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ABSTRACT 

EMPLOYMENT, POLITICS AND WORKING-CLASS WOMEN IN NORTH EAST 

ENGLAND, C. 1790-1914 

JONATHAN WILLIAM MOOD 

This thesis explores the issue of the economic and political agency of working-class 

women in North East England for the period c.l790-1914. In contrast to the national 

average, the North East was populated by more men than women in this period, whilst 

the dominance of industrial trades such as coal, shipbuilding, iron and steel, and 

engineering resulted in the lowest female employment rates in the country, as well as the 

highest marriage rates and the youngest average age at marriage. These trends are 

investigated in detail and would suggest that if anywhere women were to be powerless it 

was here. Yet, as this thesis shows, women in the North East were active constituents of 

local culture and politics, often through different means, and with alternative motives 

than has been claimed for localities where there existed high rates of female employment. 

The impact of structural changes in the political system during the latter nineteenth 

century is assessed and it is suggested that whilst many political organisations of this 

period involved a small number of working-class women in contemporary political 

debate they were generally unsuccessful at appealing directly on political issues of 

substance; the formal politics of this period did not always coincide with the 

politicisation of working-class men and women. This thesis aims to strike a balance 

between typical and atypical experiences by exploring the social climate of a large region 

rather than focus specifically upon potentially unrepresentative localities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Around town at night and saw nothing but wretchedness and misery in 

the poorer districts. The saying 'one half of the world does not know 

how the other half live', is very true, and people who would like to be 

made aware of this must just about midnight walk around the notorious 

and dirty quarters of our city. Dirty and ragged females are seen 

standing in m?tley groups. Filthy and obscene language is the rule, and 

not the exception. Lazy and ill looking creatures - the worst possible 

type of mankind - are loafing about or indulging in their greatest delight 

and pastime - a quarrel and fight. The sights are too disgusting and I got 

away from the foul atmosphere of the place, and was quite relieved by 

the pure midnight air of the suburbs. 1 

This private diary entry of William Dunn, a young middle-class Newcastle man, is a 

fairly typical piece of observation and judgement upon the lives of working-class men 

and women in the Victorian era. If contemporaries were often quick to judge working­

class lifestyles, households, relationships and entertainments, historians have been keen 

to recover the manner through which these men and women lived and experienced their 

surroundings. The work of Ellen Ross and Anna Davin has done much to expand our 

understanding of the daily lives of the female labouring poor on their streets and in their 

1 Tyne and Wear Archives (Hereafter TWAS), DX 225/1, Diary of William Dunn, 27 July 1887. 



homes, 2 whilst there have been numerous excellent surveys of working-class political 

movements and the activities of committed individuals.3 The field of nineteenth-century 

gender history is firmly established, boasting a varied and intricate historiography; this is 

reflected in the choice to integrate historiographical discussion within the five chapters of 

this thesis, rather than examine it in a separate chapter. Despite such a wealth of 

research, there remain significant gaps in our knowledge. 

Although historians have readily recognised the importance of regional 

differences, this is often offered as a proviso to their conclusions, which have been drawn 

from evidence relating to localities within a particular region -typically areas within the 

North West, Yorkshire, the Midlands and London - which are then made to stand as 

representative of England as a whole. Alternatively, rather than stressing the manner in 

which the uneven impact of industrial change affected women in certain localities, 

evidence has been used from England as a whole to give a general, and often too broad, 

picture. Economic change was not uniform across England during the eighteenth century 

and it now seems impossible to trace with any accuracy or confidence the transition of 

the site of employment from the home to the workplace. Many of the industries that 

flourished in different areas of England long before the nineteenth century were those 

2 Ellen Ross, Love and Toil: Motherhood in Outcast London, 1870-1918 (Oxford, 1993); Ellen Ross, 
"'Fierce Questions and Taunts": Married Life in Working Class London, 1870-1914', in David Feldman and 
Gareth Stedman Jones (eds.), Metropolis- London: Histories and Representations Since 1800 (London, 
1989), pp. 219-44; Ellen Ross, 'Survival Networks: Women's Neighbourhood Sharing in London Before 
World War One', History Workshop Journal, 15 ( 1983), pp. 4-27; Anna Davin, Growing up Poor: Home, 
School and Street in London, 1870-1914 (London, 1996). 
3 There are too many to list in full here, but see for example, Anna Clark, Struggle for the Breeches. 
Gender and the Making of the British Working Classes (London, 1995); Christine Collette, For Labour and 
For Women. The Women's Labour League, 1906-1918 (Manchester, 1989); Bridget Hill, Women, Work 
and Sexual Politics in the Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1993); Pat Hudson and W.R. Lee (eds.), Women's 
Work and the Family Economy in Historical Perspective (Manchester, 1990); Angela V. John, By the 
Sweat of their Brow. Women Workers at the Victorian Coal Mines (London, 1984); and, Jane Rendall 
(ed.), Equal or Different. Women's Politics 1800-1914 (Oxford, 1987). This is, of course, in addition to 
the numerous studies focused specifically upon working class men. 
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that could not be performed as a family enterprise within the household: coal mining, 

ship building, paper and glass making. Whilst historians are increasingly wary of the 

explanatory power of any perceived shift in the location of work from inside to outside 

the home, there remains an implicit, if not explicit, connection in historical argument 

between female employment and female politicisation.4 In many cases this is accurate, 

but work was not a prerequisite to political interest and it is debatable how applicable 

such research is to the experiences of working-class women elsewhere in England. 

Moreover, by concentrating on the forms of politicisation that developed amongst 

working-class females in areas of high employment, more general forms of politicisation 

can be missed, or identified and wrongly ascribed as being a feature of those areas. 

Whilst there remains much debate over the accuracy and applicability of the occupational 

census, it remains the most useful record of regular female employment in this period. 5 

As Map 1.3 shows, the areas where high female employment was recorded were not 

insignificant, but were also isolated in a strip down the west coast of England. There 

remained large areas of the country with only modest levels of female employment, 

whilst the North East- and especially Durham- represents some of the lowest rates. 

There have been few in-depth historical examinations of areas where there were 

extremely limited employment opportunities available for women. This may be because 

of the assumption that economic change in this period was generally skewed to favour 

men and that such analysis is not needed. It may also be the case that examining a region 

which anticipated few of the cultural and social changes that occurred during the 

4 Jill Liddington and Jill Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us: The Rise of the Women's Suffrage Movement 
(London, 1978). See also Katrina Honeyman, Women, Gender and Industrialisation, 1700-1870 
(Basingstoke, 2000); and, Ellen Jordan, The Women's Movement and Women's Employment in Nineteeiuh 
Century Britain (London, 1999). 
5 This is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two. 
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twentieth century is unappealing. The North East is here defined as the old counties of 

Northumberland and Durham, as well as the tip of North Yorkshire; a region bound 

geographically east and west, by sea and hills, and north and south by the more fluid 

demarcations of country and county. As a region, the North East has tended to be 

neglected in recent accounts of women in the nineteenth century.6 It has been thought of 

as a 'masculine', industrial region; coal mining, ship building, engineering, and iron 

manufacturing loom large in historical accounts. There was no obvious or prominent 

employment for women in this period. The success of textile manufacturers further south 

was at the expense of fledging industries at Stockton, Barnard Castle, and Darlington. 

There were few notable figures in the suffrage movement resident in the region and 

nothing to compare to the activities of the Langham Place group. The North East was 

unusual in that the sex-ratio in this region favoured men for much of the period, whilst 

coupled with the low levels of female employment there were high rates of marriage, 

often at a very early age. It would seem an unappealing region to investigate if one were 

to wish to describe the possibilities of female agency. There is an almost irresistible urge 

to study those areas and persons where great incidents occurred, where the people had the 

greatest amount to say and who seemed in their actions most to reflect later 

developments. Yet, if we were only to examine those pioneering women who pushed on 

the boundaries of acceptable female activity we would run the risk of missing the more 

mundane and less well recorded activities that were undertaken by women. This study 

examines the position of women who by the structure of the economy and population in 

this region would seem to have little hope of exerting political agency. 

6 Two exceptions are, Judy Gielgud, 'Nineteenth Century Farm Women in Northumberland and Cumbria: 
The Neglected Workforce', Ph.D. thesis (University of Sussex, 1992); and, Jane Long, Conversations in 
Cold Rooms. Women, Work and Poverty in Nineteenth Century Northumberland (Suffolk, 1999). 
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Given the tremendous differences that occurred between regions in the patterns of 

economic and population change it is important to establish the developments in the 

North East; Chapter One does this. Chapter Two investigates the comparatively low 

levels of female employment that were evident in this region. Although the occupational 

census is the largest single source available to historians investigating employment in the 

nineteenth century, its usefulness has been debated. Without denying that this data is 

problematic, it is argued that the census can still be a reliable and useful source of 

evidence if handled carefully. The chapter goes on to examine patterns of marriage, 

alongside standards of living, arguing that it was often not logical for working-class 

women to take up paid work. Chapter Three discusses the number of strategic choices 

working-class women could make in dealing with poverty. The focus is primarily upon 

charity, petty theft and prostitution, and it is possible to discern patterns relating to the 

age and marital status of these women. 

This is not to belittle the paid employment that women in this region did take up, 

and Chapter Four examines some of the main features and trends of employment in the 

region, in both rural and urban areas. The final and longest chapter looks in detail at 

female involvement in broadly conceived political activities and suggests that the 

motivating factors and areas of interest for these women often differ from the standard 

picture that is presented. This chapter is split into three broad sections that examine the 

interaction of working-class women with popular political movements, political 

organisations, and elections. Although working-class women continued to be involved in 

broadly defined political activity.during this period, it is suggested that their opportunities 

for 'formal' participation narrowed. 

5 



This study holds back from claiming that any tremendous turning point in gender 

history occurred in this region during this period. It has more modest aims. It is about 

continuity as much as change in the experiences of women. It is about recapturing the 

general experiences and politicisation of working-class women. By examining an area in 

which it could be argued there were few opportunities for women it is hoped to reveal the 

broad and varied activities these women could undertake within the boundaries of what 

was deemed acceptable amongst working-class communities. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INDUSTRY AND POPULATION IN THE NORTH EAST, 

C.1790-1914 

The place is very impressive to me and though ghastly and frightful, 

very sublime & instructive - even enjoyable in its strangeness. I saw 

several masses of old house - and effects enough of smoke & cloud to 

have served Turner for a years work. 

John Ruskin, on Newcastle, 1863 1 

This chapter charts the major changes in the structure of industry in the North East across 

this period and looks at the accompanying pattern of population growth. There was much 

variation between the different regions of nineteenth-century England and within them. 

The contrast Ruskin identified between the antiquity of Newcastle and its industrial 

modernity could stand for much of Northumberland and Durham, as well as England. 

This was a period of tremendous change, but also of many continuities. Given such 

change and the variation in its impact, an appreciation of the manner in which the 

industry and the population of this region changed in the North East during this period is 

essential to understanding the experience and choices of working-class women. 

The North East in the Late Eighteenth Century 

1 John Ruskin to John James Ruskin, 13 -May 1863, describing his impression of Newcastle, quoted in 
Diane Sachko Macleod, 'Private and Public Patronage in Victorian Newcastle', Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes, 52 (1989), p. 189. 
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D.J. Rowe has characterised the North East of England in the eighteenth century as being 

a relatively simple pre-industrial society, largely agricultural and sparsely-populated, with 

poorly developed networks of travel and communication.2 The exception to this over-

generalisation was a small area along the Rivers Tyne and Wear, which dominated the 

region's commercial interests.3 Newcastle was established by the early eighteenth 

century as a vital stopping-point between London and Edinburgh, and operated as a 

distribution centre for the region. Goods from the rural hinterland, in the form of food, 

coal, and clothing were transported to and from the town. The town was also central to 

the distribution of goods from outside the region. For example, the region had no major 

distiller of spirits in the eighteenth century and relied upon goods from London in this 

trade. There were, in the last decade of the century, twenty eight merchants and dealers 

in spirits in Newcastle and Gateshead, ten in Sunderland and Bishopwearmouth, nine in 

Durham and only eight in Darlington and Stockton.4 

The region's reliance on maritime transport in goods was clear and the Tyne port 

was one of the busiest in England. Coal was central to the economy of Newcastle, as 

well as the region. Whilst fuel intensive industries, such as glassworks, took advantage 

of the cheaply available coal and flourished on the Tyne, the national importance of the 

town was secured through the role it played in the transport of coal to the capital, begun 

2 D.J. Rowe, 'The North East', in F.M.L. Thompson (ed.), The Cambridge Social History of Britain, 1750-
1950, val. i: Regions and Communities (Cambridge, 1992), p.418-19. 
3 See Joyce Ellis, 'The 'Black Indies'. The Economic Development of Newcastle, c. 1700-1840', in Robert 
Colis and Bill Lancaster (eds.), Newcastle upon Tyne: A Modern History (Chichester, 2001), pp. 1-26. 
4 J.A. Chartres, 'Spirits in the North-East? Gin and Other Vices in the Long Eighteenth Century'. in Helen 
Berry and Jeremy Gregory (eds.), Creating and Consuming Culfllre in North-East England, 1660-1830 
(Aldershot, 2004), p. 47. 
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in earnest during the seventeenth century.5 The output of coal on the River Tyne more 

than tripled during the eighteenth century, the majority of it travelling by sea down the 

east coast to London. Goods from the capital replaced coal on the return journeys and 

through this shipping trade Newcastle became almost a 'satellite' town to London.6 Defoe 

had described Newcastle as a 'spacious, extended, infinitely populous place' with 'the 

[second] longest and largest key for landing and loading goods that is to be seen in 

England.'7 In contrast, in the south of the region, Darlington was described as a post 

town that 'has nothing remarkable but dirt'. 8 The expansion of mercantile interests led to 

more sophisticated banking arrangements within the town; by the late 1780s there were 

five banks in Newcastle alone.9 

Newcastle was the administrative centre for the County of Northumberland. The 

local great and good were brought together in the town during the assizes and race week, 

which were accompanied by a procession of balls and dances. Fashionable society 

gathered at the Assembly Rooms (the first assembly being held in 1716), at plays (the 

Theatre Royal opening in 1778), and at associations (such as the Literary and 

Philosophical Society, where an evening could be spent 'agreeably and usefully'). 10 

Musical performances were held frequently, the local gentry contributing to regular 

5 E.L. Jones and M.E. Falkus, 'Urban Improvement and the English Economy in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries', in Peter Borsay (ed.), The Eighteenth Century Town. A Reader in English Urban 
History, /688-/820 (London, 1990), p. 125. 
6 Helen Berry, 'Prudent Luxury: The Metropolitan Tastes of Judith Baker, Durham Gentlewoman', in 
Penelope Lane and Rosemary Sweet (eds.), Women and Urban Life in Eighteenth Century England: 'On 
the Town' (Aldershot, 2003), p. 137. 
7 Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain ( 1727; Yale, 1991 ), p. 282. 
8 Ibid., p. 280. 
9 Norman McCord, North East England: AnEconomic·and Social History (London, 1979), p·.59. 
10 William Turner, Speculations on the Propriety of Establishing a Literary Society in Newcastle upon Tyne 
(Newcastle, 1793), p. 3. 
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subscription concerts from 1736. 11 New Assembly Rooms were built in between 1774-6, 

and were completed in a luxurious style, the 'scale of the building and its rich furnishing 

... outward signs of Newcastle's cultural ambition.' 12 Shops, tailors and circulating 

libraries provided, for those that could afford it, the most recent fashions from London 

and abroad. Printers in the town published more books than anywhere else in England 

outside London, and ranked only below London, Cambridge and Oxford as the most 

important printing centre in the country. 13 At a time when few provincial towns were 

able to support one local newspaper, Newcastle regularly had as many as three. 14 This 

was more than merely a 'pale reflection' of the London 'Season', as has been argued by 

Jones and Falkus. 15 

The dominance of Newcastle within the region 1s unsurpnsmg when it is 

considered that it was the fifth largest town in Britain at the start of the eighteenth 

century, behind London, Edinburgh, Norwich, and Bristol, and joint with Glasgow. 16 By 

mid-century Sunderland had crept up in size and was now one third the size of 

Newcastle. Novocastrians reacted with disbelief when it was revealed in the early 1800s 

that Sunderland boasted a population now only a third smaller than that of Newcastle. 17 

There were calls for a recount of the census and confusion as to how the status of 

Newcastle as the most prominent town in the North East could have been so rapidly 

11 Peter Borsay, 'The English Urban Renaissance: The Development of Provincial Urban Culture, c.l680-
c.l760', in Borsay (ed.), The Eighteenth Century Town, p. 163. 
12 Helen Berry, 'Creating Polite Space: The Organisation and Social Function of the Newcastle Assembly 
Rooms' in Berry and Gregory (eds.), Creating and Consuming Culture, p. 138. 
13 John Brewer, Pleasures of the Imagination: The Emergence of English Culture in the Eighteenth Century 
(London, 1997), p.504. 
14 Three of the most prominent being the Newcastle Courant, published 1711-1802, the Newcastle Journal, 
1739-88, and the Newcastle Chronicle, 1764-present. 
15 Jones and Falkus, 'Urban Improvement and the English Economy', p. 142. 
16 Joyce Ellis, The Georgian Town, 1680-1840 (Basingstoke, 2001), Appendix I, pp. 148-9. 
17 Sunderland was the nineteenth largest urban settlement in Englarid c.l750 and the fifteenth in 1801. ·see, 
E. Wrigley, 'Urban Growth and Agricultural Change: England and the Continent in the Early Modern 
Period', in Borsay (ed.), The Eighteenth Century Town, p. 42. 
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impinged upon. In reality, the eighteenth century had seen almost every traditional 

regional centre overtaken by the pace of growth in ports and newer industrial towns; only 

Newcastle and Bristol kept up with the rapid expansion of these areas. 18 Sunderland had 

enjoyed a great deal of prosperity in the shipping and coal trade, but its geographical 

location on the coast, sufficiently wayward from the routes travelled by visitors passing 

through the region, ensured it was overshadowed by its prosperous neighbour on the 

Tyne. 

Beyond settlements on the Tyne and Wear, growth in the region was slower, and 

would remain so until the 1820s, though the pace of economic change had picked up 

from the 1760s. 19 Durham and Darlington enjoyed minor status in this period, though 

Durham had clear ecclesiastical importance and was more closely associated with the 

gentry than Newcastle. Durham was also the administrative centre of County Durham, 

though in less spectacular style than Newcastle, and it lacked a dedicated Assembly 

Room. Concerts, as in Newcastle, were well attended, and a performance of Handel's 

Alexander's Feast in 1749 was praised as equal to or better than those in London.20 

Darlington could boast a significant textile industry in the eighteenth century. 21 In 17 49, 

the Universal Magazine claimed it to be the 'most noted place in all the world for the 

linen manufacture of that sort called huckaback, so much used for table clothes and 

napkins. '22 The quality of Darlington sheeting, damask and huckaback was realised in the 

18 Wrigley, 'Urban Growth and Agricultural Change', p. 78. 
19 McCord, North East England, p. 25 
20 Newcastle Courant, 18 November 1749, quoted in Rebecca King, 'Aspects of Sociability in the North 
East of England, 1600-1750', Ph.D. thesis (University of Durham, 2001 ), p. 239. 
21 M.W. Kirby, Men of Business and Politics. The Rise and Fall of the Quaker Pease Dynasty of North 
East England. 1700-1943 (London, 1984 ), p.3. See also, Mary H. Pease, Henry Pease. A short story of his 
life (London, 1897), p. 3. 
22 Quoted in Norman Sunderland, A History of Darlington (Darlington, 1967), p. 68. 
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trade it received from London residents, as well as within the North East.23 

Manufacturers at Barnard Castle and Durham contributed to the region's textile industry 

on a smaller scale. Darlington was also important in providing goods and services to 

South Durham, and it too could boast banking facilities before the end of the century. 24 

Mining although important in this period was restricted by the relatively basic 

extraction processes and the high cost of transporting the coal from land locked coal 

fields to ports and agriculture remained the most significant economic activity within the 

region as a whole. The quality of Northumberland farming was recognised nationally, 

and was essential to the livelihood of market towns?5 Regular cattle markets were held 

at Newcastle, Morpeth, Durham, Darlington and Barnard Castle, and hiring fairs in 

Newcastle, Durham, Morpeth and elsewhere provided regular boosts to the local 

economy.26 Even as late as 1851 agriculture in Northumberland employed twice as many 

people as coal mining. One has to be careful in drawing too clear a distinction between 

agriculture, mining and other industries in this period. Many trades utilised similar 

techniques in relation to man- and animal-power. Workers moving between these sectors 

would have recognized a demand for a set of similar skills and knowledge. 

Whilst links with other parts of England and the world had been well-established 

by sea before the eighteenth century, most especially from the Tyne, travel within the 

region was slow and treacherous, and long distance travel the preserve of the rich. 27 

Newcastle was central to communication with the rest of the region and England. At 

23 Edward Hughes, North Country Life in the Eighteenth Century (Oxford, 1952), p. 54. 
24 The Backhouse Bank was founded in 1774 
25 See J.Bailey and G. Gu,IJey, General view of the Agriculture of Northumberland, Cumberland and - ------
26 Hughes, North Country Life, p. 143. 
27 See Rowe, 'The North East'. 
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mid-century it took three days to travel from Newcastle to York by coach. By the end of 

the century there were seven daily services from Newcastle departing to London, 

Edinburgh, and Carlisle, as well as to destinations in Northumberland and Durham. 

There were also regular, if not always numerous, coach services to most destinations of 

note in the North East. 28 

At the end of the eighteenth century the region had little economic importance on 

a national scale beyond coal, yet by the early twentieth century the North East was 

recognized as an essential contributor to England's economy. The growth of industry in 

the nineteenth century was closely tied to the expansion of population in the region. 

Population Growth, 1801-1851 

The population of County Durham in 1801 was 160,000, that of Northumberland 

158,000. By 1851 their respective populations had grown to 411,000 and 304,000. The 

rate of growth in the region as a whole was below the average for England before 1821, 

and it was not until the figures from 1831 that growth began to outpace the national 

average.29 

28 Norman McCord and Richard Thompson, The Northern Counties frotn AD 1000 (London, -1998), p. 194. 
29 As it would continue to do for the remainder of the century. These and the following figures are taken 
from the censuses of 1841 and 1851. 
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Table 1.1 Comparative Statement of Population, 1801-51, Showing the Percentage 
Increase of Population in Durham and Northumberland 

1801 % 1811 % 1821 % 1831 % 1841 %* 1851 

Durham 160,361 II 177,625 17 207,673 22 253,910 27.7 324,277 26.2 411,532 

N'land 157,101 9 172,161 15 198,965 12 222,912 12.2 250,268 14 303,535 

England 14.5 17.5 16 14.5 10.5 

Sources: Census 1841, 1851. *In 1851 figures from Poor Law Unions that extended across county borders 
were assigned as a whole to the Registration County in which the greater part of that District was 
enumerated. This causes some discrepancy in the figures. The percentage increase 1841-1851 is taken 
using the 1851 boundaries. 

As is clear from Table 1.1, it was in County Durham where much of this population 

growth was situated - it experienced growth at almost twice the national average between 

1831 and 1851. Growth was not uniform across the region and there were areas of 

distinct local growth. Although by 1841 Newcastle had slipped in the ranking of largest 

British towns to ninth, it remained the largest town between Edinburgh and Leeds, with a 

population of 90,000. Sunderland had by this time risen up the rankings to joint 

nineteenth, with Tynemouth joint thirty second.30 The population of Gateshead grew by 

over 60% between 1831 and 1851, rising from 15,000 to 25,000, whilst Jarrow grew from 

a population of 1,500 in 1801 to 4,000 by 1851.31 Elswick was still a small village to the 

west of Newcastle in 1811, with a population less than 400. By 1851 it had a population 

of over 3,500, only a few years after an engineering works had opened.32 Whilst in 

Northumberland population growth was focused on the Tyne, as settlements expanded 

30 Ellis, The Georgian Town, p. 148-9; and, Joyce Ellis, Regional and County Centres, 1700-1840', in Peter 
Clark (ed.), The Cambridge Urban History of England, vol. ii: 1540-1840 (Cambridge, 2000), p. 679. 
31 Norman McCord, 'Some Aspects of North-East England in the Nineteenth Century', Northern History, 7 
( 1972), p. 73. 
32 D.J. Rowe, 'The Economy of the North-East in the Nineteenth Century: A Survey with a Bibliography of 
Works Published Since 1945', Northern History, 6 (1971), p. 121. 
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along the river, the pattern was more variable in Durham. Though the growth of 

settlements on the Wear and the Tees accounted for some of the overall increase in 

population in Durham, much of the increase was due to the rapid expansion of collieries. 

Hetton-le-Hole was a small rural village in 1820, but the opening of Hetton Lyons 

Colliery, and two smaller collieries at nearby Eppleton and Elemore, during the 1820s 

gave rise to a population of almost 6,000 by 1831.33 Thornley, in the 20 years from 1831 

expanded from housing 50 persons to over 2,700.34 The regional colliery population was 

highly mobile in this period, travelling from within County Durham and Northumberland 

to newly won pits and they were often joined by workers from outside the region. As 

much as 45% of the total increase in population between 1831 and 1841 can be attributed 

to migration from outside the North East. 35 

What then of the sex balance of the North East in this period? Females 

outnumbered males in both counties until 1851. In 1841, females made up 50.6% of the 

population in County Durham, 51.5% in Northumberland, and 51% in England and 

Wales. In 1851 the figures slid to 49.8% in Durham and 50.9% in Northumberland, 

compared to a national average of 51%. Figures relating to the increase of population at 

each decennial period reveal further trends in this period. 

33 Michael Sill, 'Mid Nineteenth Century Labour Mobility: The Case of the Coal Miners of Hetton-le-Hole, 
County Durham', Local Population Studies, 22 ( 1979), pp. 44-50. 
34 Robert Colis, The Pitmen of the Northern Coalfield. Work, Culture and Protest, I 790- I 850 (Manchester, 
1987), p. 123. 

J.W. House, NorthEastern England: Population Movements and the Landscape Since tne Early 
Nineteenth Century (Newcastle, 1954 ), p. 51. Migrants typically came from areas of economic depression, 
such as Ireland and later East Anglia, or areas with similar industries, as well as from adjacent counties. 
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Table 1.2 The Increase of Males and Females in the Population of Durham and 
Northumberland with Sex Balance of that Growth, 1801-1851 

1801- % 1811- % 1821- % 1831- % 1841-
1811 1821 1831 1841 1851 

Durham Males 8392 50.5 15105 51.4 22350 48.7 40492 54.1 43284 

Durham Females 8231 49.5 14305 49.6 23507 51.3 34311 45.9 39716 

N'land Males 7226 47.6 16286 55.5 10933 44.9 15661 54.6 18342 

N'land Females 7965 52.4 13034 44.5 13437 55.1 13016 45.4 16876 

England Males 575452 48.6 907203 53 864737 48.4 903712 49 900916 

England Females 609261 51.4 806170 47 918876 51.6 940623 51 952087 

Source: Appendix, Table 4, Census 1851. 

% 

52.2 

47.8 

52 

48 

48.6 

51.4 

Although these figures relate only to the increase of males and females, rather than the 

overall figures, it can be seen that after 1831 Durham and Northumberland buck the 

trends in the national pattern that they had previously aligned to. Northumberland was 

attracting more men to the region, even if in 1851 females were still in the majority 

overall. In Durham that 50.2% of the region's population was female disguised the 

quickening imbalance of population growth it was experiencing in favour of men. 

Again, there were areas of concentration in this growth. Stockton in 1841 had a 

population of 29,789, and 400 more females than males. By 1851 the population had 

leapt to 52,934, males outnumbering females now by over 600. In Gateshead there were 

sixty five more females than men in 1841; within ten years the population had grown by 

25%, men now outnumbering women by 350.36 There were places where this pattern was 

not replicated. Mining areas such as Auckland and Easington, which had grown rapidly 

36 These and following figures are obtained from Census 1841, 1851. 
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during the 1820s and 1830s, saw some movement towards a balancing of the population 

by 1851, though men still outnumbered women overall and in terms of new arrivals. In 

Newcastle, Tynemouth and Sunderland, women outnumbered men by up to three 

thousand. That these were port towns and many men would have been employed at sea 

helps explain some of the difference, though these towns undoubtedly attracted migrant 

females. 

Table 1.3 Females as a Percentage ofthe Population, Aged 15-40, in County Durham, 
1841 

15-20 20-25 25-30 30-35 35-40 

Principal Towns 50.5% 53% 52% 53% 52% 

Remainder of County 48.2% 47.3% 47.3% 48.4% 48% 

Total of County 49.6% 50.8% 50.2% 51.1% 50.5% 

Table 1.4 Females as a Percentage of the Population, Aged 15-40, in Northumberland, 
1841 

15-20 20-25 25-30 30-35 35-40 

Principal Towns 51.4% 53.9% 53% 52.45 51.8% 

Remainder of County 51.5% 52% 52% 51.1% 50.5% 

Total of County 51.4% 53.3% 52.6% 52% 51.4 
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Table 1.5 Females as a Percentage of the Population, Aged 15-40, in England, 1841 

15-20 20-25 25-30 30-35 35-40 

Principal Towns 52.5% 55.1% 53.6% 52.7% 51.9% 

Remainder of England 48.4% 50.9% 50.9% 50.2% 49.5% 

Total of England 50.8% 53.5% 52.5% 51.8% 50.9% 

Source: Census 1841. 

It would be expected that females would be well represented among young town 

dwellers, and the census confirms this. 37 Females accounted for just under 62% of 

persons aged twenty to twenty five in Tynemouth, 61% in South Shields, 60% in 

Hexham, 57% in Sunderland, 56% in Darlington, and 53% in Durham City, though the 

figures fell as low as 45% in the lead-mining area of Allendale. The above tables suggest 

the importance of the principal towns in both Northumberland and Durham as sites of 

dwelling for young females, though both fall below the figures for England as a whole. 

Although in Northumberland this was because the proportion of females was fairly steady 

in both principal towns and elsewhere, this is not the case with Durham. Whilst in the 

age group fifteen to forty as a whole women were in the majority in all of the principal 

towns, the balance was reversed elsewhere in the county. National figures show a similar 

tendency, though the trend is decidedly more marked in County Durham. The distinction 

was clear even a short distance from towns, as shown by figures from 1851, which 

encompassed the population living within the districts of the Poor Law Unions as a whole 

rather than just the towns. Females in the district of Tynemouth constituted only 48% of 

the population aged tw(!nty to twenty five: in South Shields, 51%; Hexham, 53%; 

37 Ellis, The Georgian Town, p. 30. 
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Sunderland, 53%; Morpeth, 46%. These figures are consistent with those of other age 

groups. This is in stark contrast to the statistics relating to towns in 1841 and 1851. In 

mid-century Durham City, 54% of the 20-25 year old population was female, in contrast 

to 45% in Durham Poor Law Union. Although it would be tempting to conclude that 

women increasingly moved into larger urban settlements within the county, a large part 

of the difference must also be explained by male migration from urban areas to newly 

established collieries. 38 The rapid expansion of many of the smaller settlements in 

County Durham, between 1830 and 1850, meant that there were few indigenous females 

to migrate from those areas into the towns, and certainly not in the numbers necessary to 

account for the difference. Rather, it might be concluded that the expansion of industry 

outside of larger urban settlements in Durham resulted in more remote rural areas being 

swamped with male labourers and that towns were particularly successful at retaining 

their female population whilst drawing in younger females from the immediate 

hinterland. 

The Growth of Industry, 1800-50 

Over the course of this fifty year period the output of coal from the region rose from 4.5 

million to 10.5 million tons.39 Shipments from the Tyne alone doubled between 1831 and 

1851. In a fifteen-year period after 1830 the export of coal from the Tyne rose six-fold to 

over one million tons. The expansion of the coal mining industry in the region was 

38 See House, North Eastern England. 
39 The following section is based upon McCord, North East England; Rowe, 'The North East'; Rowe, 'The 
_Economy of the North-East'; Colis, The Pitmen of the Northern Coalfield; and, James Alan Jaffe, 'Economy 
and Community in Industrializing England: The Durham Mining Region Before 1840', Ph.D. thesis 
(Columbia University, 1984). 
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fuelled by demand from London and abroad. Such growth was made possible thanks to 

technological advancements and the reduction in export and coastwise duties.40 Deeper 

pits could be sunk as steam power was increasingly used to pump water from the seam to 

the surface, whilst the cost of transporting the coal from the collieries was reduced by the 

use of wagon ways. In South Durham the growth of railways allowed the connection of 

landlocked coalfields with ports on Teeside: 'The coal-fields of this district' were 

'intimately connected with the railway system, both in its origin and maintenance'.41 The 

demand for coal encouraged exploratory sinkings. The coal seam at Hetton was topped 

by a layer of limestone and extraction was thought too costly to be workable. The 

success of the colliery at Hetton during the 1820s led to a general expansion on the East 

Durham coalfield despite the high costs involved breaking through the limestone and the 

risk to capital investors. 

Coal mining wages were generally high and those employed directly in coal 

mining more than tripled from 12,000 to 40,000. The average colliery in England at the 

end of this period was said to employ less than one hundred above and below ground. 

The smaller collieries around Newcastle frequently employed three times that number 

and those in Durham many more again.42 The 1841 census revealed around 15% of the 

male population in the North East was directly employed in coal mining. Once those 

industries reliant upon the coal trade - engineers, shipwrights, sailors, glassworks, 

chemical works - are taken into account the figure becomes much larger. 

40 In 1831 export duties were reduced, and in 1845 abolished, for British colliers. 
41 W.G. Armstrong, I. Bell and J. Taylor (eds.), Industrial Resources of the District of the Three Northern 
Rivers, The Tyne, Wear, and Tees, Including the Reports on the Local Manufactures (London, 1864), p. 
xviii. 
42 Maxine Berg, 'Factories, Workshops and Industrial Organisation', in Roderick Floud and D.N. 
McCloskey (eds.), The Economic History of Britain Since 1700 (Cambridge, 1997), p. 140. 
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The glass and chemical industries were the most important national industries 

besides coal in the early nineteenth century and were centred on the Tyne. The Cookson 

glass factory at South Shields was the largest producer in the country by the 1830s, 

Tyneside as a whole producing over 25% of England's output, although there was not 

significant national consumption.43 At mid-century the region's chemical works 

employed over 3,000, just under half of the total workforce in the industry. The largest 

manufacturer of pottery at mid-century, C.T. Maling, was based on Tyneside, whilst by 

1820 over 300,000 pottery pieces were being shipped from Wearside. At South Shields 

7% of the occupied workforce was employed in glass, pottery and chemicals in 1851, and 

5.5% at Gateshead.44 The construction of wooden sailing ships on the Tyne and the Wear 

expanded during this period, especially at Sunderland, though the industry was typified 

by a large number of small-scale enterprises and subsidiary industries such as sailcloth 

production. In other textile manufacture the mill at Darlington remained an important 

employer in this period, though the business lacked the vibrancy of Lancashire and 

elsewhere.45 A quarter of occupied adult males were employed at textile works in the 

town in 1831, but the industry was more generally marked by decline in this period. 

There were smaller textile manufacturers at Alnwick, Durham, Barnard Castle, Morpeth 

and Hexham in this period, but most were short lived and few survived beyond the 1830s. 

The development of railways ensured steady advancements in the region's 

engineering industry, though its importance in creating a modern transport network 

impacted upon the region more widely. The railway between Carlisle and Newcastle was 

43 See further, George Hodgson, The History of South Shields (Newcastle, 1924), pp. 238-248. 
44 Figures from D.J. Rowe, 'Occupations in Northumberland and Durham; 1851-1911 ',Northern History, 8 
(1973 ), pp. 119-31. 
45 C.B. Phillips and J.H. Smith, Lancashire and Cheshire from AD 1540 (London, 1994), passim. 
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completed between 1829 and 1839 in stages, in addition to a connection to North Shields. 

Gateshead, Sunderland and South Shields were connected by rail in 1840, Newcastle and 

Darlington in 1844, Berwick and Newcastle 184 7, and with the completion of track over 

the River Tyne it was possible by 1849 to travel from London to Edinburgh without 

changing. Upon the completion of the Stockton and Darlington Railway in 1825, the 

Newcastle Courant praised the benefits the 25 mile length of track would bring: '[it] will 

open the London market in the collieries in the western part of the county of Durham, as 

well as facilitate the obtaining of fuel to the country along its line, and the northern parts 

of Yorkshire.'46 This track, in providing a pathway for the transportation of coal from 

South Durham to the sea, was responsible for the growth of Teesside. Stockton proved to 

be unsuitable as a point at which to transport the coal brought by railway to seaborne 

vessels and a point on the South bank of the River Tees was found. The railway 

extension to Middlesbrough was completed in 1830. By 1851 96,000 people were 

situated on Teesside. 60% of this population lived in settlements of less than 2,000, 

though Middlesbrough had grown from a minute hamlet of 40 in the 1820s to housing 

over 7,400 in 1851. However, the economy of Middlesbrough was far from secure in this 

period as it faced competition from rival shippers of coal, not only from the Tyne and the 

Wear but from the increasingly sophisticated national network of rail that had initiated its 

initial growth. 

The expansion of the railway network across the North East had allowed for a 

greater freedom of movement than had ever experienced before and was essential to the 

growth of industry. This growth and mobility could carry a heavy price for smaller trades 

as they were brought into fierce competition with urban economies: 'The better class' of 

46 Newcastle Courant, I October 1825. 
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North Shields and Hexham were said to have gone 'to Newcastle, where there is greater 

choice', and did so with greater ease when they were connected by rail.47 Morpeth in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century was a prosperous market town. Its cattle market 

supplied the whole district ensuring extra trade for hotels, pubs and shops as butchers 

from around the region travelled there to purchase stock.48 The opening of a cattle 

market in Newcastle in July 1830, and improved transport links to the town, removed at a 

stroke the majority of Morpeth's cattle custom and undermined its whole economy. 

Previously, butchers from as far as Sunderland had travelled to Morpeth for stock.49 

Likewise, although in 1832 tanning was considered the most 'staple and important trade' 

of the town, by 1852 its biggest tanner had closed and the industry had almost 

disappeared by 1870 in the face of urban competition. 50 

This period had seen a quickening of pace in the industrial development of the 

North East, although, coal excepted, this had mostly come in smaller, secondary 

industries. The region had little economic importance nationally beyond its mining 

industry. The rapid rise of the region's iron and steel industries, such as engineering and 

iron shipbuilding, in the latter half of the century gave the North East a 'commanding 

importance in the national economy.'51 This was accompanied by an extraordinary 

expansion in the region's population. 

Population Growth, 1851-1911 

47 Francis Mewburn, The Larclifield Diary. Extracts from the Diary of the Late Mr Mewbum, First 
Railway Solicitor (London, 1876), p. 66. 
48 See for example the description of a Sunderland butcher's regular travels to Morpeth in, Taylor Potts, 
Sunderland: A History of the Town, Port, Trade and Commerce (Sunderland, 1892), p. 31. 
491bid., p. 31. .. 
50 Ian Willis, 'Morpeth: A Northumbrian Market Town in ihe Nineteenth Century', in T.E.-Faulkner (ed.), 
Northumbrian Panorama: Studies in the History and Culture of North East England (London, 1996), p. 78. 
51 Rowe, 'The Economy of the North-East', p. 132. 

23 



By 1911 over two million people resided in the North East; more than an eight fold 

growth from 1801. The expansion in population was above the average for England 

throughout the second half of the century, although less marked in Northumberland. The 

population of this county had grown 230% from mid-century, to just below 700,000, 

though this was dwarfed by the growth of County Durham whose population grew by 

333%, to approximately 1,370,000. Durham had experienced above average population 

growth in the final three decades of this period, though the fastest rates of increase in this 

county were concentrated in the decades before 1881. As can be seen in Table 1.6, 

Northumberland enjoyed steady, if unspectacular, growth prior to 1891.52 

52 If figures are taken from population growth in England and Wales, Northumberland does not surpass the 
average until 1891. 
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Table 1.6 Comparative Statement of Population, 1851-1911, Showing the Percentage Increase of Population in Durham and 
Northumberland as Compared to England 

1851 % 1861 % 1871 % 1881 % 1891 % 1901 % 1911 

Durham 411,532 31.7 542,125 26.3 685,045 27.7 875,166 17 1,024,369 15.9 1,187361 15.3 1,369860 

N'land 303,535 12.9 343,025 12.8 386,959 12.2 434,086 16.5 506,030 19.3 603,498 15.5 696,898 

England 11.8 11.7 13.2 8.9 9.8 7.6 

Sources: Census's 1851-191 I 

Table 1.7 Males as a Percentage of Population in County Durham and Northumberland, 1851-1911, as Compared to England and 
Wales 

1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 

Durham 50.21 50.89 51.53 51.17 50.94 50.7 50.4 

Northumberland 49.14 49.75 49.83 49.73 49.86 50.14 49.72 

England & Wales 48.89 48.7 48.63 48.66 48.45 48.35 47.1 

L_ -

Sources: Census's 1851-1911 
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Whilst the rate of population increase in Durham began to slow after 1881, its neighbour 

enjoyed a period of growth well above the national average. Naturally, population 

change was not spread evenly within the counties, and certain areas followed patterns 

distinct from the county average. Elswick continued the rapid growth it had experienced 

during the 1840s. In the decade after 1851 the population more than quadrupled to reach 

over 14,000. By 1861 more people were employed by the Armstrong Engineering works 

at Elswick than had lived there ten years previously.53 The population of Sunderland, 

Gateshead and Tynemouth all grew by more than 20% between 1851 and 1861,54 whilst 

the county borough of Newcastle experienced population growth that was generally 

above the average rate of Northumberland: it was almost double the county average 

between 1851-61 and 1881-91, though less then half during 1901-11.55 In rural 

Northumberland, districts economically reliant upon farming saw a decline in their 

population. Between 1851 and 1861, six of the twelve Northumberland registration 

counties recorded a drop in population.56 Though there was some growth in these areas 

towards the end of the century, these rural districts were generally less populated in 1901 

than 1851. In common with Durham throughout the nineteenth century, areas that 

experienced population growth outside of urban settlements were generally associated 

with mining. Bedlington, in the district of Morpeth, grew by over 50% in the ten years 

after 1850, whilst Bishop Auckland in the same period expanded by over 75%. 

53 Rowe, 'The Economy of the North East', p.l21. 
54 These and the following figures are taken from the relevant population Census. 
55 Michael Barke, 'The People of Newcastle: A Democratic History', in Colis and Lancaster (eds.), 

_Newcastle upon Tyne, p. 135. 
56 These were Alnwick ( -0.3% ), Berwick (-I 0.2%) ,Belford ( -9.8% ), Glendale ( -8.6% ), Rothbury ( -3.9%) 
and Haltwhistle ( -8.9% ). 
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The greatest growth regionally occurred in South Durham, around the River Tees. 

In the thirty years before 1881 the population had more than trebled to over 300,000, as 

workers flooded into the area to take up jobs in the rapidly developing iron and steel 

industry. By the 1880s, 35,000 people resided in Darlington and 41,000 in Stockton. 

The growth of Middlesbrough was the most rapid. A population of 7,000 in 1851 grew to 

56,000 by 1881, and almost 100,000 by the end of the century. 

Inward migration was a principal factor in this growth, especially before the 

1870s. From the 1880s natural increase played a more dominant role in the region as a 

whole, though inward migration could still play a part in certain localities; the sinking of 

two new shafts at North Walbottle in the 1890s attracted 'Irish, Scots and Welsh ... into 

the district to work at the new pit.'57 Young males made up the bulk of these migrants. 

In 1871, the Irish in Middlesbrough accounted for 10% of the total population, but 20% 

of adult males. 58 Durham had the lowest female-to-male ratio of any English county in 

1871 and this continued to be the case until the end of the century. Northumberland's 

female-to-male ratio was slightly lower than the national average in this period, although 

females outnumbered males in every census year, except 1901 (see Table 1.7). As can be 

seen in Table 1.8, the population growth of Durham, fuelled by inward migration, was 

over balanced in the favour of males for the period before 1880. Thereafter, the trend 

was reversed and followed more closely the national pattern, reflected in the overall sex 

balance of the county in Table 1.7.59 The sex balance of Northumberland's growth 

57 TWAS, DX 20 I I I, Reminiscences of J. Allison, Miner, of North Walbottle. See also, House, North 
Eastern England. 
58 Malcolm Chase, 'The Teeside Irish in the Nineteenth century', Cleveland and Teeside Local History 
Society, 69 (1995), p. 5 
59 The percentage of males remained above the national average suggesting the continuing importance of 
inward male migration to population growth. 
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fluctuated, mostly favouring men until the end of the century, though the modest 

expansion of population experienced by the county prior to 1881 prevented males 

outnumbering females until 1901. 

The pattern of sex balance amongst urban and rural dwellers is complicated in the 

latter half of this century.60 In County Durham, the rapid expansion of Stockton and 

Middlesbrough resulted in urban settlements dominated by young men. In 1871 only 

39% of the population aged 20-25 in Middlesbrough was female, though this had risen to 

46% by 1891. There did, however, remain a high proportion of women in most principal 

towns. Sunderland and Durham City continued to be populated by more young women 

than men: 54% of those aged 20-30 in 1901 were female. In the larger towns, pockets of 

industry created areas with a large sex imbalance. In 1861, St Nicholas parish of 

Newcastle, held a population that was only 38% female, in contrast to the neighbouring 

parish of a similar size, St Andrews, where the figure was 55%. However, by 1891 the 

balance in both parishes was nearer the average for Newcastle as a whole, reflecting an 

overall trend towards equilibrium in the sex balance during this period.61 Established 

mining areas in the county furthered the trend they had previously experienced towards 

equilibrium, as families settled. Natural growth contributed increasingly to population 

growth, though there continued to be a marked difference, especially in the younger age 

ranges, at newly won collieries, such as at Bedlington and Ashington. In areas of 

economic decline, such as Allendale, where lead-mining had begun to decline during the 

third quarter of the century, the picture from the first half of the century reversed. The 

60 The changing nature of this balance within this period is difficult to establish with sufficient accuracy due 
to the different boundaries used by successive censuses. As such representative examples-are used. 
61 Females accounted for 48% of the population at St Nicholas, 52% at St Andrews and 51% in Newcastle 
as a whole. 
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Table 1.8 The Increase of Males and Females in Durham and Northumberland, with the Sex Balance of that growth 1851-1911 

1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 
- % - % - % - % - % - % 

1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 1911 

Durham Male 46,792 53.6 77,128 54 94,829 49.9 73,960 49.6 80.635 49.4 88,030 48.3 

Durham Female 40,463 46.4 65,792 46 95,292 50.1 75,243 50.4 82,470 50.6 94,356 51.7 

N'landMale 27,887 52.4 22,136 50.4 23,081 49 36,401 50.6 49,850 51.5 44,585 47.4 

N'land Female 25,380 47.6 21,798 49.6 24,046 51 35.543 49.4 46,939 48.5 49,494 52.6 

England & Wales M 1,079,811 47.2 1,198,004 48 1,599,499 48.9 1,412,999 46.7 I ,675,712 47.5 1,716.995 48.5 

England & Wales F 1,207,092 52.8 1,296,433 52 1,670,832 51.1 1,615,087 53.3 1,849,606 52.5 1,825,654 51.5 

Sources: Census's 1851-1911 
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population here declined by almost 40% from 1851-1891: of the remaining inhabitants 

females constituted over 53%. Bellingham suffered a similar fate. The discovery of iron 

ore during 1847 brought with it an influx of 'dirty, ill-conditioned Irish labourers'; the 

subsequent realisation that the deposit was too thin to be mined economically ensured 

their hasty departure. 62 

Industrial Expansion and Rural Decline, 1851-1914 

The North East in the second half of the nineteenth-century witnessed rapid industrial 

growth. On the Rivers Tyne and Wear population growth coincided with the 

development and maturity of the engineering and shipbuilding industries, whilst the 

discovery of iron ore in southern Durham sparked the growth of the iron and steel 

industry based upon the River Tees. Although iron shipbuilding began on the Tyne 

during the 1840s, the first iron steamer launching from Walker in 1842, little progress 

was made in the industry until the 1850s. Demand was mostly for wooden colliers and it 

was not until the increasing cost of transportation by railway had impacted considerably 

upon the sale of coal to the London market that an iron screw collier- the 'John Bowes'-

was designed. This was capable of making the journey from the North East to London 

and back in five days with a cargo of 650 tons: it took two wooden colliers nearly six 

times as long to transport the same amount. The success of the 'John Bowes' was credited 

by local industrial leaders with 'the important development of iron shipbuilding in this 

district, and the fact that we continue to supply so largely the London market with 

62 L.E.O. Charlton, The Recollections of a Nortlwmbrian Lady, 1815-1866, Being the Memoirs of Barbara 
Charlton (London, 1949), p. 181. 
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coals.'63 In 1853, the year after the launch of the 'John Bowes', an iron ship was built on 

the Wear, followed closely by vessels from the Tees. By the early 1860s around one 

million tons of coal a year was transported by iron screw steamer from the North East to 

London. As an exporter, Newcastle was the second most important port in the country by 

1883.64 As well as ships built for cargo, two shipbuilders on the River Tyne, Palmers and 

Armstrong, dominated the construction of naval ships: ninety warships were launched 

from the Tyne in the years 1893-4 alone. 65 The annual finished tonnage of iron ships 

from the region more than quadrupled in the forty years from 1860 to almost 500,000 

tons.66 The North East was responsible for around a quarter of worldwide new 

shipbuilding by 1901, and by the end of this period employed over 50,000 workmen -

half the total employed in shipping within Britain67
- up from less than 10,000 in 1862.68 

The boom in shipbuilding impacted upon other industries, creating a demand for iron and 

steel, which accordingly increased local demand on the coal supply. It also created a new 

market for those concerned with the 'importation of timber, the construction of engines, 

and the supply of anchors, chains, sails, &c.'69 Conversely, a decline in shipbuilding had 

a negative effect upon these reliant trades. 

63 Armstrong, Bell and Taylor (eds.), Industrial Resources, p. 241. The work of the Tyne Improvement 
Committee in the second half of the century was essential in improving access to the River Tyne and 
helped ensured facilities here were superior to those on the Wear and Tees. 
64 This is based on export tonnage, rather than export value, where Newcastle would lie sixth. Oliver 
Lendrum, 'An Integrated Elite. Newcastle's Economic Development, 1840-1914', in Colis and Lancaster 
(eds.), Newcastle upon Tyne, p.29. 
65 McCord, 'Some Aspects of North-East England', p. 76. 
66 Rowe, 'The Economy of the North East', p. 136. 
67 Norman McCord, 'Some Aspects of Change in the Nineteenth Century North East', Northern History, 31 
(1995) p. 246. Though these figures were only reached during periods of good trade; see, Charles Russell, 
Social Problems of the North (London, 1913), p. 141. 
68 Armstrong, Bell and Taylor (eds.), Industrial Resources, p. 245. These figures are exclusive of those 
working in ancillary trades. 
69 Ibid., p. 246. 
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The discovery of iron ore near Middlesbrough in 1850 launched the iron industry 

on the Tees. The amount of pig iron smelted in the region during 1860 was almost 

660,000 tons, above that produced by Staffordshire and two-thirds of that produced in 

South Wales and Scotland. In other words, it had taken only ten years for the industry to 

compete and challenge with areas that had long established histories of iron production.70 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the North East was responsible for less than 

half a percent of national pig iron output; in 1850 the region produced 5% of overall 

output; by 1900 it produced more than a third of the nine million tons produced 

nationwide.71 In Middlesbrough 25% of the town's workforce was employed within the 

iron and steel industry and over 22% at Darlington; these employees were all male, iron 

and steel offering no employment opportunities for women.72 By 1887, a local 

newspaper complained that Darlington was becoming a 'residential town' and that there 

was 'not much hope it will become a great trade centre again', as it was in the late 

eighteenth century.73 The iron and steel industry's reliance upon exports left it open to 

fluctuations, and there were closures in the trade in the late 1870s. Whilst most branches 

of the industry survived cyclical trends in prosperity, none repeated the success of early 

growth. 

The growth of the iron and steel industries on Teeside increased the pressure on 

local supplies of coal. Consequently, the export tonnage of coal from the Tees declined 

in this period, though output increased. Coal mining dominated employment figures in 

both counties by the end of the century. In Northumberland those occupied in mining 

70 Ibid., p. 188. 
71 Rowe, 'The Economy of the North East', p. 134. 
72 David Taylor, Policing the Victorian Town. The Development of the Police in Middlesbrough, c./840-
/914 (Basingstoke, 2002), p. I 0 I; Gillian Cookson, The Towns cape of Darlington (Suffolk, 2003), p. 75. 
73 Northern Review, 5 February 1887. 
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increased from 11,000 at mid-century, to 37,000 in 1901. This represents an increase 

from less than 9% of those engaged in all employment to over 15%. By 1911 coal 

mining provided 20% of all employment in Northumberland to almost 55,000 miners. In 

County Durham the number employed as miners had more than trebled from 1851 to 

100,000 (accounting for 23% of all employment) rising to 152,000 in 1911 (30%). 74 This 

increasing demand for coal, not only from industry but from households, allowed the 

exploitation of seams in south east Northumberland. By 1891, Bedlington had more than 

trebled in size since 1851, whilst Ashington had grown from almost nothing to boasting a 

population of over 10,000: agriculture was replaced by coal. The demand for coal during 

this period led some owners to advertise for labourers in Deptford and East London. 75 

There was not only a movement of people into the North East, but great mobility within 

the two counties, especially from Northumberland to Durham: 'the amount of movement 

should lead us to reject the notion that Durham mining settlements were inward-looking, 

closed communities. '76 

In 1864 a hope was expressed that 'with our cheap fuel, magnificent and 

improving harbours, and enormous commerce' industry would continue to develop and 

'assist in maintaining, for the North of England, a very honourable rank in those industrial 

communities which contribute so largely to the welfare and prosperity of the British 

Empire.'77 Though, to an extent, this was borne out in the industries so far described, 

there were many trades that failed to take off in the second half of the century. Facing 

74 McCord, North East England, pp. 112, 117. 
75 Huw Beynon and Terry Austrin, Masters and Servants. Class and Patronage in the Making of a Labour 
Organisation. The Durham Miners and the English Political Tradition (London, 1994 ), p. 18. 
76 P. Norris, J.C. Dewdney and A.R. Townsend, 'Demographic and Social Change in the Durham Coalfield: 
(iii) Birthplace and migration, 1851-1881 ', University of Durham Geography Department, Census Research 
Unit, Working Paper 25 (Unpublished, June 1984). 
77 Armstrong, Bell and Taylor (eds.), Industrial Resources, p. 119. 
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stiff competition from home and abroad, but unable to compete successfully for the 

available capital and resources within the region, the chemical, pottery and glassmaking 

trades suffered major decline. Alkali works based on the River Tyne prospered during 

the 1860s, producing half of the national output, reaching a commercial peak in the 

1880s. 78 Yet, by 1900, the trade was almost non-existent. Pottery and glass making 

suffered a similar decline, in the face of foreign competition, despite investment in 

mechanising many of its processes. The manufacture of paper, though it enjoyed some 

success, never became more than a minor industry. During the first half of the century a 

number of small country mills, such as Houghton Mill at Hexham, became extinct. The 

trade was concentrated on the Rivers Tyne and Wear by the 1860s, where much of the 

work was done by machine, and the few factories that remained employed only a few 

hundred workers each. 79 

An important aspect of the region's economy away from heavy industry was the 

provision of goods and services. In rural areas retail facilities remained basic, but 

industrial development encouraged the extension and transformation of urban retail 

facilities. In the first half of the century this (;an best be seen in the proliferation of 

grocers, confectioners, drapers and butchers in urban areas and towards the end of the 

period in the development of large department stores such as Bainbridges and Fenwicks. 

Co-operative retailing was also popular, despite its stop-start nature in the ftrst half of the 

century. 80 The uneven impact of industrial expansion did, however, have an adverse 

78 Lendrum, 'An Integrated Elite', p. 42. 
79 Armstrong, Bell and Taylor (eds.), Industrial Resources, p. 217-23; McCord, North East England, p. 
142. 
80 SeeM. Purvis, 'Co-operative Retailing in England, 1835-50: Developments Beyond Rochdale', Northern 
History, 22 (1986), pp. 198-215. 
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effect on mral areas, that, unable to compete with urban centres and struggling to cope 

with dwindling populations, often saw a reduction in available services. 

Hexham and Morpeth suffered in the first half of the century from the competition 

that improved communications opened up. Hexham produced over 23,500 pairs of 

gloves a year in the early 1820s and suppmted four tanneries, though both trades fell into 

decline over the century. 81 These towns had begun to come to terms with the realities of 

the railway age from mid-century, coping with the contraction of their traditional 

function, in a similar fashion to how some mining communities managed to expand; by 

becoming a local centre for shops and facilities, providing for smaller settlements in the 

vicinity. A Morpeth doctor commented in 1867 that 'in the neighbourhood of the town, 

butchers' and grocers' carts were constantly met upon the road.' 82 That Hexham and 

Morpeth were connected to Newcastle by rail ensured a population growth in the second 

half of the century that was slow in comparison to many urban areas, but fast enough to 

'accommodate some change and modernisation as compared with villages whose 

population was stagnant. ' 83 As a result, new houses, shops and amenities were built in 

these market towns. There were attempts towards the end of the century to develop these 

towns as rural escapes from urban life, a point that the chairman of Morpeth's hydropathy 

business made clear in his description of their facilities as a release from the 'worry and 

bustle of pounds, shillings and pence.' 84 Hydropathy facilities were also built at Hexham 

81 A.B. Wright, An Essay Towards a History of Hexham: In Three parts: Illustrating its Ancient and its 
Present State, Civil and Ecclesiastical Economy, Antiquities and Statistics, with Descriptive Sketches of the 
Scenery and Natural History of the Neighbourhood (Alnwick, 1823), p. 26. 
82 Quoted in Willis, 'Morpeth: A Northumbrian Market Town', p. 81. 
83 D.J. Rowe, 'The Social and Economic Characteristics of Northumberland in the 1880s', in W.S.F. 
Pickering (ed.), A Social History of the Diocese of Newcastle /882-/982, (London, 1981 ), p. 10. 
84 Quoted in Alistair J. Durie, 'The Business of Hydropathy in the North of England, c.l850-1930', 
Northern History, 39 (2002), p. 54. 
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during the 1870s. Although the opening of the Newcastle to Berwick railway had in 

many ways contributed to the decline of trade at Morpeth and Hexham, it was this 

transport network running through the towns that ensured they did not suffer the fatal 

decline of many other rural settlements. The village of Etal, in the parish of Ford, 

maintained five shoemakers in 1845, all of whom could boast of 'thriving trade'. Sixty 

years later there was not a single shoemaker or cobbler in trade within the entire parish. 85 

At Stannington, a village five miles south of Morpeth, both its colliery and spinning mill 

had closed before mid-century. A description of the village in the early 1890s reveals the 

isolation these villages faced: there were no daily papers, residents had to travel to meet 

the postman, water had to be brought by horse and cart, whilst a market van went to 

Newcastle for supplies once a week.86 At the beginning of the twentieth century, a 

quarter of the population was made up of residents at a nearby reformatory housing boys 

from both Northumberland and Durham. 87 

The decline of these rural towns is often associated with a decrease in the overall 

importance of farming, but can more rightly be associated with the limited number of 

rural areas that adopted new procedures. Although the agricultural techniques used in 

Northumberland and Durham were regarded in the early 1800s as the most effective in 

the country, the use of modem methods was never widespread. Northumberland was 

more advanced than Durham and the more fertile eastern half of the county more than the 

west.88 The New Domesday survey of 1873 revealed that half of Northumberland was 

held in great estates of 2000 acres or more and it was these landlords whose wealth was 

85 Hastings M. Neville, A Corner in the North. Yesterday and Today with Border Folk (Newcastle, 1909), 

E· 8o. 
6 Northumberland Record Office (hereafter NRO), ZRI 52/24, Recollections of Stannington. 

87 Kelly's Trade Directory of Northumberland, (London, 191 0), p. 481. 
88 McCord, North East England, p. 27. 
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tied up in vast amounts of land who could afford, and found practical, to adopt more 

profitable approaches. Smaller farms on less fertile land could not compete with these 

bigger farms and the higher wages of Durham's burgeoning industries. Although farms 

in Northumberland hired fewer people as techniques improved, they still remained an 

important source of employment for many. Annual hirings attracted huge numbers, as at 

Alnwick in 1875, where between 2000 and 3000 people gathered to seek farm work. It 

was not until the serious agricultural depressions of the 1880s that owners reassessed the 

benefits of owning large amounts of land for farming and agriculture in Northumberland 

fell into serious decline. 

This chapter has outlined the broad changes that the North East experienced in its 

industry and population structure, at a regional level and in rural and urban areas. The 

changes predominantly favoured larger industries that almost exclusively hired only men; 

there was little, if any place for women within the industries that experienced the greatest 

growth in this region. The developments were not even across the region and this can be 

seen to have impacted upon the population growth and sex balance. A thorough 

understanding of the economic structure of the North East is vital to understand the 

experience of working-class women in the region. This, though, is not an economically 

deterministic account of female lives or of the creation of the female working classes. 

The structure of the regional economy and the differing circumstances of the urban and 

rural did have a great influence over the lives of working-class women (and men) as we 

will see in the following sections. This helped shape their political experiences but did 

not have a greater causal power over the direction of their lives than social factors. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

OF LIVING 

There are men who toil because work is a pleasure to them, and there are 

others who toil because work is a duty; but the great majority of mankind 

are only stimulated to labour, that in amount or character is distasteful to 

them, by the hope that they may be able, in the first place, to maintain 

themselves, and secondly to marry and maintain a family in that degree of 

comfort which they have come to regard as necessary. 1 

The nature of the work performed by women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

has received much attention by historians of gender and few monographs regarding the 

position of women in this period would be complete without some discussion of female 

employment. Yet, despite the numerous and varied considerations of the subject, this 

field of enquiry seems to have reached something of an impasse. Recent surveys have 

tended to modify aspects of our knowledge rather than challenge the manner in which the 

topic is approached. This is perhaps unsurprising given the voluminous nature of the 

historiography. There is a discrepancy, though, in the approach which many historians 

have taken. On the one hand they highlight the institutionalised subordination of women 

through legal, political and social practices, whilst on the other they utilise evidence from 

a small minority of women as demonstration of the 'possibilities for female agency' 

1 William Ogle, 'On Marriage Rates and Marriage Ages, with Special Reference to the Growth of 
Population', Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 53 ( 1890), p. 253. 
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within paid employment.2 The evidence used to describe the work of women is often 

derived from trades which were geographically concentrated, for example the potteries 

and textile mills. Though such trade was significant in certain localities, taken nationally 

they employed only a small number of female workers. Where historians have criticised 

these studies they have tended to utilise evidence taken from a national level. As such, 

they criticise individual studies for not properly accounting for regional differences, yet 

present too broad a picture, often based upon national figures, such as the census that can 

be unreliable unless contextualised within the individual localities they are derived from. 

This is not to suggest that such studies are unimportant, on the contrary it is one intention 

of this study to explore the sense of agency working-class women could exert. However, 

the evidence will come not only from a wide range of trades but from an area where rates 

of female employment were low, and it is proposed that the experiences of women here 

had more in common with that of English women in general, than the 'special cases' used 

in many discussions. The following section outlines some the key debates within the 

historiography of female employment. 

Women and Work: The Historical Debate 

One immediate problem to consider is how the historian defines 'women's work'. Does 

one take a narrow view and consider only paid employment, thus running the risk of 

under-valuing women's work as a whole, or include work that was done for sale or 

exchange, though this might be difficult to distinguish from work that contributed solely 

2 See, for example, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes. Men and Women of the 
English Middle Class 1780-1850 (1987; London, 2002). See further, Kathryn Gleadle, British Women in 
the Nineteenth Century (Basingstoke, 200 I). 
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to the household?3 Furthermore, the scope of inquiry could be widened to include an 

analysis based upon the central issue of poverty that faced the majority of the working-

class population in this period. This wider view is premised upon the constant struggle 

for survival, and would include not only contributions to the household, but prostitution 

and crime. In reality, historians have often addressed the wider aspects of work, whilst 

recognising that contemporaries often drew a distinction between 'formal' paid 

employment and other forms of work, that might have been better recognised as 'duties' 

or 'desperation'.4 Hannah Barker in her essay on women and work between 1700 and 

1850 limits her study to work that generated income, arguing that men and women in this 

period would be familiar with such a division. It is worth considering though how many 

contemporaries would have recognised prostitution, which Barker discusses, as a form of 

income-generating work similar to agricultural work or domestic service. 5 Though 

historians have been loose in their definition of work, this has been partly so as to give a 

fuller picture of the experiences of women, but also because of the nature of the evidence 

available.6 The work of women was poorly recorded throughout the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. The census after 1851 provides an important source of information, 

but though useful for comparison there are problems with the data it presents.7 Although 

a contrast between the work performed by females in the nineteenth century and before 

can never be exact, it is clear that opportunities were not considerably wider for women 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

3 Hill, Women, Work and Sexual Politics, p.25 
4 Robert B. Shoemaker, Gender in English Society 1650-1850. The Emergence of Separate Spheres 
(London, 1998), p. 145. 
5 Hannah Barker, 'Women and Work', in Barker and Chalus (eds.), Women's History, pp. 124-151. 
6 This author shares somewhat in this guilt and female employment in this discussion is considered in 

its widest meaning. 
This is discussed more fully below. 
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Alongside the more limited opportunities for women, the value of their labour has 

been determined as lower than that of male labour since at least medieval times. 8 

Women's labour was cheap and their work seen as supplemental to the income of 

households. Pamela Sharpe has argued that the women of Essex could 'contribute very 

little to family budgets in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries', and that their 

wages did not fluctuate with other factors in the economy. There was a large customary 

element to female wages though the market could have some limited influence.9 Joyce 

Burnette has gone further and suggested in her discussion of wage gaps that the nature of 

wage documentation can lead to misinterpretation, and that women in the period of the 

'Industrial Revolution' were paid a market, rather than a customary, wage. 10 This view 

has been challenged, most recently by Penelope Lane, who reasserts that women received 

a customary wage: 'The important issue is not only that women were paid a half or three-

quarters of what men earned a day for the same work, but that the sexual division of 

labour meant women were on the whole limited to tasks that would always ensure they 

. d 1 .t I receive ower wages. 

As Amanda Vickery has suggested, the concept that in the transition to modem 

industrial capitalism women were robbed of their freedom and status is flawed. 12 Where 

once the period 1760 to 1820 was identified with the Industrial Revolution, continuity is 

8 J.M. Bennett, 'Medieval Women, modem Women: Across the Great Divide', in David Aers (ed.) Culture 
and History, 1350-1600: Essays on English Communities, Identities and Writings (London, 1992), pp. 147-
76; Sandy Bardsley, 'Women's Work Reconsidered: Gender and Wage Differentiation in Late Medieval 
England', Past and Present, 165 (1999), pp. 3-29. 
9 Pamela Sharpe, Adapting to Capitalism. Working Women in the English Economy, 1700-1850 
(Basingstoke, 1996), p. 145, passim. 
10 Joyce Burnette, 'An Investigation of the Female-Male Wage Gap', Economic History Review, 50 ( 1997), 

257-81. 
1 Penelope Lane, 'A Customary or Market Wage? Women and Work in the East Midlands, c. 1700-1840' 

in Penelope Lane, Neil Raven, and K.D.M. Snell (eds.), Women, Work and Wages in England, 1600-1850 
(Suffolk, 2004), p. 118. 
12 Amanda Vickery 'Golden Age to Separate Spheres?: A Review of the Categories and Chronology of 
English Women's History', Historical Journal, 36 (1993), pp. 383-414. 
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now stressed, and the economy of eighteenth-century England is now seen as more 

industrial than it once was. 13 The industrial transition of England took place at a slower 

rate and patterns of development and decline varied regionally. 14 This has consequently 

altered the way in which historians have approached the period of 'industrial change' and 

the impact it is said to have had on the position of women. Whilst it is true that 'for the 

mass of the population the social position of women in medieval and early modem 

society was never a simple one of inferiority and subjection', it is too simplistic to 

contrast this with the position of women in the nineteenth century. 15 The restrictions and 

discriminations that women faced in this period were of long standing and not the 

outcome of industrialization alone. 16 The work of women in pre-industrial society was 

largely confined to that which resembled domestic chores, especially in urban areas. 17 

Home and work coincided for most members of the pre-industrial household, though this 

was clearly not the case by the mid-nineteenth century. 18 

Doubts about the timing of the industrial revolution has influenced the debate as 

to how economic changes impacted upon the nature of female employment in this period. 

What has been termed the 'optimistic' view posits that these changes opened up job 

opportunities for women and led to their eventual emancipation. 19 Alternatively, the 

13 Maxine Berg, 'What Difference Did Women's Work Make to the Industrial Revolution?', History 
Workshop Journal, 35 ( 1993), p. 23. See also, E.A. Wrigley, Continuity, Chance and Change. The 
Character of the Industrial Revolution in England (Cambridge, 1988). 
14 M.J. Daunton, Progress and Poverty. An Economic and Social History of Britain, 1700-1850 (Oxford, 
1995), p. 144-45. 
15 Pat Hudson and W.R. Lee, 'Women's Work and the Family Economy in Historical Perspective', in 
Hudson and Lee (eds.), Women's Work and the Family Economy, p.3. 
16 Katrina Honeyman and Jordan Goodman, Women's Work, Gender Conflict, and Labour Markets in 
Europe, 1500-1900', Economic History Review, 44 (1991), p. 608. 
17 Honeyman, Women, Gender and Industrialisation, p. 25. 
18 Hill, Women, Work and Sexual Politics, p. 24. 
19 Ivy Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution 1750-1850 (1930; London, 1985); R.M. 
Hartwell, The Industrial Revolution and Economic Growth (London, 1971 ); and, Edward Shorter, The 
Making of the Modern Family (London, 1976). 
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'pessimistic' view sees the industrial changes that took place as reinforcing female 

dependence upon men through a narrowing of job opportunities that pushed women into 

low-paid, low-status jobs.20 As the outline of industrial change given in Chapter One 

might suggest, the proceeding discussion of female employment in the region confirms 

the 'pessimistic' view, but, as Horrell and Humphries have suggested, some of the 

differences between these views can be reconciled if closer attention is paid to the timing 

of the industrial revolution?' However, although nationally industrial change was 

generally slow, and there was no sudden transformation in women's work, Berg has 

rightly stressed that as a consequence of the debate regarding the timing of the industrial 

revolution economic transformation can be underplayed. 22 The continuity approach has 

relied upon figures to measure economic change that exclude the contribution women 

made, and as this was often in factory employment the shift from agriculture to industry 

becomes more pronounced once female employment is included. Berg shows the areas 

of economic growth that could open up opportunities for women whilst recognising the 

concentration of such changes in only a handful of locations. There were few 

concentrations of such employment in the North East; industrial change, centred upon the 

coal trade, came early to the region, though its greatest impact, as we have seen, came 

after 1850. The reconciliation between the pessimistic and optimistic viewpoints can 

only be taken so far, as the focus of these studies are different, the optimists often taking 

20 Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (1919; London, 1982); and, Eric 
Richards, 'Women in the British Economy Since About 1700', History, 59 (1974), pp. 337-57. 
21 Sara Horrell and Jane Humphries, 'Women's Labour Force Participation and the Transition to the Male 
Breadwinner Economy', Economic History Review, 48 (1995), pp. 89-117. 
22 Maxine Berg 'What Difference did Women's Work Make'; and, Maxine Berg and Pat Hudson, 
'Rehabilitating the Industrial Revolution', Economic History Review, 45 (1992), pp. 24-50. For example, 
the debate surrounding the pace and timing of economic structural change has led J.C.D. Clark to 
erroneously dismiss the industrial revolution as a 'fictitious entity'. J.C.D. Clark, English Society, 1688-
1832 (Cambridge, 1985), p. 4. 
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up the case of a specific group of workers, pessimists looking at the employment of 

women as a whole.23 The argument of pessimist accounts have increasingly stressed 

social aspects that worked alongside economic change. Sonya Rose has argued that 

'industrial capitalism was made up of a complex set of independent practices that cannot 

be reduced to economic factors' and many others have examined the manner by which the 

'male bread-winner norm' was established through the support given to 'separate spheres' 

by industrial changes.24 Both approaches assume that the family economy 'differed 

markedly in the pre-industrial period from what was to follow.'25 

There was though no 'simple fall from an idyllic world of the household economy 

to the degradation of the factory family', 26 although factory work did come to represent 

women's work in the popular imagination: the factory girl came to symbolise a 'new 

economic order, and as symbols they dominated debate. '27 The 1830s witnessed much 

public discussion regarding the supposed depravity of 'factory girls'. From parliament to 

the press these women were seen to flout the 'cultural norms of women's social position 

within the working-class family' and threaten the structure of family life.28 Arguments 

for the restriction of female labour were often couched in the language of evangelical 

Christianity and drew on the 'natural' dialogue associating women with family and the 

23 Though optimists such as Pinchbeck recognise the gains they describe in one aspect of female 
employment were not replicated in other areas, critics have tended to focus on the thrust of their arguments. 
24 Sonya 0. Rose, Limited Livelihoods: Gender and Class in Nineteenth Century England (London, 1992), 
p. 10; Sylvia Walby, Patriarchy at Work: Patriarchal and Capitalist Relations in Employment, 1800-1984 
(Cambridge, 1986); and, Catherine Hall, 'The Early Formation of Victorian Domestic Ideology', in Sandra 
Burman (ed.), Fit Workfor Women (Oxford, 1979), pp. 14-32. 
25 Hudson and Lee, 'Women's Work and the Family Economy', p. 20. 
26 Clark, Struggle for the Breeches, p. 24. 
27 Jane Rendall, Women in an Industrialising Society: England 1750-1880 (Oxford, 1991 ), p. 4. 
28 Meg Gomersall, Working-Class Girls in Nineteenth Century England. Life, Work and Schooling 
(Basingstoke, 1997), p. 4. 
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home.29 Efforts were made by men to exclude women from various trades (as they would 

continue to do across the century) and government legislation from the mid-nineteenth 

century restricted women's work - in areas such as factories, agriculture and mining -

passed into law under the mantle of protection: 'during the nineteenth century, the types 

of work that were deemed suitable for working-class women were growing narrower over 

time and women's own attitudes towards work were increasingly shaped by their 

responsibilities and relationship to domesticity.'30 

Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall have viewed the period 1780-1850 as one 

where middle-class women increasingly removed themselves from active participation in 

business and concentrated their efforts upon the family life of home. 31 Though, as they 

argue, it was not until the 1830s and 1840s that 'gainful employment of ladies was widely 

denounced.'32 In the 1840s concern over the employment of women as dressmakers and 

governesses, the areas most open to middle-class women, reached a peak. It has been 

argued that the decline of employment opportunities for women reversed in the period 

1851-1911, although it would seem that nationally opportunities opened up mostly for the 

young and middle class; this study confirms this trend for the North East.33 The 1851 

census revealed a nationwide 'surplus' of women, although this was not evident in the 

region studied here. Concern over middle-class women ill-educated for suitable work, 

but lacking the financial support of a man, led to campaigns to widen their access to 

29 Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle Class: Explorations in Feminism and History (Cambridge, 
1992). 
30 Gerry Holloway, Women and Work in Britain Since 1840 (London, 2005), p. 4. 
31 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes; Hall, White, Male and Middle Class; and, Leonore Davidoff, 
Worlds Between: Historical Perspectives on Gender and Class (Cambridge, 1995). 
32 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p. xxi. 
33 See Jordan, The Women's Movement. 
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respectable employment. 34 Whilst opportunities had opened up by 1914, no serious 

inroads had been made into traditionally male domains, despite the stereotype of the 

liberated unmarried 'New Woman'. 

Studies of women within the paid workforce of the second half of the nineteenth 

century have often concentrated on organisations, such as the Women's Trade Union 

League and the Women's Industrial Council, frequently linked to the re-emergence of 

feminist interest in socialism. Though these organisations were of great importance and 

influence in raising issues relating to women workers, they could only practically assist a 

minority of females in employment. Many forms of employment were not suited to 

unionism and these organisations came to focus on specific trades and industries. 35 The 

number of women trade unionists rose from 36,980 in 1886, to 142,000 in 1892 and 

433,000 in 1913. This impressive growth has to be put in context: even in 1913 less than 

10% of female workers were a member of a union, and half of those were employed 

within the textile industry.36 Female trade unions focused on industries that already 

employed large numbers of women, whose role may have been contested in this period 

but was secure enough for campaigns to improve conditions and payment of work; there 

were few such 'secure' employments for women in the North East. 

Central to the examination of nineteenth-century employment is the occupational 

census. Although some historians have suggested it is too crude a measure of female 

employment the following section aims to rehabilitate the census as a valuable and 

reliable source for gender historians. 

34 See Holloway, Women and Work, Chapter Three. 
35 Barbara Caine, English Feminism, 1780-1980 (Oxford, 1997), p. 149. 
36 Elizabeth Roberts, Women's Work, 1840-1940 (Cambridge, 2004), p. 54. 
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The Occupational Census 

The census is an important yet problematic source regarding employment in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century. As Edward Higgs has pointed out, numbers may be 

relatively un-troublesome in themselves, but the process of 'accumulating, arranging and 

analysing census data was not a value-free exercise.'37 One of the fundamental problems 

when addressing the occupational data is that householders were not asked what they did, 

but what they called themselves.38 This may have had the effect of making male 

employment seem more stable than it actually was, as male householders that undertook a 

number of different forms of employment recorded only the occupation of highest status. 

This has also contributed to an acute under-recording of female employment, as it is 

likely that many males would have returned their wives and daughters as unemployed, 

'refusing to reveal to enumerators that [they] ... worked for money.' 39 It has been 

suggested by Patricia Branca that though a wife may be engaged in paid employment, her 

duties as a housewife were entered as her recorded 'occupation', or rather 'un-occupation'. 

As such the predominance of young, single women amongst factory workers may merely 

be the chimera of statistical inaccuracy.40 Amongst agricultural workers, Higgs has 

suggested a upward revision to female participation of over 30 per cent, although Michael 

37 Edward Higgs, Women, Occupations and Work in the Nineteenth Century Censuses', History Workshop 
Journal, 23 (1987), p. 60. See also, Edward Higgs, Making Sense of the Census: Census Records for 
England and Wales 1801-1901: A Handbook for Historical Researchers (London, 2005); and, Bridget Hill, 
'Women, Work and the Census: A Problem for Historians of Women', History Workshop Journal, 35 
(1993), pp. 78-94. 
38 Edward Higgs, 'Occupational Censuses and the Agricultural Workforce in Victorian England and Wales', 
Economic History Review, 48 (1995), p. 704. 
39 Ellen Jordan, 'Female Unemployment in England and Wales 1851-1911: An Examination of the Census 
Figures for 15-19 Year Olds', Social History, 13 (1988), p. 181. 
40 Patricia Branca, 'A New Perspective of Women's Work: A Comparative Ideology', Journal of Social 
History, 9 (1975), pp. 129-53. 
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Anderson's examination of female factory workers in Lancashire and Cheshire suggests 

that such employment was recorded with a great deal of accuracy by census 

enumerators.41 Factory work was likely to be regular, whilst much female employment 

was of a more temporary nature. The terms occupied and unoccupied are misleading in 

this sense, and not least because of the range of duties an 'unoccupied' woman might be 

expected to perform. That the census took place in early spring adds another dimension 

of difficulty to the data, in that it fails to take in seasonal work, especially important when 

accounting for the work of females in rural areas. The ambiguous instructions given to 

enumerators in 1851 to only record regular female employment certainly complicates the 

use of this data, yet it may well have been the case that the census was a fairly 

satisfactory account of those females who were consistently employed.42 The figures 

representing occupied females must be used with the qualification that they may be taken 

only as a rough minimum value. 

There are two further structural problems with the census related to this survey. 

The first, as discussed briefly in Chapter One, is that the boundaries used within counties 

were changed from one census to the next, making a comparison at a sub-regional level 

an intricate and often unfeasible task. The second problem regards the instructions given 

to enumerators beyond the issue of regular employment. Instructions were issued in 1841 

that male and female dependents living with the householder and contributing to the 

family income, but not receiving wages, were not to be recorded. From 1851 to 1871 

females performing unpaid labour within the family business were entered as occupied, 

41 Higgs, 'Occupational Censuses and the Agricultural Workforce', p. 712. See also, Michael Anderson, 
What Can the Mid-Victorian Censuses Tell Us About Variation in Married Women's Employment', Local 
Population Studies, 62 (1999), pp. 9-30. 

On this point see the forthcoming report of the ESRC funded project, 'Male Occupational Change and 
Economic Growth in England, 1750-1851 ', by Dr Leigh Shaw-Taylor. 
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though in a rather imprecise fashion; although she may have specialised in any number of 

aspects of work, a wife working alongside her shoemaker husband was recorded merely 

as 'shoemaker's wife'. The same is true for the wives of innkeepers, shopkeepers, 

farmers, butchers and licensed victuallers. After 1881, this section of female workers 

were removed from the body of workers and placed within the 'unoccupied' category, 

whilst male relatives continued to be returned as occupied.43 This makes a comparison of 

pre-and post-1881 data problematic, though not impossible. Some of the explanation for 

the changing nature of the census can be found in the motives of the individuals heading 

the census, but also in the utilisation of the census as a source of data relating to diseases 

resultant from insanitary conditions and overcrowding.44 Though the collection, 

construction and presentation of census data may have been tied up with such concerns 

this need not lead us to concur with Davidoff and Hall that 'information on women's 

occupations where they were not a household head is so unreliable as to be almost 

useless'.45 Enumerators strove for accuracy, and used with a knowledge of local 

economic and social conditions, and approached with due caution, the occupational 

census data can still shed some light on the experiences of women in this period. The 

following section will discuss this data and form a background for the detailed discussion 

of particular types of female occupation. 

The Occupational Census and the North East 

43 Higgs, 'Women, Occupations and Work', p. 70. 
44 Edward Higgs, 'Disease, Febrile Poisons, and Statistics: The Census as a Medical Survey, 1841-1911 ', 
Social History of Medicine, 4 ( 1991 ), p. 465-78. 
45 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p. 273. 
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Although there are difficulties in comparing the data from the 1841 census with 

following years, it is nevertheless fruitful to look at this year in isolation. 

Table 2.1 Percentage of Persons Over 20 Years Old Recorded as Occupied, 1841 

Percentage of Females Occupied Percentage of Males Occupied 

Durham 13.4% 92.37% 

Northumberland 18.5% 92.54% 

England 23.7% 89.83% 

Source: Census 1841, 'Classification of occupations of Persons Enumerated in Each County of England 
and Wales'. Figures obtained by removing persons returned as independent, alms-people, pensioners, 
paupers, lunatics and prisoners to the category 'residue of population'. 

As can be seen from Table 2.1 female employment was lower than the average for 

England in both Durham and Northumberland, whilst there was almost full male 

employment. In contrast, in the county of Lancashire 31.4% of females upwards of 

twenty years of age were recorded in employment, and 91.8% of males.46 Although 

major industrial growth within the North East was located in the second half of the 

century, as discussed in the previous chapter, the pattern of low female employment 

seems to have already been established. Whilst the population growth of Durham in the 

ten years before 1841 was almost double the national average and predominantly male 

(see Tables 1.1 and 1.2), growth in Northumberland was less than average. Coal mining 

had led to male-dominated communities within Durham and Northumberland by this 

period but cannot by itself explain the complexities of low female employment. There 

46 Whilst this comparison bypasses some of the difficulties in how occupations were recorded in comparing 
like with like, there is the additional problem of how individual householders and enumerators recorded 
female employment. It is possible that males in the north east were more sensitive to the notion that they 
could not, by their labour alone, support their family. It is, though, unlikely that this could account for all 
of the difference, and ret1ects more the structural worklessness females faced. 

50 



were occupational categories where females were employed at rates above the national 

average. In agriculture, 7.45% of the workforce was female in Durham and 7.35% in 

Northumberland, compared to an average in England of 4.31 %. However, the figures 

from commerce, trade and manufacture, where female employment rates are two-thirds 

of the national average in Northumberland and only half in Durham, are more typical. 

Looking at the figures given for parishes within the region suggests areas where female 

employment rates were higher, though none reach the average for England. 

Table 2.2, Percentage of Persons Over 20 Years Old Recorded as Occupied within 
Durham and Northumberland, 1841 

Percentage of Females Occupied Percentage of Males Occupied 

Durham City 19.83% 78% 

Darlington Township 23.42% 93.96% 

Gateshead & Gateshead Fell parish 11.57% 94.2% 

Jarrow Parish 10.66% 94.45% 

Stockton-upon-Tees Parish 18.53% 93.12% 

Sunderland Town and Parish 8.1% 96.53% 

Newcastle Township and County 20.7% 94.47% 

Tynemouth Parish 16.93% 94.3% 

Source: Census, 1841 

To a certain extent these figures are skewed, as they incorporate the wider parish, where 

there was a distinction in the gender balance from the central town. The percentage of 

females employed was highest, as might be expected, in those areas with a large 

proportion of young females, such as Darlington, Durham City, Tynemouth, Newcastle, 
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and to a lesser extend Stockton. These figures are still very low, and that of Sunderland 

almost inexplicable, where little over 400 females were recorded as employed out of over 

5,000. Viewed in isolation these figures are puzzling; even more so when cursory 

comparison is made with later censuses. The figures for 1841 should be treated with a 

great degree of caution, yet it is difficult to assign all of the difference in low female 

employment to mis-recording. 

The data from 1851 to 1871 and 1881 to 1911 is not directly comparable due to 

the changing categorisation of wives and daughters. This difference in categorisation 

can, to an extent, be overcome through an adjustment in the figures for the censuses of 

1851-71. It is impossible to add the figures for butcher's wives, shopkeeper's wives, etc, 

(who were recorded as unemployed after 1881) to the latter figures as the information is 

not available. These categories can, however, be removed from the census data for 1851, 

1861 and 1871. This allows an accurate comparison of figures for the second half of the 

nineteenth century, but also produces a problem. The deliberate exclusion of women 

who were known to have worked means that the resultant figures become an 

underestimate on an underestimate. Also excluded are those women returned as having 

independent means and those within institutions such as almshouses. These results must 

then be understood within a comparative context. They may be used with a certain 

degree of accuracy to look at trends over this period, and differences between areas, 

though are not intended to represent the actual rates of female employment.47 

In 1851 15.27% of females were returned as employed in County Durham, 

19.96% in Northumberland, and 26.74% in Great Britain. Though figures from 1841 and 

47 The figures in the following section are amended in this way from the relevant census, and relate to 
females at all ages, unless otherwise stated. 
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1851 are inaccurate, the trend of below average employment, most marked in Durham, 

remains. In 1851, the percentage of females over the age of twenty employed within the 

principal towns of the North East are as follows: Durham City, 35%; Newcastle-upon-

Tyne borough, 27.32%; Tynemouth borough, 27.32%; Sunderland borough, 20.16%; 

South Shields, 20.08%; and, Gateshead borough, 18.9%. Although the figures are 

highest in areas identified as containing a large number of young females, only those for 

Durham City are above the average for Great Britain of 33.6%. Again, these figures by 

incorporating the wider borough may distort the actual rates of female employment 

experienced within the central towns, and the figures from Durham, which concentrate on 

a smaller area, may reflect this. To put these figures into context the borough of Preston, 

in the North West, recorded female employment rates amongst those over twenty years of 

age at over 48% in 1851. 

Table 2.3 Percentage of Females Returned as Occupied in each Urban Sanitary Districts 
of which the Population exceeds 50,000, 1881 and 1891 

1881 1891* 

Sunderland 15.55% 16.56% 

South Shields 14.13% 15.72% 

Gateshead 14.85% 15.97% 

Newcastle 21.50% 22.08% 

Sources: Census 1881 and 1891. *The data in the 1891 census regarding female employment is given 
regarding those over ten years of age. The figure for all females has been obtained by using the population 
totals given in each sanitary district. 
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As Table 2.3 shows, although there is some expansion in the percentage of females 

employed at the end of the century, there is a continuing pattern of low employment 

amongst females, especially in County Durham. The figures regarding all females can 

obscure certain trends, as it includes a large proportion of young babies and children. In 

1891 figures regarding the employment of women is only given for females over the age 

of ten, as opposed to twenty years and above in 1851, and for urban sanitary districts 

rather than boroughs, although they are of a similar size. They can still provide some 

useful information. In Newcastle 29.3% of females over the age of ten were in 

employment; Sunderland, 22.4%; Gateshead, 21.8%; and South Shields, 21.5%. These 

figures would seem initially to represent an increase over 1851, and though all are above 

the figure for Middlesbrough, 19.77%, they are below similar sized districts such as 

Sheffield, 29.48%, and York, 31.7%. It would be expected that a large proportion of 

females aged ten to fifteen would not be engaged in employment that was likely to have 

been recorded within the census and that this might therefore distort these figures. 

However, it is also the case that the figures from 1851, in excluding those of working age 

but under twenty years old, might fail to account for a significant section of working 

females: forty per cent of females aged fifteen to nineteen worked in the cotton industry 

alone within Lancashire.48 Table 2.4 compares amended figures from 1851 to those of 

1891. The figures from 1851 have been revised to include a rough estimate of the 

percentage of females working between the ages of ten and twenty. These have been 

arrived at by taking the percentage of female workers within that age range from a county 

level and applying that rate of employment to the same age range at district level. This 

48 John. K. Walton, 'The North West', in Thompson (ed.), Cambridge Social History of Britain, val. i, p. 
363. 
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assumes an unlikely level of correlation between the figures at county and district level. 

As was seen in Chapter One, it would be expected that female employment rates were 

higher in towns than the surrounding areas. As such these figures should be approached 

as informed estimates. 

Table 2.4 Estimated Percentage of Females Ten Years of Age and Upwards Returned as 
Occupied, 1851 and 1891 

1851 1891 

Sunderland 21.31% 22.40% 

South Shields 21.10% 21.50% 

Gateshead 20.63% 21.80% 

Newcastle 30.49% 29.30% 

Source: Census 1851 and 1891 

Allowing for a degree of underestimation with the 1851 figures, there seems to have been 

little change in the rates of female occupation in these areas across this period. There 

may even have been a decrease in the percentage of females employed in Newcastle, 

during this period of rapid industrial change in Northumberland. Although there was 

general growth in Newcastle, much of it was focused in districts such as at Elswick where 

almost the entire population was reliant upon one male dominated industry, in this case 

shipbuilding. As a whole though the overall rates of female employment in these areas in 

1891 had changed very little since 1851. For Durham the rate was just under 15% at 

1891, and for Northumberland just over 20%. The static nature of female employment 

rates can be seen further in the data relating specifically to married women. These 

figures again exclude the wives recorded as working alongside their husbands in 1851; an 
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adjustment is especially important here. Historians have compared the figures from 1851 

with those from the end of the century without adjustment, concluding there to have been 

a decline in the employment opportunities open to married women in this period.49 

Table 2.5 Percentage of Married Women Recorded as Occupied, 1851 and 1911 

1851 1911 

Durham 3.9% 3.4% 

Northumberland 4.4% 4.1% 

Source: Census 1851, 1911 

As is clear from Table 2.5, not only was there a low rate of married female employment 

by the end of this period, it had changed little since mid-century. In comparison, at 1851 

the percentage of married women employed in England and Wales was just under 14%, 

falling to 10% by 1911.50 In Lancashire the rate falls from 22% to 18%.51 Although 

there was some decline nationally, it is not as marked as the decline from the un-amended 

figures of 25% in 1851 and 10% in 1911 suggests. 52 The pattern of under-average 

employment amongst married women seems to have been established prior to 

Northumberland's major industrial takeoff, and at least coincided with that of Durham. 

Figures from 1901, although relating to married and widowed women, suggest that the 

greater propensity to work amongst females in Northumberland is related to opportunities 

49 This assumes that women did not make an active choice to remove themselves from the workforce. 
50 These are amended figures. 
51 John McKay, 'Married Women and Work in NineteentlrCentury Lancashire: The Evidence of the 1851 
and 1861 Census Reports', Local Population Studies, 61 (1998), pp. 25-37. 
52 Ibid., passim. 
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within agricultural employments. The exodus of males from rural to urban areas seems 

to have benefited those women that remained in terms of employment. 

Table 2.6 Percentage of Females Aged Upwards ofTen Years Recorded as Occupied in 
Aggregates of Urban and Rural Areas, 1901 

Unmarried Married or Widowed 

Durham: Urban Areas 35% 6% 

Northumberland: Urban Areas 40% 7% 

Durham: Rural Areas 26% 4% 

Northumberland: Rural Areas 42% 6% 

Source: Census, 190 I 

As table 2.6 shows, there is only a marginal difference between the recorded occupation 

rates amongst unmarried females in the urban areas of Northumberland and Durham and 

this difference may be accounted for in part by the higher rates of employment in 

Newcastle. The rural areas of Durham are most closely associated in this period with 

male dominated mining communities, whilst those of Northumberland, apart from a few 

areas in the Southern part of the region, were mostly agricultural. Widowhood often 

entailed a return, if they had ever left, to paid employment. That the figures for married 

and widowed women are only slightly higher than those for married women alone would 

suggest a lack of employment opportunities. This is reaffirmed by the figures collated by 

Ellen Jordan which place Durham and Northumberland, in 1871, as the regions with the 

lowest rates of employment amongst women aged fifteen to nineteen, in England.53 

Clara Collet, reporting to the Board of Trade on the national employment of women and 

53 Jordan, 'Female Unemployment in England and Wales', Table 3, p. 182. 
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girls in 1894, placed Sunderland, South Shields and Gateshead within the lowest five 

areas for the employment of females in the same age bracket. Middlesbrough came out 

the lowest, at almost twice the rate of unemployment for England and Wales.54 

As a measure of the actual number of females in any employment during the 

nineteenth century the occupational census is unreliable. It can be put to best use in 

providing an overview of patterns and changes. The above discussion has brought out 

some of the differences within the region. Women in urban areas were more likely to be 

employed in Northumberland than County Durham, and the mixed and vibrant economy 

of central Newcastle seems to be key in explaining this difference. In rural areas the 

percentage of female employment was higher again in Northumberland than Durham, 

where rural areas were, as outlined in Chapter One, increasingly dominated by colliery 

employment. One must bear in mind that the census is consistent in recording rates of 

female employment considerably below average within the North East in this period and 

suggests that there may have been many women who would have taken paid employment 

up at various points in their married lives had it been available. Although, as will be 

discussed, male wages were high, individual cases of ill-fortune and male unemployment 

would have brought periods of poverty to families. Perhaps in this context it is more 

useful to talk of female worklessness rather than unemployment. 55 

54 Clara Elizabeth Collet, Report by Miss Collet on the Statistics of Employment of Women and Girls 
(London, 1894), p. 20-3. These figures are also quoted in Jordan, 'Female Unemployment in England and 
Wales', Table 4, p. 184. 
55 Although current use of this phrase is often unfairly characterised as a politically correct substitute for 
'unemployment', the term 'worklessness' nevertheless captures something of the nature of female 
unemployment in this period. It is perhaps best summed up, in a different context, by Rachel Spence: 
Unemployment is a temporary phenomenon: you may lose your job or fail to get one, but you are still -
actively part of the labour market .... Workless people, however, are out of the labour market completely.' 
The Independent, 23 Jan 2003. 
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Patterns of Marriage 

This section examines the impact that conditions of employment in the North East had 

upon patterns of marriage before going on to investigate standards of livings. Differences 

in marriage rates are explored not only between Northumberland and County Durham, 

but between areas within these counties. Only a very small number of married women 

were engaged in paid employment. As such, it might seem a fair assumption that male 

wages represented the income of a family, but this would reflect only a partial 

understanding of how women contributed to higher standards of living within their 

families. Whilst it is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine the manner by which 

women could shop for bargains and make male wages stretch further, the ways in which 

women supplemented both the monetary and non-monetary income of their households 

will be explored in relation to how such actions were understood. 56 Even for the most 

impoverished married woman, undertaking paid employment may not have been the most 

rational option available to them. 

Broadly speaking, the rate of marriage in England declined across the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries from the peak of the late eighteenth century, although 

change was slower in the last half of this period than the first: increasingly men and 

women were delaying marriage. Habakkuk has argued that the most prominent force in 

reducing the average age of marriage was urbanisation.57 Some qualifications must be 

added to this, especially in the case of Durham and Northumberland. Whilst in general 

patterns of urbanisation impacted upon early nuptiality, the urban centres of the North 

- -
56 More importantly, given the individual nature of the endeavours that women might make- in 'shopping 
around' no regional pattern distinct from elsewhere could be established. 
57 H. J. Habakkuk, Population Growth and Economic Development since 1750 (Leicester, 1971 ), p. 46. 
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East did not necessarily reflect this; patterns of employment are the more consequential 

force. By the mid-nineteenth century, the average age at first marriage in England and 

Wales was just over twenty five years of age, though it was a little lower for women.58 

Although fluctuating, the average age at marriage rose slowly over the second half of the 

century, whilst the marriage rate also fell. 59 This pattern was replicated in the North East, 

though from a lower base, whilst there remained a much greater propensity to early 

marriage within the region. The economic and demographic conditions of the region 

would lead to the expectation that not only would there have been a considerable 

motivation to marry but that the vast majority of men and women would eventually do so. 

Similar economic conditions to the North East existed in Preston, where high wages 

allowed an early independence amongst males. Michael Anderson has discussed the high 

propensity of early marriage in Preston, as compared to the surrounding rural areas, and 

the figures he provides for 1851 are detailed in Table 2. 7. These are contrasted to the 

figures for the entirety of County Durham and Northumberland at this time, therefore 

including areas within this region where the tendency towards early marriage may have 

been less pronounced. 

58 Robert Woods, The Demography of Victorian England and Wales (Cambridge, 2000), p. 82. 
59 Ogle, 'On Marriage Rates and Marriage Ages', p. 272. 
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Table 2.7 Percentage of Females Ever Married, Categorised by Age, in County Durham, 

Age Group 

15-19 

20-24 

25-34 

35-44 

45-54 

55-64 

65-74 

75 and over 

Northumberland, Preston and England and Wales, 1851 

County 
Durham 

4 

46 

76 

88 

90 

91 

90 

90 

Northumberland Preston 

3 3 

30 29 

67 64 

82 84 

85 90 

85 92 

86 94 

87 90 

England & 
Wales 

3 

31 

68 

86 

87 

89 

89 

89 

Source: Census 1851; Michael Anderson, Family Structure in Nineteenth Century Lnncashire (Cambridge, 
1971 ), p.l33. Figures for County Durham, Northumberland and England and Wales are rounded to the 
nearest whole. Figures for England and Wales in 1851 taken from data for that year contained within the 
1861 census 

As Table 2.7 shows, County Durham stands out as a region where early marriage was 

normal and frequent. At every age group the percentage of married females is above the 

average for England and Wales, Northumberland and higher than Preston - a much 

smaller area known for its high marriage rates -for those under forty-five years of age. 

The high proportion of women ever married in the older age ranges would suggest that 

the high propensity to marry was not a new phenomenon to Durham at mid-century. In 

Northumberland those aged under thirty-five are seen to have followed the national 

trends of marriage fairly closely, whilst in the older age range marriage seems to have 
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been a slightly less frequent occurrence than was average. In 1851 Northumberland had 

not yet entered its period of greatest industrial growth and many people lived in rural 

settlements. These figures may then reflect a core of older middle- and upper-class 

women for whom marriage had been neither necessary nor desirable and who were able 

to support themselves fully. 60 This is thrown into doubt by the figures relating to 

Northumbrian men who never married, where there is a corresponding and above average 

tendency towards bachelorism in the older age ranges not evident in the figures from 

Durham. Although it could be argued that such a situation had arisen whereby men and 

women earned enough individually to live independently, it would appear rather that this 

circumstance arose through a lack of opportunities to marry. This was probably less 

related to affording marriage than actually meeting a potential partner. Alhough hiring 

fairs brought a huge number of people together, men and women were frequently hired in 

units pre-determined by themselves, and the opportunities to widen their circle of social 

acquaintances would have been few and far between on the numerous sparsely populated 

and widely dispersed farms of Northumberland. The system of bondage (described in 

Chapter Four) may have assisted in this context, but the hiring of strangers to work 

alongside and within the family unit was greatly resisted towards the end of the 

nineteenth century. The figures relating to specific districts within the region reveal 

much about these marriage trends and the connection with employment. 

60 On this see, Martha Vicious, Independent Women: Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 
(London, 1985). 
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Table 2.8 Percentage of Unmarried Persons Aged 20 Years and Upwards in the Districts 

and Unions and County Durham and Northumberland, 1851 

County Durham Male Female Northumberland Male Female 

Darlington 28.5 31.5 Newcastle 35.3 29.1 

Stockton 33.8 22.8 Tynemouth 32.0 20.9 

Auckland 32.1 18.6 Castle Ward 35.8 32.1 

Teesdale 33.6 31.0 Hexham 36.3 32.9 

Weardale 37.1 23.6 Haltwhistle 44.7 29.3 

Durham 33.0 23.3 Bellingham 41.7 37 

Easington 29.2 16.2 Morpeth 38.5 33.4 

Houghton-le-Spring 25.8 19.7 Alnwick 32.4 34.2 

Chester -le-Street 29.7 21.5 Belford 33.0 35.3 

Sunderland 29.2 21.1 Berwick 31.0 30.6 

South Shields 30.6 20.9 Glendale 35.5 38.7 

Gateshead 29.1 22.7 Rothbury 43.3 39.5 

Average for England and Wales 30.3 28.3 

Source: Census, 1851. 

Here, it can be seen that in County Durham the two areas at which the number of females 

who had never maiTied was above the national average were centres of textile 
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production.61 This trend at Darlington and at Barnard Castle, within Teesdale, suggests 

that there were a number of women resident in these areas who would have been able to 

support themselves independently and so for whom early marriage was not a priority.62 It 

may well have been the case here that women were attracted to work in these areas from 

predominantly mining and agricultural regions where employment was more limited: in 

other words, there was an element of choice to their single status. In all the other areas of 

Durham (Table 2.8) the figures regarding unmarried females are significantly below the 

national average, though the male figures are around or above the national average. Here 

the balance of population in mining districts can help explain this difference. In an area 

such as Easington there were over 650 more men than women over the age of twenty and 

1,615 bachelors to 801 spinsters. That is, less than 50% of bachelors could have hoped to 

marry a woman from the local area at this time, assuming that all spinsters would 

eventually marry and that all men had a sufficient wage to do so. In areas of 

Northumberland the reverse was often the case. In Glendale, a purely agricultural 

district, there were almost 600 more women than men, and just under 80% of spinsters 

for whom a bachelor might be found in the locality. Whilst the demographic conditions 

in some of these rural areas impacted upon marriage, at Morpeth and Newcastle it seems 

certain that many women chose to delay marriage. Both of these areas provided 

employment and a degree of independence for women, whilst, unlike Darlington and 

Barnard Castle, there were not only more men than women over the age of twenty in the 

population, but more bachelors than spinsters - over a thousand in Newcastle and nearly 

61 See Chapter One, p. 20. 
62 Though, as Louise Tilley and Joan Scott point out, many women may have contributed their wages 
towards the income of their family: Louise Tilley and Joan Scott, Women, Work and Family (London, 
1987). 
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three hundred in Morpeth. There was then a great degree of variation within the region in 

1851 despite the overall trends for marriage in Northumberland and Durham, which 

remained high to the end of this period. 

Table 2.9 Percentage of Females Ever Married, Categorised by Age in County Durham 

( 1), Northumberland (2), and England and Wales (3), 1861, 1881, 1901 

1861 1881 1901 

Age 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 
Group 

15-19 5.69 3.35 3.08 5.31 3.24 2.55 2.85 2.32 1.55 

20-24 46.64 33.69 33.63 47.87 34.33 33.46 39.23 32.41 27.41 

25-34 80.96 70.16 69.99 83.25 72.21 70.79 76.78 69.16 66.02 

35-44 90.39 84.16 84.21 92.52 86.07 84.65 89.56 84.1 81.47 

45-54 91.89 86.52 88.08 93.85 87.69 88.10 93.23 88.26 86.36 

Source: Censuses 1861 , 1881 , 190 I. 

As Table 2.9 shows, County Durham as a whole retained a high propensity towards 

marriage amongst females across this period - especially in the younger age groups -

whilst following the national trend of delaying marriage. It is interesting to note in regard 

to the figures from Northumberland that, apart from those in the age group fifteen to 

nineteen, there is very little movement between the figures across the period in this table. 

There seems to have been greater tendency towards marriage in the period between 1851 

and 1861, coinciding with the period of fastest growth in southern Northumberland, 
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which was consolidated in the following decades. The lower predilection for marriage 

amongst females under twenty years of age in 1901 is further reflected within the older 

age groups in County Durham, though the figures here are still substantially above 

average. This is likely to have arisen through a combination of factors. In the youngest 

age category the slight widening of opportunities within some trades for female 

employment would have impacted upon the decision to marry. More importantly the 

dislocation of male-dominated trades in the decade prior to 1901 would have reduced the 

number of young men who would have felt secure on entering marriage that they would 

be able to provide for their family. The medical officer of Newcastle noted in his reports 

the close link between the prosperity of trade in the region and the marriage rates, 

documenting in 1890 the 'increased activity in the marriage market' as a 'pleasing feature 

of the revival of trade.'63 The decline in Durham may reflect that, for some, marriage was 

less viable in this last period due to the social expectation that male workers upon 

marriage would be able to fully support their family. The greatest differences between 

the figures of Durham for 1881 and 1901 are in those aged under thirty five, who would 

have come to a marriageable age during a period of economic uncertainty in the male 

trades of heavy industry; the areas in which these trades were concentrated offered little 

employment for women to compensate for this uncertainty. There remained, however, a 

great deal of disparity in the marriage rate within the region. 

63 TWAS, Library, Reports of the Medical Officer of Newcastle, 1888-93, '1890 Report', p. 7. 
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Table 2.10 Percentage of Women Ever Married Within the North East, aged 15-54, in 

1881 and 1891 

1881 1891 
15- 20- 25- 35- 45- 15- 20- 25- 35- 45-

County Durham 5.31 47.87 83.25 92.52 93.85 4.02 43.33 79.61 91.50 93.88 

Darlington 2.06 33.83 71.03 88.27 89.23 1.32 27.13 66.61 85.3 89.91 

Stockton 6.36 46.28 83.11 91.98 93.42 4 41.84 79.14 90.25 92.69 

Durham 6.01 47.89 81.98 91.82 92.47 3.57 41.72 77.72 90.07 92.93 

Easington 7.08 56.88 88.12 94.73 95.89 4.94 55.94 85.69 94.31 95.47 

Sunderland 5.03 94.12 81.41 91.54 93.36 4.05 42.08 78.21 90.93 94.08 

South Shields 5.99 52.69 87.59 91.76 95.54 4.44 46.31 83.89 93.99 95.39 

Gateshead 4.66 45.74 83.45 91.97 93.38 3.68 43.72 80.07 91.43 93.76 

Middlesbrough 5.96 53.81 87.88 96.12 97.09 4.69 48.97 83.86 94.84 97.26 

Northumberland 3.24 34.33 72.21 86.07 87.69 2.46 33.48 70.03 85.36 88.7 

Newcastle 3.48 35.22 73.83 88.13 89.45 2.86 35.17 72.97 87.37 91.04 

Tynemouth 4.65 45.81 82.71 92.45 95.28 3.62 35.17 78.68 90.97 93.59 

Hexham 2.45 26.83 62.97 80.64 84.06 0.89 19.06 54.28 77.18 84.03 

Morpeth 4.23 38.73 77.3 86.63 90.29 3.76 39.8 73.94 87.52 88.32 

Alnwick 1.23 21.05 59.42 78.19 81.69 1.25 24.46 77.93 81.61 81.48 

Glendale 0.17 12.58 50 71.77 74.67 0.54 12.27 45.85 73.03 77.77 

Source: Censuses 1881, 1891. 

Table 2.10 shows some of this variation between areas, and that the decline in marriage 

rates began in earnest during this period. Whilst areas such as Darlington had previously-
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begun to follow more closely the national patterns of marriage, coinciding with the 

reduction in out-work performed in the textile industry, there remained colliery areas 

such as Easington with rates of marriage amongst those under twenty at over twice the 

national average. The rate of marriage within this group had fallen by almost a third by 

1891, suggesting that, although the rate remained well above the national average, the 

economic reliance upon coal in that area had resulted in a slowing down of early 

marriage as wages, though high, became less secure. For example, Wheatley Hill 

Colliery had closed in 1884 (although it reopened in 1890) and other collieries, such as 

Thomley Colliery, were partly closed. Both Castle Eden Colliery and Hutton Henry 

Colliery closed during the 1890s; the population fell by two-thirds in this area between 

the 1891 and 1901 censuses. At Middlesbrough there was a similar rise in the age at 

which women first married, reflecting the decline in wages after the boom period of the 

early 1870s.64 

From the figures relating to the percentage of women ever married at 

Northumberland those of Glendale are immediately obvious as extremely low, especially 

amongst those under thirty five. Here in Northumberland the system of bondage had by 

this time developed into an almost exclusively familial enterprise, with the consequence 

that many daughters entered into farm work alongside their relatives. It must be 

remembered when dealing with these figures that as percentages they mask the extent to 

which young men and women moved away from such purely agricultural areas, a trend 

exacerbated by the completion of the railway from Wooler, Glendale, in the late 1880s. 

This contrast between the rural and urban areas of Northumberland is clearly evident 

---· -"" 
Interpretation of Living Standards in Britain, 1870-1914', International Review of Social History (1981 ), 
pp. 202-29. 
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even towards the end of our period, despite the convergence towards national trends that 

had occurred in the preceding decades. Much of this can be attributed to the economic 

structure of these areas. 

Table 2.11 Percentage of Women Ever Married in the Aggregate of Urban and Rural 

Districts of County Durham, Northumberland and England and Wales Categorised by 

Age, 1901 

15-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 

County Durham 2.85 39.23 76.78 89.56 93.23 94.61 94.51 

Urban 2.89 38.96 76.58 89.59 93.36 94.72 94.62 

Rural 2.75 40.01 77.3 89.47 92.89 94.31 94.24 

Northumberland 2.32 32.41 69.16 84.1 88.26 89.59 88.92 

Urban 2.54 34.78 71.63 85.96 90.07 91.45 90.61 

Rural 1.54 22.63 59.23 77 87.72 83.77 84.26 

England and Wales 1.55 27.41 66.02 81.47 86.36 88.31 88.88 

Urban 1.62 27.89 66.36 81.62 86.46 88.17 88.37 

Rural 1.30 25.30 64.63 80.92 86.09 88.71 90.11 

Source: Census, 1891. 

As can be seen in Table 2.11, whilst the penetration of heavy industry and coal mining 

across Durham - in areas categorised as rural as well as urban - resulted in little 

difference between the percentage of women ever married, in Northumberland the more 
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traditionally agricultural rural areas presented a contrasting pattern to those in urban 

areas, whilst falling below the national average for rural districts. This is reflected in the 

findings of William Ogle from 1890, who found that nationally those women who 

married miners did so at an earlier age than those who married men engaged in any other 

occupation. Ogle found that those women who married men engaged in agricultural tasks 

did so at the oldest average age, 26.91, almost five years later than miner's wives. Just 

under 83% of women who married miners were under the age of 25, but only 50% of 

those who married farming men.65 Although Ogle found that generally the proportion of 

brides under the age of twenty five was highest in those regions where the proportion of 

occupied women was high, County Durham is a clear exception. However, the 

motivating factors to marriage, in County Durham and areas of high female employment, 

may not have been so dissimilar as the differing conditions of these regions may suggest. 

As Simon Szreter and Anne Hardy have asserted, in relation to rates of fertility, in 

regions of low female employment 'there was very little for young women of the 

proletarian class to do in these communities, either to support themselves or to contribute 

to their parents' budget. Consequently, they either married relatively young, with 

financial dependence on their father and brothers, or they left for work elsewhere.'66 

However, they were able to marry early through most of this period because of the high 

wages that were on offer to male labourers from a relatively young age and for whom 

independent support of a small family was achievable. In areas elsewhere in the country 

where the rates of occupied women were high, marriage at an early age was possible 

65 The occupations considered were miners, textile hands, shoemakers and tailors, artisans, labourers, 
commercial clerks, shopkeepers and shopmen, farmers, and the professional and independent class. Ogle, 
'On Marriage Rates and Marriage Ages', p. 274, Tables F and G. 
66 Simon Szreter and Anne Hardy, 'Urban Fertility and Mortality Patterns', in Martin Daunton (ed). The 
Cambridge Urban History of Britain, vol. iii: 1840-1950 (Cambridge, 2000), p. 657. 
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because of the combined income of the husband and wife, and were often areas where the 

average male wage was lower than those available in coal-mining regions such as 

Durham. This is not to deny that women may have taken much pride in their status 

within paid employment, rather a recognition that for the vast majority of working-class 

women in this period there was not a choice between hard paid work or marriage, but of 

the timing of when hard paid work was entered into and when it was financially viable to 

enter into marriage and start a family. The higher propensity to marriage in Durham was 

not just a reflection of a lack of opportunities and a greater proportion of men in the 

population, but of a region with high male wages where marriage could be entered into 

early and a decent standard of living maintained. Independence came later to the male 

labourers in agricultural Northumberland, where marriage prior to securing work as a 

hind could lead to destitution, and where the trend to work in agriculture as family units 

was stronger. The rate of marriage in this region was strongly connected to the patterns 

of employment and the wages on offer to men. 

Male Wages and the Standard of Living 

There has been much debate as to the reliability of the various estimates of real wages, 

and consequently living standards, that have been put forward by economic historians. It 

has frequently been the case that the lack of an alternative index to that put forward by 

Bowley and Woods has resulted in a reliance upon their approximations. This index has 

certain shortcomings; for example, the index would be more accurate if it accounted for 

the consumption of non-essential items and that income levels fluctuated, not only in 
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periods of localised industrial unrest but through ill-health, short slumps in trade or in 

fines imposed by employers.67 There have been some interesting studies into the living 

standards of men and women using records of height amongst criminals which have done 

much on a national level to deepen our understanding of how resources may have been 

distributed within families. These studies conclude that men received the lion's share of 

food available within families. 68 This research has been supplemented by localised 

studies into standards of living that have corrected some of the patterns discussed on a 

national level for specific areas. 69 It is not the intention of this section to add in an in-

depth manner to this research, which has served to moderate the broad acceptance that 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century had been a period of stagnation or decline 

in wages followed by a slow rise into the late Victorian age, which witnessed a marked 

improvement in overall standards of living.70 Rather, the evidence acquired in relation to 

the North East by Bowley, the Board of Trade and others will be examined as figures that 

were estimated and compared to the similarly estimated data taken nationally and in other 

regions. Here, the trends of marriage and low levels of female employment that have 

been discussed will be examined in relation to average wages and costs and the extent to 

67 A.L. Bowley, Wages and Income in the United Kingdom since 1860 (Cambridge, 1937); G. H. Woods, A 
History of Wages in the Cotton Industry (London, 1910). See also, Charles Feinstein, 'A New Look at the 
Cost of Living, 1870-1914', in James Foreman Peck (ed.), New Perspectives on the Late Victorian 
Economy. Essays in Quantitative Economic History, 1860-1914 (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 151-79; and, T.V. 
Jackson, 'British Incomes circa 1800', Economic History Review (1999), pp. 257-83. 
68 Stephen Nicholas and Deborah Oxley, The Living Standards of Women During the Industrial 
Revolution, 1795-1920', Economic History Review, 46 ( 1993), pp. 723-49; Paul Johnson and Stephen 
Nicholas, 'Male and Female Living Standards in England and Wales, 1812-1857: Evidence from Criminal 
Height Records', Economic History Review, 48 ( 1995), pp. 470-81. 
69 See for example, R.S. Neale, The Standard of Living, 1780-1844: A Regional and Class Study', 
Economic History Review, 19 ( 1966), pp. 590-606; Hall, 'Wages, Earnings and Real Earnings in Teesside'; 
and, Elizabeth Roberts, 'Working-Class Standards of Living in Barrow and Lancaster, 1890-1914', 
Economic History Review, 30 ( 1977), pp. 306-21. 
70 N.F.R. Crafts, Trends in Real Wages in Britain, 1750-1913', Explorations in Economic History, 31 

· ( 1994), pp. 176-194; Sara Horell and Jane Humphries, 'Old Questions, New Data; and Alternative 
Perspectives: Families' Living Standards in the Industrial Revolution', Journal of Economic History, 52 
( 1992), pp. 849-80. 
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which it made economic sense for women in the North East not to enter paid 

employment. Given the low levels of female employment within the region it can be 

assumed that the level of wages recorded, reliant solely upon figures from male 

employment, are a fairly accurate reflection of general family wages, at least as far as this 

can be ascertained. This provides us with figures relating to earned monetary income, but 

it does neglect sources of family income, through self-provision, charity or poor relief, 

that may have served to offset substantially periods of variation in male earnings.71 

These aspects will be discussed further below. 

By the beginning of this period male wages in the North East were already 

comparably high. As Hunt has indicated, in the 1760s agricultural workers in the region 

were amongst the lowest-paid in England, but by 1790 the situation had reversed. He 

goes on to describe male labourers within the North East by the Edwardian period as a 

body of men that stood to receive amongst the highest wages in Britain in almost every 

trade. 72 However, this is a simplification of trends within the region, especially within 

the non-agricultural labour force. Whilst it is true to say that wages in the overwhelming 

majority of non-agricultural labour were amongst the highest paid in the Edwardian 

period, trades such as shipbuilding and engineering paid very high wages during the mid-

century industrial growth of Northumberland and it was the case that by the early 

twentieth century some other regions such as on the Clyde and in Belfast had caught up. 

Although the wages paid in engineering on the Tyne, Wear, and Clyde were equal in 

1904, those on the Clyde had grown by 60% since 1860, but those on the Tyne had 

71 Horrell and Humphries, 'Old Questions, New Data, and Alternative Perspectives', p. 851. 
72 See E.H. Hunt, Regional Wage Variations in Britain, 1850-1914 (Oxford, l973),passim. 
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grown only by 40% and on the Wear by 34%.73 In a similar trend, on Teesside the wages 

of iron-workers in the 1860s were amongst the highest in the country, but the rate of 

wage growth at Middlesbrough stagnated in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.74 

Wages in coal mining were exceptionally high at mid-century in Durham and remained 

so throughout the period. Labourers at Darlington were described as being paid twice 

that which was paid at Bristol,75 and even by the early twentieth century the wages 

available in Durham and Northumberland were twice that paid in Somerset;76 although 

here too despite the demand for labour, wages were growing less quickly than they had 

previously, especially during the 1870s.77 In other trades, those who worked as builders, 

carpenters or policemen in the North East received wages that were on par with other 

d . . 78 areas an nsmg. 

There was then a convergence towards national averages by the end of this period 

in non-agricultural labour. Whilst in some trades wages rose proportionally quicker than 

in other areas, the reverse is the case in the dominant industrial trades such as 

shipbuilding, coalmining and iron and steel work. Here wages, though rising, did so less 

quickly. As wages rose in other parts of the country the comparable advantage of North 

East male labourers in heavy industry was dissipated by this convergence towards 

73 See A.L. Bowley and G.H. Wood, 'The Statistics of Wages in the United Kingdom during the Nineteenth 
Century (Part XIV). Engineering and Shipbuilding', Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 69 (1906), pp. 
148-96. 
74 Hall, 'Wages, Earnings and Real Earnings in Teesside', p. 206. 
75 Pease, The Diaries of Edward Pease, p. 302. 
76 Hunt, Regional Wage Variations, p. 16, n. 6. 
77 A.L. Bowley, 'Changes in Average Wages (Nominal and Real) in the United Kingdom between 1860 and 
1891 ',Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 58 ( 1895), p.271; Hunt, Regional Wage Variations, pp.l6, 
n.6, 72. See also, Coils, The Pitmen of the Northern Coalfield. Precise information about coal mining 
wages for this period is difficult to ascertain as the first major national survey of wages in this trade was not 
until 1886 and was not followed up for almost thirty years . 

. 
78 See A.L. Bowley, 'The Statistics of Wages in the United Kingdom During the Last Hundred Years (Part 
VI). Wages in the Building Trades- English Towns', Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 63 (1900), 
pp. 297-315; Hunt, Regional Wage Variations, passim. 

74 



national averages. The high wages of these dominant trades at and before mid-century 

meant many married women may not have seen it as worthwhile to seek work. In many 

of these areas there was little work on offer and what wages could be gained through 

charing or casual domestic work may not have been sufficient to cover the costs of 

paying a neighbour to look after any young children, nor compensate for the long days 

that would ensue from fulfilling domestic duties as well as those arising from paid 

employment. For single women most employment that could be found was low paid and 

did not serve to delay entry into marriage. By the early twentieth century, when wage 

differences were lower, male wages were still high enough to ensure that even if full time 

work was on offer it was not a rational choice for most married women to make; though 

this was of course reinforced by a strong culture of domesticity, especially in the coal-

mining districts. In agricultural regions the picture was slightly different. To some 

extent agricultural workers maintained their advantage in Northumberland due to the 

system of hiring, though a few regions could match nominal wages paid here by 1910.79 

In 1790 agricultural wages in Northumberland and Durham were amongst the 

highest in the country and by the early nineteenth century above the rates paid anywhere 

else.80 The years in which agricultural wages in the North East were at their highest 

coincided with that of high industrial wages in the early 1870s. 81 At this time rates of pay 

in the North East were over 20s a week at a time when the national average was 14s lOd. 

79 A.L. Bowley, 'Rural Population in England and Wales: A Study of the Changes of Density, Occupation 
and Ages', Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 77 (1914), p. 645. 
80 See Frederick Purdy, 'On the Earnings of Agricultural Labourers in England and Wales, 1860', Journal of 
the Statistical Society of London, 24 ( 1861 ), pp. 328-73, although Purdy fails to fully account for the non­
monetary payments of hinds which made up much of their income. See further, Eden, Frederick Morton 
Eden, The State of the Poor; Or, an History of the Labouring Classes in England (London, 1797), 
Frederick Morton Eden, The State of the Poor; Or. an History of the Labouring Classes in England 
(London, 1797), Vol. 2, passim.· 
81 A.L. Bowley, 'The Statistics of Wages in the United Kingdom During the Last Hundred Years (Part 1). 
Agricultural Wages', Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 61 (1898), p. 720-21. 

75 



During the 1890s wages of around 17 s a week compared to a national average of 13s Sd. 

Though wages had dropped by the early 1900s they were still the highest in the country 

and beyond those of Westmorland and Middlesex when the condition of hinds is fully 

accounted for. 82 The average weekly wages of agricultural men in Durham and 

Northumberland in 1837 has been given at 12s, compared to a national average of lOs 

4d.83 In a survey of Northumberland the following year the average wage derived from 

employers was given at an equivalent of lls a week: 

4 0 0 
13 9 0 

1 13 4 
8 0 0 
0 10 0 
2 10 0 
2 0 0 
2 10 0 

34 12 4 
6 0 0 

28 12 4 

In the case of families who employed a direct female relative as the bondager the £6 

would of course not be subtracted. However, even if the lower sum of lls a week is 

taken, this is only the income derived directly from the farmer and, although more easily 

comparable to the rates of wages enjoyed by common labourers elsewhere, disguises the 

fact that a considerable part of overall income came from 'the profitable application of the 

hind's capital and his wife's labour, in keeping a cow, feeding pigs, and growmg 

potatoes.' By keeping a cow, feeding two pigs, cultivating a garden and growmg 

82 The national wage average is more accurately an average day labourer wage and as such underestimates 
the difference in eamings between day labourers and those in Northumberland who were hired yearly and 
enjoyed numerous additional benefits. 
83 Purdy, 'On the Earnings of Agricultural Labourers', p. 342. 
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potatoes, all common endeavours amongst hinds and their families, the weekly income 

detailed above may be augmented to an equivalent of at least 15s 6d a week: 'This shews 

how much may be added to the comforts of an agricultural labourer, without injury to the 

farmer, by giving him an opportunity of thus employing his little capital and the labour of 

his family in producing some of the most important articles of food.'84 It should be borne 

in mind as well that the above values attributed to com and potatoes were at prices 

current in 1838 and that farmers gave hinds a weighed amount rather than an amount 

equivalent to the monetary values detailed. As such, this contribution could be worth 

more in certain years and farmers often bought back unused com at the end of the year. 

In the case of families with children who could take the place of a paid bondager, as was 

increasingly the case in the second half of the nineteenth century, annual incomes would 

be higher. Even in the case of a hind who had no children to work and whose wife only 

worked directly on the farm at harvest time, and who subsequently had to hire and 

maintain a bondager, his annual income was said to have been around 40/ 17 s 1 Od. Of 

course, as detailed above, this was not the hind's wage alone but a product of family 

endeavours. It made little sense for the wife of a hind to work all year round on the farm 

not only because wages were low, though still higher than female agricultural wages 

elsewhere, but because through her activities the equivalent of five shillings a week could 

be added to the family purse. Only at harvest time, when wages rose, was it worthwhile 

for her to work for cash wages. The family income may have been supplemented by 

other activities such as beekeeping, and the above account certainly underestimates the 

84 L. Hind marsh, 'On the State of Agriculture and Condition of the Agricultural Labourers of the Northern 
Division of Northumberland', Journal of the Statistical Society of London, I ( 1838), pp. 397-414. 

77 



contribution that could be made from keeping a cow. 85 It was said by John Grey, an 

Northumbrian agriculturalist and father of Josephine Butler, that if the 'good wife be a 

frugal manager' she could sell fifty to one hundred shillings worth of butter, 'besides an 

ample supply of milk and cheese for use of the family.' The possession of a cow was 

thought so valuable to the family income that Grey thought many men would not marry 

without one and that it was the 'first step towards independence that is generally aimed 

at.'86 The keeping of poultry could also make a significant contribution to the income of 

households. At Morpeth in the late nineteenth-century farmers wives arrived by train on 

Wednesdays and Saturdays to sell eggs, chickens and other goods in the town.87 

The payment of hinds by free housing and in food stuff, as well as a reliance upon 

self production, allowed for standards of living to be maintained at a fairly satisfactory 

level, although illness of livestock and family labourers could severely impact upon this. 

Despite the levels of relative comfort that could be attained, rural men and women were 

increasing attracted to towns and urban centres. Monetary wages were certainly higher in 

these areas but workers moving from agricultural areas would not necessarily be better 

off as they would immediately be burdened with the extra costs of housing and foodstuff. 

A point here should be made about the price of food. Although the costs of different food 

items changed over the course of the century there is little to suggest that food prices 

were higher in high-wages areas of the country than in low-wage areas: 'there is no 

reason to suppose [that] prices varied significantly in different areas nor is there any 

85 See George Charlton, The Beekeepers Guide (Hexham, 1887). He claimed that this enterprise was 
profitable enough so that even only one good season every five years would cover the costs undertaken and 
allow a small profit. 
86 Appendage relating to statements by John Grey in, Hindmarsh, 'On the State of Agriculture', pp. 409-412. 
87 NRO, 1666, Typescript Notes of the Recollections of Miss Thompson and Miss Scott About Life in 
Morpeth. 

78 



evidence that this might have been the case.'88 Higher wages could translate into being 

able to afford more abundant food and necessities of greater quality, or, of course, greater 

opportunities for drink, tobacco and gambling. Dr Oliver, of Newcastle, estimated that 

urban workers spent between 50% and 80% of their wages on food, depending upon how 

much they earned. 89 For the very worst paid, wages were insufficient to meet their needs, 

especially when the chief breadwinner was a woman whose family had come to 

temporarily rely upon her labour. An example was given of a woman with two children, 

one a baby, and a husband who had been unemployed for nine months. Out of her 

earnings of nine shillings a week, ls 6d went on the rent of a room, 2s 8d to a woman 

acting as a nurse, leaving less than 50% of her pay, 4s lOd, to cover food and other 

necessities. However, this was presented as an unusual case and even semi-skilled male 

labourers would have earned three times this amount - although the average female wage 

in most trades was closer to six shillings a week. It does show the costs that might be 

incurred by female labourers with a small family if they went out to work; in this case a 

quarter of what was a high wage amongst female labourers in Newcastle at this time went 

on child care.90 Apart from food, the other significant outgoing in household expenditure 

was on rent. There is evidence to show that rents were particularly high in this region, 

despite housing conditions that were often substantially worse than elsewhere, both in 

terms of hygiene and overcrowding.91 They were certainly worse than many of the 

88 Hunt, Regional Wage Variations, p. 84. See also Eden, The State of the Poor, passim, where a general 
rise in the price of the necessaries of life is described across the country. 
89 Thomas Oliver, The Diet of Toil and its Relation to Wages and Production. A Paper Read at the 
Congress ofHygeine and Demography, Budapest, 1894 (Newcastle, 1894), p. 23. Bowley estimated the 
figure at 60%. See Ian Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, 1900-1965 (Basingstoke, 2003), p. 20-21. 
90 The person in question worked at white-lead works in Newcastle, a trade which will be discussed in 
feater depth in Chapter Four. 

1 See, for example, TWAS, ACC 184/1/1, John Priced, Homes for the People! Our Greatest Want and 
How to Supply it. Together with an Abstract of a Paper on Industrial Dwellings at Newcastle (Newcastle, 
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cottages provided by farmers to their labourers and suggests that men and women did not 

necessarily move to urban areas because of a perception that they would immediately 

gain a greater amount of dispensable income, but that they might have an opportunity to 

'better themselves' and to 'rise in their vocation'.92 The attractions, distractions and 

recreations of urban life should not be underestimated either; conspicuous by their 

absence when trampling the miles of dark and dusty paths, such pleasures were 

tantalisingly illuminated during the fairs that punctuated the rural calendar at what must 

have seemed far too infrequent intervals. L. Marion Springall described the free time of a 

young rural worker: 

Home has no attractions for the young labourer. When he goes there 

tired and chilly he is in the way amidst domestic discomforts; the cottage 

is small, the children are troublesome and the fire is diminished, the 

solitary candle is lighted late and extinguished early; he treads on the 

children amidst an uproar of screams, is perpetually taking his father's 

chair by the chimney corner, and frequently leaving dirty thumbmarks 

on the linen his mother is getting up for the squire's lady. If he goes to 

bed early, his elder brother who sleeps with him, wakes him after an 

1874); TWAS, Library, Reports of the Medical Officer of Newcastle; David Adams, The Housing 
Question. Better and Cheaper Homes for the People of Newcastle (Newcastle, 190 I); TWAS, D/PH 92, 
'Report to the Local Government Board on the Sanitary Circumstances of the Whickham Urban District, 
with Special Reference to its Housing Accommodation Generally' (London, 1906); and, Bill Lancaster 
(ed.), Working Class Housing on Tyneside. 1850-1939 (Whitley Bay, 1994). 
92 William Ogle, 'The Alleged Depopulation of the Rural Districts of England', Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, 52 ( 1889), pp. 205-32; Lord Eversley, 'The Decline in Numbers of Agricultural 
Labourers in Great Britain', Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 70 ( 1907), pp. 267-319. There are 
numerous reports and pamphlets beyond those cited relating to the condition of working-class dwellings in 
the North East during this period, that pick up on this point, held at Newcastle Central Library and 
Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society. 
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hour with a kick; if late, he is scolded by his mother for disturbing the 

four children who sleep in the next bed to his own.93 

Accessibility to urban entertainments, and importantly the hope to materially improve 

one's condition, could come at a relatively high price. Rents in Newcastle were amongst 

the highest outside London during the 1880s, and a farmer moving to the town would 

probably lose out overall when the higher rents and loss of earnings of his family was 

accounted for. 94 There remained the hope that in urban areas a better paid job could be 

found. In 1908, the Board of Trade investigation into working-class rents and retail 

prices was published and although it detailed a degree of disparity within the region, 

mostly related to rent and cost of fuel, it also showed that whilst the overall cost of living 

could be expensive in urban areas, higher wages could compensate for this.95 In the 

following table London prices are 100.96 

93 L. Marion Springall, Labouring Life in Norfolk Villages, 1834-1914 (1836), quoted in Pamela Hom, 
Labouring Life in the Victorian Countryside (1976; Abingdon, 1995), p.l44. See also the comments of 
Fox, 1893-4, Royal Commission on Labour, Glendale. 
94 Hunt, Regional Wage Variations, p. 91. 
95 Some doubt has been expressed over the exactitude of this data. However, it stands sufficient for 
comparative purposes. See further, Ian Gazeley, The Cost of Living for Urban Workers in Late Victorian 
and Edwardian Britain', Economic History Review, 42 ( 1989), pp. 207-21; and, Gazeley, Poverty in Britain, 
especially Chapter One. 
96 The category all commodities was calculated from the prices of twenty two types of groceries and coal. 
As such it does not account for differences in expenditure on some items such as clothes and insurance. 
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Table 2.12 Cost of Living in the Industrial Towns of the North East, 1908 

Rent All Commodities Combined Index 

Middlesbrough 59 95 88 

Stockton 54 99 90 

Darlington 58 98 90 

Sunderland 59 94 87 

South Shields 61 94 87 

Jarrow 68 98 94 

Gate she ad 66 98 92 

Newcastle 76 98 94 

Source: PP, 1908, 'Report of an Enquiry by the Board of Trade into Working Class rents, Housing and 

Retail Prices', passim. 

Although rents could be high, and seem to have risen in proximity to Newcastle, the 

relatively low cost of fuel in the North East resulted in a combined index of costs 

substantially lower than that of London and in line with figures from elsewhere in the 

country.97 Of course, extra earnings could be consumed within the additional costs of 

early marriage and child birth. Szreter and Hardy report that even in 1911, when fertility 

rates had begun to fall in some urban communities, towns such as Gateshead, South 

Shields, Sunderland, Newcastle and Middlesbrough displayed high fertility levels. The 

97 See Gazeley, 'The Cost of Living for Urban Workers', Table 2, p. 211. The tendency towards regional 
differences in rents is confirmed in, Parliamentary Papers (hereafter PP), 1913, lxvi, Cost of Living of the 
Working Classes. Report of an Enquiry by the Board of Trade into Working-Class Rents and Retail Prices 
Together with the Rates of Wages in Certain Occupations in Industrial Towns in the United Kingdom. 
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same though could be said of urban areas in Lancashire, the Black Country and South 

Wales.98 

Male wages were the dominant input into the family income and the concentration 

of heavy industry in the region impacted upon the rates and age of marriage. The high 

rates paid for male labour mitigated against the need for monetary contributions from the 

paid employment of women. However, although the overwhelming majority of married 

women and a large percentage of single women were 'unemployed' this did not stop them 

from contributing to the family purse and they played a crucial role in maintaining decent 

standards of living within the household and in 'making do'. The lack of female 

employment in this region did not have a negative impact upon standards of living. This 

is not to argue that high male wages were a consequence of the lack of female 

employment on offer.99 To do so would ignore the evidence from areas such as 

Lancaster, Manchester and London, where high male wages coincided with relatively 

high levels of female employment. Rather, the extent to which high wages were 

available to very young men, most especially in County Durham, had a direct impact 

upon decisions of marriage. For the majority of women in these areas it made sense to 

marry early. The alternative, moving to an urban area, where they would be a stranger 

and to work for a pittance within a trade they might have been ill-trained to enter, would 

have entailed a drop in their standard of living; although undoubtedly some women 

embraced this risk. In rural Northumberland, where independence came later to males 

working in agriculture early marriage was not an option, especially when daughters were 

98 Szreter and Hardy, 'Urban Fertility and Mortality Patterns', pp. 651-55. 
99 It is also not the case that perceived female reliance upon men resulted in lower female wages and 
supports to an extent Joyce Burnette's wider argument that women were underpaid because of their 
assumed dependence on male household head. 
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increasingly called upon to work with her family on agricultural tasks, both as a bondager 

and as a casual labourer. In urban areas the picture is a little more mixed. On the 

outskirts of Newcastle and Sunderland, areas dominated by shipbuilding and engineering 

might replicate the marriage pattems of coalmining Durham, but in the centres, where 

male wages could be lower and more casual, and where some opportunities for female 

employment occurred, the marriage rate reflected more the national average. However, 

work did not mean independence for the vast majority of women in this period, but 

survival. Destitution enforced many women to seek ways in which to contribute to the 

family income, but paid employment was not the only option available to them. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

STRATEGIES OF SURVIVAL 

In almost every case which I have made the subject of inquiry, I find that 

they, the unfortunate victims of prostitution, could not continue in their 

course of infamy but for drink. They take it to make them bold and 

imprudent, after which they become callous under its influence. The drink, 

and the facilities for drinking, present the greatest difficulties to female 

reformation. 1 

Chapter Two showed that female employment rates in the region were generally low, 

especially among married women, but that high male wages were able to bridge any gap 

in family income. There were of course times at which the male wage would not have 

been sufficient, or present; even families in which women regularly worked would 

experience periods of poverty and there were ways in which goods and money could be 

secured other than through 'formal' employment. This could contribute significantly to 

the survival of family members or single woman during times of hardship, although it is 

difficult to include with accuracy these activities with standards of living. It is not the 

intention of this section to examine in depth the ways in which women contributed 

through activities related to general domestic tasks. These wider domestic tasks were 

frequently essential, though commonplace and virtually unrecorded. It would be an 

almost impossible task to assess any pattern that might distinguish the North East from 

1 The matron of'Newcastle penitentiary, quoted in James Rewcastle, Newcastle As It Is: Reviewed-in its 
Moral Aspects, Social State, and Sanitary Condition, ( Elucidatory of Mr Stephen's Criminal Returns,) in an 
Address by the Committee of Newcastle-upon- Tyne Temperance Society (Newcastle, 1854 ), p. 14. 

85 



other regions. Instead the focus shall be fixed upon the 'informal' economtc 

contributions of charity, petty crime and prostitution, though there are here too problems 

with the evidence. Much of the evidence originates from middle-class contemporaries 

who often had a distinct view of the working classes; note the matron, who is quoted at 

the beginning of this chapter, cites drink rather than poverty as the problem to be 

addressed. 

It was frequently the rational choice of married women not to work, especially in 

this region where the lack of employment on offer to women in most areas could only 

have added to the cost, in further travel time and low wages, of engaging in paid 

employment. Joanna Burke has pointed out the frequency with which working class 

women questioned by the Commission on the Employment of Children, Young Persons, 

and Women in Agriculture ( 1867) quoted variations of the saying that 'between the 

woman that works and the woman that doesn't there is only 6d to choose at the year's end, 

and she that stays at home has it. '2 Although in the case of agricultural regions there may 

have been more opportunities for married women to contribute directly to the household 

income through domestic based tasks, the general point holds true. The costs that might 

arise from undertaking regular paid employment could serve to undermine the economic 

reasons for doing so, especially as there would often be no corresponding relief from 

domestic duties.3 It is also the case that married women's work was increasingly looked 

down upon. The investigators of married women's work in Newcastle from the Women's 

Industrial Council experienced great difficulty in finding married women wage-earners: 

2 Joanna Burke, 'Housewifery in Working-Class England 1860-1914', Past and Present, 143 (1994), p. 174. 
3 See the description given by Be11 Coombes, a coal miner from an agricultural background, of his mother's 
work never finishing, in B.L. Coombes, These Poor Hands (London, 1939); p. 12.- See further, M.L. 
Davies, Maternity. Letters from Working Women (1915; London, 1978); and, Maud Pember Reeves, 
Round About a Pound a Week (London, 1913). 
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'They prefer to keep their work as secret as possible .... So effectively do they hide 

themselves that the general idea amongst men trade-unionists is that there are no married 

women wage-eamers'. In general though the male trade-unionists were right, there were 

few married women workers, as the evidence from the investigators showed. All of the 

women interviewed worked out of necessity, not choice, and had no suggestion for 

improving their position beyond 'employment for their men-folk. '4 However, despite the 

element of rational choice that may be attributed to women who do not seek employment, 

it must be remembered that the household economy was not static. In general, it may 

have been rational for women to not work, even when in general poverty, but in times of 

extreme family hardship this would not have been the case.5 This does not necessarily 

mean that women would have been led to engage themselves in paid employment. In the 

matter of individual cases of extreme hardship, where illness or accident may have left a 

husband incapable of working, the response of wives was often to spend the period of his 

rehabilitation acting as a full time nurse to him. Collections amongst his work colleagues 

and contributions from sick clubs would often supplement any savings to cover periods 

when he was incapable of working. 6 During periods of prolonged unemployment 

through slumps in trade, it may have made sense for wives to find paid employment, but 

little may have been on offer: in 1902 at Sunderland it was reported that male 

unemployment was at 50% and that 'when a foreigner (foreign ship) does come in, there 

Abram, 'Newcastle', in Clementina Black (ed.), Married Women's Work. Being the Report of an 
Enquiry Undertaken by the Women's Industrial Council (London, 1915), pp. 195-203. 
5 Bell estimates that around one third of workers investigated at Middlesbrough could be considered as 
living in poverty. Florence Bell, At the Works. A Study of a Manufacturing Town ( 1907; London 1985). 

___ . _ 
reflected in popular songs, such as 'The Honest Working Man', in Anon, The Tyneside Sang Beuk 
(Newcastle, 1856). 
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are as many men applying for work as would lift her'. 7 In such cases of general distress 

there were numerous charitable bodies that sought to relieve the worst cases of poverty. 

The Dunn Street Mission at Newcastle became a centre for the relief of distress in the 

Scotswood Road district during the 1892 engineers strike, giving breakfast meals to those 

families effected.8 As elsewhere in the country, there were numerous charitable bodies 

that ran only during the winter months when poor weather might throw unskilled 

labourers out of work. A soup kitchen was set up in the winter months of Newcastle in 

1812 and ran during the worst winters throughout the century. At Jarrow during the 

distress of 1886, soup and bread was supplied two or three times a week to almost 3,300 

people. 9 The records of the Hexham soup kitchen includes a list of the recipients of soup, 

just under a third of whom can be identified as female. 10 

Poverty was not synonymous with an inability to control one's life. There were 

choices that could be made in the obtaining and use of resources for single, married and 

widowed women. However, there was much that could not be controlled. Not only did 

most women have to balance the household budget relying upon male wages to form the 

bulk of income, but poor weather, illness or death could wipe out earnings or savings. 

Family may not always have been on hand to tum to in support. 11 The use of 'strategy' 

in the title of this chapter would suggest that there was an element of choice in the actions 

7 London School of Economics Archives, Women's Co-operative Guild Collection, Coli Mise 268, 
Microfilm 69, 'Volume Four. Sunderland Scrapbook, 1902-1903'. See further, Alan Kidd, 'Charity 
Organisation and the Unemployed in Manchester c. 1870-1914', Social History, 9 (1984), pp . .45-66. 
8 TWAS, CH/CNE/27, Dunn Street Mission, nd, c. 1894. 
9 Shields Gazette, 5 February 1886. 
10 TWAS, CHX3/l/l-2, Newcastle General Soup Kitchen; NRO 604/1, Committee Minute Book of 
Hexham Soup Kitchen, 1841-1880. 
11 For discussion of these issues see, Alan Kidd, State. Society and the Poor in Nineteellfh Century England 

---· 
1500-1939 (Edinburgh, 1988); and, S. King and A Tomkins ( eds.), The Poor in England, 1700-1850: An 
Economy of Makeshifts (Manchester, 2003). 
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of the women that are. to be discussed. This is certainly the case, though the range of 

options open for individuals to take were narrow. Although historians have stressed the 

agency the poor might exert in the face of extreme poverty, the actions they took often 

represented 'more an expression of despair ... than the triumph of individual ingenuity'. 12 

Some of this can be seen in poor law applications where 'the labouring poor could 

effectively express their needs, pursue their interests and establish their claims.' 13 A 

sample from Newcastle in 1836 reveals not only that applicants were predominantly 

female, but that they would frequently assert their circumstances and supposed rights 

firmly. Many applicants declared that they 'only solicit relief for my children.' Others 

were forthright in their refusal to give up possessions and enter the workhouse: 'It would 

be an act of oppression on the part of the vestry. In the event of my death my children 

ought to have my household goods . .1 4 

Unsurprisingly, many of the charitable organisations in this period operated under 

the auspices of religious bodies, though they offered differing degrees of indoctrination in 

return for assistance. The Gateshead District Visiting Society was founded to promote 

the spiritual welfare of the local poor by supplying them with the 'means of religious 

instruction and engaging them to attend the public worship of God.' 15 However, almost 

seven times as much money was spent on providing food, bedding and clothing for those 

visited than in supplying books and tracts. 16 Many families would have feigned an 

interest in religion, even if they were not eventually converted, as a means of receiving 

12 S. King, 'Making the Most of Opportunity: The Economy of Makeshifts in the Early Modern North', in 
Tomkins and King (eds.), The Poor in England. 1700-1850, p. 251. 
13 Thomas Sokol!, 'Negotiating a Living: Essex Pauper Letters from London, 1800-1834', International 
Review of Social History, 24 (2000), p. 46. 

,oAII_Saints.Earish,Poor..:Relief-Reports-. -· -· -· ·-· ·--
15 TWAS, DT.BEL/5/21, Notice of Gateshead District Visiting Society, 3 January 1841. 
16 TWAS, DT.BEL/5/24, Gateshead District Visiting Society Annual Statement of Accounts for 1850. 
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aid and the task of dealing with these visitors was often left to the female of the house. 

This was not a role stemming out of a female sense of religiosity, rather that a stranger at 

the door could be more easily deterred from his task if he were collecting a debt rather 

than benevolently distributing gifts and the word of God. 17 Even here, too little material 

kindness and too much spiritual salvation could test the patience of recipients: John 

Rennison, an agent for the Darlington Christian Visiting Society, reported that one 

woman he called upon refused to talk to him and threw his tracts into the street. Given 

that this agent made at least three calls to every family in his district each year 

irrespective of their condition as to comfort or poverty, in addition to the visits of a Bible 

woman from the society, such reactions are perhaps understandable. 18 Even the visitors 

from those societies with more concrete material benefits, such as the 'Cathedral Nursing 

Society for the Sick Poor' which provided assistance with no religious distinction, could 

be met with 'violent gesticulations' from the community they worked within. 19 

Not all charitable bodies offered assistance delivered to the home. There were 

those, such as ragged schools and homes for the destitute that took in boys and girls from 

impoverished families. These organisations generally espoused a programme of 

domestic training for the girls they took in. The Northumberland Village Homes for 

Homeless and Destitute Girls Un-convicted of Crime was established as a preventative 

body designed to care for girls 'in danger from association with vice and immorality', and 

17 James Jaffe has found little difference between the church attendance rates of men and women, 
suggesting female religiosity has been overplayed. In the parish of Whickham in the first half of the 
nineteenth century almost three-quarters of all families neither went to communion or conducted family 
prayers: 'In this sense, most families probably followed a less than rigorous religious life'; James A. Jaffe, 
'Religion, Gender and Education in a Durham Parish During the Early Nineteenth Century'. Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, 48 ( 1997), p. 290. 

-----'-·-· -----------=-. 

Committee and Annual Meeting Minute Book, 1852-1878. 
19 TWAS, CHX 20/2/1, Cathedral Nursing Society for the Sick Poor, Our Quarterly Record, March 1886. 
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put forward a programme of industrial education in 'needlework, cooking, washing, 

house work, and other useful occupations. '20 The Newcastle Ragged and Industrial 

School justified such an education in an annual report: 

Without enlarging on the somewhat hackneyed theme of female influence, it 

must be admitted that the education of girls of this rank of life has an 

important bearing on the moral condition of the working classes . . . . The 

wearied labourer too often finds his home a scene of dirt, disorder, and 

misrule, ill adapted to make him resist the temptations of the neighbouring 

beershop .... Could a large proportion of our young women be so educated, 

as to become good cooks, economical housewives, and judicious mothers, 

we might talk with hope and confidence of 'the good time coming'. 21 

In most cases the actual training, where received, was intended as a step into paid 

domestic service, though frequently girls in such institutions were obliged to spend much 

of their time in making items for sale or working in a laundry. In the case of the 

Newcastle Ragged School, the girls also washed for the boys, mended their clothes and 

served them food. 22 What is important to point out in relation to these institutions is 

perhaps less the domestic ideology that was forced, or rather reinforced, upon the girls 

resident at them, but that they seem to have been knowingly used by families as a stop-

gap measure. In housing, feeding and clothing these children their families were relieved 

20 TWAS, ACC 865/2, Rules for the Management of the Northumberland Village Homes for Homeless and 
-_._ .. _._. ·-· · ._c ___ < ·-- .. - •• • --

21 TWAS, ACC 174/55, Eighth Annual Joint Report of the Newcastle Ragged and Industrial School, 1856. 
22 Robert Spence Watson, Industrial Schools (Newcastle, 1867), p. 13. 
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of the cost of doing so, sometimes for a number of years. The Northumberland 

Association for the Protection of Women and Children reported that only around two-

fifths of the three hundred cases they took every year accepted domestic or other service 

after their time at the home. A large proportion were instead returned to friends or 

family, almost 30% in 1889.23 This number would seem to have been highest amongst 

the 'lowest class of girls', who formed 'nearly one-seventh of the cases dealt with'.24 Not 

only did such institutions relieve some of the financial burdens poor families may have 

suffered under but provided employment for daughters upon leaving, albeit in domestic 

service, that may have allowed them to contribute to the family purse. 

There were, of course, many women for whom widowhood brought permanent 

destitution. Charitable gifts could only provide for so much. Whilst more likely to find 

casual labour charing or in other domestic trades, many women in the North East also 

refused to work and instead sought permanent relief as their right. Some complaint was 

made about this at the very end of our period: 

It will be seen what a large proportion of the earnings are of a casual nature, 

and casual employment may generally be regarded as the borderline of 

pauperism; yet, in this connection, most of the cases enumerated were, 

during the period, in receipt of outdoor relief. It will be noticed also, that 

much of the labour is of such a character as cannot be included in any 

scheme of decasualisation, such as will affect the large number of women 

23 This does not include those who left the home of their own accord, were thrown out, or were moved to 
another more suitable home. 
24 NRO (Morpeth Branch) 1250/43, Diocesan Society for the Protection of Women and Children Minute 
Book, 1885-97. 
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who are forced to rely on charing and domestic labour for their maintenance 

and that of their families. One is forced to acknowledge the self-denying 

sacrifices which a very large number of widows and their children exercise, 

in the maintenance of their independence, with a fortitude which commands 

one's admiration and sympathy .... It is regarded as outside the scope of 

poor law administration to subsidise widowhood and misfortune generally, 

but owing to the lack of organization of women's employment, and 

provision for the care of their children, a large number seek poor law relief, 

with its steady monetary allowance, rather than trust to the uncertainty of 

casual earnings or charity .... We are inclined to agree that a woman's place 

is at home to look after her children, which, of course, assumes there is a 

breadwinner. When there is no breadwinner, the position is materially 

altered, and unless State provision as a right is to be made for such cases, 

then we have the right to expect a personal effort on the part of the family to 

become wholly or in part the breadwinner for her family, and not to throw 

the onus of maintenance on the public.25 

The Newcastle Aged Female Society was founded in 1835 as a result of the work 

amongst visitors to the Indigent and Sick Society who found that although the Society 

was able to provide immediate, but temporary, assistance for those families where the 

breadwinner was 'stricken by illness or suddenly taken away' there remained a 'large 

number of deserving persons, and especially aged females, who from various 

25 Walker Gladstone, Wages and Pauperism. Being a Report as to the Occupations and Earnings of 
Recipients of Out-Door Relief and their Dependents (Newcastle, 1915), pp. 3-4. 
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circumstances were reduced to the lowest stages of poverty, struggling to keep their 

humble homes about them, and avoid that last resort of indigence - the workhouse.' By 

the 1890s this charity alone was able to provide for over two hundred women and 

families a year. 26 There were of course also numerous female friendly societies by which 

members who had lost husband or child could be assisted in meeting the immediate costs 

of funerals and debts. 27 Other charities, such as the Society for Clothing Distressed 

Females, had operated earlier in the century and sought to assist destitute women of all 

ages at all times: 'Though the poor of this neighbourhood were not suffering from any 

peculiar exigencies in the last winter, your Committee have found that in so large a town 

... where there are no manufactories for the employment of females, that it requires no 

unusual casualties to render institutions of this kind necessary.'28 

When charity failed household goods might be pawned as a short-term measure 

during times of desperate need. 'The Pawnshop Bleezing', printed in a collection of 

Tyneside songs, recalls the occasion in 1849 that Mrs Trotter's Pawnshop, situated in the 

Side, Newcastle, was destroyed by fire. Though written comically and rather unfairly 

characterises the women as pawning items in a frivolous manner, it does reflect some of 

the reliance upon such means and the range of goods that might be pawned. The song 

ends with an admonishment: 'Aye, many a wife will rue the day, She put her husband's 

things away.'29 It is likely though that much that was pawned constituted stolen goods.30 

26 TWAS, CHX/511/1-3, Newcastle Aged Female Society, Minute Books 1873-1915. 
27 See for example the collection of pamphlets relating to female friendly societies at Newcastle Central 
Library. 
28 Newcastle Literary and Philosophical Society, Lib Room Tracts 042/4 v.291, The Fifth Report of the 
Society for Clothing Distressed Females Instituted in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 1815 (Newcastle, 1820). 
29 See Appendix for the song in its entirety. 
30 The Online Proceedings of the Old Bailey is an invaluable source on crime in London during this period 
and a simple search of the text for 'pawning' produces many examples, one will suffice; Anne Kirwan 
appeared in 1823 charged with the theft of clothing from a house she chared at. She subsequently pawned 
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The official crime statistics in this period are problematic. They do not represent 

the actual occurrences of crime in society, rather only those acts that were registered. 

Patterns of definition, detection, prevention and prosecution altered not only over time 

but between different towns and localities.31 The magistrates of Coquetdale Ward, 

Northumberland, complained in the 1830s that 'petty trespasses, by injury to fences for 

fuel, and to growing crops of com by horses turned in at night are constantly committed 

... and the offenders generally escape detection.'32 There may also have been a 

reluctance by individuals to actively seek out the culprits. In Craike, Durham, not only 

was the fear of retaliation given as a cause for the failure to bring offenders to justice but 

the 'the natural sympathy between the culprits and officers as acquaintances and fellow 

townsmen.'33 The victims of crime might choose alternative means of recompense other 

than by turning to the law. For example, in the early part of this period a woman who 

stole a joint of mutton from a butcher stall at North Shields market was apprehended and 

turned over to 'the mob' for justice.34 Overall crime figures could also be swelled by 

certain factors. During the extensive building work that was undertaken in Newcastle 

during the early nineteenth century the dramatic rise in crime was attributed to the 

individual items at a number of pawnbrokers, but claimed in her defence that the smaller items were 
pawned in lieu of wages she was owed, whilst the more expensive items were pawned of behalf of the wife 
she chared for, who was unable to procure money from her husband. Old Bailey Proceedings Online 
(www.oldbaileyonline.org, 12 June 2003), 10 September 1823, Ann Kirwan (tl8230910-68). 
31 For more on this see, Clive Emsley, Crime and Society in England 1750-1900 (London, 1996); V.A.C. 
Gatrell and T.B. Hadden, 'Criminal Statistics and their Interpretation', in E.A. Wrigley (ed.), Nineteenth­
Century Society. Essays in the Use of Quantitative Methods for the Study of Social Data (Cambridge, 
1972), pp. 336-96. 
31 PP, 1839, xix, The Establishment of a Constabulary Force in the Counties of England and Wales: First 
Report, p. 32. 
33 1839, The Establishment of a Constabulary Force, p. I 02. 
34 Tyne Mercury, 21 March 1809. This should rightly be seen as a continuation of eighteenth century 
attitudes towards crime and punishment. 
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newcomers attracted by employment in the burgeoning building trade. 35 In the later 

nineteenth century the reputation of Newcastle as a leisure town attracted men and 

women who resided in the surrounding area into the town centre; they were subsequently 

overrepresented in the crime figures of this town, especially those related to drunkenness. 

A similar pattern is evident in Durham City where residents in satellite villages 

contributed significant! y to its crime rate. 36 Events such as horse racing and fairs could 

also witness an increase in crime. In 1869, the premier racing event in the region, 

Newcastle race week, was described, perhaps unsurprisingly given that the author was a 

member of the clergy, thus; 'The crime and vice, the drunkenness, fighting, prostitution, 

seduction, gambling, and such-like rioting, which go on in Newcastle and on the town 

moor during this awful week, make the whole neighbourhood a complete sink of 

iniquity'.37 However, although such events provided the opportunity for petty crime, they 

were infrequent and might not coincide with periods where necessity forced individuals 

into acts of theft. Many crimes were those of subsistence, of fuel and of food, especially 

during the winter months. In Middlesbrough and south Durham, the Stockton and 

Darlington Railway Company brought a large number of prosecutions for the theft of 

coal. Though this crime was typically seen as a female offence, men were prosecuted in 

similar numbers. 38 The theft of off-cuts, waste and even bobbins and rolls of wool fibre 

were reported from the Darlington mills in the early nineteenth century, though only the 

35 John Stephens, 'Abstract of a Return of Prisoners Com Under the Cognizance of the Police of 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, During the Ten Months from the 2" of October, 1837 to the 2"ct of August, 1838', 
Journal of the Statistical Society of London, I ( 1838), pp. 324-26. 
36 See, Brian Bennison, 'Drunkenness in Turn of the Century Newcastle upon Tyne', Local Population 
Studies, 52 (1994 ), pp. 14-22. 
37 Rev J. Martin (ed.), Incidents in the life of Robert Henderson; Or, Extracts from the Autobiography of 
'Newcassel Bob,' (A Tyne-side Rake) to which is Appended a Discourse on the Prodigal Son (Carlisle, 
1869), p. II. 
38 Taylor, Policing the Victorian Town, p. 61. 
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most serious incidents seem to have been prosecuted. 39 The demand for such items in the 

surrounding area - where textile work was still undertaken by women within their home 

- would have been high. 

Crimes that occurred in urban areas caused much concern over this period. In 

Middlesbrough anxiety about high levels of crime were exacerbated by the over-

representation of newcomers in the statistics, most especially Irish men and women. It 

was recorded in the Town Council minutes of 1873 that such persons were 'of the lowest 

class who will not work, but commit all kinds of depredations. '40 Outside of the urban 

centres of the region much pride was taken in the apparent lack of crime. In 1823 it was 

claimed, no doubt with some degree of bias, that 'few places can boast a greater absence 

of crime than Hexham ... [despite] the want of a resident magistrate, and the small power 

of bailiff, [which] may be supposed prejudicial to the interests of morality. '41 It is likely 

though that in these areas, as the quotes from Craike and Coquetdale Ward suggest, much 

crime was ignored or went unrecorded, and that the lack of a resident magistrate 

reinforced the unwillingness to report. There would seem to have been much lower 

incidents of crime in these predominantly agricultural areas: it is likely that this is related 

to the lack of goods that it would be profitable to steal. In small communities the culprits 

would often have been more easily detected than in urban areas, especially given that 

there would have been few opportunities to sell stolen goods. Stolen items in these areas 

were more likely to be perishable. Subsequently, given the lack of shops, it is certain that 

in agricultural areas much theft took the largely undetectable form of taking small crop 

39 DCRO, D/Ho/C/52/144, Correspondence with John Pease. 
40 Quoted in W.S. Martin, The Economic and Social Development of Middlesbrough, 1830-1880', MA 
thesis (University of Manchester, c. 1940); see also, Taylor, Policing the Victorian Town, p. 9. 
41 Wright, An Essay Towards a History of Hexham, p. 112. 
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items from farms. In mining communities the picture is slightly different. The Morning 

Chronicle pointed out at mid-century the disproportion between the crime rates of the 

Northumberland and Durham mining areas and the average crime rate of England, which 

was four times higher. It was suggested that this could be attributed to the influence of 

Methodism and the 'isolated condition in which the mining population lives . . . little 

exposed to the influences and excitements of great towns.'42 In the case of crimes of 

theft, it would also have been the case that there was little to steal, apart from fuel, and 

that many people would have relied upon the help of their close community rather than 

seek to steal from neighbours. In 1887 the journal of the police constable for the area of 

Crawcrook, a mining community in Durham, recorded only five known thieves, all of 

whom were poachers, suggesting there were those willing to commit crime just beyond 

their immediate locality but not within it.43 In respect of other crimes there may well 

have been a reluctance to seek justice through the police who assisted with evictions and 

guarded blacklegs during strikes.44 

The rapid growth of Middlesbrough was accompanied by an explosion of crime. 

During the two decades of initial growth the population of the town was overwhelmingly 

male. However, women were overrepresented in crimes brought to court.45 Whereas 

around 20% of serious crime was committed by women nationally, in Middlesbrough the 

42 J. Ginswick (ed.), Labour and the Poor in England and Wales 1849-1851. The letters to the Morning 
Chronicle from the Correspondents in the Manufacturing and Mining districts, the Towns of Liverpool and 
Birmingham, and the Rural Districts, vol ii: Northumberland and Durham, Staffordshire, the Midlands 
(London, 1983), pp. 60-61. 
43 DCRO, D/X 499/34, Police Constables Journal, 26 December 1866 - 25 December 1887. 
44 See further, James Burke, 'Crime and Criminality in County Durham. 1840-55', MA thesis (University of 
Durham, 1980). 
45 A similar trend has been detected in the eighteenth century; see, Gwenda Morgan and Peter Rushton, 
Eighteenth-Century Criminal Transportation: The Formation of the Criminal Atlantic (Basingstoke, 2004), 
Chapter Three. 
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figure was 28%.46 These figures suggest that the lack of employment opportunities in 

Middlesbrough may have forced an above average number of women into criminal 

activities. Whilst nationally, in the late 1850s, around 25% of all offences (including 

serious crimes) were committed by women, in Newcastle the figure was around 32%.47 

In Gateshead, only a few years earlier, women represented only around 15% of persons 

apprehended.48 Although the percentage of females committing crime are hugely 

different for these two areas, which were separated only by the River Tyne, the 

percentage of females known to have been committing crimes of theft were not. In 

Gateshead around a third of known thieves were female, a similar figure to that of 

Newcastle in 1861.49 A detailed record of Newcastle gaol 1873 reveals much as to the 

status of female prisoners. 

Table 3.1 Marital Status of Prisoners in Newcastle Gaol, over the age of 16, 1873 

Status Male Female 

Single 77% 39% 

Married 22% 50% 

Widowed 1% 11% 

Source: TWAS PR/NC/611 'Prisoners in Newcastle Gaol, January to August 1873'. 

46 Taylor, Policing the Victorian Town, p. 55. By the 1870s the gendered distribution of crime in 
Middlesbrough was on par with national figures. David Jones found a similar overrepresentation of women 
in those taken to trial in his case study of the south Wales iron town, Merthyr Tydfil. See David Jones, 
Crime, Protest, Community and Police in Nineteenth Century Britain (Sussex, 1992). 
47 TWAS, MD/NC/274/2, Newcastle Watch Committee. Clive Emsley argues that taking the various crime 
statistics for the period 1750 to 1900 the general pattern emerges that around one in four crimes were 
committed by females. See Ems1ey, Crime and Society in England, p. 32. 
48 TWAS, DT.BEL/8/60-61, 'Return of Prisoners Apprehended', 1850, 1851. 
49 TWAS, MD/NC/274/2, Newcastle Watch Committee. 
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As can be seen from Table 3.1, whilst the overwhelming majority of male prisoners in 

Newcastle during 1873 were single, most female prisoners were married. The average 

age of these male prisoners was under twenty five years, whilst the average age of a 

female prisoner was over thirty. Just under 45% of male prisoners were aged twenty 

years or below, but only 21% of females. Whilst male crime was mostly committed by 

very young single men, the spread of ages amongst female criminals was wider. Table 

3.2 shows the age of females in Newcastle goal in 1860. The percentage breakdowns are 

similar to those in 1873. 

Table 3.2 Age of Females in Newcastle Gaol, 1860 

Age Number Percentage of Total 

Under 16 28 6% 

16-21 92 20% 

21-30 157 34% 

30-40 139 30% 

40 and above 46 10% 

Total 462 100% 

Source: Proceedings of the Town Council of the Borough of Newcastle-upon-Tyne for 1860-61 
(Newcastle, 1861 ), p. xxiii. 

Although the majority of single men committed to Newcastle prison in 1873 were twenty 

one or under, among single women over 50% were over twenty one years of age and 30% 
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were over twenty five. The single older women would have been in a precarious 

situation given the low wages they would have received even if they could find regular 

employment. 

There was much concern locally, and nationally, that young women might be 

corrupted by prison. The even age-spread of females committed to prison was seen by 

contemporaries to reflect a hardened class of criminals. There was a fear that a 'young 

female convicted of a first offence might as well be committed to any seminary of vice' 

as in prison she was 'forced to mingle with associates whose habits and conversations all 

tend to debase the mind and lead to an evil course of life.' Newcastle prison was said to 

be a 'nursery for crime rather than for the correction of prisoners'. 50 The record from 

1873 would however suggest the necessity of criminal acts amongst older women, both 

married and unmarried, in making ends meet, as the overwhelming majority were 

imprisoned for the theft of small amounts of money or food. Married women may have 

been more likely to commit crime of theft for subsistence than their husbands because of 

concerns relating to the consequence of the main breadwinner being imprisoned. There 

were few female career criminals, although a number of repeat offenders were identified 

by local constables. This is not to say that theft replaced paid work, rather that it acted as 

a stop-gap measure in times of hardship. In 1876, L.O. Pike blamed the rise of female 

crime on the independent urban woman working alongside and in competition with men; 

'and in proportion as they have rendered themselves independent of men for their 

subsistence, they have thrown off the protection against competition and temptation 

50 Proceedings of the Town Council of the Borough of Newcastle-upon-Tynefor 1856-57 (Newcastle. 
1857), p. xxxiv. 
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which dependence on men implies.'51 Here though the greatest number of offenders were 

married and were- or had been if 'abandoned'- dependent on men and the male wage. 

Alongside the anxiety that was expressed over female criminals lay a concern about 

female drunkenness. Drunkenness featured heavily amongst crimes committed by 

females and contemporaries related such incidents closely to prostitution. 

As has been seen, there were few employment opportunities available for 

working-class women in this region. Although the figures relating to prostitution are 

sketchy at best, one might expect for there to be an above average concentration of 

prostitutes in this region, given the circumstances of a lack of work available for women 

in urban areas and the high concentration of men. Judith Walkowitz suggests this link, 

that prostitution was a 'response to local conditions of the urban job market.'52 Although 

there was much concern over the causes of prostitution, there does not seem to have been 

an unusually high number of women working as prostitutes. As with women who 

became prostitutes elsewhere, they would seem to have been born into the 'poorest 

sections of the community and to have acquired few skills' that would have allowed them 

to escape from impoverished conditions.53 Women turned to prostitution because of the 

limited opportunities open to them, though one must be careful not to portray these 

women as passive victims.54 Many were able to work with other women, in groups or in 

51 L.O. Pike, A History of Crime in England (London, 1876), quoted in Emsley, Crime and Society in 
England, p. 152. 
52 Judith Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society. Women, Class and the State (Cambridge, 1980), 

fi Henderson, Disorderly Women in Eighteenth Century London. Prostitution and Control in the 
Metropolis, 1730-/830 (London, 1999), p. 14. 
54 Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society, p. 20. See further, Paula Bartley, Prostitution. 
Prevention and Reform in England, 1860-/9/4 (London, 2000); Frances Finnegan, Poverty and 
Prostitution. A Study of Victorian Prostitution in York (Cambridge, 1979); Linda Mahood, The 
Magdalenes. Prostitution in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1990); and, Judith Walkowitz and Jane 
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shared accommodation, and could to a large extent lead independent lives. There were 

though women for whom prostitution was not an option. Whilst the dock towns of 

Newcastle, Sunderland and Tynemouth experienced an almost constant stream of men -

not only sailors but those from surrounding areas attracted to drinking facilities55 
- who 

were ready and willing to pay for prostitutes, women in rural areas may have had no 

contact with men who were willing to do so. Age, illness or disability were also factors, 

though contemporaries for the most part did not view prostitution as a rational choice. 

For much of this period one of the main contributing factors relating to 

prostitution was thought to be the 'betrayed woman'. In 1868 the 'London Female 

Prevention and Reformatory Institution' claimed that 'fully seventy per cent of the 

unhappy creatures who crowd our streets have suffered their first fall through the wiles of 

the betrayers'.56 The Tyne Mercury published a poem in 1802 entitled 'The Prostitute' 

that described in its narrative a female led into prostitution once she had been betrayed by 

her lover: 'Once wert thou happy- thou wert once innocent; But the seducer beguil'd thee 

in artlessness, Then he abandon'd thee into thine infamy.'57 A few years later in The 

Mental Pole-Star, an extended plea for religiosity amongst children, the Rev J. Manners 

described a twenty five year old women, 'driven ... into darkness, obscurity and misery' 

having been seduced and abandoned by the brother of a friend: 'I became afterwards an 

easy prey to others, and by degrees sunk into the lowest degree of prostitution. Since 

then I have been the wretched tool of tempting others, and have succeeded too often in 

Caplan, 'Male Vice and Feminist Virtue: Feminism and the Politics of Prostitution in Nineteenth Century 
Britain', History Workshop Journal, 13 ( 1982), pp. 77-93. 
55 For example, there seems to have been a tradition among many labourers in Newcastle to spend Sundays 
drinking at Tynemouth. See PP, 1877, xi, Select Committee Report on Intemperance. 
56 Middlesbrough Weekly News, II December 1868, Letter from E.W. Thomas, Secretary of the London 
Female Prevention and Reformatory Institution. 
57 Tyne Mercury, 14 September 1802. 
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ruining them. I am no longer fit for the society of man. I must lie here and perish. '58 

There is some evidence that women were able to resist such categorisation of their 

reasons for entering prostitution. In a survey of over 3,000 imprisoned prostitutes over 

40% asserted that they 'went on the streets as a matter of choice. '59 Alongside the 

'systematic seducer' who preyed on innocent women, drunkenness was presented not only 

as a cause but as a product of prostitution. The Chief Constable of Newcastle reported in 

1877 that a large number of brothels sold liquor without a licence, leading to a great 

degree of disorderly behaviour. The Chief Constable also claimed that in the immediate 

neighbourhood of brothels one could witness 'large quantities of empty bottles being 

taken away in baskets by women who go round collecting them.'60 The 1834 Select 

Committee on Drunkenness directly linked the popularity of gin-shops with 

prostitution.61 Alcohol, it was thought, lowered female morals whilst stimulating animal 

passions.62 Campaigners for temperance argued that although 'it cam10t be stated that all 

prostitution would cease if the traffic [in drink] were prohibited; but it may safely be 

affirmed that the far greater portion of it would be unknown.'63 Whilst many argued that 

women resorted to prostitution because they could command only very low wages,64 

there were those that argued that high wages amongst young women was a contributory 

factor. The Rev. James Nugent of Liverpool Gaol asserted that girls selling newspapers 

or other items in the street, earning money from an early age would 'by degrees ... get 

58 Rev J. Manners, The Mental Pole-Star, or, Young Men and Women's Guide to Happiness (Newcastle, 
1818), p. 152-53. 
59 PP, 1882, xiii, Select Committee on the Law Relating to the Protection of Young Girls, Appendix B. 
60 1877, Report on Intemperance, Q. 3289-3290. 
61 Ibid., minutes of evidence, passim. 
62 Bartley, Prostitution, p. 6. 
63 T.W.P. Taylder, Crime: Its Cause and Cure (Newcastle, 1875), p. 34. 
64 For example, Milne, Industrial Employment, p. 239. 
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into the habits of drinking, and when a girl begins to drink, and gets into prison ... there 

is very little difference between her and a prostitute'.65 

Mid-century commentators on female crime consistently document the perception 

of a downward progression from sexual experience to female criminality.66 There were 

frequent printed warnings relating to prostitution and pre-marital sex, directed at both 

males and females. Most warned men against 'betraying' innocent women whilst 

describing the destruction that could arise if females succumbed to such advances. A 

poem, 'The Parish Poor and the Overseer' describes a betrayed young woman, whose 

course of life had lead to the workhouse: 

Here's young and sprightly Girls too here, 

Who to vile flatt'ry lent an ear -

Cropt like a rose in bloom! 

With anguish their past joys are fed, 

Lovers and virtue both are fled -

The Poor-house in their doom. 

You subtle gallants, 0, beware! 

Not for young damsels lay your snare, 

In guile, like lawful love: 

With lust your senses you beguile; 

Remember, then, your conduct vile 

65 1882, Protection of Young Girls, minutes of evidence, p. 15, Q. 98-99. 
66 Lucia Zedner, Women, Crime, and Custody in Victorian England (Oxford, 1991 ), p. 33. 
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Is register'd above.67 

In 1880 a Newcastle poet urged men tempted to pay for prostitutes to remember that 

'She's Someboddy's Bairn'.68 Worryingly for moralizers, attempts to raise the sexual 

moral standing of the working classes seemed at least partially nullified by the popularity 

of pornographic literature and prints such as 'Peeping Tom' and 'Paul Pry', which were 

not only well received in the 'lower' parts of towns but seemed to originate from a 

Newcastle printer.69 The problem of prostitution in the towns and cities of the region 

continued throughout the nineteenth century and there were regular complaints in local 

newspapers that it was impossible for respectable women to walk after dark through 

public thoroughfares of the regions towns lest they be mistaken for a prostitute.70 

Assessing the number of prostitutes in the North East is a difficult task. Not only 

was it usually a transitory activity, only undertaken for a few years or at times of 

hardship, but it may have been performed as a supplement to other employment, or even 

as a one off occasion. The sporting journalist, Arthur Binstead, describes the case of a 

maid at a Newcastle hotel being mistakenly paid £50, instead of the agreed £5, to spend 

the night with a commercial traveller. Her refusal to return the money was met with 

anger from the hotel manager directed not at her prostitution, but that she had 

overcharged a client of his hotel. 71 Prostitution obviously went unrecorded in normal 

accounts of female employment, and the figures that are collected are unlikely to 

67 John Leonard, Original Poetry, On Moral & Satirical Subjects, with Patriotic Songs, &c (Gateshead, 
1808), pp. 3-5. 
68 See the Appendix for this poem. 
69 Anon., Inquiry into the Condition of the Poor, pp. 36, 57. 
70 See for example, Tyneside Daily Echo, 24 May 1883; Sunderland Times and Shields, Seaham, 
Hartlepool and Stockton Advertiser, 16 January 1872. 
71 Arthur Binstead, A Pink 'Un and a Pelican (London, 1898), pp. 14-21. 
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represent all activity. As with the crime statistics, the figures that do exist are open to 

misinterpretation and contain severe limitations: a leap in the number of prostitutes 

arrested one year could represent an effort to clamp down upon prostitution rather than an 

unusually high number of women choosing to engage in this activity. Additional 

problems arise in the classification of prostitution because towards the end of the century 

many prostitutes were recorded as habitual drunks. 72 It has been suggested that the 

Newcastle police force at the end of this period concentrated on arresting women for 

drunkenness as part of a policy aimed at curbing prostitution. 73 Much of what we do 

know in relation to numbers are estimates from individual investigators, many of whom 

had a reforming agenda, most often related to the temperance movement. Even those 

who were supposedly well informed could grossly overstate the actual figures. Dr 

Colquhoun, the magistrate of Thames Police, estimated that in London at the turn of the 

nineteenth century there were 50,000 prostitutes. The male population, disregarding 

children and the very elderly, capable of contributing to the 'support of the vice of 

prostitution' was between 150,000 and 200,000 'in the extreme'. Supposing that all of 

these men were licentious in their habits, the 'learned Magistrate's estimate gave one 

prostitute for every three or four males and alleged that every third or fourth female was a 

professed prostitute.'74 The 1839 inquiry as to the establishment of a constabulary force 

suggested the more realistic figure of around 7,000 prostitutes in a population of half a 

million, though this is likely to have been an underestimate.75 This inquiry also discussed 

the levels of prostitution elsewhere in the country. 

72 Zedner, Women, Crime. and Custody, p. 22. 
73 Bennison, 'Drunkenness in Newcastle', p. 18. 
74 1839, The Establishment of a Constabulary Force, pp. 9-10. 
75 Walkowitz, Prostitlltion and Victorian Society, passim. 
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Table 3.3 Estimated Number of Prostitutes in Leading Towns, 1839 

Metropolitan Bristol Bath Kingston on Newcastle 
Police Hull upon Tyne 

District 

Well Dressed in 895 85 3 126 55 
Brothels [813] [85] [1] [95] [45] 

Well Dressed 1612 257 130 129 43 
Walking the [1460] [188] [130] [105] [43] 
streets 

Low Class, 3864 925 260 163 353 
Infesting Low [3533] [713] [0] [131] [353] 
Neighbourhoods 

Total 6371 1267 393 418 451 
[5806] [986] [131] [331] [441] 

Percentage of 34% 36% 25% 45% 22% 
All Criminals [34%] [51%] [46%] [68%] [25%] 

Source: PP, 1839, xix, The Establishment of a Constabulary Force in the Counties of England and Wales: 
First Report, p. 9. Figures in parenthesis relate to those prostitutes and criminals 'who have no visible 
means of subsistence, and who are believed to live wholly by violation of the law'. 

The figures in Table 3.3 may not be absolutely accurate, but as regards to Newcastle they 

are comparable to figures from later in the century. In 1861, 215 women were prosecuted 

for prostitution in Newcastle. It was estimated by the police that nationally, in 1860, 

there were around 30,000 prostitutes, of whom 7, 119 were prosecuted for prostitution 

offences.76 Using this ratio of prostitutes to prosecutions we can estimate that there were 

around 900 prostitutes in Newcastle at this time. The population of Newcastle had grown 

by almost 60% between 1841 and 1861. If the proportion of prostitutes to overall 

76 Bartley, Prostitution, p. 2. 

108 



population remained constant we would expect from the 1839 figures for there to be 

around 710 prostitutes in 1861. This of course does not take into consideration that the 

rates of prosecution varied between districts and that with the rapid population growth 

experienced by Newcastle in the decade after mid-century and the general prosperity of 

the region, there were more men, with money to spend, to support prostitution. 

The figures in Table 3.3, if taken as accurate, reveal a number of interesting 

points. Perhaps unsurprisingly prostitutes were overrepresented in the category of 

criminals that had no other means of subsistence. Almost all prostitutes in Newcastle 

were recorded in this category. This would suggest that either there were few 

opportunities to supplement income or that the income gained from prostitution alone 

would be sufficient. The regular convictions of prostitutes for theft from their clients 

would suggest this was not the case. At the dock town of Hull, female prostitutes 

represented 68% of all men and women who relied solely upon 'violation of the law' for 

their survival. In Newcastle, although there was a comparable number of prostitutes, and 

a greater number solely reliant upon this trade, they formed only 25% of all criminals in 

this class. In terms of the overall criminal population prostitution does not seem to have 

been such a problem for the authorities as it was in Bristol and Hull. It may also have 

resulted in resources at Newcastle being diverted into tackling other forms of crime. 

Unfortunately, the figures from the 1839 report do not include a breakdown of theft by 

sex, and so the percentage of women who committed acts of theft cannot be ascertained. 

The police returns of 1860 state that 75% of the crimes female offenders committed in 

Newcastle were by those who could be characterised as prostitutes, though the figures 

elsewhere in the region were lower: Stmderland, 60%; Durham City, 51%; Hartlepool, 
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48%; South Shields, 46%, and; Tynemouth, 44%.77 However, the 1839 repmt reveals 

that the amount of prostitution in Newcastle does not seem to have been unusual - when, 

given the low availability of employment we might expect it to be higher - and was 

similar to Hull, a dock town of a similar size. The Judicial Statistics for 1857 to 1869, 

where prostitution is recorded in police returns, show that prostitution, though large in 

Newcastle and Sunderland was in proportion to its population, and seemingly lower than 

in similarly sized commercial ports. There is, however, much doubt as to how accurately 

prostitution was recorded by the police in some districts. 

77 PP, 1861, Judicial Statistics England and Wales, Returns for the Year 1860, Table 2. 
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Table 3.4 Prostitutes and Brothels recorded at Middlesbrough and Durham Borough78 

Prostitutes Brothels 

Middlesbrough Durham Middlesbrough Durham 

1861 70 [52] 106 [36] 6 17 

1862 51 [42] 123 [73] 0 15 

1863 98 [16] 147 [73] 22 10 

1864 51 [41] 111 [50] 0 9 

1865 44 [33] 57 [41] 0 9 

1866 78 [55] 131 [94] 0 11 

1867 79 [64] 66 [45] 0 6 

1868 71 [61] 79 [66] 0 4 

Source: Middlesbrough Police Superintendent's Annual Returns of Crime, quoted in Norman Moorsom, 
The Demon Drink in Mid-Victorian Middlesbrough (Middlesbrough, 2000); DCRO DU 1/59/235-242 
Durham Borough Police Returns', 1861-68. 

Table 3.4 shows the number of prostitutes and brothels recorded by the police at 

Middlesbrough and Durham where comparable figures are available during the 1860s. 

The population of Middlesbrough grew rapidly in this period, from around 20,000 in 

1861 to 40,000 in 1871, during which time it gained its reputation as a frontier town. In 

comparison, the population of Durham City remained steady at only around 15,000. 

Furthermore, as outlined in Chapter One, the population of Middlesbrough at this time 

was dominated by young men. However, although the sex-balance of the population in 

Middlesbrough was skewed heavily in favour of men, there were still a greater number of 

78 Figures in parenthesis refer to the number of known prostitutes which were prosecuted that year. 
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women in Middlesbrough than Durham. It seems doubtful that Durham, where there was 

some female employment, housed more prostitutes than Middlesbrough where regular 

female employment was scant. Much seemed to have depended upon the degree to 

which police forces sought to seek out and register incidents of prostitution. It seems 

likely that in the cathedral city of Durham the police were less likely to turn a blind eye to 

prostitution than at Middlesbrough where crimes of assault and drunkenness were more 

frequent, though the claims of the Head Constable of Durham in the 1880s that there 

existed an 'entire absence of brothels' in the borough needs to be treated with some 

scepticism.79 Ironically, the year in which the largest numbers of prostitutes and brothels 

were recorded in Middlesbrough coincided with a particularly low level of prosecution. 

In the late 1800s it was approximated that at least 300 women survived on prostitution 

alone in Middlesbrough.80 Taking this estimate as correct would give a figure of around 

one prostitute in every hundred females, a similar figure to those for Durham in the above 

table, but lower than the national average calculated by Walkowitz. 81 

Walkowitz has argued - and most historians investigating prostitution have 

agreed - that the majority of prostitutes in the nineteenth century were young, single and 

indigenous to the area. They began such work whilst in their late teens and followed the 

trade no more than for a few years. 82 This would seem to have been the case in general, 

though the lack of any reliable statistics makes it difficult to conclude otherwise. The 

detailed record of the particulars of prisoners in Newcastle Gaol, 1873, suggests that 

Newcastle may not have followed the national trend at this time. It should be noted that 

79 DCRO, DU/1/10/8, 'Comments by the Watch Committee on Head Constable Smith's Report on the State 
of Law and Order in Durham', n.d., c. 1885. 
80 Northern Review, 24 December 1887. 
81 Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Societv. 
82 Ibid., p. 19. . 
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this is evidently a limited source and that there are no similar sources with which to 

compare. It may also be the case that those women recorded as prostitutes in this record, 

who were imprisoned for crimes such as theft, might reflect a class of prostitutes more 

desperately impoverished. Furthermore, it is likely that there were a number of women 

who worked casually as a prostitute, or had done, but were recorded as having a different 

or no profession. Of those women in Newcastle prison over the age of 16, around a third 

had their profession recorded as prostitution. 83 

83 All of the women recorded as prostitutes were over the age of 16. 
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Table 3.5 Statistics Relating to Female Prisoners over the Age of Sixteen in Newcastle Gaol, 1872, with Particular Reference to those 

Returned as Prostitutes 

Average Age of Prisoner Marital Status Location of Birth 

Overall Single Married Widowed Single Married Widowed Within Upwards 
Thirty of Thirty 
Miles Miles 

Total 30 24 32 45 39% 50% 11% 55% 45% 
Prisoners 

Returned 26 23 29 34 55% 40% 5% 65% 35% 
as 
Prostitutes 

Source: TWAS PR/NC/6/1, 'Prisoners in Newcastle Gaol', 1873. 
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Table 3.5, shows that prostitutes imprisoned in Newcastle at this time were only 

slightly younger than the average female gaol population. A greater proportion than 

average were likely to be single, though a significant number - 40% - were married, 

although a number may have been 'abandoned'. This may suggest that a far greater 

proportion of prostitutes resident in the provinces were married than has been previously 

thought. The lack of comparable data means we are unable to conclude if this figure is 

unusual for Newcastle, or indeed for other towns and regions. It could suggest that given 

the unusually low levels of paid employment on offer a number of married women may 

have turned to prostitution to supplement their family's income. The average age of those 

recorded as prostitutes reveals also a large number of women who had either become a 

prostitute later than was average, or having begun in their teens had continued longer 

than what has been thought normal. Over 50% were recorded as being of twenty five 

years of age or older, the oldest being thirty eight. This is comparable to the ages 

recorded by Walkowitz in her study of Plymouth. However, here she assigns the ageing 

prostitute population to the impact of the Contagious Diseases Act, which served not only 

to make prostitution more profitable, but deter casual prostitution.84 At York, where the 

CDA was not in effect and there was a similar lack of employment for women, 60% of 

women, when first recorded as being a prostitute between 1837 and 1887, were under 

twenty years of age and 49% when last recorded.85 Here, though, there was a surplus of 

women in the population and a constant demand for prostitutes from the garrison. Most 

prostitutes recorded in Newcastle gaol were born within thirty miles of Tyneside, but 

over a third were born beyond this, the majority a significant distance away, with the age 

84 Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society, pp. 196-210. 
85 Finnegan, Poverty and Prostitution, p. 76. 
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spread of these migrants evenly balanced between those under and over twenty five years 

old. Frances Finnegan found around half of York's prostitutes came to the city from 

elsewhere. 86 Although there does not seem to have been unusually high rates of 

prostitution in the region, it does seem the case that there may have been an unusual 

amount of women who took up, or continued in, prostitution after marriage, and 

furthermore that single women attracted to the town from the countryside and elsewhere 

were not overrepresented in the prostitute population. That the age of prostitutes found 

here was concentrated in the older age range would not seem to suggest the increased 

profitability of prostitution as in Plymouth. If this had been the case, one would expect a 

greater proportion of young single women to be recorded. It suggests instead an older 

class of women unable to secure other forms of employment. It is likely that many of 

these women would have supplemented their income from prostitution by petty theft. 

It hardly needs to be stated that women entering prostitution were motivated by 

the conditions of poverty they endured. Although it is impossible to assess the 

percentage of prostitutes who also committed theft, either in the form of taking money 

from their clients or otherwise, as in other areas cases were frequently brought against 

prostitutes for theft. The diary of Thomas Davison, a magistrates clerk, records some 

such incidents. In February 1846 a number of women were brought to trial for the theft 

of money from men. All of these incidents occurred at houses in Sandgate, a street on the 

quayside of Newcastle that had become a byword for an entire area, stretching from the 

streets below the castle, to the slums and chares strung east along the river. Sandgate was 

thought to have 'social characteristics of its own' and it was claimed that 'respectable 

86 Ibid., p. 24. 
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people, having no occasion to visit it, scarcely know anything about it.'87 The 

engineering journal The Builder claimed that 'Cologne has a bad name, Cairo has a worse 

reputation, but that part of Newcastle called Sandgate, must be allowed to exceed either 

City in stenches, filth, over-crowding, and pestilential ills.'88 It was reported that police 

commonly referred to Sandgate as the City of Sin.89 Only one of the incidents of theft 

recorded by Davison in this month involved a woman acting alone. Here, Jane Green, 

18, was charged with robbing 'one George Scott, a labourer, of four sovereigns, while 

sitting with him on a bed-side in a room in Sandgate on Saturday night.' Another incident 

involved two young women robbing a man of over seventeen shillings in a house in 

Sandgate. One trial concerned the robbery of £50 from a John Smith whilst he was in a 

house in Sandgate. Four women and two men were brought to trial in what was, 

presumably, an organised ambush on the man. They were apprehended at a nearby pub 

the same evening with 'most of the money.'90 The local press also reported similar 

incidents. These press reports were regular, but not numerous, and usually involved an 

unusual element or a detail of particular interest. The Northern Liberator discussed in 

length the case of a man thrown to his death from a 'house of ill-fame' by two men, after 

having been robbed of money by a prostitute who had claimed she would use it to bring 

beer back to the bedroom.91 A more typical case involved only theft, such as that 

reported by the Tyne Mercury in 1806: 

87 Anon., Inquiry into the Condition of the Poor, p. 22. 
88 Quoted in Thomas Bryson and Dawson, Remarks by the Town Surveyor and Inspector of 
Nuisances. on an Article in the 'Builder' Headed 'Condition of our Chief Towns- Newcastle upon Tyne' 
(Newcastle, 1861), p. 2. 
89 Anon., Inquiry into the Condition of the Poor, p. 12. 
90 TWAS, DX/55/113, Diary of Thomas Davidson, Clerk to Newcastle Magistrates, February 1846. 
91 Northern Liberator, 12, 18 October 1839. 
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Last week, at North Shields, a London traveller, who had been late out on 

business, unluckily enquired his way to an inn of two women of the town, 

who conducted him to the infamous receptacle of the Hole in the Wall, nor 

did he perceive his mistake till he left it next morning, when he missed his 

pocket-book, which contained 80/. in bank notes. He directly returned, but 

everyone denied having any knowledge of it; till a bully of the stews, on the 

traveller's going to depart, asked him, by way of derision, what he would 

give for the book. The fellow was immediately secured, which had the 

desired effect; for the females, being struck with fear, lest the man should 

betray them, returned the book, though not exactly as they got it. His loss, 

however, was less than could have been expected, considering the hands it 

. 92 was m. 

As Walkowitz has argued, one of the distinguishing features of prostitution in 

England was the strong female subculture, of prostitutes who worked independently of 

pimps. As the above quote shows, this was not always the case. Although many 

prostitutes operated from lodging houses, frequently owned by older women, many relied 

upon finding custom in male owned pubs and 'swankey shops'. Some would have used 

rooms on the premises, others took their inebriated clients to nearby houses: 'after closing 

time .... it was pitiable beyond expression to see the desperation of those girls who failed 

to attract even the most profligate to their abodes. I saw one going about, taking hold 

first of one and then of another. I saw another sitting in the gutter. m An investigator of 

92 Tyne Mercury, 7 October 1806. 
93 Anon., Inquiry into the Condition of the Poor, pp. 11-12. 
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prostitution in 1883 claimed that 'bullies' thrived in this 'blighted and rotten district'.94 

However, a number of local papers showed an unusual degree of interest in the issue of 

prostitution in the first half of this year, no doubt inspired by the debate surrounding the 

Contagious Diseases Act.95 These reports indicate that most of the rooms used by 

prostitutes were managed by women, though one man was brought to trial on six separate 

charges of running a brothel. Some of the buildings were owned by men and rented out 

to women who managed the brothel, though a female owner was no guarantee of fair 

treatment: one case described the rent charged on a property being run as a brothel as 

more than five times the standard rate.96 

There certainly seems to have been a degree of tolerance amongst the neighbours 

of women working as prostitutes. Prostitutes were not segregated within their 

community. Witnesses to incidents such as the death of the man thrown from a brothel 

window were certainly aware of who worked at them. Hostility only seems to have 

occurred when pressure was brought to bear by the authorities. However, constables 

were instructed to avoid confrontations with individual prostitutes: 'a Constable is always 

to act with firmness, yet he is never to interfere needlessly. With common prostitutes, not 

riotous or behaving indecently or disorderly, the Constable is not to hold any 

communication whatever, but he must not allow them to assemble in crowds on his beat, 

or to interrupt persons passing'. 97 They were however obliged to report any person 

keeping a room that was occupied by a prostitute within a building used for the sale of 

94 Anon., The Devil's Mud Bath: Or, the Unholy Slave Traffic in Newcastle-upon- Tyne (Newcastle, 1883), 

6. 
5 This act was not enforced in the North East, as the ports here were of a commercial nature and were only 

infrequently used by the navy. 
96 Tyneside Daily Echo, 9 March 1883. For reports of conviction see Tyneside Daily Echo, Newcastle 
Daily Chronicle and Northern Daily Express, January to May 1883. 
97 TWAS, ACC 604/856, 'Borough of Newcastle upon Tyne. The Borough Police Constable's Guide, by 
the Watch Committee', 1869. 
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food or refreshment, though typically few seem to have done so.98 There was perhaps a 

recognition that for many women prostitution was a temporary measure, meaning they 

would experience 'little difficulty in reintegrating into a part of society which the great 

majority of them never really left.'99 One needs to be careful not to overstate the degree 

of camaraderie between prostitutes and their neighbours. Even if many people tolerated 

their work and treated them no differently after they had stopped working as a prostitute, 

they were likely to experience a great deal of abuse. The toleration of neighbours may 

have extended only so long as the prostitutes did not entice their husbands to part with 

hard earned money. Even potential clients who were known to prostitutes would offer 

abuse: '[Sarah] Stoker came across the street and asked if we were going to give her a 

drink of beer to-night. The answer I gave ... "You may go to hell, you ugly-looking 

bitch, for I will give you no beer. .. .Joo The survival strategies of single, married and 

widowed women did not involve easy choices. 

Given the low rates of female employment it ts important to understand the 

strategies of survival that were adopted by impoverished women. Applications for poor 

relief and to charitable bodies could often be the most cost effective route to be taken but 

they were not an easy option. It may have necessitated familiarising themselves with 

religious texts they had no interest in or losing a son or daughter to temporary 

institutional care. That almost all of the married women in this region did not engage in 

formal paid employment does not mean that they had no agency or control over their 

lives, but, to paraphrase the quote from Ogle which opened Chapter Two, were 

stimulated to various forms of labour where necessary to maintain their family in the 

98 TWAS, ACC 6041703, 'Byelaws for the Borough of Newcastle', 1837, reprinted 1868. 
99 Henderson, Disorderly Women, p. 51. 
100 Northern Liberator, 12 October 1839. 
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degree of comfort which they came to regard as necessary. Whilst men dealt in money, 

wives dealt in survival and their work was respected and recognised as vital. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PAID EMPLOYMENT OF FEMALES IN THE 

COUNTRYSIDE AND THE TOWN 

Two o'clock in the morning chimed forth the old bells of St Saviour's. 

And yet more than a dozen girls still sat in the room into which Ruth 

entered, stitching away as if for very life, not daring to gape, or show 

any outward manifestation of sleepiness. They only sighed a little when 

Ruth told Mrs Mason the hour of the night ... for they knew that, stay up 

late as they might, the work-hours of the next day must begin at eight, 

and their young limbs were very weary. 

Elizabeth Gaskell, Ruth 1 

Whilst the previous chapters have discussed the low levels of female employment in the 

region it is clear that there were women who worked for money and that this was 

essential to their survival. Moreover, despite the low rates of employment many women 

would have been employed at some point during their life. Many females, as elsewhere 

in the country, worked like Gaskell's Ruth as dressmakers or milliners; many others were 

engaged in domestic employments. This work was laborious, with long hours and 

inadequate remuneration. This chapter will discuss some of the employments taken up by 

women in the rural and urban areas of the North East. This is not an exhaustive account, 

nor is it intended to be, rather it picks up the most interesting and important threads of 

1 Elizabeth Gaskell, Ruth (1853; Oxford, 1998), p. 3. Gaskell referred to Ruth as her 'Newcastle novel', and 
a number of characters seem to have been based upon friends in that town. 
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female employment in this region. As such a number of overlapping narratives develop. 

Female labour was most valued where it was performed in tandem with other family 

members, in traditional enterprises that frequently served as a figurative opposite to the 

urban and the industrial, such as farming and fishing. In other areas, female 

employments were pushed out, though not always intentionally and often with what was 

perceived to be the best interests of the women workers in mind. For many women it 

seems that hard paid employment, coupled as it was with the burden of domestic duties, 

was not in their best interests. 

Rural Employment 

The work available within rural communities was not solely agricultural, despite the 

frequency with which 'rural' is used to signify farming by nineteenth-century 

commentators and historians alike. Rural communities, typified by the southern farming 

village, have often served as an 'imagined community' for England, a 'constantly moving 

signifier', acting as a 'refuge from the pressures of modernity'? A concentration on the 

south of England has served to exclude northern counties from this 'selective sense' of 

identity. The following section examines the non-urban North East, looking in particular 

at the nature of female employment within the farming, coal mining and fishing 

industries. It is not always easy to distinguish clearly between the urban and rural within 

this region. Whilst the smaller villages within, for example, the union of Glendale can by 

all accepted definitions be termed rural, the mining communities of Durham are less 

easily defined. It could be argued that even the larger urban areas of Newcastle, 

2 Barry Reay, Rural Englands. Labouring Lives in the Nineteenth Century (Basingstoke, 2004), p. 9. 

123 



Sunderland, Darlington and Middlesbrough present a problem. Though these populous 

and industrial towns fulfil all the criteria of what may be termed urban, the growth these 

areas experienced, especially at Newcastle, was centred upon rivers. Urban growth 

stretched along these banks, meaning most residents remained within a short walking 

distance of the countryside. However, the 'rural' has remained almost synonymous with 

farming, and the following discussion of female employment in rural areas begins with 

female farm workers. 

There have recently been a number of studies examining the conditions and wages 

of female farm workers, as well as those offering calculations of the numbers that may 

have been employed. With the notable exception of Gielgud's doctoral thesis on 

Northumberland and Cumberland, the tendency has been to focus upon southern counties 

with little reference to evidence from the North East. 3 Current scholarship has argued 

that the agricultural revolution took place in the decades after 1750.4 There has been 

some discussion as to whether there was a 'rigid division between men and women's work 

across rural England',5 though this debate has centred solely upon farm workers. As will 

be seen, the conditions and practices of female farm workers in the north east, 

particularly in Northumberland, was often distinct from elsewhere in England. 

Although agriculture in Northumberland was considered to have lagged behind 

other counties in productivity and farming methods through the seventeenth century, 

progress was made during the eighteenth century. By 1800, Northumberland and 

.l Judy Gielgud, 'Nineteenth Century Farm Women in Northumberland and Cumbria: The Neglected 
Workforce', Ph.D. thesis (University of Sussex, 1992). 
4 For a summary of this debate see Nicola Verdon, Rural Women Workers in Nineteenth Century England: 
Gender. Work and Wages (Woodbridge, 2002). 
5 Ibid., p. 5. 
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Durham were recognized as important centres of agriculture,6 and by the mid-nineteenth 

century Northumberland was being held-up as a model of high farming. 7 In the 

eighteenth century agriculture was the most important economic activity in the region, 

and was only overtaken by coal in the numbers employed in 1851. It did, though, remain 

an important source of employment throughout the nineteenth century. It was in this 

period that on the national stage female agricultural labourers came under increasing 

scrutiny, and were begun to be seen as a problem. The criticism aimed at female 

agricultural workers is exemplified by the outcry caused on the publication in 1867 of the 

report of Commissioners on Children, Young Persons and Women. This led to a Royal 

Commission investigation into the work of females and children engaged in agricultural 

work. This concern was mostly related to agricultural gangs, a feature of farming around 

Norfolk and other southern counties.8 Female field workers were castigated as 'unsexed, 

"demoralised" demons',9 the mixing of sexes within the farmhouse being a major cause of 

moral decay. 10 Snell argues that though the force of this moralizing may have reinforced 

the sexual division of labour within agriculture, the pattern of female work was already in 

place by the eighteenth century. 11 Within the North East, not only was the pattern of 

female work different but the criticism of their employment substantially muted. 

6 McCord, North East England, p. 26. 
7 G.E. Fussell, 'High Farming in the North of England, 1840-1880', Economic Geography, 24 ( 1948), pp. 
226-310. 
8 Nicola Verdon, 'The employment of women and children in agriculture: A Reassessment of Agricultural 
Gangs in Nineteenth-Century Norfolk', Agricultural History Review, 49 (2001 ), pp. 41-55. 
9 Karen Sayer, 'Field-Faring Women: The Resistance of Women who worked in the Fields of Nineteenth 
Century England', Women's History Review, 2 (1993), p. 186. 
10 Verdon, Rural Women Workers, p. 91; See also, Mark Freeman, Social Investigation and Rural England 
(Suffolk, 2003). 
11 K.D.M. Snell, 'Agricultural Seasonal Unemployment, the Standard of Living and Women's Work in the 
South and East, 1690-1860', Economic History Review, 34 (1981), pp. 407-37. 
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Snell recognizes that the sexual division of labour in the northern counties was 

less rigid than that in the South East. 12 Agricultural employment in the region was 

unusual in that it adhered to a system of bondage. This was a form of hiring that existed 

only in Northumberland and the Scottish borders. The diary of a farm tenant at Lilburn 

Grange, near Alnwick, records a typical agreement. The hind, or male farm worker, was 

engaged on a yearly basis, at a local hiring fair. As a part of the agreement the hind was 

'obliged to find a woman to work for them in the fields, for women work in the fields the 

whole year.' 13 Whilst the male workers agreed a yearly wage, these women workers, or 

bondagers, were only paid for the days on which she worked. She lived in the cottage 

supplied to the hind by the farmer, and the hind was responsible for supplying her with 

food. If the hind did not have a female relative who could perform this work he was 

obliged to take on someone who was often a stranger: 'his family commonly have 

employment ... but one female labourer he is bound to have always in readiness, to 

answer the master's call, and to work at stipulated wages . .1 4 This was the most common 

fonn of female employment upon farm land in Northumberland, though in the south of 

the region and in Durham day labourers were more prominent. The system of bondage 

was deemed to work well if the hind had an elder daughter or wife able to work, though 

relations could be strained if it was necessary to hire a stranger, whom they were obliged 

to provide for as well as for their family. 15 

12 K.D.M. Snell, Annals of the Labouring Poor: Social Change and Agrarian England, 1660-1900 
(Cambridge, 1985), p. 53. 
13 NRO, 851, 'A Diary of Farming at Lilburn Grange Farm, by M. Howey', July 1842. 
14 Report of F.H. Doyle on Northumberland, PP, 1843, xii, Reports of the Special Commissioners on the 
Employment of Women and Children in Agriculture, p. 296. 
15 NRO, 851, 'Diary', discusses this issue. 
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There was some attempt by hinds to remove the requirement to provide a 

bondager, most notably in 1837 and again in 1873. 16 A small increase in wages resulted. 

Although Jane Long claims that the system of bondage had been curtailed by the end of 

the nineteenth century, 17 many farmers continued to require a bondager, sometimes with 

the term substituted with a phrase such as 'woman worker'. 18 There was though a 

movement towards a purely familial system of hiring, witnessed also in the border 

regions of Scotland, leading one commentator to mistakenly claim the system of bondage 

1 . d 19 no onger extste . 

A number of agricultural tasks were performed predominantly by men, such as 

ploughing, in which boys often received an unofficial apprenticeship, thus helping to 

propagate the sexual division of labour. There are though a number of tasks that can be 

identified as being universally performed by women across England.20 These include 

cleaning the land (i.e. hoeing and stone-picking), haymaking, planting, and harvesting 

root crops. Snell finds the evidence from the 1843 Report on the Employment of Women 

and Children in Agriculture striking in that it represents a more limited role for the 

majority of female agricultural workers than in the eighteenth century?1 However, in 

Northumberland, women workers continued to perform many of the tasks that women 

16 Gielgud, 'Nineteenth Century Farm Women', pp. 325-32. 
17 Long, Conversations in Cold Rooms, p. 109. 
18 Gielgud, 'Nineteenth Century Farm Women', p. 326, n. 78. 
19 Neville, A Corner in the North, p. 12. See also Barbara W. Robertson, 'In Bondage: The Female Farm 
Worker in South-East Scotland', in Eleanor Gordon and Esther Breitenbach (eds.), The World is Ill Divided. 
Women's Work in Scotland in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Edinburgh, 1990), p. 130. 
20 These can be ascertained from the 1843 Reports on the Employment of Women and Children in 
Agriculture, and are summarised in Verdon, Rural Women Workers, pp. 64-65. See also Karen Sayer, 
"'Field-faring Women": The Resistance of Women Who Worked in the Fields of Nineteenth Century 
England', Women's History Review, 2 (1993), pp.I85-98; Nicola Yerdon. 'A Diminishing Force? 
Reassessing the Employment of Female Day Labourers in English Agriculture, c. 1790-1850', in Lane, 
Raven and Snell, Women. Work and Wages, pp. 190-211; and, Michael Roberts, 'Sickles and Scythes: 
Women's Work and Men's Work at Harvest Time', History Workshop Journal, 7 (1979), pp. 3-29. 
21 Snell, 'Agricultural Seasonal Unemployment', p. 427. 
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would have performed in previous centuries. This included nominally male tasks such as 

ploughing, threshing and dung spreading: 'It is considered specially the work of women 

to clean out the cattle byres, which no doubt they do keep in splendid order. It is their 

part also to tum over the vast heaps of manure that are stacked in the field in the winter 

... It is difficult to see why these unpleasant and less healthy employments should be 

thought more suited for women than for men.'22 Arthur Munby described the kind of 

work Northumberland bondagers performed: 

If there is nothing to do in the fields, she often helps to do the dirty work 

of her master's house or her master's master's; . . . I saw the bondager 

busy at the washtub: but she is not bound to such trivial tasks: she may 

lounge about like a lad & whistle or snooze, until she be ordered afield. 

Once afield she is put to any thing, except ploughing and ditching. She 

takes up potatoes: she hoes turnips: she cleans the land of weeds and 

stones: she harrows at times: she leads the team and drives the cart: she 

spreads muck in the furrows and stands on the midden and loads the 

dung cart: she cleans out the byre and the pig stye, aided sometimes by a 

boy: she makes hay of course: she binds the com, and she reaps with the 

sickle, three women reaping down an acre per diem. But reaping 

machines are coming in fast; and then she tents the machine. 23 

22 Neville, A Corner in the North, p. 16. 
23 Munby Diaries, August 1863, quoted in Hom, Labouring Life, pp. 256-57. 
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Although Neville, rector of Ford, found it 'very painful' to see women working at such 

tasks, he did not blame the employers and attributed the situation to convention. He 

thought any change would be impossible as 'the men on a farm would probably refuse to 

do the work that it has so long been customary for women to do. '24 

Not only did women play a large role in the success of agriculture in the region, 

but they took pride in their work. Though farmers did not provide female workers with 

any clothing, they seem to have dressed in uniform. Their dress was said to consist of a 

'dark petticoat with coloured stripes, usually of yellow; over this is worn a cotton dress 

looped up and over that a gay pinafore often of a light pink colour, and to surmount all a 

little knitted shawl over the shoulders.'25 Long has argued that an increasing acceptance 

by women of the codes of femininity led to a decline in their acceptance of bondage 

work.26 Her argument tends to assume that there was some local pressure on these 

women to give up farm work which seems not to have been the case. The closest 

commentators in the region came to condemning female agricultural work was those 

remarks by Donkin in 1869: 'It might be difficult to justify the propriety of employing 

women upon masculine labour .... yet as being conducive to health, those exercises will 

bear a favourable comparison with the toils of the seamstresses in her garret, or the 

employment of the factory girl.'27 The report from Northumberland and Durham on the 

24 Neville, A Corner in the North, p. 17. 
25 Quoted in Anne M. Scott, 'Women's Working Dress on the Farms of the East Borders', Costume,! 0 
( 1977) p. 41. See also NRO, Library, Liz Taylor, 'To Be A Farmer's Girl. Bondagers of the Border 
Counties', Country Life, 12 October 1978. 
26 Long, Conversations in Cold Rooms, p. 109. 
27 Samuel Donkin, Agricultlfral Labourers of Northumberland: Their Physical and Social Condition 
(Newcastle, 1869), pp. 12-13. In December 1906, Lisbeth Simm, of the Women's Labour League, wrote in 
her column in the Northern Democrat, wrote of 'unwomanly' field work and the hope that 'even amongst 
the isolated women servants on scattered farms the light is breaking'. This was an isolated plea, remarkable 
only in that it came over thirty years after similar comments- from a different perspective- in national 
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Employment of Children, Young Persons and Women, 1867-8, discussed the contention 

that the work these women performed was unsuitable for females: 

There are many who hold the opinion that field work is degrading, but I 

should be glad if they would visit these women in their own homes after 

they become wives and mothers. They would be received with a natural 

courtesy and good manners which would astonish them. Let the visitor ask 

to see the house; he will be "taken over" it, with many apologies that he 

should have seen it not "redd up" .... When he inquires about the children he 

will hear that though they have not much to give them, the parents felt it to 

be their sacred duty to secure them the best instruction in their power and 

"that they are determined they shall have.' The visitor will leave that cottage 

with the conviction that field work has no degrading effect, but that he has 

been in the presence of a thoughtful, contented, and unselfish woman. 28 

A Reverend at Wooler echoed these comments in 1892, and endorsed female field 

workers as forming a 'healthy stock of future mothers.'29 The decline in the number of 

female bondagers is more easily explained by other factors. The increasingly efficient 

networks of transport allowed greater movement within south Northumberland: that is, 

young females were not responding to a change in patterns of female behaviour, but were 

attracted to urban areas that they were more practically connected to than the generation 

publications; see The Labourer's Union Chronicle and Journal of the National Agricultural Labourers 
Organisation, 16, 23 August 1873. 
28 PP, 1867-8, xvii, Report of Commissioners-on Children's, Young Person's, and Women's Employment in 
Agriculture, p. 54. 
29 Report on Glendale, PP, 1893-4, xxx v, Royal Commission on Labour, p. 136. 
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of their parents. 3° Fox, in discussing the poor law union of Glendale, commented on the 

'desire for a more sociable life in the towns and the greater freedom which the 

employment there generally affords.'31 That Cleghorn, an estate clerk, thought that 'a 

porter on the railway would consider himself superior to a hind, and that a hind's 

daughter would think she was bettering her position by marrying anyone not connected 

with agricultural employment', 32 should not be seen, as it has by Long, as a rejection of 

the unfeminine farm. 33 Rather, Cleghorn was expressing the desire many young women 

and men would have felt to experience life beyond the small and isolated village 

settlement. Furthermore the general decline in agriculture in the third quarter of the 

nineteenth century led to a decline in the number of workers needed. Particularly for 

those living in south Northumberland it became increasingly attractive to seek permanent 

work outside farming communities. This was a pattern also followed by young males 

and females. The system of yearly hiring served to exclude many seeking casual work as 

farmer, unable to 'economise in his labour bill ... by having a smaller regular staff and 

employing extra labour in busy times ... has to pay all year round, in sickness as in 

health, and in bad weather as in good, a staff sufficient to undertake the work at all 

seasons of the year'. 34 In 1892 it was reported that the population of Glendale was now 

lower than it had been at the start of the century, despite recent wage increases.35 

Employers in the last quarter of the nineteenth century were squeezed by demands for 

higher wages from hinds and the economic impact of agricultural depression. 

3° For example areas of north Northumberland were not connected by railway until the 1880s. 
31 Arthur Wilson fox on poor law union of Glendale, 1893-4, Royal Commission. 
32 1893-4, Royal Commission, Glendale, p. 103. 
33 Long, Conversations in Cold Rooms. p. 109. 
34 PP, 1894, xvi, Royal Commission on Agricultural Depression, Glendale district, p. 88. 
35 The Agricultural Labourer of Glendale, Being a Draft Report in Form of a Letter to A.W. Fox, 5 
December 1892, in NRO, ZCU 42, Reports by George Culley of Fowberry to the Local Government Board, 
1877-1892. 
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Increasingly farms were laying land to grass and employing less labour. It was reported 

in the early twentieth century that in Northumberland 'several farms in this 

neighbourhood which used to keep seven or eight pairs of horses working now have 

none, and instead of upwards of twenty hands now employ only a couple of men.'36 

Although in most cases wages had increased by around 20% since 1890 farm labourers 

were 'attracted to urban districts by the prospect of higher wages and other advantages.' 

In Durham, male workers continued to be attracted 'to the towns, iron works, and coal 

mines, thinking to improve their conditions of life.'37 In Hartlepool, those employed at 

the large iron works towards the end of this period were nearly all 'country-bred men'. 38 

However, the fall in the number of workers employed in agriculture came late to 

the North East and the numbers employed were still substantial at the beginning of the 

twentieth century- around 16,500 men and women. The post-Napoleonic War period, in 

which demobbed soldiers flooded the employment market, followed by agricultural 

depression, has been seen as one in which female employment suffered a decline. 39 This 

has been said to have been followed by a period of prosperity after 1834, when 'a 

combination of factors - the abolition of outdoor relief, the inadequacy of the male wage 

and the economising of farmers - led once more to a rise in women's agricultural 

labour.'40 This pattern does not seem to have been followed in Northumberland. The 

impact of returning soldiers seems to have been less pronounced in the agricultural areas 

of the North East than in southern England, or indeed the urban centres of the region, 

where the sudden drop in demand for armaments threw many out of work. As Hom has 

36 PP, 1906, xcvi, Report on the Decline in the Agricultural Population of Great Britain, 1881-/906, p. 42. 
37 Ibid., p. 42. 
38 PP, 1904, xxxii, Report of the Inter-Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration, vol. ii, p. 85. 
39 Pinchbeck, Women Workers. 
40 Verdon, Rural Women Workers, p. 23. 
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pointed out there was a large decrease in the number of female outdoor agricultural 

labourers and farm servants after mid-century. In 1851 just short of 145,000 females 

were employed in England and Wales as such, falling to below 60,000 by 1871.41 It is 

difficult to directly compare these figures to those from the North East where bondagers 

would frequently have been classified by the census as a farmer's wife or daughter rather 

than an agricultural labourer in her own right. The demand for bondagers seems to have 

risen over the nineteenth century,42 and during the 1860s a common complaint was that it 

had become difficult to find as many females to work as bondagers as was needed.43 The 

high demand only began to fall after 1881 in tandem with a decline in the number of male 

workers and with the onset of general agricultural depression.44 Whilst in southern 

counties it was reported that 'women were found to be less and less disposed to go out to 

work upon the land; "that they refused unsuitable work, and would stay at home on wet 

days"', women in Northumberland continued to take up field work.45 By the end of the 

nineteenth century over a quarter of Northumberland agricultural labourers were female. 

In Durham, where the system of bondage was not used, only 10% of agricultural 

labourers were recorded as female. 46 The proportion of female agricultural labourers in 

Northumberland remained fairly steady, though declining, in the final forty years of this 

study. In 1881 females made up just over 28% of all agricultural labourers in 

41 Pamela Hom, The Rise and Fall of the Victorian Servant (Dublin, 1975), p. 148. 
42 Eve Hostettler, 'Women Farm Workers in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Northumberland', North 
East Labour History 16 ( 1982), pp. 40-42. 
43 The Munby Diaries, August 1863, quoted in Hom, Labouring Life, p. 257. 

was said to have impacted upon farmers in this region from 1879; 1894. Royal Commission on 
Agriculture, Glendale, p. 79. 

Mr Fraser, reporting on Norfolk, Essex, Sussex and Gloucester and Suffolk; 1867-8, Report of 
Commissioners on Women's Employment, p. x. 
46 Cenus, 1891, p. 466. Similar figures can be found in the 1901 census. 

133 



Northumberland, falling to just under 25% by 1911, during which the total number of 

males and females employed fell by 30%. 

Whilst in other regions the late nineteenth-century agricultural depression 

reinforced the dominance of male labourers and the number of female workers fell away, 

the percentage of female workers in Northumberland and Durham remained high and 

steady. This does not necessarily mean that agricultural employment for women was 

abundant. Honeyman has pointed out that those counties, such as Northumberland, with 

the highest levels of female unemployment were those that were predominantly 

agricultural.47 In the case of North Northumberland this statement is misleading. 

Although overall female employment in all occupations was low, this was not due to an 

unwillingness to provide employment opportunities within agriculture, as shown by the 

high percentage of female workers, but a result of a predominantly agricultural economy 

that had few alternative industries. However, it is important to recognize that the 

bondager system in the region made females reliant upon men for much of their 

employment. A reduction in the number of men in agriculture would not necessarily 

allow women to fill the gap that would be left, even if the cause was for reasons other 

than a contraction in trade, as these workers were supplemental to male labour: a male 

hind who removed himself to an urban area would not be replaced by a female. It was 

remarked in 1867 that 'to prohibit female labour [in this region] ... would simply be to 

prohibit farming.'48 Whilst farmers relied upon the cheap labour females provided, truly 

'independent waged labourers'49 were in the minority in the region; most females were 

tied to this work by family or marriage. The decline in the number of hinds taking on a 

47 Honeyman, Women, Gender and industrialisation, p. 75. 
48 1867-8, Report of the Commissioners on Women's Employment, p. 60. 
49 Sayer, '"Field-Faring Women"', p. 186. 
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stranger as a bondager meant that although 'women make their own arrangements with 

the hinds ... as they are nearly always their daughters, probably no arrangement is made 

at all, and the wages go into the common family fund'. 50 There were some opportunities 

for female casual day labourers, but in Northumberland these tended to be family 

members of a hind. 

As with other occupations, the census tends to underestimate female labour. 

Discovering the true numbers employed is made difficult by the fact that few wage books 

have survived from small farms; the small amount of evidence that survives from the 

larger farms is unlikely to be representative as owners here could afford machinery. 

Although these sources can be problematic, they do allow an approximation of the true 

numbers working in agriculture and the importance of day labourers. Evidence from the 

wage books of the Swinburne estate, near Capheaton in Northumberland, hint at the level 

of under-recording in the census, but also serves as a reminder that much farm work was 

of a casual nature. The farm on the Swinburne estate employed between five and twenty 

persons in any one week depending on the time of year, in 1871 and 1881.51 Of this, 

around five men were regularly employed all year round. Female labour was less regular, 

peaking in July and August before dropping off and reaching a downturn around 

December. In 1871 fourteen females worked at some stage on the farm and in 1881 there 

were thirteen. The 1871 census for Capheaton shows that of these women only two were 

returned as agricultural labourers and only three had worked over fifty days. Of the 

others, four were not recorded in the census, one was recorded as a domestic servant, one 

as a grocers' assistant, the remainder mostly being returned as scholars. This issue of the 

50 1893-4, Royal commission on Labour, Glendale, p. I 04. 
51 NRO, 322/2/3, Swinburne Estate Labourer's Time Book, June 1870- July 1871; NRO, 322/3, Swinburne 
Estate Labourer's Time Book, March 1881 -June 1882. The following figures are from these sources. 
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employment of children presents a difficulty where the labourer books of a farm cannot 

be compared accurately to a census, as few wage books recorded the age of workers. Of 

those who were not recorded as agricultural labourers in the census but worked some 

time on the farm, three had worked less than twelve days. Mary Dobson, recorded as 

working as a grocer's assistant, was employed casually in agricultural tasks for 22 days 

worth of work between 1870 and 1871. In 1881, of the ten women entered in the census 

who worked at the Swinburne estate four are recorded as agricultural labourers. One of 

the women recorded as an agricultural labourer worked less than forty five days, whilst 

Jane Green, Mary Beattie and Mary Ann Elliot who were entered as unoccupied worked 

a combined total of over 365 days. What farm wage books often show though is that 

female employment for the most part was infrequent and unreliable. It would have been 

almost impossible for an independent woman who was not a bondager to secure a living 

from this work. The short spells during the year in which more hands were needed 

seemed to have often resulted in the women with some regular farm employment being 

overworked, though they may have been assisted by a small number of workers under 

sixteen years of age.52 As mentioned above, the system of hiring meant that the wage 

budget on most farms was settled at the start of the year and was not flexible enough to 

respond to any unforeseen short-term need to employ extra labourers. The census also 

shows that at Swinburne the majority of casual workers were related to a hind. This is 

obviously a limited source; however, it does show that although there was much 

agricultural labour performed by women that went unrecorded by the census, this work 

could be one of perhaps a number of employments undertaken by female worker and the 

52 1867-8, Report of the Commissioners on Women's Employment, p. 234; NRO, 322/3, Swinburne Estate 
Time Book. 
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number of days worked insufficient to be considered their main employment. 

Nevertheless, it is worth pointing out that the levels recorded in the census remained 

high, and higher even than in some counties where efforts have been made by historians 

to account for those that the census did not officially report. 

The 1851 census records that in England and Wales around 5% of all outdoor 

agricultural labourers were female. Joyce Burnette has calculated that the figure given of 

43,000 females is an underestimate and accounts for only 41% of the female workforce at 

the time.53 The amended figure of 104,000 accounts for just over 10% of the total 

employed. In Northumberland, the census recorded that females accounted for over 22% 

of outdoor agricultural labourers. This is certainly a large underestimate as many 

bondagers would not be recorded in this category. If Burnette's calculation is applied to 

Northumberland, females would have accounted for over 40% of the workforce at this 

time. The figure for County Durham would rise from 14% to almost 30%, well above 

Burnette's amended average. Burnette's calculation is centred upon accounting for 

unrecorded day labourers and so is more applicable to Durham than Northumberland. 

Issues of applicability aside, it is worth noting that even the un-amended figures for this 

region, in both counties, reveal a greater percentage of female farm labourers than the 

recalculated national figure. 

The number of females working in agriculture in Northumberland, and to a lesser 

extent in Durham, was high in both the numbers employed and as a proportion of the 

workforce. Female labour was valued, relatively well paid and pride was taken over this 

work, but it was also uncertain and familial: 'Even after they have reached the age of 

53 Joyce Burnette, 'The Wages and Employment of Female Day-Labourers in English Agriculture, 1740-
1850', Economic History Review, 57 (2004 ), p. 682. 
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maturity the whole family "make common cause with a common purse. "'54 Unlike the 

areas studied by Burnette, where higher female wages in agriculture were a response to 

the demand for female labour in other industries, this was not the case in 

Northumberland, where there were few opportunities for employment throughout most of 

the region. 55 It was only in the south of Northumberland, where single women frequently 

went out to service, responding to the 'great demand which exists in the towns for country 

servants',56 that a degree of choice was available. This seems to have resulted in the 

wives of farm labourers having to take up extra agricultural work to make up the shortfall 

in family income resultant from a daughter taking up work outside the local area.57 This 

highlights that even the relatively small monetary contributions that the casual 

agricultural work performed by women made to the family income could be essential to 

survival. In County Durham the majority of women employed in agricultural work were 

married.58 Farm owners in Durham had been unable to compete with the wages offered 

from, initially, coal mining, and later iron ore mining. The exodus of men from 

agricultural employment is reflected in the relatively high percentage of females among 

agricultural workers in the census. High agricultural wages in Durham seem to have 

reflected a lack of female labour, despite the lack of alternative opportunities. There 

seems to have been some resistance among single females in Durham in taking up this 

employment. Much of this has to do with the influence of the mining communities that 

frequently overlapped with the interests of agriculture. 

54 1867-8, Report of the Commissioners on Women's Employment, p. xii-xiii. 
55 Burnette, 'The Wages and Employment of Female Day-Labourers', p. 667. 
56 1867-8, Report of the Commissioners on Women's Employment, p. 58 
57 Ibid., p. 54. 
58 Ibid., p. 58. 
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In County Durham, agriculture had declined sharply in economic importance over 

this period. In the early twentieth century it was said that southern Northumberland and 

Durham formed counties of 'violent contrasts' for the speed in which the traveller 

exchanges 'purely pastoral or agricultural country for densely populated colliery areas of 

that still more dreary land where the coal has been won and farming is being resumed in a 

half-hearted way.'59 Even in the first half of the nineteenth century it was claimed that in 

County Durham agriculture was a 'sort of novelty'. 60 Instead of fields of wheat and 

barley the county was instead 'dotted with those buildings and scaffold apparatus which 

denote that beneath each of them a mine shaft sinks into the earth, but totally unmarked 

by that luxuriant crop of towns which the power-loom has called into being.'61 Many 

male labourers in rural Durham were engaged in mining activities: around 14,000 at the 

start of the nineteenth century, rising to 150,000 by 1911. Henley reported in 1867 that 

he had found the condition of the agricultural population 'entirely different from that of 

Northumberland; in fact, the manufacturing wealth of the county has so absorbed the 

population that a pure bred Durham farm labourer is very rare. '62 Although mining is 

rarely discussed as a feature of rural work many of these communities were little more 

than large villages, especially in the first half of the century.63 At Esh Winning and 

Ushaw Moor no house building took place until the 1860s, previous to which workers 

lived in the surrounding hamlets.64 

59 A.D. Hall, A Pilgrimage of British Farming. 1910-1912 (London, 1913), p. 124. 
60 William Cobbett, Rural Rides (London, 1915), Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 23 September 1832, p. 552. 
61 Ginswick (ed.), Labour and the Poor in England and Wales, p. 17. 
62 1867-8, Report of the Commissioners on Women's Employment, p. 57. 
63 Reay, Rural Englands, p. 28. 
64 Robert Moore, Pit-men, Preachers and Politics. The Effects of Methodism in a Durham Mining 
Community (Cambridge, 1974), p. 64. 
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There was almost no employment available for women within the mining 

industries of the North East, even before women were banned from working underground 

in 1842. In the following year there was discussion in parliament as to relaxing this 

measure, as it was said to have been causing many families much hardship.65 The Mines 

and Collieries Act was the first piece of gender-specific employment legislation, but it 

had almost no impact in the North East. Women stopped being employed underground 

some time after 1750, although local records fail to make clear why this self-imposed ban 

took place on the northern coalfields. Not only did women stop working underground 

but few seem to have carried on any surface work either. The pay book of Pontop Pike 

colliery in 1786 records a number of girls employed at bank, though none underground.66 

However, the census records of the nineteenth century show only a handful of women 

employed above ground in Durham and Northumberland, despite many hundreds being 

engaged in this work in neighbouring counties. Many Durham mining communities were 

isolated from any other form of industry. The lack of available employment for females 

could place a stress on families. Angela John records the incident of a miner from 

Durham who relocated his family, which included seven daughters, to Wigan as he 'could 

not hope to find work for them all in his native town.'67 The impact of Methodism may 

have inculcated some resistance to women working under and above ground, though this 

was not the case in areas such as South Wales, where there was also a strong commitment 

to nonconformity.68 Some explanation may be found also in the lack of infrastructure in 

65 Jane Mark-Lawson and Anne Eitz, 'From "Family Labour" to "Family Wage"? The Case of Women's 
Labour in Nineteenth-Century Coalmining', Social History, 13 ( 1988), p. 163; Angela V. John, By the 
Sweat of their Brow. Women Workers at Victorian Coal Mines (London, 1984 ). 
66 Edward Lloyd, Co-operation in Crook and Neighbourhood. /865-1915 (Pelaw, 1916), p23. 
67 John, Sweat of their Brow, p. 116. 
68 Ibid., p. 25; Moore, Pitmen, Preachers and Politics. 
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newly emerging collieries. In 1851 the imbalance in the population of Crook in favour of 

males was explained by the 'fact that the demand for houses could not be met, and miners 

had to take lodgings.'69 This explanation becomes problematic in the period after colliery 

owners began house building projects, and fails to help explain the sexual division of 

labour in the early part of this period. 

The female relatives of miners faced special problems related to their men-folk's 

work. Jack Lawson, who was brought up in Boldon Colliery, Durham, recalls the efforts 

his mother and elder sister endured: 'And how they worked! Clean! They rubbed and 

scrubbed, washed and dusted, from morning until night . . . when the pit worked, the 

cleaning started again as soon as it ended .... When I grew to years of understanding I 

vowed that the wrestle and risk of the pit was infinitely preferable to life in that 

kitchen.'7° Colliery villages in the region were said to have been 'almost without 

exception [in] ... a miserably filthy condition.'71 As well as cleaning duties females 

would often also be responsible for ensuring that male relatives were fed at work: 'Well, 

sir, when I get to the bank I'm very ready for my breakfast .... My mistress knows better 

nor to keep me waiting when I come to bank. If I expect to ride (ascend the shaft) at ten 

o'clock, she has the coffee hot by nine o'clock, in case I shall be sooner nor I thought.'72 

The exhaustive nature of such tasks could be exacerbated by shift patterns that resulted in 

men working during the night: 'The colliery produced coal as much by the pounding of 

the pit wife's "poss" as by the nicking of the pitman's pick.'73 The organization of the 

69 Lloyd, Co-operation in Crook and Neighbourhood, p. 19. 
70 Jack Lawson, A Man's Life ( 1932; London 1949), pp. 30-31. 
71 Ginswick (ed.), Labour and the Poor in England and Wales, p. 37. 
72 Quoted in ibid., p. 35. 
73 Colis, The Pitmen of the Northern Coalfield, p. 135. See also, 'Northern Colleries', Chambers Edinburgh 
Journal, August 1842, p. 250-51. 
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household remained the primary- and full time- task of the female relatives of miners, 

but it seems likely that there were many females who took up paid work prior to 

marriage, albeit related to the domestic role that women performed in these communities, 

such as charing. 74 

The census records a disproportionate number of females engaged in service in 

County Durham; in 1851, 33% of occupied females were recorded as a general domestic 

servant; this compares to 23% for Great Britain.75 Around two fifths of these workers 

were located within the principal towns of the county.76 In Sunderland just over 37% of 

occupied females were recorded in this category, though in Gateshead the figure was only 

29%. The average for the areas outside these principal towns was 32%. In 1901, just 

over 38% of occupied females in County Durham were recorded as domestic indoor 

servants. In urban areas this figure was 36%, in rural areas 45%. Almost three quarters 

of general domestic servants in Durham were employed in urban areas. The situation had 

reversed from that at mid-century where the majority of domestic servants were to be 

found in rural areas. However, the percentage of occupied rural women engaged in 

general domestic service had risen in this period. Young single women within mining 

communities predominantly took work in domestic service and it seems likely that where 

there was no paid work to be had some would have moved to more urbanised areas to 

find such employment. The census enumerator books of 1861 and 1881 for Boummoor, 

County Durham, centred upon the Bournmoor (or Lambton) colliery would suggest this. 

74 For a similar discussion relating to South Yorkshire see, Andrew Walker, "'Pleasurable Homes"? 
Victorian Model Miners' Wives and the Family Wage in a South Yorkshire Colliery District', Women's 
History Review, 6 ( 1997), pp. 317-36. 
75 Census 1851. Amended figures as above. 
76 4,090 of the I 0,189 female workers recorded as general domestic servants were enumerated in Durham 
city, and the boroughs of Gateshead, South Shields and Sunderland. Only general domestic servants have 
been counted so as to exclude categories underrepresented in rural areas such as hotel workers etc. 
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Of the unmarried children over the age of twelve resident with their parents a higher 

proportion were male than might be expected: 60% in 1861 and 65% in 1881.77 This 

disproportionate distribution suggests that as many as 40% of females born into this 

community had moved out. In households headed by a coal miner the employment rate 

for women in 1881 was less than 9%. If only direct relatives, wives and daughters, are 

considered the figure falls to less than 6%.78 

A much greater percentage would have performed unpaid domestic tasks within 

their households, or assisted neighbours and relatives. The work these women 

performed, although unpaid was connected to the work of the men within their 

community: the lives of both men and women in these communities were shaped by the 

rhythms of the coal industry. Here, the responsibilities of women were shaped by male 

labour but these duties were essential to the effective operation of their men-folk's work. 

A similar masculine industry - fishing - also relied upon unpaid female labour, though 

here there was a firmer connection between the tasks men and women performed. 

Fishing was a family enterprise involving the labour of both men and women. 

Male relatives often went out in the same boat together. A boating accident at Newbiggin 

at mid-century was said to have paralyzed the energies of the fishermen, 'every one 

seeming overpowered with gloom at distress . . . . The fishermen and their wives 

occupying themselves with comforting the bereaved relatives of the deceased.' The 

situation was made worse by 'one very painful circumstance in the melancholy affair, in 

consequence of families forming boats' crews - nearly the whole of the sufferers were 

77 National Archives (Hereafter NA), RG9/3758, 1861; NA, RG 11/4978, 1881. 
78 NA, RG11/4978. 
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related.'79 Although women did not themselves go out in the boats they would assist 

male relatives in their work through a number of related tasks, not least in the launching 

of boats from the shore, in addition to their domestic work and chores such as collecting 

fuel from what had washed up on the shoreline. 8° For example, during the line season 

women would bait the lines for male relatives going out to sea. Gathering the bait at low 

tide was a task made worse where demand outstripped supply. In such cases the women 

would have had to walk a number of miles to the next spot where bait could be readily 

found. The bait then had to be hooked to the line, a task which could take up to six 

hours. If, the following day, the sea was too rough to take the boats out the stale bait 

would have to be unpicked from the lines and fresh bait found. 81 The fishermen alone 

would not have been able to undertake such work without vastly expanding their 

numbers. It was thought 'impossible for the fishermen to work shorelines without the 

help of their women.'82 In 1856 when fishermen from Northumberland were encouraged 

to fish from West Hartlepool those that travelled to the new port brought their wives and 

children with them to bait their lines. 

Although unpaid, the work these women did was essential to the livelihood of the 

family. As well as line baiting, women would perform other tasks necessary for the 

upkeep of fishing equipment. The sketchbook of Edward Hodgson, a railwayman with 

the North Eastern Railway, includes a sketch he had drawn at Cullercoats pier in 1877 of 

fisherwomen mending nets. 83 A colony of artists had been attracted to Cullercoats in the 

79 NRO, ZSW 640, 'Miscellaneous Letters and Papers of Local Matters'. 
80 The following section is informed by, George Muirhead, 'The Fishing Industry of Northumberland and 
Durham 1780-1914', Ph.D. thesis (University of Newcastle, 1992); NRO, BRO 608, 'Interviews'. Also, 
James G. Bertram, The Unappreciated Fisher Folk: Their Round of Life and Labour (London, 1883). 
81 See also Newcastle Central Library (hereafter NCL), Robert Jopling, 'Baiting Lines', Art Journal ( 1887). 
82 Muirhead, 'The Fishing Industry of Northumberland and Durham', p. 37. 
83 NRO, 2232/1, 'Small Sketchbook'. 
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