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middle of the left two wheels before and behind. This
toothed-wheel grasps in the cogs and is moved by the
two smaller wheels in front.”

Then follows the description of the *“piston-handles
in two cylinders of 12 inches size moved by the steam-
engine. In the boiler itself is also the kiln in order to
produce the largest quantity of steam by a small
fire”.

The name “locomotive” is not used—it was intro-
duced by Stephenson only in 1825—but there is no
doubt that Fischer describes here one of the first
examples of this type of engine. The construction
was by M. Murray (1756-1826), an English engineer.
This ‘“‘van of triumph of the human mind”, as it is
called by Fischer, deserves to be quoted beside the
“Invicta” (1804) of Trevithick and the “Puffing
Billy” (1813) of William Hedley.

At his same visit Fischer had travelled some dis-
tance to meet the ‘“‘vehicle”’. The man “who guided
it called him

“to jump up on the van which was supplied with two
benches on each side, and for my pleasure he lifted the
machine to an easy trot. He increased the speed of the
pistons to eighty strokes a minute by a stronger production
of steam. But I was glad when he eased up again, because
of the apparent danger of an explosion. For the steam
whistled as if half a dozen asthmatic horses driven out of
breath were being relayed.”

But the story had a happy end, and Fischer
entered the town of Leeds in this unique manner.
He was amazed at the immense force this engine
developed for it was able to move 23 “‘completely
iron vans’’ with 60 hundredweight of coal each “‘on
a plane sometimes climbing . . . by the same speed”’.
Our man of Schaffhausen who had been so greatly
rewarded by his trip to Leeds was fully justified in
writing the following words: *. . . for such a purpose
the elements have not previously been harnessed
with such concentrated power in such a small room”.
Fischer was very sorry that he did not meet per-
sonally ‘“the famous Murray” as he called him in
1825.

But it was not only the locomotive engine which
would very soon revolutionize public life in England.
Steam navigation was already used in great measure
on the river Thames. As innovations there were the
production of artificial ice (1826), the use of coal-tar
dyes to increase the durability of wood, an original
apparatus for diving (1846), and photography. The
photographer Croucher in 1825 made a good
portrait of Fischer “in coloured Daguerrotype’’, an
invention of more than cultural significance in our
days.

In the introduction to his diary of 1845 Fischer
enumerates the remarkable developments in British
industry since his travels in the 1820°s when only the
steam-engine meant something new in contrast with

the continent. This one indication shows that within
two decades in the British Isles modern techniques
in industry had been created.

The Social Situation

How did the workers live in this world of
“Pantechnotheka’, as one of the modern buildings
of the new town of Birmingham was called? Com-
pared with his detailed descriptions of machines and
equipment, Fischer’s references to social conditions
are scanty. Nevertheless, he did not overlook the
negative side of this great technical progress. In the
last years of his life he saw the social problems in a
rather different light.

Switzerland could not keep up with the imposing
number of manual workers employed in England.
In 1814 Fischer found that the large ironworks in
Broseley (near Birmingham) over which its founder
John Wilkinson (1728-1808) ‘‘ruled like a king”,
employed over 5,000 male workers alone. It impressed
Fischer that Wilkinson’s successor Ferryday, had
once been ‘“a common coal-heaver”’. The spinning
mill of Gott in Leeds counted 1,000 men and during
the wars even twice as many.

After his visit to a textile mill in Manchester in
1814 Fischer fully understood the revolt of the
weavers near Nottingham and in some other places
reported in the newspapers some years previously.
At that time the workers had attempted to demolish
the machines and the buildings containing them.
Fischer was not surprised at this after he had seen
the machine looms. He describes the conditions in
a factory in relation to the employees:

50 looms moved by one single steam-engine stood in a
room of middle size. Each loom measured 4 feet in
length, breadth and height. 15 persons and a supervisor
looked after them.”

Again near Manchester, Phillips, the owner of a
large ironworks, complained to Fischer in 1825 of
“the rebellious workers”. Fischer drew a parallel
between the circumstances in Schaffhausen and those
in Manchester and added that ‘“‘our people accus-
tomed to a much simpler life would be glad to
receive the high wages paid in England (24-26
shillings a week) even allowing for the higher cost of
living”.

Fischer saw child labour at Gott’s factory. He
mentions it only in connexion with the fact that,
because of the quality and the precision of the looms,
only a measure of supervision was needed. He says
that one little child was more than enough for the
care of two machines opposite each other and each
containing 50 spindles. Any criticism against child
labour is lacking.

Fischer mentions in passing that, in hackling the
flax on the loft, the windows were kept open during
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summer and winter because of ‘‘the horrible dust’’,
but there is no allusion to the possibility of an
industrial disease caused by the dust.

Fischer’s report of his visit to the 1851 Exhibition
concludes on a warning note. He discusses the
“workers’ associations” from which he considered
there was heavy but partially concealed pressure to
improve conditions. He saw the great contrast
between the working class of society—and he visited
many workers ‘““in their low dark dwellings”—and
the luxury enjoyed by relatively small parts of the
nation. Fischer foresees a grave future on account of
overproduction; the lot of the poorest inhabitants,
namely, the factory-workers, condemned to in-
activity, would become a burden for the country. It
is interesting to note at the present time that,
according to Fischer, even the introduction of Free
Trade would not be able to put a stop to this develop-
ment.

Fischer met Robert Owen (1771-1858) in 1825 and
he appears to have appreciated Owen’s qualities as
a reformer. A statement made by a clerk in Gott’s
textile firm shows clearly that the philanthropic ideas
of Owen had been accepted willingly by certain
circles in the industry. He gave Fischer, with whom
he had a long discussion, a pamphlet by Owen which
“should contain all that is needed to make men
happy”.

How great was the contrast between reality and
the ideal postulates of Owen! In Sheffield, work
lasted until late on Saturday nights, and in England,
as Fischer writes in 1846, there were none of the
rather easy rest pauses “met with in our country”
where a man could find time ““to load and to light a
pipe”. Towns like Manchester and Birmingham
are “enveloped by a standing cloud of smoke”. By
this statement Fischer did not mean to diminish the
merits of “‘the poor barber Arkwright”, the inventor
of the steam jenny, who had contributed so much to
the greatness of Manchester. But he remembered
the poor dwellings of the workers with their rare

windows and he compared them very unfavourably
with the “friendly farmhouses” of Switzerland which
he knew so well.

In the middle of the hurry and bustle of the great
Exhibition, the man of Schaffhausen wrote a medita-
tive contemplation to which, in a large town, one can
be urged even today. He calls his notes “‘a short and
certainly not exaggerated sketch of London life in
general™, but is anxious, at the same time, to plan
the reversal of the features he disliked in the urban
environment. He thinks that English people are
“much more devoted to home life than are their
neighbours on the other side of the Channel”.

Finally, Fischer draws the picture of the large
town:

“Grey and black-brown the rows of houses without
end, noise and din of innumerable vehicles without
cease, laconic conversation or complete silence in the
dining-rooms of the restaurants . . . where every arriving
person first looks for a free table and as quickly as
possible barricades himself behind an immense news-
paper . . . The large towns, with few exceptions, are for
the people who must remain there for their whole dis-
tressing lives, indeed they resemble gaols . . . Never or
extremely seldom a bright sky like ours laughs to the
man of London; he does not see the beautiful meadows,
the flowing brooks, the green woods, nor ever imagine
the lovely silver wraith of our Alps.”

I hope that the strong voice of Fischer’s
philosophy, out of the dynamic 19th century, has
spoken to us with lasting effect.

REFERENCES

Ciba, Ltd. (1959). The Story of Chemical Industry in Basle. Urs Graf,
Olten and Lausanne.

Fischer, Johann Conrad (1951). Tagebiicher (1794-1851).
Schaffhausen, Switzerland.

Morazé, Charles (1959). Das Gesicht des 19. Jahrhunderts. Diederichs,
Diisseldorf, Kdln.

Ritchie, R. (1846). Railways; Their Rise, Progress and Construction:
With Remarks on Railway Accidents, and Proposals for their
Prevention. Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans,
London.

Fischer,


http://oem.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com/

Downloaded from oem.bmj.com on February 14, 2012 - Published by group.bmj.com

A Swiss Manufacturer Sees the
Industrial Revolution in England

Heinrich Buess

Br J Ind Med 1962 19: 47-51
doi: 10.1136/0em.19.1.47

Updated information and services can be found at:
http://oem.bmj.com/content/19/1/47

These include:

Email alerting  Receive free email alerts when new articles cite this article.
service Sign up in the box at the top right corner of the online
article.

Notes

To request permissions go to:
http://[group.bmj.com/group/rights-licensing/permissions

To order reprints go to:
http://journals.bmj.com/cgi/reprintform

To subscribe to BMJ go to:

http://group.bmj.com/subscribe/


http://oem.bmj.com/content/19/1/47
http://group.bmj.com/group/rights-licensing/permissions
http://journals.bmj.com/cgi/reprintform
http://group.bmj.com/subscribe/
http://oem.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com/

