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Connections to curriculum:

Key Stage Four

• AQA GCSE History: Britain: 
Power and the people: c1170 
to the present day: Match 
girls’ Strike

Key Stage Five

• AQA GCE History: Challenge 
and transformation: Britain, 
c1851–1964: Challenges to 
the status quo, c1886–1914: 
Social change; trade unions 
and new unionism.

• Edexcel GCE History: 
Industrialisation and social 
change in Britain, 1759–1928: 
forging a new society: The 
impact of workers’ unions on 
working conditions, 1759– 
1928: the match girls’ strike.

• OCR GCE History: Liberals, 
Conservatives and the 
Rise of Labour 1846–1902: 
Salisbury’s ministries of 
1885–1892 and 1895–1902; 
domestic policy.

In 1888 the match girls employed by the company 
Bryant & May in the east end of London went on 
strike.

On 23rd June 1888, Annie Besant (1847-1933), a 
campaigner for women’s welfare and rights published 
an article called ‘White Slavery in London’ in her 
weekly paper, The Link. She revealed the terrible 
working conditions and low wages suffered by the 
young women and girls employed at the factory.

Besant’s article gained a great deal of publicity 
because the Victorians believed that only ‘inferior 
races’ engaged in the practice of slavery. In 1833 
Britain abolished slavery in most parts of the Empire. 
To find out that women worked in such dreadful 
conditions in the match factories shocked many 
respectable Victorians.

Use the original documents from 1888 in this lesson 
to find out about the match girls’ strike and assess its 
significance in the history of trade unions for unskilled 
workers.
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The ‘match girls’ worked long hours for very low wages, and could lose part of their wages 
in fines for such offences as arriving late or talking or going to the toilet. According to Annie 
Besant in her article called ‘White slavery in London’, these workers were born in the slums 
and forced to work from childhood.  They ‘were undersized because underfed, oppressed 
because helpless, flung aside as soon as worked out’.

Still worse, their working conditions were dangerous. The fumes from the phosphorous 
used to make matches were poisonous. Workers could get necrosis or ‘phossy jaw’, a form 
of bone cancer. It began with pain and swelling in the teeth and jaw, then foul-smelling pus 
formed. The jaw turned green and black as the bone rotted away and, without surgery, 
death could be the result.

The factory owners sacked the women who they suspected of talking to Besant. In 
response, Besant helped the rest of the women in the factory to form a trade union, which 
came out on strike. With the support of some of the press and the generosity of the public, 
money was collected to aid the striking women. Many people stopped buying Bryant & May 
matches.

At first, the owners of the factory stated that they would not take the strikers back into 
their employ. But on 21 July they gave in to the demands of the ‘match girls’, ended the fines 
system and re-employed those who had been sacked, ending the strike. However, it was 
not until 1901 that Bryant & May finally stopped using dangerous yellow phosphorous in 
their matches. The newspaper source in this lesson highlights how workers died as result of 
the firm’s earlier lack of concern for the safety of their workers and observance of existing 
factory regulations.

This was the first time a union of unskilled workers had succeeded in striking for better pay 
and working conditions in London, although other unions were developing in the country 
in the cotton industry and for seamen on Tyneside. Will Thorne led a London strike of gas 
workers in 1889 and later that year, the London Dock strike was led by Ben Tillett.

TitleBackground

This lesson uses sources from The National Archives to examine the working conditions 
experienced by those working in the match factories of Bryant & May. It shows how women 
and girls protested about their working conditions in 1871 and 1888.

The first source is an illustration showing match workers protesting about a tax on matches, 
24th April 1871, by William Douglas Almond and second source is a photograph entitled 
‘Members of the Matchmakers’ Union’ at the Bryant and May factory, 1888. These sources 
enable students to think about the face value of two different types of visual evidence 
as well as explore the connection between the two sources.  Earlier in 1871, women had 
shown their agency in protesting about the impact of a match tax on their living conditions. 
The photograph from 1888 shows they were taking steps to protect their rights at work and 
had formed a match worker’s union.

The third source shows plans from the Home Office for answering a Parliamentary question 
from the Liberal M.P. for Bethnal Green South West, Edward Pickersgill, about a case of 
phosphorous poisoning at the Bryant and May factory. It is important to note that files in 
the Home Office collection at The National Archives reflect a diverse range of domestic 
matters including factories.

Finally, students look at a series extracts from a newspaper entitled ‘The Daily Chronicle’ 
describing cases of ‘phossy jaw’, 2 June 1898. Here students find out about the response 
from the authorities to the actions of Bryant & May regarding cases of workers who 
contracted the disease. Why was the match girls’ strike important in the context of the 
information provided by this source? Students could also discuss the role of the press and 
how these events are reported. Why was the match girls’ strike therefore significant in 
development of ‘new unionism’?

Please note that content in this lesson has been redeveloped from content in our Power 
Politics & Protest focused topic website, which has been archived as the interactive parts no 
longer work.

TitleTeacher’s notes
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Task 1

Look at Source 1a

An illustration showing match workers protesting about a tax on matches, 
24th April 1871, by William Douglas Almond (1866-1916) from Cassell’s Century 
Edition History of England, published circa 1901. © Alamy images

This illustration shows a procession of match makers marching to present a 
petition to Parliament in Westminster against the proposed tax by Chancellor 
Robert Lowe.  A halfpenny tax was to be raised on a box of matches and one 
penny on vestas (type of wax match). The tax was seen as particularly unfair 
on some of the poorest workers in the country. Matches were needed to light 
the fires to heat homes and cook food. They were needed to light street gas 
lamps and the candles that people depended on for light. It would have further 
reduced the purchasing power of the meagre wages of the match workers. Plans 
for the tax were soon dropped in a storm of opposition.

• How would you describe the people on this march?
• What does the wording on the banner infer?
• How does the picture challenge views about protest by unskilled working 

women?
• How are the marchers controlled?
• Can you find out more about this protest against the match tax in 1871?

Look at Source 1b

Photograph entitled ‘Members of the Matchmakers’ Union’ at the Bryant & May 
factory, 1888, © Wellcome Images

• What does the photograph infer about the age of these workers?
• What does the photograph suggest about their social class?
• What does the photograph caption: ‘Members of the Matchmakers’ Union’ 

reveal about these workers?
• Does it suggest anything about their wages?
• Is there similar information provided by Source 1a and Source 1b?
• What is the connection between the two sources in the history of match 

factory workers?
• What are the advantages/disadvantages of both sources?

Task 2

Plans from the Home Office for an answer to a Parliamentary question from Liberal 
Member of Parliament, Edward Pickersgill about a case of phosphorous poisoning 

TitleTasks TitleTasks

at the Bryant and May factory, 1898, Catalogue ref: HO 45/9849/B12393D

• What was the question asked in Parliament by Mr Pickersgill?
• What clues are there that the government thought this question should be answered 

quickly?
• The civil servants who looked into this question prepared an answer in the ‘Minutes’ seen 

in the document. How did government plan to reply to Mr. Pickersgill?

Task 3

Sources 3a – e: Read these extracts from ‘The Daily Chronicle’ describing a case 
of ‘phossy jaw’.

Phosphorus is a chemical that glows in the dark and burns easily, which is why it 
was used to make matches.

• What was ‘phossy jaw’?
• Why is this newspaper reporting a story about phosphorus poisoning at the 

Bryant & May factory?
• How had ‘phossy jaw’ affected the workers?
• Do you think the result of the trial was a fair one?
• If the firm Bryant & May knew about the problem of ‘phossy jaw’, why do you 

think they tried to keep it quiet for as long as they did?
• How have these events been reported in this newspaper?
• Why was the match girls’ strike and the development of ‘new unionism’ 

important in the context of the information provided by this source?
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Source 1a: Match workers protesting about a tax on matches, 24th 
April 1871. Alamy images

Source 1b: Photograph entitled ‘Members of the Matchmakers’ 
Union’ at the Bryant & May factory, 1888. Wellcome Images
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[Note different spelling of ‘Tye’ and ‘Tie’ in original document]

DATE: 11th May 1898

Home Office

REFERENCES, &c.

Question – Phosphorus poisoning at Bryant & May’s match factory. Case of a young woman 
named Tye.

Mr. Pickersgill, – To ask the Secretary of State for the Home Department, if he will inquire 
into the case of a young woman named Tye, living at 47, Beaufoy Road, Plaistow, who 12 
months ago, while working at the match factory of Messrs. Bryant and May, was attacked by 
phosphorous poisoning, and has since been attended by Mr. Cornelius Garnan, the medical 
officer of the firm, or by his son, Dr. Bernard Garnan:

And, if the notices required by the Factory Act have not been given in this case, will he take 
steps to enforce the Law. [Friday 13th May.]

(Friday 13th May)

Pressing

MINUTES

Ellen Tie is one of his names in the list in v/41. She was attacked [by illness] in November 
1895. & is still under treatment.

CT
11.5.98

? Answer this and the question in /43 together and say –

“Both the cases referred to by the

Source 2: A case of phosphorous poisoning at the Bryant and May 
factory, 1898. Catalogue Ref: HO 45/9849/B12393D

Transcript: Source 2
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“hon: member are among those mentioned yesterday in which Messrs. Bryant & May failed
“to report the occurrence of phosphorus
“poisoning to the Factory Department, though
“informed of the nature of the illness by Dr Garnan. The
“Case of Tye recurred in 1895. The other (as
“stated in the question) in August last. As I said
“yesterday, this neglect has been so serious
“that I have had no course open but to
“order a prosecution.”

Transcript (cont.): Source 2 Source 3a: Extract from ‘The Daily Chronicle’ describing a case of 
‘phossy jaw’. Catalogue Ref: CO 1054/76
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PHOSSY JAW.

MESSRS. BRYANT AND MAY AT WORSHIP STREET.

SEVENTEEN CASES OF PHOSPHORUS POISONING NOT REPORTED.

THE FULL PENALTY INFLICTED.

[Special to “The Daily Chronicle.”]

Yesterday afternoon, Mr. Corser heard, at Worship-street Police-court, the summonses against 
Messrs. Bryant and May, Limited, for not reporting cases of phosphorus poisoning which had 
occurred at their works in East London. Messrs. Bryant and May were not represented by 
counsel [lawyers involved in the case], and their managing director, Mr. Gilbert Bartholemew, 
admitted the offences with which the firm were charged

…

Transcript: Source 3a Source 3b: Extract from ‘The Daily Chronicle’ describing a case of 
‘phossy jaw’. Catalogue Ref: CO 1054/76
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[Necrosis means the death of living tissue in a particular area of the body through injury or 
disease.]

Phosphorus poisoning is one of the most terrible and painful diseases to which the workers 
are subject. It arises from the inhalation [breathing in] of the fumes of yellow phosphorus 
used in the manufacture of matches. The Home Office has laid down stringent [tight] 
special rules for the guidance of factories where this is used, one of the most important of 
which is that every case shall be at once reported to the district inspector of factories, and 
to the certifying surgeon. Last month a man named Cornelius Lean, who had been working 
at Bryant and May’s, died. An inquest [official investigation] into a death was held, and it 
was found that death was due to phosphorus poisoning. This led to inquiries being made, 
and it was discovered that no less than seventeen cases had occurred, none of which had 
been reported. This led to the Home Office taking proceedings. Messrs. Bryant and May, 
Limited, were summoned by Mr. Vaughan, inspector of factories, for not reporting the 
case of Caroline Hawkins, lately at work in their factory at Bow, who is now suffering from 
necrosis of the jaw

…

Transcript: Source 3b Source 3c: Extracts from ‘The Daily Chronicle’ describing a case of 
‘phossy jaw’. Catalogue Ref: CO 1054/76
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[Necrosis means the death of living tissue in a particular area of the body through injury or 
disease.]

A Case of Phosphorus Necrosis

The defendants were charged with not reporting this case, which was one of phosphorus 
necrosis, to himself as factory inspector for the district, and to Mr. Bate, who was the 
certifying surgeon; and they were further charged with a breach [break in the law] of the 
special rules laid down by the Home Secretary for the working of match factories, under the 
Factory Acts. Mr. Vaughan then read the clauses in the Factory Acts of 1891 and 1895, which 
bore upon the case. The latter Act required that every case of phosphorus poisoning should 
be at once reported to the inspector. This disease was of a very virulent [life threatening] 
character, and although it might be cured when taken at first, it sometimes developed and 
caused the death of the patient.

.…

For it was, went on Mr. Vaughan, one of a long list of cases, several of which had ended 
fatally, and all of which had been deliberately and systematically concealed and suppressed. 
This must have been the case, because the works were under constant inspection by 
himself and the sub-inspectors. Positive denials had been given to himself and to other 
inspectors that any cases of phosphorus poisoning had occurred. And even so lately as 
the beginning of May, when a man had died from phosphorous poisoning, one of his 
(the inspector’s) colleagues had been assured by Messrs. Bryant and May that up to that 
particular date no other cases of death from phosphorus necrosis had ever come to the 
knowledge of the firm. What were the real facts? Between 1893 and that day there had 
been no less than six deaths of persons employed in Messrs. Bryant and May’s factory 
from phosphorus necrosis, and how it was that no inquests had been held he could not 
understand. These six deaths could be directly traced to phosphorus poisoning. Beyond 
this there were eleven other cases of phosphorus poisoning which had been contracted 
at Messrs. Bryant and May’s, and the sufferers were now under the charge of the works 
doctor, who reported upon them to the firm every week. They were still under this doctor’s 
charge, and were, Mr. Vaughan understood, being supported and subsidised by the firm of 
Bryant and May.

 

Transcript: Source 3c Source 3d: Extracts from ‘The Daily Chronicle’ describing a case of 
‘phossy jaw’. Catalogue Ref: CO 1054/76
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Further inquiries were made, and certain facts were elicited [drawn out] from persons 
working in the factory themselves. When confronted with these facts, Messrs. Bryant and 
May made a clean breast of it, and supplied him (Mr. Vaughan) with a long list of names of 
persons who were suffering from phosphorus poisoning contracted in their works. This was 
a very large firm, and was one of the leading firms of match makers in the kingdom. Under 
the circumstances, he desired to point out the seriousness of the case, and to press it home 
as much as he could.

…

Mr. Corser: This is a very bad case. The firm of Bryant and May is one of the largest in the 
country, and it behoves [it is necessary for them] them therefore to be all the more careful. 
I see no reason why I should not inflict the full penalty in each case – £10 for the breach of 
the special rules, and £5 in each case for not reporting, with 5 guineas [21 shillings] costs on 
the first summons and 2s [shillings] costs on each of the other summonses.

The fines and costs amounted to £25 9s.

Find more documents and pictures from the TUC history online collection, including Annie 
Besant’s ‘The Link’.1

Useful video from Royal Holloway, University of London on the significance and legacy of 
the Match girls’ strike.2

More sources on the Match girls’ strike 1888 and information about its aftermath.3

Key stage 4

AQA GCSE History: Britain: Power and the people: c1170 to the present day: Match girls’ 
Strike

Key stage 5

AQA GCE History: Challenge and transformation: Britain, c1851–1964: Challenges to the 
status quo, c1886–1914: Social change; trade unions and new unionism.

Edexcel GCE History: Industrialisation and social change in Britain, 1759–1928: forging a 
new society: The impact of workers’ unions on working conditions, 1759– 1928: the match 
girls’ strike.

OCR GCE History: Liberals, Conservatives and the Rise of Labour 1846–1902: Salisbury’s 
ministries of 1885–1892 and 1895–1902; domestic policy.

1 https://www.unionhistory.info/matchworkers/matchworkers.php
2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wn659U-WYKc
3 https://www.matchgirls1888.org/the-story-of-the-strike
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Why do our hyperlinks come with footnotes?
Our resources are designed to be printed and used in classrooms, which means hyperlinks 
aren’t always accessible digitally. We include the full link at the bottom of the page so that 
you can type in the address without distracting from the main text of the lesson materials.

Did you know? 
The National Archives Education Service also offers free workshops onsite in Kew and online 
in your classroom.

Our Onsite Workshops are available for free here at The National Archives and allow 
students to experience genuine original documents reflecting over 1000 years of history. 
From Elizabeth I’s signature to the telegrams of the sinking Titanic, students love the wow-
factor of being able to see real history on the desk in front of them.

Our Online Workshops allow our Education Officers to teach through your projector, leading 
discussions and guiding students through activities based around original documents. All 
you need is a computer with a projector, webcam and microphone. We’ll arrange a test call 
before your session to check the tech is working.

Find out more:
 nationalarchives.gov.uk/education
 education@nationalarchives.gov.uk

facebook.com/TheNationalArchivesEducationService
twitter.com/UKNatArcEdu

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/sessions-and-resources/?resource-type=workshop
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/sessions-and-resources/?resource-type=online-workshop
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/
mailto:education%40nationalarchives.gov.uk?subject=Education%20service%20enquiry
https://www.facebook.com/TheNationalArchivesEducationService
https://twitter.com/UKNatArcEdu

