Transforming Britain:
The First Industrial Revolution

This exhibit describes the progress of the First Industrial Revolution within Great Britian from
the mid-eighteenth to the late-nineteenth century. It outlines its origins, technical
innovations and impacts on the British economy and society.
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The Industrial Revolution was a transformative period spanning approximately from 1760 to
1850, which reshaped economies, societies, and global power dynamics. It marked the
transition from agrarian economies dominated by manual labour and handicrafts to industrial
economies powered by machines and large-scale manufacturing.
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Beginning in Great Britain, it rapidly spread across Europe and North America, setting the
foundation for the industrial era and transforming the landscape.
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Industrial Revolution: Origins

Dalveen Pass, Lowther Hills

Rural Scotland

1.1 Pre-Industrial Britain

Prior to
industrialization, most
people lived in rural
areas and worked in
agriculture.

Early Agriculture

Transport was slow, primarily reliant on horse-drawn carts and carriages.
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Energy came from wood, animals such as horses and human labour'supplemented
occasionally by water power. Economic growth was modest, and poverty was
widespread.

Preston Mill
Scotland

Fifth of six
illustrations by
Norman Battershill
on Industrial
Archaeology
Printed by
Harrison &

Sons Limited

£1.40

Royal Mail
Stamps

Ten at 14p

Preston Water Mill, Scotland



Industrial Revolution: Origins 1.2 Industrialisation’s Birthplace

Britain had several advantages that made it the birthplace of the Industrial
Revolution. It possessed abundant minerals including coal, tin and iron ore, vital for
powering and building machines.
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Political stability, a strong legal system protecting private property, and a growing
banking sector encouraged investment.
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With a strong navy protecting trade routes demand for products from overseas rose.
The profits from colonial markets and the Atlantic slave trade fuelled rapid capital
accumulation laying the foundations for investment.
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Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.1 Agricultural Innovations

The Agricultural Revolution was a precursor to industrialization. Innovations such as Jethro
Tull's seed drill (1701), allowed for more efficient planting.
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Jethro Tull’s Seed Drill

Crop rotation techniques improved yields whilst selective breeding improved the quality of
livestock. The Enclosure Acts, passed steadily from the 1600s through the 1800s,
consolidated common land into private holdings, increasing productivity but displacing
peasant farmers. This displacement created a labour pool ready for factory work and
accelerated urban migration.
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Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.2 Manufacturing Innovations

_The textile industry.was the first to industrialize. James Hargreaves invented the spinning
jenny in 1764, allowing a worker to spin multiple spools of thread simultaneously. In 1769,
Richard Arkwright developed the water frame, a spinning machine powered by water.
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By the late eighteenth century mechanised weaving vastly increased production
speeds. These and other inventions had the effect of shifting production to
large factory buildings which came to dominate the urban landscape.



Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.2 Manufacturing Innovations

Steam power was crucial to industrial growth. Thomas Newcomen developed the first practical
steam engine in 1712, used primarily to pump water from mines.
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James Watt, beginning in 1765, dramatically improved the engine's efficiency by adding a
separate condenser. Partnering with Matthew Boulton in 1775, Watt commercialized the
steam engine.
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At the turn of the 19th century water power continued to drive most large-scale
manufacturing processes.

AL £1.20
U 0
Beetle Ml ===l | Royal Mail
Ireland oo oarge N
Second of six 3 5 al Stamps
I i JIHE
Norman Battershil i Ten at12p
on Industrial > o

Archaeology
Printed by
Harrison &
Sons Limited.

Beetle Mill, Ireland

However, steam power was by then revolutionising transportation through steamships,
locomotives and even fire engines.
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Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.2 Manufacturing Innovations

Factories centralized production, replacing the home-based domestic system. They employed
hundreds, sometimes thousands, of workers, often operating 12 to 16 hours a day.
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Cities such as Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham, and Glasgow grew rapidly, becoming major
industrial centres by the early 1800s.
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Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.2 Manufacturing Innovations

Coal became the primary energy source, replacing wood and water.
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The costs of iron smelting fell through the use of coke, whilst a new puddling and
rolling process allowed for mass production of wrought iron. Iron output in Britain
increased from 17,000 tons in 1740 to over 2 million tons by 1850.

These metallurgical advances supported industries such as tool-making, bridge
construction, and railway engineering.
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Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.3 Transport Innovations: Canals and Roads

Transport infrastructure expanded to support industrial needs.
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Industrial Revolution: Innovations 2.3 Transport Innovations: Railways

Railways were a major breakthrough. In 1825 George Stephenson’s Locomotion No.1 was the
first steam locomotive to haul a passenger train on a public railway - the Stockton and
Darlington.

¢ Stephenson’s Locomotion g

steam-powered publicrailway, 1825

Locomation No. 1 opened the first

1825 Stockton and Darlington Railway

GEORGE STEPHENSON RAILW
George Stephenson and Locomotion

/" THE 7

”%mkmt e\f"?atlmqtmt i{atlmzm (/gt;‘ﬁm

/_ /' \

In 1829 Robert Stephenson’s train, Rocket, won the Rainhill Trials of the Liverpool and
Manchester Railway. Its pioneering design set the template for steam engines over the next
century. By the 1840s, railways crisscrossed Britain, slashing travel times and freight costs.
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Industrial Revolution: Impacts 3.1 The Rise of Capitalism

Entrepreneurs like Josiah Wedgwood exemplified the Industrial Revolution’s spirit of capitalism.
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He applied scientific methods to manufacturing, adopted the specialisation of labour in his
factories, and used innovative marketing techniques to create and meet mass consumer
demand for his high-quality pottery.
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Industrial Revolution: Impacts 3.2 Urbanisation

Britain’s population grew from 7 million in 1750 to 16 million by 1850. Cities expanded
rapidly. This urbanization brought challenges: poverty, inadequate housing, poor sanitation,
pollution, and disease outbreaks like cholera. In his novels, Charles Dickens highlighted the

harsh realities of poverty, including the workhouse, child labour and industrialisation.
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Industrial Revolution: Impacts 3.3 Political and Social Reform

In response to these poor conditions, workers organized. Trade unions, initially
suppressed, gradually gained legal recognition. In 1833 farm labourers in Tolpuddle
gathered to consider how they could increase their weekly earnings. Six of their
leaders were later arrested, convicted and deported. Although later pardoned these
Tolpuddle Martyrs became symbols of union rights.

Demands for democratic reforms were championed by Prime Minister Charles Grey,
whose Whig Government passed the Great Reform Act in 1832. This extended the
franchise and redistributed Parliamentary seats to the new industrial cities.
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Meanwhile social reformers agitated for change. Elizabeth Fry’s advocacy led to the 1823
Gaols Act which mandated segregation of prisoners and the use of female warders. Robert
Owen’s enlightened views on child labour anticipated protections embodied in the 1833
Factory Act. Whilst Lord Shaftesbury’s tireless work to prohibit the employment of boys as
chimney sweeps eventually bore fruit in the mid nineteenth century.
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Industrial Revolution: Impacts 3.4 Globalisation: Europe

Britain’s industrial lead influenced global development. Belgium was the first country in
continental Europe to undergo an Industrial Revolution. This transformation, centred on textiles,
coal and iron, was built on its long history of textile production and pre-existing resources like coal

mines.

N N NN .
A

,H” ’Hy “l]i;\\l : &
11 b+ S
ik

Le Grand-Hornu Coal Mining Complex: Belgium
Maximum Card

The growth of Belgium’s industrial sector was facilitated by the rapid development of railways.
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Industrial Revolution: Impacts 3.4 Globalisation: America

The American Industrial Revolution was driven forward by innovations in textile production,
steam power and transportation.
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In relation to textile production its origins are dated to 1793 when Samuel Slater
established the first successful water-powered cotton mill in Pawtucket, Rhode Island.
A year later Eli Whitney patented a groundbreaking mechanical cotton gin.
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In 1869 the first transcontinental railroad was completed, enabling people and goods to be
transported more safely and cheaply than ever before.




Industrial Revolution: Transformation

By the middle of the nineteenth century the Industrial Revolution had reshaped the world. In
1851 the ‘Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations’ was held in the newly built
Crystal Palace in London’s Hyde Park. This was in many ways the culmination of the first
industrial revolution, whose influence continues to shape our economic, political and social life.
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