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EVIDENCE TO THE VIOLATION OF THE LAW RELATIVE TO THE

EMPLOYMENT OF CLIMBING BoYs IN SWEEPING CHIMNEYS
Examined by Mr. J. E. White, October and November 1862

Mr. George Ruff, Upper Parliament Nottingham

I am a chimney sweeper, and also own a shop here. Twenty-five years ago I was the first agent in
this town of an association formed to prevent the use of climbing boys.

At one time soon after the Act (3 & 4 Vic. C. 85, 1840) their number in this town was brought
very low. But lately they have very much increased. A few months ago I made out a list of 14
men here employing between 21 boys; one employed 3. I have since found that I had omitted
some. The boys are, I should say, between the ages of 8 and 14 with few perhaps of 6 and 7. I am
certain that unless something is done things will soon be as bad as ever. There is a competition
here between those who use boys and those who will not, and an association of those masters
who object to their use has been formed to stop it. I have nothing to do with it.

The law against climbing boys is a dead letter here. At first a paid agent was employed by some
gentlemen and ladies in the town to watch the sweeps, but he has given up, as he came to
neglect the duty.

No prosecutions were brought till, as nearly as I remember, about 12 years ago when Mr. Peter
Hall visited this town, amongst other places for the purpose and he came at intervals after-
wards but has of late discontinued his visits. Some sweeps and one householder were convicted
and punished but several got off. The magistrate required evidence which it was almost impos-
sible to procure, such as seeing the boy actually in or just leaving the chimney. Mr. Hall complained
that after all his cost and trouble he failed here, in many cases on evidence clear enough to
convict anywhere else as seeing a boy enter a house without a machine and leave it with soot.
He was however much dreaded by the sweeps and as soon as his arrival became known by the
railway policemen or any one seeing him at the stations the sweeps were all on their guard and
he had to employ a person unknown to watch the sweeps for him.

The use of boys is much encouraged by the fact that many householders will have their chim-
neys swept by boys instead of by machines. I have myself lost a great amount of custom which I
should otherwise have, and some which I formerly had at large houses and public establish-
ments because I will not use boys. That reason was not given. But I was not employed after I
refused. I have been sent away even from magistrates’ houses and in some cases even by ladies
who have professed to pity the boys for refusing to use them.

However, to satisfy particular customers and in order to be able to do jobs where perhaps one
chimney out of a lot would need a boy, I did for a time try to bring up one of my own children to
it, but my wife and I felt that we could not stand it any longer and that we would sooner go to
the workhouse than suffer what we did from it.

No one knows the cruelty which a boy has to undergo in learning. The flesh must be hardened.
This is done by rubbing it, chiefly on the elbows and knees with the strongest brine as that got
from a pork shop close by a hot fire. You must stand over them with a cane or coax them by a
promise of a half-penny &c if they will stand a few more rubs.

At first they will come back from their work with their arms and knees streaming with blood
and the knees looking as if the caps had been pulled off.

Children’s Employment Commission, 1862: First Report of Commissioners Presented to Both Houses of
Parliament, 1863
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The best age for teaching boys is about 6. That is
thought a nice trainable age. But I have known 2
at least of my neighbor’s children begin at the age
of 5. 1 once saw a child of only 4% years in the
market place in his sooty clothes and with his scraper
in his hand. I know that was his age. Some said
“look at that little fellow, he is not 4?2 But one man
standing by said “he’s 4 ¥2 his father (naming him)
told me his birthday, and said that he began when
he was 4 and that he would make a nice little climber.”

Nottingham is famous for climbing boys. This is
onaccount of the chimneys being so narrow. A Nottingham
boy is or was worth more to sell.

A boy of about 7 or 8 was stolen from me once. As
he was in the street a man seized him from behind
in his arms, carried him off straight to a lodging
house and stupefied him with drugged tea. After
the tea the child fell into deep sleep and lost all
his appetite. An inspector and I raced him to Hull.
The boy was so glad to find that “master” had come.
The man had said that if they had got him to France,
they should have had 10 pounds for him. There
was another boy found with him.

Seven or eight years ago a boy was smothered in a
chimney here. The doctor who opened his body
said that they had pulled his heart and liver out of
place in dragging him down. . ..
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“THE LiTTLE CHIMNEY SWEEP”
by Mr. Urron (put to music by Mr. W. T. Park)

‘Twas a keen frosty morn, and the snow heavy falling,

When a child of misfortune was thus sadly calling, “Sweep! Sweep! I am cold and the

Snow is very deep,
“0O, pray take compassion on poor little sweep!
Sweep! Sweep!”
The tears down his checks in large drops were fast rolling,
Unnotic’d, unpity’d by those by him strolling,
Who frequently warn’d him, at distance to keep
While he cried, “Take compassion on poor little sweep!”

In vain he implor’d passing strangers for pity,
This smil’d at his plaints and that banter’d his ditty:
Humanity’s offspring as yet lay asleep.

Nor heard the sad wailing of poor little sweep.

At the step of a door, half froze and dejected,

He sat down and griev’d, to be shun’d and neglected;
When a kind-hearted damsel by chance saw him weep,
And resolv’d to befriend him, the distress’d little sweep.

“Sweep! Sweep!’

In rapture she gaz’d on each black sooty feature,
And hugg’d to her bosom the foul-smelling creature!
Who sav’d by a sister no longer need creep
Thro’lanes, courts and alleys, a poor little sweep.

Source: Quoted in Richard Iliffe and Baquley, Victorian Nottingham: A Story in Pictures Vol. 16, Nottingham

Historical Files (Derby and Sons, n.d.).
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