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A Study for the Early History of Air Pollution in the UK Recorded by the First
Ambassadorial Mission of Japanese Meiji Government in 1872:
Conflicts of Smoke by Burning of the Sea-Coal and a Need for the Preservation of
Forests in the Pre-Industrial England

Yohji IWAMOTO
Rural History Centre, University of Reading

(FEH20014E 3 A318)

It is important 10 deepen the critical understanding of how our current, non-sustainable way of life
which based on mass production, consumption and abolition, originated. The industrial revolution has long
been regarded as the cause of current socio-economic conditions and our relationship to the environment.
However, on the basis of historical evidences regarding the early use of fossil fuels, this research proposes
that the commencement of our current form of development began much carlier.

The report of the Japanese Ambassadorial Mission to the US and eleven European countries (1871-1873)
recorded several important points conceming the origin of coal burning. These were recorded in the follow-
ing part of a visit 10 a coal pit at Gosforth, near Newcastle-upon-Tyne, UK:

1. A Royal Charter initialised the sea-coal mining near Newcastle in the 13th Cenwry (1240).

2. The resulling air pollution led to the burning of sea-coal being prohibited in the beginning of the

14th Century. Instead, firewood and charcoal were recommended as a less polluting alternative.

3. This attributed to a great destruction of forests and inevitably led to the deregulation of sea-coal

buming 20 years later.

4. The deregulation resulied in the burning of sca-coal across several European countries.

[47]

. Forest resources in England were almost depleted by the middle of the 19th century when the
Japanese cmbassy witnessed.

Above points are examined by both reconstructing their visit 1o the coal pit and a critical examination
of a series of historical documentation and books since the 17th century. The findings correct some of
the mistakes in identifying the historical facts of the Japanese record, however, the record suggests that
the Japanese officials already realised the nuisance of coal burning at the very outset of the Japancse
indusirial revolution. The following history of grave public nuisance in the country down to the 20th
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century indicaies certain feature of the latecomer to the industrialised states. Such historical evidences can

further our understanding of the present silwation and provide some insight for the future.
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