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	PEOPLE, PLACES & FACTS

	
	

	The family
	

	
	

	2, Aelfred Rd
	The family home. A terraced house in the middle of Axminster, a cathedral town in the West of England.

	Boudicca 
	A female Tibetan spaniel, named after a famous Celtic queen. Fierce and unkind to Leader.

	Cleo
	The tortoiseshell cat, nice to look at. Eats mice and shrews.

	Cocky Pheasant
	Peanut eating tame bird who lives in the garden and keeps the cats in order.

	Dad
	Goes fishing, drinks wine and puts in the odd unhelpful appearance.

	Great Gran
	A famous witch from the West Indies.

	Jane
	A junior witch, living at 2, Aelfred Rd. Feisty..

	Leader
	A second Tibetan spaniel: a friendly, furry and totally useless mut whom Boudicca terrorises.

	Mum
	Who looks after the family and animals at 2, Aelfred Rd.

	Rose
	Jane’s long suffering older sister..

	Sam
	Jane’s unfortunate friend whose parents are Norwegian. A judo, swimming and kick boxing champion. 

	Uncle John
	A great wizard and story teller.

	Miss Woodhead
	A history teacher who believes that Britain’s history is the story of her glorious past that children should learn.

	
	

	Victorian Britain

	
	

	Andover Workhouse
	A workhouse that was at the centre of a huge scandal about how some workhouses were run like concentration camps. 

	Lord Ashley
	The main campaigner to ban child labour in mines and factories.

	Bowes
	A village in Yorkshire where William Shaw ran a school upon which Dickens based his Dotheboys Hall in  Nicholas Nickelby.

	Charles Dickens
	A famous writer who exposed child abuse and cruelty in his novels Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby, written after 1837. 

	Child chimney Sweeps
	Children were forced up chimneys to work as chimney sweeps until  made  illegal in 1863.

	Coalbrookdale
	The area of Britain where the Industrial Revolution started. A  region of coalmines, blast furnaces, forges, iron works and canals.

	Concentration Camps
	Prison camps that the Nazis set up to wipe out their political enemies and Jews, gypsies and other races. They often starved their prisoners to death.

	Cotton Mill
	A cotton factory. Many used water wheels to power their machinery [as well as steam engines] in the same way as flour mills, hence the term cotton mill. 

	Factory Acts
	Acts of Parliament that made child labour illegal in cotton mills and other factories

	Industrial Revolution
	The change of Britain from a farming to an industrial country that began in the 1770s and 80. It saw steam powered factories in every town and city, steam trains and steam ships.

	Manchester
	A large city in Lancashire at the heart of the cotton spinning and weaving industry.

	Mines Acts
	Acts of Parliament that banned young children and women from working down mines.

	Mr and Mrs McDougal
	The couple who ran Andover workhouse. Mr McDougal was a violent drunk, he and his wife often fought each other. They ran their workhouse like a concentration camp.

	Mr Miller
	A government mines inspector who inspected the Hills Lane coal mine in Shropshire.

	Nicholas Nickleby
	A character in Dickens’ novel who worked as a teacher in Dotheboys Hall, a Yorkshire boarding school.

	Oliver Twist
	A character in Charles Dickens novel of the same name who was sent to live in the Workhouse.

	Prince Albert
	Queen Victoria’s husband: a prince from Germany.

	Steam engines
	Steam engines were used to work the machinery in nearly all factories during the Industrial Revolution.

	The Times
	Britain’s most famous newspaper that campaigned against the evils of the New Poor Law and its Workhouses.

	White Slavery
	The treatment of British women and children in Victorian England as if they were slaves. 

	William Shaw
	A schoolmaster who owned Bowes School upon which Dickens based Dotheboys Hall in his novel Nicholas Nickleby.

	Workhouses
	After 1834 a huge new type of workhouse was built throughout Britain where the unemployed, insane, old and sick were forced to live on a starvation diet.  Charles Dickens campaigned against them


TIMELINE OF VICTORIAN BRITAIN

	DATE
	EVENT

	
	

	1819
	Queen Victoria born.

	1830s onwards
	The Industrial Revolution changes Britain with the growth of towns and the spread of steam powered factories for the making of all goods. Trains and steam ships become common.

	1834
	Poor Law Amendment Act sets up new type of huge 

workhouses where the poor lived in a state of semi starvation.

	1830s
	Start of the railway boom that saw railways reach every large town in Britain by 1850.

	1837
	Victoria becomes Queen on the death of the King

	1837 until the 1880s 
	Britain is the world’s leading industrial and trading nation.

	1837-39
	Charles Dickens writes Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby: novels that tell us about the Victorian workhouse and life in boarding schools in Yorkshire.

	1840
	Queen Victoria marries Prince Albert.

	1840s-1870s
	British Empire expands quickly in India and the rest of Asia.

	1842
	Mines Act bans women and children under the age of ten from working in mines

	1846-49
	Irish Potato Famine, millions of Irish die of starvation. 

	1847
	Ten Hours Act limits the working hours in cotton and 

other textile factories.

	1848
	Public Health Act enables all towns to build water works and sewers.

	1851
	The Great Exhibition in London shows Britain’s wealth to the world. Prince Albert plays a major part in the planning of the Great Exhibition

	
	The census shows more people live in towns and cities

 than in the countryside – Britain is now an industrial nation

	1854-56
	The Crimean War. Florence Nightingale nurses soldiers.


	1857
	The Indian Mutiny, a huge native revolt threatens British rule over India.

	1860s-1890s
	The era of the Wild West in the United States of America.

	1869
	The Suez Canal built.

	1870 & 1874
	Education Acts mean that all children go to school.

	1877
	Queen Victoria becomes Empress of India.

	1880 onwards
	The Scramble for Africa: Britain gains an African Empire

	1880-1900
	Germany and America overtake Britain as industrial nations..

	1897
	Queen Victoria’s diamond Jubilee.

	1901
	Queen Victoria dies.


MAP: VICTORIAN BRITAIN, 1840

INTRODUCTION

THE MAGIC HISTORY OF BRITAIN: VICTORIAN ENGLAND  

INTRODUCTION

The Magic History of Victorian Britain: Queen Victoria’s Realm tells how two children, Jane and Sam travel back in time to experience at first hand some of the most interesting, exciting and amazing things that happened in the first four years of Queen Victoria’s reign (1837-1901).  Jane is a young witch whose family has come to live in England from the West Indies. Sam is her best friend, his mum and dad are from Norway. Jane has many hobbies, drama, reading, writing stories and archery. She can hit the bulls eye nine times out of ten from ten metres. Sam is a wonderful swimmer, ice skater, judo champion and kick boxer who loves computers, making models and mending machines.  Jane lives at 2, Aelfred Rd, Axchester, a small English country town. Jane and Sam go to a local school where they suffer from an old fashioned and deadly dull history teacher, Miss Woodhead. 

Alice and Tom This book is also woven around the lives of two Victorian children: Alice and Tom, whom Sam and Jane rescue from a life of slavery in a cotton mill. The two children go to live and work with a friend of one of Victorian England’s most famous reformers, Lord Ashley. Alice and Tom take part in and witness many of the changes that shaped Victorian Britain in the early years of her reign. Their adventures will cover the period until 1840 when Queen Victoria married Prince Albert.  

2, Aelfred Rd is also the home of Uncle John, a famous storyteller who teaches history in a lively and exciting way. Uncle John is also a wizard, but a modern one with a wizard microchip in his wizard ring. Uncle John sends Jane and Sam on history mystery trips into the past. These are usually in answer to a plea from Jane to help her with a history task that Miss Woodhead has set because Jane has not paid attention in class. Jane also lives with her family, her mum, dad, and long suffering older sister, Rose. Mum looks after the family and dad spends most of his time fishing. The family also has three pets who go on Jane and Sam’s adventures: Cleo the cat, Leader a furry spaniel and Cocky Pheasant, a tame bird who lives in the garden. They travel with Jane in a three legged black cauldron that can be shrunk to fit in her pocket. A fourth pet, Boudicca, a second spaniel stays at home because she keeps picking on Leader and makes his life hell.

Magic and the past Magic is a wonderful way of getting inside the past. Through magic Sam and Jane can go anywhere at any time, take place in the most amazing events. They meet, talk and work with men, women and children from the past, both normal people and those who changed the world. Using our imaginations we can travel with them and share in their adventures, just as we do when we read a novel or watch a film. The Magic History of Victorian Britain, 1837-1901 consists of five linked stories that cover her reign. Queen Victoria’s Realm, 1837-1840 is the first of these.

Magic and stories In each story Jane and Sam often have to solve life and death problems that you can share. They have to decide what to do, and then see what happens.  In helping Jane and Sam solve their problems there was a danger of using magic as an easy way of getting them out of trouble. This I have tried to avoid. Nearly all of the magic that Jane uses is possible using modern technology. As you read the stories, see if you can work out what inventions would make her magic work. For example, when I first wrote that Jane’s seeing mirror could show a detailed map of where she was, this seemed pure fantasy. Yet, I have just bought a car that has such a device, satellite navigation! Sam and Jane work as a team. Jane uses her brains to solve problems while Sam often rescues her from danger.

The people in the book It is usual to say that the characters in a book are not based on real people. The Magic History of Victorian Britain is different – Jane and her family existed, and I have tried to show them as they really were, for Uncle John died in 1999 and Leader and Boudicca are no longer with us.  The people whom Sam and Jane met also existed: I have tried to paint as accurate a picture as I can of them, the world they lived and worked in and the problems that they faced. To do this I write surrounded with a pile of history books and documents, and I also use the Internet a great deal. It is an amazing, rich archive, full of highly detailed sources that contain evidence about the past.

White Slavery:

Victorian Cotton Mills

NUMBER 2, AELFRED RD

Number 2, Aelfred Rd Jane and Sam had just come back from school to Jane’s house. Sam lived close by: he was Jane’s best friend. Jane was in a foul mood; she slammed the door behind her, frightening Cleo the cat who rushed upstairs. Sam had gone into the kitchen to find some lemonade, coke and cake for them both. Uncle John called out from the sitting room, 

‘Jane, is that you? Can you please bring me a bottle of wine from the wine rack? Your father will be back soon, we need a glass or two before supper to cheer us up.’

Jane hurried into the kitchen: she put a bottle of red wine, a cork screw and two wine glasses on the tray of cakes with its bottle of coke that she and Sam would share in the living room. It was stuffed full of books. An upright piano stood against one wall, an old comfy sofa smothered with thick cushions rested against another. Under the bow window were two padded arm chairs. The sofa faced the gas fire. In the grate sat an ancient three legged black metal cauldron.

The family Uncle John lived with Jane, her mum, dad and older sister Rose, Cleo the cat and Leader and Boudicca, their two tiny furry Tibetan spaniels. Boudicca made Leader’s life a misery; she stuck her needle sharp teeth into his ear every time she could. Leader was always running away to play in the local park and had once arrived home in a taxi. Uncle John was a famous wizard who sent Jane and Sam on History Mystery adventures back into the past. Jane was a junior witch who wore a ring with a special wizard microchip that contained thousands of spells. The spells both helped her find out about what was going on and also, at times, to get out of terrible danger. The history trips were great fun, Jane and Sam went all over the world. They witnessed and took part in some of the most exciting events that had happened and met both ordinary people and families, as well as famous men and women who had shaped the world.

Jane’s day Jane had put the tray on a small, round coffee table, Uncle John picked up the bottle of wine, opened it and poured a glass before saying:

‘Well Jane, what kind of day have you had?’ 

He had noticed the glare on her face and feared the worst: another ghastly history lesson with Miss Woodhead.

‘I don’t believe it.  Miss Woodhead has a genius for turning History into the least popular subject in the school along with Geography. How she does it, I don’t know. Each lesson she talks and talks and talks, and then makes us answer pointless questions using a really dull old textbook just like the ones dad writes.’ 

Miss Woodhead’s Victorian history lessons Once Jane started she was hard to stop:

‘Each week since the start of term we have been learning about the reign of Queen Victoria.  Each lesson passes in a fog of dates, names and facts about growing big and small turnips, safety lamps, coal mines, blast furnaces, steam engines and trains and other really interesting facts. Miss Woodhead drones on about Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, long forgotten battles and how Britain, according to her, came to have the greatest empire the world had ever seen. She seems to think that by telling us the truth about Britain’s glorious past we will soak up what she says like blotting paper. And when she stops we copy what she writes on the board into our books or answer mind deadening questions about sources and bias.  I am bored out of my skull.’ 

Uncle John sat stony faced, so this was what history teaching was still like. 

Jane ended,’ I’m drowning in a sea of meaningless facts. Surely history should be full of gripping and exciting stories like those we encounter on our history trips?’

Mum’s complains While Jane moaned on and on about their boring old history teacher Jane’s mum screamed from up stairs, 

‘Come up here at once and clean up the mess that you have made in your bedroom. It’s a real pigsty. And, bring that useless Sam with you. He is as much to blame for the state of your room as you are.’ 

Jane shouted, 

‘Be with you in a minute’, and turned to Uncle John. 

The History project ‘Uncle, we have a project on Victorian England to do. Can you help us find out in an interesting and exciting way about Queen Victoria and her reign? What might Sam and I have been doing if we had lived when Victoria came to the throne? What might our home have been like? Where would we have gone to school? What kind of job might I have had to earn pocket money? What happened to people who had no jobs, to the old, the cripples, the blind, the insane? What did you do if you were ill?’

Uncle John coughed, smiled and said, 

‘No problem, Sam can come round after supper for a history trip. But, meanwhile, you have to go upstairs to clean up your bedroom – that will keep you busy for a couple of hours. You could get a character from history to help you, Hercules. To get some ideas look up on the Internet what Hercules did to the Augean stables. They were a bit like your bedroom.’

Into the past  Sam had rushed back to 2, Aelfred Rd after his supper. His mum had asked him why he was going to Jane’s, he told her that they were going to work together on their Victorian project. Because the night was cold and dark he wore his thick duffle coat and walking shoes. In his bag Sam had also put some sweets, biscuits and coke. He knew that it might be a long and hungry night. At Aelfred Rd he went into the sitting room, Uncle John was sitting happily in his rocking chair, Jane’s dad was fast asleep having drunk too much wine as usual, while in the cauldron sat Cleo, Leader and Cocky Pheasant – a peanut eating tame bird that lived in the garden. They would go with Jane and Sam on their history trip.

Into the past Uncle John looked at Jane and Sam:

‘Ready for your next history trip? Jane said she would like to find out about life in Victorian Britain. I will see what we can do. A cotton town would be a good place to visit.’ With a twist of his wizard chip ring the room suddenly became dark. Sam and Jane realised that they were flying back through time. But, where would they go?

THE COTTON TOWN 

Manchester Sam and Jane had travelled back through time to live with Lord Ashley, a famous factory reformer. Lord Ashley thought they were the children of his brother George who worked in India. George had sent his son and daughter back to England to stay with Lord Ashley. Jane and Sam looked like and knew all about them and took on their characters. Lord Ashley visited factories to find out how young children worked so as to change the law to protect them from being used as slave labour. He knew that helping and caring for people was also something that Jane and Sam felt strongly about. They had been brought up as Christians to be kind and to look after others. That was why Lord Ashley had asked them to help with his enquiry into children’s working conditions in a cotton factory in Manchester.

The visit Jane and Sam had travelled with Lord Ashley to Manchester. Jane had used her transformit spell to turn Leader into a giant rottweiler, he was with her. They were staying in a smart hotel. Lord Ashley also knew that Jane was a young detective, she had become famous in India for solving a crime, a robbery, that had taken place in their home. Lord Ashley asked her and Sam to:

‘Get up early and go to a small terraced house at 12, Union Street.  It is one of a long row of dwellings. Please find out about the two young children living there who have just started to work in Fox’s cotton mill. A friend wrote a letter to me about them, they used to live near him before being forced to go and live in Manchester. Make sure that you go with them to the factory and see what happens to them.’ 

So Jane and Sam had slipped out of their hotel before dawn and taken a hansom cab to the terraced house in Union Street. Sam wore a new suit, starched white shirt and tie and metal tipped leather boots; Jane a beautiful plain blue dress, a silk pink shirt with tiny glass black buttons and expensive shiny leather shoes. As they left the cab they became invisible as Jane turned her disappearing ring. The factory children would not know that they were finding out about them. 

The bedroom It was still quite dark; dawn had only just begun to rise as Sam and Jane stood outside number 12, Union Street. Jane used her wizard chip pickit spell to pick the lock on the front door in the light from a gas lamp. She and Sam quietly crept up the stairs to one of two bedrooms. The door was open, they could see that the room’s thin cotton curtains were drawn, on the wooden floor stood two rickety iron beds, a tatty wooden chest of drawers and two plain brown wooden chairs. The bedroom was the same size as Jane’s, but where was the clock, the computer, the play station, the electric light and the pile of books? Asleep in the room were two children, Alice and Tom.

Getting up  As Jane and Sam entered the room there was a terrible rattle on the window and a man in the street shouting,’ Wake up, wake up: rise and shine.’ 

Jane remembered that in Victorian times a man used to go around houses banging on windows to wake up the workers. In one bed lay a thin, pale young girl, Alice, who was wearing a long white night dress. She stirred, yawned, sat up and looked at her brother who was asleep in the next bed.

‘Tom’, she shouted while leaning over and shaking him by the shoulder, ‘Time to get up, have a wash, get dressed and go down stairs for breakfast. We mustn’t be late for work: otherwise we will be fined a penny.’ 

Tom got out of bed slowly: his bandy legs hurt, he found it hard to stand up. Three months of working in the cotton factory was already turning him into a cripple.

Washing and dressing Alice and Tom quickly washed in a bowl of cold water using a lump of hard, coarse soap and a thin cotton towel. Alice put on a long, brown cotton dress. It reached down to her ankles and was buttoned up from her waist to her neck. On her head she put a white muslin bonnet and slipped black wooden clogs on to her feet. One sleeve of her dress was torn, a flap of cloth hung down from her elbow. Sam put on coarse ragged woollen short trousers that reached down to his knees, an itchy check wool shirt, a jumper with holes in its sleeves, cotton socks and clogs. 

Orphans Alice and Tom were orphans who had come to live in Manchester three months ago from a farm that their parents had rented. Both children were excellent readers and writers, as they had been very well taught in a church school in their local village. When their parents died they had had to leave the farm as they were penniless. The farms owner seized everything their parents owned.  That was why Tom and Alice were now living with their aunt and uncle in Manchester. Their uncle had sent them to work in Fox’s cotton mill, he told them that they had to earn their keep. 

The terrace house Alice and Tom hurried downstairs to the kitchen to wolf down a bite of breakfast before walking to work at Mr Fox’s cotton factory two miles away. They were living in a two up and two down room terrace house. Downstairs there was a large kitchen at the back of the house, a tiny washing-up room or scullery and a pantry for keeping food. The kitchen and scullery opened on to a small yard with a back gate that led into an alley. At the front of the house was a small, poky sitting room that looked out on to the cobbled street. Upstairs were two bedrooms, one for the children, the other for their aunt and uncle. The toilet was a wooden plank with a hole in it over a bucket in a shed at the end of the alley.  Alice’s auntie had boiled water in a thick black iron kettle on an iron coal burning stove. Light came from a gas lamp. Breakfast was a mug of watery tea and a thin slice of white bread and dripping.  The children were still hungry as they left the house for the cotton mill. Sam and Jane shared some sandwiches, coke and buns that they had brought with them.

To work Sam and Jane walked along behind Alice and Tom as they and their aunt and uncle trudged off to work. Their red brick terrace house faced another row of terrace houses across a cobbled street. Flickering gas lamps lit the street, it was drizzling. Sewage ran down the gutter, rats scurried to and fro. The children passed through street after street lined with rows of soot blackened houses from the smoke that seeped into the air from thousands of chimneys. Jane realised that the drizzle was turning their clothes black. In the distance they could see dozens of  factories with tall chimneys that belched out thick clouds of black smoke. The air stank of smoke and sulphur, they could hear the clanging factory bell calling them to work. At the factory they joined crowds of pale faced men, women and children hurrying through its heavy iron gates.

THE COTTON MILL

The Cotton Factory Tom hobbled along in agony to the cotton mill, with his swollen and sore knees and ankles. At last Alice and Tom, with their aunt and uncle, reached Fox’s cotton mill. The cotton factory was a long rectangular red brick building. It towered over the terraced houses that lined the streets around it. The factory was a hundred metres long, thirty metres wide and three floors high, Jane thought that it was as big as Axminster cathedral. On each floor stood rows of arched glass windows that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. At one end of the factory a throbbing steam engine powered the factory’s machinery. It stood on the banks of a quick flowing river, a mill race ran from a dam that they could see in the distance. The mill wheel no longer worked, although the steam engine used water the mill race supplied for steam. Alice and Sam left their aunt and uncle on the first floor and climbed to the top floor where they worked in a spinning and weaving room. The door was open, Sam and Jane, still invisible, followed Alice and Sam into the room. 
The Weaving Room Jane and Sam found themselves standing on the side of a huge room stinking of oil and steam. The din was horrible, a non-stop crashing, banging, rattling; so loud that you could not be heard. In the room stood row upon row of spinning machines to make thread and looms for weaving cloth. Each loom shuddered and shook as shuttles zoomed backwards and forwards and the machine opened and shut its weaving frames. Overhead rapidly turning long iron rods ran the length of the building. They were linked to the steam engine. From the rods hung tight leather looped belts that powered the spinning and weaving machines. By each machine stood a couple of women who looked after them as they clattered, whirred, shook, shuddered and banged. Although daylight streamed in through the big, dirty windows and gas lights were still burning, it was still hard to make out what was going on, despite the whitewashed walls. A grim faced overseer with bulging muscles walked up and down holding a cane in his hand, making sure the children were hard at work.

Danger Suddenly, Jane spotted that Alice and Tom were already at work, crawling under a spinning machine to clear away threads of cloth hanging down. With horror Jane saw that Alice was reaching up into the machine to tie a broken thread when the torn flap on her sleeve got caught in the machine.  Alice let out a piercing shriek of terror, the machine had yanked her off the floor. In a second she would be swept up into the machine. It would tear off her arm. What could Jane do? Quick as a flash she pointed her wizard chip ring at Sam. Sam realised the danger and how to stop the machine. Still unseen, he vaulted over the loom and pressed a button. The machine ground to a stop, the belts stopped whirring, there was silence in the room.   Alice burst into tears as the man in charge, the overseer, freed her from the machine before it had chewed her up into little pieces. Alice rushed across the room, howling, and wrapped her arms around Tom for comfort. Bravely she bit her lip and stopped crying: she was afraid Mr Gurney, the overseer, would beat her. She wiped away her tears.

THE COTTON MILL: LORD ASHLEY’S VISIT 

Lord Ashley Jane and Sam looked on in horror – Alice could have died so easily. At that point the factory door was thrown open and in walked Mr Fox, the mill owner with a tall, gaunt man wearing a black suit, shiny black shoes, a stiff, starched white shirt and collar and a tall black stove-pipe top hat. The man turned and said

‘I am Lord Ashley; I have come to find out about child labour in the factory. I would like to talk to some children about their working lives in this cotton mill. Gather round me.’ 

The machinery still stood silent. All the children in the weaving shed crowded round Lord Ashley. Jane had used a mind spell to make him pick out Alice and Tom. Lord Ashley turned and pointing to them said:

‘You two please come with me. I need to ask you some questions.’ 

Alice and Tom followed Lord Ashley out of the room. Jane and Sam, still invisible, walked just behind them and went into a cloakroom. 

The office A door opened and Lord Ashley, Alice and Tom found themselves in the office of Mr Fox, the factory owner. The room had long red velvet curtains, a thick carpet, a solid wooden mahogany desk and a long oval table with eight padded chairs for meetings. A large bookcase stood in the corner close to the door. Lord Ashley sat down at the head of the table, by his side sat a man, Mr Miller, with a large, open leather notebook, quill pen and inkwell in front of him. There was a polite knocking on the door, Mr Miller opened the door. In came Jane and Sam with Leader, Jane’s giant rottweiler, trotting at their heels. Jane had turned her disappearing ring so that she and Sam were no longer invisible. Lord Ashley remarked,

‘Jane and Sam, please meet Mr Miller who is helping me with my enquiry and two factory children, Alice and Tom.’
Jane looked up and replied:

‘My Lord, I am sorry that we are late. We were held up on the way from the house that we visited. Leader is with us. He can cripple a man in a second with his huge jaws - they are just like a mantrap. Once he gets hold of a person he will only let go if I tell him. We are ready to help you ask the factory children some questions. But we would like to talk with them outside for a minute.’ 

Leader looked up when he heard his name, his long, pink tongue lolled out of his mouth, Jane fondly patted him on his massive head.

Lord Ashley nodded and remarked, 

‘Take Alice and Tom into the small room next door and make sure they are ready to answer my questions in five minutes. Please tell them not to be afraid. As a devout Christian I am doing God’s work, Jesus loved and was kind to little children. I believe all children should be taught the Bible so that their souls will be saved and they will go to heaven.’ 

Alice and Tom followed Jane and Sam out of Mr Fox’s office. Leader slunk under the table where he was out of sight and fell quietly asleep. Smiling, Jane turned and said to Alice and Tom:

‘You are safe with Sam and me. What you tell Lord Ashley will help change the law about when and how long children can work and how they are treated. So you must tell him the truth. You can ignore any threats from Mr Fox and forget what he told you to say to Lord Ashley.’ 

Alice and Tom looked at each other in amazement, grinned and followed Jane and Sam back into Mr Fox’s office.

The bully From a window Jane could see a scowling Mr Fox talking to Mr Gurney his overseer who held a thick cane in his hand. Jane’s seeing mirror with its hidden earpiece meant that she could hear what Mr Fox said. With an evil leer on his face he told Mr Gurney,

‘I am sure that the children will do what we told them yesterday. They have learnt the correct answers to the questions Lord Ashley will ask. If they do not answer correctly, they know that you will beat them to death. Follow me.’ 

Jane’s heart thumped: she knew the children would be in deadly danger if left behind in the factory. 

THE COTTON MILL: THE CHILDREN’S INTERVIEWS

Lord Ashley’s Questions Lord Ashley had a list of questions in front of him. Mr Miller, his helper, held his quill pen in his hand, ready to write down Alice and Tom’s answers in his notebook. Already he had put down the date, place and their names in neat, flowing copper plate handwriting. Lord Ashley pointed to a chair and asked them to sit down.

‘I have learnt that you are orphans, that your well off parents brought you up as Christians and that you now work as white slaves in the factory. I know that you learnt to read and write at a church school and that you went to church twice on Sundays.  I will arrange for you to leave Manchester next week. You will live with Mr Miller’s family, be well fed and clothed and go to school again. You will also help me find out about how children work in other factories and coal mines. Alice, I would like to start with you. Please listen to each question and answer it with care. Tell me the truth. I know that you have been threatened, but be brave and honest.’ 

The interview For the next fifteen minutes he asked the questions below, Mr Miller wrote down Alice and Tom’s answers

	Questions
	Alice’s answers

	What is your age?
	I am eleven years old.

	What is your job?
	I work in the weaving shed helping make cloth.

	Have you worked long in the factory?
	No, I have worked here a short time.

	At what age did you start?
	I was eleven

	What are your normal hours of work?
	I normally work from six in the morning until eight at night, six days a week

	How long are your breaks?
	I get one break – an hour at noon.

	What hours do you work in busy times?
	In busy times I work from five in the morning until nine at night.

	How far do you live from the factory?
	I live two miles away.

	Is it easy to be punctual, that is on time?
	It isn’t easy to be on time. I find it hard to wake up by myself. My aunt often has to get me out of bed to get me dressed.

	What happens if you are late?
	I am beaten.

	Are children beaten often?
	Yes, all the time.

	Why do children get beaten so much?
	Because all of the machines work at the same speed. So the supervisor has to make us all keep working. We are beaten to stop us from falling asleep or for working too slowly.

	
	Tom’s Answers

	Is it painful for you to move?
	Yes, in the morning Alice often helps me to work, I can hardly work because of the pain in my legs standing all day causes.

	What accidents are there?
	Many. One child was dragged into the machine, others have had their fingers caught and cut off.

	How are you punished? 
	With a thick stick half a metre long that is split into six strands at its end.


Kidnap! Lord Ashley said.

‘I have heard enough. Please wait, Mr Miller and I must go and say goodbye to Mr Fox. I will tell him that we are arranging for you to go and live in London next week.’ 

As they left the room Jane’s seeing mirror began to throb, danger! It showed that Mr Fox and the overseer, Mr Gurney had crept up the back stairs and were hiding behind the bookcase. They had heard everything that Alice and Tom had said. When Lord Ashley’s and Mr Miller’s footsteps had died away,  Mr Fox and Mr Gurney leapt out from behind the bookcase. Mr Gurney locked the door from the inside while Mr Fox rushed towards Alice and Tom shouting to Mr Gurney, 

‘Grab them. Tie them up and gag them. They must not be allowed to give evidence against us. We will take them down the backstairs and then get rid of them. Also lock the other two children in the cupboard, nobody will hear them shouting for help. If Lord Ashley finds them it will seem they were locked in by accident.’ 

The fight Mr Gurney rushed past the table and made a lunge to grab Jane. Leader, her rottweiler, leapt forward and with a crunch his teeth sank into his Mr Gurney’s thigh. He fell writhing in agony to the floor, the dog shaking him like a rat. Mr Fox tried to grab Alice. Sam, an expert kick boxer, let fly with both feet and knocked him out with his metal tipped boots. Jane quietly told Leader to let go of Mr Gurney, blood was soaking his trousers from a deep wound. Grim faced, she spat out the words,

‘Go at once before I call the police constable Lord Ashley brought with him. He is waiting in the carriage outside the factory gate. And take Mr Fox with you. If you stay you are in serious trouble.’

The overseer grabbed the unconscious Mr Fox by the collar and dragged him through a second door and down the back stairs. The door slammed behind them. 

Alice, Tom and Lord Ashley Alice and Tom looked on, stunned. Jane said,

‘You must both be quiet about what has just happened. It is your chance to escape and have a new life.’ 

The two children nodded and smiled, they knew they had everything to gain. There was silence: all they could hear was the ticking of a clock and footsteps approaching up the main stairs. Jane unlocked the main door. Lord Ashley and Mr Miller entered the room looking happy. Jane talked to Lord Ashley quietly, he nodded as he heard what had happened and said:

‘Tom and Alice, you will have to come with us now. We have to rush in order to catch the train back to London. We will pick up your things from your house on the way to the station. Hurry.’ 

White Slavery:
Victorian Coal Mines

WHITE SLAVERY: MINING CHILDREN

The Coal Fire The coal fire was burning fiercely in the heavy iron grate. Sam and Jane were roasting chestnuts on toasting forks. They had just driven from their home across London through a whirling, stinking coal fuelled fog. Coal smoke belched from every house and factory chimney. Mining coal was now a huge industry that had grown quickly in the past forty years. Mine owners had sunk large, new deep mines in Wales, Northumberland and the Midlands. Steam engines drained the mines and hauled the coal up from deep below ground. The children looked up, Lord Ashley had come into the room. A fierce scowl was on his face; he looked white as he read a letter,

White slavery ‘Slavery, pure slavery. Buried alive under ground. Such cruelty. I have decided that you will go tomorrow by stagecoach to Shropshire in the Midlands with Mr Mitchell. He is Tom and Alice’s guardian, the children you rescued from the cotton factory. The government has asked him to inspect a coalmine in Shropshire. Mr Mitchell needs your help to find out about British children working as slaves in mines. If mining children are to be brought up as Christians they will have to be saved from working as white slaves and go to a Christian school.’

The Plan ‘I fear Mr Mitchell might not be able to talk to any mining children, the mine owners may hide them from us.  We need to find out at first hand about their lives. So, I have decided that you will spend a day down the Hills Lane coalmine at Madeley near Coalbrookdale in Shropshire. As spies you will find out what you can about how the mine owners treat children. We have already sent Alice and Tom to work there as child miners.  I told them that they had to be really well disguised. 

The Ironbridge family They have gone to live with a Christian family in Ironbridge. They sent the government reports about how badly Mr Rose who runs the Hills Lane mine treats children. They have told Mr Rose that Alice and Tom have come to live with them as their parents are dead. Alice and Tom will have to earn their living by working down the mine. Mr Rose agreed to employ them. They started work last week. We need you to go to the mine to confirm their evidence about white slavery.’

Jane and Sam looked at each other and nodded in agreement. They knew that Alice and Tom went to a church school where they had learned how reformers like Lord Ashley and Mr Miller had fought to free British slaves in the West Indies five years ago. Then fight to free black slaves had been long and hard. The slave owners had fought tooth and nail to stop their slaves from being freed. Jane and Sam both wondered if the fight against White Slavery be as fierce?

The Journey Next morning Mr Mitchell, Sam and Jane began the trip to Shropshire’s coalmines. They took the train to Birmingham and then a stage coach that ran along turnpike or toll roads with their level, well-drained gravel surfaces. The stagecoach passed through towns, villages and mile after mile of woods and fields, many of them newly fenced. That night they stayed in a coaching inn. The coaching inn was a large, red brick buildings that faced on to the road. Behind it was a walled yard where the coach was parked and the horses stabled. The children looked forward to the evening meal of roast beef or mutton, roast potatoes and cabbage, carrots and leeks with lashings of gravy. Dinner started with Mr Mitchell reading from the Bible and saying grace. 

COALBROOKDALE, THE IRONBRIDGE AND MADELEY

Coalbrookdale and Madeley After an hour’s travel next morning the landscape changed in a flash from fields and woods to scenes from hell. The road now skirted iron works, blast furnaces and coal mines with their winding gear, steam engines and vast cone shaped black mounds of coal waste. The coach reached the top of a steep wooded valley, Coalbrookdale. At the bottom of the valley the children could see furnace pools and the huge iron works of the Coalbrookdale Company with its furnaces and forges belching out thick smoke. As the coach lurched down the road they could hear the terrible din from steam engines, furnaces, coke ovens, forges, trip hammers and rolling mills. Smoke and flames shot into the sky, the air stank.  

To Ironbridge The road left the iron works behind and quickly reached the River Severn where stood the Coalbrookdale Company’s tall red brick warehouse.  At its wharf wooden river barges waited to be loaded with iron girders, pots, pans and boilers. A cast iron milestone showed that it was one mile along the riverbank to Ironbridge. Ten minutes later the stagecoach drew into the yard of the Tontine Hotel, a coaching inn where Mr Mitchell, Jane and Sam were staying. They stepped out of the coach and in awe walked across the world’s first iron bridge that spanned the river.  Sam gasped with amazement at the Ironbridge. It was like a giant meccano model. Its single arch was made from hundreds of cast iron girders, struts, roundels and arches bolted together. Jane looked down, she felt dizzy as the dark water swirled below. 

Rescue Her seeing mirror throbbed, someone was in danger. She spotted two children drifting in a small, round boat, a coracle, towards the rapids below the bridge. They had lost their paddles. 

‘Help Sam’, she screamed in panic, the children were certain to drown. Sam knew he had to act at once. He kicked off his shoes and dived off the top of the bridge into the deep pool below. With rapid strokes he caught hold of the boat and swam with it to the river bank. A small boy and girl climbed out of the coracle and ran off before thanking him. Sam guessed that they must have stolen the boat. From their filthy black faces Sam wondered if they worked in a local coal mine. Back at the hotel Sam had a hot, soapy bath and changed into dry clothes. 

Bull baiting Mr Mitchell then asked Sam and Jane to find out how to get to the Hills Lane coal mine on the other side of the village of Madeley. They decided to walk to Madeley. The road  to Madeley climbed up a hill until it reached a large village square at the centre of streets of soot black terraced houses. Sam spotted that a crowd of miners, women and children had gathered around a giant brown bull with long, curved, sharply pointed horns. A strong rope tied it to a stake hammered into the ground. A group of men, each holding a snarling bulldog on a lead, were talking. Jane could hear what they said. In a couple of minutes they would set the dogs on to the bull, even though bullfighting and cock fighting had just been banned. 

The bull fights back She burned with anger, such cruelty! The terrified bull bellowed, tossing its head, straining on its rope as the men approached to set their fierce, barking dogs on it. Jane knew that any bull that beat off the dogs was allowed to live peacefully for the rest of its life. She pointed her wizard chip ring at the bull, muttered a mind spell, and the rope came out of the ground with the stake tied to it. The bull charged the group of men and their bulldogs. It tossed the bulldogs up into the air, they ran off yelping, the men rushed to escape. Ten seconds later the bull had gone, galloping off down the road to freedom. 

The mine From the other side of the village square Sam and Jane could see the Madeley Hills Lane coalmine in the distance. Two steam engines with tall chimneys stood in their shoe box shaped brick engine houses on one side of the mine’s winding gear. One engine pumped water from the mine and fresh air down the shaft, the other turned the winding gear that hauled cages with coal to the surface. Sam knew that in the morning they would climb into one of these cages to go down the mine. As the children turned to go home for supper and to bed, the thought of spending a day down a mine filled them with horror.

THE COAL MINE 

Breakfast Mr Miller, Jane and Sam had to get up really early next day, the mine started work at 6.00 a.m. It was pitch black when the maid woke the children and made sure that they washed by candlelight and dressed for breakfast. Sam had put on thick leather boots and wool socks into which he tucked his brown cord trousers. Over his check shirt and jersey he wore a tweed coat that reached up to his neck. A brown cloth peaked cap covered his hair that was well tucked in as he would spend the day down a mine full of coal dust.  Jane’s long sleeved dark blue and brown check cotton dress reached the ground and was tightly buttoned up to her throat. On her feet were stout brown leather boots, laced up to just below the knee. A black bonnet she had fastened tight under her chin made sure that her hair would not get too full of coal dust. In silence Mr Miller and the children ate a breakfast of boiled eggs, brown bread and butter fingers and strong tea. A long and harrowing day lay ahead.

To the mine The rain poured down as Mr Miller and the children trudged in their long oilskin raincoats up the road to the Hills Lane coalmine in Madeley. It was still dark although dawn was rising. Miners with hunks of bread, pasties, and bottles of beer in bags were also making for the pit. There were no children to be seen. Mr Miller talked to one of the miners who told him that Mr Rose the charter master, who ran the mine, hired the child workers. 

‘Where are the children?’ asked Mr Miller. The miner grunted, 

The holiday ‘Mr Rose has given them a holiday. Nothing like this has happened before. We can’t think why. He told us we will get our full wages even when we don’t have the little ones to help us.’

Betrayal! Mr Miller knew that news had leaked out that a government inspector was visiting the Hills Lane mine to find out about child slave labour. The charter master, Mr Rose, had tricked him, making sure that there would be no children to talk to. 

The mining children As Mr Miller, Sam and Jane climbed the last part of the hill towards Hill Lane mine Sam spotted two children sheltering from the rain in a doorway. Yes, they were the two children that he had rescued from the coracle! Sam and Jane quickly crossed the road. Sam said, 

‘Don’t worry, I am your friend, don’t you remember me from yesterday? I saved your lives when you were about to be swept down the river. I won’t hurt you. We are from London.’ 

The two skinny children smiled when they realised who he was and stuttered their thanks. They were dressed in filthy clothes, their dirty faces were covered in coal dust and they looked tired and hungry. Jane took out her packed lunch of ham sandwiches, apples and cheese and gave half of it to them. They wolfed it down greedily. 

Jane’s questions Jane asked, 

‘What are you doing? Where are you going? What are your names?’ 

The boy replied,

‘I’m Ebenezer, this is Rachel. We are off to work in the mine, each day we have to go to Mr Rose who tells us what to do.’

Jane guessed that they had not heard about the holiday, here was their chance to find out about children’s work in mines. She piped up,

‘Come with us, we are going to spend the day in the mine. We are trying to find out how children like you are treated when you work down a mine. The gentleman with us will give you a guinea each if you help. We are about to meet Mr Rose.’

The mine The mine loomed into sight, a gaunt, grim structure like a giant, black preying mantis. The winding gear was already whirring, lowering miners in the wire cage down the shaft. The two ancient beam engines thudded as their pistons pushed up and sucked down the huge oak beams that worked the mine’s winding gear and water and air pumps. Smoke and steam from the engines’ chimneys polluted the air. The children choked, coughed and spluttered. Mr Rose, who ran the mine, was waiting by the cage that would lower the children down the mine. He looked shocked at seeing the two ragged mine children. Mr Miller said that Sam and Jane would be going down the mine with the two children to find out about child labour.

Mr Rose  Mr Rose snarled,

‘They’re wasting their time. It is pitch black, they won’t be able to see a thing. Only the miners at the coal face have candles. And, we have no young children under the age of ten working in this mine.’ 

‘That’s a lie’ said a miner standing by Mr Rose, ‘My brother’s boy is only six years old. He began work in the pit two years ago. He has just gone down the mine because his mother is sick and his father had to bring him to work with him. The child could not have a holiday today like the other children.’

Mr Miller scribbled this comment down in his notebook. Sam smiled when Mr Rose said that they would not be able to see a thing. Sam had read a book all about mining before they left London. He had made sure that Mr Miller had bought the latest Davy safety lamp so that they would be able to see in the mine. Sam had also told Jane about how canaries could help detect poison gas and fire damp, a gas that caused explosions. So Jane had used her transformit spell to turned Cocky Pheasant into a canary. Cocky was sitting in a tiny cage she carried, singing his heart out. Cleo was tucked safely inside her dress; she would explore the mine, using her pencil torch eyesight to see what was going on. Leader meanwhile was fast asleep in the cauldron back in their bedroom in the Tontine Inn. With the help of Ebenezer and Rachel, Jane and Sam would find out what life was really like for children below ground.

The mine shaft Mr Rose spotted Sam’s safety lamp, it was a later model than the one he used, the only one in the mine. Mr Rose knew that he had to act fast, otherwise the truth about how he used child labour would come out,

‘I will go down the mine with the children. If I find that the six year old has been made to work, I will send him to the surface at once. His father must have smuggled him down the mine shaft without telling me.’ 

The steam engine had burst into life as it wound a strong, square wire cage to the surface. The cage was full of coal,  a team of women quickly shovelled it into solid square wooden carts that ran on rails. The empty cage was now ready to take Mr Rose and the four children down the mine. 

DOWN THE MINE

Down the mine The wire door of the cage swung open,  Mr Rose and the children climbed in, the door slammed shut.  At once the cage on its thick cable plunged quickly two hundred metres to the bottom of the mine. Sam’s Davy lamp showed a tunnel a metre high that led to the coalface three hundred metres away. The tunnel rose slightly towards the coalface. Mr Rose and the children crawled along the tunnel with only his and Sam’s safety lamps to show the way. One hundred metres into the mine Rachel warned them that they were approaching a thick wooden door. It swung open as they approached. Behind the door Jane could see a tiny, crouching child. In his hand he held a piece of rope tied to the door, he pulled the door open when anyone approached. 

The trapper This must be the boy they had heard about. The boy knew Ebenezer and was happy to talk about his job,

‘I start work at 6.00 each day and sit here for 12 hours. It is pitch dark, although now and then a miner gives me a bit of a candle to see by. I have bread, dripping and a flask of water for lunch. Because I work for 12 hours I only see daylight at the weekends in winter.’

The child spent all day in pitch blackness. There was no toilet. The stench was awful. At once Mr Rose told the boy to go back to the mine shaft and wait to be hauled up in the cage to the surface. Jane was horrified at what she had just seen, heard and smelt. On they crawled towards the coal face.

miners Jane and Sam knew they were getting close to the mine face as they could hear the steady thud of picks hammering away at the coalface. The coal seam was less than half a metre thick. Light from the Davy lamps showed a row of miners lying on their sides, each with the feeble glow from a candle to help them. Sam spotted that they were naked from the waist up, lying on thick blankets. Sweat ran down their faces from the hard work and the heat: the mine was very hot. A layer of black coal dust covered their sweat streaked bodies. Sam knew that breathing in coal dust would shorten their lives. The walls were running in water that drained away in a channel. A metre thick pillar of rock cut off each miner from his neighbour: the pillars kept the mine roof up. The miners worked in silence.

The chain and girdle Ebenezer and Rachel at once got to work, lifting huge lumps of coal into a sledge called a corve that was behind each miner. Tom and Jane helped while Mr Rose looked on. The sledges ran on rails that led back to the mine shaft. When the sledges were full Jane and Sam were horrified to see that Ebenezer put a harness, a girdle, around his waist to which the sledge was fixed by chains. They gasped as he arched his back and thrust with his legs to pull the corve along the rails, crawling on hands and feet, just like a pit pony. Worse, five minutes later 

Rachel Rachel also put on a girdle and began to pull a second corve the three hundred metres to the mine shaft. Jane realised that on Rachel’s elbows and knees were blisters; cuts on her back were from hitting the tunnel roof. When a corve was emptied into the mine cage they would drag it back and fill it with another load. And this would go on for twelve hours!

Fire damp Cleo had crawled off to explore the rest of the mine. In five minutes she came scurrying back. The cat told Jane that a cloud of fire damp was approaching. At that second Cocky, the canary in the cage she carried, fluttered lifeless to the bottom of his cage, gasping for breath. Jane turned to Mr Rose and said,

‘Danger! my canary has just fainted. There must be fire damp in the mine; there could be an explosion. If we hurry back to the shaft we might escape in time. I know that there have been hundreds of death from accidents in the Shropshire mines, we need to flee at once. Two weeks ago a miner was crushed to death by a firedamp explosion that brought down tons of rock.’

To safety Mr Rose ignored Jane until he noticed that the candle of the miner furthest away from them had flared up - a sure sign of fire damp. He screamed at the top of his voice,

‘Flee, run for your lives.’

At once the men scurried like ants back along the tunnel to the mine shaft, cursing and swearing as they went.  Mr Rose, Jane and Sam followed, crawling as quickly as they could. Their Davy lamps lit up the tunnel. By the time they reached the mineshaft the miners, Ebenezer and Rachel had all been hauled to the surface. Would the cage come back to rescue them? 

Rescue They waited and waited, finally the cage arrived. Slowly it hauled them to the surface, they spilled out just as from below ground they heard a dull boom and felt a rush of hot air up the mine shaft. Jane looked in her seeing mirror. There had been an explosion at the coalface they had left five minutes ago. The roof had caved in just where they had been standing. Shaken, the four children walked the ten yards to the mine office where Mr Miller was waiting.

Reunion The children and Mr Miller sat in Mr Rose’s office, Mr Rose had disappeared. Bright sunshine shone in through the window and lit up Ebenezer and Rachel’s faces. Jane gasped, she realised who they were, Alice and Tom. Mr Miller hugged them both and thanked them for how well they had done to find out about child slave labour in coal mines. When they got back to the Tontine Hotel he would ask them many questions and write down in detail what they told him. And here was the guinea each that Jane had promised them! Straight away Mr Miller and the happily chattering children walked quickly back to the Tontine Inn where they bathed and changed into clean clothes. Then Tom and Alice answered Mr Miller’s detailed questions. 

To London After a huge lunch of Turkey pie, boiled potatoes, cabbages and carrots with rhubarb and custard for pudding they caught the stagecoach back to London. When they reached Mr Miller’s house Lord Ashley was waiting to greet them. He listened carefully to what Mr Miller and the children told him about slave labour in Hills Lane coal mine. A look of horror crossed his face, he could hardly believe what he heard. It was worse than how the British sugar planters had treated their black slaves in the West Indies.

‘I will go straight to see the Prime Minister and show him your report and those from other inspectors about children and women working like animals in the mines of England. Your evidence from Shropshire, based on eyewitness accounts, will be vital. I will try and get the government to back a law that will ban women and children aged under ten from working down mines.’

White Slavery: 

Yorkshire Schools 

& 

Charles Dickens

THE SCHOOL FROM HELL

Boarding school Tom, Sam, Alice and Jane looked worried as the wagon pulled into Bowes, a small village in Yorkshire, where they were to go to a boarding school. They were crammed into the wagon along with Mr Shaw, the school’s owner and two other pupils. The stage coach from London had dropped them all off three miles away at Greta Bridge where the wagon had met them to take them to the tiny village of Bowes. Jane noticed that at Bowes was a handful of bleak granite cottages, a coaching inn, a church and a low, grim, tumble down stone building - the school. Bowes nestled at the bottom of a steep valley in the Yorkshire hills, a day’s journey from the nearest town and four days away from London. 

The churchyard It was midday, a freezing wind howled down the village street, blowing powdery snow into small drifts. The children were grateful for their new thick long wool coats, scarves and caps. As they climbed out of the coach by the church yard Jane noticed a newly dug grave. On the headstone was carved the name of a boy and the words 

‘Who died suddenly at Mr William Shaw’s Academy of this place’. 

With horror she realised that he must have been one of Mr Shaw’s pupils. What would the future hold for her, Alice, Sam and Tom? How had they got into this? The adventure began when a stranger had come to tea a week ago. Jane’s mind went back to that fateful afternoon five days ago…

Charles Dickens The stranger was sitting upright in front of the roaring log fire. Locks of dark black hair tumbled down on both sides of his face, framing his domed forehead, a pair of pencil thin brown eyelashes, piercing brown eyes, plump cheeks, thick lips and pointed chin. His long, soft white fingers suggested that he was a writer, artist or musician.  The man gazed intently at Lord Ashley while his foot tapped nervously on the floor. The grandfather clock ticked in the background, both men sat silently while they drank cups of china tea that Beryl the maid had poured. Lord Ashley broke the silence,

‘Well, Mr Dickens, what have you come to see me about? You know that I am doing all that I can to stop white slavery in coal mines and cotton factories, our enquiries have found out horrors that defy belief.’ 

Schools from Hell ‘No, my Lord, not that, a similar matter. I have just learned about schools in Yorkshire where children from good Christian homes are buried alive. These children are often orphans who had gone to live with aunts, uncles or other relatives who do not want them. They are then sent to one of these Yorkshire schools, many never to be seen again. I have with me some advertisements, as you can see the children have no holidays. They are prisoners, slaves, victims of beatings, neglect, starvation or even worse. Knowing how you fight for the poor, the innocent and the young I thought that you might be able to help me find out about one of these schools from hell in the village of Bowes.’ 

Lord Ashley gritted his teeth; he seethed with anger and horror: another case of British children being treated worse than animals.

The plan Charles Dickens and Lord Ashley then talked for an hour about how best they could find out about the slave schools in Yorkshire. Lord Ashley said he would like to use Sam, Alice, Jane and Tom as spies. He told Mr Dickens,

‘Sam and Jane, two children from India, are my nephew and niece and are living with me. They had helped me rescue Alice and Tom from a life of white slavery in a cotton mill. Mr Miller, a friend, has adopted them. I will write to him for permission for Alice and Tom to help us.’ 

At once Lord Ashley rang a tiny bell for Charles the butler, when he arrived he told him to go and find Sam and Jane. Lord Ashley knew that Jane was a brilliant young detective. Sam and Jane trooped in. Lord Ashley looked up and smiled. 

Sam and Jane ‘Sit down please. Mr Dickens has told me of the abuse of children of your age who are sent to live in schools in Yorkshire. We would like you to go with Tom and Alice as spies to find out what is going on in one such school. I will take you to meet the school’s owner, Mr Shaw. He is at present in London, staying at the Saracen’s Head, a coaching inn. Here is an advert from The Times saying that parents or guardians who would like to send their boys  to Bowes should leave them with him there. Sam, our plan is that you and Tom will go as pupils, Jane and Alice as servants - we will pay Mr Shaw to take them. You will only spend a day in the school, Mr Dickens and I will arrive to rescue you. I have written to Mr Miller for Alice and Tom to join us.’ 

And that was how all four children found themselves at the Saracen’s Head coaching inn next day, the first step on the road to Bowes in Yorkshire.

The Saracen’s Head – to Yorkshire Sam, Alice, Jane, Tom and Lord Ashley entered a large, dingy room lit by two small gas lights. On a tiny tin trunk in the corner sat a sobbing young boy. By the boy’s side was a fat, middle aged man wearing baggy trousers, a long black coat and a clean white shirt. On hearing Lord Ashley had arrived he stood up, Lord Ashley shook hands and said,

‘Mr Shaw? I have come to meet the gentleman who takes pupils to live in Bowes, Yorkshire at Mr William Shaw’s Academy.’’ 

‘Indeed Sir, I am Mr William Shaw. I treat the pupils in my school as if they are members of my own family, no love and attention is spared..’ 

Lord Ashley nodded and said, 

‘Is it true that boys at your school have no holidays and are not allowed to write home? If so, I would like to take these two boys, Sam and Tom, back to Yorkshire with you, I am their guardian. And, we will also pay you to take their sisters Jane and Alice as maids.’

Mr Shaw rubbed his hands with glee and grinned. Free maids as well!

‘Yes, that is true, I will be happy to take the boys and the girls. Can you please make sure that their trunks are loaded on to the stage coach for Yorkshire, it leaves in half an hour?’ 

THE SCHOOL: MR WILLIAM SHAW’S ACADEMY

Bowes And that was how five days later Sam, Tom, Jane and Alice and two young boys found themselves standing in the biting cold outside a churchyard in Bowes, Yorkshire, next to the school. 

‘Hurry up’, shouted Mr Shaw with an evil leer on his face, ‘Mrs Shaw is waiting in the school house for you with the other children. I am sure that you cannot wait to see where you will be living for as long as your guardian pays your school fees. There is a feast of best broth and brown bread waiting. And Alice and Jane, you can change out of your fine clothes as soon as you get inside. Mrs Shaw will find plenty of work for you to do straight away.’ 

The School house The children followed Mr Shaw into the school house. At one end lived Mr Shaw and his family, at the other stood the schoolroom. Jane and Alice would be living in the attic above the Shaw family’s bedrooms. Above the schoolroom was the boys' bedroom where they all slept. Sam, Tom and the two new boys would join them. The school room was where the children ate their meals and were taught. The rectangular room was large, ten metres long and four metres wide, with granite walls and a solid slate floor. It was dinner time. In the room stood three long ink stained, chipped and pitted desks that the children used as tables. On each side of the three desks sat about thirty boys jammed together on rough wooden benches. 

The pupils They all stopped talking the second Mr Shaw came into the room, their eyes looked down, their shoulders dropped and a feeling of fear ran round the room. The boys were thin and pale with pinched cheeks and stick like arms and legs. Their clothes were old and worn, full of holes. The word starvation flashed through Jane’s mind, she knew at once that these children were being starved. They looked just like pictures she had seen of African children dying from famine, human scarecrows.  Worse, she noticed four children with blank, runny eyes sitting alone in a corner. They gazed vacantly from side to side, unable to see, but also lapsed into silence as they guessed that Mr Shaw had entered the room. 

The meal ‘Boys, I am back from London. Four new boys have joined us, I am sure that you will make them welcome. Tonight’s supper is a bowl of fine beef broth, potatoes, some slabs of dry brown bread and a slice of boiled beef.’

Mrs Shaw ladled the broth from a steaming, giant black pan into metal soup bowls. Mrs Shaw wore a plain long black dress that hung from her tall, skinny frame. Lank black hair framed a hard crow like face with its hooked nose, pointed chin, thin lips and hollow cheeks. Her suspicious eyes darted from side to side. Alice and Jane gave out the bowls. The boys wolfed down the soup, mopping up the last drops with their bread. Plain boiled fat, stringy beef and boiled potatoes followed, washed down with weak watery tea. One pupil dropped his bowl on the floor with a crash. Mr Shaw rushed forward, dragged him from the table and thrashed him with his thick metal tipped cane. The boy crawled howling and bleeding back to his bench, tears running down his face. There was a stunned silence in the room.

The bedroom The meal was over, Sam, Tom and the two other new pupils and the rest of the boys trooped up creaking bare wooden stairs to their bedroom – a long, low attic room that ran the length of the school. Jammed against the walls were six broken down cast iron double beds. With horror Sam and Tom realised that five or six boys would sleep in each bed. The pupils also shared two washbasins filled with cold water, there was no hot water, only bars of coarse soap and grubby towels. Sam and Tom put on their nightgowns and got into bed. The sheets were filthy, the straw filled mattresses hard and lumpy and there was only a single, thin woollen blanket to keep them warm. 

The run away Sam and Tom talked to the boys, their leader, Martin said:

‘Mr Shaw beats us all the time. Most of us never get any letters from home, Mr Shaw reads any letters that arrive and steals the money they contain. Last week a pupil died. We are prisoners, we might just as well be buried alive or sent on a convict ship to Australia. This morning Jethro ran away, Mr Shaw chased after him and caught him. He is locked in the cellar with only dried bread and water for food and drink.’

Sam and Tom knew that they would have to act. The boys gathered round them, they talked for hours, agreeing on a plan. 

The girls’ bedroom Jane and Alice had slaved all evening washing up, scrubbing tables, fetching coal and wood from the outhouse for the fire and getting the breakfast porridge ready: a giant saucepan full of oats and water. Their chores over, Mrs Shaw took the girls to their bedroom, a tiny attic room with a broken window at the top of the house. Jane saw Mrs Shaw looking greedily at the fine silver necklace that she wore and her wizard chip ring. In the room were a cast iron bed with a thin, flock mattress and a single sheet, a wooden box for clothes, a broken chair and a rickety square wooden table. On the table sat a guttering candle. Jane began to write a detailed diary of life at the Bowes Academy that would contain evidence for Mr Dickens to use in the novel he was writing. 

Bedtime Jane’s seeing mirror throbbed, the danger sign. Jane looked at it, up flashed a message with the boys’ plan. At once Jane scribbled a letter and used her transformit mind spell to turn Cocky Pheasant into a carrier pigeon to take the letter to Lord Ashley. Alice had already crawled into bed and fallen asleep, Jane joined her. Jane climbed into bed and slipped her seeing mirror under her pillow. Cocky had returned, so Jane used her transformit spell to turn him into a giant owl that perched above the door and Cleo into a giant wild cat. Jane was fast asleep, moonlight was flooding in through the broken window when her seeing mirror throbbed, more danger. 

The prowler The mirror showed a figure creeping up the stairs, with a mind spell Jane told Cleo and Cocky Pheasant to protect her. As the figure reached for the door Cleo sunk her claws into a leg and Cocky hooted, screeched and clawed at a face. There was a scream, a loud crash and the sound of footsteps going down the stairs. Then silence. The threat was over. Meanwhile the exhausted Alice slept on through the fight.

THE LESSON

Breakfast Jane and Alice slept until a loud banging on the door woke her from their dreams. Cleo and Cocky Pheasant were back inside the cauldron with Leader, shrunk to the size of a thimble. 

‘Get up, you are wanted down stairs at once’ 

barked a boy’s voice. At once the girls knew that Mrs Shaw had sent a pupil to fetch them down to work in the kitchen. They dressed quickly and hurried downstairs. The black saucepan was full of thin brown porridge made with water. Mrs Shaw ordered the girls to:

‘Serve the porridge in the bowls to the boys. They are all waiting at their desks.’

Mrs Shaw’s long crooked fingers were like chicken claws, one hand was bandaged, she walked with a limp and there was a deep cut on her forehead. The girls carried the porridge on wooden trays into the schoolroom. The boys wolfed it down, licked the plates shiny clean and trooped out into the freezing cold. 

The lesson Mr Shaw walked into the school room and stood behind his own small oak desk, swishing his metal tipped cane. Five minutes later he rang a hand bell, in trooped the thirty boys in silence and sat on the benches behind their three long desks. All looked half starved apart from Sam and Tom who sat together at the end of one of the benches. Mr Shaw split the pupils up into three classes of ten children each, Sam and Tom joining the oldest boys in class three. 

The first class The youngest class had to learn how to write neatly. Mr Shaw scowled at the scared pupils, 

‘Boys, you will copy each sentence twenty times perfectly. Make sure you form the letters just as they are in your copying book. For each mistake you will get one stroke of the cane.’

With a vicious swish of the cane he slashed it down on the top of his desk. The boys stared grimly forward, with blank looks on their faces. There was one copying book between three and four pupils, wooden pens with bronze nibs, ink in clay ink wells and rough paper. The children bent over their desks, trying to copy each sentence perfectly. 

The second and third classes The second class were told to do maths. The boys had to copy out and do simple sums on slates. Each boy had a lump of chalk for writing on the slate. They knew that when they had finished a slate of sums Mr Shaw would look at them, if the answers were correct they would wipe the slate clean with a damp cloth and do the next sum. If a boy had made a mistake he would cane him. When Mr Shaw had made sure all the pupils were at work he went and stood behind his desk and told the third class of the oldest boys to gather round him in a semicircle. They were going to have a reading and spelling lesson. In threes the boys shared a book of short stories. Mr Shaw chose the story of Robin Hood. The first boy began to read out loud, stumbling over the words. 

The fugitive Half way through a sentence the kitchen door burst open and Mrs Shaw dragged a skinny young boy into the room by his hair. All the boys stopped and looked as Mrs Shaw pulled the boy to where Mr Shaw was standing and pushed him to the ground. The boy lay cowering, his hands covering his head as Mr Shaw towered over him with his cane.

‘Ungrateful wretch,’ he shouted, lifting his cane as high as he could, ‘Ungrateful wretch, how dare you run away. Mrs Shaw and I have been like a mother and father to you, and this is how you pay us back. Mrs Shaw said that you were trying to find one of the new police constables to get us arrested for cruelty.’

The fight As Mr Shaw raised his cane high above his head Sam gave the signal, raced out and grappled with Mr Shaw. Mr Shaw turned and made a grab at Sam’s hair, Sam grasped his arm and with an expert judo throw hurled Mr Shaw to the ground with a sickening thud, his head smashed on to the corner of his desk . The boys hurled themselves in a howling mob on to the unconscious Mr Shaw. They rolled him over and with two pieces of rope tied his arms behind his back and his legs together and shoved a rag into his mouth. 

Mrs Shaw had rushed out into the kitchen and grabbed a large knife. Jane knew that she would rush to Mr Shaw’s help, her transformit spell turned Leader into a rottweiler. In two huge strides the dog had launched itself at Mrs Shaw’s back, she sprawled on her face holding on to the knife. Leader’s jaws fastened around her wrist, the knife fell to the ground, Mr and Mrs Shaw were now at the mercy of the boys they had starved and abused. Quickly the boys tied Mrs Shaw’s hands behind her back and jammed a cloth into her mouth as a gag. A loud knocking on the front door that faced on to the street sent Jane scurrying to the door. She opened it, in walked four men; Lord Ashley, Mr Miller, Tom’s and Jane’s guardian, and two police constables. Her message had got through!

Lord Ashley Lord Ashley was wearing a black top hat, white cashmere scarf and a smart black cloth coat that reached to his ankles. He looked round the room where Mr and Mrs Shaw lay face down, defenceless. A quick glance at the ragged, scarecrow children confirmed his worst fears. Slavery in England! He turned to the two policemen, Mr Miller and Jane and gave quick orders. The constables were to arrest Mr and Mrs Shaw and Mr Miller would take down the names and addresses of all the children.  Lord Ashley turned to Mr and Mrs Shaw with their hands still tied behind their backs. The room fell silent, Lord Ashley spoke quietly and clearly.

Freedom ‘I am Lord Ashley. I have come to rescue Alice, Jane, Sam and Tom and make sure that the other children in your hellish school will go and live with caring families. Mr Miller will take down the names and addresses of all the children. He will write at once to try and arrange for them to be taken away from this hell hole. We are staying in the local inn for a day, we will make sure that the pupils are well treated in the future. The policemen will talk to the children and villagers about how Mr and Mrs Shaw abuse the children and steal their money. Meanwhile I will pay for their pupils to be looked after. Constables, take Mr and Mrs Shaw away. Tomorrow we return to London.’ 

The Workhouse:

Oliver Twist

& 

Charles Dickens
THE WORKHOUSE SCANDAL

Breakfast: to the seaside Sam and Jane had just tucked into their breakfast of tea, toast, scrambled eggs and bacon in Lord Ashley’s grand London mansion where they were staying. It was the school holidays; they were both looking forward to going to the seaside on Mr Brunel’s new steam train. In one hour’s time they would be at Paddington station. The train would leave Paddington in a cloud of sparks, steam, smoke and soot, its whistle shrieking loud and shrill to warn people and animals to get off the railway line. Beryl their maid had already packed their buckets, spades, towels and bathing costumes. On the way to the station Sam and Jane would pick up their friends Tom and Alice who were living with Mr Miller, their guardian. Mr Miller had adopted Tom and Alice after Sam and Jane had rescued them from a life of white slavery in a Manchester cotton mill.

Lord Ashley Lord Ashley was hidden behind his newspaper, The Times. Jane knew that he was there because of the odd grunt that she could hear. She feared the worst: When Lord Ashley began to grunt something had upset him, usually something Sam had done. Last week Sam had painted Lord Ashley’s favourite spaniel red and black. Sam argued that Lord Ashley told him to paint the dog, using the box of paints Mr Miller had given him, and that was what he had done! Luckily for Sam the paint had washed off. Often when Lord Ashley was upset at something Sam had not done, Jane knew that he would ask her to solve a mystery or problem. What problem might Lord Ashley have spotted in the paper? What questions might he ask her to answer?

The letter Charles the butler walked quietly into the dining room. He carried a silver salver, a special kind of plate, with a letter on it. Lord Ashley put down his paper, took the letter, thanked Charles, opened it and read it quickly. Sam and Tom noticed the clenched jaw, the piercing look, the knitted eyebrows and wrinkled forehead. Trouble lay ahead. Lord Ashley coughed and banged his teacup down on the table. Silence.  Sam and Jane quietly put down their knives and forks and turned to hear what Lord Ashley had to say. 

‘Children, we will have to put off our trip to the seaside today. Something much more important has come up. Mr Dickens the famous author has just written to me about the workhouse story in today’s Times that I was reading. He says that he is going to write a novel to expose the horrors of life in the workhouse.’

Starvation! ‘The Times story alleges that thousands of children are starving to death in England’s new workhouses. This is even worse than white slavery in the cotton mills. Over the past three years the government has split the county into 600 workhouse areas, Unions, and built workhouses in 350 of them. Each Union looks after the old, the insane, orphans, the sick and men and women who are out of work who live in its area. The union workhouses are just like giant prisons, once orphans go inside they cannot escape. In the North of England riots have broken out against the building of any more workhouses.’ 

Spies ‘Mr Dickens wants you to find out what you can about life in workhouses and try to answer the question, who or what has caused the deaths of the workhouse children? I have written to Mr Miller for help. Mr Miller is due here in ten minutes with Alice and Tom. All four of you will go as a family of orphans to the workhouse. First you will dress up in rags from Jane’s fancy dress chest. We are asking you to solve the mystery of Britain’s dead workhouse children.’ 

The orphans A loud bang on the bronze front door knocker announced that Tom and Alice had arrived. With whoops of delight the children greeted each other, the girls chattering away like magpies. At once all four rushed upstairs to Jane’s bedroom to change into their ragged orphan clothes. The boys put on boots with holes in their toes and soles, grey short cotton trousers that were worn out and old bottomless check shirts with ragged collars and worn cuffs. Jane and Alice both chose pretty faded torn blue frocks with ragged hems and holes in their sleeves. The girls unlaced their new shiny black leather shoes and slipped on pairs of worn out and broken wooden clogs that were far too large for their feet. 

The workhouse children The second that they had dressed as orphans the children raced down to the garden to play hide and seek so as to get their hands and faces dirty. When they came back into the sitting room the girls' hair hung down to their shoulders in long and matted strands, the boys’ faces and hands were filthy. Mr Miller and Lord Ashley looked at the children in horror and disbelief.

‘Perfect, perfect’ said Lord Ashley, 

‘You are going in the coach with Mr Miller. He is taking you to the workhouse The Times talks about. It is on the edge of the small town of  Andover. Mr Miller will be staying in the country house of Lord Nowkey. You will stay in the workhouse  until Friday, when Mr Miller will bring you home. That should give you plenty of time to solve the mystery of the missing workhouse children.’ 

To the workhouse Mr Miller’s coach passed through street after street of new houses on the edge of London before taking the turnpike road to Andover. Jane sat quietly, inwardly afraid, as she had read The Times article and knew that the workhouses were run like concentration camps. Her writing case, Cocky Pheasant, Leader the dog and Cleo the cat were shrunk safe inside her thimble sized cauldron, tucked into a pocket in her blue dress. She might need them to rescue them all from danger. Again she was struck with horror about how workhouse children might have died: was it from living in filth, squalor, disease, starvation, cruelty or cold blooded murder? 

Alice and Tom Alice was chatting to Jane, talking about the dolls and other toys that Mrs Miller had bought her. When Jane mentioned the workhouse a look of horror crossed Alice’s face. She said,

‘Mum and dad said they would rather starve to death than go in to the new workhouses. Friends in the village who had been forced to live in their local new workhouse said that they were places of evil, brutal and harsh. The workhouse had broken up their families. Dads, mums and their children had to live apart. Their children were treated worse than British slaves who had just won their freedom. They claimed that being in the workhouse was much, much worse than being sent prison. At least in prison you are given enough to eat.’ 

Sam and Tom were playing conkers, giggling and enjoying themselves. They were both looking forward to a new adventure.

ANDOVER WORKHOUSE

Andover workhouse On the edge of Andover the coach swung off the road through a pair of tall iron gates with a slogan above it, ‘Work Makes You Free’. 

The coach sped for 400 metres along a tree lined drive towards a giant, gaunt grim looking building. Sam thought that it looked just like the cotton mill where Alice and Tom had worked. The workhouse’s main building was over eighty metres long. It stood three storeys high with large, rectangular shaped windows, a sloping slate roof and four smoking squat square chimneys. At one end stood a separate building with the laundry and kitchens. Smoke billowed from its tall chimney.  In the middle of the main building stood the entrance hall with a heavy iron studded oak door. Above the door was the date, 1836. Jane realised that that was when the workhouse was built.  Steps led up to the door.

The workhouse entrance The coach stopped outside the entrance, Mr Miller rang the bell. A servant, a crippled old woman wearing a long dirty black dress showed Mr Miller and the children in to the entrance hall. The children sat down on brown wooden benches. Mr Miller explained:

‘I am Mr Miller. I sent a message to Mr McDougal that I would bring a family of four orphans to live in the workhouse. Please let him know that I am here.’ 

The old woman replied:

‘Mr McDougal is expecting you. I will go and tell him that you have arrived.’

Mr McDougal, the workhouse master Mr McDougal was the workhouse master; Jane feared that he would be like the brutal, sadistic drunken workhouse master that she had read about in a history novel. How would she and Sam solve the mystery of the missing children? How and why had they died? Five minutes later a very fat, red faced middle aged man entered the workhouse waiting room. Jane noticed that he was wearing black boots, baggy trousers that hung down from his bulging belly, a red waistcoat, high collared white shirt and a long black coat. 

He had combed strands of thin black hair back over his balding head. Cauliflower ears stuck out like jug handles from the side of his head. Two small piggy black eyes rested above a bulbous nose with a large wart on one side. A pair of thick blubbery lips and a weak chin covered with thin black stubble completed the revolting picture. Jane couldn’t help thinking that he looked a bit like a robin that Cleo her cat had once chewed up.

The orphans’ farewell Mr McDougal cleared his throat and in a squeaky voice addressed Mr Miller
‘Good day sir, I received your letter about four orphans who are coming to live in the workhouse. Very, very good sir, they are most welcome. My wife, Mary Ann, will make sure that the girls are well looked after. Sir, do you have any questions?’

Mr Miller shook his head and said,

‘I leave these four young people in your care. I am sure that the boys will make excellent parish apprentices and that the girls will earn a living as maids. I have heard that you will bring them up as devout Christians in the workhouse school. First I need a word with the children in private.’

Mr Miller leaves Mr McDougal left the room, saying that Mrs McDougal would arrive soon. Mr Miller told the children:

‘I will return at the end of the week. As you know, I am staying close by in the large country house of Lord Nowkey. It is close to where Mr James Cooper lives, Sam and Jane’s other uncle. He is Lord Ashley’s brother.’ 

After giving each child a kiss and a hug, Mr Miller strode out of the front door and down the workhouse steps. The door clanged shut behind him. Mary Ann, Mr McDougal’s wife, entered the room. She was skinny with a hooked nose, thin red lips and a jutting chin. To Jane she looked like a wasp: her long black cotton dress was tied tightly at the waist, on her feet were pointed shiny black shoes. In a sharp, clear harsh metallic voice Mrs McDougal told Mr McDougal what to do:

Mrs McDougal ‘Mr McDougal, I will take the girls to the cleansing room, you make sure that you get the boys clean and dressed in their workhouse clothes. We will then show them around the workhouse and set them to work. We will all meet again at supper time.’

Mrs McDougal led Alice and Jane into a bare brick room with cream painted walls. In one corner were three wooden chairs, a washstand with a jug of cold water, soap and two ragged cotton towels. On one chair was a pile of clothes; under it were two pairs of clogs. A command rang out,

Workhouse girls ‘Girls, take off your clothes and shoes at once, put them on the floor, they will be burnt. We must make sure that you have no lice or fleas.’

A look of horror crossed Alice’s face; Mrs McDougal raised her hand to slap her. Jane pointed her wizard micro-chip finger at Mrs McDougal; the towser stun gun spell sent a spasm of crippling pain down Mrs McDougal’s arm. She dropped her hand to her side, bit her lip hard and looked at Alice through startled eyes,

‘You heard, take off your clothes. At once.’

Jane nodded to Alice, they both stripped naked. Mrs McDougal gave them a hard square lump of green soap, a flannel and a scrubbing brush. The girls washed thoroughly in cold water, Mrs McDougal then made them sit down.  In turn and she used a pair of scissors to trim off their long, neat plaits to make sure they had no lice in their hair. Alice was in tears, Jane sat grim faced. 

Workhouse uniform A second order rang out:

‘Put on your new clothes, bonnets and clogs – they are on the chair.’

The girls dressed quickly, buttoning up their long sleeved cotton blouses. Over these they wore coarse itchy grey wool cloth dresses that reached down to their ankles. Jane slipped into a pocket her thimble sized cauldron containing her writing case, Cocky Pheasant, Leader and Cleo. The girls placed white cotton bonnets on their heads and tied them tightly under their chins. Finally they slipped their bare feet into their wooden clogs. All of their clothes were clean but worn and patched. Jane could not help thinking what might have happened to the last two girls they had belonged to.

THE WORKHOUSE: A CONCENTRATION CAMP

The workhouse tour With horror Jane realised that she and Alice would live separate lives from the boys, any families who went in to the workhouse were split up. The Workhouse was in two halves, one for girls and women, and the other for boys and men. Each sex had its own staircases, cut off from each other. Mrs McDougal told the girls to follow her, she would take them to the room where they slept, the girls dormitory. The two girls trudged up bare stone stairs to the top of the building. Under the eaves the girls’ bedroom ran the length of the building. Along the wall stood two rows of iron beds on the bare wooden floors. Mrs McDougal gave Jane and Alice two empty beds at the end of the room. On each bed was a lumpy cotton mattress and a wool blanket full of holes. Jane could see lice and bed begs crawling out of the mattresses. The stench was awful, there were no proper toilets. 

The laundry and women’s yard ‘Follow me’, barked Mrs McDougal, turning down a flight of stairs at the end of the room. A minute later the girls found themselves standing in the laundry. A dozen women were hard at work scrubbing, boiling, ironing, airing and folding clothes and blankets. 

‘This is one place where you may work if you do not become parish apprentices. Keep close behind, we are going to the women’s work yard.’ 

Ten seconds later Alice and Jane were standing in the women’s yard. On seats sat row upon row of women wearing the same grey workhouse uniform. Each woman used a ten centimetre long iron pick like a giant tooth pick to tease apart the threads of lengths of old rope. 

Hunger All of the women were pale, skinny and skeletal, with pinched cheeks, staring eyes and stick like arms and legs. Jane gasped; at once she knew that they were starving. Mrs McDougal noticed the puzzled look on Alice’s face and said, 

‘These idle women are picking oakum, old rope. They use their oakum picks to unpick the threads in old lengths of rope. The strands are in turn used to make rough cloth. Everyone has to work in the workhouse. We have no room for idle hands. Only the crippled and the sick are excused work. They live in the sick wards. You will be doing the same work, picking oakum, in the girls’ yard when you are not in the school.’

Jane noticed two piles of rough, crudely made wooden coffins stacked in one corner of the yard. Half of the coffins were tiny, made for children, the others were adult size. A feeling of disgust and horror gripped Jane. At once she realised why so many coffins were needed.

The gardens ‘Come with me’, ordered Mrs McDougal, 

‘When you are not in school you will either be in the girls’ courtyard, laundry room or the gardens. We grow all of our own vegetables in the kitchen garden and fruit in the orchard. Most of the produce we sell, what is left over we boil up for workhouse soup.’ 

Jane and Alice trudged along behind Mrs McDougal. They passed through the girls' yard, a solid wooden door and out along a track. One hundred metres further on was a three metre high red brick wall with an archwayed entrance in one corner. The door opened on to a large walled garden, fifty metres by eighty metres. The garden faced south on a gentle slope. Along the back wall ran a row of greenhouses, the rest of the garden was planted neatly in rows of potatoes, cabbages, broccoli, parsnips, carrots, marrows and raspberry bushes. Girls and women were weeding the rows. 

The schoolroom After walking round the garden Mrs McDougal remarked:

‘I am taking you to the school that you will attend each day for an hour.’

The schoolroom was a single hall with a high roof. At one end was the school master’s platform on which stood his desk. A cane rested on it, by its side was a blackboard. On it the schoolmaster had chalked a reading from the bible. On long benches sat rows of workhouse children. The schoolmaster picked up his cane and pointed to the blackboard. With one voice the children chanted what was written on the blackboard. Jane and Alice were stunned; Jane thought that this was almost as boring and pointless as Miss Woodhead’s history lessons, if that was possible. 

Oakum picking ‘Come with me girls’, said Mrs McDougal, ‘We are going to the women’s yard where you will learn how to pick oakum. Oakum is old bits of rope, you have to turn each piece into strands that can be used again. Each of you will work with one of the women. I have already told them that they will have to teach you how to use the oakum picker.’ 

With an evil smirk on her face she went on:

‘If you fail to pick enough oakum I will make sure that you get no supper.’

THE WORKHOUSE: CRUSHING BONES

Sam and Tom Mrs McDougal, Alice and Jane had just left the entrance hall. Mr McDougal stood up and swayed unsteadily on his feet as he told Sam and Tom to follow him to the wash room. Tom could smell brandy on his breath. Half an hour later Mr McDougal had made sure that the boys had been scrubbed clean with soap and cold water, shorn like a pair of sheep and kitted out in their workhouse uniform. Both lads wore tight fitting peak less caps on their head, coarse long sleeved cotton shirts and short baggy linen trousers that came down to their ankles. On their feet they had heavy wooden clogs with steel toe caps. 

‘Follow me’ said Mr McDougal in a slurred voice, ‘I will show you where you will sleep, eat, work, pray and go to school.’

The workhouse tour Sam and Tom trudged around the workhouse at Mr McDougal’s heels, finally ending up in the men’s and boys’ work yards. Tall walls ran around each yard, locked and bolted doors stopped any escape. In one courtyard about fifty men and boys sat in rows. Each had a hammer which they used to break rocks into small stones that they put into wicker baskets. Mr McDougal said that the stones were used for mending the local roads. In the second yard the men and boys were working in groups of three or four. Mr McDougal commented:
‘This is the yard where you will work today. You can start straight away. I will arrange for you to work with one of the men, he will show you what to do. Tom Miller, soon you will leave the workhouse to work as an apprentice chimney sweep.’

The bone crushing yard There were ten groups, about forty men and boys in all. Each group stood around a stone trough in which were broken bones. Two of them were lifting a heavy bone crusher and pounding the bones into dust. The others cleared the bone dust into bags and broke up large bones with a heavy iron bar until the pieces were small enough to be crushed. The stench of rotten bone marrow filled the air; Sam turned and was violently sick. 

‘Pull yourself together boy’, snarled Mr McDougal, 

‘You and Tom Miller will have to work with one of the men in the corner of the yard. You will be bone crushers; he will show you what to do.’

Tom and Sam followed him across the yard. They could not help but notice that the men and boys were like living skeletons, with sparrow arms and legs and bulging eyes. For a second Sam knew where he had seen pictures like this before – in books about Nazi concentration camps and television reports of famine in Africa.

The bone crushers Mr McDougal ordered one man to leave his group and come with him to an empty trough. The man was tall and skinny, his ribs stuck out and looked like a bird cage. He walked with a limp. 

‘Hurry up’, shouted Mr McDougal, and lashed out at him with the cane he was carrying. Tom and Sam could not believe their eyes, the man put his hands up to protect his face, Mr McDougal aimed a vicious kick at his stomach. Tom flicked out his metal toe capped clog; it caught Mr McDougal on his ankle. With a howl Mr McDougal fell writhing to the floor, he had not seen Tom move. 

Bones arrive Slowly Mr McDougal rose to his feet and took a swig from a brandy bottle in his pocket. Swaying on his feet, he told the man:

‘Show these two boys what they have got to do. Make sure that they work quickly to crush as many bones as they can. We have an order from a local farmer; he will be picking up his sacks of crushed bones this evening. I am expecting a new load of bones from the butcher at any moment.’

 At the end of the courtyard were a pair of gates that led out on to a track way. The doors swung open and through it came a horse and cart. The driver climbed down, went to the back of the cart, and shovelled on to the ground a pile of stinking bones. A swarm of blue bottles rose from the pile; Tom could see maggots crawling over the hunks of putrid meat attached to the bones. 

The riot Within a second the men had dropped their iron bars, sacks and bone crushers and rushed in a howling body towards the bones. Fighting each other, they grabbed any bone that they could get their hands on and gnawed away at the rotten flesh. Mr McDougal stood quietly watching the riot, waiting for it to end. Tom turned away; it was his turn to be violently sick. Mr McDougal waited for the riot to stop, after ten minutes the men and boys went back to their bone crushing troughs. Once Mr McDougal was sure that Sam and Tom were hard at work, he lurched out of the court yard. 

The Workhouse day For the rest of the day Tom and Sam lifted the bone crusher. By evening their hands were red raw and covered with blisters. Tom noticed that as men broke the new bones they sucked the marrow out of them. At seven o’clock the workhouse bell clanged, it was time for supper. The men and boys filed into the workhouse dining room. They came in through a door that led into their part of the workhouse, the women and girls trooped in through their own entrance. The two sexes sat apart on their own tables. Sam was able to make eye contact with Jane. Both could lip read, they told each other what had happened that day. Jane learned that Tom was going to become an apprentice chimney sweep. Sam and Tom were starving; they were horrified to find that supper was a small plate of boiled pig potatoes and a glass of water. After supper they trooped upstairs to their iron beds in the boys’ dormitory. 

The boys plot The boys all gathered around Sam and Tom’s beds. For an hour they told them about the nightmare lives they led. Almost every week one of the boys died from disease or starvation. Mrs McDougal was a violent bully; Mr McDougal was often drunk and beat them without mercy. They showed Tom the bruises and unhealed cuts that covered their bodies. Their leader, Oliver, said: 

‘We are starving to death. We do not have enough to eat. Breakfast is often a crust of stale bread and a tiny bowl of thin gruel. Lunch is a bowl of watery soup and two slices of dry bread, supper a small lump of cheese and bread or potatoes. We will all die soon.’

The plan Oliver turned to Tom and said,

‘Can you help us tomorrow? You must ask for more food. In that way you will be dragged in front of the Guardians who run the workhouse. You can tell them the truth.’

Tom nodded in agreement, it was clear that he would have to act to stop the children from starving to death.

THE WORKHOUSE SUPPER: SAM ASKS FOR MORE

Breakfast Next day’s breakfast was a bowl of weak gruel [oatmeal boiled in water] and a  thin slice of bread. Tom’s and Sam’s stomachs were clamped to their backbones, it was clear that Mr and Mrs McDougal were starving the children to death. They were giving them and the adults only enough food to keep them alive, no wonder the children who had been in the workhouse for over a month looked like stick insects. Breakfast was ending when Mrs McDougal approached Tom and Sam’s table. She stood over them and, looking at Sam, said:

Tom the chimney sweep 

‘Tom Miller,  tomorrow you will become a parish chimney sweep apprentice. You will work for one of our local sweeps. He has asked us to provide another boy. He always has two boy chimney sweeps from the workhouse, last week one of them went to live in a far better place. You will replace him. He will come for you first thing in the morning.’
Tom stood up; a terrified look swept across his face as he followed Mrs McDougal out of the room. Sam was paralysed with fear, he knew what happened to child chimney sweeps. Once Tom left the workhouse, he might never see him again.

The working day After breakfast Sam, Tom, Jane and Alice went to work in the children’s yard. Alice and Jane joined the oakum pickers. Sam and Tom were given their own spaces in the stone breaking yard. Mr McDougal handed each of them a pile of rocks, a short hammer and a basket. He turned to all of the boys in the stone breaking yard and said:

‘Each of you have your own pile of rocks. Make sure that you have broken them into small stones by this evening. If your basket is not full of stones and if there are any rocks left I will beat you.’ 

The morning For the rest of the morning all that Sam and Tom could hear was the tap, tap, tap of hammers as the boys and men broke up their rocks. There was a short lunch break for a lump of cheese, water and dry bread. The children then spent an hour in the school room, followed by stone breaking. Sam wondered where he had seen men working as stone breakers. Of course, the famous picture of Nelson Mandela and the other prisoners in the prison courtyard on Robben Island, South Africa. At 7 o’clock the workhouse bell clanged, it was time for supper.

The workhouse supper Sam, Tom and the rest of the boys trooped wearily into the large hall with its cold stone flagstone floor and tight shut doors and windows. The stale, musty air in the hall stank of over boiled soup and unwashed bodies. The boys slumped down on their benches, too tired to talk. At the end of the hall the girls were already seated; Sam gave Jane a quick look, she smiled back. At one end of the room stood a large copper cauldron and basket full of tiny pieces of bread. Mr McDougal was standing by the cauldron wearing a filthy striped apron and holding a ladle. Mrs McDougal was helping him with a team of six workhouse women. On one side of the cauldron were piles of bronze bowls and wooden trays. Mr McDougal was ready to serve supper: a bowl of gruel and a hunk of bread. Into each bowl he ladled the gruel; the women took trays of soup bowls and bread to the tables. 

The evening meal  When each pauper was ready to eat their bowl of gruel and slice of dry bread Mr McDougal said a prayer:

‘For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.’

At once Sam, Tom and the rest of the boys wolfed down their gruel and bread. Each boy licked the bowl shiny clean; there would be no need to wash them before the next meal. Sam and Tom were starving to death; the time had come for Sam to ask for more. Slowly he rose to his feet and tapped his bowl on the table. Every head in the room turned to look at him, there was total silence. Mr and Mrs McDougal stood in amazement, never in the history of the workhouse had a child stood up in this way. 

Sam asks for more Sam turned and slowly walked up the room holding his bowl and spoon to where Mr and Mrs McDougal stood: 

‘Please sir, I want some more.’

‘What’, said Mr McDougal in a quiet voice. ‘What!’ shrieked Mrs McDougal.

‘Please sir, I want some more.’

Mr McDougal seized his ladle and aimed a blow at Sam’s head. Jane pointed her micro-chip wizard ring at him and used the mind spell taser. The stun gun spell lifted Mr McDougal off his feet, flung him violently back against the cauldron, he slumped lifeless to the ground. With an hysterical shriek Mrs McDougal bent over his prone body, her head to his chest. Two porters had rushed into the room on hearing the noise. Mrs McDougal got them to carry Mr McDougal to his bedroom. 

The end of the meal Mrs McDougal turned to Sam and screamed:

‘Get out. Go straight to your bedroom with the rest of the boys. In the morning you will have to meet the workhouse Guardians, the men who make sure that Mr McDougal runs the workhouse properly. I will tell them that you should be flogged and then be imprisoned in the workhouse cellar on a diet of bread and water for two weeks.’

Jane knew that his would mean certain death for Sam – starvation. Sam and the boys trooped out in silence to their dormitory, once there they cheered Sam their hero. Mrs McDougal had also sent Jane and the girls to their dormitories.

Jane’s Letter Jane knew that Sam was in deadly danger. Mr Miller had said he would return at the end of the week, he was staying close by in Lord Newkey’s country house. By then it might be too late. When the girls were asleep Jane slipped out of bed. Her transformit spell turned Cocky Pheasant into a carrier pigeon. Cleo’s eyes shone like torches in the dark so Jane could write a letter to Mr Miller. She told Mr Miller to come to their rescue at once and tell Lord Ashley of their danger. Jane tied the letter firmly to Cocky’s leg and told him to go the country house nearby where Mr Miller was staying. Cocky soared into the night sky, as he disappeared into the inky darkness Jane’s heart beat quickly. She was filled with fear, what would happen if Cocky failed to deliver the letter?

THE WORKHOUSE: THE BOARD OF GUARDIANS

The Board of Guardians When the boys and girls had gone to their dormitories, Mrs McDougal had written to the Board of Guardians to hold a special meeting the next afternoon. The Board of Guardians was in charge of the workhouse and employed Mr and Mrs McDougal. Next morning the chimney sweep arrived to take Tom away before breakfast. As Mr McDougal was ill in bed, after breakfast Mrs McDougal set Sam and the other boys to work in the bone crushing yard. By 1 o’clock all of the Guardians had arrived. 

Sam arrives At once Mrs McDougal fetched Sam to meet them in their Board Room. The Guardians sat in high backed chairs on one side of a large, oval polished mahogany table, Sam stood opposite. Mrs McDougal said,

‘Sam Cooper asked for more food at supper last night. Mr McDougal was so horrified that he was taken ill with shock and is still ill in bed. The boy needs to be thrashed and locked in the cellar on a diet of bread and water until he learns to mend his ways.’

The Guardians respond The chairman of the guardian looked at Sam and said,

‘That boy will hang, I know he will hang. He is bad through and through. Gentlemen, you may question the child, we will then decide what to do with him.’

One by one the Guardians asked Sam questions, he told all that he had learned about the workhouse, about the starvation, the drunkenness of Mr McDougal, the crushing of the bones, the deaths of the pauper children. Each Guardian sat grim faced, one muttered to himself, ‘Lies, lies, all lies’ and shook his head in disbelief.

It was the turn of the last Guardian to speak, a new member of the Board who was attending his first meeting. 

The new Guardian As he looked towards Sam, Sam’s heart began to thump. Where had he seen him before? The new Guardian began to speak in a quiet voice.

‘Lord Ashley, on behalf of the Prime Minister, has asked me to join this Board of Guardians. I live close by, near the country mansion of  Lord Nowkey. The government is very worried. There have been detailed reports in The Times of child abuse and that children and grown ups are dying of hunger in the new workhouses. To find out the truth Lord Ashley arranged that four children should come and spend a couple of days in this workhouse. Two of the children are living with him and two with a government inspector, Mr Miller.  I am James Cooper, uncle of two of these children, Sam and Alice Cooper. Sam Cooper is the boy standing in front of you.’

The Guardians’ response The Guardians all looked stunned, their faces turned bright red. Turning to Mrs McDougal Mr Cooper gave her an order:

‘Bring here at once Alice and Tom Miller and Jane Cooper the three children who arrived with Sam two days ago. I am going to take them away with me.’ 

A horrified look crossed Mrs McDougal’s face, she fled from the room with tears running down her face.

The Guardians act Mr Cooper went on:

‘Before breakfast Mr Miller, the guardian of Tom and Alice Miller sent me a letter from Jane Cooper that he received late last night. Mr Miller is staying close by at Lord Nowkey’s mansion.  He arranged to pick me up on  the way to the workhouse to rescue the four children. My nephew Sam Cooper is speaking the truth. This workhouse is run in an evil way. It is clear that Mr and Mrs McDougal are starving the paupers to death, that they beat and abuse both adults and children and are stealing the money that should be spent on food. There are a number of things that we must do at once. Mr and Mrs McDougal must be removed from their jobs and leave here within 24 hours. We must find a new workhouse master who will run the workhouse with kindness. The paupers must get proper meals. And, there will be a full government enquiry into what has happened here.’

Tom in danger A knock on the door meant that Mrs McDougal had returned with Jane and Alice. As she trooped into the room with the children, Mr Cooper said: 

‘Wretched woman. Where is Tom Miller? What have you done with him?’ 

Shaking, Mrs McDougal bit her lip and replied in a timid, quiet, shaky voice:

‘This morning he went to work as a chimney sweep apprentice at a house near Andover. The chimney sweep picked him up after breakfast on his way to work.  I do not know where he has gone.’ 

Jane’s seeing mirror began to throb, the sign of deadly danger. She took out the mirror and looked at it. The mirror showed that Tom had been put to work cleaning a narrow, crooked chimney in an old house. He was in danger of falling to his death or getting jammed in the flue. The picture on her mirror changed, it showed a map of how to get to the house where Tom was cleaning the chimney. Jane stood up and said,

‘Uncle, we have to leave at once. I fear that Tom Miller is in terrible danger of dying in a narrow, crooked chimney. I can give the coach driver directions, Tom told me the name of the house where he was going to sweep the chimneys. I know how to get there.’ 

To the rescue Immediately Mr Cooper also rose to his feet:

‘Follow me children.  Our coach is waiting outside the entrance hall.’ 

Turning to the workhouse Guardians he said:

‘Goodbye gentlemen, please excuse us, we are on a mission of mercy. You will hear from the government soon about the enquiry it will hold into the running of Andover workhouse.’

Within five minutes Mr Cooper and the children were safely in their coach along with Mr Miller who was waiting outside. Jane had already told the coachman where to go. The coach’s four stallions raced down the workhouse drive, pulling the coach behind them. Would they reach Tom in time?

THE WORKHOUSE: THE APPRENTICE CHIMNEY SWEEP

The apprentice chimney sweep In the coach Mr Cooper and Mr Miller sat in silence. Jane had not yet had time to talk to Sam when Sam piped up:

‘Mr Miller, how did you know to come and rescue us?’

Mr Miller replied,

‘Last night a letter arrived from Jane telling us of the terrible danger you were in. I wrote to Mr James Cooper saying that we had to rush to the workhouse straight away. He had also had a letter from Mrs McDougal asking him to attend a special Guardians’ meeting that morning, his first. Something terrible had happened in the workhouse. Mr Cooper waited for me to arrive, we then got to the workhouse as quickly as we could. As you know, you had been called in to see the Guardians so that you could be punished.’

Child chimney sweeps At this Alice, Sam and Jane talked about what they knew of Victorian boy chimney sweeps. Jane said that she was reading a novel that was a:

‘Story built around a Victorian child chimney sweep, a skinny little boy like Tom. His master forced him to climb up narrow chimneys to sweep them clean. One day he became jammed, he could not get down. Slowly he starved to death.’

Alice said that this is what must have happened to a boy who lived in their village, who had gone off to work with a chimney sweep and had died soon after. Tears ran down her face, Sam shook at the horror of it all, Mr Cooper and Mr Miller looked shocked. Until then they had not known that chimney sweeps used little boys to sweep the chimneys of great houses like the ones they lived in. 

Danger As the coach raced along, Mr Cooper and Mr Miller became more and more worried. They realised that the coach was returning along the road that they had used that morning. Where was it going? As it swung through the gates of the drive to Lord Nowkey’s mansion their worst fears were confirmed. The house stood in a large park, as they approached the house they could see thick black smoke billowing from over a dozen chimneys. 

No smoke came from the sitting room chimney, where last night a huge coal fire had blazed. At breakfast Lord Nowkey had said that the chimney would be cleaned that day. That was why the sitting room fire had been left to go out. 
The chimney The coach stopped in the stable courtyard: on one side stood a battered carriage with CHIMNEY SWEEP painted on one side. Mr Cooper and the children rushed into the sitting room. The sweep said that he had sent his new boy up the chimney an hour ago with a candle, brush and soot sack. Jane took out her seeing mirror; it showed that Tom had reached as far up the winding chimney as he could go, some fifteen metres. The chimney was pitch black; 

Tom Tom could not see a thing. His candle had gone out. If he slipped, he would be certain to fall and get jammed in the chimney. Tom was stuck, quivering with fear. If Jane did not act, he would be certain to die. Cleo stalked along just behind her. Jane quickly  told Cleo what to do, using a mind message. As Mr Cooper talked to the master chimney sweep, unseen Cleo climbed quickly towards where Tom was stuck on a small ledge. Tom looked down; he could see two lights coming towards him. The cat’s eyes lit up the chimney. They pointed out where Tom could safely stand on his way down. 

Tom returns Step by step Cleo guided Tom down the chimney. At the bottom Mr Cooper and the children waited. They could hear scuffling sounds in the chimney that grew closer and closer. With a whoosh a large pile of soot and a bird’s nest  fell into the grate. When the soot cloud had settled they could see a pair of bright blue eyes staring out of what looked like a black scarecrow. The scarecrow moved and croaked, 

‘Water, water please’, and burst into tears.

Tom drank deeply from a glass of water. Mr Cooper ordered that he be taken to the bathroom, bathed and changed into new clothes. They would all be leaving within an hour. Nobody had seen Cleo slink away before the soot cloud had settled. Jane’s transformit spell shrank the cat so that she fitted back into Jane’s thimble sized black cauldron.

Lord Ashley’s house On receiving Jane’s letter Mr Miller had sent a message to Lord Ashley that they would be returning to London at once. 

The coach dropped Mr Cooper, Mr Miller and the children off at the front door of Lord Ashley’s home. They all trooped tired but happy but in to Lord Ashley’s sitting room. Lord Ashley gave the children a fond hug, they sat down together on a large, leather padded sofa. In an armchair sat a black bearded man wearing a smart black coat and striped trousers. Lord Ashley turned to him:

Mr Dickens ‘Mr Dickens, you have already met my nephew and niece who are staying with me, Jane and Sam. I would also like to introduce you to Alice and Tom Miller. They are orphans whom Mr Miller, the government inspector, has adopted. On their last adventure they all found for you about the schools from hell in Yorkshire. Now they will tell you about another scandal that you asked them to investigate: life in the new workhouses and the mystery of the missing workhouse children.’

Mr Dickens and the children Mr Dickens had opened his notebook and dipped his quill pen into its inkwell. For an hour he asked the children question after question about workhouse life and why workhouse children might have died. His pen raced over the paper as he wrote down what they told him. At last he stopped, both he and the children were exhausted. Lord Ashley rang a bell, Beryl the tea maid came at once, and Lord Ashley told her what he wanted. Five minutes later Beryl carried into the room a large tray loaded with jugs of orange squash, lemonade, a pot of tea and milk, glasses and cups and saucers. A second servant, Anne, brought in a tray groaning with fresh ham, egg & cress and cucumber sandwiches, crumpets and muffins, butter and raspberry and strawberry jam. The children tucked in, stuffing themselves until they burst. Beryl and Anne cleared the trays away. 

Oliver Twist Lord Ashley told the children:

‘Mr Dickens is delighted with what you have found out. He has said that he will write a novel about it. The main characters will be Oliver who was the boys’ leader in the workhouse and who got Sam to ask for more food at supper. Tomorrow you will all go to the seaside on the train as I promised. Mr Miller and I will be going with you. Your towels and bathing costumes are still packed and ready. Anne the maid will also be coming with us to help.’

Queen Victoria,

Prince Albert

&

The Mystery of the Missing Wedding Ring

THE MYSTERY OF QUEEN VICTORIA’S MISSING WEDDING RING

The seaside Lord Ashley, Mr Miller and the children had a wonderful day out at the seaside town. They had been wheeled into the sea on bathing machines. A bathing machine was like a small garden shed on wheels, only it had no floor. This meant that they could bathe in the sea without anyone seeing them wearing their bathing costumes. After their dip in the sea Mr Miller took the children to see a children’s puppet show in the brand new theatre. By now the children were starving. Mr Miller had arranged to meet Lord Ashley in a tea house that was close by. Here the children wolfed down plates of fresh sandwiches, cakes, buns and scones and glasses of lemonade. Tea over, a horse drawn hansom cab took them all back to the railway station.

Home Their train chugged slowly into Kings Cross station, passing through miles of newly built terraced houses and shops.  Waiting for them at Kings Cross station was Lord Ashley’s carriage. Its four black stallions stood quietly, eating oats and hay from their nosebags. The driver’s long, brown, thick felt coat reached the ground and was buttoned up to his chin. On his head perched a black peaked cap. When he had taken off the horses’ nosebags he climbed up on his seat on top of the coach. Lord Ashley, Mr Miller and the children sat happily inside the coach, looking out through the glass windows. The driver shouted and flicked his whip; at once the four horses trotted out of the railway station. Flickering gas lamps lit the way. The coach rattled  through the gloomy, yellow fog filled cobbled streets of London. It dropped off Mr Miller at his home and finally reached Lord Ashley’s large mansion, Alice and Tom were staying the night. 

Lord Ashley’s house The coach pulled up outside the grand front door with its large, shining dolphin shaped bronze knocker. As they walked into the house Beryl the maid curtsied to Alice, Tom, Sam and Jane. Beryl took the children to their four bedrooms where they found clean sheets, feather mattresses and thick wool blankets waiting. Welcoming coal fires burned brightly in the iron grates. Each child washed in a large china bowl using warm water from jugs that Anne the maid had carried up to their rooms. A gong then called them down stairs to supper. On the table in the dining room stood a feast of bread, butter, cold chicken and turkey, slices of roast beef and ham, pickles, tomatoes and cucumbers and glasses of lemonade. Best of all was a large tub full of homemade strawberry and vanilla ice cream.  Before the meal Lord Ashley read from the Bible and  then said grace, a prayer of thanks to God. He and the children ate in silence as they wolfed down the delicious meal.

Lord Ashley and Queen Victoria’s wedding ring Two maids, Anne and Beryl, cleared supper away. Alice and Tom were very tired, asked to go to bed and left the room. Lord Ashley then told Sam and Jane,

‘I have a real treat in store for you. In three days time you will attend the marriage of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. I have been given a really important job. The queen has put me in charge of the wedding ring that has been made in London from a nugget of pure Welsh gold. The ring arrived here today with a police escort. Charles the butler has put it on the dressing table in my bedroom and locked the door. Tomorrow I will have to take the ring to Buckingham Palace.  We  will have lunch with Prince Albert and Queen Victoria, go skating on the palace pond and spend the evening with them.’

The ring Sam and Jane pleaded with Lord Ashley to see the ring.  Lord Ashley was also bursting to see what it looked like. With a smile he said that they could see it. Quickly they trooped up the stairs, Lord Ashley unlocked his bedroom door with his own key.  The ring sat on his dressing table inside a small, red leather box decorated with the royal coat of arms. Lord Ashley pressed a catch on the box, its lid sprang open. The pure gold ring lay on a red silk cushion. Set into the gold around the ring’s rim were eight small glittering and dazzling diamonds. They all gasped in amazement, Lord Ashley turned and said,

‘Lovely, lovely, lovely. Time for bed. We can admire it again tomorrow morning.’ 

Sam remarked

‘Thank you for letting us see the ring. It is the most beautiful thing that I have ever seen. Goodnight.’

With a glance behind them at the ring as it lay safe in its box on the dressing room table, they left to climb the broad thickly carpeted staircase to their cosy beds. Lord Ashley locked the door behind them. As Jane and Sam sank into their duck feather mattresses a heavy rainstorm beat against their windows. 

Breakfast Next day was bright and sunny. Sam and Jane could not wait to meet Queen Victoria and Albert at Buckingham’s Palace. Alice and Tom had a shopping trip to look forward to. The children were stuffing themselves with kippers, eggs, bacon, tomatoes, fried potatoes and bread and butter when Lord Ashley burst into the dining room. 

‘Disaster, the wedding ring has gone. It must have been stolen. It was on the table when I went for a bath. I had unlocked the door for the servants.  When I came back from my bath the ring had disappeared. Jane, can you help me. I heard from your father that you are a wonderful detective.’

Jane looked at Sam, Alice and Tom. A worried look crossed her face. What could have happened to the ring? She and the others had to think logically about the problem. When Lord Ashley left the room they talked about how as a team of four history detectives they would solve the crime.

THE YOUNG DETECTIVES
The young detectives Five minutes later Lord Ashley returned. Jane said, 

‘As detectives we have begun to try and solve the mystery by asking questions. Our main ones are: Who might have stolen the ring? When was it stolen? Where was it taken from? How was it stolen? Why might it have been stolen it? What might have happened to it? 

We have also thought of how we might find clues that will contain evidence to answer our questions. Once we have the evidence we can build up a picture of what happened and why.’

Sam chipped in,

‘The first thing that we will do is to go upstairs and look at the scene of the crime. We will also need to search the whole building and the garden.’

Alice carried on,

‘We need a list of everyone who was staying in the house so we can interview them.’

Lord Ashley nodded in agreement; it was clear that it was a good plan. Sam remarked,

‘Let’s go upstairs straight away. The ring was in Lord Ashley’s bedroom, let’s start there.’

The bedroom Lord Ashley’s bedroom was huge. In the middle stood a large four poster double bed, with drawn velvet curtains across the two sides and bottom. The four carved wooden columns on each corner almost reached the ceiling. They held up a gold cloth cover, a panoply.  Two large leather armchairs stood on one side of the room, a writing desk stood against the wall by the door that was covered in thick, lush green and gold wall paper.  The bedroom had a huge bow window that overlooked a large square walled garden. The sun shone in through the wide open windows. Lord Ashley had drawn the curtains when he woke up and opened them. The dressing table stood in the bow window bay; as he dressed Lord Ashley could look at the flowers and trees ten metres below and listen to the birds.

Searching the bedroom Tom asked Lord Ashley if they could be left alone to explore the room. They carefully searched the bedroom for clues. On the dressing table were Lord Ashley’s face cream jar, silver hairbrush and cigarette case, his gold watch, a wallet and a leather bag full of gold sovereigns. The only thing that seemed to have been touched was the open jar of face cream. It stood on the edge of the table. There was a deep scratch mark in the cream. The box that had held Queen Victoria’s ring lay open. When Jane and Sam went to bed last night Lord Ashley had left the ring on the box’s tiny silk cushion in full view. Nothing seemed to have been moved on the dressing table. The children found no clues in the rest of the room to suggest that it had been broken into and burgled. As they looked their hearts sank, how could they help Lord Ashley who had been so kind to Tom and Alice?

Fingerprints, footprints and scientific evidence Jane then took out her seeing mirror. She used the forensica spell stored in her wizard micro-chip to see if there were any fingerprints on the dressing table, any strange footprints and whether there was any scientific evidence in the bedroom that could link the theft to anyone in the house. Jane’s seeing mirror flashed up the results of the search. The only fingerprints on the dressing table and the wedding ring box were those of Lord Ashley, Anne the scullery maid and Beryl the tea maid. The seeing mirror showed no other scientific evidence like traces of DNA. The bedroom search over, they all went downstairs to the sitting room.

Searching the house After ten minutes Lord Ashley returned with a list of people in the house for the children to look at. The children had a chat about what to do next and agreed on a plan. Jane asked Lord Ashley,

‘Sam, Alice and Tom have said that they would like to search the rest of the house, the garden and the coach house and stables while playing a game of hide and seek. Meanwhile, can I please talk in private to each servant in turn in your study.’ 

Lord Ashley nodded, called Charles the Butler and asked him to tell all of the servants to wait outside his study at once. As she waited, Jane took out her seeing mirror with its x-ray vision. Lord 

Ashley thought she was looking at it to tidy her hair. In fact she used it to search the servants. She found nothing on them, if one of the servants was the thief he or she did not have the ring. 

Meanwhile Tom, Sam and Alice were busy searching the house, coach house and stables and the garden.

The garden The garden had a four metre high wall all around it. In the garden were tall oak and ash trees, a giant cedar and a potting shed. Birds nested in them. Against the wall stood a ladder that almost reached its top. There was a gate in the wall that led out on to the street and a door to the coach house and stables. The gate and door were locked. Below the bow window of Lord Ashley’s bedroom was a freshly dug and planted flowerbed. 

Searching the garden Sam, Alice and Tom played hide and seek in the garden while looking for clues. They looked everywhere, but could find nothing in the garden apart from two deep marks twenty centimetres apart in the flowerbed. Under the thick branches of the cedar tree there were the fresh footprints of Anne the tea maid and Edward the Coachman. There were no signs that a burglar had climbed up the laurel bush or the ivy on the front of the house. There were no broken leaves or branches, no trampled earth or plants in the flowerbed, no footprints on the path or lawn apart from those of Andrew the gardener. 

Jane had also used her transformit wizard micro-chip spell to turn Cocky Pheasant into a skylark and Cleo back into a full size cat. Cocky soared above the garden and hovered, looking down and searching for any clues with his telescopic eyesight.  Cleo climbed down the giant ivy plant that ran up the side of the house to hunt for evidence in the garden, bushes and trees. 

THE SERVANTS
The interviews After ten minutes the servants who were waiting to see Jane outside Lord Ashley’s study were:

· Andrew the gardener

· Anne the scullery maid

· Beryl the tea maid

· Charles the butler 

· Edward the coachman

· Margaret the cook

· Sarah the stable maid

Jane saw each one separately. She asked each servant in turn,

‘Where were you and what were you doing at the time the ring disappeared? Did you see or hear anything suspicious? Do you know anyone who might have stolen the ring? Why do you think it might have been stolen? Is there anything you know that might help?’

Andrew the gardener was a tall, dark handsome man who wanted to join the army. He lived in the coach house. Sarah the stable girl was a close friend. Jane asked him where he was and what he was doing that morning,

‘After I got up from my bedroom in the stables I had breakfast and went to the potting shed. Then I cleared up the garden that morning to pick up twigs and leaves that had blown on to the lawn in last night’s storm. I left the ladder against the back wall of the garden. Yesterday I had planted the flower bed under Lord Ashley’s bedroom window. I had used the ladder to trim the laurel bush below the window. There were no signs that anyone had been in the garden. I heard or saw nothing suspicious.’

Anne the scullery [washing up] maid was a timid, frightened girl who had worked for Lord Ashley for a year. Anne looked after her mum and dad who were too old to work. She was afraid that they would have to go and live in the workhouse. She was very friendly with Edward the coachman who had asked her to marry him. Anne blurted out,
‘I got up this morning at dawn and did all the washing up left over from last night’s dinner. Then I helped get breakfast ready: boiled, scrambled and poached eggs, toast, kippers, kidneys and porridge. Lord Ashley then rang the bell to tell us that he was in his bathroom. That was when I would clean his fire. He had unlocked his bedroom to let me in. All I did was sweep, dust, clean and lay the fire and make the bed. I made sure that their was not a speck of dust on the dressing table or what was on it. Then I went downstairs with the tea maid. We were only in the room for five minutes. I didn’t hear or see anything suspicious.’

Beryl the tea maid was waiting to see Jane as soon as Anne left. Beryl was short and dumpy with a plain, oval ashen face, button nose and soft brown eyes. Beryl had only worked for Lord Ashley for a month. Jane’s forensica spell showed that as a child Beryl had been a member of a street gang of thieves. Beryl was in tears, she sobbed and murmured.

‘This morning I got up at dawn as usual. Then I was busy in the kitchen getting the breakfast ready, helping bake bread and currant buns and making sure that the dining room table was laid. I had to put out all the knives, forks, plates, bowls and cups and saucers and napkins. Once finished I went downstairs and helped bring up all of the food to put on a hot plate. While the family had breakfast I helped dust and sweep the bedrooms, make the beds and lay the fires. Back in the kitchen I heard the bell ring from Lord Ashley’s bedroom to come and bring up his early morning tea tray. 

I placed it on the dressing room table – it meant that I had to move the box with the ring in it. I then went down to the kitchen. When he rang again I went back to his bedroom to take the tea tray away. Anne the scullery maid was busy working, so I helped her finish her chores. We left the room at the same time. I don’t know how long Lord Ashley stayed in his bath, I could hear him singing loudly. And, I can’t remember seeing or hearing anything odd.’ 

Margaret the cook As Beryl went out she winked at Margaret the Cook. Margaret was a tall, big boned woman with raw red hands. She stood upright and looked Jane in the eye. Jane knew that she was very friendly with Charles the Butler. They hoped to get married and set up a small seaside hotel. They did not know where to get the money from to do this; their savings would not be enough to pay for it. Margaret said to Jane:

‘From dawn I was in the kitchen making breakfast. I helped take the food to the dining room. Then I made a cup of tea and cut some cake for Edward the coachman. All of the other servants came in for some breakfast. None of them was behaving in an odd way, although Sarah seemed very tired.’

Charles the Butler The next servant to see Sam and Jane was Charles the Butler. He wore a long black coat with tails, a starched white shirt and bow tie and long white gloves. Charles had worked for three years for Lord Ashley. He had to keep his mum and five brothers and sisters - he had rescued them from the workhouse after his father died ten years ago. Charles said 
‘The first thing I did when I got up was to go round the house to make sure that the servants were all working. They had to draw the curtains, clean the rooms, lay and light the fires and make sure that the house was spick and span. After that I put out Lord Ashley’s clean clothes, watch and cuff links before he bathed. I fetched the watch and cufflinks from his dressing room table. He had unlocked the room to let me in, I had given him my key. I saw nothing suspicious. Nothing had been moved. I am pretty sure that the ring was not missing. The bow windows over the garden were wide open and the sun was shining. I noticed that Lord Ashley had left his bible open on the dressing table. Then I went down to the kitchen for my early morning cup of tea and breakfast that the cook had made for me. When Lord Ashley rang for me to come and help him dress after his bath I noticed that the ring had gone from the box. I thought that my lord must have put it somewhere safe.’

Edward the coachman Next to see Jane was Edward the coachman. Jane’s forensica spell told her that Edward the coachman was a gambler. He had lost all of his money betting on the horses and did not know how he would pay off his debts. Jane asked him where he was that morning:
 ‘As usual, I got up at dawn and cleaned the stables, fed the horses and made sure that their saddles and harnesses were clean and polished. Anne came in to see how I was feeling, last night I had been unwell. She stayed for a time, and left to get on with her work. I stayed in the stables until my work was finished. I could not have been near the bedroom. When I had finished cleaning out the horses I went and had a chat with the cook, she always gives me some tea and cake at the time Lord Ashley gets up. I can’t say that I have seen or heard anything suspicious. My window was open last night, I certainly heard the rain storm, but nothing else.’

Sarah the stable maid The final servant to see Jane was Sarah. She came in straight after Edward departed. Sarah was a bold, confident girl. She was an orphan, and had learnt to look after herself in the workhouse. The workhouse guardians had apprenticed her to Lord Ashley. Andrew and she were very friendly. Sarah planned to marry Andrew, although she had not told him of her plans. She said,

‘I was polishing the horse brasses and cleaning the saddles and bridles all morning. I heard and saw nothing. Nobody came in to the stables while Edward and I fed the horses and made sure that they were ready to be ridden or hitched to the carriage.’

Lord Ashley Jane thanked Sarah for being so helpful. By now they had interviewed all of the servants. Lord Ashley entered the room, the last person she would interview.

‘I am sure that all of the servants are innocent. They are all devout Christians who go to church twice every Sunday. I got up and opened the dressing table window. It was a bright sunny day after the storms of last night. The ring was still on the dressing room table when I went to have my bath, its diamonds flashed in the sunlight. Beryl the tea maid brought me my early morning cup of tea. I rang for her to come and take it away and for Anne the scullery maid to clean my room. I also rang for Charles the butler to come and lay out my clothes ready for me to wear as soon as I had finished my bath.’

Jane thanked Lord Ashley for his help and went to the sitting room to meet Alice, Sam and Tom. 

Alice, Sam and Tom They sat together drinking orange juice and eating delicious hot currant buns from the kitchen. Jane heard that they had found nothing in the house, coach house, stables or the garden. Jane also asked them if they had seen and heard anything odd before breakfast. Tom and Sam said that they had stayed in bed until just before breakfast; they thought that they had heard a rattling from outside their bedrooms that overlooked the garden. Alice had got up early,

‘I went to see the horses in the stables. There was no sign of Sarah; she had clearly cleaned the brasses, saddles and harnesses the night before. I also passed the potting shed, the door was open. The shed was empty. I did notice that the door from the garden to the coach house where Andrew lived was shut and that the bedroom curtains were drawn.’

THE MYSTERY IS SOLVED

The mystery is solved In the sitting room the children talked about all the clues they had found and the evidence they contained about who might have stolen the ring, when, how and why. They argued about who might have been the thief, at last agreeing on one story as the grandfather clock chimed eleven. This was when Jane had told Lord Ashley that they would tell him the solution of the mystery of  Queen Victoria’s missing wedding ring. Cocky Pheasant and Cleo had returned, they had searched everywhere. Jane’s reducit micro-chip spell had shrunk them, they were back safe inside the thimble size cauldron in her pocket. Lord Ashley came into the room as white as a sheet. If he had lost Queen Victoria’s wedding ring he was a ruined man. He sat wringing his hands, twining his fingers and chewing his lip. He murmured,

‘Well Jane, can you tell me who stole the ring? And, has it gone for ever?’

The solution Jane cleared her throat and spoke slowly and softly:

‘We have talked about all the evidence and are agreed on the solution. The problem is that there are very few clues. We could find no evidence that anyone had taken anything from the dressing table. The fingerprints on the dressing room table and its objects were those that you would expect: Anne dusted and cleaned while Beryl the tea maid left the tea tray on it. Charles the Butler had also fetched Lord Ashley’s watch and cufflinks from it, although we should remember he was wearing gloves. 

We know that a number of the servants had a really good reason, a strong motive, for stealing money. So, why would a thief only take the ring and leave behind the bag of gold sovereigns, the watch and the silver hair brush and mirror? Also, why should they steal things they would be certain to be accused of taking? And, when we searched the servants’ rooms and the coach house we found nothing.

The burglar We are sure that a burglar had not come in through the garden gate and climbed the ivy into the bedroom. There were two marks where a ladder might have been placed below the window in the flower bed. But, we know that the ladder was too short for anyone to climb in through the bedroom window. Any way, Andrew the gardener told us he had used the ladder the day before to trim the laurel bush under the window. The remaining clue was the open window, when I looked out Alice spotted where the ring might have gone. So, using two old friends I was able to search for and find it.’

The ring returns At that Jane opened her hand and placed Queen Victoria’s wedding ring on the table. Lord Ashley smiled broadly and let out a deep sigh of relief.

 ‘How did you find it? Where was it?’

Jane looked pleased with herself, she was bursting to tell him how she, Alice, Sam and Tom had solved the crime.

‘The ring was stolen, but the thief did not live in the house. He stole your ring while you were in the bath. The key clue was the deep scratch mark in the face cream. It showed how the thief had stolen the ring from the dressing table. The ring was glinting in the bright sunlight, so the thief snatched it. 

The thief took the ring back to his nest at the top of the oak tree: he was a magpie. I have been able to retrieve the ring from his nest – don’t ask me how, that is another mystery!’

As she spoke the clock in the sitting room struck twelve. Lord Ashley stood up, thanked Jane for what she had done and said,

To the palace ‘Luckily you have all solved the mystery in time for us to go straight to Buckingham Palace. We must hurry, my carriage is waiting outside. Mr Miller left me a message, he had said that he would call round to take Alice and Tom to the new toy shop that has opened in Regent’s Street, the largest in the world. It has all of the latest toys and games. I have given him five guineas to buy you presents as a reward for finding the missing wedding ring.’

Alice and Tom were delighted and hugged each other. Jane and Sam were not quite as happy. Although it was a great honour to meet the young Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, they would have happily swapped their visit for a trip to the toy shop. They knew that Mr Miller would buy Alice and Tom lots and lots of lovely presents.

VICTORIA & ALBERT

Buckingham Palace The day was freezing cold, puddles had frozen solid and it had begun to snow. The team of four black horses stood outside the front door of Lord Ashley’s house waiting to pull his carriage to Buckingham Palace. White mist like cloud, water vapour, rose from the stallions’ shining coats. Andrew the groom and Sarah the stable maid had spent an hour washing, brushing and polishing their hides until they gleamed.  Bows of pink ribbon were woven into the stallions’ pleated manes. Lord Ashley, Sam and Jane climbed into the carriage, it set off at a brisk trot to Buckingham Palace where Prince Albert was staying.  The palace’s gate swung open, they drove up the gravelled drive to the front door. 

The sitting room A servant showed Lord Ashley and the children into Queen Victoria’s sitting room where she met visitors. On the floor was a dark blue woven wool carpet with a pattern of tulips and roses. A sofa covered in large feather cushions stood facing the fire, on each side of the sofa were three large armchairs with red and white cotton covers. A large mahogany oval table stood just behind the sofa. Above the fire was a full length portrait of the Queen. Three King Charles spaniels lay lolling on a thick bear skin rug in front of the log fire.

Queen Victoria Queen Victoria’s long white plain silk dress hung from her shawl covered shoulders down to the ground. Sam realised that the Queen was tiny, under five feet tall.  She wore a gold necklace with a large, oval ruby pendant and matching earrings. Victoria looked at her visitors, Jane noticed her soft, sparkling brown eyes, oval face with plump pink cheeks, a long straight nose, pencil thin brown eyebrows, a broad forehead and short straight black hair that was swept back and tied in a bun. 

Prince Albert Prince Albert stood up: he was almost six feet tall, a handsome, well built man. Sam spotted that Victoria looked at him adoringly. On Albert’s feet were pointed highly polished black leather boots, he wore dark blue trousers, a gold and white waistcoat, starched white shirt and a dark blue jacket. His thinning short black hair stretched down both sides of his face in thick sideburns to his chin. The sideburns framed a long, thin face with a firm jaw, small, short clipped moustache and pointed nose. Lord Ashley and the children bowed and curtsied to the royal couple, who asked them to sit down.

Teatime Victoria rang a bell, a servant appeared with a tray loaded with scones, jam, butter, a silver teapot and jugs of milk and cream. The servant poured the tea into tiny china cups painted with flowers, Victoria and Albert helped themselves to butter, jam and scones and Lord Ashley and the children tucked in as well. Prince Albert told Lord Ashley

‘I really look forward to the wedding, I have heard that the wedding ring is most beautiful. I hope that you have not lost it.’

Lord Ashley’s smiled weakly, his face went crimson. Prince Albert continued,

‘After tea I will go skating on the pond in the palace grounds, I have heard that Sam is a good skater, I look forward to joining him on the ice.’ 

The Prince also told Lord Ashley and the children that he and Victoria both loved riding, dancing, music and dogs. That morning they had been out for a long ride. Sam piped up, 

Christmas trees ‘Your majesty, what customs will you bring with you from Germany?

Albert smiled, and replied,

‘One thing that we do in Germany is to put a large fir tree in the sitting room at Christmas. We decorate the tree with silver balls,  tinsel, bells and lights. On top of the tree we put a fairy and around it presents that we open at tea on Christmas day. When we are married we will have a Christmas tree for our first Christmas.’

Victoria smiled, she thought that it was a lovely idea. Sam realised in a flash that this was where the idea of Christmas trees came from. Prince Albert rang a bell for the servant to clear away tea and said,

‘It is time for us to go skating in the park. The ice is thick enough.’

VICTORIA AND ALBERT – THE SKATING ACCIDENT 

Skating Queen Victoria had stayed inside, she needed to talk about the wedding with Lord Ashley. Prince Albert had put on a long black coat, a finely woven black scarf and a black top hat. A servant had used leather laces to tightly strap his and Sam’s skates to their feet. Sam thought how old and heavy were the skates, with their solid iron blades set into strong leather boots. Sam was a speed skater, he looked forward to sprinting round the ice and racing Prince Albert. 

‘Ready?’, said the prince. 

Sam nodded, and together they glided effortlessly across the pond’s ice, getting faster and faster. Round and round they whirled, getting faster and faster as they sped around the ice’s outside edge. Jane was wrapped up in a thick wool coat when her seeing mirror began to throb. 

Danger! Jane looked up and could see the Prince had sprinted ahead of Sam towards a thin patch of ice. At once she knew that it would not take his weight, he would crash through the surface head first into the freezing water. Jane let out a shriek, 

‘Sam, danger, help the Prince.’ 

In a second Sam hurtled forward, spun Prince Albert around and made sure he hurtled towards the shore. With a loud crack the ice parted, a jagged line snaked towards where Sam and Albert had been skating a second before. Albert stopped, saw that he had nearly died and wrapped his arms gracefully around Sam. 

‘Quiet’, he whispered, ‘Not a word of this must get out. It would upset Queen Victoria too much. As a present please take my ring, if you show it to anyone in Britain they will know that you are my servant.’

Sam was thrilled with the present, and slipped it into his pocket

The theatre At supper Sam, Jane and Prince Albert had said little, they were still in a state  of shock. That evening Queen Victoria had planned a special treat for Prince Albert, a play in the royal theatre at Buckingham Palace. Lord Ashley, Sam and Jane sat in the front row along with thirty royal guests. Alice and Tom had joined them. The Queen and Prince Albert sat on two sturdy armchairs on a raised platform. The play began, it was one of Queen Victoria’s favourites; Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, a tale of true love. The gaslights in the room dimmed, a row of candles along the edge of the stage lit up its curtain. The play was a great success, after it ended a row of carriages including Lord Ashley’s were drawn up outside the front door to take Victoria’s guests home.

Back home Sam and Jane were drinking a cup of cocoa before going to bed. The sitting room fire was burning brightly in the grate, the glowing logs threw out waves of heat that warmed their frozen feet. Lord Ashley came into the room and looked at Sam and Jane for a second before telling them he had something really important to tell them.

‘As you know I am your guardian while your parents are in India. I have decided that it is time that you both went to a proper school. Sam, it is clear that you may well serve her Majesty the Queen as a soldier. So, I have decided to send you to a school that will prepare you to become an officer in the army. Jane, you are so kind and honest that I have decided to send you to a convent school. There the nuns will educate you for a life of service – in time I hope that you will become a missionary in Africa. Tomorrow you will both leave on the train from King’s Cross for your new lives.’

The response When he stopped he looked at Sam and Jane. Sam was grinning broadly, he would love to become a soldier. Jane was not too happy with her fate, as she turned to Lord Ashley and said,

‘My Lord, many thanks.’ 

Next morning the children sped to the station in Lord Ashley’s coach with their suitcases. Half an hour later their train was pulling out of the station from platform 9. Jane was pleased that they had a compartment to themselves and began to read a book. Sam was prattling on about how he was looking forward to his new life of adventure and mocked her about her fate. A look of thunder crossed Jane’s face as she turned her disappearing ring, thinking what she would do to Sam when she got him alone. The railway compartment span round and round, a second later she and Sam found themselves standing in the sitting room of 2, Aelfred Rd. The cauldron was safe in her pocket with Cleo, Leader and Cocky Pheasant snug inside. Another adventure was almost over.

Sam’s Mum The door bell rang and Jane went to the door. At the door stood Sam’s mum, quivering with rage,

‘Sam, where is the house key. You have locked me out again. Empty your pockets at once.’

Sam stood up, and laid the contents of his pockets on the table – a mobile phone, dirty paper handkerchief, broken biro, a ball of chewing gum in its wrapper, the house key and a solid gold ring. In the ring was set a stone with a tiny carving of Prince Albert’s coat of arms. Sam’s mum gasped:

The ring ‘Sam, where did you get that ring from? It looks like a copy of Prince Albert’s signet ring. It was just the thing that I was hoping to add to my collection of Victorian jewellery. These rings are very rare. If I had one, it would  be the prize item in my collection. They are made of solid gold.’

Quick as a flash Jane piped up,

‘We went to the antique market today. Sam saw the ring and thought that you would love it for your birthday. He has been saving up his pocket money all year to buy it.’

As for getting Sam alone, she was happy to wait for another moment. Another adventure was over.
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