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TREATMENT OF CHILDREN 
 
SOURCE A 
1. What accidents does it say happened in the factories? 

Children’s arms and hands caught in the machinery. Sometimes a finger or two might be lost. 
2. What does this say about the conditions in which children worked? 

They were bad and unsafe. 
 
SOURCE B 
3. How were children punished? 

They were whipped if they were late. 
4. What words would you use to describe this treatment? 

Awful and painful. 
 
SOURCE C 
5. How many hours were worked each day? What do you think about this? 

16 hours were worked each day with a few breaks. This is very mean. 
 
SOURCE D 
6. Why does John Fielden say factory work is unsuitable for children? 

They were in a hot atmosphere with no proper exercise, sitting in one position with only one set of 
muscles being used. 

7. What effects do you think factory work could have on a child’s growth? 
It stunts the physical growth of a child. 

 
SOURCE E 
8. Describe what you see in the picture. What jobs are the children doing? 

The children are scavenging and piecing. 
 
 
MY DIARY ENTRY OF A CHILD LIVING IN VICTORIAN TIMES 
 
Today I woke up at 4 o’clock in the morning. It’s terrible and tiring having to wake up so early. I washed 
in cold water, which we keep in a bucket in the room I share with my five brothers and sisters. I go to 
the toilet in another bucket, which we throw out in the back lane. 
I live with my mum and dad in a house, which is rented to us by the mill owner. 
We all work in the mill in Halifax. It is owned by a very rich man called Mr Thornhill. He is one of the 
richest men in England and one of the meanest. My dad says that Richard Oastler will sort him out. 
As I’m only nine years old, I work next to my mum as a scavenger and piecer. This means I pick up 
loose pieces of thread from under the machines. Mum says I must be very careful as I might catch a 
finger or hand in the machinery, which is still running. 
The best part of the day is when we have a break and I can play with the other children. Sometimes we 
have lessons. The worst part of my day is if I arrive late and get beaten. 
I wish that we were rich and I didn’t have to work in a factory. And would have lots of food to eat. I had a 
piece of bread for my lunch today.  
The mill was very hot today and very noisy. We all have to shout to make ourselves heard. It is very 
dangerous. Someone got a broken arm yesterday. 
I worked until 8 o’clock this evening. It’s alright in the summer but when it’s dark and cold in the winter 
it’s horrid. 
When I got home, mum had made us all a stew. Then I went to bed as early so I could get ready for the 
next day. 
 
 
A note of explanation why Kate mentioned the name of Thomas Thornhill and his Mill in Halifax.  
The quotation by Richard Oastler immediately brought to mind our shady family history. 
 
Thomas Thornhill was a landowner and mill owner in Huddersfield and Halifax. He in fact lived on a 
country estate in Suffolk. He was a famous racehorse owner (won the Derby) and immensely wealthy. 
Richard Oastler was a factory reformer who had worked for Thomas Thornhill, but got into debt and was 
eventually jailed at the behest of Thornhill in 1840. Oastler had been a thorn in Thornhill’s side and had 
referred to him as a “white slave owner”. Their correspondence whilst Oastler was in the Fleet debtor’s 
prison was published and became a rallying point for factory reform. 
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Kate’ s great, great, great, great, great grandmother was a Sara Sober Wood. She was married to 
Samson Tickel Wood (they were cousins). She was apparently very pretty and caught the eye of 
Thomas Thornhill. Her husband Samson was in severe debt. Apparently, Thomas Thornhill offered 
Samson £3000 (a gigantic in today’s money approximately £300,000) to buy his wife. Samson agreed. 
She already had several children with Samson one of whom was Kate’s great, great, great, great 
grandmother Judith Frewin Wood. This extraordinary story is well documented and must have been a 
huge scandal at the time. Sarah and Thomas eventually married after Samson had died. 
As you can see from the enclosed drawing from the National portrait gallery, Thomas Thornhill was not 
the most handsome man. And he was clearly a pretty odious character. Poor Sarah, what did she see 
in him? 
As a matter of interest, the Sober family, the Wood family and the Applewaite family into which Judith 
Frewin Wood married, were all plantation owners in Barbados and became immensely wealthy through 
slavery and the sugar and tobacco trade. So, a pretty unsavoury side of the family, but fascinating.  
Just to add final piece to the jigsaw, Kate’s great grandmother was an Applewaite and directly 
descended from Sarah Sober Wood. 
These things make history really come alive. 
 

 
Thomas Thornhill (on left) 
 
Extract from the Legacies of British Slave Ownership. 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2494 
Biography 
Awarded the compensation for the Mount Gay estate in Barbados as devizee in trust of Cumberbatch Sober (q.v.). 
The will identifies him as of Riddlesworth Hall Norfolk and as the son-in-law and co-residuary legatee of 
Cumberbatch Sober. 

1. The Mount Gay estate is the cornerstone of the modern Mount Gay rum business. The summary company 
history online shows the Thornhill family buying the estate in 1858, but the connection if any between the 
purchase and Thomas Thornhill's role under Cumberbatch Sober's will is as yet unknown. 

2. 'On the 29th inst. at his house in Berkeley Square, in the 64th year of his age, [death of] Thomas Thornhill 
Esq. of Fixby-hall, Yorkshire and Riddlesworth Hall, Norfolk.' 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/person/view/2494
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3. Adm. Fell.-Com. (age 18) at ST JOHN'S, June 12, 1798. [S. of Thomas (above), of Fixby, Yorks. (and 
Eleanor, dau. of Nicholas Garrard Lynne, of Little Horkesley, Essex). B. Dec. 15, 1780. School, Eton.] Of 
Fixby Hall, Yorks., and Riddlesworth Hall, Norfolk. High Sheriff of Norfolk, 1815-16. Secretary to the 
Jockey Club. Married (1) Feb. 28, 1815, Sarah Wood Wood, widow of S. T. Wood, Esq.; (2) July 8, 1835, 
Clara, dau. of Harry Peirse, Esq., of Bedale, Yorks.; (3) 1839, Honoria, dau. of Major and Lady Louisa 
Forester. Died May 29, 1844, in London. (Eton Sch. Lists; St John's Coll. Adm., IV. 515; Burke, L.G.; G. 
Mag., 1844, II. 104.) 

4. An online family tree states that his first wife Sarah Wood Wood, nee Sober, ran away with Thomas 
Thornhill while she was still married to her first husband Samson Tickle Wood and that her two youngest 
children, Thomas Thornhill Wood born 1804) and Sarah Thornhill Wood (born 1805) were probably 
Thomas Thornhill's. These two children used the surname Thornhill in adulthood. She married Thomas 
Thornhill after the death of Samson Tickle Wood in 1815. 

5. In 1841, Thomas Thornhill, age 60, of independent means, born out of county, was living at no. 49 
Berkeley Square with his third wife Honoria, age 20 and children Clara, age 5 and Honoria age 2 months. 

6. There is a portrait of Thomas Thornhill in the National Portrait Gallery, 'Two Personages of Great Weight 
on the Turf (Thomas Thornhill; Samuel Chiffney)', published in 1829. 

 
Sources 
Thomas Thornhill was absentee landlord of Fixby Estate nr Huddersfield, where he employed factory reformer 
Richard Oastler as steward, and fired him in 1836 and pursued him for unpaid debt until Oastler was jailed in 1840. 
Oastler wrote and published 'Letters to Thomas Thornhill from Fleet debtors prison'. S. D. Smith in Gentry 
Capitalism says no link has been demonstrated between the Thornhills in Fixby and the Thornhills in Barbados, but 
this connection between Thomas Thornhill and Cumberbatch Sober suggests some convergence of the two 
branches of the Thornhill family in a nexus around Barbadian absentees in Britain. 

1. http://ww1.prweb.com/prfiles/2011/03/15/721604/MountGayRumABackground.pdf accessed 12/09/2013. 
2. Times 31/5/1844 Deaths p 8. 
3. Ancestry.com, Cambridge University Alumni, 1261-1900 [database online]. 
4. Email from Ruth Hecht, 26/04/2019; see the will of their grandfather Cumerbatch Sober, PROB 11/1722/5, 

and later census records for the children. 
5. 1841 census online. 
6. https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/person/mp127240/thomas-thornhill [accessed 03/05/2019]. 

We are grateful to Ruth Hecht for her assistance with compiling this entry. 
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