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better future—artists painted them, scientists eulogized them, poets were
inspired by them. In the pioneer atmosphere of the eighteenth century they
were still thought of as the means of escaping the poverty, the backwardness
and the ignorance of the old rural, agricultural society, they were to be the
path to prosperity, education and civilization. Already they had brought
improvement to some. Eventually they would bring it to all. But progress
was not, alas, continuous. The upward slope was pitted with slumps and
depressions, pockmarked with the poverty, misery and industrial squalor
which was to sour the name of factories and all that went with them. In the
lifetime of Wedgwood, however, their name was unsullied. Paul Sandby
saw nothing incongrous in painting a coalmine; Wright of Derby thought
Arkwright's mill by moonlight a subject well worthy of his brush; and
Erasmus Darwin trumpeted his approval of Etruria in many a ponderous
couplet. Optimism came easily to them: in the light of later events, perhaps
too easily. But those who so readily imagine and evoke the horrors of industry
and repeat with Goldsmith,

111 fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,
Where wealth accumulates, and men decay,174

should ponder on the position of the agricultural labourer and the evils of
rural poverty in which the French, Italian, Spanish, German, Russian, Polish,
Danish and Dutch contemporaries of Wedgwood's workmen toiled.

For, however stringent Wedgwood's discipline became, he offered ample
compensation. He never forgot that a contented workman is a more efficient
workman, and he knew that progress could be made only by ' one who.. . has
not only full command over the workmen, but is likewise possessed of their
goodwill and cordial assistance; for otherwise, they have the means enow in
their power, unperceived by him, of frustrating all his attempts, as I have
myself had sufficient experience'.175 Secure in this knowledge he handled
his labour relations better than most of his rivals and was rarely troubled by
discontent. For in the living conditions at Etruria, in the wages he offered
and the precautions he took for their health, he provided very adequate
compensation for their loss of freedom.

There is ample evidence of this from sources other than Wedgwood's
letters and speeches. Smiles wrote of the change, 'From a half-savage,
thinly-peopled district of some 7000 persons in 1760, partially employed and
ill remunerated, we find them increased, in the course of some twenty-five
years, to about treble the population, abundantly employed, prosperous,
and comfortable'.176 Whilst John Wesley, who was in a good position to judge
since he had been stoned by the vicious inhabitants of Burslem in 1760,
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wrote later, ' I returned to Burslem. How is the whole face of the country
changed in about twenty years! Since which, inhabitants have continually
flowed from every side. Hence, the wilderness is literally become a fruitful
field. Houses, villages, towns have sprung up; and the country is not more
improved than the people.'177

Those who cherish the charms of peasant industry, rightly cherish the
English workman's freedom. So, of course, did the workmen, 'There is
nothing more frequent', wrote Defoe, 'than for an Englishman to work till
he has got his pockets full of money, and then go and be idle or perhaps
drunk till 'tis all gone'.178 To change such habits was not easy: nor was it
always pleasant. It required exhortation, rewards and education to create
a factory system. Wesley and the Sunday schools taught the industrial virtues
of diligence, thrift and regularity: Wedgwood's factory discipline—his bell,
his embryonic clocking-in-system, his rules and regulations—insisted on
them. It is easy to condemn such methods. But it would be ridiculous to
deny their results. ' If the workers of the eighteenth century had refused to
conform to some code of conduct when at work, there could have been no
factory system, and no such rise in output, and hence of the standard of life
as was, in fact, attained in the nineteenth century.'179
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