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Life in Ashington c.1900 
 
The unit explores the lives of families living in a colliery village in north-east England at the 
end of the Victorian period and could form part of a study of Victorian childhood or an 
investigation into the impact of changes in work on the lives of children.  
 
Pupils investigate characteristic features of daily life including school, home and leisure, 
using a range of sources from Woodhorn Museum & Northumberland Archives and the 
internet. 
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QUOTATIONS 

 Source A  
‘“Heaven helps those who help themselves” … Whatever is done for men or classes, to a 
certain extent takes away the stimulus and necessity of doing for themselves.’  

Samuel Smiles, Self-Help (1859)  

Source B  

‘The condition of a class of people whose misery, ignorance, and vice, amidst all the immense 
wealth and great knowledge of “the first city in the world”, is, to say the very least, a national 
disgrace to us’  
Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor (1851)  

Source C  

‘Darkest England may be described as consisting broadly of three circles, one within the 
other. The outer and widest circle is inhabited by the starving and homeless, but honest Poor. 
The second by those who live in Vice; and the third and innermost region at the centre is 
people by those who exist by Crime … the borders of this great lost land are not sharply 
defined. They are continually expanding and contracting … the death of a breadwinner, a long 
illness, a failure in the city, or any one of a thousand other causes which might be named, will 
bring within the first circle those who at present imagine themselves free from all danger of 
actual want.’  

William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890)  

Source D  
‘Their life is the life of savages, with vicissitudes of extreme hardship and their only luxury is 
drink.’  
Charles Booth, The Maps Descriptive of London Poverty, Inquiry into Life and Labour in 
London (1886-1903)  
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ACTIVITY 
 
Activity 1 
Divide the following descriptions into those that would be seen as ‘deserving’ and 
‘undeserving’ of charity. 
 

Hard-working  Alcoholic  Moral  

Responsible  Lazy  Disabled  

Elderly  Unlucky  Sick  

Healthy  Vagrant  Able-bodied  

Unmarried pregnant 
woman  

Criminal  Orphan  

 

 
Activity 2: Petitions 
There had long been a tradition in Britain of giving to those who are less fortunate. 
However, it was during the nineteenth century that charities became more organised.   
 
The Charity Organisation Society was formed in 1869 with the aim of regulating charities so 
that support would be given to the poor in a much more orderly fashion. Like Samuel Smiles, 
they believed that helping people indiscriminately could stop people from helping 
themselves. 
 
The Lord Crewe’s Charity had been set up in 1721 to distribute the wealth of Lord Crewe after 
his death. It was originally intended to help the families of clergymen, but Lord Sharp 
expanded it to help poor people in Northumberland and Durham, both through initiatives like 
a school for poor girls in Bamburgh and through individual donations to people who asked for 
help.  
 
These pleas for help took the form of ‘petitions’.  

 
Download the following images from www.museumsnorthumberland.org.uk/woodhorn-
museum/about-us/learning/ for your group to explore and work with: 

 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – source E 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – source F 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – source G 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – source H 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – source I 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – NRO452/C/4/96 

• Life in Ashington c.1900 – NRO452/B/2/3p160 

 

 

http://www.museumsnorthumberland.org.uk/woodhorn-museum/about-us/learning/
http://www.museumsnorthumberland.org.uk/woodhorn-museum/about-us/learning/
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Ask the pupils if they know what a petition is? Pupils may answer with contemporary 
meaning – say that yes, that is right, but they can also be written by individuals to ask for 
help. These were normally written on behalf of the poor person by someone in the 
community like a vicar.  

 

Give the pupils the petitions.  

 

Give the pupils five minutes to see what information they can extract from the sources, for 
example: name, date, residence, occupation. The aim is for them to gain familiarity with the 
documents and confidence in using them.  

 
Ask the pupils for any words or phrases they don't understand and point out that it is useful 
to find out what these mean before we continue/explain that all researchers have to do 
this! These should be written on the whiteboard throughout then discussed after first 
session.  
 
The pupils should then work in groups (one letter each or between pairs) to answer the 
following questions:  

• What common factors can they find among the people seeking help (family size? Low 
wages? Certain occupations?)  

• Are there any events which seem to drive people into poverty/needing to seek help? 
(sickness, accident and redundancy?)  

 

Class discussion: How do they think the Trustees decided who to help? 
 


