measures. At 

Radstock underground improvements such as self-acting 

inclines and pony haulage reduced these costs. Two up-

shafts were closed in 1854 but rationalisation resulted in 

redeployment rather than redundancy. 

Inevitably capital investment played a part in 

determining the level of technology, employment and 

production at mines. 124 Many pits in Somerset did not 

repay the investments made, but employment was provided 

nonetheless because profits supplied an incentive and some 

of the cash for investment, as in other coalfields. l25 

However, when profits dried up, Somerset's coal mining 

industry was possibly the loser. Most new investment 

depended on profits earned from mining. In Somerset the 

most common form of funding for refitting and sinking in 

the early nineteenth century was privately organised by 

the groups of men and women who were shareholders. At 

Writhlington, for example, the money came from their other 

concerns or out of the dividends from their shares in the 

collieries.126 Regular profits were a boon. Most share-

holders in Somerset, as in South Wales or Shropshire, were 
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local businessmen, landowners and colliery proprietors 

often with interests in a number of separate mines. 

Despite low profits from most collieries at any time in 

the coalfield's history, the risk of sustaining losses and 

the greater costs involved in working deeper coal, there is 

no evidence of a shortage of speculators. 127 They may not 

have been the right ones. Nor did investors and small 

partnerships give up their struggles easily. Many 

depressed works such as Nettlebridge and Farrington changed 

hands as going concerns or were temporarily saved from bank

ruptcy through the 'generosity' of landowners.
128 

However, 

the impression is that investment was increasingly derived 

from the profits of company shareholders and landowners 

after the 1820's. When profits declined and accrued by 

mid-century at relatively few collieries, probably only 

Radstock, Welton and Writhlington, a lack of capital at all 

but these may explain why there were few attempts to 

° d ° d to 129 modern1se an 1ncrease pro uc 10n. 

A vicious circle of technological problems, high costs, 

reduced sales and losses troubled pits in Paulton, Clutton, 

Timsbury and eventually Camerton and Welton. 130 If the 

problems faced by the Duchy's lessees at stratton are any 

guide, the same factors may have inhibited production and 

development in Nettlebridge and Pensford for a lot longer. 

By contrast the potential profit attracted an amalgam of 

local and outside interests involved in the Westbury Iron 

Ore Company to sink several pits in Babington c.l855: 3l 

No small coal master achieved much success. A few 
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perse~vered, particularly in Bishops' Sutton, but there 

was not much chance to prosper without heavy investment, 

which only the Waldegraves had proved by 1860. 

Two other factors, which have escaped attention so 

far, affected profit; the control of competition and the 

control over the mineral resources exercised by land-

132 owners. I would agree with Richards who wrote: 133 

" On occasion there may have been truth in the 
remark of a Staffordshire coal owner that 
'contiguous collieries must by force of cir
cumstances be rivals and enemies' but the 
local experience usually gave the opposite 
impression" 

In Somerset a limitation of production probably stifled 

competition between the collieries who were the principal 

suppliers of the SCC's markets. It allowed many of them 

to survive the effects of falls in demand. Collieries 

outside the cartel in Nettlebridge closed down more 

frequently. Ostensibly, it was a traders' association as 
134 in the Erewash valley. However, the Somerset Coal 

Owners' Association affected the pattern of production, 

like others in Derbyshire and the North-east of England. 135 

A vend limitation manipulated profits at some 

collieries in Somerset for quite long periods. All the 

colliery proprietors in the Paul ton and Radstock districts 

belonged to the Somerset Coal Owners Association. It had 

been in existence at least in the 1790's and it probably 

remained a formal grouping at different times throughout 

much of the nineteenth century.136 In Somerset their 
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advantage and success in controlling output and price in 

the early nineteenth century arose from their strangle

hold over the canal and from having a virtual monopoly in 

the market it reached until the 1830's.137 The same cir-

cumstances existed at times in North-east England in the 

eighteenth century.l38 In the 1830's they introduced 

measures to counter falls in demand and control production 

139 levels. Because shareholders had interests in a variety 

of pits, a limitation adhered to by all of them offered a 

means to protect all of their investments. Apart from 

maintaining profits they avoided fiercer internal 

competition which might have caused closures. These fears 

were well founded. Once Camerton and then Radstock broke 

from the agreement and embarked on higher production to 

reduce costs, older pits such as Paulton Ham and Hill, 

Radford and Grove reduced their production and eventually 

140 closed. The same process which led to insolvency had 

probably brought the end of mining in most of Nettlebridge 

in the previous thirty years. Although the quota system 

encouraged some large companies to open new collieries 

such as Shoscombe and Wellsway to increase their share and 

then transfer production when the allocation fell, the 

strength of the Vend did little to encourage any small 

1 d 1 11 " 141 independent an sa e co 1er1es. 

By another means the land and mineral owners in the 

coalfield affected company power and profits. 142 On the 

surface they influenced the extent, duration and location 

of coal working. Leases restricted the amount of land 
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that could be worked and the length of working. The 

larger landowners included terms laying down the phases 

and methods of exploitation. The large lessors like the 

Duchy of Cornwall were able to force the operators to 

work difficult measures during the term of a lease and 

prohibit reckless activity which might have left them with 

a great deal of ungettab1e coal left underground. 143 This 

affected the lessees' profits. At Radstock and Camerton 

some dissatisfaction with the lessees probably encouraged 

the Wa1degraves and Jarretts, respectively, to take over 

the working of their collieries when the leases expired. 144 

They feared a reduced freeshare. 

The working profits of all leased collieries were 

reduced by the exaction of an extremely high freeshare and 

outstroke rent. The Duchy, for example, obtained one-

eighth from Old Welton until 1867 for coal mined at over 

1,000 feet, by which time less fortunate landowners such 

as the Earl of Warwick had settled for one-fifteenth or 

one_twentieth. 145 By refusing to accept a lower freeshare 

for coal from thin seams many jobs may have been lost.l46 

In South Wales one-twenty-fourth and one-fortieth was 

common at much less deep collieries, and it was usually 

one-twentieth in Durham in the early nineteenth century. l47 

However, only the large landowners managed to achieve any 

influence. Christ Church, Oxford, had difficulty 

maintaining a regular income because it was unable to wield 

enough power over any single lessee which mined its coal!48 
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Nonetheless, by whittling away the profits of the principal 

investors in Somerset's coal mines, the growth of 

production and productivity may have been restricted. 

More often than not the Jarretts, Waldegraves and the 

Duchy were the only beneficiaries of the coal mined in 

somerset. 149 Undoubtedly jobs at the collieries in 

Somerset, as elsewhere, depended on the profit and loss 

account. At the closure of Fry's Bottom and Old Greyfield 

in 1823 the coal agent, Joseph Cook, wrote in the sales and 

freeshare ledger "Here ends the profits and pains of more 
150 than half a century." 

2.5 Coal Mining in St Helens 

2.5.1 Getting the Coal to Market 

The same factors influenced mining in the St Helens area in 

different ways. Obvious differences between the two coal-

fields, such as relatively thick, easily accessible seams 

in St Helens and an expanding local industrial market from 

the 1820's, go a long way to accounting for many differences 

and explain why some similarities existed in the develop-

ment of their mining industries. Events and experiences 

in St Helens are best explained by several significant 

differences. It had a market which was expanding, 

especially after 1840, and it had a lot more manufacturing. 

The coalfield maintained modern and effective means of 

transport to evacuate coal cheaply and profitably. There 

were ample amounts of coal at relatively shallow depths and 
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at no great distance. Less productive measures of the 

same variety were not mined. Fortunately, there was 

competition from other coal producing areas, in addition to 

competition between producers in the coalfield, which 

possibly encouraged modernisation and investment. By 

contrast to Somerset the potential for profit and the 

availability of capital from mining and industry were a 

positive inducement. 

Langton found that transport links between the 

st Helens' collieries and potential customers underpinned 

the coalfield's performance. 151 It remained true in the 

nineteenth century.152 (Figure 2.21) Consequently, 

relatively lower prices for coal than in Somerset may have 

stimulated greater demand. In spite of improved access 

to the market by competitors during the eighteenth and ntne-

teenth centuries, the Sankey canal and then the railways 

reduced costs sufficiently for St Helens' prices to undercut 

them. 153 For example, production in St Helens grew at the 

same time as it stagnated around worsley.154 It did not 

fall back after the 1830's even though transport develop-

ments such as railways brought producers into conflict with 

competitors from a larger area. 

Differential access to the market affected producers, 

as in Somerset, inhibiting development where collieries 

could not sell coal as cheaply as others. In the eighteenth 

century the Sankey canal allowed some producers in the 

Hardshaw and Blackbrook areas of the coalfield to sell coal 

- 49 -



down the Mersey and to the brineworks in Cheshire. 155 

Turnpikes had allowed collieries in Whiston to develop a 

landsale trade of coal to the burgeoning Liverpool market. 156 

In the early nineteenth century wagonways gave more 

collieries a link to the canal and access to these external 

markets. Production probably grew at coll~ries in Sutton, 

Ashton and Haydock, as in Radstock, as a result. Mean-

while, the cost of land carriage prohibited development in 

areas at a distance from the canal such as Rainford until 

the 1850's.157 It may well have restricted mining in 

Eccleston and Windle as well. 158 Certainly the collieries 

most vulnerable to closure were those not connected to the 

canal. Even in the mid-nineteenth century collieries at 

greater distances in Ashton and Billinge depended on 

private railroads to take their coal away.159 By then, 

however, the links were mainly to railways although the 

Sankey and trade down the Mersey and Weaver remained very 

important. 

Initially, the St Helens and Runcorn Gap Railway 

allowed the movement of coal to the Mersey to increase. 

It did not supersede the canal but possibly strengthened 

the position of producers in Hardshaw during the 1830's.160 

Only a few collieries joined up with it while additional 

collieries to the north were linked to the canal. 

course of the 1830's seven large collieries made a 

In the 

connection following Broad Oak in 1832. No new collieries 

did so although Blackleyhurst was connected by a long 
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tramway to the Blackbrook branch of the canal. 161 The 

Liverpool and Manchester Railway had less impact. 

Production around Whiston may have been boosted to begin 

with. However, it is just as likely that it brought in 

coal from further afield to the Liverpool market. 162 

Only in the 1850's did railway extensions from St Helens 

into Parr, Haydock and Ashton, and from Wigan into 
16-

Rainford, possibly encourage new mining activity. ) 

Employment in these areas apparently grew rapidly while it 

was relatively stable in parts of the coalfield such as 

Windle and Eccleston which were still dependent on land 

sales. 

2.5.2 The Market for St Helens Coal 

The consumption of coal increased sharply in St Helens' 

markets. Consequently, mining expanded throughout the 

coalfield, and not surprisingly at a much faster rate than 

in Somerset. Sales outside the coalfield were important, 

but unlike Somerset some collieries supplied local 

consumers. For both markets, however, transport 

facilities such as the canal and railways were necessary 

if collieries were to have some flexibility and lower 

costs.164 (Figure 2.22) As a result, more development 

probably occurred around the canal and later near the rail

ways, as in Somerset, since collieries in these areas were 

in the best position to supply a wider range of 

customers. 
165 

Domestic coal consumption must have increased by a 
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large amount in the area. Population growth in South 

Lancashire was remarkably high compared with North-east 

Somerset and Wiltshire. No doubt a lower price for coal 

and lower transport costs enabled more people to afford 

it. By the 1840's sales from the Sankey collieries went 

further afield, beyond Liverpool to Ireland and North 

wales. 166 Demand from industry probably stimulated a 

more remarkable growth of production. Only collieries 

around St Helens and those selling their coal via the 

canal could supply this market. Consequently, landsale 

collieries at some distance from St Helens, especially 

around Prescot, had little cause to increase their produc-

tion. 

Brineworks in Cheshire, glass factories in St Helens 

and Warrington, and soap boilers in Liverpool, it has been 

claimed, established eighteenth century mining around the 

terminus of the canal. 167 A cluster of collieries around 

st Helens served this market. In St Helens and at Widnes 

and Runcorn in the Lower Mersey valley a wider range of 

less precarious coal-using industries grew. The salt 

industry continued to be important but consumption in 

chemicals, glass and metal gradually became relatively more 

168 important. As the collieries in the east linked to the 

Mersey by the Sankey and later the railway retained a mono

poly over the supply of coal to them, their fortunes became 

tied to the success of these industries. 

By contrast with the salt and Liverpool markets, the 
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smaller local industrial market did not have a very stable 

demand for coal until later in the nineteenth century. A 

high level of demand for short periods probably allowed 

high cost producers such as landsale collieries in Whiston, 

Eccleston and Rainford to survive in the early nineteenth 

century. Demand up to 1815 may have led to the sinking of 

a plethora of new coal mines in Hardshaw 1800-1810; many 

of these were short-lived. 169 Production of glass fell 

after the Napoleonic War. not to rise again until the 

Both the copper works closed. Several 

collieries near St Helens closed at much the same time, and 

there is little evidence of an extension of mining during 

this period. 171 Once industrial demand perked up in the 

second and third quarters of the nineteenth century, mining 

in Hardshaw and Blackbrook suffered no further setback. 

It was fortunate that the synthetic chemical and glass 

industries did not endure severe cyclical depressions like 

iron and textile industries, although some closures in 

Sutton in the early 1840's could be attributed to problems 

172 at the glassworks. On the whole, new glass, copper and 

chemical works were established in St Helens and their 

production processes used large amounts of coal. 173 

Collieries nearby held a competitive advantage. With 

bulk handling facilities coal could be taken to them over 

short distances but this still limited supply to collieries 

in the to~nships of Parr, Haydock, Billinge and Ashton in 

the coalfield, barring coal from Wigan, Leigh and Bolton, 

or even Whiston and Rainford. 
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2.5.3 Producing Coal in St Helens 

Limitations to the growth of production imposed by geology, 

capital and technology were not too severe. In general, 

abundant, shallow reserves of coal and high levels of 

profit were a boon. There were constraints. Some 

colliery owners, who went bankrupt possibly because they 

were sustaining losses or whose coal leases were exhausted, 

discovered this. But profit, equipment and coal seams 

were not the overriding factors that they were in Somerset 

nor did they bring about obvious disparities within the 

coalfield. Differences were probably not so exaggerated 

at this stage of development in St Helens when demand was 

high because the price of coal usually guaranteed profits. 

Costs of production were generally still very low. 

The seams in the coalfield were rarely found to be less 

than three feet thick. 174 In South-west Lancashire, as 

in Durham, it was said that paltry seams of about three feet, 

which did not exist in Somerset, were never worked in the 

early nineteenth century.175 They did vary in quality and 

thickness and, of course, depth. However, there was a 

demand for all types of coal in the local industries and 

homes. According to Gascoigne, a St Helens landowner, 

their proximity to the surface rather than their quality 

would have been more important. 176 

Coal measures outcrop throughout the worked area but 

generally dip southwards and eastwards. As a consequence, 

the top seams east of Hardshaw were largely present only 
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at greater depths to the south and east. A fault between 

Prescot and St Helens meant that most of the top seams in 

the former were not found at depth under St Helens. 

Then immediately to the north and west of St Helens, in 

Windle and Eccleston and on the western edge of the coal-

field, there were fewer seams below 300 feet. It is not 

surprising to find that in this area a relative decline in 

production took place during the nineteenth century, which 

also occurred in parts of somerset. 177 Around St Helens 

collieries in Windle, Hardshaw and Sutton still worked coal 

within a few hundred feet of the surface during the first 

178 years of the century. In longer worked areas, such as 

Tarbock and Haydock, new pits began to work deeper se,~s.179 

At about 300-400 feet these were shallow compared with all 

but the oldest and smallest of Somerset's operations. 

Unlike Somerset shallow working continued in the coalfield. 

Small collieries in long worked areas such as Green Lane 

worked out a few remaining areas of shallow deposits in 

the 1840's and 1850 1 s,181 but large collieries were 

sustained by going much deeper during the course of the 

century. Most of the collieries in Parr, Haydock and 

Ashton began to mine the measures that outcrop to the north 

and west in the l840's.182 These were often exhausted at 

shallower levels and collieries that mined them, Rushy Park, 

st Helens and Burtonhead for instance, were closing do~n.183 

Relative to the depth of collieries in Somerset none had to 

go do~n very far to reach coal. By the 1820's Ashton 

Green, for example, was working coal at a depth of 570 feet, 
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and in the 1840's all the collieries in Parr were 

exploiting the Rushy Park seam at 800 feet. 184 Collieries 

which survived from the early decades of the century to 

1850 around St Helens sunk shafts to new levels as much as 

900 feet down. 185 Gerard's Bridge and Ravenhead were 

exceptional because they had a large number of seams as 

well as leases from several landowners. To achieve these 

changes and increase the supply of coal from pits and 

collieries there were changes in the means of getting the 

coal. 

In the early nineteenth century there is little 

evidence of sophistication compared with Somerset. Con

tinuous pit sinking every few hundred yards was the norm. 186 

Steam pumping had been installed at most collieries but 

not steam winding. 187 Demand rather than depth did 

eventually encourage its use. But because shafts were 

fairly short and much wider than the much deeper pits in 

Somerset, up to 100 tons a day could be raised by hand 

winding and whimsey if the colliery was less than about 

198 250 feet deep. Whereas collieries such as the Earl of 

Derby's at Rainford only needed a whimsey, engines were 

being used at large collieries working coal at similar 

189 depths. 

Technological improvements in the movement of coal 

underground were being introduced at a pace that was not 

far behind that of the North-east of England. Where the 

distances from the face were lengthened underground, 

haulage on iron rails and steam powered inclines began to 
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190 replace dragging. These methods were used at Ashton's 

Green in the 1820's and certainly at other large collieries 

in st Helens, including Gerard's Bridge, Rushy Park and 

Haydock by 1842.191 Judging by the development at Haydock 

and Sankey Brook, they made it possible for large 

collieries to expand and continue working. These 

collieries were able to take up leases for coal remaining 

at greater depths under seams formerly worked by smaller 

collieries such as Smithfield and Barton's Bank. 192 By 

no means all the collieries were modernised. Brick-lined 

shafts with guides to accelerate the uptake of coal and 

allow efficient riddling to be undertaken at the surface 

by women were also confined to the larger collieries to 

the east of St He1ens. 193 Wbyte discovered, however, 

that very few collieries had altered their method of coal 

getting to increase the maximum output from a lease. Wide 

work, which was probably a long wall method that did not 

leave pillars of coal, was practised at Cow1ey Hill and 

Union in the 1840's.194 It did not become common. 

Nonetheless there is no doubt that investment in sinking 

and plant, as in Somerset, increased productivity against 

rising costs and improved stability for some collieries 

and in some parts of the coalfield. 

The competitive edge to mining in the coalfield and 

the growth of employment in St Helens and to the east owed 

much to the activities of investors and landowners. 

Investment in the area gained from some vertical integra

tion of industr~a1 and mining capital. 195 The use of coal 
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in salt works and other industrial processes encouraged 

some manufacturers to put money into mining. In the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries production along the 

Sankey, in particular, was boosted by the intervention of 

local industrialists and others who consumed coal in 

Liverpool and Cheshire, such as Bourne, Greenall and 

Claughton. 196 Close linkages may have insured large scale 

production and investment against some of the swings in 

demand which occurred in early nineteenth century markets. 

However, collieries closed when these businesses collapsed, 

for example Garswood and Cropper's Hill.197 Large scale 

production in the nineteenth century was more likely to be 

funded entirely from the profits made by coal proprietors 

and shareholders from mining; Bromilow, Eccles and Stocks 

having their counterparts in Somerset. In several cases, 

however, the active interest of the second generation of 

colliery proprietors waned. Barker and Harris remarked 

that William Pilkington was the only new industrialist to 

begin his involvement in mining after the 1840's.198 

st Helens and Liverpool businessmen continued to invest in 

mining, when in Somerset there was no evidence that 

industrialists from Bristol or Bath invested capital. 

Without exception large landowners no longer played 

any active role. 199 First Eccleston and Gerard and then, 

in the 1830's and 1840's Derby, Sefton and Legh, gave up 

mining some of their extensive mineral rights themselves. 200 

They followed Bold and Hughes in Sutton, for example, in 

letting large coalworks mine extensive areas under their 
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201 
properties. To keep a colliery operating the lessee 

needed some security of tenure and a large area of coal. 

In Hardshaw this may have been prohibited by a large 

number of landowners leasing to numerous undertakings. 202 

In Parr several operators, particularly the lessees at 

Sankey Brook, gradually accumulated leases to work larger 

areas. By contrast, in Windle Moss, Ashton, Haydock and 

Golborne, the Gerards and Leghs with their large estates' 

could limit the number of mines more effectively. 

Collieries on their land, such as Gerard's Bridge, Rushy 

Park, Blackbrook, Haydock and Pewfall, tended to be 

relatively large. Short leases and restrictions within 

them on getting coal beyond certain depths and from un-named 

seams may have held back investment and caused some of the 

operational instability. It does, however, reflect 

careful husbanding of their coal in what could be a 

volatile market. Like their Somerset counterparts they 

wanted to ensure a regular income over a longer period and 

the extraction of most of the coal under their land. Many 

disputes centred on the profligate exploitation of coal by 

203 lessees. Unlike Somerset, demands by the landowners 

could not have been seriously excessive. They obtained 

minimum rents in lieu of annual royalties and these seem 

204 to have been carefully calculated. Unfortunately, 

there is no evidence of the amount of profit earned, 

especially in the middle of the century. 

In a more difficult period, the ~820's and 1830's, 

Barker and Harris drew attention to the existence of the 
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Sankey Brook Owners Association. 205 This operated at 

the turn of the century as well. During each period it 

tried to keep up the price of coal. Its demise may have 

precipitated several closures in Hardshaw in the 1810's 

and Sutton and Parr in the late 1830's, just as in Paul ton 

in the 1850's. Because the canal depended largely on 

coal for its revenue, the Association could effectively 

determine its charges. In 1819 and 1844 the owners also 

closed ranks to break two large and crippling strikes. 206 

In general, however, the Association probably did not 

affect employment to the same extent as its counterpart 

in Somerset. Threats to their market and profits were 

widespread, from Wigan, Worsley and North Wales; but at 

this time they were not dangerous because collieries in 

st Helens had numerous advantages, especially the Sankey 

producers. In spite of vicissitudes such as losses, 

closures and strikes, the major colliery owners were 

probably not hampered in realising profits from their 

investment, raising production and providing more jobs 

because of rising demand. 

2.6 Concluding Remarks 

It is clear that as the location of collieries, their 

output and scale changed so did the number of jobs for 

miners. Coal production, collieries and the number of 

jobs down the pit grew at a faster rate in St Helens than 

in Somerset in the first half of the century, but trends 

varied considerably. In Somerset the number of jobs 
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increased most of all in the first few decades. In 

St Helens, after a steady but not spectacular increase in 

the amount of work until 1830, a rapid rise occurred. In 

both coalfields more coal was being produced from concealed 

and deeper measures where, in general, larger pits got the 

coal than in the earlier worked areas. By the middle of 

the century more of the coal produced, and more of the pits 

and additional jobs in mining, were located in the 

Radstock Basin in Somerset and in the Blackbrook district 

east and north of St Helens itself. The workforce 

dwindled in Nettlebridge after 1820, in Whiston from about 

1850, as production levelled out and as new collieries 

were no longer sunk in sufficient numbers to replace those 

that were closed down. 

The diversity of the industry's development as it 

affected jobs owed much to local conditions in the two 

coalfields. Factors such as the depth and thickness of 

seams, speculation and enterprise on the part of coal 

proprietors like Richard Evans at Haydock or the 

Waldegraves at Radstock,207 the profits exacted by land-

owners, access to larger markets afforded by roads, canals 

and later railways determined where jobs were and how many 

men were wanted. It seems as if disparities in rates of 

growth can be attributed to the coalfields' particular 

markets, productivity, prices for coal, capital, and 

control over competition. Yet differences were essentially 

the outcome of changes in demand outside each coa1fie1d. 208 

The performance of coalfields and collieries in different 
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areas, and as a consequence the number of jobs, were 

influenced by circumstances largely beyond the control of 

people in the coalfield. Although competition was a 

stimulus in both areas, it eventually retarded the growth 

of jobs in Somerset, for example, as the favourable but 

precarious position of the early decades of the nineteenth 

century was whittled away as other coalfields penetrated 

its market with cheaper coal. 

The livelihoods of miners may have varied because of 

the diversity in the industry. If the development of 

mining left its mark on the scale of pits, the number of 

jobs and the ups and downs of production, for example, 

miners' wages and the organisation of their work at the 

pits may have been different. 209 The effects which mining 

development may have had on work and the experiences of 

employment in coal mining are explored in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE AMOUNT OF WORK IN OTHER EMPLOYMENTS 

As the supply of labour to collieries must have also 

influenced labour productivity and the technology used at 

pits, the number of jobs in other kinds of work should 

have affected the livelihood of miners and their wages. l 

If the East End of London labour market is any guide, 

competition for labour would affect the number of workers 
2 in any industry and what pay they would get. As mining 

was not the only industry recruiting or laying off men, 

trends in other occupations would have determined whether 

enough workers could be obtained to work at the pits; 

whether jobs in mining were taken by outsiders; whether 

wages rose when there was a shortage of labour; and 

whether wages fell when supply outweighed demand. In 

addition, if Bythell's explanation of sweated trades can 

be extended, cheap labour was a factor that discouraged 

modernisation in many manufacturing industries. 3 Trades 

such as nail making only persisted as cottage industries 

because of a supply of abundant, cheap labour. 4 A 

surplus of labour might have retarded the capital 

investment in Somerset's collieries. 5 Conversely, a 

shortage of men in St Helens' might have hastened the 

installation of underground labour saving methods, such as 
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rail haulage and steam winding from relatively shallow 

depths, and postponed more labour intensive deep mining. 

In the Somerset coalfield, labour may not have been in 

desperately short supply when men were needed to boost 

coal production, for the numbers employed in agriculture 

and manufacturing declined. 6 Consequently, wages from 

mining may not have risen greatly and proprietors did not 

invest in labour saving innovations. In the St Helens 

coalfield, as the total numbers employed in manufacturing 

grew slightly, but grew rapidly in some industries such 

as the glassworks while declining in domestic industries 

such as weaving and watchmaking, a shortage of labour may 

have arisen at times. Wages for coal miners would have 

improved, although they may have been paid out of higher 

productivity than in Somerset. The demise of industries 

that could not pay comparable wages, such as weaving, 

watchmaking and nailmaking, may have followed. 

3.1 Other Industries in Somerset 

3.1.1 Farming 

Agriculture was predominantly pastoral and not very labour 

intensive. 7 Dairying was of growing importance in the 

Cam and Chew valleys. Markets for milk, butter and, 

especially, cheese had expanded.
8 In an area stretching 

from Radstock and Camerton towards the Frome Valley many 

farms specialised in sheep fattening. (Figure 3.1) On 

Mendip,cattle and sheep were reared. 9 Consequently, 

probably less than a quarter of the land was under 
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cultivation. (Table 3.1)10 

More arable farming would have increased the number 

of jobs on farms rather more than the intensification of 

dairying that did occur without the introduction of new 

11 
fodder crops. Since improvements of pasture and crop 

rotations could not be achieved without marling and liming, 

they may not have been carried out if labour was not 

available.
l2 Hay was the main crop rather than sown 

grasses, roots or cereals, and this did not alter. 13 In 

the mid-nineteenth century Acland found little evidence 

of investment in improving crops or pasture on the farms 

14 in the area. On Mendip there had been some extension 

of arable cultivation, but the land was only ploughed to 

grow catch crops that required no preparation or soil 

improvements by farmers, and hence little additional 

labour. l5 Commercial crops such as woad and teasles were 

16 no longer grown. There is some evidence that several 

landowners may have developed their plantations, however, 

to meet the local demand for pit props.17 

Farming provided a livelihood for a large number 

of people in the Somerset coalfield, employing about half 

as many men as mining in the early part of the century, 

but only about a third by the middle. 18 The majority of 

these were full-time labourers and not farmers or small-

holders. Table 3.2 shows that numbers of agricultural 

workers did not increase as much as miners while the 

number of farmers remained fairly stable. The number of 
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labourers was only rising from Waterloo until the early 

1820's. A fall occurred between 1841 and 1861 when the 

figures are a little more accurate. 

Differences in the labour employed on farms are 

evident from the broad differences in farm sizes and the 

employment of labourers on farms in the coalfield. 

(Figure 3.2,3.3) Eastern parishes of the coalfield tended 

to have larger farms (over 125 acres). Their farms also 

had more agricultural workers employed as farming hands 

than areas which had more dairy farming and pasture. 19 

But they employed fewer labourers on the land, only one 

labourer for every ninety acres or more compared with under 

fifty acres on Mendip and in the Cam and Chew valleys. 

LabourersJthOUgh~increased in number in parts of the coal~ 

field in which mining was expanding in the 1820's and 

18}0's.20 (Table 3.2) 

3. 1 •2 Manufacturing 

Most manufacturing workers were involved in making goods 

1 demand. 21 Mt' h h d to meet loca os parIS es a an assortment 

of handicraft workers; blacksmiths, sawyers, shoemakers 

and bakers, as well as other specialists such as coopers, 

ropemakers and wheelwrights, some of whom would have 

worked in the workshops, sawing mills and smithies of 

. . 22 
collIerIes. Such a wide variety of specialists was not 

unusual in rural areas by this time, and a relatively 

prosperous mining economy which had a large number of con

sumers and needs for pit props, ropes, bricks and tallow 
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would have increased the demand for many of these trades 

and services. (Table 3.3)23 By contrast, very few 

workers were still engaged in once significant local 

manufacturing industries; cloth, handknitting of 

stockings, paper and agricultural implements. Before 1800 

these had flourished principally in the Nettlebridge and 

Chew valleys. 

Textile work was concentrated in Nettlebridge. In 

the early part of the century there were several combing, 

fulling and dyeing mills in Holcombe and Mells. 24 The 

cloth trade soon fell away and these closed. At the same 

time, weaving contracted as a cottage occupation not least 

because spinning became concentrated at mills in the Avon 

and Frome valleys.25 However, in the early decades of 

the century handknitting was a more important occupation, 

especially for women, in Nettlebridge. It was the only 

textile work that survived until the middle of the century. 

However, these jobs also diminished in number. With a 

gradual decline in demand for stockings many Shepton 

clothiers who controlled the amount of outwork went bank

rupt. 26 In 1861 there was only one hosier left in the 

area" whereas there had been nine in Ashwick alone in 

1815.
27 

.The hand-made paper industry suffered much the same 

fate. Mills in Stoke Lane and Chew Magna closed by 

1840. (Figure 3.4)28 An edge tool iron industry in 

Nettlebridge continued and the number of workers at Fussell's 
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works at Mells expanded up to the mid-century.29 They 

produced tools such as scythes and reaping hooks as well 

as rakes at their six separate works in the vicinity of 

Mells. In spite of a long history of iron founding in 

Nettlebridge, only one foundry was established in the coal-

field, at Paulton. Evans' brass and iron foundry 

supplied machinery for the local collieries. 30 The small 

copper foundry at Pensford was the only vestige of metal 

working once linked to the extensive 'mines of Mendip,.3 l 

In all, the number of manufacturing workers 

increased between about 1815 and the 1830's but fell 

between 1851 and 1861. (Table 3.4) Although several 

occupations such as weaving and combing vanished, for much 

of the time manufacturing workers were only just out-

numbered by miners in Nettlebridge. More of them were 

edge tool workers by the middle of the century. In the 

rest of the coalfield there were considerably more men in 

service trades such as brewing, boot and shoe making, and 

blacksmithying. A larger number of these men lived in 

the parishes with bigger workforces at the collieries. 

3.2 Other Industries in St Helens 

During the nineteenth century, manufacturing jobs increased 

in number in the St Helens coalfield but the trend varied 

a great deal between industries. Large employers 

of manufacturing workers, such as the glass factories and 

chemical works, as well as many consumer industries, were 

mainly started in and around St Helens itself. As a 

consequence, jobs in manufacturing gradually became less 
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dispersed than earlier in the century. (Figure 3.5)32 In 

processing industries, such as the production of glass and 

synthetic alkali, the jobs became concentrated at a few 

sites as production increased. Many workshop industries 

whose workers were spread about the countryside declined. 

Watchmaking, weaving and nailmaking were all depleted by 

the 1850's, so that far fewer manufacturing workers remained 

in the rural townships of the coalfield such as Rainford 

and Whiston in addition to Prescot, a town with a long 

tradition of manufacturing. 33 At the same time, numbers 

employed at the glass and metal foundries in the town of 

st Helens increased as rapidly as at the collieries. 34 

3.2.1 Large-scale Industrial Processes 

In Lancashire, St Helens and Warrington were the centres 

of the glass industry's expansion in the nineteenth 

century. 35 All four branches of the glass making industry 

were represented in the area: plate, crown, flint and 

bottle. The plate, and later the crown glass factories, 

were far larger. 

Rolled plate glass casting began at Ravenhead in 

1776. By eighteenth-century standards the factory was 

massive but the works only attained their full potential 

after 1798. 36 After difficulties in the 1820's were 

overcome, the works employed 300 people. Capacity 

tripled between 1838 and 1860 and the workforce rose to 

over 500. 37 At the same time two new plate glass works 

were established in St Helens: the Union Plate Glass 
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Company at Pocket Nook in 1837, and the Manchester and 

Liverpool Glass Company at Sutton Oak. Despite teething 

problems, both eventually operated at capacity in the 

1850's and the former had a workforce about the same size 

as at Ravenhead. 38 

Production of crown glass began in 1792.39 The 

market grew but there was considerably more competition 

between firms for this trade than in plate glass. A 

second works was established in 1826, one of the partners 

being William Pilkington. After an unsteady start, the 

pilkington works expanded production in the early 1830's 

and again in the l850's.40 An initial workforce of about 

40 grew to 500 in the 1840's and stood at 1,350 in 1854.41 

By this time Pi1kingtons' owned both of the other crown 

glass factories in the area. 

Though mainly small by comparison with the plate 

and crown glass factories, there were more flint and bottle 

glass making companies. Of the flint glassware factories, 

only Bishop's in Parr survived until 1860.
42 

In 1861 it 

employed 115 labourers. 43 The number of bottle glassworks 

proliferated in the 1840's and l850's.44 In spite of 

quite frequent changes of ownership, several that had been 

founded in the late eighteenth century and some of the 

newer works were still working in 1860. 

had more than 100 employees. 

But none probably 

All the chemical works opened after 1829. 45 There 

had been a few largely unsuccessful soap boilers and vitriol 
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makers before this around Prescot and St Helens when the 

industry was concentrated in Liverpool. (Figure 3.5a) 

However, in 1829 Muspratt and Gamble began alkali production 

at a new factory at Gerard's Bridge. Muspratt departed 

and set up a rival concern at Newton in 1830. In 1836 

Gamble in partnership with Crosfield, a Warrington 

chemical manufacturer, started another venture producing 

bleach, also at Gerard's Bridge. These were fairly 

successful, and Gamble claimed to employ 240 men in 1861. 46 

About six other chemical works opened over the same 

period. 47 None of these were as large, and apart from 

the Parr alkali works they did not maintain a steady level 
48 

of production or employment. 

In addition, jobs in engineering, metal refining 

and engine making had expanded from a tradition of metal-

working crafts in South L~ncashire.49 In St Helens and 

Ashton, though, two large copper refineries employed far 

more men than the small foundries. However, both closed 

. 50 1n 1815. The Ravenhead works did not reopen .until the 

1830's and a new refinery was established at Sutton Oak 

51 soon afterwards. The latter expanded its capacity in 

the 1850's • At the same time the number of small 

. foundries in St Helens increased. 52 Several of these made 

plant and equipment for collieries and other industries. 

Engines were made at the Vulcan Foundry in Newton, and this 

later became a large employer. 52 

3. 2 •2 Domestic and Workshop Manufacturing 

By contrast to these manufacturing industries which tended 
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to concentrate employment, a wide range of industries 

provided jobs in all of the townships in the coalfield. 

These were by no means vestiges of cottage industries. 

Employment in homes and workshops making watches, clay 

pipes and nails for example, was as important as mining in 

some townships throughout most of the early nineteenth 

century. 

In terms of employment highly specialised metal 

working manufacturing industries such as nail, lock, hinge, 

file and watch tool and part making were probably more 

important than the large-scale metal foundries. (Table 3.5) 

Nail making expanded after 1800 and employment in this 

trade increased in Billinge, Ashton and Windle at least 

from 1815 until the mid-1830's.54 It remained a workshop 

industry and contracted in the middle of the century 

partly because of competition from mass producers. 

Watchmaking was also chiefly a workshop trade 

although watch assembly was often carried out at a master's 

premises. 55 Families were specialist outworkers involved 

in a particular stage of the chain of production, such as 

making tools, pinions, hands, wheels, springs or cases. 56 

Most of the masters lived in Prescot and Liverpool and 

consequently most emplo}~ent was in Prescot and the 

surrounding townships, just as the nail, bolt and hinge 

workers lived in and around Ashton. (Figure 3.6) After 

the 1820's there was little expansion in production, 

foreign producers taking better advantage of the growing 
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popular market for watches than the watchmakers of 

h
o 57 Lancas 1re. 

Employment in textile trades did not fare as well. 

As in the rest of Lancashire most of the production that 

remained in the middle of the century took place in 

factories. 58 In 1800 there were already factories 

carrying out cotton spinning in Ashton and Eccleston, 

although the weavers were still mostly working in their 

homes. 59 From the 1820's factories slowly made them 

redundant. Unfortunately, not many of these factories 

survived in the coalfield. Sail cloth which was a local 

speciality did not have a growing market. The factories 

in Eccleston and Prescot had all closed by the 1840's.60 

As a consequence, occupations in the textile trades were 

never as significant in the St Helens area as around other 

towns on the Lancashire coalfield, such as Wigan and 

61 
Bolton. 

Table 3.6 shows differences in all these trends. 

At the end of the Napoleonic Wars most manufacturing 

occupations were in domestic industries. These were 

chiefly in textiles, watchmaking and the production of 

nails, hinges and bolts. Some of the textile workers 

would have worked in spinning shops, but most of them were 

weavers working in their homes. Onlyafew men worked at 

the pot banks, breweries and glass factories. With the 

exception of the textile workers, the numbers in the 

domestiC manufacturing occupations increased up to the 

1830's. In the early 1830's there were still relatively 
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few men employed at the first copper and chemical works 

and the glass factories. 

Since these occupations could only be followed by 

men living in close proximity to the factories, employment 

in manufacturing gradually became more concentrated in 

st Helens itself. The numbers employed at the glass and 

metal foundries grew more than threefold from 1841-61. 

(Table 3.5) By comparison, in the area as a whole jobs 

in the domestic industries remained little changed. In 

st Helens itself they declined. By 1851 there were 

hardly any textile workers left, and chemical workers 

outnumbered watchmakers. In other townships in the coal-

field where jobs in domestic manufacturing dwindled there 

was no compensatory increase in the number employed in 

alternative manufacturing jobs. For example, the number 

of textile workers diminished in Ashton, Haydock and 

Newton at the same time as the number of metal workers. 

New manufacturing industries only provided a lot of jobs 

in Newton. (Figure 3.6) By forcing up relative wage 

levels for miners, the decline of nail production and 

textiles could have occurred because of the expansion of 

the collieries in the Blackbrook area. Watchmaking may 

have lingered in and around Prescot because the collieries 

did not increase production very much. 

3.3 Occupational structures in Somerset and St Helens 

occupational structures show that mining was only one of 

many ways of earning a living. 63 It was the main 
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occupation in Somerset and st Helens, but in the latter it 

was not the main type of work. Where mining was a 

novelty and employment in either manufacturing or agri-

culture declined or remained stable, mining may have 

become important at their expense. By and large, 

occupational structures were not altered very greatly in 

either area. Mining grew a little in importance but not 

to the same extent as in coalfields where mining invaded 

sparsely populated agricultural areas. Farming became a 

less significant livelihood yet it remained the main 

occupation after mining in the Somerset coalfield. As 

some manufacturing industries declined at the same time as 

others grew, mining did not make up any ground on 

manufacturing in st Helens. However, mining, manufacturing 

and services grew slightly at the expense of agricultural 

occupations. 

In Somerset, the occupational structure bore the 

dominant imprint of mining. (Table 3.7)64 At over half 

of baptisms the father was a miner and over 40% of house-

hold heads were miners at each census 1841-61. Table 3.7 

emphasises the relative decline of agricultural work as 

the number of jobs did not grow at the same pace as other 

kinds of work. Without the metal industries common to 

most mining areas the coalfield had relatively few men in 

manufacturing occupations.
65 

But the proportion of men 

who worked in manufacturing and building trades increased. 

occupations in retailing, industrial trades and other 

services may have grown more markedly than in agriculture 
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because of mining. (Table 3.8) 

In st Helens, manufacturing occupations were a far 

larger component of the occupational structure. (Table 3.9) 

In spite of the decline of jobs such as nailmaking, the 

proportion in manufacturing increased because of more jobs 

in factories and artisan trades, so that the coalfield had 

a similar occupational structure to the earliest mining 

areas in South Wales and Tyneside. 66 To a far greater 

extent than in the Somerset coalfield agricultural 

occupations became insignificant. Also in contrast to 

Somerset, the growing importance of st Helens itself as a 

commercial centre was marked by an expanding sector of the 

workforce occupied in dealing, general labouring and 

providing specialised services. (Table 3.10)67 By the 

middle of the century these ranged from solicitors to bone 

dealers and stationers. 

Contrary to some popular opinion in neither area 

did miners live in communities where everyone was involved 

in the getting and carrying of coal.
68 

Parishes and 

townships with over 40% of the men dow~ the pits were 

plentiful, especially in Somerset, but agriculture or 

manufacturing were nearly always important employers. 

In the Paul ton and Radstock Basins agriculture and manu

facturing each employed about 10-15% of the men. 

Clandown and, by 1861, Haydock also were exceptional in 

having few men whose occupation was not dependent on 

. 69 min1ng. 
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There were also some striking variations in the 

occupational structure within each coalfield. Figure 3.7 

shows distinctions in the Somerset coalfield, especially 

between the Cam Valley and Mendip districts. Mining was 

by far the dominant occupation in the Radstock and 

Paulton Basins and the eastern district of the St IIelens 

coalfield but not in Nettlebridge or the rest of the 

st Helens area. These townships had a range of rural 

craftsmen, agricultural labourers and farmers as well as 

miners. 70 Manufacturing trades remained more important 

as new manufacturing industries provided jobs to replace 

the old ones. 

Only where jobs in mining increased most of all at 

the same time as jobs in agriculture or manufacturing 

diminished did the growth of mining alter the character 

of the economy. Figure 3.8 and 3.9 show that in areas 

such as Lower Wellow in Somerset and Blackbrook in 

st Helens away from the earliest concentrations of mining, 

men may have been recruited to the collieries from other 

jobs or at least other backgrounds. As the relative and 

absolute numbers of miners fell in the earlier worked areas 

where few appear to have found alternative employment in 

farming or domestiC manufacturing industries, many 

recruits to the districts where coal production was rising 

fastest may have been workers from these areas. (Table 3.11) 

No great change occurred in the occupational structure of 

the Whiston and Nettlebridge districts because jobs in 

mining and manufacturing contracted over the same period. 
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Yet, in Hardshaw and Eccleston where the expansion of new 

factory occupations outstripped mining, colliers became 

less important by the middle of the century. However, 

since some industrial and commercial trades grew alongside 

mining in the growing parts of the somerset coalfield, 

changes in the occupational structure were not considerable. 

3.4 Concluding Remarks 

In both areas men could earn a living from an occupation 

other than mining. Although agricultural work and some 

handicraft industries were declining, in general jobs in 

industrial and building trades and services were growing. 

The number of jobs in large-scale manufacturing industries 

was increasing, particularly in and around St Helens 

itself. Mining could probably draw workers from the land 

and handicraft trades, men with irregular and low incomes 

attracted by better wages in a growing industry, in 

addition to men who lost jobs at other collieries. 

Consequently, in the Somerset coalfield no shortage 

of labour probably arose, except for short periods in the 

areas where most of the new and larger collieries were 

located. As labour was not in short supply, wages would 

not have risen steeply although demand should have raised 

them above those in industries with a surplus. In 

addition, with no shortage of labour, profits at 

collieries would not have been improved by investment in 

labour saving technology, although they were eventually 

adopted to get coal that was difficult to reach and remove. 
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By contrast, a demand for workers at collieries probably 

discouraged what were not labour saving innovations in 

agriculture to improve productivity by expanding crop 

production. 

Consequently, in the St Helens coalfield, 

particularly around the middle of the century, collieries 

may have found it more difficult to obtain labour and 

increase production. In spite of a dwindling amount of 

work on the land and in many of the traditional domestic 

industries such as textiles, the growing number of workers 

in new manufacturing trades outstripped the rate of 

increase in the number of miners. As well as 

sustaining miners' wages above levels in Somerset, coal 

proprietors, especially in the Blackbrook district, may 

have been edged into installing labour saving technology 

before their introduction to Somerset's collieries. 

Table 3.12 indicates the generally low productivity of 

miners in Somerset and Gloucestershire compared with 

Lancashire. Even so, they were deterred from producing 

coal that was difficult to get at. By contrast, the 

decline of domestic industries would have been hastened by 

the attraction of the sons of handicraft workers to the 

collieries from their families' workshops. 

But, for all their greater accuracy a statistical 

record of employment trends is only a backcloth to the 

economic experiences of the people in the coalfields. 

Tracing the amount of work in specific occupations such as 

mining does not identify what was happening to work, what 
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differences in work or incomes were involved, or what were 

the repercussions of changes in the relative number of 

jobs down the pit. 7l The differences in their work which 

distinguish miners from other workers, and possibly also 

from each other, go beyond mere differences in demand and 

supply. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WORKING IN THE COAL INDUSTRY 

It is' difficult to convey how work.ing underground may have 

distinguished miners from men working at a machine or in a 

field, but several studies of occupational groups 
," 

emphasise how people's "ordinary daily concerns" affected 

other characteristics of their way of life. l Differences 

in what work is done, the way work is handed out, where it 

takes place, and for what it is rewarded have been used to 

explain patterns of riots, strikes and family life in a 

number of sociological studies. 2 Scott has shown how the 

organisation of work at the glasshouse in Carmaux could 

have influenced the political actions of the glassworkers 

and determined why the history of their actions was 

different from the miners,.3 

Very few stUdies of mining apart from Nef's have 

considered in any detail the economic consequences of 

mining in terms of what miners did underground. 4 Miners 

shared many experiences from working underground. They 

were all engaged in coal getting and carrying, worked as 

members of a team underground, and faced risks and dangers 

unlike those in any other occupation. Nef also 

recognised that the conditions of employment.of miners 

"varied at dif1erent tim~s and in differ~~t 1'1aces".5 

Differences existed between old and new collieries, 

exhausted and newly tapped mining districts, and landsale 
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and seasale areas. ,These inevitably marked the 

characteristics of the work underground because small· 

collieries usually had a more simple organisation than 

large collieries; deep collieries occupied more workers 

carrying coal than shallow collieries; and narrow seams 

usually gave rise to a different method of working than 

thin seams. Only recently, Daunton has observed that 

some distinctive colliery labour practises in two rapidly 

growing coalfields, South Wales and North-East England, may 

have been the source of other socio-economic differences 

between them, while Spaven and Campbell and Reid have 

speculated that relationships between workers and manage

ment at collieries in Yorkshire and Lanarkshire depended 

on the ways that the workers were occupied. 6 

In the Somerset and St Helens coalfields, it is easy 

to distinguish what features of the miners' work and their 

workplace stood them apart from other workers; the scale 

and organisation of the collieries, the independence they 

managed to retain under this system until mechanisation 

at the beginning of this century, and the ever-present 

danger to life and limb. Because of uneven trends in 

,production and employmellt, miners in both areas did not 

work under the same conditions or have the same chances 

of promotion and good wages. The.organisation and pace 

of work differed since Somerset's collieries mined coal in 

a different manner to collieries in St Helens. Somerset's 

collieries were deeper and hauled coal further from the 

coal face to the pit bottom than in St Helens. In 
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addition, Somerset's collieries worked less regularly 

and had greater seasonal variations in production than 

in st Helens. These conditions varied within each coal-

field. 

4.1 Collieries and Other Places of Work 

The organisation and scale of workplaces can distinguish 

th~ work of people in most occupations from each other. 

Unfortunately, the workplace of many workers has to be 

assumed from their occupation. This is not entirely 

satisfactory as it often means that subtle differences in 

the kind of work done by many artisans and labourers, . and 

differences in their place of work, are not discernible. 

Glassworkers unlike cobblers, blacksmiths and sawyers, for 

example, all worked at a glasshouse and received wages. 

The blacksmith may have worked for himself, for a master 

smithy or as an employee of a colliery or foundry. The 

work of coal miners in Somerset and St Helens can be 

distinguished from that of other labourers and hired hands 

by their place of work, status, pay and working routine. 

4.1.1 Numbers Emplored . 

In the Somerset coalfield, only 22% of workers on the land 

were farmers in 1851.7 At the same date about half the 

farmers employed labourers, on average over three, and few 

parishes had many 'peasant' smallholders. (Table 4.1, 

Figure 4.1)8 But in mining nearly all ~f-the workers 

were employees. Miners seldom had any financial interest 

in the undertaking, even before the nineteenth century 
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when many pits were ~rked by only a handful of miners. 9 

By the middle of the century collieries were much larger 

and in both areas they had on average nearly 100 workers. 

(Table 4.2) Although not all of them were labourers, 

the bailiffs, engineers and quite often the manager as 

well were employees •. 

Mining was one of the few industries where a large 
10 workforce was assembled on one site. The collieries 

were by far the largest places of work in the Somerset 

coalfield. Only the edge tool works and perhaps a couple 

of the breweries had workforces that were bigger than the 

smallest collieries, Bishops' Sutton, Travis and Ham. ll 

Workshops were bigger in St Helens but the mines were matched 

by a few factories. (Table 4.3) Although like the 

collieries, factories varied greatly in size, the largest 

glass and chemical works had more men than any individual 

collieries. For example, Sutton Plate Glassworks had 

,465 employees in 1861 and Gamble's chemical works, 240 

men. 12 However, the bottle works were much smaller. 13 

Lightfoot's had 25 men and 11 boys'in 1861. And most of 

the 'alkali works, foundries and potteries were only a 

li ttle larger than workshops. Two foundries in St Helens 

employed 10 and ~5 men respectively, and potteries had 

about 20 men. This was not much larger than they were at 
14 

the turn of the century. 

Collieries like factories had grown. The incrf:asing 

size of the workforce on farms and in workshops did not 

match the change at collieries up to the middle of the 
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century. At the beginning of the century about thirty 

men and boys would have been employed to' produce 5,000 

tons at the larger collieries in Somerset. 15 The 

larger collieries had similar workforces in St Helens, 

although they produced more coal. 16 By tbe middle of 

the century workforces at collieries in both coalfields 

were far larger, although generally bigger after 1851 in 

the. areas where production was increasing most rapidly. 

(Table 4.2) Pits at the Radstock collieries: Middle, 

Ludlows, Tyning-and Wellsway had well over 100 men each. 17 

The Clutton collieries, ~hich did not raise their output, 

employed about sixty people to produce in the region of 
. 18 

10,000 tons apiece. Haydock Colliery and others to the 

east of st Helens had well over two hundred employees, 

matching the size of the larger factories. 19 

4.1.2 Workers' status 

Miners were nearly all hired hands who worked full-time 

at a colliery. Most other labourers were in a similar 

position. As collieries with few miners and run by 

working partners employed an increasingly smaller 

proportion of the total workforce, for most miners the 

tlivision between employees and owr'l~rs ;~~d "bet~eell workers 

20 and managers became more distinct. Somerset's and 

st Helens' collieries did not have butties or little 

buttymen, so that most of the miners were the employees of 

. a colliery working under the proprietors' "manager. 20. A 

few were subcontractors; sinkers in St Helens and branchers 

in Somerset on occasions, and a considerable number were 
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paid at a piece rate. It was usual though for the owners 

to appoint a manager who was sometimes a· working part~er 

and for the manager or deputy to employ everyone at the 

colliery directly. In Somerset, Samuel Travis was 

probably one of the last of the worker-managers, leasing a 

colliery at Bishops' Sutton in the l850's.22 

More of the men in the manufacturing industries of 

st Helens had the same status and careers as miners .r. 

Table 4.4 shows that the manufacturing workers in factories 

grew in number, altering the character of the manufacturing 

workforce particularly in St Helens itself. (Figure 4.2) 

From being outnumbered four to one by domestic 

manufacturing workers in St Helens about 1815, there were 

two factory workers for every one in a domestic trade in 

1861. Workers in chemical and glass factories were largely 

employees, although a lot of them retained some 

independence, such as the glassblowers, because they 

worked for piece rates. 

Among the remaining handicraft and building workers 

it is less easy to distinguish who were the labourers and 

who were the masters. Many of them were masters or at 

leas~ independent contractors. 23 However, ~ome of the 

tailors, cobblers and blacksmiths, especially in urban 

areas, were little more than labourers. Many were hired 

sO that they earned piece rates like most nail, stocking 
24 

and watch part workers. .A lot of men in industrial 

trades were also employed at collieries, factories and 
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foundries as they increased in size. Even so, many 

labourers in handicraft trades worked in-their homes. 

This should have given them more independence than colliers 

who worked on their employers' premises. As whole 

families usually had to be occupied in the work if there 

was no alternative, nail workers for example probably 

worked longer hours than miners, and did monotonous and 

exhausting tasks for lower wages. 25 

4.1.3 Payments and Earnings 

In spite of being full-time labourers, the families of 

colliers were a little more fortunate than domestic handi-

craft workers because wages were better at the pits and 

their families' earnings could be greater. 

The miners' income did not depend entirely on their 

income from the colliery. In st Helens their wives and 

daughters could work at the glass factories and mugworks, 

while in Somerset some miners' daughters knitted 

26 stockings. A few of them also worked at the pits in 

st Helens, the number being greater in townships such as 

Ashton where mining had expanded. (Table 4.5) The census 

does not reveal how many miners and other ,labourers had 

side1ines. 27 However, these included small businesses 

such as beerhouses, which their wives ran, and providing 

part-time services such as mole and rat catching. More 

frequently they undertook casual and seasonal work. 28 
., , ~# ~ • ..' ... l. 

Women, children and sometimes the men did milking, hay 

making and crop gathering in Somerset, for in the summer 
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months most of the collieries worked on only a few days 

each week so that outdoor work could provide a substitute 

income. 29 In addition, most families 'had their allot-

ment. Many of these were created in several parishes in 

the early nineteenth century.30 

Miners were comparatively well paid. Hewers earned 

far more than agricultural labourers and most workers at 

the glass and chemical works because they' still had skills 

which were in demand. 3l Although there was no formal 

apprenticeship at the pits, hewing required the strength 

of a man and familiarity with conditions; essential if 

mining was as difficult as it was in Somerset. 32 Boys 

were promoted as their experience increased, to become 

hewers as early as their late teens or early twenties. 

Hewers were fortunate in that they could influence 

promotion more effectively than most employees. In 

st Helens they recruited their own assistants, as the 

glassblowers did, and they could also choose their own 

workmates. 33 

But all the workers at the collieries had to expect 

some variations in their earnings. It was not unusual 

at the time for employers to layoff their workers or 

give them less work to do when demand fell;34 factory 

workers, domestic handicraft workers and agricultural 

labourers all suffering from depressed earnings. 35 

Collieries were prone to cyclical and also seasonal 

changes in production. In Somerset especially, pits 

worked for fewer days a week in the summer, the number 

- 106 -



depending on whether stockpiles of winter production were 
. 36 

sold or could be replenished. On farms seasonal 

changes in labour demand w~re .. just as extreme but the 

intense demands of hay making used casual labour which 

the collieries do not appear to have done.?7 In all the 

the manufacturing industries there were cyclical changes. 

Workers at the plate glass factories lost work when there 

was. a depression in the building trade. 38 In both areas, 

however, the collieries tried to produce coal continuously. 

There was a more consistent demand for coal throughout 

the year, so that the miners generally had to be full-time, 

permanent colliers. 39 Yet the wages for all workers 

except the landsmen varied from week to week. 40 

4.1.4 Working Routine 

In contrast to the earlier custom and practice in small 

scale industries, work at the mines and factories had to 
41 be more organised. Managemen~ routine,and job 

specialisation had to come about because of the increaSing 

scale of production as much as mechanisation. There was 

very little mechanisation in mining, but substantial 

increases in depth and output. 42 Production at the 

collieries in Somerset and St Helens was not round-the-

clock, neither did the miners necessarily work a fixed 

number of hours, nor always carry out a specific task 

every day, Which was the lot of most factory workers. 

However, as in the glass factories the workers at the 

collieries were usually organised to do particular kinds 
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of work at different stages of production. There were 

managers and clerks, under100kers and timekeepers to 

supervise production. Certainly, in Somerset and 

St Helens professional engineers were emp1oyed. 43 

Wil1iam Smith, the 'father' of English geology, was 

employed as such by a Somerset colliery, Mearns, in the 

1790's. Three very able managers at the Radstock 

collieries successively established a strict system of 
i. 

management over a workforce of bailiffs, veerers, 

roadsmen, breakers, putters, twinboys, drivers, trappers 

and cutmen, engine and firemen, fill pits and branchers 

at each pit. 44 

4.2 Working Down the Pit 

Labour practices in mining were not very uniform because 

conditions would reflect what was happening to the demand 

for labour at the pits, consequences of the scale and 

growth of production, geology' and capital invested, and 

what was happening to the supply of labour to the pits, 

consequences of jobs in other industries, productivity and 

technolOgy.45 Miners worked at collieries with different 

methods of getting coa~different means of getting coal 

out, and at the end of the day received different rates of 

pay. 

Business records of collieries reveal differences 

in work down the pits of Somerset and St Helens; broad 
'. r ~. ~ 

differences in working methods, the number of miners not 

employed at hewing, the division of labour, the role of 
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management, and the volatility of work and pay. Alter-

native working practices were used because of the depth 

of working and the thickness of seams. These had 

economic consequences because they affected the 

organisation of men, the pace of work and productivity. 

At Somerset's collieries, but especially those in the 

older mined areas, rates of pay were lower because the 

work was less regular, coal was raised more slowly and 

more men were needed to cut and lift it. 

4.3 Collieries in the Somerset Coalfield 

4.3.1 The Organisation of Work Underground 

The collieries in Somerset used the longwall method to 
46 extract coal. In the early nineteenth century this 

system was also practised in Shropshire and Leicestershire 

but seldom in other areas. 47 Local mining engineers 

said that the longwall system was better suited for mining 

Somerset's thin seams. 48 More saleable coal could be 

got out, and less good coal would be left uncut compared 

with pillar and stall working. 49 In most other coalfields 

it was more economical to leave pilla,rs and walls of coal. 

Longwall gradually became the most common system only as 

thicker surface seams were worked out. 50 In this century 

it was a more suitable system for mechanised coal cutting, 

but the miners had to be reorganised so that different jobs 

at the face were carried out on separate shifts. 51 

The Somerset collieries did not organise their men 

in the same way as the mechanised longwall system which 
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Trist and Bamforth described. Rather than doing each 

task separately on different shifts, the hewers did 

ripping, timbering and often filling themselves, so that 

compared with bQrd-and-pillar ~ working the hewers could 

not spend as much time, cutt~ng coal. 52 In pillar and 

board working the hewer had no filling 'to do, very little 

waste to move, and less timbering. By the Somerset 

metpod of longwall working a number of hewers worked 

along the same face, but although this may have been 300 

yards in length at the Radstock collieries, the men worked 

as a 'topple'· company with about 12 yards of face each. 53 

The company consisted of two breaker~ or a breaker and an 

assistant filling the sledge~ who did all the ripping and 

timbering, and two putters who filled the tubs and dragged 

them to the twinway. As a consequence, the hewers in 

Somerset still retained the cycle of underground working 

within their compass like the hewers who worked at stalls 

in other coalfields. 54 Although they were always 

directly hired by the proprietor, these men and boys worked 

as a team, and because they were paid on piece rates they 

worked for themselves. 55 Supervisio~ of production at 

the coal face was not needed when the pace of work did not 

have to be coordinated between different workers or 

between different shifts. Deputies only carried out 

maintenance and did safety checks. 

The division of labour away from the face in most 

of Somerset's collieries was more distinctive. (Table 4.6) 

Because of their greater depth and size compared with 
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collieries that consisted of multiple pits, there were more 

ancillary workers underground and they did a wider variety 

of jObs. 56 Taking coal a longer distance between the 

face and the shaft bottom and lifting coal a greater 

height required a lot of haulage workers even with the 

assistance of steam winding and self-acting inclines. 

Many of them were boys.57 Somerset miners, Presto and 

Parfltt, dragged full tubs down the narrow passage from 

the face to the roadway as small boys.58 This may have 

been a distance of 30-80 yards. At this point carting 

boys or pony boys took the coal to the shaft in larger 

wheeled tubs, perhaps a distance of 600 yards. 59 They 

were met by bottomers, men and boys who dealt with the 

transfer of coal to the surface. Along the way other 

boys worked at the inclines and ventilation doors. These 

were numerous in Somerset collieries because of faults. 

The numbers also grew as output increased because there 

were few economies of scale. Few collieries put down 

tracks along the roadways because they were so narrow, 

\ winding and uneven, and ponies could only be used if the 
60 main passages were large. In Somerset the carting boys 

crawled most of the way and dragged their trucks of coal 
61 even up inclines. Unlike many other areas the carting 

boys did not usually work for specific hewers,62 so that 

they were paid independently and not out of the hewers' 

wages •63 At Bishops' Sutton they were paid for the 

number of tubs they took away. John Fawkes and Co. were 

paid 2d a hudge in 1850.
64 

This must have placed their 
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promotion to hewing in the hands of the masters rather 

than the hewers, even though the hewers were probably. 

responsible for providing on-the-job training. 

The larger scale of underground workings in Somerset 

also required miners to maintain roads continuously and 

for some miners to be permanently involved in branching. 

The hewers only did some dead work, as they did in South 

Wa1~s, when coal was not being cut. 65 When hewing at 

Clutton finished in 1822 and at Bishops' Sutton in 1852 

some of the workforce began a desperate search to open up 

new faces while the rest were laid Off. 66 At large 

collieries such as Radstock specialised workers were 

permanently detailed to branching and repairing the 

roads. 67 Branchers were employed by the colliery 

proprietors, unlike sinkers who were usually free-lance 
68 contractors. But they were paid as a team at a 

negotiated rate for the number of yards advanced, like 

the miners in St He1ens. 69 At C1utton, for example, they 

were paid between 2/3d and 3/6d a yard each depending on 

the difficulty of boring. 

So many men hauling coal and searching for coal as 

well as cutting i~ had to be supervised. Compared with 

the Forest of Dean, for example, the management at 

Somerset collieries was quite sophisticated. The 

collieries had no butties but bailiffs, veerers and under-

lookers working under a manager. 70 Some boys had c~use 

to complain to the Mining Commissioner about the discipline 
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but they were treated no worse than boys in other coal

fields who worked for their relatives. 7l The Radstock 

manager, Ashman, sacked a man for illtreat1ng a boy in 

1852 and also had cause to dismiss six carting boys.72 

Under this arrangement recruitment and promotion were 

largely in the hands of the overmen and not the hewers, 

while the senior carting boys had control over the putters. 

Most boys would have hoped to graduate from being 

trappers to putters, then carting boys, and finally hewers 

by about the age of 20. 73 At Somerset collieries this 

was not always possible. In most of their workforces 

less of the men were skilled and more had to be employed 

in haulage jobs than in collieries in other coalfields. 

More worked underground yet a smaller proportion cut coal. 

Table 4.7 shows that for a coalfield in which employment 

was not increasing very much, a re1ativ.e1y large 

proportion of the miners were young boys and 

ado1escents. 74 Although the workforces at collieries 

in C1utton, Radstock and Bishops' Sutton were very 

different in size, all had about twice as many haulage 

workers as hewers. 75 It was much the same at more 

primitive collieries in Scotland and Pembrokeshire where 

many women and children were used to carry the coal, 

and conversely at large, deep collieries in Cumbria. 76 

Only about 25% were hewers and there were roughly two 

drawers for everyone hewer, whereas as many as 50% were 

hewers in South Wales and Durham plts. 77 However, in 

South Wales there was often only one set of haulage 
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workers for two shifts of hewers. 78 Better haulage 

techniques did not necessarily reduce the number of 

drawers because the distance from the face to the shaft 

increased, and haulage along the narrow passages 

remained a task which only young lads could do. 79 Many 

of them did not continue their career in Somerset and, 

if the survival ratios calculated from the census are at 

all reliable, must have left the collieries from their 

late teens to mid-twenties. (Table 4.8) 

4.3.2 Wages and Earnings 

By comparison with other coalfields miners' earnings were 

lower at all ages in Somerset. Since so many children 

were taken on there was probably no shortage of young men 

for adult jobs once the expansion of production had 

80 slowed do~~. Children may have been used to keep down 

production costs because there was no competition for 

their labour from other employers. Rowe, however, partly 

attributed Somerset's relatively low wages in the late 

nineteenth century to conditions at the collieries that 

limited the earnings which could be achieved.
81 Coal 

cutting was not easy, and a lot of the hewer's time was 

spent removing waste because the seams were so thin. 82 

The collieries did not work continuously because of 

frequent interruptions to coal cutting in addition to the 

reductions in the number of turns which were worked during 

the summer months. 
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Rates of pay for hewing coal were higher than those 

offered for other labouring work for adults in the area. 

A hewer could earn 12/- to 16/- a week against 10/- to 11/

on the farms in the 1840's and l850's.83 Colliery 

craftsmen and branchers earned more, blacksmiths at 

Timsbury, for instance, being paid 3/- or more a day.84 

Boys were relatively well paid too. These ranged from 

10d to 2/6d. a day depending on their age and grade, the 

older carting boys receiving the highest rates of pay.85 

At Clutton twin boys received l/lld., drawers from 1/4d. 

to 1/8d. and carting boys 2/1d in 1822, much higher than 

the wages offered for farm work or during a craft 

apprenticeshiP.86 But miners were paid more in other 

coalfields. Daily rates reported by most of the Mining 

Commissioners were usually over 3/-. At times these 

were as high as 4/6d, which they reached for a time in 

parts of the West Midlands in the 1840's, while miners in 

Durham and South Wales could earn over a pound a week. 87 

All the rates were reached by negotiation. B8 

These fluctuated because the hewers only negotiated the 

rate of pay for working on a particular seam. At Bishops' 

Sutton the men earned as little as 2/- a turn on the 

Striking seam but 2/3d on the Three Coal vein. 89 The 

rates were set and altered, however, in resp.nse to the 

demand for coal. The depressed market and the quota 

system in the 1840's and early 1850's kept wage rates down 

when they rose in other coalfields. Wages had incr~ased 

in the 1790's and 1820's when production was expanding. 90 

- 115 -



Morris and Williams mentioned that wages varied in South 

Wales because of differences in demand. 9l While they 

remained low in Pembrokeshire, about 2/- a day, they were 

rising to over 4/- in the Rhondja. They also fell 

sharply when production was reduced. 

However, the regularity of work affected what 

miners were paid. Weekly earnings depended as much on 

whether the hewer could cut the coal or whether the 

drawers could take it away, as on a piece rate for the 

job. Weekly averages and daily rates are probably very 

misleading. 92 Seasonal fluctuations in the demand for 

coal and spasmodic interruptions to the working of 

collieries reduced the number and length of turns they 

could work in a week. 93 There was usually short-time 

working at most collieries in the summer months. In 

most years three or four turns were worked more than five 

in up to a dozen consecutive weeks between May and 

94 September at Clutton. The regular workers were not 

made redundant, only a few of the casual labourers no 

longer finding any work at the colliery, but their wages 

were affected. 

Unless the coal produced went to industrial users 

or could be accumulated at the surface for later sales, 

production had to remain seasonal. 95 The depression at 

the two landsale pits in Clutton was not of the same 

intensity every summer but production fell each year to 

about half that raised between November and January.96 
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In some weeks there were hardly three or four sales to 

coal carriers a day in August, whereas there were often 

fifteen to twenty transactions in the winter months. 97 

Stockpiling summer production for the winter months was 

not encouraged by the continued uncertainty of future 

market trends. 98 Cold winter weather immediately 

increased demand for coal but it was not predictable 

enough to keep the men steadily employed throughout the 

year. 99 Large stocks of coal were not accumulated, and 

although men could be redeployed on maintenance and 

branching there was only a limited amount of alternative 

work for them to do when not much coal was being wound 

100 up. Wage bills and the miners' earnings inevitably 

fell.
lOl 

In addition to this problem Somerset's collieries 

also had to stop or slow dowp production when their quota 

102 was reached. At Greyfield this was a stretch of nine 

weeks in 1841. 103 However, production was stepped up at 

Radstock in 1848, for instance, when the quota was raised. 104 

Quotas were quite often transferred when by ill fortune 

collieries could not produce their allocation. At least 

if production was increased at neighbouring collieries, 

unemployment did not ensue for all those laid off during 

long stoppages because of unforeseen events such as floods, 

shaft accidents and the exhaustion of seams. After 

Hayeswood was inundated, Grove and Withy Mills increased 

105 their quotas. The flood at Middle Pit, Radstock, in 

1803 was of some benefit to the Welton colliery and was 
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regarded as good news by the dons at Christ Church. l06 

If a seam was exhausted or a roadway blocked, repairs had 

to be done and new faces opened before all the men could 

resume work. Teams of branchers were organised to open 

new seams and levels at Heighgrove and Fry's Bottom in 

the early lS20's and at Fry's Bottom again in lS42_3. l07 

Fry's Bottom reopened about six months later but Heighgrove 

and other sinkings in the neighbourhood never found any 

seams worth mining. 

other interruptions were not so important but did 

reduce potential earnings. The shaft was a bottle-neck 

not least because both men and coal used it. Very 

little coal could be stored underground. At Tyning in 

January-February lS52 production was lost on several days 

because of a mechanical failure.
lOS Miners asserted 

that continuous hewing was dogged by faults, dead ground 

undulations and waste bands in the seams, as if seams as 

thin as ten inches were not already a problem. l09 All 

of these increased the amount of waste that had to be cut 

and obviously diminished the amount of coal that the 

t d ' d 110 St 'k hewers could cu urlng a ay. rl es were not a 

recurrent or principal cause of any loss of earnings. III 

There were disputes which included most miners in lS19, 

lS30 and lS4S, and these were all settled in a few 

112 
weeks. Similarly, local grievances, such as the one 

at Radstock in lS4S, did not last 10ng. 113 

4.3.3 Danger and Injuries 

Injury and ill-health were the other misfortunes to affect 
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the income of miners and these may have more seriously 

affected miners' earnings in the long run. Miners may 

not have been in the most dangerous occupation or in the 

only occupation in which the long-term effects were 

debilitating, but adult colliers were "seldom sprightly".114 

Benson believed that few miners escaped frequent injuries 

and some disability, which included breathlessness, 

broken limbs and arthritic joints. 115 In Somerset, the 

biggest dangers came from rockfalls and shaft accidents. 116 

The greatest number of casualities arose from shaft 

accidents; at Wellsway in 1839 when eleven were killed, 

and PaultonEnginein 1830 when Skinner reported that nine 

died soon after four deaths in another accident at the same 

pit. 117 The Mining Inspector mentioned that accidents 

were common and a few fatalities occurred each year in 
118 

the 1850's and 1860's. This was not unusual and the 

estimated death rate in Somerset's mines was about 

average, well below Staffordshire's.119 By the mid-

nineteenth century the biggest disasters were caused by 

explosions. Gas was not generally a problem in Somerset. 

Nonetheless, a few miners suffered horrific injuries. 

Skinner reported that many who were maimed in Camerton 

were no longer fit for any employment, particularly poor men 

paralysed as a result of being crushed.
120 

From his own 

experience Parfitt knew that no miner could avoid some 
121 

injury for long. During a lifetime down the Somerset 

pits miners could expect broken bones and ruptures which 

could incapacitate them for quite a few weeks, or force 
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them to take up less well-paid jobs as banksmen or 

roadmen. As they got older asthmatic and respiratory 

problems grew. It was said that few men over fifty 

could do the work of a hewer. 122 The cramped 

conditions in the Somerset and Forest of Dean collieries, 

especially, did not help. In this century 'bent knee' 

was found to be a problem peculiar to Somerset miners. 123 

4.4 Collieries in the St Helens Coalfield 

At the collieries in St Helens more miners were employed 

getting the coal rather than in removing it, so that 

productivity was higher than in Somerset. As the pits 

themselves were usually smaller and shallower, the 

organisation of the workforce was more simple too. The 

hewers were more independent and supervised the drawers. 

They could earn higher wages because working conditions 

were easier and the demand for coal was less fickle. In 

these circumstances also, young miners were not faced by 

so many obstacles in the way of promotion, and all miners 

had plenty of ways to escape the effects of any irregularity 

in their work and wages at the collieries where they worked. 

4.4.1 The Organisation of Work 

At most collieries in the St Helens area coal was obtained 
124 from several pits rather than from one. Large 

collieries, such as Haydock, had perhaps ten to fifteen 

pits but smaller collieries, especially earlier in the 

century, such as Hardshaw, usually had two or three pits 
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working at one time with another being sunk. 125 When 

getting coal from shallow depths, under 300 feet, it was 

easier to maintain productivity by making new sinkings 

continuously than carry out branching and tunnelling. 

Because the worked seams were, in general, thick, 

coal was cut by the bord-and-pillar method. Widework 

at Cowley Hill and Union, which was similar to 10ngwal1 

working, was exceptional even in the l840's.126 The coal 

was usually extracted first from the extremities of the 

lease to reduce~the amount of propping and maintenance 

needed. This left the hewers more time and energy to 

127 cut coal. In theory, large pillars had to be left to 

b Od 128 prevent su S1 ence. 

As a consequence, the technical units, the pits, 

and the working units, the stalls, were smaller than their 

equivalents in Somerset. Possibly at most twenty men 

worked down each pit when fifty or more worked down most 

of somerset's.129 The hewers were able to work more 

independently even though the collieries they worked at 

had more men. (Table 4.2)130 At this scale they could 

exercise more control over the pace of work. Fewer boys 

and haulage workers of all kinds were needed because the 

distance from the face to the shaft was shorter and not so 

tortu.,..;ous. 

Under this system the hewers could dictate the pace 

of work, training and, of great importance to them, 

recruitment. Essentially it was very similar to the 
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organisation of work in Durham described by Douglass. l31 

One or two men who worked in a stall about fifteen yards 

wide had a couple of drawers who filled the coal tubs and 

took them to the shaft bottom. 132 The group worked as a 

team and were paid altogether for the coal they raised, 

so that the hewers hired their own assistants. I33 Most 

of them obviously used their own children or relatives 

whenever they could as it often relieved them of paying 

134 any wages. Up to 1842 they employed their children 

of both sexes from the age of about six. Until children 

reached this age wives would often work as their husbands' 

135 drawers. 

Apart from the hewers and their drawers, there were 
136 few other workers underground. Only boys at the shaft 

bottom and at ventilation doors did not cut and carry 

coal. 137 Deputies moved between pits and were responsible 

for repair work and safety, but not supervising production. 

There was, however, more auxiliary work such as screening, 

stacking and pushing trucks carried out .at the surface than 

in Somerset. This work had to be more closely managed. l38 

After women were banned from going underground, coal 

sorting was transferred to the surface. 139 For a few 

years the law was defied by some proprietors around 

st Helens, possibly because they had a shortage of 

140 labour. Angela John has said that redundancy was 

unlikely where no one else would work at screens sifting 

the coal or pushing trucks on the banks so Cheaply.14l 

With an abundance of young lads and no more attractive 

But with no more attractive employment for young lads than ,~ 
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mining in Somerset, no women worked at the pits underground 

or at the surface. (Table 4.7)i42 ,. 
What was also significant under these arrangements 

compared with Somerset was that boys faced no bottleneck 

in promotion to hewing after starting in an ancillary 

job. About 40% of the miners were hewers so that far 

more recruits could eventually get a job with the best 

earnings and without having to move. 143 St Helens had a 

younger workforce than Somerset, fewer men aged over fifty 

and no large drop in the number of young men aged over 

twenty. The survival ratios from the census indicate 

that there was less imbalance between the number of jobs 

for men and those for boys. (Table 4.8) There was no 

net loss of miners on completion of their apprenticeship 

as there was in Somerset. Quite the opposite, since 

young men in their twenties were recruited, although 

miners' sons probably stood the best chances of becoming 

hewers. (Table 4.9) 

4.4.2 Wages and Incomes 

Earnings reflected the continued demand for labour. 

Wages had to be relatively high if the proprietors wanted 

to retain miners and attract new workers. Women and 

children could get work in other industries, unlike 

Somerset. But mining may have been more attractive 

because the better paid jobs were attainable by a large 

proportion of recruits. (Table 4.9) 
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Hewers were the best paid and when there was a 

growing demand for coal they could expect to get 

relatively good wages compared with their counterparts 

in Somerset. Wages rose in the 1800's and again in the 
144 

late 1840's and 1850's. In between, they may have 

earned little more than nailworkers. In good times 

though a hewer could earn 20/- a week and more after he 

had paid his assistant. 145 Of course it was greater if 

he did not pay any members of his family who worked for 

him. A drawer in his late teens might earn 14/- to 15/-. 

As a piece rate was negotiated by the hewer for each seam, 

either for the distance cut or the amount of coal 

146 removed, st Helens' miners were also better paid than 

most miners because their income was not frequently 

reduced by difficult working conditions.
147 

Also, seasonal and cyclical fluctuations in demand 

were not severe in St Helens because the collieries tended 

to sell coal to a wide variety of users. There were a 

few intermittent falls in demand. About 1820 and in the 

early 1840's wages were cut and strikes followed. 149 

But short-time working was never as frequent or as long

lived as at the collieries in Lancashire's textile areas, 

around Bolton, Oldham and Leigh.
149 

At Worsley weekly 

earnings were no higher than in Somerset in the 1940's.150 

Although lay-offs might have caused temporary 

hardship to miners, miners in St Helens were less likely 

to have been out of a job or. suffer from variable wages 
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because of the pits' inefficiency.15l New pits were 

always being sunk, many more than in Somerset. More-

over, the larger collieries were better equipped to keep 

up a continuous cycle of production than collieries with 

few faces and one shaft. There were still minor daily 

interruptions which affected production, but because more 

coal faces were being worked and more shafts used at one 

time, men could be transferred to other pits at the 

colliery with greater ease. 

4.4.3 Hazards and Health 

Compensations in pay and job security, however, were 

offset by greater dangers. Miners had a slightly higher 

death rate from pit accidents in South-west Lancashire 

than in Somerset. 152 Explosions produced by gas ~ere 

becoming a greater hazard, especially at deeper 

collieries.153 At Haydock twenty-six men were killed 

in 1868. 154 In gas explosions many others were burned. 

In addition, injuries from rockfalls remained common

place. 155 Engineers, such as Hopton who worked for a 

time in st Helens, and the Mines Inspectors attributed 

many accidents to a lack of concern shown by proprietors 

for the safety of their workers.
156 

But the collieries 

in st Helens were probably no more unpleasant or 

debilitating for the workers than the heat of the glass 

furnaces and foundries, the poisonous fumes of the 

primitive chemical works, and the exhausting hours in the 

domestiC metal and textile trade~.157 
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4.5 Differences in Work at Collieries within each Coalfield 

Contrasts in the work of miners within each coalfield 

should be expected as well.
158 Diverging trends in 

production and employment within Somerset and St Helens 

would have affected the regularity of work and rates of pay 

to be had in different parts. By and large coal mining 

was better paid in the Radstock and Blackbrook districts 

which were growing rapidly than in Nettlebridge and Whiston 

which were stagnating. However, Benson has added that 

work at collieries would have also varied because of the 

coal being mined, the age of the pit and the expected 

working life of the works, while there would also have 

. f 1 159 been economles 0 sca e. For example, coal was easier 

to cut and fewer haulage workers were required in new 

pits. At Clandown and Norton Hill production in the 

first few years was never matched afterwards.
160 

Exhausted pits such as Paulton Ham used old equipment and 

they came in for most criticism from the Mining Inspector 

. t· t h· 161 Th 1 for their priml lve ec nlques. ey were a so prey 

to more interruptions which must have left their miners 

with lower earnings. 

4.5.1 Organisation and Routine 

Although the methods of coal getting did not vary greatly 

within each area, the scale and sub-division of work 

away from the face often did because of local conditions, 

scale and technology. Some differences arose naturally 

enough from variations in the quality, thickness and slope 
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of seams and other geological conditions. On Mendip 

a few collieries right up to the nineteenth century 

attempted to work vertical seams in the same way that 

f t ' k d' C 11 162 veins 0 1n were wor e 1n ornwa. The surviving 

collieries, Nettlebridge and Coal Barton, and probably 

the others too in the mid-nineteenth century, mined 

seams in the conventional manner. 

Scale was probably a more important difference. 

At the larger collieries in Radstock, for example, twenty 

to thirty hewers could work along a single face 

according to Greenwell and McMurtrie. 163 At Bishops' 

Sutton there were usually only one or two men in each 

164 seam. The size of the workforce at a pit probably 

varied in a direct proportion to this. The Radstock pits 
16-

had well over 120 men c.1850. ) Their neighbours in 

the Paul ton and Radstock districts, such as Greyfield and 

Clandown, mostly had over eighty men.
166 

By the middle 

of the century some collieries in St lIe lens had workforces 

down each pit that were equivalent to those in some of 

Somerset's, Haydock, Blackleyhurst and Sankey Brook for 

168 instance. At the same time Green Lane, Eccleston, had 

four hewers at most down each pit, which was little 

larger than the majority of pits earlier in the century.169 

At larger pits economies of scale could be made 

underground as well as on the surface, and these may have 

altered the structure of their workforces. At Radstock, 

camerton and Gerard's Bridge, for example, the movement of 
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coal away from the face was made more efficient. The 

coal was put in larger trucks, ponies were used instead 

of boys once the roadways were widened, and self-acting 

inclines installed. Fewer boys were needed to serve 

the hewers in these operations. By reducing the number 

of twinboys while increasing the number of hewers, 

carting boys and drivers 1853-55, savings were made at 

the Radstock Collieries. 170 Middle Pit underwent some 

modernisation first of all and, in 1848, there were more 

boys over fifteen compared with those aged under fifteen 

than at the others. 171 Fewer small children were used 

at collieries in Lancashire once tracks were extended to 

the face according to the Mining Commissioners. 172 

Angela John has said that women were becoming redundant 

for the same reasons. 173 This coincided with their 

exclusion from working underground in Lancashire. Their 

banishment could have hastened technological changes, 

however, for in 1842 many of the collieries around Ashton 

and Prescot, where large numbers of them worked, were 

. 174 primit1ve and had fewer adult men. The installation 

of cages rationalised coal handling on the surface and 

175 underground. Because more coal could be lifted 

easily, sorting could be done at the surface in South-west 

Lancashire by women who had formerly been drawers. 176 

In Somerset, at Radstock and also at Welton, the intention 

was to reduce the numbers drawing and shaft winding. 

The larger collieries in both coalfields had more 
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specialised workers on the payroll. As the scale of 

working grew the number of workers doing repairing and 

branching was increased. To maintain production at a 

higher level it was essential at Radstock, for example, 

to have a steady supply of new faces for the colliers to 

continue cutting. Branchers, veerers and roadsmen 

worked at their tasks full-time at Radstock and even 

Clutton. 177 ~lere the distance between the face and 

shaft was longer there was a much sharper division of 

haulage work by age and skill among the boys. Radstock 

Collieries had gug winders, putters, twinboys, fillers 

and carting boys, whereas at Bishops' Sutton there was 

no such distinction in pay and grading. 178 Above ground 

the bigger collieries had a manager who was often a 

professional engineer and surveyor in charge of the 

overseers and craftsmen. 179 Other managers were more 

involved in the day to day problems underground. At 

small collieries such as Bishops' Sutton and Green Lane 

the adult workforce remained jacks-of-all-trades, too. 

By necessity the hewers had to turn their hands to 

branching and road work, and even mending the pump when 

coal could not be cut. 

4.5.2 Wages and Conditions 

Significantly, rates of pay were better at collieries that 

were in the growing parts of each coalfield. Moreover, 

production was becoming less irregular in these areas. 

Because they were better equipped, work did not come to a 
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halt so frequently. In addition, production was not 

reduced so much during the summer. 

About the middle of the century miners could earn 

more money at collieries in regular production where demand 

was growing. According to the miners, the average daily 

wages at Radstock and Timsbury in Somerset and in 

st Helens itself were relatively higher. lSO In Timsbury 

the hewers earned between 2/6d and 3/- a turn in the lS40's. 

About 1850 the Radstock hewers were getting from 2/6d to 

2/Sd a turn while they earned 2/- at best at Bishops' 

lSl 
Sutton. In lS42 the miners at Co1eford complained 

that they worked fewer turns than at Radstock in the 
lS2 

summer months. In Paulton and Clutton there were 

several reports of a lot of short-time working in the late 

1840's.lS3 In most years, lS31-44, the Clutton 

collieries only raised about 20% of their annual output 
lS4 

in the summer quarter. Greenwell, the Waldegrave's 

engineer at Radstock, intended to transfer more production 

to the slack summer period after the railway arrived in 

lS54.
1S5 There was often a downturn in the summer still, 

but in ls60 for example, Ludlows and We1lsway produced 
ls6 

25% of their coal in the summer quarter. 

In addition, the problems of everyday working were 

greater at the collieries in declining areas such as 

Paulton and Nettlebridge. More collieries in the Paul ton 

district were unable to produce their quota in the IS30's 

and 1840's. Radford failed in every year in the early 
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1840's, and production was dogged for much of the time 

at Hayeswood, Paulton Ham and Hill, and Greyfield. 187 

If the stability and duration of colliery working provide 

a rough guide to the regularity of work, workers at the 

collieries in the expanding Radstock and Blackbrook 

districts in each coalfield were possibly better off 

throughout the early nineteenth century because they were 

less frequently upset. (Table 2.2)188 Consequently, 

the miners should have had greater prospects of promotion, 

fewer fears of redundancy or being laid-off, and better 

rates of pay. 

In support of this, the expanding mining areas in 

both coalfields had younger workforces and more of the 

recent recuits among them. (Table 4.l0-4.13;Figure 4.3-

Far more of the miners were younger household 

heads and juveniles in the Lower Wellow and Lower Cam 

districts of Somerset than in Upper Cam, for example, and 

in the Blackbrook district of St Helens than Whiston. 

For every miner aged over thirty-five there were more 

sons of miners too in these areas. Also, in all the 

growing areas more miners could be classified as 

'outsiders', that is sons of non-miners, lodgers and 

relatives of miners. Radstock, for example, had more 

miners who were lodgers than other parishes, 1841-61, as 

well as a larger number of fathers with their sons do~~ 

the pits and more households of non-miners containing 

colliers. (Figure 4.4) Townships in Blackbrook, such as 

Billinge and Rainford, had more outsiders in 1851 and a 
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much younger workforce, while Ashton had a large 

contingent of miners who were the sons of non-miners. 

(Figure 4.5) 

Finally, the large, better equipped collieries in 

Somerset were also safer. Like many small pits in 

Staffordshire run by butties, most of the older collieries 

had antiquated shafts and haulage arrangements up to and 

beyond the middle of the century.190 Unguarded and 

unbricked shafts were common, and men were lowered down 

by hitching themselves to a chain or rope, a practice 

which persisted at the oldest and smallest pits. 19l In 

st Helens, though, greater safety was balanced by the 

increased risk of an explosion occurring at a larger, 

deeper colliery. These happened at Haydock although 

multiple deaths were rare before the 1860's.192 In 

Somerset firedamp was only a problem at a couple of col-

lieries around Coleford; Coal Barton, Newbury and 

vobster. 193 The miners at these pits asserted that they 

had to retire earlier because the gassy seams caused 

breathlessness by the age of forty_five. 194 Premature 

retirement from hewing may have curtailed their well-paid 

careers before miners in the rest of the coalfield. 

Less taxing jobs were not so well paid and only a limited 

number of these may have been available in Somerset as 

there was no shortage of older men and boys to do ancillary 

tasks, especially in the earlier worked areas around 

Coleford which had the gassy seams. 
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Miners may have also had more protection from 

hazards in the larger mining communities and if they 

worked at collieries owned by benevolent proprietors. 195 

The larger collieries could afford to find work for the 

injured and old. Owners such as the Jarretts at 

Camerton and later the Waldegraves at Radstock provided 

homes for their workers and often gave help to the sick 

and maimed. 196 Skinner for one though did not consider 

that the Jarretts' actions, like the Fitzwilliams', was 

wholly charitable. 197 But there were burial clubs and 

friendly societies in most pit villages and these provided 

miners who belonged with some compensation. 198 

Unfortunately, not all miners were members, some living 

in communities without these social organisations. 

4.6 Concluding Remarks 

In general, the miners' work and wages at collieries in 

both areas reflected what was happening to the demand for 

labour, so that they were consequences of the scale and 

growth of production, geological conditions, the capital 

invested, and the profit hoped for if not realised, and 

what was happening to the supply of labour, so that they 

were consequences of technology, productivity and trends 

in ~ther emplo)~ents. 

By comparison with other workers, characteristics 

of working at collieries easily distinguished the miners 

from other workers. The organisation of pit work 
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differed from work on farms and in factories and work

shops, even though all the workers in them were mostly 

full-time hired hands. The miner had to be trained and 

skilled to become a hewer and he retained an influence 

over training and recruitment. Because he worked 

without supervision the miner had some freedom to 

determine his routine, pace of work and methods of work, 

so that he did not have to work fixed hours or do a set 

amount of work. In addition, miners were distinguished 

from other workers also employed in part of a chain of 

production in large concerns by their many and varied 

fluctuations of pay and the appalling physical conditions, 

risks and dangers to health and wealth that the work 

entailed. However, in spite of these risks and 

vicissitudes of fortunes, miners were compensated by 

better wages than most labourers. 

The typical miner had a succession of jobs during 

his career at the pit; starting out as a putter then 

becoming a drawer and graduating to be a carting boy before 

eventually becoming a hewer and being relatively well paid 

by his early twenties. The lucky ones continued to work 

underground using their accumulated skills and experience 

to do branching and repair work. For others, accidents 

and the hard work took their toll, shortened their 

careers and left them to find less remunerative work. 

Many disparities existed in the ways coal was won 

in the two coalfields, so that miners' work and careers 
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varied. As a consequence of different ways of working, 

how the workforce was employed, and what they earned, 

varied from pit to pit. Somerset's collieries cut and 

removed the coal in a different manner and at a different 

pace to those in St Helens. More hewers and fewer 

haulage workers were employed at pits in St Helens 

because they were not so deep and the distance from face 

to pit bottom was generally shorter. Because of the 

organisation of ancillary and face work in thicker seams, 

miners in st Helens had a tighter rein over the chain of 

production than the men at the face in Somerset. Since 

the work was more regular too, rates of pay were better 

in st Helens. Demand in Somerset was still highly 

seasonal. 

Miners could expect relatively low earnings and 

fewer chances of promotion at older, smaller pits with 

landsales, many more of which were in the Somerset coal

field. What with the greater hazards to health and 

safety at these collieries as well, the miners' 

circumstances varied considerably within each area. 

Consequently, getting a job at a pit and then graduating 

must have been easier at collieries where production ~~s 

growing and more stable, especially at the larger, newer 

coal works in the districts mining deeper coal. 

These differences make it difficult to generalise 

about the effects of work outside the pit, in spite of the 

common characteristics of men employed in coal getting. 
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The enquiry continues with an examination of how work 

might have affected the miners outside the pits in 

Somerset and st Helens in the early nineteenth century. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MAKING A LIVING FROM COAL MINING 

To many nineteenth century observers miners had independ

ence and a favourable standard of living. l In Somerset 

several commentators such as Camerton's diarist, John 

Skinner, remarked that the miners' families were usually 
2 relatively well-off. They regularly ate meat; they 

had roaring coal fires throughout the year; and they had 

plenty to drink on Saturdays after receiving their pay.3 

To cap it all, single young men were notoriously 

precocious lotharios. In Camerton they could afford to 

go wenching at the village bordellos as well as frequent 

the less salubrious streets of Bath.
4 

It was surprising 

perhaps to people like Skinner that the miners' pleasures 

were not confined to high days and holidays like most 

other labourers and that they had the spare time during 

the day to loaf around. Miners were not always paid 

weekly, they did not have to cut coal on more than nine 

or ten days a fortnight, and the hewers went to work at 

about five o'clock in the morning, so that after a hard 

day's work or on a weekday miners were not fit for doing 

much else but sit on their haunches in the streets. 5 

Social characteristics of miners are obviously best 

explained by characteristics of the work underground. 

What miners achieved from making a living cutting and 
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carrying coal bridges the gap between their work and their 
6 life style. What follows first of all is a discussion 

of how the work underground and the earnings and careers 

of miners described in Chapter 4 affected the standards 

of living enjoyed by miners and their families. 

5.1 Economic Consequences of working at a Colliery 

5.1.1 The 'Independent' Miner 

Few workers at the time had fixed shifts or the amount of 

work they had to do determined by a machine; most were 

like miners and worked for piece rates while having to 

adapt to some conditions imposed by their employers. 7 But 

miners, or at least the hewers, branchers and sinkers, were 

able to exercise some control over the length of time they 

worked and what they did. In Somerset they could decide 
8 

when they descended and came up. In St Helens they 

reputedly too k a day off following the three-weekly 

k . 9 rec onl.ng. Only the self-employed and skilled workers 

such as glass workers retained the privileges which 

'independent colliers' enjOyed.
lO 

Miners, more so in St Helens than in Somerset, were 

able to influence with whom they worked. Control over 

recruitment and training limited the influence of 

11 managers. By this means they could provide work for 

their families, effectively bar all but family recruitment, 

and preserve their skilled status. The hewers in 

st Helens and branchers in Somerset were sub-contractors 
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without any of the trammels of the butty system as their 

'employees' were not barred from becoming sub-contractors 
12 themselves. 

5.1.2 Miners' Incomes and Earnings 

Compared with other labourers in both these areas miners 

had a reasonable standard of living, relatively secure 

employment, potential increments when demand for coal grew, 

and relatively few problems finding work for their children. 

The average clodhopper, labourer, nailmaker and cobbler 

was not as well off, and few workers in glass factories 

commanded the same benefits as most of the adult workers 

at st Helens' collieries. 13 Moreover, with their children 

down the pit from the age of about ten miners were even 

less likely to fall below the poverty line than other 

workers. No self-respecting miner supposedly allowed 

his son to take up a job as an ordinary labourer, not 

least because so many jobs hauling coal could only be done 

14 by boys. 

Since mining was an industry which generally had a 

shortage of labour, wages were more often moving upwards 

than downwards, and miners' children could easily be found 

work in the industry. Miners should have achieved a 

better standard of living than agricultural workers, for 

instance, because of the earnings of their sons. However, 

the value of the earnings of miners' sons was probably 

greater because miners' wives were not usually additional 
15 

wage earners. 
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But miners were not immune to the misfortunes 

which could reduce the incomes of wage earners either. 

Wages in mining were invariably reduced when trading 

conditions were depressed, in addition to which every 

miner's standard of living was reduced by temporary 

closures of collieries, injury and illness. 16 At 

Somerset's pits the demand for coal was still highly 

seasonal, and no collieries escaped without having some 

interruptions to working. Once coal production was no 

longer growing nor new pits opening, miners' sons and 

older miners unfit for hewing were not so assured of a 

job. If miners' children could not get work, families 

would be more dependent on the head's earnings with all 

the consequences of a standard of living that was more 

at risk if the miner was injured, laid off or made 

redundant. 17 

5.1.3 Miners' Family Economies 

Since work at the collieries was usually only available to 

men and their sons, miners' family economies were dominated 
18 by the income of men. In the absence of jobs for 

wives the miner was more likely to be the sole earner until 

his sons could go underground. However, a miner's family 

income should have attained a greater size than other 

men's in middle age if he had several sons working under-

ground beside himself. This state of good fortune 

possibly depended on whether boys could start down the 

pit and earn promotion without moving away from home. 

- 151 -



The miner's family probably had to be a budgetary 

unit with its costs of subsistence offset by income. l9 

Children, ~ves, lodgers and even kin who worked were a 

means of improving income, or at best reducing the 

chances of hardship.20 Consequently, working conditions 

that affected how miners had to make a living could have 

influenced childbearing, getting married and the member

ship of households in coalfields. 2l Although it is 

difficult to discover if individuals acted as objectively 

as this, some studies have found that for a range of 

factory workers and labourers characteristics of work and 

family economies may explain their family size, ages at 

marriage and fertility.22 

However, as a first step it is no simple matter to 

estimate the incomes of miners' families or other workers 

in the Somerset and st Helens coalfields. No nominal 

wage records exist in either coalfield at the same time 

as a census of families. 23 But considering the 

differences between pits it would be necessary to have 

wage books for various collieries to make any generalisa-

tions. With only a paltry range of wage figures and no 

series of these there is not enough information to gauge 

family earnings, take-home pay and relative standards of 

24 living. Poor rate expenditure, payments, and the 

numbers assisted by the overseers inpoor relief accounts 

are the best supplementary indicators of standards of 

living in each coalfield, even though out-relief was not 

- 152 -



provided to make up for wages that were not enough to 

keep families clothed and fed. In addition, some 

impressions of family economies, such as who worked, how 

many of the family worked and what kind of work they did, 

can be obtained by using the occupations of individuals 

stated in the 1851 CEBs. These have the advantage of 

comparability between areas and between occupational 

groups, even if they do not provide necessarily complete 

and accurate statements of who worked. (See Appendix A)25 

What follows in the second half of the chapter is 

an examination of how work at the pits affected standards 

of living. The evidence shows that people were better 

off in the growing parts of each coalfield; more people 

were on poor relief in districts where production fell 

such as Nettlebridge; and poor rates were smaller in the 

growing parts. Miners though could avoid parochial 

relief by having larger incomes than other workers, 

especially having greater earnings when they got married 

and had their first children, and when they grew older. 

Miners had workers at home, principally sons, at older and 

younger ages than most other workers. Miners also had 

more sons who followed them down the pits; significantly 

more in the areas where miners and coal were in greater 

demand. No doubt children may have been an insurance 

against the risks of work and old age. 

5. 2 Poverty in the Study Areas 

The extent of poor relief shows that standards of living 
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for many families in both areas must have fallen well 

below Rowntree's poverty line.
26 There was not a great 

deal of poverty in either coalfield; very little hard

ship in Somerset by comparison with other rural areas in 

southern England and very little in st Helens by 

comparison with other industrial and urban areas. Poor 

relief was particularly burdensome in rural southern 

England from the end of the Napoleonic wars.27 Towards 

the end of the nineteenth century as many as 30% of all 

families were possibly below the poverty line in urban 

areas as a result of uncertain wages from casual work and 

working in lowly-paid trades.
28 

At times there were 

29 
probably more. Relief increased in Somerset once the 

production of coal was no longer increasing and where 

mining came to an end. 

5.2.1 poverty and Mining 

Miners could expect to be unemployed at some time in their 

career in Somerset and st Helens when mines closed because 

of exhaustion and unprofitability, and when mines stopped 

production temporarily because of accidents, seasonal 

falls in demand and unforeseen faults in coal seams. 

Miners' working lives of up to sixty years were longer 

than the lifespan of most collieries, so that almost all 

miners had to look for another job. The long careers of 

several workers at Ravenhead were exceptional. 30 

However, underemployment was a more common problem for 

miners like other labourers. The Bath newspapers in 

1862, for example, reported "great distress" caused by 
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short-time working at the pits. 31 But poverty was not 

just a problem associated with periods of the year when 

wages could not be guaranteed or jobs lost. In coal 

mining districts such as Worsley in Lancashire, the 

Forest of Dean, Ayrshire and Somerset, many miners were 

probably not earning high enough rates to support their 

"I" 32 fam1 1es. The Mining Commissioners found the miners 

in Macclesfield and Pembroke shire little better-off than 

workers in sweated trades. 33 When food prices increased, 

especially the cost of bread, riots were not unusual. 

There was even a disturbance in Radstock in 1817, for 

example, although the extent of want was not as great as 

in nearby Bath in the 1810's.3
4 

The miners were prey to the alternating periods 

of plenty and want over the life cycle common to most of 

the working classes. There were poverty traps arising 

from sickness and death, bringing up children with only 

one wage earner, and growing 01d. 35 Families more 

easily fell into primary poverty when they had several 

young children who were not earning and then again after 

their children had left home. 36 In between they were 

possibly better off. Miners' families may have 

escaped it because of the earnings of their children. 

Haines found that among a wide range of industrial 

workers more miners had secured well-paid work for their 

sons. 37 As a consequence, their family incomes could 

grow while their own earnings were declining. This may 

have kept miners' families off poor relief when the main 
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breadwinner was incapacitated or had died. Less 

fortunate people had to claim poor relief which was often 

as little as 1/6d a week for an able-bodied adult in 

some parishes. 38 Skinner mentioned an old man he knew 

who preferred to seek casual labouring jobs for which he 

might earn 4/- a week rather than apply for such a 

miserable allowance. 39 

Retirement was out of the question in these 

circumstances even for miners because their children 

would not be able to support them once they left home. 

For lame and injured miners there was no alternative. 

Immediate assistance came from benefit clubs, one or two 

of which existed in most villages, and many of the miners 

belonged to them by way of insurance as well as for 

40 
pleasure. 

5.2. 2 Poor Relief and Unemployment 

In both coalfields the amount spent on poor relief was 

lower than in surrounding areas, highlighting sharp 

contrasts in the extent of poverty between depressed 

rural areas with declining industries and the coa1fie1ds. 41 

Large differences existed in Lancashire and Nottingham

shire between districts with depressed domestic 

manufacturing industries and districts with growing 

factory industries, in spite of the volatile demand for 

labour at factories.
42 

Expenditure on poor relief was 

lower in st Helens; from 4/- to 5/- a head in the early 

nineteenth century compared with 7/- to 10/- in Somerset. 
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At the censuses, 1841-61, fewer household heads in 

Somerset admitted to being unemployed than in st Helens 

although, as Bowley and Bennett-Hurst found fifty years 

later, poverty could still have been pervasive even though 

most of the able-bodied men worked.
43 

In the Somerset coalfield, although the amount of 

parochial expenditure was much lower than in the county 

as a whole and not rising between about 1810 and 1835, it 

did increase against national trends later in the 1830's 

and 1840's.44 (Figure 5.1) Assistance to the poor did 

not rise much immediately after Waterloo as it did in 

most of southern England. Coal production was generally 

increasing rapidly in Somerset until the 1830's. But 

when the mining industry's growth was more fitful, less 

widespread and possibly not providing the same chances 

for promotion or a career in mining for miners' children 

in the 1840's, rates of expenditure were far nearer to 

the amounts paid in the county as a whole than in 1803 or 

1812. Miners and men in other trades as well may have 

been less able to support dependants. In St Helens, a 

rise in rates occurred after 1839. It coincided with 

the depression which brought some unemployment and 

interruptions to work at the mines and glass factories. 45 

But whereas 5.5% of male household heads in the Somerset 

coalfield did not work in 1851, only 1.9% could be c1assified l 

as inactive in st Helens at the same time. 

Poverty was greater in the parts of Somerset and 
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St Helens where mining and manufacturing was declining. 

In the Somerset coalfield, the rates of expenditure were 

higher in the Nettlebridge and Pensford districts through

out the early nineteenth century.46 (Table 5.1) It 

reached l2/7d a head in Nettlebridge in 1840-2 whereas 

it was only 6/l0d in Radstock. However, no parishes 

spent as much as depressed parts of Warwickshire and Kent. 

(Figure 5.2) Some parishes in the Felden were spending 

25/_. 47 Yet, it was consistently over 15/- in Mells 

where the weaving trade was stagnating and it topped 20/

in Priston, an agricultural parish on the northern edge 

of the coalfield. Relief increased in Nettlebridge and 

Pensford where mining was not expanding; Holcombe, for 

example, but not in Stratton-on-the-Fosse where the 

Nettlebridge colliery continued to provide work.
48 

The 

amounts spent on relief rose in Paul ton in Somerset and 

Wbiston in st Helens at a time when mining was no longer 

growing. In the concealed areas of the coalfield around 

Radstock rates remained low at around 5/- a head, which 

was much the same as in Parr and Haydock where collieries 

were increasing production as well. 49 In 1830-2, for 

example, Radstock was raising only £311 to relieve a 

population of a similar size to Mells which was spending 

£860. Annual amounts of relief fell as more collieries 

opened in the Radstock Basin and to the east of St Helens. 

The amount of relief which Wellow was dispensing, for 

instance, diminished in the 1830's and 1840's at the same 

time as the number of miners grew in number in the 
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tything of Shoscombe. 

By the middle of the century there was clearly 

more unemployment in the districts where mining was not 

growing. (Table 5.2)50 Whatever the drawbacks of the 

CEBs, Figure 5.4 and 5.5 show that variations in 

unemployment followed the trends in employment at the 

mines. In 1851 over 7% of the male household heads of 

Upper Cam and Mendip were not working. In the parishes 

of Ashwick, Coleford and Holcombe on Mendip, over 15% of 

all the households had a head who was unemployed, while 

usually fewer than 10% of heads and 5% of male heads were 

without an occupation in the parishes where employment at 

the mines had grown. 51 

5.2.3 Poor Relief and the Collieries 

Poor relief payments in a few parishes indicate some 

direct connections between work at the collieries and the 

amounts disbursed; for unemployed and injured miners 

claimed relief for their families and dependants. 52 

James Treasure of Holcombe was paid 6/- after he lost his 

finger at the pit. 53 Assistance was also obtained for 

men hurt at the colliery at Camerton. 54 Occasional 

relief was paid at Paul ton to men without work at the 

collieries, especially if they had a large number of 

55 dependants. At the same time, men with low pay at 

the mines may have been less able to support orphans and 

widowed mothers because of short-time working, for 

example. 
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As more relief was casual in parishes with high 

rates of expenditure in Pensford and Nettlebridge, it is 

likely that dependants qualified for poor relief even if 

a miner and his family did not. 56 Series of annual 

payments indicate how closely trends in employment and 

particularly the prosperous or 'ruinous state of the pits' 

affected the amount of poor relief needed. 57 In 

Paul ton, for example, annual expenditure increased after 

1816 but fell back below £500 soon after 1820 before 

rising again in the 1830's. After the 1830's employment 

at the mines did not grow and the collieries were dogged 

by problems. Radford was nearly exhausted and Ham and 

Hill colliery was seldom able to produce its quota. 

Increases at Holcombe, 1818-20, Farrington Gurney, 1830-34, 

and Timsbury, 1839-42, occurred at the same time as local 

pits closed. 58 Casual relief significantly rose far 

more sharply than permanent relief in several parishes; 

Paul ton, Stratton and Farrington, when the total amount 

went up. For example, casual relief doubled between 

1815-16 and 1817-18 and again in the early 1830's in 

Paul ton when many families dependent on mining were 

probably in need of assistance.
59 

5.3 Family Economies in the Study Areas 

Investigating who worked, how many people worked, and 

what kind of work they did in families focuses more 

directly on the effects of working conditions at the pits 

on the incomes of miners' families and their standard of 
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60 living. Among studies that have done this, Hareven 

has shown how the number of workers and the age and sex 

of workers at different stages in the life cycle of 

factory workers' families in Manchester, New Hampshire, 

was a result of their employment in a textile mill and 

their principal employer, the Amoskeag Company.6l She 

described the family economy as the balance between 

labour supply ~nd demand, so that miners' family 

economies and their standards of living should reflect 

their work at the collieries.
62 Occupations in the CEBs 

show that miners' families had more workers, owing largely 

to sons and relations whom the miners could recruit, train 

and promote. 

5.3. 1 Family Economies and Mining 

Since most members of miners' families supposedly worked 

exclusively at the pit, it would be surprising if their 

family economies were not dependent on the organisation 

of work underground and the money to be earned at the 

collieries. vestiges of the miners' independence, the 

division of labour of coalworks, and the rising demand 

for miners were most likely to have affected their family 

economies, especially the relative degrees of poverty and 

prosperity they experienced and the length of these 

periods over the life cycle. Consequently, the division 

of work by age and sex, the skills needed to obtain a 

job, and the wages that were paid at collieries distinguished 

miners' family economies from other workers in Somerset 

and st Helens. 
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In St Helens and to a lesser extent Somerset miners 

were able to recruit and seek promotion for their children 

and other relatives. 63 By serving an apprenticeship 

partly under paternal guidance, sons secured a foothold 

in an industry which had better prospects than a lot of 

others. The hewers also protected their skilled status 

as entry to the higher paid jobs was determined by age and 

experience and not just physical strength. Although 

this was slipping from the miners' grasp once promotion 

depended more on the goodwill of overseers, while 

children and hewers were plentiful any loss in their 

status was offset by demand for their labour and increased 

earnings. 

Family members did not necessarily work together 

but in neither coalfield were sons expected to find work 

themselves or work unsupervised by their elders. 64 Sons 

in st Helens were more likely to work for their fathers 

and with them, first of all as drawers and then as 

assistants and partners in a stall, although it was not 

uncommon in Somerset, because men recruited their work 

mates. 65 Brothers often drew coal together in Somerset's 

pits or worked in tandem as drawer and carting boy.66 

Families though probably worked more closely at the 

smaller collieries such as Bishops' Sutton where there was 

no narrow division of labour.
67 

The workers at the 

colliery in 1852, for example, shared a handful of surnames; 

four young Sages being employed as drawers. 
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Fortunately, many jobs at all collieries in the 

two areas could only be done by boys. Most collieries 

in Somerset recruited young boys of 10-12 because of the 

narrow passages and thin seams. 69 Children could also 

increase their earnings as they grew up because of the 

divisions of labour. At the largest collieries in both 

areas jobs removing the coal were finely graded. By 

eighteen or nineteen most boys could expect to be carting 

boys in Somerset or hewers' assistants. 70 Jobs for 

hewers were more limited, particularly in Somerset's pits. 7l 

When this age was reached a miner's influence over his 

son's progress may have been at an end. 72 

"The colliers depended a great deal upon the 

earnings of their children" and by providing them with 

work at the pit throughout adolescence while they were 

living at home they could raise the family's income con

siderably.73 Miners' families could perhaps count them

selves fortunate compared with many other workers because 

they had subsidiary earners who were able to supplement 

the breadwinner's wages. 74 Miners' sons down the pit 

could in all probability earn enough to keep themselves 

from the age of about twelve, making them net contributors 

before other workers' children. 75 A pair of boys in 

their teens could earn as much as an adult. 76 Of course, 

many of their daughters could not get jobs, although 

st Helens was exceptional with its glass factories and pit 

brow work like mining areas that had factory and domestic 

textile industries. Apart from entering domestic 

- 163 -



service girls in Somerset had few chances of work unless 

they left the coalfield. 

Having several wage earners was a considerable 

insurance against the risks and dangers associated with 

mining, unless fathers and sons worked together. 

Families with only one breadwinner working down the pit 

would be vulnerable if the breadwinner was laid off or 

injured and off work for any length of time. 77 For 

miners over the age of forty-five the increasing earnings 

brought home by their sons could have compensated for a 

gradual fall in their own. 78 Usually labourers earned 

their best wages between the ages of nineteen and forty 

with a peak in their early thirties. 79 Older men could 

not earn so much on piece rates and would receive lower 

wages for repair or surface work.
80 

III health often 

forced miners to take less arduous jobs than hewing. 

Also, if a miner was made redundant, the older men were 

possibly less able to transfer to another colliery on the 

same terms, or even obtain another job underground. Yet 

Haines found that the incomes of miners' families were 

greatest when the miner was in his fifties. 8l 

In addition, miners' widows and daughters may have 

been helped by boys'earnings underground. Many more 

girls would have had to enter domestic service and more 

may have drifted into prostitution if they had not been 

employed to do domestic work at home because their 
82 

brothers were working. 
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Consequently, the family economies of miners 

should have experienced the same periods of want and 

plenty as other labourers during their careers. Stan-

dards of living obviously fell when there was no work, 

illness or the breadwinner died. But the family 

economies of miners should stand out from those of other 

men in Somerset and St Helens. The periods below the 

poverty line would have been shorter; in their twenties 

and thirties when they were offset by higher earnings 

and in middle and old age when their children began to 

earn money at the pit and stayed at home while they were 

doing their apprenticeship. These could have varied 

between districts since there were plenty of differences 

in the working arrangements at the pits that could have 

affected family economies. Some miners may have had 

lower incomes because their sons could not always get 

work at the collieries where they worked for so long. 

In examining the CEBs for 1851, the distinctions of 

miners' family economies, as well as the variations, 

appear to have arisen from mining in the two areas. 

By and large, differences in the average number 

of workers in families in each area demonstrate that 

hardships over the life cycle were probably greater in 

Somerset where the number of jobs was not growing very 

much. More of the older families did not have supple

mentary earners; at all ages fewer children augmented 

the family's wages; fewer women worked, especially 

daughters, and fewer families looked after boarders. The 
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information in the CEBs also discloses that miners were 

probably better off, although the families of miners in 

Somerset contained fewer workers than miners and some 

non-miners, such as the glassworkers, in St Helens. In 

general, miners had more children at work than their 

neighbours in other occupations. They also had more 

sons at work when their resources may have been most 

stretched, in their thirties and in later life. Succes

sion was high compared with other labourers. At the 

same time women and girls were only rarely wage earners 

in their families. 

5.3.2 Workers in Families living in the Somerset 

Coalfield, 1851 

Compared with urban-industrial areas families in the 

Somerset coalfield had smaller numbers of workers. 

(Table 5.3) Having so few adult women working would be 

the principal reason for this. 83 Male household heads 

were the main wage earners, and because mining and farming 

were the most important occupations, other adult males 

were usually the only supplementary wage workers. The 

absence of a working male head was not compensated for by 

more women and children working, although in households 

headed by females more adult women worked than in male 

headed households. (Figure 5.6) Female householders 

more frequently took in boarders, but in general fewer 

households had lodgers than in many growing urban and 

industrial areas at the time, such as Preston, Bolton, and 

the ironstone mining district of C1eve1and. 84 
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Among the families of working males, miners had 

more workers than agricultural labourers and manufacturing 

workers. (Table 5.4) This was mainly because of the 

number of adult male offspring and kin who were working, 

since fewer women worked in miners' families than in other 

men's. Miners had more workers than all the other 

occupational groups except farmers. In addition, miners 

had more children under the age of fourteen who worked 

than men in other occupations, so that in miners' families 

only 57% of the workers were household heads, while 9% 

were young children. 

Table 5.5 shows that the miners were better able to 

secure a job for their children in their own line of work. 

More of the miners' households had sons following their 

father's occupation (32%)85 Miners also had more sons 

who did so than men in all the other occupations except 

farming. Just 14% of agricultural labourers' households 

had sons who were also farm workers. In spite of the 

fact that succession was as great among domestic workshop 

industries as miners in other areas, none of the handicarft 

workers in the Somerset coalfield matched the miners; 

some of them having sons who worked down the pit instead. 86 

Table 5.6 would suggest that miners' families did 

not contain many women who worked but a relatively larger 

number of their children in work than other working males. 

General labourers would appear to be an exception. Only 

about 5% of the wives worked and fewer females were part 
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of the adult workforce in miners' families. S7 Women, 

however, had a lot more to do in miners' homes if the 

head and several other members of the family worked 

underground, which could have discouraged wives and 

daughters going out to work.
SS 

But, they frequently 

did so in coal mining areas where there were jobs in 

industries such as textile manufacturing. S9 

In all households these characteristics varied with 

the age of the head. 90 Supplementary wage earners, such 

as wives, and the incomes brought in by boarders were 

replaced by children. (Table 5.7) The average size of 

the number of workers in families rose from only just over 

one when the head was aged under thirty-five to over two 

when the head was aged forty-five to fifty-four. A slow 

fall accompanied increasing age, so that at seventy the 

average was about one again. These age differences mark 

the entry of children into the workforce and their 

earnings before their departure from home. Heads in 

their forties and fifties obviously had most children 

working and the largest number of workers. By comparison 

with other populations these were large averages. 

When the family was growing up and still increasing 

in number the household head made by far the largest 

contribution. (Table 5.7) Over 80% of the au~lt work-

force in these families were household heads. Wives, kin 

and probably boarders also made their greatest contribu-

tion at this age. About one in ten of wives worked and 

about one in eight of families took in a lodger. With 
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increasing age the male head was gradually ousted from his 

role as sole breadwinner in the majority of households. 

In families where the head was aged over thirty-five young 

children displaced women as the additional earners. 91 At 

fifty-five, sons were the main wage earners and daughters 

made their greatest contribution. But once children, 

who in Somerset were mainly boys, could provide the 

supplementary income, few women, and indeed daughters as 

well, had to find work. In households headed by women, 

though,more females worked but more young children, 

adolescents and kin also went out to work. Older widows 

took in more lodgers as did other families with smaller 

incomes from adult males; young families with a single 

wage earner and older families whose children had mainly 

left home. Lodgers were alternative ways of earning 

money for many housewives, and families without working 

children were probably more prepared to find space for 

them. 92 

The family incomes of miners should have been 

greater than other people's from middle age onwards. In 

general, miners over thirty-five had much larger than 

average numbers of workers in their families than almost 

all other occupational groups in the coalfield, despite 

having a smaller number of workers who were women. The 

difference in size arose between men in their late 

thirties and lasted until they reached their mid-fifties. 

Up to their seventies miners had more workers in their 

families than agricultural labourers, handicraft workers 
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and other labourers apart from general labourers aged 

fifty to fifty-four, and building craftsmen aged fifty-

five to fifty-nine. Miners from forty to sixty-four had 

an average of over two workers, so that men aged forty to 

fifty-nine had the largest numbers. 93 

Having other adult males, especially sons, and 

children who worked, were the main sources of these 

differences and they would have effectively reduced the 

poverty of young miners' families at an earlier stage 

than other workers. Table 5.9 shows that miners at all 

ages had more adult males working in their families than 

other groups of workers, particularly between the ages of 

thirty-five and fifty-four when they were only matched by 

building craftsmen. Over half of the miners had more 

than one adule male worker, only building craftsmen 

exceeding them. Miners' children were starting work 

earlier. At thirty-five to thirty-nine 25% of miners' 

families had working children aged under fourteen, and 

they had consistently more than men in other occupations 

from thirty to forty-nine. 94 In their forties and 

fifties only about half as many agricultural labourers 

and craftsmen had them, so that it could not just have been 

a consequence of earlier marriage. 

Closed family recruitment may explain the 

difference because miners' families were distinguished from 

other workers by the numbers of sons following in their 

fathers' footsteps. At thirty to thirty-four over 10% of 
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miners' families already had a son who worked at the pit, 

and this increased to over half by the age of forty. Very 

few men in other occupations in their thirties and early 

forties had children who worked with them, less than a 

quarter of men aged forty to forty-four. Among men aged 

forty-five to forty-nin~62~ of the miners had sons at the 

collieries as well, so that compared with agricultural 

labourers, for instance, very few miners with heirs must 

have lacked one in mining. 95 Having so many sons down the 

pit when they were over sixty may have preserved miners' 

families from poverty. 

Consequently, in the miners' households the household 

head made up less than half of the family's workforce 

between the ages of forty and sixty-four, and females were 

relatively insignificant. (Table 5.8)96 In other workers' 

households the head was more often the only worker and 

women were more important. Miners from their thirties on-

wards would have drawn benefits from having children working. 

For example, among workers aged forty to forty-four, 35% of 

the workers in the miners' families were adult males other 

than the head, whereas adult males were only 16% of the 

workers in agricultural labourers' families and 12.5% in 

labourers'. In addition, at the age of thirty-five to 

thirty-nine, 17% of the workers in miners' families were 

children under the age of fourteen whereas they were fewer 

than 10% in agricultural labourers' and handicraft workers i 

families. Furthermore, even though mining was attracting 

outsiders, fewer miners between the ages of forty and 
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sixty-four took in lodgers than miners without working 

children and labourers of the same ages in other occupations. 97 

5.3.3 Workers in Families living in st Helens, 1851 

Families in st Helens had more workers, more household heads 

had an occupation, and more children of all ages worked, 

especially daughters. Widows were less likely to be desti-

tute, not only because they worked more often, but also 

because their children of both sexes could get jobs. 

Although family recruitment was less important when there 

were few restrictions in the labour market and a sustained 

demand for labour, the families of miners had more sons at 

work and larger numbers of workers. This was mainly 

because more miners had sons who took up their occupation, 

as in Somerset. 

In general, the families had relatively large numbers 

of workers employed outside the home, for they contained 

both more adult males and more adult females who worked than 

in Somerset. (Table 5.10) In addition, there was more 

boarding which often made up for any shortage of working 

children. There were lodgers in 24% of the households, 

which is comparable to some other growing industrial towns. 98 

Consequently, the head was only just over half of the 

family's workforce, which was less than in Somerset while 

women, although not wives, were larger contributors. But, 

children were the main supplementary sources of income to 

families in st Helens, as in Somerset. 

In spite of some differences between families in the 

two study areas, miners' families in St Helens still 
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differed from those in other occupations in much the same 

ways as in Somerset. (Table 5.11) Differences from the 

Somerset miners' family economies can be attributed to a 

greater demand for miners and conditions at work. 99 

Again, miners' families had more workers than almost any 

other occupation or group of workers. They had more than 

miners in Somerset, having more women and children who 

worked. Considerably more children, other adult males, 

and females were working in miners' households than in the 

families of glass workers, indeed all manufacturing workers 

and labourers. In addition, miners had no fewer lodgers 

than other occupational groups. As a consequence, house-

hold heads were only 48% of the workers in miners' house

holds compared with 58% in general labourers', and more of 

the workers were children under the age of fourteen, 10%; 

other adult males, 27%; and females, 12%; than in glass

workers' families, for example, and other manufacturing 

workers' families in which only 7.7% were child workers and 

24.6% were other adult males. 

This was only partly as a result of a high crude 

rate of occupational succession. (Table 5.12) The rate 

for miners was much higher than the average, 18%, but it 

was nearly as common for some fathers who made a living 

in other occupations to have sons in the same occupation, 

especially men in occupations that were similar to mining 

in some respects, such as those in glass and copper works 

where the number of jobs was growing, or in potteries and 

watch and nail making where there was some element of 

t
' 100 

family produc Ion. Miners, however, had nearly twice 
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the average number of sons in mining, behind which 

trailed glassworkers with .37 sons in the glassworks. 

Very few miners' sons who were at home and working were 

not miners. 

The differences were additionally a result of the 

children in miners' families who were able to start work 

at an earlier age than other children, as they did in 

Somerset. (Table 5.13) Miners' children of both sexes 

could get work at the colliery in St Helens, and daughters 

could obtain a job in a wide range of occupations. lOl 

Not surprisingly, Table 5.13 shows that a higher proportion 

of adults in miners' families, excluding the head and 

spouse, were at work than in Somerset. 

Age differences in Table 5.14 show the predominance 

of male workers at all ages and the growing importance of 

supplementary earnings by children as the household head 

aged. Men in their fifties had the largest workforces; 

a peak size at fifty to fifty-four after expanding rapidly 

between the ages of thirty-five and fifty. The age 

differences were much the same as in Somerset but the 

number of workers was greater, 2.6 workers at fifty to 

fifty-four compared with 2.15 for example; the numbers 

rose more quickly, a slightly larger number aged from 

thirty-five to forty-nine had a child under fourteen at 

work; and more daughters were out at work in the families 

of middle-aged heads. 

All in all, the head was a less prominent component 
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of families' workforces at all ages. Only about a 

quarter of the workers in families of fifty-five to fifty

nine year olds were heads compared with about a third in 

Somerset. Young householders in St Helens were not so 

frequently the only worker either, even though the head 

was the most important single earner in the family 

before the age of forty. Wives made little contribution 

except before the head was thirty-five, as in Somerset. 

But, kin and boarders more often supplemented a young 

household head's earnings before his own children started 

work than in Somerset. The contribution from other 

adult males and females became much greater in households 

of heads aged over thirty-five. More working sons must 

have remained at home throughout adolescence, for in their 

late fifties and sixties, especially, families in 

st Helens had considerably more workers other than the 

102 
head. 

Although Table 5.16 shows that there were more 

occupations in st Helens in which the family had some 

influence over the employment of their children than in 

Somerset, the miners', like their counterparts in Somerset, 

more frequently had children at work in middle age and in 

later years than other workers. Table 5.15 reveals that 

miners over the age of thirty-five had more members of 

their families at work than other occupations. Over the 

age of forty differences in size widened. At fifty to 

fifty-four each miner's family had an average of 3.5 

workers. Other workers had no more than miners in 

somerset. 
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Most of the difference can be accounted for by the 

number of adult working males and children who worked. 

Miners aged fifty to fifty-four had 1.6 other adult working 

males, and at forty to forty-four had 0.4 working 

children, more than Somerset's miners. But in addition, 

miners in their middle ages had as many adult females as 

most other men, which was far more than in Somerset. 

Consequently, except for a greater tendency for a few 

miners' families in St Helens to have additional adult 

male workers who were kin and boarders, the average number 

of workers was similar to Somerset miners' families until 

about the age of forty. As their families gre~ up they 

diverged. First of all more miners' children under 

fourteen in the households of miners aged thirty-five to 

forty-nine went to work in St Helens. Then as young boys 

and girls were both working, more of their children were 

staying at home to a later age. 

As a result, the burden on the miner to support his 

family was not so great at all ages. ~bereas over 45% of 

the workers in st Helens' miners' families were adult 

males other than the head and 30% were heads, they were 

each 40% of the workforce in the families of Somerset 

miners. By the same token the lesser importance of the 

head as a worker in the miners' families distinguished them 

from other occupations in St Helens. In middle-aged 

labourers' and manufacturing workers' families the heads 

were only just under half of the workers. In younger 

labourers, manufacturing and craftworkers' families 
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children were not so significant. 

Work for children at the mines, especially sons, 

appears to be the main factor behind these patterns. 

Table 5.16 shows that more miners' sons went into the 

industry and stayed at home. Among heads aged forty-five 

to forty-nine, for instance, 70% of the miners had a son 

in mining, whereas only just over half of the glassworkers 

and a third of the labourers had sons in their occupation. l03 

Far more of them between the ages of thirty and sixty-four 

had children who worked, over a third in their forties. 

Older miners were perhaps far more fortunate than 

manufacturing workers and labourers because fewer of their 

sons must have left home before marriage. Also, since 

miners' children had a better chance of getting a job at 

an earlier age and getting promotion locally in St Helens, 

the miners had more sons and young children down the pit 

than in Somerset. 

5.3. 4 Workers in Families within the Somerset Coalfield 1851 

In general, the families of miners in Somerset had fewer 

sons who worked, lower rates of succession and smaller 

numbers in which earnings were augmented by boarders and 

working women. Within each district of the coalfield the 

average size of the number of workers in miners' families 

varied. Not surprisingly these variations corresponded to 

differences in the demand for miners. In parishes in the 

growing areas of the coalfield families had more adult 

males working, fewer widows were without support from 
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children and more young children were getting work. 

These families had a higher rate of succession and had 

more working sons at home than families in the declining 

parishes. They also had less recourse to boarding in 

old age but had the advantage of finding more lodgers in 

the area to take in when their young children were not 

working. Consequently, workforces of miners' families 

in the newly mined areas were similar to the miners in 

st Helens where mining was also growing, because there 

were plenty of jobs and fewer obstacles to graduation and 

promotion. 

Families around Radstock had more workers compared 

with families in the parishes on the southern and western 

th coalfield. l04 It i 1 periphery of e s c ear from 

Figure 5.7 that parishes such as High Littleton, Clutton, 

Holcombe and Coleford, which were spending more on poor 

relief in the 1840's and had experienced a decline in the 

number of men employed in mining, had the smallest 

numbers of adult male workers, under 1.1. Families had 

larger numbers of working adult males in the parishes 

where employment was increasing. Table 5.17 shows what 

families in the districts where coal production was not 

growing, principally Mendip and Upper Cam, had fewer 

workers, particularly fewer adult males and children, 

because more of them, over 15%, lacked a male worker, 

fewer had more than one adult male worker, and a 

relatively smaller number had sons who followed in their 

father's trade. But largely because of the survival of 
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handknitting, mo.re families o.n Mendip had females who. 

wo.rked than elsewhere in the co.alfield. (Figure 5.9a)105 

This Is illustrated in the other maps. (Figure 5.8, 

5.9,5. 10). Few families, under 10%, were witho.ut a 

wo.rking male househo.ld head in the Wello.w Bro.ok and Lo.wer 

Cam districts, whereas in parishes o.n Mendip such as 

Co.lefo.rd, stratto.n and Ashwick mo.re than 20% were in this 

situatio.n. (Figure 5.Sb) Many mo.re families in 

Nettlebridge had no. wo.rker at all while the number o.f 

families with mo.re than one adult male working was greater 

aro.und Radsto.ck, o.ver 60% compared with under 40% in 

Nettlebridge and Upper Cam. (Figure 5.Sa) Indeed, the 

greatest numbers o.f families with a so.n in the same 

o.ccupatio.n as his father, and the greatest pro.po.rtio.n o.f 

families with a child wo.rking lived in the parts o.f the 

coalfield where pro.ductio.n had gro.wn mo.st. (Figure 5.9b,c) 

Differences to. miners' families in each district 

were marked by the same disparities, altho.ugh these were 

by no. means as great as between miners and no.n-miners. 

Miners' families in the Lo.wer Wello.w district had the 

greatest number o.f wo.rkers, especially mo.re males and 

children. (Table 5.lS) No.t so. many o.f the miners' 

families on Mendip and in Upper Cam had mo.re than one 

adult male (under 30%) and a lo.t mo.re lacked a so.n in 

mining, abo.ut two.-thirds, whereas well o.ver half had a 

So.n do.wn the pit in Lower and Upper Wello.w. 

On the who.le, miners in the Radsto.ck Basin, in 
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which production had expanded most had more workers in 

their families at most ages than miners in the declining 

and stable parts, Upper Cam and Nettlebridge. Parishes 

with fewest sons in their households who were miners were 

all in the exposed parts of the coalfield. (Figure 5.l0a) 

This included parishes such as Timsbury, High Littleton 

and Coleford that had large numbers of miners' families 

but where the collieries had decayed by the middle of the 

century, so that there were fewer chances for sons to 
106 

make a career at the local pits. Over and above 60% 

of the miners aged over thirty-five in Radstock and 

Writhlington over the concealed measures, for example, 

had a son down the pit. 

More young children of miners were also working in 

the parishes where production was increasing most. 

(Figure 5.l0b) Miners in most of the parishes close to 

the exposed measures in the Paul ton Basin had fewer 

children under the age of fourteen at work than in 

Radstock and Shoscombe in the Lower Wellow Valley where 

there were obviously more jobs for children. However, 

in the parishes of Nettlebridge, Paulton and Bishops' 

sutton, for example, where collieries such as Bishops' 

sutton and Ham and Hill probably employed more small 

children in drawing coal, there were as many children 

under the age of fourteen at work as in Radstock. 107 

Moreover, there were fewer children who worked in Welton's 

families where the lessees had declared that they had 
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carried out an overhaul of production methods without 

increasing production in their vain attempts to remain 
108 

profitable. 

Table 5.19 and Table 5.20 show variations in the 

number of workers in the families of miners at different 

ages. They appear to have arisen from differences in 

the numbers of working adult males, attributable to the 

length of time sons may have worked at the collieries 

before leaving home. The miners over forty in Nettle-

bridge and Upper Cam generally had smaller numbers of 

workers; for example, miners in Lower Wellow aged from 

forty-five to fifty-four had about one more worker than 

miners in Nettlebridge. Significantly, a lot of the 

difference was due to other adult males again, more being 

in the miners' families aged over thirty-five in Lower 

and Upper Wellow where higher rates of recruitment 

prevailed and promotion could be achieved. More of them 

also had a son down the pit. More miners' families over 

the age of thirty-five had children at work and more 

miners' families over the age of forty-five had a son 

down the pit in the districts where there was faster 

growth of employment at the collieries. In Nettlebridge 

only 45% of miners aged forty to forty-nine had a son in 

mining compared with 75% of the miners of the same age 

in the Lower Wellow district. The difference persisted 

among miners in their late fifties and sixties, so that 

in addition to their lower earnings and greater job 
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insecurity, miners in the declining areas had less income 

from family earnings. They were possibly more likely to 

succomb to poverty in old age and were less able to 

support dependants. 

5.4 Concluding Remarks 

From making a living at the pits miners earned more than 

most labourers and handic~:ft workers because of a demand 

for their labour and skills. If they managed to stay 

fit and healthy they could find work and obtain relatively 

good wages most of the time. Miners also earned more 

because of the demand for their families' labour, 

especially if their sons were found work at the coal works 

and progressed without leaving home. Their contributions 

could offset poverty caused by illness, lay-offs, age and 

infirmity. Because wages followed demand for labour and 

coal, since demand varied across and between coalfields, 

so did the standards of living among the general 

population and among pitmen and their families. Because 

wages reflected the regularity of work at collieries, 

since production at collieries varied across and between 

coalfields, so did the earnings miners could hope to make. 

In support of these observations, there was less 

hardship in the coalfields than in surrounding areas and 

less poverty in st Helens than Somerset. At the same 

time there were poor people in both study areas as a 

result of unemployment and the volatility of weekly 
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earnings in most occupations. Most hardship racked the 

elderly, widows, and children in families without a bread

winner and more people were on poor relief in areas where 

coal production was no longer increasing. Miners could 

usually avoid parochial relief by having larger family 

incomes. Miners' families contained more sons in paid 

work, especially sons down the pits like their fathers. 

All of them had more children at work from an earlier age 

than men in other occupations thereby narrowing the "child 

poverty gap" and most of them had children at work when 

they were older too. 

Mining was one of the few occupations which provided 

families with good earnings. In spite of the risks to 

the miners' health from working at collieries and the high 

dependence miners' families placed on the earnings of 

males, and the head's wages especially, the standards of 

living of families in mining did not diminish so sharply 

as the head aged, as a young family was growing up or 

when the head died. Where mining was growing sons of 

non-miners could also get work, widows were supported by 

sons working at the collieries, more lodgers were around 

to supplement the incomes of poor families, and miners' 

wives and daughters were not forced into sweat-work. 

In areas such as Nettlebridge where there was more poverty 

there were fewer workers to support the dependant 

population. In general, more people were on poor relief 

where mining had declined and employment had not increased 

at the collieries. 
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Several studies of families in a variety of 

contexts in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries show 

to some extent that living arrangements and family size, 

and also differences in these characteristics between 

stages of the life cycle, were a result of making a 

liVing. 109 For specific industrial areas similar to 

Somerset and St Helens they considered conditions and 

terms of work and wages to be important because a family's 

consumers had to be balanced by wage earners. 

If experiences of working on the land, in factories, 

workshops and collieries were able to modify family 

structure, did work directly affect the sequence and 

timing of demographic events; marriage and child-bearing? 

Although only Haines has attempted to dissect the effects 

of making a living from mining, it is often alleged that 

miners' sexual proclivities were a product of their work, 

and the rapid expansion of the population in mining areas 
110 a direct result. Work probably did affect these 

decisions if men and women married once they had the 

wherewithal to set up a home and start a family. 

From Malthus to Chayanov, and more recently 

Easter1in, economic theories have been popular and 

persuasive explanations of demographic trends. Most 

studies best explain demographic characteristics as 

voluntary actions constrained by circumstances because 

these are most easily recognised. In Charles Tilly's 

recent book on fertility, Wrig1ey concluded that the 
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strategy of families at an aggregate if not an individual 

level was to adjust their age of marriage and completed 

family size to their incomes, careers, prospects of 

getting work for their children, alternative sources of 

income, and the cost of bringing up children before they 
III could earn their keep. Few studies have been able to 

112 delve this deeply. But, in this context Haines has 

asserted that more miners married and did not practise 

birth control than men in other occupations because there 

were advantages in marrying and having children while they 

were still young to bolster their standard of living when 

they were older. 113 

These explanations tend to disregard chance 

variations of individual circumstances and inclinations. 

Were all miners so calculating and could they be 

calculative in the same way? Could they possibly have 

been influenced by their better chances of having several 

sons working from the age of ten to nineteen while at 

home for about twenty to twenty-five years as their own 

earnings diminished after the age of forty-five, for 

example? In the succeeding chapters, however, these 

hypotheses can be tested by considering the demographic 

characteristics of the population in Somerset and St Helens 

against the evidence gathered so far about work and its 

effects in the two areas. 
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B Paterson The social and working conditions of the 
Ayrshire mining population Ayrshire Archaeological 
and Natural History Society Collections 10 2nd Series 
(1972) 212-214; BPP 1842 xvii 180 
BPP 1842 xvii 180,209; G Edwards The coal industry 
in Pembrokeshire Field Studies 1 (1963) 60 
Bu1ley (1953) 44-45; Rad.Lib Moses Borler's Recol
lections; Neale (1981) 408-409,418 
Treble (1979) 9 
Families in York in the 1890's for example; Rowntree 
(1976) 192-194 
Haines (1979b) 51 
SRO D/P/Pau 13/2/2 which contains details of daily 
payments, 1814-33. A man with a family of six 
children was receiving 7/- a week in Writhlington, 
SRO D/P/Writh 4/1/2 
Skinner (1971) 68 
BPP 1842 xvii 233. There were a number of friendly 
societies in the area, Bulley (1953) 43. Radstock 
had five clubs in the 1850's. In 1803 Midsomer Norton 
had three, Kilmersdon had four, Mells had two, and 
Paul ton had two. The townships of St Helens had as 
many; four in Ashton, five in Sutton and eight in 
Windle. Memberships are also given in BPP 1803-4 demy 
folio xiii. Club days in Radstock and Camerton were 
Whit Monday. Then, the club walked and had a 
celebration 
This is evident in Shropshire, Trinder (1973) 313; 
Warwickshire, J M Martin Marriage and economic stress 
in the Felden of Warwickshire during the eighteenth 
century population Studies 31 (1976) 528; and 
Nottinghamshire, J D Marshall Nottinghamshire 
labourers in the early nineteenth century Transactions, 
Thoroton Society of Nottinghamshire 64 (1960) 57 
Marshal1 (1960) 58; Susan Blay's doctoral research at 
the University of Liverpool 
A L Bowley and A R Bennett-Hurst Livelihood and 
poverty (1915) 145 
N Cash Rural unemployment, 1815-34 Economic History 
Review 6 (1935-6) 91-92. In Dorset, the amount per 
capita reached a peak in 1817-18, Kerr (1962) 171. 
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However, trends in the amount spent on poor relief may 
have been altered by the 1834 Act, Sne11 (1981) 430-431 
Barker and Harris (1954) 320 
So were the estimated proportions of people offered 
occasional relief in 1803; Nettlebridge (5.9%), 
Pensford (6.4%), Pau1ton~.6%), Radstock (1.3%). 
Parochial practice may have varied, P Dunkley Pater 
nalism, the magistracy and poor relief in England, 1795-
1834 International Review of Social History 24 (1979) 
371-397. Skinner remarked that the overseers in 
Camerton were not generous. Mr Purnell, a colliery 
shareholder and landowner, was particularly hard-hearted, 
Skinner (1930) 108,187. On one occasion he discovered 
that an infirm man had been lying in his excrement at 
the poorhouse for several days 
Martin (1976) 528. Only 19.5% of the parishes in rural 
Kent were spending under 15/- per capita, 1821-30 and 
14.2% were paying over 35/-, J P Huzel The demographic 
impact of the old Poor Law:More reflections on Halthus 
Economic History Review 2nd Series 33 (1980) 378. In 
1803 and 1813 the average amount spent in Somerset was 
greater than in Warwickshire and Kent 
DCO T5, Docketed Correspondence, Nettlebridge, Bundle 1; 
whereas the colliery at Holcombe had closed, SRO D/P/holc 
13/2/1. However, in 1855 Hippisley-Horner was writing to 
the Duchy's agent about Nettlebridge that "the colliery 
operates solely to provide employment to 40 or 50 
families" when pleading to have his freeshare payment 
waived 
Barker and Harris (1954) 311 remarked that there was 
very little out relief because of the growth of mining 
The 1841 CEBs are probably not as accurate as the 
others. In all of them women may not have recorded 
their jobs as frequently as men, while men who were 
retired may have given an occupation when they were not 
recording 
The declining parishes may have had an older population, 
so that more people were retired 
Most payments of permanent relief were to widows, 
unmarried mothers and the elderly and infirm in the 
coalfield's parishes as in South Lancashire, 
SRO D/P/mls 13/10/3. Of the 183 persons relieved in 
Mells, 1833-34, 43 were orphans, 66 were wives and 
children of men on poor relief, 68 were under sixteen, 
22 were disabled adult males, and 43 were disabled 
adult females. See also G Oxley The permanent poor in 
South-west Lancashire under the old Poor Law in 
J R Harris ed Liverpool and Merseyside (1967) 25 
J D C Wickham Records by spade and terrier (1922) 180. 
John Padfield must have lost a leg to have been given a 
guinea, idem 
Skinner (1971) 13,25,27,35 
SRO D/P/pau 13/2/2 
For example, Holcombe, Kilmersdon, Chew Magna, Stoke 
Lane and Mells 
SRO DD/DN 290; SRO D/P/mls 13/2/15,16; Lord Hy1ton 
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Notes on the history of the parish of Kilmersdon (1910) 
116. There are records for Pau1ton, Stratton, Me1ls, 
Farrington, Ho1combe, Writhlington and Wellow 
In addition, the decline of weaving was blamed for high 
poor rates in Mells where they rose in the 1820's, 
F W Cleverdon The history of Mells (1974) 66-70 
Rising from £150 to £300, SRO D/P/pau 13/2/2 
These kinds of studies have increased in number since 
N Smelser Sociological history:the Industrial 
Revolution and the British workin~ class family 
Journal of Social History 1 (1967) 18-35 and M Anderson 
Family structure in nineteenth century Lancashire (1971); 
for example, Holley (1981), L A Tilly The family wage 
economy of a French textile city 1872-1906 Journal of 
Family History 4 (1979) 381-382, and 0 Saito Who worked 
when Local Population Studies 22 (1979) 28 
Hareven (1982) 
As Haines has concluded, Haines (1979a) 290 
D Anderson The Orre11 coalfield (1975) 133 
BPP 1842 xvii 209,213, as did some factory textile 
workers, M M Edwards and R L10yd Jones; N J Sme1ser and 
the cotton factory fami1y:areassessment in N B Harte and 
K G Ponting ed Textile history and economic history 
(1976) 310-316, and a few urban labourers, L H Lees 
Exiles of Erin (1979). Children only worked under the 
direct control of their parents in domestic industries; 
D S Landes Watchmaklng:a case study in enterprise and 
change Business History Review 53 (1979) 16; 
Row1ands (1975) 39 
SRO DD/SH 74/116; SRO DD/FS 16 
This is referred to in BPP 1842 xvii 213 and Parfitt (1930) 
15. In St Helens, mothers and sisters drew coal 
together at some pits up to 1842, and wives also drew 
for their husbands, BPP 1842 xvii 163 
SRO DD/FS 16. This was certainly so in Pembrokeshire, 
Edwards (1963) 62-63, and the Forest of Dean, C Fisher 
The free miners of the Forest of Dean 1800-41 in 

Harrison ed (1978) 19-21 
SRO DD/FS 16. They earned 5/-, 7/-, 7/6d. and 9/6d. 
respectively in the week ending 6 November 1852 
Narrow passages also kept up the demand for boys in 
other areas; Durham, Heesom (1980) 249; and parts of 
Yorkshire, Lancashire and Lothian, P E H Hair The 
social history of British coal miners 1800-50 DPhil 
Oxford (1955) 201 
Hewing was quite a knack and had to be learned by 
observation, Parfitt (1930) 17 
BPP 1842 xvii 53. Carting boys in Somerset were some
times over 20 while in St Helens they were becoming 
hewers as young as 18, BPP 1842 xvii 157 
Parfitt (1930) 10 
BPP 1842 xvii 209. Wages were usually contributed to a 
family kitty, however old sons were; Razze11 and 
Wainwright ed (1973) 231; E D Lewis The Rhondda 
va11eys:a study in industrial development (1959) 200-201 
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Burnett makes this comparison, Burnett (1968) 66 
E Hopkins Working conditions in Victorian Stourbridge 
International Review of Social History 19 (1974) 405-407. 
Children usually worked from about the age of seven 
until their early teens doing odd jobs or giving ill
paid or unpaid assistance 
In Ashton and Haydock, a family's income was boosted 
from about l2/6d., if only the father was working, to 
22/6d or 25/- if he had a couple of sons working as 
drawers, Sibson Papers, Survey of the Poor in Garswood 
and Haydock 1816. This is also supported by Skinner 
(1930) 40 
Benson (1980) 37,61 
Haines (1979b) 42; Razzell and Wainwright (1973) 232 
Agricultural labourers could also earn an adult's wage 
by the time they were nineteen, Snell (1981) 418 
This was uncommon for labourers working out of doors 
and some working in factories, such as chemical 
factories, Treble (1979) 104 
Haines (1979b) 231 
Tremenheere remarked rather rashly that hewers' 
daughters did not go into service, Razzell and 
Wainwright (1973) 231. Skinne~ cited several instances 
of females led into prostitution in Camerton, Skinner 
(1930) 50,94; idem (1971) 89. Winifred Foley has 
described how she was made to leave the Forest of Dean 
as a young ~irl to go into service, W Foley A child in 
the forest (1977) 
Large numbers of family workers were women in textile 
manufacturing areas, as many as 40~, R Burr-Litchfield 
The family and the mill:cotton mill-work, family work 
patterns and fertility in mid-Victorian Stockport in 
A S Wohl ed The Victorian family (1978) 182-183 
M Anderson Household structure and the Industrial 
Revolution in P Laslett ed Household and family in 
past times (1972) 220-221; B Preston Boarders and 
lodgers in mid-Victorian Britain Reading Geographer 5 
(1976) 40; S Swales The growth and origins of the 
Cleveland ironstone mining population in the mid
nineteenth century BADiss. Liverpool (1979) 15. There 
were, however, as many in the coalfield as in growing 
towns such as Leeds, D Ward Environs and neighbours 
in the "Two Nations" Journal of Historical Geography 6 
(1980) 145 
Coal merchants (24%) and tailors (27.5%) were the only 
occupations which had more than 20% 
Ward (1981) 145; B Preston Occupations of father and 
son in mid-Victorian England Geo~raphical Papers, 
University of Reading No 56 (1977) 31-32. The relative
ly high succession of miners was also found by R IIall 
Occupation and population structure in parts of the 
Derbyshire Peak District in the mid-nineteenth century 
East Midland Geography 6 (1974) 74 
Few women did in Co. Durham and Lanarkshire either; 
G Patterson ed Monkwearmouth in 1851 Centre of Extra 
Mural Studies, University of Durham (1978) 57, 
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A Campbe11 Honourable men and degraded slaves:a com
parative study of Trade Unionism in two Lanarkshire 
mining communities, c1830-1874 in R IIarrison ed (1978) 
84. But, Tilly and Scott found that no more wives 
worked in Roubaix, a textile town, than Anzin, a coal 
mining town, Ti11y and Scott (1978) 84 
Miners' family economies may not have been any the 
worse off because women were so badly paid compared 
with men in rural areas like Somerset, Benson (1980) 
129, Leifchild (1853) 197, D Friedlander Demographic 
patterns and socio-economic characteristics of the 
coal mining population in England and Wales in the 
nineteenth century Economic Development and Cultural 
Change 22 (1973) 47, quoting the studies of A L Bowley 
About 20% of the workers were women in Bolton and 
Farnworth, Preston (1976) 9; although more wives and 
daughters worked in textile towns such as Stockport, 
Leeds and Amiens, Tilly and Scott (1978) 79, or villages 
such as Low Moor, 0 Ashmore Low Moor, Clitheroe: a 
nineteenth century factory community Transactions, 
Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society 73-4 (1963-4) 
144 
Age differences hi~hlight variations over the life 
cycle, M Anderson {197l) 25-29. There are some draw
backs and these are discussed in Appendix A and in 
Chapter 8 
Only in a textile town such as Stockport did women go 
back to work because they could earn more than young 
children, Burr-Litchfield (1978) 192 
other studies of boarding have found similar differences 
in the families who took in lodgers, L Davidoff The 
separation of home and work? Landladies and lodgers in 
nineteenth and twentieth century England in S Burman ed 
Fit work for women (1979) 65-66,83; J Mode11 and 
T K Hareven Urbanisation and the malleable household: 
an examination of boarding and lodging in American 
families Journal of Harriage and Family 35 (1973) 
470-472 
Haines (1979a) 30-32 found this, miners only being 
superseded by textile workers 
Children's contributions to the miners' families rose 
to 35%, Haines (1979b) 223, but matched the pattern of 
other workers whose children could find work; Foster 
(1974) 96-97, M Katz The people of Hamilton, Canada West 
(1975) 592 
However, some agricultural labourers, as many as one in 
eight, had sons who went to work at the collieries. 
Hardly any miners' sons worked on a farm 
In terms of earnings this may have been greater, Haines 
(1979a) 301 
Haines found the same, idem 362 
M Ebury and B Preston Domestic service in late 
Victorian and Edwardian England, 1871-1914 Reading Geo
graphical Papers No 42 (1976) 33. Even if paupers and 
orphans were not working they would have been paying 
guests 
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There were better chances for boys to graduate at the 
collieries and a chance for girls to obtain work at 
the mines 
Although there were more industries in St Helens in 
which labouring families could influence employment, 
Barker and Harris (1954) 288, the extent of 
succession among agricultural labourers and general 
labourers was similar to Somerset 
They worked at glassworks and potteries as well as at 
the pit brow and in service 
Work for children assisted female household heads, 
S Alexander et al Labouring women:a reply to Eric 
Hobsbawm History Workshop Journal 8 (1979) 177-179 
In the glassworks, the chances of graduation to a 
well-paid job were not so great in spite of the 
expansion of glass production, Barker and Harris (1954) 
285 
This was observed around St Helens and Wigan by 
J T Jackson Housing and social structure in mid
Victorian Wigan and St Helens PhD Liverpool (1977) 192, 
although differences in age structure may account for 
some of the variation 
Very few females in miners' families worked in the 
northern parishes of the coalfield, but slightly 
more did so in the larger communities (Paulton, 
Radstock and Midsomer Norton) where there was possibly 
more domestic work 
This is supported by Figure 4.4 showing the older age 
structure of the miners in these parishes than around 
Radstock 
These were primitive collieries (See Appendix C) 
DCO T5 Somerset Collieries (Generally) Bundle No 1 
Anderson (1971); Lees (1979); Hareven (1982) 
Hair and Benson have stated that it is unjustifiable 
to link rapid population growth with the brutalised 
effects of minin~, Hair (1955) 88, Benson (1980) 121; 
as in Leifchild t1853) 221 and Razzell and Wainwright 
(1973) 29 
E A Wrigley Fertility strategy for the individual and 
the group in C Tilly ed Historical studies in 
changing fertility (1978) 135-154 especially 151-152. 
Easterlin's and Hagerstrand's approaches converge with 
this, E A Wrigley Reflections on the history of the 
family Daedalus 106 (1977) 77 
The studies br Levine and Hareven are exceptions 
Haines (1979b) 2, see Chapter 2. It was said that 
miners could get married when they wished because they 
could achieve high wages after they became hewers at 
about the age of 20, Razzell and Wainwright (1973) 231 
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CHAPTER 6 

COAL MINING AND POPULATION CHANGE 

'Remarkable' and 'extraordinary' increases in population 

have been associated with the expansion of employment and 
1 

output at coal mines. As coal production rose in the 
'. 

nineteenth century the population in the coalfields grew 

rapidly. Apart from some influxes of migrants to areas 

of new mining settlement, natural increase was invariably 

the main component of population change. 2 

population change mirrored closely the geographical 

pattern of expansion and contraction in coal production. 

This is evident from population growth in Durham in the 

first half of the century, South Wales in the second half,. 

and South Yorkshire in the last few decades. 3 It was as 

true locally as it was between coalfields. Within coal

fields such as Durham and Nottinghamshire the population 

only grew in the areas that had disproportionately more of 

the new coalworks, coal that was profitable to mine, and 

collieries with access to growing markets. 4 After a new 

colliery was sunk, it was common for the population in the 

immediate neighbourhood to grow very quickly, transforming 

hamlets into large villages between successive censuses. 5 

. Thp. population grew at a high rate in Somerset and 

st Helens while production was increasing. 6 Local 

registrars remarked upon the relationship in their marginal 
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notes to the census abstracts, attributing large population 

gains to "advances in mining" in parishes such as Radstock 

in the 1810's and Parr in the 1840's.7 They also blamed 

mining, closures of pits and "problems at the collieries" 

for population losses at Timsbury and Clutton in the 1850's, 

and in some of Nettlebridge's parishes earlier in the 

century. The Revd John Skinner saw the connection all 

too.clearly when the number of miners and their families 

was increasing very quickly in the hamlets around 

Radstock. 8 During his incumbency at Camerton from 1803 

to 1837 the population in the parish nearly tripled. A 

large number of miners had settled in the hamlet of 

Cridlincot which straddled the boundary with Dunkerton. 9 

Not surprisingly, changes in the scale and location 

of work in other industries affected the number and distri-

bution of people too. Population was falling in rural 

areas where production in consumer and large-scale 

manufacturing industries was becoming concentrated. IO 

More particularly, the vicissitudes of employment on farms, 

in factories, and in workshops left distinctive marks on 

the size of parish populations and how they changed. For 

example, at Portpatrick in Wigtown population rose and fell 

with the fortunes of the port; at Cardington, Bedfordshire, 

and Shepshed, Leicestershire, with the ups and down of 

lacemaking and stocking knitting, respectively.ll Because 

of the scale a.nd organisation of collieries, work at the 

pits should have altered population in different ways to 

other industries and workplaces. 12 At a smaller scale 
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especially, features of the collieries and their work and 

pay must have affected the exact relationship between 
13 population and work. It is only necessary to look at 

how some of the factors of production affected miners and 

mining to conjecture what connections there were between 

mining and the population in coalfields. 

6.1.' Work at the Mines and Population Change 

Figure 6.1 draws together the factors affecting coal mining 

and collieries in the two study areas discussed in 

Chapters 2-5 that should have influenced the number of 

people supported by mining, and hence to some extent the 

rates and components of population change in them. In 

general, the relationship between population and mining 

should have been close at all scales because the amount of 

labour was usually increased in proportion to the 

increasing tonnage of coal raised. 14 At the time, techno-

logical advances were neutralised by difficulties 

encountered getting coal. Consequently, population 

changes should have been sudden in communities where new 

collieries employing over 100 ~en and,boys were opened and 

closed, and in whole districts where production was boosted 

by both new and old collieries. Population should also 

have been growing rapidly because the demand for coal was 

sustained and rising. This encouraged the exploitation of 

deeper and more difficult coal hitherto left underground. 

More specifically, population trends in coalfields 

should be closely linked to changes in the demand for coal 
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and its supply, because the numbers employed at the pits 

depended on the market served, geological conditions and 

the technology in use. On the one hand, population trends 

would be turned by changes in the relative advantages held 

by coalfields and collieries to supply a particular market. 

Access by other producers brought an end to mining and a 

fall in populat!On in lead mining areas in England in the 

nineteenth century, while the number of people rose 

considerably following canal and tramway developments in 

the Leicestershire coalfield in the 1820's and in East 

Durham in the 1830's.15 On the other hand, population 

trends would also follow the life cycle of collieries. In 

mining communities supported by only a single colliery, the 

population usually grew rapidly in the first few years, then 

grew more gradually, but inevitably declined as the 

accessible coal was worked out and became less profitable 

to mine. 16 Within coalfields population was falling in 

areas that mined measures near the surface because more of 

the collieries were being worked out and few new collieries 

17 could be sunk. 

However, the relationship between the demand and 

supply of coal and population can never be exact, because 

the fortunes of employment in other industries (Chapter 3), 

differences in productivity, technology and the regularity 

of work (Chapter 4) and the varied standards of living of 

miners (Chapter 5) would have affected the demand for and 

18 supply of workers at collieries. A few examples 

illustrate this. Fewer workers would be needed to 
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increase production if labour saving devices were 

installed or coal was obtained from shallower and thicker 

seams. 19 Collieries would have only had to recruit 

outsiders if there was no supply of labour from other 

industries. Attracting labour, however, depended on 
20 having better wages. Keeping workers, so that population 

changes became~ess volatile, depended on whether work and 

wages became less erratic. 
I. 

At a smaller scale, jobs in collieries and other 

industries and the vagaries of housebuilding would have 

obscured the relationship between changes in the numbers 

employed at the mines and population size. Having the 

homes of miners was possibly as important to a parish's 
21 population as the colliery. Equally, if the loss of 

jobs at one pit was compensated by the expansion of 

production at another close by, miners would be able to 

change their workplace without needing to move, so that 

the population remained stable. 

Consequently, because of work I would expect that 

population change in coalfields should have varied with 

scale." In coalfields, population would have changed at 

a pace that closely matched the rise of coal production 

employment at the pits. When output was increased 

population was increased by immigration. As soon as out-

put was only growing slowly or not at all, immigration 

stopped. Migrants would only have come from outside the 

coalfield and from non-mining backgrounds if there was a 

large shortfall of workers in the coalfields as a whole. 
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More than enough labour could probably be recruited from 

the families of miners in the coalfield even if this 

required some movement within the coalfield. High rates 

of natural increase would be expected after heavy 

immigration because of the younger age str~cture. High 

rates should also have followed because people ~uld be 

encouraged to marry and have children in a growing coal

field that offered jobs for children and young men but few 
i, 

remunerative jobs for women. 

population changes at a smaller scale would not 

mirror changes at the collieries so closely. A.t a 

parochial scale much would depend on whether the miners 

lived close to their colliery; whether the miners had to 

move to get another job instead of walking to work at a 

different colliery; and whether or not more miners could 

be recruited from miners' and non-miners' families or had 

to be attracted from elsewhere. Population changes 

would more closely mirror trends within the mining 

industry and the working conditions of the collieries. 

At a parochial scale migration would be a more significant 

component of population change. Immigration would 

continue if there was a demand for miners from several 

collieries close together and emigration would begin once 

.the growth of employment faded. Migration could also be 

the main trigger of population growth. After immigration 

by younger men, natural increase could be high. By 

contrast, gradual increases in the scale of working and 

number of jobs would mean that population growth could be 
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sustained by family recruitment and succession. Family 

recruitment could exclude outsiders from the industry~ 

An examination of the amount and pace of population 

change and its components in Somerset and St Helens in 

this chapter sets the scene from the returns of population 

contained in the Reports of the Census from 1801 and the 

parish registers. (See Appendix A) 
. . 

6.2 population Changes in the Study Areas 

6.2.1 The Coalfields 

In the Somerset coalfield the expansion of population up 

to 1851 failed to match the massive rates of growth in 

many other mining areas. (Figure 6.2)22 Nevertheless a 

rise of 83.5% from 1801 to 1851 was well above average for 

a rural area in England and Wales. (Table 6.1)23 The 

highest rates of population growth coincided with the 

fastest rate of expansion in output, so that the number 

of people increased until the 1830's and slowed down 

thereafter once Somerset's hold over its market in the 

Upper Thames Basin weakened. (Figure 6.3)2~ 

Between 1801 and 1831 a large cluster of parishes 

at the core of the Somerset coalfield expanded at an 

uncommonly high rate for rural North-east Somerset. 

(Figure 6.4) On the whole, most parishes around the 

coalfield were growing at fairly low rates and some had 

falling populatiuns. Also. between 1831 and 1861 

parishes in the coalfield around Radstock were among only 

a handful in the area to record an increase. Nearly all 

-201 -

.. 



of them by this time were on the concealed part of the 

coalfield where many of the new collieries had opened· 

after 1830. (Table 6.2) Consequently, population growth 

in the first three decades of the century mirrored the 

growth of coal production which was occurring in parishes 

where the mines were connected to the canal and grew 

considerably i~'scale. Throughout the period changes in 

the n.umber of people reflect the sinking of new pits to 

mine deeper coal on the eastern margins, while collieries 

were closing over the exposed measures. as a result of 

competition; poor access to the market; and high costs of 

25 production. 

At the same time, in South Lancashire, the mid

Mersey and South-west Lancashire coalfield stood out as 

.. th 26 areas of high populat10n grow. Rapid rates of 

population increase occurred in the second and third 

quarters of the century when employment at the collieries 

tripled, 1841-1861. Increases of population as large as 

those in Somerset may not have been needed to double 

production, 1800-30, because it was less difficult to 

extract coal. From the beginning of a rapid increase in 

coal production and the manufacture of glass and chemicals 

c.1820,intercensal population growth was far higher than 

any increase in the Somerset coalfield. There was, 

however, only· a small rise 1811-21 when a large number of 

mines around St Helens closed. Population growth was not 

dampened by the decline of jobs in domestic manufacturing. 

Most of the townships around St Helens and Wigan in· 
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which the number of mines increased were growing at above 

average rates over the years 1801-31. (Figure 6.5) at 

this period, however, only a few matched the rates of 

increase in the fastest growing parishes in Somerset. 

From 1831 to 1861 population grew in most townships in 

the coalfield at a very high rate compared with Somerset. 

Outside the coalfield as well townships grew very little, 

us~ally less than during the years 1801-31. The pattern 

in the coalfield matched the extension of mining and the 

opening of new, larger-scale collieries, first to the 

east and later to the north of St Helens, but also the 

location of factory industries in Widnes and Newto~ for 

example. 27 As in Somerset, population was falling in 

townships such as Orrell, Prescot and Tarbock on the 

western edge of the coalfield where coal had been mined 

for a longer time. 

6.2.2 Parishes and Townships 

Figure 6.6 shows how clearly changes in the density 

and distribution of population in the Somerset coalfield 

were largely a consequence of coal production. 

Differences in population density between 1811 and 1851 

closely mirror the loss of pits straddling the exposed 

measures and the growth of output and employment at the 

mines along the Cam and Wellow Brook valleys. By 1861 

far more of the coalfield's residents lived in the Radstock 

Basin than in 1801. (Table 6.3) The share uf the 

population in Nettlebridge fell steadily from 1801 and in 
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Paul ton too after 1831, matching the re-orientation of 

employment at the coal pits and coal production as the 

Radstock Basin's market was expanded after 1815 with the 

opening of the tramway and, after 1854, with the opening 

of the railway. 

Figure 6.7 shows that parochial populations in the 

coalfield grew_at the highest rates from 1801 to 1861, and 

grew most consistently as well, in the vicinity of 

28 Radstock. population ceased to grow in parishes with 

solely landsale collieries working exposed measures very 

early in the century. But only later did this begin to 

happen in parishes that had collieries connected to the 

canal. In the 1840's and 1850's jobs disappeared when 

deeper collieries in the Paul ton Basin began to close 

because of exhaustion. A high rate of expansion was 

occurring in all the parishes in the Wellow Brook valley· 

and the Cam valley east of Paulton in the years 1821-41 

when quite a·few pits opened and most of the collieries 

had increased in scale. (Figure 6.7b) The number of 

people in parishes around Paul ton grew most of all 

before 1821 when the canal gave its greatest boost to 

production in the district. (Figure 6.7a) After 1841 

only a few parishes had an increasing population since for 

the most part coal production and employment at 

collieries, except for Radstock's, was either stationary, 

falling or highly variable. At a time when the only 

additional collieries were being sunk around Radstock, and 

late in the 1850's around Vobster too, the number of 

people was only rising considerably in Lower Wellow, and 
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a little in East Mendip.29 

Significantly, the most extraordinary bursts of 

population growth in parishes in single decades coincided 

with the opening of new pits that brought new communities 

in their wake. 30 . One of the largest increases probably 

took place in Welton between lSll and lS21 when two large 
- :n collieries began to work coal On the other hand, 

.-
population fell after coalworks closed at Holcombe, 

1821-31, and Paul ton, 1851-61, particularly When 

collieries shut down suddenly because of floods, faulted 

seams or bankruptcy. More often than not population 

changes were more gradual. Falls and rises were 

not always erratic or fast and most parishes had fairly 

stable population sizes because collieries maintained 

production after steady but ~spectacular expansion. In 

Camerton, for example, population grew more slowly after 

lS21 but only fell from lS51 to lS61. 

The expansion of the population in and around 

st Helens rather than Prescot was the most obvious feature 

of changes in the density of population between lSll and 

lS51 in the St Helens coalfield. (Figure 6.S) During 

that time mining had spread eastwards, there was a greater 

concentration of mines around St Helens and no large 

increase in coal production or the number of collieries 

in Wbiston. Table 6.4 shows that after 1821 the 

proportion of the coalfield's popUlation in the \11iston 

area gradually fell. Not surprisingly, it marked time 
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with the phenomenal growth of coal production east of 

st Helens. 

The effects of an invasion of mining were far 

greater than on the population of Somerset. Between 1821 

and 1841, for example, very high rates of growth occurred 

in Parr and from 1841 to 1861 in Billinge, Parr, Rainford 

and Haydock when many new pits were opened up in areas on 

what had formerly been the fringes of the coalfield. 

(Figure 6.9) By the 1850's the population was declining 

in townships where the number of miners was falling. 

There were few new collieries in Windle, Whiston and 

Tarbock and no increases in scale to match those in Haydock 

and Parr. But until the 1830's and 1840's mining often 

had less impact than other industries. Population 

increases in Tarbock, 1801-21, and in Wind1e, 1801-11; 

where new mines opened were exceptions. 32 The effect of 

mining in some townships where the number of jobs.at the 

mines increased very rapidly 1841-61 was smothered by the 

decline of employment in textile and metal-working 

industries. The collieries in Ashton employed many 

children of metalworkers in the 1840's. 

6.2.3 Net Migration33 

Table 6.5 shows that little of the population growth in 

both coalfields may have been a result of migration gain. 

However, it was important at the stages when coal 

production was growing fastest; in Somerset between 1811 

and 1821 and in St Helens from 1831 to 1861. 34 
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It was not usual in coalfields for there to be a 

surplus of migrants continuing after coal production 

ceased to grow. In other decades the Somerset coalfield 

suffered a loss of migrants even though coal production 

was still increasing. The emigration of miners from 

Somerset to other coalfields was mentioned during the 

early nineteent~ century both in Somerset and particularly 

South Wales. 35- Not unexpe~tedly, a loss of people only 

occurred in St Helens in the years 1811-21 when a large 

number of collieries shut down. There were particularly 

large numbers of migrants during the 1840's and 1850's 

When the number of miners grew most of all. 

Precisely because miners had to be recruited by the 

newest collieries, migration gain was confined to areas of 

the coalfields that markedly increased production. From 

Table 6.6 it appears that migration gains and losses in 

smaller divisions of the two coalfields diverged from these 

general patterns. For most of the whole period the 

districts that had falling numbers of miners, Nettlebridge 

and Whiston, had a loss of migrants. By contrast, the 

population in the Radstock area of Somerset and the 

Blackbrook area of st Helens had gains by migration, even 

in the 1850's. But, of course, employment at these 

collieries was still growing when it was falling elsewhere. 

A much higher proportion of population growth was a 

product of migration when coal production was rising in 

the parishes around Radstock in the years 1811-31 and in 

the townships east of St Helens after 1831. These gains 

- 207 -



of migrants often occurred at the same time as losses of 

migrants from parishes and townships that had experie~ced 

smaller increases in production after the 1820's, more 

job losses at collieries and higher levels of poverty. 

Consequently, the balance of migration in and out of both 

coalfields may conceal the movement of population within 

them. 

6.2·~4 Natural Increase 

Estimates of natural increase from the parish registers in 

Somerset and Civil Registration data for both coalfields 

from 1841 to 1861 suggest that natural increase was 

greater than the national average (Table 6.7), so that 

gains of migrants must have been smaller than the 

estimates in Table 6.5. accounting for only half of the 

population growth in St Helens 1841-51 and contributing 

to population growth in the Somerset coalfield only 

between 1811 and 1831. In addition, migration from the 

Somerset coalfield was higher and probably began as early 

as the 1830' s. 

The counts are unfortunately not realistic means of 

calculating natural increase with any accuracy because the 

number of events that went unrecorded as baptisms, burials 

and marriages cannot be estimated. (Appendix A)36 .Never

theless, the amount of natural increase in Somerset rose 

in time with the expansion of employment in coal mines and 

at a high rIJ, te, just as Hodgson and. Chambers found in tl\T() 

other coal mining areas. (Figure 6.10}37 A swift rise in 
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the number of baptisms in the Somerset coalfield matched 

the expansion of employment at the mines. Then the gap 

between burials and baptisms grew at roughly the same 

time as the baptisms began to rise. (Figure 6.11) 

Baptisms virtually doubled in number over the first thirty 

years of the century but grew most rapidly from about 1815. 

They grew espec~ally in the 1820's when production from 

new pits around Radstock and coal sold along the canal 

increased. Burials did not rise anywhere near so much. 

There was not even any natural decrease during a serious 

outbreak of cholera in 1832 when 'upwards of 60 people' 

died in Paul ton alone. 38 At over 200 the number of 

baptisms per 100 burials was very high in the 1820's.39 

It had risen in the first decade when coal production was 

boosted in a few areas by the opening of the canal, jumped 

about 1815 to reach 200, and then remained there for most 

of the 1820's and 1830's. 

There is some slight evidence that the rising 

number of baptisms and natural increase was related to 

migration gains occurring beforehand. About 1820 there 

was a sudden increase in the number of marriages, which 

could have been caused by an increase in the number of 

single men in their 20's in the coalfield. Looking back 

to Tables 4.10 and 4.11, the miners living in the growing 

parts of both study areas in the middle of the century 

were relatively younger and more frequently 'outsiders'. 

A large rise in the ratio of baptisms to marriages at 

about the same time and a rise in the ratio to over six 
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between about 1810 and 1830 could have occurred because 

of migration (Table 6.10), if couples who married outside 

the coalfield had children after they had settled in the 

coalfield. 40 However, increases in age specific 

fertility cannot be ruled out. 

high. (Table 6.8) 

Crude baptism rates were 

Migration could have precipitated a surge in the 

rate and amount of natural increase in parts of the 

Somerset coalfield in which coal production had grown. 4l 

In the first decade the largest increases in baptisms 

occurred in the Paul ton area where coal production was 

first boosted by the canal. (Figure 6.13)42 Then from 

about 1815 the number of baptisms was growing most of all 

to the east of Paulton. Indeed after the early 1820's 

the most extraordinary increases took place in the 

parishes in the Radstock Basin where most of the new pits 

had opened during the 1820's and 1830's. Consequently, 

higher rates of natural increase occurred in the areas 

where production was increasing ,and lower rates where it 

was stable or falling. 43 Table 6.9 shows that 

differences in baptisms over burials grew in the Paul ton 

area in the 1800's before the parishes over the 

concealed coal measures to the east where they grew as 

expected most of all after 1814. The Lower Wellow 

parishes had the most sustained high ratio of baptisms to 

burials and it increased until the 1830's. It was, of 

course, the only area in which coal production and employ-

ment at the mines continued to rise. By contrast, natural 
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increase in Nettlebridge was little changed. 

Migration could have contributed to differences in 

the marriage-baptism ratio. (Table 6.10) Before about 

1815 the ratio was higher in the Paul ton Basin than in 

areas where mining was not growing, which maY'also have 

been a source of migrants. For the early nineteenth 

century a ratio~of over five was very high. It rose 

above this in the Radstock Basin as mining expanded. For 

brief periods when coal production grew most rapidly there 

were higher ratios and sudden increases. The arrival of 

new families could have triggered off more baptisms and a 

a higher rate of natural increase. Conversely, lower 

ratios elsewhere could have arisen from emigration although 

there may have been underlying differences in age specific 

marital fertility because of other differences in the 

44 population. 

Hence, for short periods a small element of the 

population growth in the Paul ton area and then in the 

parishes around Radstock was a result of immigration. 

(Table 6.7) These were during the few years when coal 

production was increasing rapidly and labour may have been 

locally in shortest supply. The large rates of natural 

increase in these areas soon accounted for all population 

increase, even the high rates of population growth 

occurring in Radstock after 1831. By the 1830's emigration 

was taking place from all pa~ts of t~e coalfield, eVJn 

though in a few areas such as Radstock the number of jobs 

at the mines was still growing and miners were able to 

- 211 -



recruit as many of their children to go down the pits as 

in st Helens. 

6.3 Concluding Remarks 

Rapidly expanding industrial areas and communities other 

than coalfields and mining communities often experienced 

a short period of immigration mainly by single people and 
. 45 yoqng families. The migrants soon helped to raise 

;, 

crude birth rates. Once the growth of employment was 

steadier labour supplied from local families could meet 

further labour demands without any immigration unless 

economic growth was sustained or life expectancy was low. 

Whatever the shortcomings of some of the data, this 

appears to have happened in the Somerset and st Helens 

coalfields as a consequence of mining; work at the pits, 

the location of the mines, and the scaie and methods of 

production. 

population grew in both coalfields during this 

period. It usually increased at a pace that matched the 

rise of coal production and employment at the pits, 

growing faster in st Helens than ,in Somerset; fastest in 

the parts that had the newest more productive collieries; 

slowest where coal production was not expanding and 

frequently unstable; and falling once cOllieries'closed 

and total population was dropping. The relationship 

between output of coal and population growth, nevertheless, 

appears to have been dependent on factors affecting the 

supply and demand of labour. Smaller numbers of men and 
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boys were needed to increase production where productivity 

was greater. Fewer men and boys were needed where mining 

could recruit labourers from other industries and other 

collieries. 

As expected, natural increase was invariably the 

main component of large population gains, although it 

usually increased after the population bad grown because 

of people moving to t~e coalfields. This appears to have 

arisen because new collieries that rapidly increased 

production needed to recruit a large number of labourers 

to achieve it. More migrants augmented the population 

increases in the concealed parts of the Somerset coalfield 

and the areas mining deeper seams in the St Helens coal

field containing collieries some distance from other 

coal works and several collieries that increased output at 

about the same time. Natural increase was possibly high 

because migrants married and stayed, and their families 

grew up and did not have to emigrate. 

So far though, it is only possible to speculate on how 

the impact of mining on population change at any scale in 

these two areas could have occurred in several ways; 

through a rise in natural increase from rising birth rates, 

earlier marriage, or greater life expectancy; or through 
46 immigration. Miners' wives allegedly had more children 

than other wives. 47 But, higher birth rates in coalfields 

could have come about from an increase in the number of 
~. 

wives of child bearing age in the population, or even more 

women marrying miners. 48 
Without reconstitution it is not 
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possible to show whether the age specific fertility of 

miners' wives rose. Without tracing migration and 

knowing parental occupations it is not possible to ascertain 

whether miners were coming from outside mining, from mining 

families, or from·areas where employment at the mines was 

falling. 

The next step is to examine some of these components 

especially migration, marriage and child-bearing from 

other angles. Birthplaces, age structure, estimates of 

the age of marriage and age specific marital fertility, 

and family and household size obtained from the CEBs 

provide further, even if in some ways limited, information 

about them. (Appendix A) Several problems concerning 

migration have to be solved first of all; its direction 

and amount, its links to mining and the type of migrants. 

These are examined in Chapter 7. 
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43 A characteristic which was also found by Cairncross, 
(1949) 83 and House (1~54) 39 I ,'," "'.' 

44 

45 

This'is a problem that confronted Jackson;, Jackson" .' I 

(1980) 278. '1 would discount the marriage':'baptism .' 
ratios in West.Mendip because ministers reported 
that couples were not marrying locally, ,PRO HO I • 

71/73,77 ' . 
For example,·a lumbering area, A Norberg and 
S Ak~rman , Migration and the building of families.", 
Studia Historica Upsa1iensis 47, (197·3) 33-119 ' 

46 . Hodgson !19781 29 ' 
47 Redford 1926 49, who is the source for remarks in,' 

Smailes 1960, 161 rather than st~dies such as 
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48 

. . 

D V Glass Cbanges in fertility in England and Wales 
1851 to 1931 in L Hogben ed.Political aritbmetic 
(1938) 161-212 or T H C stevenson Tbe fertili~y of 
various social classes in England and Wales from the 
middle of tbe nineteenth century to 1911 Journal of 
the Royal Statistical Society New Series 83 (1920) 
401-432 
By fewer women remaining single, and the additional 
women marrying, being wed to miners! 
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CHAPTER 7 

MIGRATION AND POPULATION CHANGE 

In Somerset and in other coalfields it was said that the 

miners would go anywhere rather than take a job outside 

coal mining, often tramping to another coalfield to find 

work and lodgings and when settled bringing their 
. 1 

families to join them. A J Parfitt worked at about a 

dozen collieries, and men interviewed in 1842 in Lancashire 

and Somerset listed many pits in widely different places 

at which they had been employed during their working life. 2 

Miners had to be mobile if they wanted to continue making 

their living from mining once they had begun a career in 

the industry.3 Owing to the uncertainty of work and 

wages at times there is good reason to expect this, 

especially as miners' earnings were far more important 

than their wives,.4 But miners may have also chosen to 

move from their home villages to get work. If Skinner is 

to be believed, Camerton was one of several overcrowded and 

squalid mining communities that grew up around new 

collieries and attracted some of the worst elements of 

society in the process. S 

In spite of the cycles of openings and closures which 

rippled across coalfields, and fluctuations in production 

at collieries, miners need not have been. out of a job if 

they were prepared to move. Most miners were living in 

coalfields in which production was growing in the 
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nineteenth century, so that they did not have to move 

very far. For many miners, too, jobs at individual 

collieries were gradually becoming less transitory.6 

Mobility may have decreased since collieries were working 

more or less continuously over longer periods, collieries 

grew in scale, and more collieries produced coal for 

manufacturing industries, so that miners were not so 

frequently thrown out of work or laid off, they earned 
I • 

. more regular wages, and their children could follow in 

their footsteps. 

Understanding labour mobility, albeit from lifetime 

migration, may go some way to discovering how population 

changed in relation to the economic changes observed in 

the two coalfields. From the population changes 

described in the last chapter, it appears that not many 

people were moving in~o the Somerset coalfield compared 

with st Helens. Not much of the population increase in 

Somerset in the first half of the century could be 

attributed to migration except during the decade when coal 

production rose considerably. More migrants may have 

moved short distances and only come into the coalfield 

when there was a shortage of men. Migrants swelled the 

population in the growing parts of both areas. In 

addition, while some parishes were growing, others had 

falling populations because of emigration. Migrants may 

have moved within the coalfield because they were moving. 

between jobs at collieries. Many studies have found a 

relationship between lifetime migration and the supply and 
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demand of labour among other groups of workers that high

light one way in which an economy affected population change; 

for example, the distance and frequency of moves by iron 

workers to Middlesbrough and Sheffield reflected trends in 

employment in their industry.7 How trends'in coal mining 

and characteristics of the industry should have influenced 
~ 

migration are set out in Table 7.1. The fortunes of 

mining, trends in the number of jobs, the technical 

organisation of the collieries, the markets they served, 

and the contracts and wages of the miners must have 

influenced how far, from where, whence and how frequently 

8 
miners moved. 

The birthplaces of people in the coalfield should 

indicate how a relationship may have arisen between demand 

for labour at the pits and population change rather better 

than the coincidences evident in the last chapter. The 

birthplaces listed ~or individuals in the 1851 CEBs give a 

measure of lifetime migration but not ~ complete record ~f 

all movements. But in a number of studies in which they 

have been principally used to uncover the relationship 

between economic changes and the shape of net and gross 

floWS of migrants, their drawbacks are not sufficient to 

discredit their usefulness. 9 Since it is possible also 

to cross-tabulate birthplaces with occupations and other 

characteristics such as age and family relationship, it is 

possible to consider whether mi~rants were economically I, 

motivated. 

- 223 -



7.1 Migrants in the Study Areas 

The origins of migrants; places they had moved to; and 

distances that they had moved, should indicate how 

significant migration was, when it occurred, and possibly 

why it was taking place. Other studies of· lifetime 

migrants provide a yardstick against which the birthplaces 

of people in th~'two study areas can be compared. lO A 

small number of migran,~s was more usual than a lot except 

where jobs were particularly transitory or had only 
11 recently begun to grow. Short distance migrants were 

more common than long distance migrants, most migrants 

having come from the immediate vicinity and the number 

decreasing with distance. Long distance migrants were 

only frequent among migrants where new industries had 

started and needed men and even women with uncommon skills, 

or a lot of unskilled labour that was not immediately 

12 
available. Young people of both sexes were the main 

migrants because they were the first victims of a fall in 

any demand for labour; they had to find work, they were 

more adventurous, and it was easier for them to move. 13 

Families were nonetheless uprooted because of the volatile 

labour market, but did not usually move as far as young 

people. 
14 

By comparison, birthplaces of the Somerset coalfield's 

population in 1851 disclose a relatively low rate of 

immigration, 8. low turnover of people, and 1itt.le 

attraction for outsiders because of an ample supply of 

labour within the coalfield. People's birthplaces did, 
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however, reflect the growth of jobs in the principal 

employment for men during most of the first half of the 

nineteenth century, the need for young people to move, a 

brief period only when there was a shortage of labour, 

and no new industrial development requiring· people with 

skills unavailable locally. The differences'with the 

people of st He~ens' birthplaces stem from the very 

presence of long distance migrants in St Helens who were 

attracted by the growing economy and new manufacturing 

industries. Because of the increasing number of jobs 

also, migrants in st Helens had moved from places beyond 

the immediate locality, more migrants had moved with their 

families, but a lot more young people had settled in the 

area too. 

7.1. 1 The Somerset Coalfield 

Only 54% of male household heads were migrants and only a 

small number of these had been born outside Somerset or 

more than fifty miles away. (Table 7.2)15 Relatively more 

adult migrants were living in burgeoning urban and 

industrial centres than in the coalfield, although there 

were relatively fewer in areas where the population was 

16 falling. Nearly all migrants to the coalfield had only 

come from the immediate locality. Table 7.3 shows that 

only 27% of those born outside the parish where they lived 

had been born over ten miles away.17 As few as 8% were' 

born in places over fifty miles from their home and only a 

handful had been born in Ireland or other coalfields. 

(Table 7.4)18 
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Figure 7.1 shows a rapid distance decay as most of 

the migrants had only moved within the coalfield or from 

the surrounding rural areas. 19 Parishes which formerly 

contained some mining and those with employment falling in 

mining and manufacturing stood out as the most important 

sources of migrants in the coalfield. 20 Very few 

migrants came from mining parishes in the Radstock and 

Paul'ton Basins where the mining industry was expanding and 

employment at the pits was being concentrated. Neither 

had many migrants come from the textile manufacturing and 

agricultural parishes on the fringes of the coalfield to 

the east and on the Mendips, or from the surrounding towns 

such as Frome, Shepton Mallet and Bath where the number of 

jobs was declining too, which "might have been expected to 

be sources of recruits to the collieries. 21 

Young single people seeking their first job or 

promotion were the main migrants into the coalfield both 

earlier in the century and just before the census. Rapid 

economic growth in the coalfield twenty to thirty years 

earlier could have given rise to the largest number of 

adult male migrants among those aged forty-five to forty-

nine evident in Table 7.5. More of the migrants aged 

forty to fifty-four had also been born outside the coal-

field. Also, more of the household heads under thirty had 

moved from outside the coalfield than children aged over 

twenty (Table 7.6), and lo.dg~rs had lIloved over longer' 

distances than other workers. (Table 7.3) 

- 226 -



.-;.", 

Men who had families may have found it more difficult 

to take a job beyond the distance they could walk to work 

each day from home. 22 Some children in the coalfield were 

migrants and a few families had children who had been born 

in several different places. About 10% of' the children 

under the age of five had moved and a small number of 
, 

these had been born as far away as South Wales. But in 

the 'main few children even in their teens had moved much 

compared with independent young people a few years older 

who were lodgers or household heads. 23 For example, only 

a third of those living with their parents aged over twenty 

were migrants, whereas about a half of the household heads 

in their twenties were. Children had also only moved 

shorter distances. Most of them had been born in another 

parish in and around the coalfield. 

7.1.2 The st Helens Coalfield' 

Migrants to st Helens came from further afield and fewer 

migrants moved from townships on the coalfield. Long 

distance migrants were more numerous than in Somerset. 

Only 26% of the migrants had been born within a five mile 

radius of the centre of st Helens itself, while 29% had 

been born over ten miles away, with a large proportion born 

outside England and Wales. 9% were 'Irish. (Table 7.9) 

This was the main difference between the birthplaces of 

adults in Somerset and St Helens. A lot of Irish pe~ple 
" , ',' ~I\' '~"I :, ... ," )~ ,~, ' I 

had come to settle in Lancashire although a lot more of 

them were attracted to Liverpool and the textile manufacturing 
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towns than to the coalfield up to 1851.24 

From Table 7.8 it appears that apart from having 

relatively more migrants from Ireland, more migrants to 

st Helens from outside Lancashire came from the North-east 

of England and the West Midlands. These were areas that 

had towns with similar industries to st Helens. Some men 

and their families had been born in places that had large 

glass and alkali works. 1'. Mo'st of them had not moved far, 

coming from nearby towns such as Liverpool and Warrington, 

but others had been born in Dumbarton, Sunderland and 
. 25 Castleford. 

Table 7.10 and 7.11 indicate that many of the migrants 

were possibly young and single. More men under the age of 

fifty were migrants than among those over fifty, which 

would have followed from the increase of immigration after 

1830 at the same time as both jobs and the population as a 

whole began to grow rapidly. Only a third of the house-

hold heads in their tweritie'swere not migrants whereas two-

thirds of the adults of the same age but still living with 

their parents had not moved. Many would have moved from 

home into lodgings. Nearly all the working lodgers, most. 

of whom were aged from fifteen to thirty and were unmarried, 

were migrants. (Table. 7.8) A larger proportion of them 

had been born over ten miles away than in Somerset, and 

about a third were Irish. 26 

Some migrants, however, were men with families. From 

comparing Table 7.11 with Table 7.6 it is obvious that more 
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families had moved into St Helens than Somerset, particu-

1ar1y in the previous two decades. However, even though, 

the proportion of children who were long distance migrants 

increased with age, fewer children than adults or lodgers 

had been born more than ten miles away. A- small number 

had been born in Ireland, a lot of Irish people having 

emigrated with their entire families, but only 10% of 

children under the age of five had been born more than five 

miles from st He1ens. 27 The birthplaces of heads and 

their spouses imply that people were more likely to have 

moved when they were single than once they were married. 28 

7.2 Migrant Miners in the Study Areas 

Miners did not usually move as frequently or as far as other 

labourers and craftsmen because collieries were relatively 

stable employers, sons could be found a job by their 

fathers, and other jobs were often near at hand. 29 Miners 

had moved further and were more often migrants at collieries 

that were new, had raised production quickly, and were in 
30 expanding, newly mined areas. Miners usually only had 

to move short distances within coalfields to find work 

although they may have moved, on occasions, longer 

distances between coa1fields. 31 Many of the migrants were 

young people although a lot of these would have been 

recruits from non-mining jobs. 

,The miners in Somerset and St Helens had not ,move,d as 

much as other workers. Miners who were migrants had 

predominantly moved within the coalfields. They were 
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moving towards new pits, new seams and growing coal pro

duction, and away from areas where collieries were closing 

and miners had relatively insecure jobs. Young miners 

were encouraged to move more than families. They had to 

move to obtain promotion and graduate to hewing or even to 

enter the industry, although they were much more likely to 

secure a job without moving than other boys. Significantly, .-
in yiew of the higher growth of production and the 

greater rate of increase after 1830, more of the miners in 

st Helens had moved; they had moved from further away; 

and more of them were single men and men with families from 

outside the coalfield. . But, in general, the differences 

were not great. st Helens' collieries must have easily 

recruited men and boys whose fathers were not miners from 

inside the coalfield because of better wages in mining and 

a falling number of jobs for men in metal trades and 

textiles, whereas new industries requiring skilled and 

unskilled labour had to recruit people from further afield. 

7.2.1 The Somerset Coalfield 

Table 7.12 shows that more of the miners had been born in 

the coalfield than men in other occupations, and relatively 

more of them had not moved at all. Whereas a third of 

agricult~ral labourers had been born in another part 

of Somerset, less than 10% of min'ers had been born out-

side the coalfield. This distinction owed much to the 

different organisation and nature of,min1,ng and farmwork. 32 

But coal production was not undergoing a rapid increase 

either, with none of the acute shortages of labour which 
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occurred in other coalfields, so that fewer miners in 

Somerset were migrants or born outside the district than 

in areas such as Easington, Durham and South Wales. 33 

Of the migrant miners in Somerset, relatively few had 

moved long distances either compared with" other men. It 

appears from Table 7.13 that migrant miners moved more 

frequently within the coalfield, and seldom came from back-

groUnds that had,no contact with mining. Most of the 

migrant miners had been born less than five miles away. 

As few as 10% had been born over ten miles away, whereas 

42% of the migrant agricultural labourers had moved at 

least ten miles. 34 9nly a handful had been born outside 

the West of England, and not very many either had originated 

from areas which did not have a coal mining industry. Of 

the few long distance migrants, most had been born in other 

coalfields; South Gloucestershire, Staffordshire and 

South Wales. 35 Many more of the migrants from outside the 

study area had been born in parishes in Somerset that 

formerly had coal pits. 

Table 7.14 indicates that miners with families had 

moved about as much as other workers, although they had 

distinctly moved more often within the coalfield and moved 

shorter distances. Relatively more of the miners' 

children had moved under five miles than other workers,.36 

But, compared with other coalfields, very few of the 

, colI iers' 'children' had moyed very far. 37,', Only :8 "few had 

been born in South Wales and Staffordshire, an~ then often 
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in between other siblings born in the Somerset coa1fie1d. 38 

Although most of the migrant miners in lS5l and 

earlier must have been young men and boys, the principal 

difference between miners and many of the non-miners was 

that because of succession miners did not have to move so 

frequently in ea~ly adu1thood. 39 Table 7.15 shows that 

whereas miners'-children were as often migrants as non-
. . 

miners' children, miners in th~ir twenties and thirties, 

who were by then household heads, were far less likely to 

have moved than non-miners. It also shows that more 

middle-aged miners were migrants and more of them had been 

born outside the coalfield. than younger miners. They 

would have come into the coalfield as young men twenty to 

thirty years before the census when a shortage of labour 

existed in the coalfield. Older non-miners were no more 

frequently migrants than younger non-miners. Also, a 

higher proportion of the adult miners under thirty were 

migrants than the offspring of miners aged over twenty living 

at home. In addition, more of the miners who were lodgers 

had been born further away than househo1ders. 40 Some 

young people were probably not miners bef~re they moved but 

had taken up mining in preference t~ following their 
. 41 

father's occupation. This may have happened to some 

miners in lodgings born outside the coalfield, such as the 

dozen young boarders born in Wiltshire living in Radstock. 

,A. handful of them lodging to~ether had all been born,in 

Trowbridge, a town suffering from the demise of its weaving 
42 industry. 
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7.2.2 The St Helens Coalfield 

More of the migrant miners to st Helens were probably young 

men in search of their first job down the pit or promotion. 

A few more miners had originated some distance away than in 

the Somerset coalfield, and also from surroun4ing town-

ships without any coal mining. In general, however, most 

of the miners hatl been recruited from the locality, as in 

Somerset, far more so than other workers, and more of the 

miners had also been born in St Helens and the other 

townships on the coalfield. 

The miners were as stable as miners in Somerset in 

spite of the coalfield's more rapid growth, especially in 

the 1830's and 1840's. (Table 7.16) Mining had less need 

for newcomers from outside the coalfield than other 

industries. 54% of the miners were still living in their 

native township. Moreover, only about 8% of the miners 

had been born over ten miles away, whereas 23% of the adult 

43 ol glassworkers had. Only 3.5~ of miners had moved more 

than fifty miles compared with over 20% of the manufacturing 

workers and labourers. Few of the migrant miners were 

Irish, though; 4% as against 25% of general labourers. 44 

Although st Helens had more migrant miners from outside the 

immediate neighbourhood than in Somerset, by no means as 

many miners were migrants as in newly mined areas. 

(Table 7.17)45 A number had originated from agricultural 

parishes tn the south and Cheshire,l.but this was markedly, 

fewer recruits from a non-mining background in a wide 

surrounding area than in sparsely populated townships of 
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Durham and South Wales where coal was being newly raised. 

Not many migrant miners had moved from outside North-west 

England and few had come to St Helens from other coal-

fields either. In addition, compared with other 

industrial workers, few miners were migrant's from the 

surrounding areas of Lancashire and Cheshire or further 
~ 

afield. Some ~lassworkers, for example, 'had moved much 

greater distances, from the West Midlands, Yorkshire, 

Scotland and even the Continent. Their children had been 

born in a wider variety of places than miners' too, ~ore of 

whose children had not moved, and more of those that had, 

had been born in the confines of the coalfield. (Table 7.19) 

It illustrates that whereas some glassworkers moved long 

distances between contracts, often with their families, 

miners seldom had to do more than alter their walk to work 
46 from home after changing jobs. 

Young, single men were probably the principal 

immigrants coming to work at the collieries, and there is 

far more evidence of immigration by young people than in 

Somerset. More of the young household heads working at 

the pits were migrants than miners still living with their 

parents, as in Somerset. (Table 7.18) Because of the 

industry's greater expansion than in,Somerset, however, 

more of the younger miners were migrants and a lot more of 

them had originated from further away. Of the miners who 

were lodgers, some 70% were migrants. Many may have been 

entering coal mining for the first time; 10% were Irish, 

an indication perhaps of a shortage of labour, and others 
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had been born in Cheshire, Liverpool and outside North

west England. 

7.3 Migrants in the Somerset Coalfield 

Cross-tabulations of origins and destinations can be 

obtained by disaggregating the birthplaces of individuals, 

as Pooley, Barke~and Bryant among others have done, to 

investigate if there were links between the source and 

residence of migrants. 47 In the Somerset coalfield the 

migrants, especially miners, had moved from the parishes 

where coal mining was no longer growing to the parishes . 
where the number of jobs was increasing. As in st Helens, 

more migrants lived where the greatest increases in coal 

production had occurred. 

More migrants were resident in the growing districts 

and more of the non-mo~ers were resident in the stable parts 

of the coalfield, so that there was a correlation between 

numbers of migrants, population increase and economic 

growth. (Figure 7.2; Table 7.20) In parishes such as 

Clandown, Dunkerton and Shoscombe, over 75% of the male 

household heads were migrants. These'were nearly as high 

as in new communities which had grown up around collieries, 

such as Monkwearmouth and Hetton in Co. Durham and 

Coalville in Leicestershire, nor any different from other 

communities that had grown. 48 By contrast, few migrants 

lived in parishes like Clutton and Coleford where the· 

numbers of jobs was shrinking, although these were not as 

low as in some industrial and mining parishes in the Peak 
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District and Yorkshire in 1861 suffering from economic 

decline. 49 However, the correlation was not an exact· 

one because of differences in turnover and persistence 

between miners and non-miners. 50 More non-miners such 

as agricultural labourers, who moved more frequently than 

miners, lived in Nettlebridge, so that there were more 

migrants in som~#of these parishes in spite of the falling 

number of jobs. 
r. 

More of the single, young migrants and the long 

distance migrants had been attracted to the districts that. 

were growing. (Table 7.21) More migrants who had moved 

greater distances lived in the parishes in which job 

vacancies may have existed. (Figure 7.3)51 In declining 

pa;ishes such as Coleford, Holcombe and Clutton, few 

household heads had been born outside Somerset. Most 

migrants who were not natives of the coalfield but of non

mining areas were living in the growing parishes, most of 

all in the parishes furthest away from the earliest worked 

mining area. For example, the Lower Wellow and Lower Cam 

districts which had the newest and largest collieries and 

the greatest growth in coal production, had more men born 

over ten miles away. (Table 7.21) 

Migration within the coalfield was correlated.with the 

patterns of relative gains and losses by migration in the 

coalfield. It is noticeable in Table 7.22 that older men 

in mining areas that had begun to decline by the middle 'of 

the century were more frequently migrants than men under 

forty. In the areas that had grown most of all and were 
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still growing, young men were more likely to have been 

migrants than young men in the contracting parts of the 

coalfield, and they were migrants as frequently as older 

men. In addition, parishes around Radstock had received 

a larger volume of intra-coalfield migrants, so that they_ 

gained migrants from other parts of the coalfield. 

(Figure 7.4) ~n particular, migrants had left Nettle-

bridge and moved from Mendip northwards. Figure 7.5 shows 

that these are quite striking one-way flows of migrants 

compared with the flows between neighbouring parishes 

throughout the coalfield which largely cancel each other 

out. 52 They match mining development, the greater 

concentration of mining away from the exposed measures, and 

the complementary rises and falls in jobs at the pits. 

7.4 Migrant Miners in the Somerset Coalfield 

Miners were the most important migrants in these flows of 

men within the coalfield. Not unexpectedly, miners were 

overwhelmingly attracted to the parishes where employment 

at the pits was growing, often from those where it was 

declining. 

Most migrant miners lived in the parishes of the Lower 

Wellow, Upper We110w and Lower Cam districts of " the coal

field; more than half of the miners were migrants. (Table 

7.23) They were as numerous in Radstock, Shoscombe and 

Dunkerton as in:rapidly growing mining commlmities such as 

Hetton and Monkwearmouth in Co. Durham, which had sprung up 

as quickly. (Figure 7.6) Relatively few migrant miners 
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were resident in the mining areas where pits had closed 

and none ha'd replaced them, and where production had 

reached a peak and was no longer growing. These same 

parishes had few outsiders among their miners and smaller 

,numbers of miners' sons who went down the pit. 

It was mainly these parishes that also had the least 

num~er of miners born outside the coalfield and most born 
I, 

within a very short distance of where they were living at 

the census. (Figure 7.7) Generally, less than 25% of 

their miners had been born over three miles away. 

Although no parish had as many migrants from other coal

fields and non-mining areas as 'mushroom' settlements in 

Durham and Scotland, the district around Radstock had a 

lot more long distance migrant miners than the rest of the 

coalfield. 53 The parishes furthest away from the 

exposed coal measures where there had been little mining 

before the end of the eighteenth century had most long 

distance miners, 25% of Lower Cam's and 18.5% of Lower 

Wellow's having moved over five miles, whereas under 5% of 
,-

Upper Cam's and Nettlebridge's had done so. (Table 7823) 

Being closer to the rest of the coalfield, migrant miners 

in Upper Wellow had not moved as far. 54 

Table 7.24'highlights the significant distinctions. 

In Nettlebridge and Upper Cam where production had dropped 

if it had changed at all, the miners were overwhelmingly 

still working in the immediate mining district in which 

they were born. These districts had very few miners from 
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the other districts. By contrast, Lower Wellow had 

plenty of miners from Nettlebridge; .snd Lower Cam had as 

many miners born in Nettlebridge as had been born in the 

Paul ton Basin. In the districts where production, jobs 

and population were all growing steadily and occasionally 

spectacularly, more of the miners had been born outside 

the coalfield. 'Up to 23% of the miners in Lower Wellow 

agalnst under 10% in the earliest worked areas possibly 

originated from non-mining backgrounds. 

Changes in employment at the mines were correlated 

with the direction and magnitude of the moves made by 

miners in the coa1field55 Figure 7.8 shows that most of 

the migrants who had moved in the coalfield had been born 

in the declining areas, and more of them had moved to 

become residents around Radstock and Camerton. The flows 

of miners mainly emanated from the Nettlebridge area and 

were aimed towards the Radstock area too. (Figure 7.9) 

With pit closures and poorer prospects of obtaining secure 

employment in Holcombe and Co1eford after the 1820's at 
I 

much the same time as an expansion of jobs in the vicinity 

of Radstock, miners would have been encouraged to move 

between Holcombe and Camerton, Dunkerton and Radstock, and 

from Ki1mersdon to C1andown and Camerton. In view of the 

rapid growth of production in the Paul ton area as well as 

Radstock until about 1830, it is probably not surprising to 

find that there were few miners who moved from the ., 

parishes in the Paul ton area to the Radstock Basin, nor 

that few miners from Nettlebridge headed towards Paulton. 
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Most found work at the newer, larger collieries owned by 

the Duchy of Cornwall, the Waldegraves and the Jarretts. 

At the same time many miners had moved between other 

parishes. As many of these moves were between 

neighbouring parishes they may reflect miners who 

adjusted to short-term fluctuations in work and wages and 

not longer-term-economic trends. Although some of the 

chiidren of miners in the Radstock Basin were born in 

Nettlebridge's parishes, which implies that a few miners 

with families were among the migrants, most children had 

not moved from their birthplace and of those that had, few 

had gone far. (Figure 7.10) They appear to have moved 

most frequently in areas where jobs at the pits were 

probably least secure and not moved so much in the areas 
'56 where the number of jobs had risen. 

7.5 Concluding Remarks 

Some characteristics of labour migration in both study 

areas indicate how employment at the mines was linked to 

population trends. Ostensibly, mining affected the 

pattern and extent of lifetime migration in both coalfields. 

From the birthplaces of miners and their families, it seems 

that people were moving as expected according to the 

prevailing conditions in the industry; succession, wages, 

regularity of work. They moved in search of work, so that 

the extent and direction they took corresponded with 

differences in the demand for labour at the pits, the 

supply of labour from other miners' families, the relative 
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levels of earnings and the security of jobs. More miners 

had moved to St Helens, younger miners had sought work ·in 

the areas with newer mines, and the native miners were more 

settled in the districts with larger collieries. Miners 

had gone to the growing parts of both coalfields, heading 

towards the districts where there was a shortage of local 

labour to work a~ the new and expanding pits. They 

appear to have moved when production was increasing most of 

all, and also to have moved from areas that had a falling 

demand for workers at the pits as well as from outside the 

coalfield at these times. 

Other characteristics of labour mobility associated 

with mining at the time may have influenced how population 

changed in each area. Because mining instigated more 

local migration, miners moving within the coalfield to 

obtain alternative jobs, and non-miners trying to gain 

admission to a better paid industry, men would not have 

been drawn into the coalfield in any great quantity. Yet 

because collieries with a shortage of labour recruited men 

without any experience of mining from within and outside 

the coalfield, as well as miners' offspring from declining 

areas, it was mainly young people who moved to the growing 

parts of the coalfield. Consequently, high rates of 

natural increase could have been set in motion by migration 

into and within the coalfield. 

Unfortunately, an ·int'erpretation of lifetime migration 

cannot afford altogether convincing proof of the relation-

ships between mining and population change. First of all, 
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the patterns of economic change and migration only 

coincide at a general level. It is difficult to ascribe 

work as the sole reason for moving, even though at the 

time it was probably more commonly the reason than now. 57 

Also, mining could have only influenced a section of the 

workforce, although the gains and losses of migrant miners 

appear to be in_step with population changes. Secondly, 

th~'age and sex of migrants which would have affected 

patterns of natural increase are not very clearly 

discernible from the data in the CEBs. 

Consequently, these are only strong hints that 

substantial numbers of miners with distinctive character-

istics affected population change. Nevertheless, the 

influences of "mining on the type of migrants can be 

examined further. The relationship between population 

change and migration can also be assessed from the age and 

sex structur~ of the population. The ages and sex ratios 

of the populations of the study areas are investigated in 

Chapter 8. 
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CHAPTER 8 

AGE AND SEX STRUCTURES 

Mining areas were noted for having youthful populations, 

and:also having larger numbers of young men than YOlmg 

women in them~ Hair questioned the popular impression 
. 

that because of the preponderance of families with 

children and hordes of infants observed playing in the 

dirt, relatively high rates of population growth within 

them arose from higher fertility and not migration. 2 

But if a growing industry such as mining was offering 

jobs chiefly to men and attracting single young men as 

migrants, a population with a bulge in the age group 

15-29, plenty of small children, a sex ratio in favour 

of males, and more bachelors than spinsters might be 

expected. The population in other heavy industrial 

areas, fishing ports and lumbering districts where men 

got most of the jobs were much the same. 3 

Since migrants were never a cross-section of the 

whole population, rates of natural increase must always 

be partly a by-product of migration. Migrants would 

determine how many fertile women there were, and how many 

marriageable men and women. Consequently, if young" 

women emigrated and were not attracted back to marry, the 

population WOGld have a large number of unmarried men and 

more men than women. A relatively low rate of natural 
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increase would follow. Distinctive, if not peculiar, 

characteristics of migration to and from the coalfields 

should have influenced what were extraordinarily high 

rates of natural increase as well as sustained and rapid 

population growth. Migration to the coalfields by young 

men who were unmarried should have produced a younger 

population, on~'with fewer unmarried women and a sex 

ratio in favour of males, but no shortage of women to 

marry.4 In these circumstances, rates of natural 

increase would be high and owe much to the coal mining 

industry: men moving to take up jobs; boys recruited to 

an occupation at the pits by their fathers, neighbours 

and relatives; young men having to move more often than 

men with families; and young girls like Winifred Foley, 

the daughter of a Forest of Dean collier, being forced to 

leave home to get work. 5 

Descriptive statistics of age and sex structures, 

such as age and sex ratios, are rough indicators ° of who 

was migrating and the course of migration. 6 They can 

make up for some of the shortcomings of individuals' 

birthplaces in the CEBs, with other ~tudies of a range of 

communities and areas acting as yardsticks of the effects 

of migration. However, ages stated by individuals in the 

census have to be treated with some caution. The early 

British censuses maybe as unreliable as those in many 

Third World countries today. 7 
o. Quite a lot of people 

must have rounded their ages, for age heaping is notice

able in Somerset and St Helens at forty and other 
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multiples of five. But when treated in five year age 

groups, the age structures are not so awry.8 Ages that 

were misreported are more difficult to assess. Since 

there may have been a greater tendency for women in 

specific age groups to do this, the sex ratios at some 

ages may be seriously upset, although exceptional 

imbalances in ~n age-sex pyramid are unlikely to be the 

result of misreporting. 

Even though the quality of the data is a little 

uncertain, the inferences about migration and its links 

to mining and succession which can be drawn from ~he age 

and sex structures do not seem invalid. In the study 

areas there appears to be a close relationship between 

the migration of men, and more especially young men, and 

the growth and decline of employment at the collieries. 

In general, males outnumbered females and the magnitude 

of the imbalance in favour of males varied and changed in 

line with the expansion of coal production. In the 

exhausted and unprofitable mining areas where many of the 

migrant miners had originated there were usually more 

females. Also, the areas with ~eclining numbers of jobs, 

most of which had experienced the earliest mining, had 

older, more • stationary' populations. 9 Age structures 

contained more young' people as a result of migration and 

succession. The Somerset coalfield as a whole had a less 

'progressive' age structure than St Helens because mining 

was no longer growing so much by the middle of the 

century. There are signs that in most of the Somerset 
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coalfield young people, but more particularly girls, were 

emigrating by the middle of the century. Young men must 

have been leaving their homes in the Nettlebridge Basin, 

and moving from the declining to the growing parts of the 

coalfield in the process. 

8.1 Ages and'Sex Ratios 

8.1.1 Somerset Coalfield 

The Somerset coalfield's age and sex structure in 1851 was 

not unusual. The age structure was more 'progressive' 

than in many rural areas, including Somerset as a whole, 

as well as some areas that had experienced more rapid 

population growth than the coalfield. 10 Figure 8.la 

. shows that 40% of the population were aged under fifteen 

and only 15% were aged over fifty, so that there was a 

wide base, rapid narrowing and a very high ratio of young 

to old. Such a population structure was not so uncommon 

in new urban and industrial areas such as Liverpool, 

Cardiff and Goole, whereas many small towns and rural 

areas in the Peak District and Cardiganshire, for instance, 
11 

had stationary age structures. H~wever, the coalfields 

did not have a bulge in the five year age groups 15-29. 

About 40% of the people in the coalfield were aged from 

fifteen to forty-four compared with 46% in England and 

Wales as a whole. (Table 8.1) Teenagers may have been 

leaving home because of slower growth in coal production 

and a fall in the number of j~bs at many of the collieries. 

For instance, in the coalfield only 78% of the number of 

those aged ten to fourteen were aged fifteen to nineteen 
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· . 

against 87% nationally and over 100% in coal mining and 

urban-industrial areas whose populations were growing'by 

migration. 

The sex ratio in the Somerset coalfield was not 

much different from other coalfields. (Table 8.2) In 

common with coal mining areas in Durham, South Wales and 

North-east Wales, there were more men than women. 12 But 

as women could not get jobs in the coalfield this may 

have been as influential as the growth of jobs in mining 

in bringing about a surplus of males. 13 More females 

than males lived in the Nottinghamshire coalfield, and 

also in and around Wigan, in spite of a more rapid rise 

in coal production and population than in Somerset~ 
14 

because women could get work. 

Throughout the period, 1801-61 J there were more 

males per 100 females in the coalfield than in either 

Somerset as a whole or England and Wales. (Table 8.2) 

From 1821 males outnumbered females. This arose between 

1811 and 1821 during a rapid growth in coal production. 

and jobs at the pits, particularly at bigger pits in the 

Radstock Basin. Table 8.2 indicates than an influx of 

far more men than women coincided with this; for between 

1811 and 1821 a much larger rise in the number of: 

males (27%) than females (16%) occurred. 15 However, from 

this time too, jobs for women were declining, especially 

in their main employment, hand-knitting, while not many 

of them could get paid work in the parishes where mining 
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16 was growing. In other decades there was a closer 

balance, although in the 1840's more women were migrating 

than men. 

About 1851 females may have been leaving home 

before males. There was a surplus of males between the 

ages of twelve ~nd twenty-four as a large proportion of 

sons were able to take up their father's occupation. 
" 

Table 8.3 indicates that it was not as a result of young 

men migrating to the Somerset coalfield,17 although 

before 1851 young men were immigrants. Males outnumbered 

females in nearly all the five year age groups between the 

ages of fifteen and fifty-nine with an unusually large 

number of males between the ages of forty-two and fifty

two and from sixty-five to sixty-nine.l~ A larger number 

of men than women at these ages may have lived in the 

coalfield because of abnormal rates of immigration by 

single males on the expansion of employment at the pits 

about thirty and fifty years earlier, those occurring in 

the 1790's and 1800's around Paulton, perhaps, and in the 

years after 1815 around Radstock. 

Tables 8.3 and 8.4 also suggest that females 

returned to the coalfield and stayed in it to get married. 

Although there was a sex ratio of l12.8.ma.les per. 100 

females among children, men and women were more evenly 

matched in the five year age groups twenty-five to forty-

four than between fifteen and twenty-four. About the 

coalfield and in the rest of Somerset there was no 
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shortage of women, and some women who were natives of the 

coalfield may have returned to get married, having only 

gone as far as Bath and Bristol perhaps to go into 

domestic service. 19 The coalfield had a high ratio of 

bachelors to spinsters, 130, compared with'83 in Somerset 

as a whole, a dearth of spinsters and a relatively high 

proportion of Bingle men. According to Haines and 

Anderson, such a shortage of females would be highly 

correlated with lower average ages at marriage for females 

and high rates of natural increase if most men managed to 
20 

obtain a partner. 

8.1.2 st Helens 

st Helens had a similar age and sex structure to Somerset; 

a large number of young people, more males than females, 

more men unmarried than women. But it appears that more 

immigrants were coming in. These were principally young 

men, but there were young women as well. 

From Tab'le 8.1 and Figure 8.lb it appears that there 

were a lot more children than in most growing towns. Only 

9% were aged over fifty, over 40% were aged under fifteen, 

and the ratio of elderly (over sixty-five) to children 

(under fifteen) was even lower than in the Somerset coal-

field. Single people 'who 'had left home must have been 

coming into the area in the 1840's since nearly as many 

people were aged twenty to twenty-four as fifteen to 

nineteen. 

Most of these immigrants were young males. (Table 8.3) 
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As in the Somerset coalfield and most other mining areas, 

there were more males than females, but no more than in 

Somerset in 1851. Males outnumbered females, particularly 

between the ages of fifteen to twenty-four, again as in 

both Somerset (a mining district that was not growing much) 

and Durham (a coalfield that was growing rapidly). In 

st Helens, however, girls were possibly not finding it as 

necessary to leave home to get work.. Obtaining jobs at 

pits and factories as well as in service industries, the 

neck of the pyramid was not as narrow as in Somerset. 

(Figure 8.2b). By contrast to the Somerset coalfield the 

number of females between the ages of twelve and twenty-

nine was not so small compared with other age groups. 

Tables 8.3 and 8.5 suggest that immigration by men 

followed rising employment at the pits, as in Somerset. 

Males outnumbered females in St Helens in all five year 

age groups from ten to forty-nine. In the coalfield as a 

whole and st Helens itself the sex ratio rose above 100 

males for 100 females for the first time in 1831, and 
. 21 rema1ned above 100. The number of men increased at a . 

higher rate than the number of women in the 1820's and 

1830's when the most rapid growth of jobs in mining, 

chemicals and glass was starting and jobs in domestic 

industries such as textiles were beginning to decline. 

By contrast to Somerset, the pyramid in Figure 8.2 

and data in Table 8.6 show that the imbalance arose 

because immigration by men was still going on in the middle 
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of the century. There are several indicators of this. 

There were a lot of single males and married men without 

their wives in the town. 22 Also, far more of the lodgers 

and children at home over the age of fifteen were males 

than females in contrast to textile towns to which girls 

had largely migrated and where girls stayed at home longer 

than boys.23 In addition, many more bachelors than 

sp~nsters resided in the area. Although the ratio was no 

greater than in Somerset, proportionately more males over 

twenty were unmarried. 

8.2 Migrants within the Study Areas 

Because the areas with sex ratios of over 100 males for 

every 100 females had growing mining industries, events 

such as a new colliery opening often occurred at the same 

time as the sex ratio in favour of males increased. Single 

men and boys were probably the main immigrants because of 

rising employment at collieries. 

only to get married. 

Women may have followed 

8.2.1 Sex Ratios in the Somerset Coalfield 

With more males than females, most townships on the coal

field stood out from the non-mining area of North-east 

24 Somerset. In Figure 8.3 the coalfield's townships 

contrast quite strikingly with surrounding ones that 

largely had people employed in agriculture and domestic 

manufacturing in 1801 and 1831.25 Many of .t~e parishes 

on Mendip and in the Avon, Frome and Chew Valleys had 
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domestic industries that employed many women, and in most 

of these there were considerably more females than males 

than in townships with large numbers of miners around 

Radstock and Paul ton. 

In the coalfield in 1831 a broad band of parishes 

along the Wello~ Brook and Cam Valleys had sex ratios well 

in excess of 100. (Figure 8.3b) Most migrant miners had 
" moved to these parishes, although there were just as many 

males to females in some parishes west of Paul ton where 

mining was at a standstill. Conversely, the main sources 

of migrant miners within the coalfield, the parishes of 

Nettlebridge and the Chew Valley, had sex ratios that were 

often as low as 90 males for every 100 females. 26 

However, all the parishes with a surfeit of men had the 

least number of jobs for women. But as employment for 

females in handknitting fell, the differences between 

Nettlebridge and the rest of the coalfield shrank; and 

as coal production grew in the Radstock Basin at the 

expense of the Paul ton Basin, the greatest surfeit shifted 

from townships in the latter to the former, as illustrated 

in Figure 8.4a-c between 1811 and 1861. 

These changes occurred because more men were 

immigrants to the growing parts of the coalfield and more 

women were emigrants from the parts of the coalfield with-

out any domestic industries. Often in parishes where 

coal production expanded and new mines were sunk the number 

of men was for a short time much greater than the number 

of women. Ratios increased most after new collieries 
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opened; for example, rising from 98 to 110 between 1811 

and 1821 in Lower Wellow and from 96 to 115 in Upper 

Wellow between 1801 and 1821. (Table 8.7) In view of 

the birthplaces of miners, these rose partly because 

young men moved from other parts of the coalfield and 

surrounding areas such as the Mendips and the Chew Valley 

where the number of males was hardly growing at all. 

Extraordinary increases in the number of jobs at pits 

occurred at the same time as the number of males rose 

much more than the number of females in quite a few 

parishes. After the expansion of mining in Radstock in 

the l790's, for example, its sex ratio in 1801 was 112, 

and after coal production rose about 1815 it became 120 

in 1821. After two new collieries began production 

between 1810 and 1820 in Welton, the sex ratio leapt to 

131 in 1821. 28 Conversely, permanent and temporary 

closures could have been responsible for falls in the 

ratios in High Littleton (1851;95), Farrington Gurney 

(1861;94), and Radstock (1811;94) for instance. 29 

The balance was never tilted too far because 

females migrated into the main mining areas of the coal

field that had the greatest surfeit of young men, in 

30 order to get married. Sex ratios would have continued 

to rise in the parishes of the coalfield where coal 

production grew for several consecutive decades. Instead 

Table 8.7 shows that they usually fell back to a steady 

level and remained unbalanced only because girls continued 

- 259 -



to leave home earlier than boys. In general, the sex 

ratio only increased when collieries opened initially' 

and there was often a brief but acute shortage of 

labour. It did not rise at other times when production 

was being raised gradually since by this t-ime a lot more 

miners whose sons could go underground would have lived 

and worked closer to the pit. 

8.2.2 Sex ratios in the st Helens Coalfield 

In South-west Lancashire, too, the number of males 

increased in some townships between 1821 and 1851 as mining 

spread, on the one hand, and as employment in domestic 

manufacturing, especially textiles, declined, on the other 

hand. 31 With the expansion and extension of mining, sex 

ratios must have been altered in some townships in the 

coalfield because relatively more of the immigrants were 

men. Figure 8.6a shows that near the beginning of the 

century very few townships had more males than females 

and none .experienced extremely larger increases of men 

than women. Only in Haydock was there an excess of males 

because of mining and few jobs for women. Owing to 

domestic manufacturing industries such as weaving and 

watchmaking, even townships with a large number of miners 

such as Whiston and Parr had more women than men.· Since 

new collieries were rarely large-scale and coal production 

had not begun to grow suddenly in a new part of the coal

field, as it was over the concealed measures of the 

Somerset coalfield, the ratios are not surprisingly lower 
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than in,the Somerset coalfield in 1811. (Figure 8.4a)32 

Nonetheless, sex ratios gradually tipped in favour 

of males in a larger number of townships on the coalfield 

as men moved to the areas where coal production rose and 

the'scale of production increased. (Figure 8.6b,c) To 

the east and north of st Helens the sex ratios of men to 

women in most townships were nearly as high as those in 

the townships of the Radstock and Paul ton Basins of the 

Somerset coalfield by 1861. It appears from Table 8.8 

that the first increases occurred around St Helens; in 

Windle, sutton and Parr, 1821-31, following the opening 

of some new pits, leaping in both the districts of 

Hardshaw and Blackbrook East during the decade. These, 

townships had over 105 males for every 100 females by 

1831 having had less than 100 in 1801 but in between 

having experienced the greatest increases in coal produc-

tion. By 1861 townships to the north and east had 

followed suit. To change their sex ratios from well 

under 100 in 1831 to over 105 in 1861, males must have' 

migrated into Ashton, Rainford and Billinge. The sex 

'ratio in Blackbrook North-east rose from 99 to 112.5 

between 1831 and 1861 at the same time as quite a few 

collieries opened. 33 However, domestic industries such 

as weaving and nail and lock making which once employed 

a lot of women were not growing, so that the sex 

ratio fell in townships west of St Helens in which employ-

ment at the mines was at a standstill and domestic 

industries remained important employers. As in Somerset, 
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quite a number of migrant miners in the expanding 

portions of the coalfield could have originated from the 

declining parts since the townships where production was 

no longer increasing maintained a sex ratio in favour 

of females. 

8.2.3 Ages in the Somerset Coalfield 

In.common with most areas of England and Wales in the 

middle of the nineteenth century, all the parishes of the 

Somerset coalfield had progressive age structures. 

(Table 8.9)3
4 Few of the coalfield's parishes had 

unusually more old or young people to the same extent as 

mid-twentieth century rural areas and new towns, 

respectively. But few townships had populations that 

typified the frontier mining community.35 Not all the 

people in Clandown or Shoscombe, which were both 

relatively new communities, were young. However, like 

Monkwearmouth, County Durham, and Coalville, Leicester

shire, for instance, they had few old people. 36 

There are identifiable differences in age 

structure. In general, in the districts that had least 

population growth and declining employment at their pits, 

relatively more people were aged over fifty and average 

ages were higher than in the districts where miners had 

been recruited to the collieries from outside the coal-

field and more sons of the miners went down the pit 

alongside them. (Table 8.9)37 In districts with large 

numbers of migrant miners such as Upper and Lower Wellow 
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and Lower Cam, Tables 8.9 and 8.10 show that there were 

lower proportions of people aged over fifty, under l5~, 

and the population had the lowest median ages. The 

median and upper quartile ages of the people in the 

growing districts were lower, an upper quartile age of 

thirty-four in Lower Wellow against nearly forty-two in 

Nettlebridge. (Table 8.10, Figure 8.7b) Parishes in 

Ne~tlebridge that were the sources of migrants and were 

paying out most on poor relief to their residents had 

relatively more old people than parishes in the vicinity 

of Radstock. This is best illustrated by an ageing 

index of the number of those aged over sixty for every 

thousand aged under fifteen. (Figure 8.7a) The index 

ranges from only 120-130 in the Radstock area to over 300 

in several parishes in Nettlebridge , about 150 in Lower 

Wellow and Lower Cam to well over 250 in the East and 

West Mendip districts of the coalfield. 

It appears that miners moving from the exhausted 

and unprofitable collieries left their mark on the size 

of other age groups as well. Parishes around Radstock 

chiefly that had been growing throughout the first half 

of the century had the greatest number of people aged 

between fifteen and twenty-nine and lower median ages 

than the rest of the coalfield. (Table 8.9, Figure 8.7b,c) 

No parishes had a bulge in the age structure that may 

have indicated that there were young migrants in their 

twenties, as in st Helens. 38 But, slightly more young 

people, particularly males in their teens and twenties, 
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lived in the Radstock Basin than on Mendip because many 

sons were able to follow their fathers down the pits and 

some outsiders could still get a job there while coal 

production was increasing. 39 By 1851 there are indi-

cations that young people had begun to leave parishes 

where collieries had increased production up to the 1830's 

like they were_from the earliest mined areas. 

The sex ratios among young people suggest that 

young men stayed at home or moved into the coalfield where 

they could get jobs underground. Table 8.11 shows that 

in 1841 relatively more adult females lived in the 

earlier worked but declining parts of the coalfield 

compared with districts in which mining jobs had grown 

because more sons had left home than daughters in the 

absence of jobs at the collieries. There was as few as 

ninety males for every hundred females in Nettlebridge. 

Only migrant miners could have brought about high sex 

ratios in the Radstock Basin, over 110 in Lower Wellow, 

that were higher than tho~e in, for example, the mushroom 

mining community of Monkwearmouth in County Durham. 40 

Figure 8.8a shows the striking contrasts in 1851 among 

adults with sex ratios well in excess of a hundred in all 

but the parishes on the exposed measures of the coalfield. 
. . 

In addition, in most of the coa1fieid ~~tsid~ Nettle-
r ,r .. 

bridge, there were more males than females in the age 

group fifteen to twenty-four, nearly as many men as women 

over the age of fifty-five as well, and male lodgers 

outnumbering female lodgers in a ratio of over four to 
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one. (Table 8.11, Figure 8.8b)41 The imbalances of 

the sexes were greatest in the two eastern districts to 

which most miners had migrated and more native children 

found work at the pits. 

As a result of migration, relatively few unmarried 

women lived in the areas where there was a large number 

of.single males, and this may have led to an increased 

number of births.42 H i 1 t t av ng a 0 more women han men, 

and boys leaving home before girls, relatively more 

spinsters lived in Nettlebridge than the rest of the coal-

field. (Table 8.12) A lot of young men and few unmarried 

women could have raised rates of natural increase in the 

Radstock Basin above those in Nettlebridge. 

8.3 Concluding Remarks 

Age and sex ratios in the study areas are indicators that 

single young men were migrants to the areas of the coal

field where and when employment at the coalworks was 

growing and a shortage of labour existed. They were 

probably coming from other parts of ~he coalfield, drawn 

by rising coal production from the exhausted and 

unprofitable areas, and almost certainly from outside the 

coalfield in larger numbers in the short periods when 

coal production was more buoyant. Young girls were 

probably emigrating from the Somerset coalfield although 

they may have been returning to get married or moving 

from the poverty-stricken areas where there were more 
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women than men of marriageable age. Men outnumbered 

women, especially when new collieries opened. Sex 

ratios were raised as mining and population grew. 

Women stayed at home only where they could get jobs but, 

by and large, moved out in greater numbers than young 

men. Boys only stayed at home because they had better 

chances of getting jobs and keeping them. No surfeit of 

unmarried women lived in parts of either study area that 

had relatively more young men, while the reverse held 

true in areas from which young men had deserted. 

It is now clearer how changes in the mining 

industry were able to affect the character of migration 

in the study areas. Large-scale collieries starting 

production and higher rates of growth in newly mined areas 

in both of them brought brief but intense shortages of 

labour. These could only be quenched by migrants. 

Larger pits and mining areas with larger numbers of 
r 

relatively big collieries could also provide miners with 

secure jobs for thirty to fifty years, better wages and 

jobs for their sons where they worked and held some 

influence. These changes must have "meant that family 

men may have had less need to move so frequently, but 

that once collieries became stable employers and 

production was no longer growing, younger men and boys had 

to move to obtain a job hewing coal. Young miners had to 

move to avoid bottlenecks preventing promotion and also to 

get started on the bottom rung of the ladder. These 

changes also meant that daughters, in spite of having 
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more domestic work to do, had to move because there were 

hardly any jobs for them in the vicinity of the enlarged, 

collieries.43 

However, it is not crystal clear from the 

evidence in this Chapter exactly how migration was 

important to na~ural increase. It is not possible to 

distinguish by-what mechanisms migration was able to spark 

off rapid sustained' population growth. I have touched 

upon three ways in which natural increase could have been 

affected. These are firstly that a rise in the crude 

rate of fertility was brought about by the age of the 

population because there were more young married men and 

women in the coalfields. Secondly, higher age specific 

fertility was brought about by a lack of unmarried women 

in the population because there were possibly more women 

in the younger age groups who were married. Lastly, an 

increase in age specific marital fertility could have 

occurred because women were married for a longer time. 

More women married at a younger age when there was a 

dearth of young women. To examine these, some measures 

of marriage and fertility in the two coalfields can be 

garnered from the CEBs. 

Chapter 9. 

This is carried out in 
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around Radstock. Barke attributed the surplus of men 
in C1ifton, Brighouse, to a similar cause, Barke 
(1976) 145 . . 

42 Few spinsters probably moved voluntarily into the 
growing parishes, so that more women of marriageable 
age in them were married while spinsters stayed in 
their native parishes 'on the shelf', Norberg and 
Akerman (1973) 106 

43 Friedlander (1973) 44; Hair (1955) BB· 
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CHAPTER 9 

MARRIAGE AND CHILDBEARING 

Since marriage was the principal means of controlling the 

number of children being born to fecund women, age specific 

fertility and gross reproduction rates would rise if the 

average length of marriage was increasing. l According to 

Anderson, the frequency of marriage by women before the 

age of thirty-five and the extent they remained unmarried were 

closely related to rates of population growth. 2 Since 

miners' wives are popularly believed to have married at 

younger ages than other women, had "a child in the course 

of the honeymoon", and had more surviving children than 

other women in the nineteenth century, their ages of 

marriage may have contributed to the high rates of natural 

increase found in the study areas. 3 

There are good reasons why this may have occurred 

and these are set out in Figure 9.1. First of all, 

migration could have set off ~igh rates of natural 

increase. Young girls left home before men in the study 

areas because they could not get paid work in their teens 

and twenties as easily as men of the same age while young 

men were the main immigrants. The result was a dearth of 

women for eligible men. More women tended to marry and 

womens' mean ages of marriage were often lower than 
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average where the number of women did not match the 
4 number of men. However, it could have come about 

because of rational decisions by young women in mining 

areas to marry earlier than was usual, by young men to 

marry a bride who was considerably younger, and by young 

couples to have children and not practise birth control. 5 

A few studies suggest that the semi-skilled and unskilled 

whose work was changing were getting married earlier and 

having more children in the nineteenth century than 

before. 6 It is commonly said that miners in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had a prop€nsity 

to marry and have more children owing to "habits not 

conducive to chastity" that prevailed in coalfields 

associated with the abundance of jobs for men, the open 

ablutions and the relatively high earnings for young men. 7 

More realistically, as concluded in Chapter 5, the miners' 

work and family economies may have made it imperative for 

them to raise more children than other workers and also 

permitted them to do so. It appears from the experiences 

of Somerset and st Helens that jobs for women were 

falling while work for children was increasing with the 

extension of deep, large-scale mining, which ousted 

domestic industries and work for women down the pits. At 

the same time, children possibly had the chance to 

graduata more quickly to better paid jobs than before 

because of the industry's growth, while the greater 

division of labour underground forced hewers to retire to 

less well paid jobs at the pits. 8 Nevertheless, 
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irrespective of structural changes in the industry, changes 

in the economic structure of coalfields during this period 

would have caused more women to be married to miners. 9 

American historians have resorted to measures of age 

at marriage and fertility from census data very similar to 

that in the CEBs. lO Child-woman ratios (CWRs) and 

singulate mean ages at marriage (SMAMs) are fairly standard 

parameters of marriage and fertility that can be derived 

from the shape of the ages and sexes of the population. ll 

CWRs have been widely used to make comparisons of 

effective fertility between populations, i.e. fertility 

after the children who do not survive infancy are excluded. 

But all these measures are only substitutes for more 

direct measures of fertility and nuptiality which require 

vital statistics for their calculation, and they may not be 

adequate substitutes. To use the CWR as a comparable 

measure of fertility disregards the effect of differential 

child and infant,mortality. other problems in using 

these surrogates should not be glossed over. It has 

already been mentioned that the age and sex and marital 

condition of the population in the census may not be very 

accurate. These were all mis-reported by individuals at 

the census and they could affect S~~s.12 Infants (aged 

less than one year) were probably the age group most 

commonly underenumerated by the census and this would 

affect the reliability of the CWR. 13 In addition, 

migration can distort the shape of the age structure in 

small populations and, in turn, the s~~.14 Again, in 
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small populations there is a greater chance that the range 

of variation in the sex ratios, size and marital condition 

of age groups will be greater, thus concealing the effect 

of non-random factors. 

By these methods, other studies have found that 

women often married earlier and more frequently in areas 

that had migrants, a sex ratio that was in favour of 

males, and an economy that encouraged young people to 

marry. Although local studies lead to the conclusion 

that there is no simple correlation between employment at 

pits, workshops and factories and early ages of marriage 

and a progressively lower age of marriage, studies using 

registration and parish register data have found that women 

who married earlier were able to have more children, and 

wives of employees in labouring, wage earning jobs such as 

coal mining tended to have more children. 15 There were 

often higher rates of marital fertility in areas with 

industries such as coal mining and domestic manufacturing. 16 

Baines has reported that the wives of miners usually had 

more children than the wives of most other labourers, 
17 including factory workers. 

The two study areas had age structures and sex 

ratios owing to migration that should have produced 

relatively high rates of natural increase, even given 

moderate rates of marital fertility. But a high rate of 

childbearing might have been expected also, because a high 

proportion of women were married and, in addition, women 
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married at lower than average ages as a result of male 

migrants in both districts, but especially in.St Helens, 

and not much regularly paid work for women, especially in 

18 Somerset. A high rate of marital fertility might also 

be expected as well because these areas had labourers who 

could afford to marry younger brides but whose work and 

earnings made it essential for their wives to have 

19 children. Moreover, age specific marital fertility 

could have risen above levels in agricultural areas and 

even other industrial areas because it made economic sense 

for women to marry and for men and their wives to bring up 

more children than an earlier generation as a result of 

changes to working conditions. 

9.1 Marriage in the study Areas 

9.1. 1 Independence and Setting Up a Home 

As a result of work in the study areas, most children grew 

up without leaving their family and stayed at home until 

they were married. In Figure 9.2 age differences in 

household status indicate the transition between leaving 

home, getting married and having a family. For most 

individuals these occurred over a short time in their teens 

and twenties, and leaving home usually coincided with 

marriage. Over half of both sexes aged twenty to twenty-

four were living with one or both of their parents. But 

in both study areas it appears that more women than men 

went away from home before they married. 2l This was not 

surprising since most jobs were for boys, girls often had 
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to leave home to become domestic servants, and sons of 

miners were obviously encouraged to stay at home when 

there was work for them in their father's occupation. 22 

Marriage may have been brought forward rather than 

postponed because young males who stayed at home were 

free to marry and young females found marriage as an 

attractive alternative means of leaving home. Dy their 

late twenties, well over half the men and women in both 

areas were heads or the wives of heads in their own homes. 

Very few males in their thirties in either area were not

married and living independently of their parents, even 

though single men in their twenties greatly outnumbered 

single women of the same age. Of the migrants, most of 

the men who had left home were lodgers, rather than 

servants or apprentices, and not shackled by obligations 

23 to any master. 

Couples do not appear to have deferred marriage 

because of a shortage of homes. In the growing parts of 

both coalfields, such as St Helens itself and Radstock, 

there were fewer vacant dwellings than in the declining 

24 parishes. In st Helens, and even Camerton, couples 

frequently overcame this by sharing with relatives, although 

this was usually only a temporary expedient. 25 In the 

main, they set up their 0~1 home immediately after being 

wed, and soon started a family. This was expected of 

couples because family homes were generally small, cramped 

and overcrowded already, especially if there were still 
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other children who were not yet married. 

9.1.2 Getting Married 

As was typical for coal mining areas without domestic 

manufacturing industries, men and women were generally 

marrying at earlier than usual ages in the two study areas. 

In each five-year age group over fifteen (Table 9.1) more 

men and women were married than in England and Wales as a 

whole in 1851. In common with areas with larger numbers 

of people employed in manufacturing and mining and an 

abundance of males, over 70% of females in the study areas 
26 were married at the ages of twenty-five to twenty-nine. 

Figure 9.3 shows that more females were married at this 

age and fewer middle-aged women were spinsters in st Helens 

than in Somerset. But the proportions in the study areas 

contrast sharply with the numbers married at the same ages 

in areas with an excess of fema1e~ such as the county of 

Somerset where only just over half of the females were 

married between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine, 

and textile manufacturing towns. 27 Indeed, considerably 

more males than females were actually married by the time 

they were thirty in Somerset as a whole, and possibly 20% 

remained unmarried, whereas in the study areas under 10% 

of the women in their late thirties were spinsters. 

(Figure 9.4a,b) However, there is no evidence in 

Figure 9.4 that there was an abnormal degree of precocity 

by either sex, even though it was often alleged to be 

common in mining areas. 
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Boys were considered to be independent of parental 

control because they earned good wages from a relatively 

early age, and this naturally led to dissipation and 

imprudent marriages. 28 According to a Poor Law 

Commissioner, "miners assumed the most important office 

of manhood at the earliest ages at which nature and passion 

29 prompted". Early maturity and independence, even a 

"fondness for young brides" and "roaring fires" have been 

put forward as explanations of marriage and fertilit)·.30 

They contain a grain of truth. Ages of marriage in coal-

fields may reflect the housing and benefit system under 

which homes and free coal were given to married men, 

relatively good wages and prospects for men, and the 'low 

opportunity cost' for women in mining areas who had few 

chances to get paid work. 31 Uaines found that females 

had low S~UMs in the Registration Districts of Durham and 

Easington. 32 

Measures of the distribution of ages at marriage in 

Table 9.2 show earlier ages at marriage and a higher 

frequency of marriage before the age of thirty, particu

larly by women, when the measures for Somerset and 

st Helens are compared with other areas. Over a quarter 

of females were married by about the age of twenty, 

considerably more than in England and Wales as a whole. 

In common with industrial areas throughout Western Europe, 

females' S~UMs were under twenty-five. 33 But the SHAHs 

of females were by no means as low as those that Haines 

found in a mining area of Pennsylvania where there were 
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large numbers of immigrants from South and East Europe. 34 

Moreover, only women were marrying much earlier than was 

usual. Half of the men were married in the study areas 

about a year and a half earlier than the average, whereas 

women were married between two and three years before. 

Under 20% of wives were older than their husbands. 

Certainly, the standard index of the proportions of women 

married devised by Coale (lm) was very high in both 

areas. 35 According to the standard marriage schedule, 

about 25% of females were probably married before they 

were twenty-one, so that some would have been getting 

married at about the age of eighteen, which was exception-

ally early. In 1900 virtually the only areas with values 

of lm above .55 were east of the Leningrad-Trieste 

divide. 36 A value over .6 was rare in Western Europe, 

although it often topped .5 in industrial areas of Britain, 

France and Belgium. 37 

In spite of the support for the popular belief that 

men were able to marry younger girls in the study areas 

because their o~~ earnings gave them the wherewithal and 

women's earnings declined, there are obviously connections 

with migration and leaving home. In st Helens, the gap 

between the ages of marriage by women and men could have 

been exaggerated more than in Somerset because more men 

.' t 38 were 1mm1gran s. Since many of the migrants were single 

males, they may have had to delay getting married while 

the chances for females were vastly improved. 
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9.1.3 Occupational Differences in Getting Married 

Set against these patterns, ages at marriage for miners and 

their wives were distinctly different from men in other 

industries and theirwives,pointing to the importance of 

work as a determinant of the age at marriage. Figure 9.5 

shows that miners were probably marrying a little earlier 

than other workers in the Somerset coalfield. It appears 

from Table 9.3 that 25% of the miners were married by the 

age of about twenty-two, two years earlier than non-miners 

in Somerset. In addition, miners had a lower SMAM, nearly 

two years lower than the SMAM for all men in England and 
• 

Wales. (Table 9.2). Fewer miners seem to have been 

unmarried than non-miners, at least by the age of thirty.39 

Significantly, workers generally supposed to have often 

delayed getting married because of poor wages and more 

obstacles than miners in the way of getting married, more 

frequently married after the age of thirty. Non-miners 

in Somerset, many of whom were traditional handicraft 

workers, did not 'marry as early as non-miners in St Helens. 

But as more single men were immigrants in st Helens, more 

of the men over thirty were unmarried than in Somerset. 

What is more significant (because the ages at 

marriage of men would not have affected natural increase 

very much) is that more of the wives of miners married at 

earlier ages than other wives. 40 If most women were 

marrying when their first child was already on the ",-ay 

"after the Camerton fashion", as the Revd. Skinner put it, 

an estimate of age at marriage based on the age of mothers 
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under the age of forty and their eldest child may be an 

accurate measure of their age of marriage. 4l Table 9.4 

shows that more miners' wives probably gave birth to their 

first baby by the age of twenty than the wives of glass-

workers and other manufacturing workers, labourers and 

building craftsmen, and half of the miners' wives in both 

areas had their first child at an earlier age than all 

other women. Hardly 15% of the wives of miners had their 

first child after the age of twenty-seven. 42 

9.1.4 Ages at Marriage in the Somerset Coalfield 

Not unexpectedly, in parts of the Somerset coalfield where 

there were more males than females, fewer females remained 

unmarried and more women had married at younger ages. 

(Figure 9.6a-c) Table 9.5 shows that under 20% of the 

women aged twenty-five to thirty-four were unmarried in the 

Radstock and Paul ton Basins, but especially in the parishes 

east of the exposed coal measures. Parishes with larger 

numbers of males than females stand out. Relatively more 

married before they were twenty-five in these districts 

than in Nettlebridge, too. More women in their twenties 

and thirties were not yet married than in the parishes 

around Radstock. Whereas over 25% of the females aged 

twenty-five to thirty-four in Stratton and Holcombe were 

not married, fewer than 10% were unmarried in Clando~~, 

Dunkerton and Radstock. By contrast, in most of the 

parishes in Nettlebridge, over 10% of older women were 

spinsters. Figure 9.6c illustrates that more than twice 
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as many women over forty-five were unmarried in Nettle-

bridge as in the rest of the coalfield. 

It is difficult to disentangle the independent 

effect which work may have had on these ages. Earliest 

ages at marriage of women and their greater frequency of 

marriage before the age of forty-five also coincided in 

the main with the parts of the coalfield in which the 

collieries were larger and better equipped, and employment 

for men was steadier and growing. But women may have 

been encouraged to marry in the areas where production was 

growing because their husbands were prepared to take a 

wife, establish a home and start a family.43 Nevertheless, 

women in st Helens who had more chances of finding a job 

were marrying earlier than in Somerset. 

Work does not appear to have produced differences 

in the age at marriage of men in the Somerset coalfield to 

the same extent as it did womens'. Marriage may have been 

deferred by men who had the poorest job prospects. 

Compared with the Radstock area, more men in Nettlebridge 

were unmarried in their late twenties and thirties. 

(Table 9.5) But it seems more clearly from Table 9.5 

that no more men were unmarried in Nettlebridge after the 

age of thirty-five than in growing areas except Lower Cam. 

If anything, miners may have had to delay getting married 

in the growing parts of the coalfield, such as Radstock, 

because of a lack of potential spouses. (Table 9.6) Not 

as many miners could find a bride where women were not 
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plentiful, so that more miners in the Radstock Basin 

married at slightly later ages than in other parts of the 

coalfield. In Nettlebridge they managed to marry at a 

lower than average age, implying that the state of work 

at the collieries had little discernible effect if an 

abundance of females allowed more of the miners in Nettle

bridge to marry when they wished, whereas in areas to which 

miners had emigrated they had to wait a little longer. 

The occupation of their husbands appears to have 

been of more significance than the relative number of women 

to the ages at which miners' wives married. Few 

differences existed in the ages they gave birth to their 

first child. (Table 9.7) More of the miners' wives had 

their first child by the time they were twenty in Lower 

Wellow and Lower Cam than in other parts of the coalfield; 

but, miners' wives in Nettlebridge had not married at a 

considerably later age than other miners' wives in the 

rest of the coal~ield, even though there was obviously no 

pressure to marry young women since there was no shortage 

of them. 

9.2 Childbearing in the Study Areas 

With a consistent tendency towards early and more universal 

marriage as mining grew, it is likely that fertility wouid 

be higher than expected in both mining areas, and would be 

higher in the areas where the coal mining industry had 

grown. 
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9.2.1 Child-Woman Ratios 

By the standards of the mid-nineteenth century CWRs in 

both study areas were high, and age specific CWRs for 

married women were also high. (Table 9.8) The ratios of 

women aged fifteen to forty-nine to children from 0 to four 

matched and ~~~ded ratios found in several other 
44 

industrial and mining areas in England and Wales and abroad. 

For married women the ratios were well above those found in 

towns with textile manufacturing and handicraft industries 

where there were later ages at marriage. 45 Married women 

in the mining areas of County Durham and Pennsylvania had 

similar numbers of children aged under five. 

High marital CWRs did not arise entirely because 

women in the study areas had been married longer during the 

previous five years. Childbearing was probably not being 

controlled to any great extent, even though infanticide 

and birth control were not unknown in Somerset's villages. 46 

The shape of the ~ge distribution of childbearing is an 

indicator of other factors which may have influenced 

fertility.47 At all ages married women in the two study 

areas had more children aged 0 to four than might have 

been expected. (Table 9.8) Women aged twenty-five to 

twenty-nine had a particularly large number, which may 

reflect the fact that more of them were married at twenty-

five. 

1000. 

But women aged about forty had a ratio of over 

These were much higher than the CWRs of textile 

workers' wives of the same age. A convex shape after the 
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peak usually signifies similarity to the model fertility 

schedule which is based on the childbearing of wives who 

did not control the number of children they had. 48 

Such differences as there were between Somerset and 

st Helens may have arisen from infant mortality, but work 

and marriage appear to be better explanations. 

9.2.2 CWRs of Miners' Wives 

The occupations of husbands in the study areas may account 

for the distinctive CWRs and the differences between them. 

Table 9.9 shows that many of the wives of labourers had 

relatively high CWRs, but the wives of miners had more 

children than most other wives in both areas. They had 

similar standardised marital CWRs to the miners' wives in 

the Registration Districts of Durham and Easington, Co. 

Durham. 49 Howevey miners' wives appear to have CWRs that 

were only a little higher than the wives of other 

labourers and manufacturing workers, such as glassworkers. 50 

Miners' wives could have continued to bear children 

longer than other women because it made economic sense for 

them to do so. The wives of miners would have boosted 

their~fL~Jf<t.h';L;/I~loIS by not practising birth control. 

They had a larger number of children after they had reached 

the age of thirty-five than most other labourers' wives in 

both areas, and did not begin to slow down their rate of 

childbearing until their forties. (Table 9.10) Haines 

found that more of the miners' wives had their last child 

after the age of forty, and compared to other wives in 
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Somerset in particular, miners' wives tended to have more 

of their children after the age of thirty-five in spite of 

having had the first at earlier ages. 51 (Table 9.11) 

However, much of the difference between miners' 

and non-miners' wives must be attributed to miners' wives' 

earlier ages of marriage than other wives. Others have 

remarked that the wives of agricultural labourers and some 

factory workers must have had similar levels of marital 

fertility as miners, but their completed family sizes were 

reduced by their being married for a shorter time. 52 

Table 9.10 also shows that miners' wives in their twenties 

and thirties had very high numbers of children aged 0 to 

four, far more than the wives of other workers, fewer of 

whom were probably married throughout the previous five 

years. Miners' wives had their highest CWRs at the ages 

of twenty-five to twenty-nine, whereas women married to 
r 

non-miners usually had their greatest number aged 0 to four 

at the age of thirty to thirty-four. 53 A small difference 

between the marital CWRs of the wives of miners in 

Somerset and st Helens may have resulted from the earlier 

marriages of miners' wives in the latter. 

9.2.3 Childbearing in the Somerset Coalfield 

Marriage is not surprisingly also the key to most of the 

differences in effective fertility within the Somerset 

coalfield. Figure 9.7a shows that there were invariably 

larger numbers of children aged 0 to four to women aged 

fifteen to forty-nine in the parishes that had fewer 
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spinsters and a greater tendency for their female 

inhabitants to marry earlier. Typically, in parishes 

with a surplus of males, such as Radstock, Dunkerton, 

Clandown and Clutton, there were more children aged 0 to 

four than in those with a surplus of women of marriage

able age, chiefly on Mendip. 

However, differences in c.o."'P'<."R..ii~St~ are not 

so closely correlated with marriage. 54 In no district 

did women have considerably larger or smaller numbers of 

children than in other mining areas. 55 Table 9.12 and 

Figure 9.7b show that while some of the highest marital 

CWRs occurred in Nettlebridge, they were lowest in Upper 

and Middle Cam around Paul ton and Welton. Nevertheless, 

some of the growing mining areas where women tended to 

marry earlier had relatively higher standardised averages 

as expected. Wives in Lower Wellow had the highest C~~s, 

those under thirty-five, in particular, having very high 

CWRs in Lower Wellow and Lower Cam, comparable to wives in 

st Helens. A mixed economy of employment in agriculture, 

handicrafts and mining in Nettlebridge could have 

encouraged high rates of marital fertility for much the 

same reasons as a growing mining industry around Radstock, 

and to a lesser extent around Paulton. 56 Perhaps births 

were not controlled once the number of jobs for children 

fell. For, there were plenty of jobs in coal mining 

close by and supplementary contributions to family incomes 

remained just as important. 57 
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Because it is not easy to associate the variation 

with the economy in the coalfield, either child mortality 

or deficiencies in the data could account for the pattern. 

Marital fertility in some parts of the coalfield where the 

population was expanding rapidly could have been reduced 

by infant mortality instead of any conscious birth 

58 controls. Nucleated communities such as Paulton, 

Welton and Clandown had very squalid conditions. They 

had developed rapidly and most of the people lived in 

jerry-built rows of cottages that had not been provided by 

a benevolent coal-owner, as at Radstock and Camerton, for 

example. They were reputed to have had several 

visitations from the cholera epidemics that swept the 

country as well as a greater prevalence of smallpox and 

TB. 59 

It appears from the marital fertility of miners' 

wives in Table 9.13 that to' a large extent differences 

mirror ages at marriage (see Table 9.7), and possibly 

infant mortality also; but not birth control. Miners' 

wives in Lower Wellow and Nettlebridge had higher CWRs in 

their late twenties than wives in the other districts. 

There were smaller average CWRs in Middle Cam, in which 

miners' wives had married at later ages than in the other 

districts. In the districts where miners' wives had 

married earlier, the wives in their thirties and early 

forties had slightly more children than the others. 

However, the differences were not great, so that it is 

arguable whether miners and their wives had more children 
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after perceiving that there were likely to be more jobs 

for their children where the industry was still expanding 

into the 1840's, as it was around Radstock, and where 

pits were more primitive, as in Nettlebridge, than in the 

rest of the coalfield; even though not so many jobs were 

obtained by children in Nettlebridge in the middle of the 

century as in Radstock. 

9.3 Concluding Remarks 

The evidence here implies that migration rather than 

rising rates of marital fertility may have been responsible 

for high rates of "natural increase. Because ages and 

sexes of people could have yielded relatively high rates 

of natural increase, migration can account for rapid and 

sustained population growth in Somerset and st Helens and 

the differences in marriage and childbearing between them 

and within the Somerset coalfield. The greater frequency 

of marriage, earlier ages of marriage for women, and 

relatively high crude CWRs in each coalfield could have 

derived from the characteristics of the people who moved 

because of mining; by men coming into the coalfield, by 

men moving about the coalfield, and by men and women 

having to leave. 

It seems likely that as the mining industry grew in 

each area men soon outnumbered women, a larger number of 

young men had the means to marry, and a lot more men were 

able to marry and support a family. A shortage of 
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unmarried women may have been the only obstacle. The 

age at marriage for men was not much earlier than the norm 

although more of them eventually got married. But, as one 

consequence of migration and the growth of mining, women 

tended to marry earlier and more frequently; higher 

proportions were married in districts whose population was 

younger and whose women past the age of thirty were seldom 

unmarried. A lack of jobs for women, however, should not 

be discounted as a factor since this may have given many 

women no alternative but to marry and have children. 

This implies that women succumbed to marriage to achieve 

some independence rather than as a result of gaining it. 

But from whatever cause, by being in wedlock for a longer 

time than was usual, especially those marrying miners, 

women in the study areas were having comparatively more 

children than other women who got married. 

There is little evidence to support a commonly held 

opinion that miners and their wives entered into unusually 

early and 'imprudent' marriages and subsequently became 

saddled with large numbers of children.
60 

There are good 

grounds for arguing that because of the organisation and 

pay of their husband's work it was rational for women to 

leave home as soon as possible and have children. Their 

husbands' high earnings at an early stage of their career 

and the receipt of wages from sons at about the same time 
• 

as these began to fall could be valid reasons. Haines 

would agree with this explanation although I have misgivings 
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about making it a generalisation as these features were 

not solely associated with miners, nor were they common 

to all coalfields.
61 M~~ers' wives never had a significantly 

greater rate of childbearing than other labourers' 

wives. 62 In neither area were the miners' families able 

to supply recruits at the rate of twenty to twenty-five 

sons a year to the pit for every 125 families, widely 

quoted from Redford. 63 

There is not sufficient evidence to suggest that 

marital fertility was increasing because of developments 

in mining. A rising rate of natural increase and a 

falling age at marriage could have been achieved by the 

growth of employment in coal mining; for example, if 

marital fertility went up because more women were marrying 

miners and fewer women remained spinsters. More women were 

married in the growing parts of the coalfield. There is 

no evidence that it rose because miners' wives were having 

more children than their mothers. Changes in mining 

might not have been of the same magnitude as in other 

industries since the status of miners only altered 

gradually. Nevertheless, miners' wives would have been 

consistent with the wives of some other semi-skilled and 

unskilled labourers if their marital fertility was rising. 

Along with most agricultural workers, building workers, 

iron and steel workers, and domestic and factory 

manufacturing workers, it may have besla rational response 

to their own incomes; the potential benefits of starting 
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a family and having supplementary earners at an early 

age and until old age. 

One avenue remains unexplored whi9h ma~ sUbstant-

iate some of these arguments. A number of studies, as 

well as the findings in this chapter, indicate that the 

timing of events such as leaving home, moving away and 

getting married influenced vital rates; that couples were 

able to balance the number of children they had with 

their circumstances before mechanical methods of birth 
~ 

control became widespread, and~marriage was the most common 

means of regUlation. 64 Using the household relationships 

of individuals in the CEBs it is possible to investigate 

how they may have been related. In Chapter 10 I will look 

at the correlation between the characteristics of house-

holds and families and working conditions in the two coal-

fields. 
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CHAPTER 10 

FAMILY STRUCTURES 

It would be logical to look finally at the family and work 

after finding some evidence that when people were getting 

married and having children may have depended on work, 

especially the work carried out at the collieries. l One 

of the reasons why wives of miners had more children than 

other wives may have been because their children stayed at 

home longer between going out to work and getting married. 

A relationship of this kind between family, fertility and 

work is borne out in a number of studies where the family 

and work are closely considered, so that people's child

bearing and marriage are placed in the context of their 

families and the work they were doing. 2 Hareven has 

lately stated that "family behaviour", which can be taken 

to mean how many children people had, when they left home, 

and when they set up a home with a spouse, can be better 

understood "in relation to the workplace on which the 

family's survival and success depend"? Other studies of 

families engaged in particular kinds of work and the 

effects of their work on family structure have discovered 

what may also be true about miners and the population 

changes in mining areas: that the families of labourers 

and manufacturing workers in both factories and workshops 

were adjusted by the organisation of their work, their pay 

and careers, and their working conditions, partly because 

their work could determine the formation and composition 
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of their households through marriage and the number of 
4 

children they had. 

This is illustrated in Figure 10.1. If circum-

stances at work such as the wages and methods of recruit-

ment and promotion were reflected in family sizes and 

structures, the composition of the family would invariably 

be influenced by marriage and rat~of childbearing as well. 

General characteristics of work in the Somerset coalfield 

and st Helens discussed in Chapter 4, such as the relative 

prosperity of the collieries, the risks of injury under

ground and the abundance of jobs for boys with good 

prospects of promotion, yet few jobs for girls, would have 

affected how large families were. 5 Families should have 

been relatively big in the coalfields because many children 

were staying at home until they were married. The ups and 

downs of the work at collieries for young lads and the fact 

that many of them worked with close relatives might have 

discouraged miners' sons from leaving home as long as the 

pit remained in production or they could earn promotion 

without having to go far away.6 If a large number of 

workers more than balanced a larger number of consumers 

within a household, the result should be a greater family 

income.? Nevertheless, families could have betome 

relatively big solely because women married at relatively 

early ages. By being married for a longer time than 

usual most women would have given birth to more children. 8 

This tendency to marry young brides and have 
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children for more than twenty years could have occurred 

because there were benefits to miners' families in 

rearing sons but persuading daughters to leave home to get 

married. The economic rationality of miners and their 

ability to balance the odds should not be underestimated. 

Having boys at home who were earning could have been a 

considerable boon to the standard of living of miners' 

families as it steered them clear of poverty. Without 

their earnings very few miners might have been able to 

avoid the difficulties that faced most labourers because 

of age and infirmity. As was shown in Chapter 5, the 

first sons started earning when their fathers were still 

fairly young and their mothers were still having other 

children, continuing in residence as wage earners for a 

relatively long time. Sons could compensate their families 

for the uncertain wages at the pits of all members but 

particularly their fathers whose prospects dimmed past the 

age of forty. The earnings of sons were a better guarantee 

than any other potential supplementary sources of income 

to a family from lodgers, seasonal work, secondary jobs and, 

ultimately, poor relief. 9 

Using information from the CEBs to test this is not 

10 straightforward. The problems of artificial cohort 

analysis have already been raised. But the biggest 

difficulty is trying to unravel the various causes of 

differences in family structure from each other. ll 

statistical problems add to the confusion; averages are 
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misleading because of differences in age structure. These 

can only be smoothed out by standardisation or by comparing 

families with heads of the same age. Definitions of what 

constitutes the household and the family have to be made 

and these are not easily applied to the information about 

individuals in the CEBs~12 This is discussed in 

Appendix A. Even so, it is difficult to disentangle the 

factors \\"hich may be influencing family structure. The 

size and composition of families could be affected by vital 

rates since they were dependent on factors such as age at 

marriage for women and birth control. But family sizes 

are also by-products of work through migration. 13 By 

linking age differences in the number of earners to age 

differences in family sizes and structure, which Lindert 

and subsequently Hareven have tried out, there is a way of 

comparing work with bringing up a family.14 

10.1 Households and Families in the Study Areas 

In general, households in the Somerset coalfield and . 

st Helens contained large families that had a relatively 

large number of sons and older children in them. This 

commonly distinguished households in newly industrialising 

areas from households in earlier times. 15 Family 

structures also reflected work inasmuch as the extent that 

children of both sexes moved away or stayed at home and the 

extent that families were augmented was affected by jobs and 

earnings. Most households were nuclear as sons, and to a 

lesser extent daughters, stayed at home until they got 

- 305 -



married. 

Families generally consisted of husband, wife and 

children only. More households consisted of simple nuclear 

families in Somerset and St Helens than was usual in the 

middle of the nineteenth century.16 (Table 10.1) A re1a-

tively large number had children. Not many couples were 

childless, as few as 7.9~ in st Helens, and few people 

lived alone. Households in st Helens, however, were more 

like those in other rapidly expanding urban-industrial 

areas, such as nearby Preston and B61ton, since many more 

migrants lodged with relatives and strangers than in the 

Somerset coalfield. 17 st Helens had about the same 

proportion of households that had kin as these towns, and 

also over 5% consisted of a nuclear family and a subsidiary 

one. Complex households were not usually so common, 

unless people had difficulty obtaining a home. lS But for 

a rural area in which apprenticeship was no longer customary, 

households in So~erset did have quite a lot of boarders. 

As to size, more children lived in the study areas' 

households and families than was usual, even in similar 

areas with a population that had grown rapidly. (Table 10.2) 

The number of children had generally become the main 

difference in household sizes by the nineteenth century, 

and they distinguish households in Somerset and St Helens. 19 

About half the people in their households were children and 
20 

the average sizes were large. These account for the 

larger number of families that had more than six people 
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than was common, and also average numbers that were as big 

21 as in other rapidly growing areas. However, a large 

number of lodgers did distinguish families in urban areas 

as well, and st Helens was no different. 22 

A few relationships between these features and work 

are obvious. Families could have been large because of 

high rates of succession in the two coalfields, more sons 

being able to earn some money without having to leave home. 23 

In addition, many families might have taken in migrants 

seeking work. . Households in st Helens had many more inmates 

who were not related to the head than Somerset, which was 

hardly surprising when the number of jobs was growing faster. 

Many of these features of family structure must have 

been a result of coal mining. Miners in both areas more 

often headed nuclear families than other workers. (Table 10.3) 

Fewer of their families also just consisted of a husband and 

wife on their own, while very few miners lived alone. 

Then, not many hbuseho1ds headed by miners, or other 

labourers either, lacked children or contained servants. 

But in common with other working-class householders, the 

miners and other labourers did have a large number of 

lodgers and relatives living with them. Miners had lodgers, 

kin and secondary families in their households as 

frequently as most other wage workers in both areas. Not 

unexpectedly, men in no occupation in Somerset had as many 

lodgers or relatives as their counterparts in st Helens, 

and miners were no exception. 
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Children mark out the sizes of the families of 

miners from other-workers, although they distinguish them 

from factory workers and labourers to a lesser extent. 

(Table 10.4) Miners had relatively greater numbers of 

children, about-three in Somerset and nearly three and a 

half in St Helens, than all non-miners. These averages 

were unusually high. 24 Well over half of the people in 

their households were children. Also, more miners had 

families with over seven members. Except for general. 

labourers in st Helens, miners had roughly the same number 

of lodgers and kin as other workers. 25 

These differences are probably not unrelated to the 

number of workers in·each family, as Levine found in his 
26 study of Bottesford and Shepshed. As pointed out in 

Chapter 5, miners had most sons who took up their 

occupation after them, and also considerably more children 

from the age of.ten into their late teens and early 

twenties who wer~ working. It is clear from Table 10.4 

that miners had more children living with them as a 

27 consequence. But some of these characteristics must 

have arisen from marriage, miners' wives low average age at 

marriage and their high numbers of surviving children, as 

much as their children's later ages at leaving home. Since 

miners' wives had married at a younger age, more of them 

would have had children after their husbands reached middle 

age than other women. 
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10.2 The Life Cycle of Households and Families 

10.2.1 All Households in the Study Areas 

Age differences in family structure bear out some of the 

various connections between family and work. Householders 

possibly had simple family households for most of their 

lifetime because they had children at home, shortening what 

Chudacoff and Hareven have described as the "empty-nest 

stage" in the family's life cycle. (Table 10.5, 

Figure 10.2)28 In both areas over half the households 

contained a nuclear family with children until the head was 

aged over sixty. Many householders had probably not taken 

in outsiders because their own children were at home and 

earning money.29 However, kin tended to be present more 

frequently in households that had smaller incomes. l-lore 

families of older men and women contained relatives, over 

20~ having an assortment of in-laws, grandchildren and 

nephews and nieces, and in st Helens as many had secondary 

families. A rising number of the households with heads of 

the same age were couples without children. 

Some characteristics may reflect differences in 

local conditions between Somerset and st Helens. For 

example, more households of older people in St Helens had 

secondary families, perhaps suggesting that couples had 

more difficulty getting their own home as soon as they got 

married. 30 Not so many people managed to live on their 

own in st Helens either. 31 Instead they must have taken 

in relatives or went to live with their own children. 

Young couples had a relatively larger number of old people 
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than those in their middle-ages. 32 But in both areas 

higher rates of childbearing as well as the ages that 

children left home could have deterred extension at both 

ends of the family's life cycle. 

Age differences in the number of members in 

Table 10.6 suggest that various configurations of the 

family were a consequence of work in the two coalfields. 

Lodgers and relatives could have been substitutes for 

working children because their number only grew as the number 

of children fel1. 33 Among household heads aged over sixty, 

most of them had no children left at home. Kin and lodgers 

possibly replaced them since they were most numerous in the 

households of older people. Relatively few were residing 

in the households of younger couples; a lot less in those 

of couples approaching middle-age who generally had more 

children" and some of their offspring out to work. 34 

Children were the biggest group in the household until the 

head was in his mid-sixties. (Figure 10.3) When the head 

was aged between thirty and fifty-four children were over 

half of the members of the household in Somerset. The 

number of children was very large too, rising to just over 

an average of four in St Helens for heads aged forty to 

forty-four. 

For sons and daughters the crucial decision that 

affected family size was not whether they went away from 

home on marriage but whether or not to stay at home 

between starting work and getting married, and how long 
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that period was to be. 35 Owing to work, boys and girls 

must generally have left to get married rather than to take 

up their first job, which they could have done in their 

teens. This produced relatively big numbers of children 

living in the households headed by people aged over fifty 

and sixty. Nevertheless, families reflect what was early 

marriage and large numbers of surviving children by nine

teenth century standards in both areas. Large numbers of 

children were also present in the families of younger 

householders and the number cont~ned to rise until the head 

was aged about forty-five, confirming the evidence in the 

last chapter that women in the two mining areas were having 

more children and also giving birth to them for a longer 

time, and possibly making conscious decisions to marry early 

and have children instead of practising birth control or 

delaying marriage. 

As a consequence of marriage and childbearing, 

householders whO,did not usually have anyone but themselves 

regularly bringing home any wages had a rising dependency 

ratio as they reached thirty-five. (Table 10.7) With 

children growing up and soon going out to work, however, 

it fell but rose again when most of them had left home. 

In both areas it began to fall at quite early ages, and 

remained 10,\\' for some time, up to and beyond the retirement 

or death of the main breadwinner. Possibly because more 

children stayed on at home and older household heads had 

more relatives living with them, the ratio was smaller in 

st Helens. A rise in old age was not occurring either. 
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These age differences may explain how marriage and 

marital fertility could have been related to working 

conditions in the two areas. 36 In the prevailing circum-

stances, householders may have drawn benefits from having 

children, as Easterlin has often said, because they stayed 

at home in the coalfield either as independent wage 

earners paying for their keep and more, if they were boys, 

or as additional family labour, if they were girls. 37 

Most parents must have known that few of them would go off 

to take up a job or be able to support themselves, whereas 

they could yield a profit from the age of about twelve when 

they stopped at home. Moreover, if daughters then got 

married at relatively early age~ they were not only less 

of a burden to their parents for so long, but also able 

to give birth to more children in their own families. 

10.2.2 Miners' Households in the Study Areas 

The composition of miners' families offers some clues to 

the reasons for incomes and budgets affecting marriage and 

marital fertility. Compared with almost any other workers 

very few miners did not have children and very few had to 

take in relatives, so that children's earnings were 

compensating for the household head's falling earnings as 

he got older. They usually had big families in middle-age 

and thes~ lasted until they were comparatively old. As 

pointed out in Chapter 5, they had sons who could generally 

go down the pit, be promoted during adolescence and have 

the chance to earn good wages. They could also afford in 
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their twenties and thirties to bring up a larger brood of 

children. 

Table 10.8 shows that miners' families were 

predominantly nuclear at all age~, most obviously because 

they more frequently contained children than non-miners. 

Compared with other workers they tended to take in slightly 

fewer relatives when their children were growing up and 

starting to work. In Somerset, not as many older miners 

and newly married ones took in·kin as handicraft workers 

and labourers. The widows and children of miners may have 

stood a better chance of being independent even though 

married miners were rarely provided with housing as they 

commonly were later in the century.3
8 But, of course, 

more immigrants had settled in st Helens and, not 

surprisingly, more miners had single relatives or another 

family living under their roof with their own. 

Larger numbers of children were by far the most 

distinctive difference between the families of miners and 

other men's, larger numbers characterising the households 

of workers whose children worked for them or with them. 

(Table 10.8)39 Between the ages of thirty and fifty-four 

well under 10% of miners were childless, far fewer than all 

but factory workers in St Helens, so that fewer nuclear 

families headed by miners consisted of just married couples 

on their own. At the ages when children were most likely 

to be leaving home fewer miners in both areas were left 

without any at home than labourers and handicraft workers 
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whose children were less likely to get work unless they 

moved. Among heads aged fifty to fifty-four on~y about 

10% of the miners in Somerset were childless, whereas 

about a third of the agricultural labourers had none. 

Their presence may have delayed the rise in extension 

until miners were in their late fifties and sixties. 

other men in their forties and fifties had more outsiders 

and fewer children.
40 

Altogether more children and a greater number of 

older children lived in the families of miners over the 

age of forty than in non miners'. These account for most 

of the differences in size. (Table 10.9)41 Miners headed 

larger families and households than men in other 

occupations at nearly all ages in both areas. The 

difference was particularly great between the ages of 

forty and fifty-four, reaching its largest size at about 

forty-five. While miners aged about forty-five had 

larger families .than those aged forty, some workers such as 

agricultural labourers had already begun to have smaller 

families by the time they were aged forty-five. 42 

Children were obviously not leaving miners' homes 

so early or so frequently as from agricultural labourers', 

manufacturing workers' (traditional and modern) and 

building craftsmen's. At the age of fifty to fifty-four, 

for instance, miners had larger numbers of offspring 

present than other workers. In Somerset. 21% of the miners 

had more than six children against only 2% of agricultural 
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labourers and 10% of craft workers. (Table 10.10) More 

miners also had children who were aged over twenty living 

with them than other householders. 43 In St Helens 

nearly half the miners aged forty-five to forty-nine did 

against about 30% of the men in manufacturing work of some 

kind and only a fifth of the labourers. 

Sons of miners must have been present in greater 

numbers than other workers' sons because they found work 

at the coalworks through their fathers. Figure 10.4 shows 

that miners' daughters, as well as sons, stayed at home 

longer than other workers' offspring. However, not 

surprisingly the greater length of time between miners' 

sons starting work and leaving home produced the main 

difference between the sizes of the families of miners and 

other workers aged from thirty to fifty-nine. Some 

daughters may have remained at home to do an increased 

amount of domestic work because their brothers worked at 

't 44 the p1 s. 

Because there was more work for girls in the area and 

fewer miners' sons probably had to go very far to get a 

job at a pit, more children of miners in st Helens must 

have stayed at home than in Somerset. The earlier ages 

at marriage in st Helens do not appear to have had any 

effect. Differences in the number of boys and girls in 

their families largely appear between men in their forties 

and fifties. Miners in st Helens aged forty-five to 

forty-nine had the biggest families, and not those aged 
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forty to forty-four as in Somerset. 

Nevertheless, the divergence in family size between 

miners and other workers did not begin at forty when the 

first children were reaching their teens but when the head 

was younger. (Table 10.9) By marrying younger women 

miners should have had larger family sizes when they were 

in their prime and as they got older. Miners in St Helens, 

for example, had two children at twenty-five to twenty-nine 

whereas other workers had about 1.7-1.8. Possibly the 

gap widened in successive five year age groups, because 

their younger wives could have more children ",hi1e they 

were married. 

other inmates may have only filled the gap left by 

children in most families. Miners were no exception, for 

they were only very numerous in the households of miners 

aged about sixty or over. (Table 10.9) Then they hardly 

matched the number of children who had left, as they did 

in the households of older and probably poorer labourers in 

st Helens, for instance. In the households of miners 

~nder fifty outsiders were not a large component (5-10~6) 

and they were more significant members of the households 

of handicraft workers and labourers. But miners with 

families may have been more willing to take in lodgers and 

relatives when they had a lot of children and no other 

wage earner but themselves.
45 

As a consequence, between the ages of twenty and 

- 316 -



thirty-four miners in both areas generally had a higher 

dependency ratio (DR) than other workers. (Table 10.11) 

At the ages of thirty to thirty-four both sets of miners 

had a ratio of consumers to workers of over four, which 

was in excess of most other men's. But miners aged 

thirty-five to fifty-four had considerably lower DRs.46 

These were maintained into old age. Was this the 

objective of having more children? It would not be odd 

for the marital fertility of miners' wives to be related 

to their husbands' careers and incomes in this way.47 

Households depended a great deal on the earn~ngs of their 

children, so that ultimately having a larger family must 

have potentially reduced the risks to them of old age, 

increasing physical infirmity and illness. They may have 

achieved security by getting a lower DR after the age of 

forty than other men in return for supporting more 

dependants in the first few years of marriage.
48 

they were young they probably had less fear of falling 

below the poverty line. As suggested in Chapter 9, while 

there was little point in women postponing marriage, there 

was no impediment for miners in their twenties either, 

since they were capable of earning an adequate income to 

set up a home. If they had a son before they were 

twenty-five, they would be sure to have an additional 

earner before they reached forty; and if thejr wives also 

continued to have children once they could place some 

children at work down the pit, they could expect to benefit 

from their children's earnings until their sixties. 
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10.3 Households and Families within the Somerset Coalfield 

It would strengthen the argument that marital fertility 

arose from work if working conditions within the Somerset 

coalfield affected family sizes and household structure. 

Any correlation between the growth of large-scale mining 

and higher marital fertility should be reflected in larger 

.1 . 49 famI y SIzes. On the evidence below only a relationship 

between family structure and migration appears convincing, 

supporting the conclusions drawn in Chapter 9, since all 

the indications are that differences in family size and 

composition of families reflected economic trends, 

d . t· 50 succession an mIgra Ion. 

10.3.1 All Households 

From Figure 10.5 it appears that the larger households of 

over five persons (mean size) occurred mainly in the 

parishes around Radstock. Not unexpectedly, families 

increased in size from about 1821 when coal production 

along the canal and wagonway grew. The main mining areas 

had bigger households in 1811 when the coalfield as a 'vhole 

had an average size no greater than the average for England 

and Wales. They had grown larger by 1841 and families 

were bigger in the parishes in the Radstock Basin that had 

experienced most immigration and the opening of the most 

successful, new collieries. (Table 10.12)51 Households 

were smaller in Nettlebridge, and also by 1861 in the 

Upper Cam district where jobs in mining were not increasing 

much. As jobs in the mining industry grew, more immigrants 
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and young couples may have become lodgers, few widows were 

left to live alone and more children stayed at home. 

Mean household sizes (MHSs) increased suddenly in Radstock, 

1811-21, for example when the population also grew quickly. 

They invariably remained relatively bigger in and around 

Radstock where children possibly had least need to leave 

home. Families may, of course, have begun to bring up 

more children. 

In general, though, differences in the composition of 

households in 1851 display only a little sensitivity to 

marriage and childbearing. In Figure 10.6a, households 

with people living alone were most common on the fringes of 

the mining area in the Mendips and Upper Cam, from which 

people had migrated. As many as 15% of householders in 

Ashwick and Coleford were solitaries. 52 There were none 

in Clandown. By way of contrast more families with 

children lived in the parishes where mining had grown and 

where there had been greatwMHSs after 1821. (Figure 10.6c) 

In Nettlebridge only around half of the male household 

heads had children against 70% in the viCinity of Radstock. 

Table 10.13 shows that about twice as many householders in 

the Mendip districts were without children ~ in Lower 

Wellow and Lower Cam. Most significantly, more men over 

the age of fifty in Nettlebridge did not have any children, 

over a third, than in the heart of the coalfield around 

the largest pits. These parishes had families with more 

people working, especially more sons. 
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Migration must also account for most of the 

variations in extension and in family size. The need to 

take in kin and lodgers may have increased because of 

immigration in parishes such as Radstock and Dunkerton, 

as it did in st Helens. Table 10.13 does show that house-

holds in the-Radstock area had most outSiders, but possibly 

a few parishes in Nettlebridge had large numbers of 

families with relatives as well as solitaries and relicts, 

because so many sons and daughters had left the area. The 

number of children, especially sons, are the main differences 

in size, and not the number of relatives. 53 

Larger families lived in the foremost mining areas 

and principally where there was also more work for them to 

do. (Figure 10.7) Families on the concealed parts of the 

coalfield had nearly as many children as families in 

st Helens, a mean number of 2.6 in Lower Wellow. (Table 10.13) 

On the eA~osed portion, especially in Nettlebridge, 

families had about two children, which by general standards 

was not very high. In and around Radstock too there were 

a greater number of bigger families than in Nettlebridge, 

as many as 20% having more than seven members. 

It is conceivable that these differences may have 

been brought about by the growth of mining and a rise in 

marital fertility as well as migration; only, the effect 

of migration is clearer. It would seem from Table 10.14 

that children stayed at home longer in the Radstock Basin 

than in Nettlebridge, and this included daughters,~lo did 
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not usually go out to wor~, as well as sons who could obtain 

work at the pits. Differences between family sizes in the 

coalfield arose mainly about the age of forty which implies 

that more children continued to live with their parents 

where more of them could get work. Since differences did 

not occur to such a great extent among younger households, 

whatever differences there were in the ages of marriage by 

wives and how many children they had, could not have 

affected population growth as much as migration, unless 

some of the differences in family sizes arose from longer 

marriages in the better-off parts of the coalfield because 

the men married younger brides. 

As a consequence of the differences in the ages that 

children left home, high marital fertility did not payoff 

to the same extent in all parts of the coalfield. Families 

in the Radstock and Paulton Basins had lower DRs than those 

on Mendip at most ages. (Table 10.14) In their thirties 

when they had a lot of children and few workers they had a 

ratio of under four dependants for every worker. For men 

in their forties and early fifties the ratio had fallen to 

a lower level too. It was lowest in Lower Wellow ",-here 

there was more work at the collieries, under three for men 

in their forties and under two for men in their fifties and 

early sixties. 

10.3.2 Miners' Households 

Much the same can be said about the miners. Most of the 

differences in their families can be attributed to the 
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number of children they had who stayed at home and not the 

number of surviving children borne by their wives. Miners 

in the areas where coal production was expanding had more 

children and sons who lived at home and went to work like 

their fathers down the pits. 

Ostensibly miners in Somerset had very similar house-

holds from one part of the coalfield to another. (Table 10.15) 

In all the districts about 80% had children and 90% were 

nuclear. Around 10% of the families of miners had 

relatives living with them in all but the Middle Cam 

district. However, more persons who did not belong to the 

family lived with the families of miners in the growing parts 

of the coalfield, although nowhere near as many who lived 

with the families of miners in st Helens. 54 Bigger 

families and larger households lived in the Lower Wellow 

district too. Fewer of the miners (hardly 10~) were child-

less in parishes such as Radstock and Clandown where there 

were plenty of jabs than in other parts of the coalfield 

(18% in Nettlebridge). (Figure 10.8) As Table 10.16 shows, 

miners' households that had the greatest number of children 

and non-family members were" in parishes with growing numbers 

of miners, the youngest workforees and the collieries 

recruiting miners' children. Miners in Radstock had about 

the biggest families and MHSs, and Lower Wello,,, had by far 

the "largest MHS (5.8) with more children as well as kin and 

lodgers than other areas. 

Most of the differences clearly arose from the age 

at which.their children left home. "In the district of 
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Lower Wellow only about 5% of the miners in their thirties 

and forties did not have children. (Table 10.17) In their 

fifties and early sixties too only about a fifth were 

childless against over a third in Nettlebridge and the 

Upper Cam district of the Paulton Basin. It was remarked 

in Chapter 5 that more sons of miners usually found work at 

the collieries in the Radstock Basin than in those districts, 

although young children in Nettlebridge were not" entirely 

deprived of work. 

Table 10.18 shows some of the effects of marriage as 

well as leaving home on age differences in family 

composition. The numbers of children miners had at twenty

five to thirty-four and thirty to thirty-nine did not vary 

so much as at later ages, but what differences there were 

do mirror differences in the CWRs of their wives, noted in 

Chapter 9; fur example, miners in Upper Wellow had smaller 

families than those in Nettlebridge. If the causes were 

ages at marriage, since mi~ers' wives in Nettlebridge were 

younger than in Middle Cam and Upper We110w when they had 

their first surviving child, the effects may have been 

cumulative and only become obvious among older men because 

their younger wives continued to give birth. But of all 

the miners, those in Nettlebridge had most children when 

they were aged between thirty-five and forty-four and not 

when they were aged forty to forty-nine. No doubt their 

children must have been leaving home earlier than the 

children of miners in the rest of the coalfield since in 

other parts miners aged forty to forty-nine had most 

children. Miners in Lower Wellow had the largest families, 
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with 4.9 children at this age. They also, not surprisingly, 

had considerably larger numbers of children at older ages 

when, in fact, they had most sons working underground. 

About 23% aged fifty to fifty-nine had more than five 

children, and more than 30% aged forty-five to fifty-four 

had 9hildren over the age of twenty; at the same age they 

had more daughters as well as sons than miners in the other 

districts, even though it did not appear that more of their 

girls were working outside the home. (Table 10.18, 10.19) 

Even though all the miners raised larger families, 

the rewards measured by a lower DR at older ages were 

probably greater in the growing parts of the coalfield where 

their children stayed at home for a longer time. (comparing 

Table 10.14 with Table 10.20) Miners in Lower Wellow also 

had the advantage of a lower DR when they were rearing their 

children. Table 10.18 shows that they were able to take 

in relatively more lodgers and relatives than miners in the 

rest of the coalfield of the same age. Their earnings 

would have helped out when the head was the only wage earner. 

Older miners also had a lower DR in the areas where the 

mines were doing best of all as more children lived at home. 

By going to work the older children obviously helped their 

parents to support younger children. Significantly, no 

more miners over sixty in Lower Wellow took in outsiders 

than younger men possibly because children were still 

present in larger numbers, whereas in other districts older 

miners had far more. 
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10.4 Concluding Remarks 

The careers of miners and the earnings of their sons may 

be reasons why the households of miners in general were 

distinctive; why their wives were young when they married, 

why they were having children for a longer time; why they 
. 

had more children at home while they were older, and why 

they did not always take in so many outsiders. On the 

strength of the DRs, I would agree with some of the 

conclusions of Hareven, Holley and Tilly that, in general, 

family incomes may have been considerations that affected 

marriage and marital fertility largely because children 

could compensate for falling and uncertain incomes. and 

stave off less palatable adjustments. But I do not detect 

that local differences in their family incomes as a result 

of economic changes greatly affected marriage and completed 

family sizes. Family structures did reflect work but 

largely because jobs and earnings affected the extent that . . 
children of both sexes stayed at home or moved away. 

It can only be surmised that the consequences of 

marrying younger women and not being concerned about lJirth 

control were a risk that most miners took. They were not 

alone. 55 The outcome could not have been foreseen and it 

may have taken some time for ,,-hat had become accepted 

rather than rational behaviour to Change. 56 Couples were 

probably 'influenced by the potential as much as the actual 

benefits likely to accrue from having children and these 

may not have changed. Changes taking place in the mining 

industry were possibly not producing changes in marital 
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fertility that were sufficient to alter the course of 

population change. Otherwise, more discernible differences 

in fertility (even from these crude surrogate measures) 

among the wives of Somerset's miners might have reflected 

the development of mining. Lee has asserted that changes 

in industry were not usually of the kind to alter families 

drastically.57 Miners' wives at other times had relatively 

high marital fertility and miners had large families when 

mining was far more primitive. 58 Either the growth of 

mining was sufficient or all the miners saw the increasing 

value of children and the diminishing value of wives except 

for childbearing and housekeeping, and decided to bring up 

children. As it was, discernible differences in migration 

and the effects of migration affected population growth and 

more closely mirrored the development of mining. 
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CHAPTER 11 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The principal objective of this dissertation has been to 

find out how the economies of two coal mining areas 

stimulated population growth. To examine the similarities 

and contrasts that might have arisen from their different 

experiences of coal mining, a detailed local comparative 

study was the logical means of focusing more closely on 

the issue. Without repeating much that has already been 

said, the wider significance of what has been found can be 

briefly treated by discussing how far the methods used in 

the study and the conclusions drawn in each section have 

fulfilled some of the expectations of a study of population 

and coal mining in the Somerset and st Helens coalfields 

carried out in this way. 

There are two matters set out in broad terms in 

Chapter I that the study raises in particular. The first 

concerns how far the demographic characteristics of miners 

and coalfields derived from their industry. The second 

concerns what changes were taking place in the economy of 

the two coalfields and how these affected population growth. 

These matters lead to a final discussion of what should be 

learned from the methods used in this investigation. 
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ll~l Coal Mining and the Mining Population 

From the accounts of mining in Somerset and St Helens 

coal production, jobs at the pits, and underground methods 

of working owed much to the profits and losses obtained by 

the colliery proprietors. As a consequence, events in 

mining were closely tied to immediate circumstances in the 

local e90nomy (the market for coal, geological conditions, 

investment by owners, cartels and transport rivalries); and 

the growth of the coal industry and changes in its 

structure, although not peculiar to Somerset and st Helens, 

were nonetheless not the same. These appear to have had 

consequences for the miners; the number of jobs, the kinds 

of collieries at which they had to work, the wages they 

could earn, and the potential dangers that they had to 

endure.. Moreover, the livelihoods of miners varied. 

Because of the uneven manner in which changes occurred, the 

demand and supply of labour, the organisation of the pits, 

working conditions and wages were by no means the same 

across the coalfields. This meant that even though 

features of collieries, such as their large-scale)complicated 

organisation and risks, were standing miners apart from 

other workersJand the conditions rubbed off on the standard 

of living enjoyed by miners' families, because children 

particularly large numbers of sons who worked at the pits 

and augmented the miners' incomes and the paucity of jobs 

for women distinguished them from other workers, the work 

equally produced differences in family economies among the 

miners. 
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Putting the focus on work and the family in the 

relation between population change and mining begs the 

question how far can the demographic characteristics of 

coalfields and miners Qe generalised. Although it 

subsequently becomes clear from the demographic character-

istics of miners and people in coalfields that the 

population changes in them are related to mining, it does 

not follow that there were common demographic character-

istics and a common course of population change in all 

coalfields then or at any other time either. 

In Somerset and st Helens population characteristics 

and many of the population changes depended on local \ 

circumstances, such as the jobs for women as well as men, 

the supply of labour from other backgrounds and conditions 

at pits that required labour to boost production, that were 

not necessarily common to all coalfields. If conditions 

in the industry were possibly never the same, there are 

"limits to how fa~ generalisation can extend unless, of 
, 

course, many of the similarities in mining which are also 

dwelt on can override the variations.
l 

Generalisations about miners and mining which fly in 

the face of this study's findings abound.
2 

Stereotypes of 

miners supposedly derived from mining are built upon 

assumptions that economic and social conditions did not 

alter or vary significantly between coalfields; that 

common forms of industrial work produced similar 

characteristics of social life and similar communities. 
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Too many myths probably stem from observations by outsiders, 

particularly those contained in the Parliamentary Reports 

and the press, and the faith placed in their remarks. 3 

Many myths that have arisen in this way have been demolished 
4. in the last few years. Unfortunately, images of miners 

obtained from twentieth century literature have been 

transferred to the'past. 5 Miners, not least the Trade 

Unions, have been partly responsible for creating a 

refractive image of themselves. 6 Drunkenness and lechery 

were often spoken of in the same breath as early marriage, 

as if they were all "bad habits" derived from their 

demoralised way of life and by association with their grimy 

work, radical activities and physical isolation in some 

parts of the country.7 The logic is often tenuous, a 

somewhat muddled nineteenth century vision of cause and 

effect. Malcolmson's recent statement is a prime example 

of a colourful picture of miners who "lived apart from 

other men cut off by the blackness of their skin ••••• and 

peculiarities of their manner" when he attempts to explain 

the attacks on turnpikes by miners near Bristol partly in 

terms of their lawlessness and working C0l1ditions. 8 He 

makes little reference to the work at the local mines at 

the same time. 

Analogous conditions, it should be remembered, 

were also facing other workers. 9 As Nef states, "It 

would perhaps be futile to point out that these kinds of 

behaviour were not entirely peculiar ,to the mining 

"10 population. But, the evidence here should be added to 
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the small chorus who have argue~ that some of the accepted 

views about miners and the society and work of miners in 

the past are false. These include inflations of their 

independence, their corporate identity, their indiscipline, 

1 t .. f ckl s d· 1· 1 t· 11 M pro e arlanlsm, e e sness an socla ISO' a Ion. ore-

over, the exact forms of any experience for miners and 

mining inevitahly "varied with the direction and timing of 

change" in the coalfields in. which they lived. 12 Since 

the exact dimensions of development owed much to the 

regional economy, and changes made slow progress and were 

never fully accomplished in . all sectors of an industry, it 

should come as no surprise that population change in coal-

fields reflected variations in the factors that influenced 

the economy.13 The implication is that generalisations 

about work and the industry cannot provid.e -i.J ' '? I xp lanations 

of population change, if population change was related to 

prevailing working conditions. 

Excessive generalisations about the relationships 

between coal mining and coal miners should be avoided as 

there are no generalisations that can be made about work at 

a scale which make them applicable to the individuals 

concerned. It is dangerous to draw inferences about 

relationships between work and population without reference 

to their context . It is evident from the first half of the 

thesis that characteristics of work in the study areas, 

such as the number oj jobs, pay and chances for miners to 

earn promotion, were not the same as elsewhere nor the 

- 336 -



same throughout all parts of these mining areas. Then, 

it becomes clear that because the peculiar economic circum-

stances affected family economies which, in turn, influenced 

events such as leaving home, marriage and childbearing, the 

course of population change owed much to what was happening 

at the pits .in Somerset and st Helens. Not all coalfields 

or portions of~hem had a growing demand for the labours of 

miners and their children that was sustained throughout the 

nineteenth century, nordidall of them have large collieries, 

few jobs for women and relatively better standards of 

living for miners - compared' wi th other workers .• Consequently, 

the relationships identified here between mining and 

population change should only be extended with caution 

beyond the boundaries of the two mining areas, even though 

population growth can be cOnS i (: l>:~· :~ 1.... ~;' t~; an outcome of the 

relationship between the mining population an~ the work that 

supported them. 

11.2 Mining and Population Change 
. 

The effects of 'work on the components of population change 

were obvious in both areas; for, as -expected, miners' 

occupation underground in~luenced family structure, the 

frequency and length of marriage, ages at marriage, child

bearing, leaving home, the age and sexes of the population 

and migration in the study areas at all scales. It is 

significant for the contention that population rose from 

natural increase that first of all, at an aggregate level, 

curves of population size , baptisms and rates of natural 
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increase marked time with economic growth and the expansion 

in particular of a modern mining industry, echoing trend~ 

in other areas undergoing similar changes in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries. Natural increase was invariably 

the main component. Second, the younger age at marriage 

of miners' wives and the tendency not to practise birth 

control, so th~t·they bad more children than other women, 

appear to be explained by the family economies of miners; 

their need for children in middle and old age, the greater 

value of sons than daughters, and their best wages from the 

ages of twenty to forty. 

As touched upon at various points in the text, there 

are many hypotheses about relationships between, on the one 

hand, industrial activity and work, aspects of what has been 

loosely termed "moder~lisation", and on the other, the rise 

of population in the industrialising era which has included 

the interdigitation of work and family.14 The discussions 

figuring miners should therefore concern.how economic 

changes in mining areas were linked to population growth 

rather than whether they were or not. Two different 

perspectives of the process are illustrated in Figure 11.1.15 

They show two ways in which population and economy may be 

linked in coal mining areas that have been discussed in 

Chapters 6-10. 

In the first of these the high rates of population 

growth in mining areas occurred solely because of the kind 

of work occupying men and their families at the collieries 

at the time. There is ample evidence here, and also 
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expressed by Haines, that early marriage for women and 

higher marital fertility could have arisen from the amount 

of work down the pit, the conditions of work underground 

t b . d 16 and the wages 0 e galne • High rates of succession, 

graduation for the able-bodied to better paid jobs without 

parental guidance, and a lot of jobs for boys secured jobs 

for children. - Young girls, to the contrary, had little 

alternative but to marry or leave home. For older miners 

the uncertainties in the industry remained; vicissitudes 

of trade seasonally and cyclically and hazards to health 

and safety. Increasing chances of redundancy, the vagaries 

of earnings, and the relinquishment of hewing in middle age 

would have reduced the advantage of a career in mining ov r 

other jobs, so that miners had to fall back on their 

famil: , . aal"n i ngs to support them and their dependants o 

Fortunately, more men, but especially more boys, were 

employed to raise coal production. In larger collieries 

the division of labour increased so that the amount of work 

for children increased rapidly, although a large-scale, 

long-term shortage of skilled adult male labour did not 

necessarily occur because of improvements in underground 

haulage. Children had to stay at home because they still 

largely depended on their families for work underground; 

position, promotion, and for some their pay as we ll . Men 

could earn their best wages by their early twenties but 

could not expect to sustain them beyond their forties . 

Earnings suffered violent differences week by week. Women 

by contrast could not hope to get paid work. It was 

gradually denied to them at most collieries, while the 
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increasing number of jobs for men at mines, and for their 

children also, may have squeezed out work that families 

did together. 17 In these circumstances, men and women 

would not have gained much by prolonging courtship. 

Advantages could have accrued to miners if ~hey did not 

delay marriage and in having a relatively young wife, as 

long as they did not practise birth control. 

My misgivings about this version are twofold; first, 

assuming that these changes may be a key to understanding 

how extraordinary rates of population growth arose then and 

not before, and second, assuming that what may be consistent 

at an aggregate level will also be true at the parochial 

scale. Wrigley has lately queried the role of proletarian-

isation, largely discounting hypotheses put forward by 

Levine to explain population change in terms of new 

relationships between men and their work, such as those 

that are suggested above, for coal mining. IS To Wrigley 

and Schofield the striking and sustained increase in the 

real wages of labourers may explain falls in ages at 

marriage for women and rising completed family sizes. 19 

These could have accompanied the expansion of coal production 

as this took place across a broad front at some time during 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in most coalfields; 

in Somerset, perhaps, in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries and in st Helens certainly in the 

middle of the century when shortage~ of labour occurred for 

brief periods. 20 But nationally these changes do not 

appear to have been very great, nor were intense shortages 
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of labour in either coalfield long-lived because redundancies 

at some pits were invariably occurring at the same time as 

new jobs became available, and a relatively poor standard 

of living to be obtained from other work remained unaltered. 

At the same time, though, some of the characteristics of 

mining which may have boosted population growth by aff cting 

marriage and childbearing were not necessarily new to min rs 

and mining, at least in Somerset and st Helens. Changes 

associated with lower ages at marriage, such as a decline in 

real income putting an increased value on the earnings of 

children, might not have had much impact in this short time . 21 

Falls in the relative 'value of the miners' wages as the number 

of unskilled jobs at pits grew and the miner's diminishing 

control over training and promotion as the scale of coal 

working increased, were taking pL.,'::' ( i~ :'3.dually . 

Mining in Somerset and st Helens had long been an 

industry that employed semi-skilled labourers. Sinc the 

sixteenth century at least most of the men had been 

labourers; waged employees whose earnings then depended on 

22 the state of trade. The ownership of workable minerals 

at any time was vested in relatively few hands and th 

investment of capital was beyond the range of miners themselves 

because of the costs. 23 Jobs in mining had also been 

always affected by fierce competition, providing miners with 

a precarious existence. Owners and proprietors had formed 

cartels and been motivated to make a profit, so that the 

miners ' immediate prospects were often insecure, as much 

when they depended on pit work for their entire income as 
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when they worked part-time or seasonally . Miners drew 

some advantages from a steadier demand for coal because 

collieries had new markets and better access. These were 

outweighed by cyclical tur~s of fortune arid competition 

raging between coalfields and collieries to gain these 

markets and retain them. 24 

For a long time before many other industries, mines 

had been large "businesses operated at a large scale that 

required some degree of supervision as well as a division 

of labour, even if miners managed to retain, in effect, 

closed family recruitment. 25 The independence of many 

miners was lessened by the extension of workings underground 

and the division of labour, and this was clearly occurring 

in Somerset in the early nineteenth century. Work was 

rationalised, horses a~d machinery were slowly introduced to 

carry out most haulage work, and unskilled labour, particularly 

children, were used to perform many jObs. 26 The coal 

proprietors had to directly employ more of the workforce 

under these circumstances. Yet much of the traditional 

organisation survived into the nineteenth century and 

beyond. Miners in the middle of the century were in the 

main still masters of their pace" of work, even in Somerset . 27 

Manual skills were needed to cut the coal and for the most 

part to move it also. Adult miners could also take on and 

train their own family, so that they preserved a means of 

controlling their children whether they paid them themselves 

or not. 
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Changes in technology and the organisation of work 

at the pits in Somerset and st Helens that could have had a 

s{gnificant effect on miners, such as scale and the 

division of labour, were only gradual, occurring mainly at 

new pits and gaining ground only as new collieries replaced 

old, so that they were confined to relatively small parts 

of every coalfield. Fundamental changes on the scale and 

breadth of those occurring in some branches of textile 

manufacturing, such as mechanisation, were only rarely 

happening in a miner's lifetime. 28 Only under the special 

circumstances of the Forest of Dean's mining industry were 

changes in ownership, organisation of work and management 

speeded up.29 By the same token changes too in real wages 

and the amount of work for women do not appear to have been 

great. 

It is doubtful whether many changes in mining in the 

early nineteenth century would have altered the relationship 

that almost certainly existed between miners' family 

economies and childbearing to increase marital fertility.30 

Some critics have begun to question striking evidence of 

downward trends in their age at marriage as a general 

feature, even if a small change would have had a significant 

effect on completed family size. 31 

If changes in the industry were significant, more 

distinctive differences in marital fertility and the ages of 

marriage of miners' wives that reflected work for women, 

modernisation of the pits and jobs for children should have 
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been found in the Somerset coalfield and been responsible 

for differences between Somerset and St Helens. This was 

not so. As Haines found, the similarities are more 

striking than the differences; consistently higher CWRs 

for miners' wives than non-miners' wives. 32 Miners' wives 

did not have higher marital fertility in the areas where 

coal was worked at a larger scale and the workers no longer 

had so much influence over recruitment, supervision and 

training. 33 As a consequence, the growth of population in 

these coalfields accelerated because changes in the economy 

altered the characteristics of geographical mobility. 

Changes in the mining industry influenced intervening 

variables, such as who left home, when people migrated and 

how many could get married. The tendency to marry and have 

a large family remained relatively unaltered whereas 

migration became a catalyst for rapid population growth 

and natural increase at all scales. 

A demographic revolution may have followed from an 

industrial one in the coalfields, but not in the way Mendels, 

Medick and Levine linked economic growth to family formation. 

The distinctions within coal mining, between coalfields and 

parts of them, as well as the changes that were occurring 

in the industry's location and scale and the the number of 

jobs, and changes taking place in coalfields' economic 

structure would have influenced population changes, the rate 

of population growth and the demographic characteristics of 

the people in these coalfields. 34 
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The demographic characteristics of miners could have 

spread as miners slowly emerged from being a minority group 

and the number of jobs for women dwindled, so that in coal-
\ 

fields such as Somerset and St Helens this only occurred 

during the nineteenth century with the expansion of jobs 

for miners and other kinds of labourers at the expense of 

the self-employed and handicraft workers. 35 As the 

economies of mining areas became dominated by coal mining 

its influence on the population must have increased. If 

more women were eventually married to miners and fewer women 

were left unmarried, and if more women married at an earlier 

age because they were marrying miners, and mining reduced 

their job prospects in the process,36 marital fertility 
~ 

would have risen in the early nineteenth centuryover earlier 

decades just because women would have been married for a 

longer time. 3? It appears that in Somerset and St Helens 

miners' wives did marry earlier than the wives of men who 

worked on the land and self-employed traders and craftsmen, 

and few were unmarried especially where mining had grown. 

The effect of people moving because of mining should 

not be neglected either. Migration, as shown in Figure 11.lB, 

could have produced a population that was younger and male 

dominated as well as men and women who were prepared to marry 

and wanted children, during the time that the industry was 

growing. 38 The kind of migration that may have occurred 

because of mining could have initiated extraordinary 

population growth. The distinctive features of mining 
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influencing migration appear to be the number of jobs for 

men increasing in coalfields as a whole and large parts of 

them; new collieries that had large demands for. labour 

which could not often be met unless men (miners and non

miners) moved to new homes closer to the pit; and jobs 

for adult men that were becoming more secure while new jobs 

offered the best chances for young men looking for their 

first job down the pit, promotion and better earnings. 

Because of these trends the migrants associated with 

mining - their origin, direction, age and motives for 

moving - could have incidentally helped to raise the rate 

of population increase in the coalfields of Somerset and 

st Helens. Usually the demand for labour at new 

collieries was sudden, and often in spurts rather than the 

gradual rate at which it occurred at established collieries, 

so that migration at times was dominated by men alone and 

most probably ·single young men, not all of whom had 

experience of mining or would have been moving from within 

the coalfield. As a consequence, more men than women were 

looking for a partner and fewer men were lacking the 

wherewithal by the time they were in their early twenties. 

At other times migrants had less effect on the age and sex 

structure of the population. 39 Any demand for labour at 

existing collieries could be more easily met by the local 

population. As a pit aged and required more children than 

men, for example, the population was more equipped to 

provide what labour was needed from within the coalfield. 40 

The labour to raise coal production at a steady rate could 
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have come from a rate of natural increase and marital 

fertility that was raised by the fact that few women were 

left unmarried and more were married by their early 
\ 

twenties. As a consequence, migration did not have to be 

an important component of population growth to have stoked 

higher rates of natural increase and population growth. 

11.3 The Way Ahead 

The direction of future research should be guided by the 

failings as much as any of the achievements of this study. 

My initial intentions are not entirely fulfilled. Among 

other faults I would pin-point the choice of areas without 

some better mining records, not making enough use of the 

parish registers and other parochial records, not 

collecting census data for a larger area of the coalfield 

around st Helens, and perseverance with administrative 

boundaries,41 as decisions which have limited the 

conclusions I have been able to draw. 

In community studies such as this I think that being 

able to investigate how making a living may have influenced 

population change is more satisfying than studying general 

trends of economic and demographic change. The strength, 

I am sure, is that population and the people involved, the 

miners, are not being discussed in a vacuum, or treated as 

'the miners' but as the miners in the Somerset coalfield, 

and just as often more specifically as the men who lived in 

Radstock and worked at the Waldegrave's collieries. 

However, I find that I have still had to infer relationships 
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about miners as a group and not as individuals;42 for at 

this scale and with information about the miners largely 

from the CEBs and a few colliery records, it is pnly 
, 

possible to speculate about the miners'socio-economic 

circumstances and the connections between them in the 

broadest. of terms however much I might deprecate this 

practice in other studies. At its worst it is what 

Anderson scornfully describes as listing a set of economic 

variables against a set of demographic ones and dOing no 

more. 43 The sources for a discussion of the miners' work 

are scanty, so that my hypotheses of what may have been 

the effect of work at the pits on their families may not 

stand comparison. Moreover, by using this as evidence in 

a consumer theory of fertility I could be accused of 

assuming too much rationality by couples and indulgence in 

t · . t· 44 lifetime op 1m1sa 10n. I would be taking inference too 

far if I imagined that what may be valid explanations for 

population changes in the Somerset coalfield in the early 

part of the nineteenth century are any basis for making 

universal generalisations about coalfields in other parts 

of the world. 

For the future I believe that there is now some need 

for corroborative analyses of miners in other coalfields 

at the same time, and perhaps earlier on rather than later 

in the nineteenth century. Comparative analyses of miners 

in other coalfields about whom the conditions of work can 

be discovered could substantiate or refute my more 

generalised conclusions and the wilder assertions made in 
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this chapter. lf5 

Several speculative hypotheses could be tested if 
. 

different data were used. With the oral or written 

testimony of miners or more complete company records of 

mines, such as wage and labour books over a year or so, 

there would not have to be so much speculation about 

connections between working conditions and family character-

istics such as the standard of living of miners and their 

careers and family economies, the reasons why they moved, 

and perhaps why they married and had children (when they did. lf6 

It would be most sensible to find some mining records first 

as these are rarer and more valuable, and then consult the 

sources of demographic information about miners and coal-

fields, the parish registers and CEBs, as these are more 

generally available and of a less variable quality. lf7 

Possibly the best means of finding some answers to the 

quandaries that remain would be by linking information 

about individuals in parish registers, censuses and mining 

records, and even in poor law records, such as casual 
48 

pa)~ents and settlement papers. Parish registers could 

be used to more effect, too, especially in areas where 

occupations are recorded consistently before 1813. Recon-

stitution studies may be worth undertaking as these could 

overcome one of the main problems that have arisen here; 

the difficulty of inferring how and what changes were 

occurring "from censUtSes. 49 It would be helpful in this 

quest to discover if changes in ages at marriage and marital 
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fertility, for instance, were occurring at the same time 

as changes in the mining industry, or if changes in 

mortality were possibly significant. 

I believe it is now ~orth running the risk of 

becoming immersed in the minutiae of parochial trends and 

of observing what was happening to people. Although this 

might have to be at the expense of looking at the wider 

implications of general trends, it would avoid one of the 

biggest pitfalls. Studies of miners or any other group 

of people for that matter overlook their significance if 

they are devoid of any context. It is as true for demo

graphic studies today, once the theories have been aired by 

their proponents and opponents, as it is for those of the 

past. 
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