Accidents in the Mills

It is difficult to get accurate statistics for the earliest period, as there were no factory inspectors and reports.   In 1793 the First Statistical Account for Lanarkshire stated that of the several hundred apprentice children employed by David Dale in the past 7 years, only 5 had died, though it is not implied that any of the children died as a result of accidents in the mills, rather that the deaths were the result of illness or disease.

It is probable that there were fewer accidents at New Lanark under Robert Owen’s management than in other factories, as the hours were shorter, and the workers less likely to become careless through tiredness.   Corporal punishment was forbidden.   The time for cleaning machines was never deducted from meal-breaks as it was in some mills.   From the beginning, a factory surgeon was employed by the company, and the workers received free medical care.   (see pp. 27 and 67 of “Investigating New Lanark 1785-1830”).

Further than that, Robert Owen did not allow children under the age of 10 to work in the mills, and even by the 1830’s when the mills had changed ownership, the Manager stated that there were no workers under the age of 10 and very few under 12 or 13.

In 1833, interviewed by the Factory Commission inspector, John Alexander, mill manager at New Lanark, stated that the last serious accident was the loss of a hand by a woman about a year and a half ago.   He remembered one fatal accident, about 25 years previously, and several instances of people losing fingers, or parts of fingers.   He believed that on the whole the machinery was well fenced, though admitted that there might be room for improvement in some areas.

Robert Logan, the factory surgeon at the same period, reported the loss of an arm, and three or four fingers, and said that the health of the mill workers was in general as good as that of other labouring classes.   The New Lanark Mills are described as being particularly clean, well ventilated and carefully kept, and the workers as clean and respectable.

In 1856, a workman was killed when he fell into the wheel-pit, having slipped while trying to start the water-wheel on the tread-mill principle.

The most common injuries received were caused by workers catching fingers, hands, arms etc, in the moving machinery.   The Works Manager’s Report Book records a typical example in 1883:  “In First Mill Third Room at 11.45, Cathren Dods dropped a flyer between the cylinders.   She put her hand in to take it out and she received a sore bruise on the arm.   It turns out her arm is broken”.

Within living memory, the most serious accident occurred when a woman’s hair was caught in the machinery, and she was partially scalped.   She survived, and after that all women were required to wear dust-caps, which they did for a while, but then they got tired of them, and stopped wearing them.  (see P. 89 of “Investigating New Lanark 1880-1930”).

Accidents happened from time to time, but the chances lessened as the regulations governing safety guards etc on machinery became stricter.   There were other risks to health in cotton mills, however, from breathing in fibres and dust in the atmosphere, and from the noise of the machinery.   (see pp. 133, 134, 136, 137 and 138 of “Investigating New Lanark 1880-1990”).
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