
Historical Skills 

Using Evidence 

 

 

Evidence from the past comes in many forms, including written and printed material, illustrations, 
photographs and artefacts.  

Written sources can be primary, first-hand accounts written at the time or secondary, written by 
historians after the period being studied. 

To piece together a picture of the past, all evidence needs to be looked at very carefully. Some 
questions that you might want to ask when looking at a piece of evidence are: 

• Where did it come from? 

• Is it a personal or official source? 

• Who recorded it and why? 

• Is the information given correct or accurate? Can this be checked? 

• Can we tell if information has been left out? 

• What did the person who recorded this want us to know, feel or think? 

• Are facts and opinions included? 

• Is the evidence useful, reliable or biased? 

• Is the evidence exaggerated in any way? 

 

Suggested Activity 

The report for the Royal Commission investigating children’s employment in mines, which was 
written in 1842, provides us with important information about what it was like to work to in a mine 
as a child in Victorian times.  

The reports contain various types of primary evidence including quotations from people who 
were interviewed, illustrations and statistical information.  

Look at the three examples of evidence from the report using the questions to guide you. 
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Using Evidence: Illustrations 
This illustration, by S.S Scriven, has been taken from the report to the Royal Commission on the 
Employment of Children: Mines 1842 Volume 6, p79 and Volume 8, p61. 
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Questions 

1. What does the picture show? 

2. What is the woman doing? 

3. What materials are the winder and house made from? 

4. What are the people wearing? 

5. Why are the children in the shaft? 

6. What do you think the loose chains are for? 

7. Do you think this looks safe? 

8. What do you think it would feel like to be lowered down into a mine like that? 

 

If you have been to the Museum you will also be able to answer: 

9. How is the pit-top in the picture different to the pit-top at the Museum? 

10. How is the winder in the picture different from the winder at the Museum? 

 

Extension questions 

11. Who drew this picture and why? 

12. Is this what the artist could actually see? 

13. What do you think people were most concerned about when they first saw this drawing? 

14. How would such a scene be recorded today? 

 

 

Find out more about the 1842 Children’s Employment Commission on site at the Museum, in the 
1842 Gallery. 
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Using Evidence: Quotations 
This extract has been taken from the report to the Royal Commission on the Employment of 
Children: Mines 1842 Volume 7, p289.  William Pickard was interviewed by sub commissioner 
J.C. Symons. 
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Transcript (edited) 

No. 255. William Pickard, General Steward to Sir John Lister Kaye’s Collieries.  
Examined at Denby Grange, May 21, 1841 :- 

I have been a bottom-steward 44 years.  We used trappers till lately, and they used to go and begin 
as early as 6 years old.  Now the doors are allowed to fall themselves.  The men will let the children 
go as soon as ever they are big enough to addle any wages.   

The thinnest bed we are working is only 10 inches.  We cut the gates 26 inches. The corf and coal 
together will weigh 28 stone.  They will have 250 yards to hurry, on an average; they hurry 16 a-day.  
They always fill or riddle.  It is a rare thing for the children to go two together; they go singly.   

The biggest part of the gates are dry.  There is some places where the water is over their shoes; but 
very few. I don’t like to see the poor little children dabble in water, if it can be avoided.   

They go down generally at 6, or a quarter after. The hurriers will stop to eat their bread at 12; but the 
bigger ones of 12 or 14 years old will be kept to work in the hole shovelling muck, or picking it away.  
When I was a hurrier, they had good reason to be tired with a belt and chain, and without rails.  I do 
not think now that children’s work is hard work.  They have generally play enough after their work is 
done.  Nine hours for drawing coals would be plenty of time.  I have known pits in the neighbourhood 
drawing coals at 9 at night.   

The education of the children is very much neglected.  The parents don’t value it, and think nothing 
about.  The proprietors of coal-pits don’t notice schooling much, except the Stanfelds’.  They are the 
best I ever knew; they are always doing something for education to the children; and Mrs. Milnes 
has always done a great deal too; and Mr. Briggs is a very good one for that.   

I don’t know how we are to do without girls; we cannot do without. I fear colliers could not do without 
the wages of girls; and they are far better hurriers, and more attentive to their job. 
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Questions 

1. What jobs did children do? 

2. What did they have for lunch? 

3. What were the conditions like in this pit? 

4. What were William Pickard’s views on: 

• The ages of children working 

• The hours they worked 

• Girls working 

5. What education did the children have? 

Extension questions 

6. Why was William Pickard being interviewed? Why did the pit employ young children? 

7. Do you think that the information recorded is correct and accurate? 

 

 

 

Find out more about the 1842 Children’s Employment Commission on site at the Museum, in the 
1842 Gallery. 
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Using Evidence: Statistical Information 
 

This table (see over for a larger print), with a further three families, appears on pages 218 and 219 
of the Report of Children’s Employment: Mines 1842 Volume 7.  The information was collected by 
sub-commissioner J.C Symons. 
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Questions  

1. Compare the three families by looking closely at:   
• The number of children and their ages  
• Wages 
• The house, rooms, furniture, rent paid 
• How much food was bought and prices 

2. Why do you think the sub-commissioner would be interested in what books the families 
own? 

3. How do you think these families were chosen? 

4. Why was the information recorded?  

5. Is the information accurate (look at the room sizes)? 

 

Extension questions 

1. Can you decide what factors the sub-commissioner thought were important to the families’ 
well-being? 

2. What information is missing? What other questions could have been asked? 

3. Look at the remarks and longer comments. Who wrote these? Would those who wrote the 
remarks have been living in similar circumstances to these families? 

4. Compare these families with families today.  

 

 

 

Find out more about the 1842 Children’s Employment Commission on site at the Museum, in the 
1842 Gallery. 
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