Worsted Textiles in Bradford- Information Sheet
Bradford’s Reformers

Bradford’s textile mills were dangerous places to work. Children suffered gruesome accidents, serious injury, and illness. Many were left deformed by the crippling work. Overlookers, who supervised the child workers, often inflicted violent punishment. 
However, there were also reformers who fought to improve conditions for children. They campaigned about children’s working hours, workplace safety, and health and education provision. Their work led to government legislation aimed at protecting child workers. 
Three key local figures were:

Richard Oastler, Margaret McMillan and Edward Forster: 

Richard Oastler called the use of child labour in local mills the ‘Yorkshire Slavery’. He campaigned for shorter working hours for children. His work helped bring about the 1847 Factory Act, which made the working day a maximum of ten hours long. 
Oastler lost his job after encouraging the use of strikes to campaign for changes in the mills. Losing his wage resulted in a spell in debtors’ prison. Even from prison, Oastler continued to write and campaign for shorter working hours. 
A memorial to Richard Oastler was unveiled in 1869 by fellow reformer, the Earl of Shaftesbury. Today, this memorial can be seen off  Northgate in Bradford city centre.

Those magazines of British infantile slavery, the worsted mills of Bradford where hundreds of little children work thirteen hours a day. These children should be freed from exploitation..” Richard Oastler
Margaret McMillan worked to improve the health and lives of working class children. She was a member of the Bradford School board in the 1890s and campaigned for school meals for children. Her work resulted in the 1906 Provision of School Meals Act. 
In 1892, Margaret McMillan and Bradford’s school medical officer, Dr James Kerr, carried out the first medical inspections of primary school children. In a report about her findings, McMillan insisted schools should install bathrooms and provide better ventilation in classrooms.

These children are not just ‘doffers’ and ‘Little Piecers’ but the Lilies of the Field … they are the heirs of the age” Margaret McMillan
William Edward Forster was the Liberal MP for Bradford between 1861 and 1886. He helped to develop the 1870 Education Act which established a national education system where school boards were set up with elected members. Forster Square in Bradford is named in his honour.

I strive to get the children of the working classes out of the gutter by educating them. Education for all. William Edward Forster
There were many more Acts passed which improved conditions for children in the mills. The Information Sheet on Legislation provides more detail.
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