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INTRODUCTION


My first encounter with the workhouse, many years ago now, was while researching my family history. The death certificate of my great-great-grandfather Timothy revealed that he had died in the infirmary of the Birmingham workhouse in 1890. I had only the vaguest idea what this institution might have been like, but decided that ‘sometime’ I would look further into the topic. Some time later, looking at a Victorian Ordnance Survey map, I discovered that the town where I lived once had a large workhouse. Eager to discover more, I visited the local library. Although they had a large collection of books on the history of the nearby abbey, parish church, almshouses, grammar school, railway line and so on, the workhouse – demolished in the early 1930s – was virtually unrecorded apart from a couple of small press cuttings about Christmas festivities in the 1880s.


As I gradually began to read about the subject I began to become fascinated by the history of the institution and all its facets. Who were the inmates? Why were they there? How did they spend their time? What did they eat? How did they get out? What really fuelled my interests, however, was the discovery that, all over the country, many workhouse buildings still survived. I could actually go and stand at the entrance to the building where my great-great-grandfather had spent his final days. At the same site, I could identify the block that had once been the workhouse boys’ school, or the building where able-bodied men had lived and worked.


After researching my local workhouse, I started to track down and visit former workhouse sites in the local area, then in the rest of the county. The project eventually extended to the whole of the British Isles and Ireland, from Shetland to Cornwall, and from Galway to Essex. Over the past few years, a fair number of the buildings I visited have been demolished. Others have been refurbished, most often for residential use. A few have continued in what they have been doing for the past 175 years, in providing some form of medical or residential care. The latter group have proved the most interesting. In many cases, the buildings still bear all the marks of their history with structures such as the dining hall, tramps’ block or mortuary still identifiable.


The workhouse, which had initially seemed a remote and long-gone institution, was also coming to life through people with direct first-hand contact with the institution. In one establishment I visited, now housing the elderly, it was mentioned – in rather hushed tones – that one of the elderly female residents had lived there continuously since the 1920s, originally having been admitted as a pregnant and single young woman. For whatever reason, she had never left. I’ve also been fortunate enough to interview a man who was taken on as a workhouse clerk in 1929, and another who was a child inmate of a workhouse and later its associated children’s homes. Perhaps most affecting of all was my encounter with a man who, for more than half a century, had been carrying the deep psychological wounds of a 1930s childhood spent in a workhouse institution. His shocking memories were of endless days of toil in the institution’s laundry, and of physical and other abuse. Now in his sixties, and embarked on a course of psychotherapy, he was finally just beginning to come to terms with the emotional scars that had afflicted his life.


Despite such graphic encounters, it also became clear to me that workhouses were not always the relentlessly grim and heartless places that they are often portrayed. Popular descriptions of the workhouse all too frequently start with that unquestioned assumption and then merely look for evidence to support it. Although cases of appalling cruelty or abuse occasionally surfaced, a great many workhouse staff showed great humanity and concern for their charges. The inmates, too, were not always passive and submissive victims of their situation – there are numerous instances of them ‘playing the system’ or subverting the authorities to make life more tolerable. Over the years, physical conditions inside workhouses generally improved and regulations relaxed, with increased concern being placed on the morale of the inmates. For some individuals, the existence of the workhouse was a lifeline for which they were grateful and infinitely preferable to what their situation would have been outside.


Despite the many improvements that undoubtedly were made, though, the abiding impression from talking to anyone who ever went near a workhouse, as an inmate at least, was the enormous shame and stigma attached to the institution.


The end of the workhouse era is sometimes dated to 1930, when responsibility for poor relief – now known as public assistance – was taken over by local councils. Many former workhouses continued in use, however, rebranded as Public Assistance Institutions though virtually unchanged in their operation. In 1948, many ex-workhouse sites were absorbed into the bright new world of Britain’s National Health Service, a change which is often also taken to mark the ‘real’ end of the workhouse. How slow its death pangs really were is starkly illustrated by a description of the former Downham Market workhouse in Norfolk which, by the 1960s, had become an elderly care home:


In 1966, a new Master and Matron arrived: Mr and Mrs Lee. They were dismayed and astonished to find the antiquated practices still in place. The numbers living at the renamed ‘Howdale Home’ were approximately 170. Space between the beds was small, a chair width apart. The beds were little more than wooden pallets and covered with straw mattresses. All inmates were to be up by a certain hour, dressed and down stairs promptly for breakfast. The men were expected to walk along Ryston Road and gather kindling to fuel the fires to heat the water boilers. The hot water was needed to wash the linen. There was no central heating. One day early in their employment the Porter approached the Master and asked ‘could he have permission to sleep at his own home that night?’ On checking the duty list Mr Lee noticed that the porter had finished his duty that afternoon and was not expected until on duty again the following afternoon. An astonished Mr Lee explained that on their off-duty time employees could do what they wished. Mrs Lee said she had a hard task to change staff attitudes to the inmates. She had also trouble reporting and raising concerns to the representatives on the ‘Board of Trustees’, some lived out of county and had never visited. However, she persisted and eventually the Local Authority recognised the need for improvement. She says the best memory she has, is the great bonfire of disgusting straw mattresses.1


I never cease to be amazed at the number of different avenues down which my interest in the workhouses has led me, whether the legal and administrative systems governing poor relief, the architecture and layout of the buildings, what life was like inside them and how it changed over the years, and how the institution was perceived by those on the outside – be they journalists, reformers, artists or poets. Many books have been written about the workhouse and the poor relief system of which it formed a part. This volume, as far as I am aware, is the first which aims to try and cover the many and hugely diverse aspects of the workhouse and poor relief systems in a single A to Z encyclopedia. Whether you want to know the postal address of the Rotherham Union workhouse; the rules for visiting a workhouse inmate; the songs that might be sung at a workhouse concert; the total national poor relief expenditure in 1888; whether any workhouse buildings are haunted, the qualifications for being a workhouse master; the names of some famous workhouse inmates; the map reference for the Skye poorhouse; the official recipe for gruel; the names of the presidents of the Poor Law Board; whether workhouse inmates were allowed to drink tea or send and receive letters; or whether there was ever such a thing as workhouse humour, then this is the book for you!




 



TIMELINE OF WORKHOUSE AND POOR LAW HISTORY


Note: references are to England and Wales unless otherwise indicated.






	

1349




	

The Black Death reaches England. Ordinance of Labourers prohibits relief to able-bodied beggars.









	

1388




	

Statute of Cambridge restricts movements of labourers and beggars.









	

1494




	

Vagabonds and Beggars Act threatens vagabonds with three days in the stocks on a diet of bread and water.









	

1536




	

Dissolution of the monasteries begins. Vagabonds Act requires parishes to collect alms for those who cannot work and the able-bodied poor be obliged to perform labour.









	

1547




	

Statute of Legal Settlement provides for the branding or enslavement of sturdy beggars. The impotent poor are to receive relief and have cottages erected for their use.









	

1572




	

Vagabonds Act introduces the poor rate for relieving ‘aged, poor, impotent and decayed persons’.









	

1576




	

Act for Setting of the Poor on Work requires towns to set up stocks of materials for the poor to work on; every county is to set up a House of Correction for those refusing to work.









	

1579




	

Scotland’s Act for Punishment of the Strong and Idle Beggars and Relief of the Poor and Impotent defines parish responsibilities.









	

1597




	

Poor Relief Act requires appointment of Overseers of the Poor in each parish to collect poor rate and administer poor relief. Hospitals for the Poor Act encourages founding of charitable hospitals and ‘working houses’. Scotland’s 1579 Act restated with Kirk Sessions now responsible for enforcement.









	

1601




	

Poor Relief Act restates principles of 1597 Poor Relief Act with minor amendments.









	

1623




	

Hospitals Act makes permanent 1597 Hospitals for the Poor Act.









	

1630




	

Commissioners of the Poor established by Charles I to improve implementation of poor laws.









	

1647




	

London’s Corporation of the Poor established.









	

1662




	

Poor Relief (‘Settlement’) Act allows parishes to remove newcomers ‘likely to become chargeable’.









	

1676




	

Philanthropist Thomas Firmin opens a workhouse at Little Britain, Smithfield









	

1696




	

Bristol Corporation of the Poor established by Local Act of Parliament. Quaker workhouse opens in Bristol.









	

1697




	

Relief of the Poor Act protects settlement certificate holders from removal and requires badging of paupers.









	

1698




	

Bristol Corporation opens its first workhouse.









	

1700




	

City of London Corporation opens workhouse on Bishopsgate Street.









	

1703




	

Opening of House of Industry in Dublin authorised.









	

1723




	

Knatchbull’s Act (Workhouse Test Act) allows parishes to set up workhouses, contract out their management and restrict poor relief to those willing to enter.









	

1725




	

An Account of Several Workhouses… workhouse directory published.









	

1741




	

London’s Foundling Hospital founded by Thomas Coram.









	

1743




	

Edinburgh’s Charity Workhouse opens.









	

1762




	

Poor Act requires metropolitan parishes to maintain records of children admitted into workhouses.









	

1766




	

Hanway’s Act requires London pauper children under six to be housed in the countryside.









	

1777




	

Parliamentary returns on poor relief record around 2,000 workhouses in use.









	

1782




	

Gilbert’s Act allows parishes alone or in union to run workhouses for non-able-bodied paupers, managed by Boards of Guardians.









	

1797




	

Eden’s State of the Poor published.









	

1798




	

Andrew Bell sets up first school in England using the monitorial system.









	

1800




	

The Act of Union unites Ireland with Great Britain.









	

1801




	

Joseph Lancaster opens a school with alternative version of the monitorial system.









	

1804




	

Abstract of national overseers’ poor-relief returns published – 3,765 parishes using workhouses.









	

1810




	

Badging of the poor abolished.









	

1811




	

National Society created to open schools using Bell’s system.









	

1814




	

British and Foreign School Society formed to run schools using Lancaster’s system.









	

1818




	

Vestries Act allows ratepayers up to six votes at vestry meetings. National overseers’ poor-relief returns reveal 4,094 parishes using workhouses.









	

1819




	

Select Vestries Act allows parishes to elect an executive committee, giving ratepayers more control over poor relief.









	

1824




	

Vagrancy Act replaces twenty-seven existing statutes and reduces penalties for vagrancy.









	

1831




	

Hobhouse’s Act allows parish committees to be elected only by resident ratepayers.









	

1832




	

Royal Commission appointed to review poor law operation and administration. Allotment’s Act authorises vestries to let small portions of land, with income used to buy winter fuel for the poor.









	

1834




	

Report of 1832 Royal Commission published in March. Poor Law Amendment Act receives Royal Assent on 14 August. Poor Law Commissioners take office on 23 August.









	

1835




	

Abingdon becomes first new Poor Law Union on 1 January.









	

1836




	

Report of the Royal Commission on the state of the poor in Ireland published. Poor Law Commissioner George Nicholls tours Ireland.









	

1837




	

Civil registration introduced in England and Wales on 1 July extends workhouse system to Ireland, locally administered by Poor Law Unions. Admission to workhouses open to any person ‘in sudden or urgent’ necessity.









	

1838




	

Poor Relief (Ireland) Act passed on 31 July.









	

1840




	

Vaccination Extension Act provides free vaccination of infants, administered by Poor Law Unions.









	

1842




	

Poor Law Amendment Act allows casuals to be given work before release. Outdoor Labour Test Order allows poor relief to able-bodied male paupers satisfying a Labour Test. End of competitive tendering for union medical officer appointments. Edwin Chadwick reports on link between health and sanitation.









	

1844




	

Poor Law Amendment Act allows unmarried pauper mothers to claim against putative fathers. Outdoor Relief Prohibitory Order prohibits outdoor relief to able-bodied apart from in exceptional circumstances. Hanway’s Act repealed.









	

1845




	

Poor Law (Scotland) Act passed on 4 August. Andover workhouse scandal erupts. Great Famine begins in Ireland. Civil registration introduced in Ireland on 1 April but only for non-Catholic marriages.









	

1846




	

Poor Removal Act grants irremovability after five years’ residence in a parish. Government begins contributing to salaries of teachers in pauper schools. Convention of Poor Law Medical Officers formed.









	

1847




	

Poor Law Board replaces Poor Law Commission. Bodkin’s Act makes relief of newly irremovable paupers chargeable to common union funds. Married inmates both over sixty can request their own bedroom. Out relief introduced in Ireland.









	

1848




	

Buller Memorandum calls for reduction in casual numbers. Emigration scheme for workhouse orphans launched. Poor-rate funded Christmas dinners sanctioned for workhouse inmates. General Board of Health created.









	

1849




	

Rate in Aid Act passed to aid Irish unions worst hit by the famine.









	

1850




	

Creation of thirty-three new Poor Law Unions in Ireland completed.









	

1851




	

Poor Law Apprentices Act requires regular visits by relieving officers to under-sixteens apprenticed or placed in service from a workhouse.









	

1852




	

Outdoor Relief Regulation Order broadens conditions for allowing out relief.









	

1853




	

Poor Law Medical Reform Association formed. Vaccination of children becomes compulsory.









	

1854




	

Youthful Offenders Act establishes Reformatory Schools for juvenile offenders.









	

1855




	

Civil registration introduced in Scotland on 1 January.









	

1856




	

Convention of Poor Law Medical Officers and the Poor Law Medical Reform Association merge to form Poor Law Medical Reform Association.









	

1857




	

Industrial Schools Act provides for care of vagrant, destitute and disorderly children. National Association for the Promotion of Social Science formed.









	

1858




	

Workhouse Visiting Society founded by Louisa Twining.









	

1862




	

Poor Law (Certified Schools) Act allows unions to maintain pauper children at independently run homes.









	

1864




	

Houseless Poor Act requires metropolitan Boards of Guardians to provide casual wards. Full civil registration system begins in Ireland on 1 January. Expensive medicines used by union medical officers can now be charged to poor rate.









	

1865




	

Union Chargeability Act: parish contributions to union funds based on its rateable value rather than number of paupers; union becomes area of settlement; residency required for irremovability reduced to one year. The Lancet exposes terrible conditions in many London workhouse infirmaries.









	

1866




	

Industrial Schools Act requires children on remand to be kept in workhouses rather than prisons. Dr Edward Smith proposes improvements in workhouse food. Association of Metropolitan Workhouse Medical Officers formed by Joseph Rogers.









	

1867




	

Metropolitan Poor Act (‘Gathorne Hardy’s Act’) creates Common Poor Fund to finance medical provision for London’s sick poor; Local Act status abolished for London parishes; Metropolitan Asylums Board (MAB) set up to provide care for paupers with infectious diseases and mental impairment.









	

1868




	

Merger of the Association of Metropolitan Workhouse Medical Officers and the Poor Law Medical Reform Association to create Poor Law Medical Officers Association.









	

1869




	

Poor Law Amendment Act abolishes remaining Gilbert Unions. Goschen Minute launches drive to reduce out relief.









	

1870




	

Elementary Education Act introduces compulsory elementary education and local School Boards. North-Western Fever Hospital in Hampstead becomes England’s first state hospital. Association of Poor Law Medical Officers of Ireland formed. Metropolitan Common Poor Fund extended to cover maintenance of adult workhouse inmates.









	

1871




	

Local Government Board replaces Poor Law Board. Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act provides powers to delay release of ‘ins and outs’ and casual paupers returning to same workhouse.









	

1872




	

In Ireland, poor relief administration passes from Poor Law Commissioners to Local Government Board.









	

1875




	

Public Health Act creates rural and urban sanitary authorities. First female guardian elected.









	

1876




	

Divided Parishes and Poor Law Amendment Act allows Local Government Board to reorganise or dissolve unions, and allows married inmates to live together if either partner is sick or disabled.









	

1879




	

Workhouse opened by Rhayader Union, the last in England and Wales agreeing to do so. Workhouse Infirmary Nursing Association founded by Louisa Twining.









	

1880




	

Brabazon Scheme launched to provide handicraft activities for non-able-bodied inmates.









	

1881




	

Association for Promoting the Return of Women as Poor Law Guardians formed.









	

1882




	

Casual Poor Act allows workhouses to detain casuals for two nights.









	

1883




	

Trial of weekly fish dinners for workhouse inmates. Expenditure on children’s toys allowed from poor rates.









	

1885




	

Medical Relief Disqualification Removal Act preserves voting rights of non-paupers receiving poor-rate-funded medical care.









	

1891




	

Public Health (London) Act gives free access to MAB hospitals for all Londoners.









	

1892




	

Allowances of tobacco and snuff sanctioned for certain classes of inmate.









	

1894




	

Local Government Act extends guardians’ term of office to three years and abolishes ex officio guardians, plural voting, and property qualification for voting. British Medical Journal launches campaign to improve workhouse medical facilities. Allowances of dry tea for female inmates. In Scotland, poor relief administration passes from Board of Supervision to new Local Government Board.









	

1897




	

Use of pauper inmates for workhouse nursing duties prohibited.









	

1900




	

Major revision of workhouse dietaries.









	

1901




	

Manual of Workhouse Cookery published.









	

1902




	

Education Act replaces School Boards by Local Education Authorities and raises school-leaving age to fourteen.









	

1904




	

Registrar General allows use of euphemistic addresses on workhouse birth certificates.









	

1905




	

Royal Commission on the Poor Law and the Unemployed appointed.









	

1906




	

Departmental Committee on Vagrancy recommends use of police to supervise vagrants, and establishment of labour colonies.









	

1908




	

Children’s Act gives local authorities new powers to keep poor children out of the workhouse.









	

1909




	

Old Age Pension for over-seventies introduced on 1 January. The 1905 Royal Commission Majority and Minority Reports published.









	

1911




	

Unemployment Insurance and Health Insurance begin in a limited form.









	

1912




	

MAB takes over management of London’s casual wards.









	

1913




	

Major revision of workhouse regulations: unions can devise their own pauper classifications; workhouses now referred to as ‘poor law institutions’ and paupers as ‘poor persons’. A husband can no longer compel his wife to remain with him in workhouse. No children to reside in workhouses after 1915.









	

1919




	

Ministry of Health takes over responsibility for poor relief from Local Government Board in England and Wales; Scottish Board of Health does likewise in Scotland.









	

1921




	

Irish Free State created and abolishes workhouse system. Metropolitan Common Poor Fund now subsidises outdoor as well as indoor relief.









	

1925




	

Rating and Valuation Act abolishes overseers and poor rates. Oakum picking abolished in casual wards.









	

1926




	

General Strike. Board of Guardians (Default) Act enables Boards of Guardians to be replaced by government officials.









	

1929




	

In Scotland, Board of Health replaces Department of Health.









	

1930




	

Local Government Act transfers responsibility for ‘public assistance’ to local councils on 1 April. Departmental Committee on casual poor recommends better casual ward conditions and staffing.









	

1931




	

Stone-breaking abolished in casual wards.









	

1932




	

Children and Young Persons Act replaces Reformatory and Industrial Schools by Approved Schools.









	

1944




	

Education Act introduces primary and secondary schools; boys and girls schools merged at the primary level; school-leaving age raised to fifteen.









	

1945




	

Family Allowances Act.









	

1946




	

National Insurance Act. National Health Service Act.









	

1948




	

National Assistance Act. Settlement laws abolished. National Health Service begins on 5 July.









	

1967




	

Remaining parts of 1601 Poor Relief Act abolished.










 




 



A TO Z ENCYCLOPEDIA


ABLE-BODIED


(See: Classification; Deserving and Undeserving Poor; Dietary Class; House of Correction; Labour Test; Work)


ACCOUNT OF SEVERAL WORKHOUSES


An Account of Several Workhouses for Employing and Maintaining the Poor was first published by the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge in 1725. The book espoused the use of workhouses and charity schools and detailed the setting up and management of more than forty local workhouses then in operation, especially noting the financial benefits that could result from their use. The book was strongly influenced by the activities of the workhouse entrepreneur, Matthew Marryott. The success of the publication led to a second enlarged edition in 1732.


(See also: Marryott, Matthew; Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK))


ADMISSION TO A WORKHOUSE


(See: Entering a Workhouse)


ADDRESSES


[image: image]


The cover of the 1732 edition of An Account of Several Work-houses – the first workhouse directory.


In 1904, the Registrar General advised local registration officers in England and Wales that where a child was born in a workhouse, there need be no longer any indication of this on the birth certificate. Instead, the place of birth could be recorded as a euphemistic street address. For example, births at Liverpool Workhouse were thereafter recorded as having taken place at 144A Brownlow Hill even though no such street address actually existed. Similarly, Nottingham workhouse used an address of 700 Hucknall Road for this purpose, while Pontefract workhouse delighted in the pseudonym of 1 Paradise Gardens. Some unions, particularly in smaller towns, invented a new name for their workhouse. The Trowbridge and Melksham workhouse thus became Semington Lodge, Melksham. Where a workhouse was located on a road such as Workhouse Lane, a renaming of the thoroughfare was sometimes carried out.


The same practice was adopted from around 1918 for the death certificates of those who died in a workhouse. It was not until 1921 that Scotland followed a similar course and recorded what were referred to as ‘substitute’ addresses for births and deaths taking place in a poorhouse.


The directory of poor law institutions in England and Wales (Appendix E) includes details of many of the euphemistic addresses adopted by workhouses.


AFTERCARE


The aftercare of young people leaving the workhouse to enter service or an apprenticeship became an increasing concern during the mid-nineteenth century. Following the 1851 Poor Law (Apprentices etc.) Act, union relieving officers were required to visit those under still under sixteen at least twice a year and ensure that they were being properly fed and not mistreated.


Following her appointment as the first female Poor Law Inspector in 1873, Jane Senior (often referred to as Mrs Nassau Senior) took a particular interest in matters concerning children, especially the education of girls. She also championed use of the cottage homes system. At her premature retirement due to ill-health in 1874, she outlined proposals for the creation of a national scheme for the aftercare of0 pauper girls leaving the workhouse, especially those aged of sixteen or more. Her ideas, taken up by Henrietta Barnett, led to the formation of the Metropolitan Association for Befriending Young Servants (MABYS). By the 1890s, the Association had more than 1,000 volunteers who visited girls at their workplaces, and helped them find accommodation and new employment, until they reached the age of twenty. MABYS and similar charitable organisations were helped by legislation in 1879 which allowed poor law authorities to contribute to their funds.


From 1882, the Local Government Board included a report from MABYS in its own annual report. During 1893, the Association had under its supervision 2,412 girls from Poor Law Schools and 955 from other institutions. Of the total, 1,700 were reported as ‘satisfactory in their conduct and work’, 740 as ‘those against whom no serious faults have been alleged’, 189 as ‘accused of dishonesty, untruth, extreme violence of temper etc.’, and thirty-two as ‘having lost character or been in prison for theft etc.’2


After the First World War, MABYS was renamed the Mabys Association for the Care of Young Girls. It continued in existence until 1943 when its activities were taken over by the London County Council.


The Association for Befriending Boys was formed in 1898 and performed undertook similar activities to MABYS within the metropolitan area. Outside London, a similar role to MABYS was performed by the Girls’ Friendly Society (GFS), established by the Church of England in 1875 and still in existence. The Society provided reports to Boards of Guardians on girls up to the age of twenty-one and also operated Homes of Rest and Lodges for girls who were unemployed. Unlike its London counterpart, the GFS limited its work to ‘respectable’ girls.


ALCOHOL


One of the most common rules applying to workhouse inmates was a general prohibition on alcoholic beverages, at least in the form of spirits, unless prescribed for medical purposes. Restrictions on other forms of alcohol, especially beer, varied at different periods in history.



The Parish Workhouse


At the Croydon workhouse, opened in 1727, the rules forbade any ‘Distilled Liquors to come into the House’ – a restriction perhaps aimed at the new habit of gin-drinking which was sweeping England at around this time.3 At Hitchin workhouse, in 1724, it was reported that a lack of tobacco and gin was causing many inmates to ‘get out as soon as they can’.4 Brandy, too, appears to have been in a similar situation. Some of the parish poor at St Mary Whitechapel rejected the offer of the workhouse and ‘chose to struggle with their Necessities, and to continue in a starving Condition, with the Liberty of haunting the Brandy-Shops, and such like Houses, rather than submit to live regularly in Plenty.’5


A century later, the 1832 Royal Commission investigating the operation of the poor laws, was told by the overseers for the London parish of St Sepulchre that intemperance was a major cause of pauperism: ‘After relief has been received at our board, a great many of them proceed with the money to the palaces of gin shops, which abound in the neighbourhood.’6


Although the imbibing of spirits by workhouse inmates was usually prohibited, items such as wine, brandy and rum were often prescribed for medicinal purposes because of their supposed stimulant properties. The accounts for the Bristol workhouse in 1787 record the expenditure of £2 19s 7½d on ‘wine, brandy, and ale for the sick’. At the Lincoln workhouse, in the winter of 1799–1800, colds and other ailments were so prevalent that the Clerk was instructed by the Board to purchase two gallons of rum ‘for the use of the House’. Surprisingly, gin still occasionally features in workhouse expenditure – the 1833 accounts for the Abingdon parish workhouse include an entry for two pints of gin, although the precise use to which this was to be put is not revealed.7


Beer


One form of alcohol that was usually allowed to parish workhouse inmates was beer, something which at that time formed part of most people’s everyday diet. Apart the attractions of its flavour, beer could provide a safe alternative in localities where the water supply was of dubious quality. Beer came in two main forms, strong ale and half-strength ‘small’ beer, the latter being a standard accompaniment for meals, often for children as well as adults.


Workhouse inmates sometimes had a fixed daily beer allowance such as the two pint quota imposed at the Whitechapel workhouse in 1725.8 At other establishments it was available ‘without limitation’ as happened at the Barking workhouse and also at the Greycoat Hospital in Westminster, an institution purely for children.9


As well as being provided at meal-times, extra rations of beer were often given to those engaged in heavy labour such as agricultural work. At one time, female inmates working in the laundry at the Blything Incorporation’s House of Industry at Bulcamp in Suffolk were each allowed a daily ration of eight pints.10


Many workhouses brewed their on beer on-site and their brewhouses contained all the paraphernalia associated with beer-making. In 1859, when the contents of the old Oxford Incorporation workhouse were sold off, the auctioneer’s catalogue entry for the brewhouse listed the following items:


Mash tub, underback, four brewing tubs, five coolers, five buckets, skip, tun bowl, tap tub, bushel, spout, malt mill, copper strainer, two pumps, brewing copper, three square coolers, with supports, spout, &c. Large working tub, two others, beer stands, three lanterns, &c., three casks, and strainer.


Alcohol in Union Workhouses


In post-1834 union workhouse, the consumption of alcohol – including beer – was generally prohibited except for sacramental purposes such as the taking of Holy Communion, or for medicinal use when ordered by the workhouse medical officer. A further exception was added in 1848, when it was allowed to be provided as a treat on Christmas Day.


As well as these general exceptions, some union workhouses revived the old practice of providing beer to able-bodied inmates engaged in certain types of heavy labour. In 1886 the Wirral Union was allowed by the Local Government Board to provide extra food and ‘fermented liquor’ to paupers employed in harvest work on land belonging to the guardians. In 1903, when an auditor surcharged a workhouse master for allowing beer to able-bodied inmates without such approval, the strange response came that if such an allowance were not made, ‘some of the paupers would leave the workhouse.’11


The consumption of alcohol, like virtually every other activity that took place in the union workhouse, was carefully recorded and periodic returns made to the central authority. In 1893, the returns show an annual consumption per workhouse inmate in England and Wales of roughly half a pint of spirits, a quarter of a pint of wine and eighteen pints of beer.12


There were surprisingly large variations in the use of alcohol by different Boards of Guardians. In 1893, the Strand Union spent approximately 10s per head on alcohol for its inmates, while Wandsworth and Clapham’s spent around 1d per head – less than 1 per cent of the Strand’s expenditure. Some workhouses such as Greenwich used wine solely for sacramental purposes while others such as Woolwich issued wine and spirits for infirmary use. The Strand workhouse at Edmonton got through almost 10,000 gallons of beer during 1893, while Lambeth’s two workhouses consumed only two pints between them.13 There were also large regional differences in alcohol expenditure by workhouses. In the 1891 returns, the county of Rutland had the largest expenditure averaging 12s 10d per inmate, while the most abstemious county was Northumberland whose unions spent only 4d per head.


The 1880s and 1890s saw a large drop in alcohol consumption in workhouses. In part, this was due to the growth of the temperance movement in Britain. Pressure for a reduction in the use of alcohol or even its complete abolition came both from teetotal guardians and also from organisations such as the Workhouse Drink Reform League. As well as the consumption by inmates, the League criticised the imbibing of alcohol by workhouse staff and union officers, such as the barrel of beer consumed each week by the guardians at their weekly board meetings at the Wolverhampton workhouse. In 1884, the Local Government Board decreed that workhouse masters would be liable for the cost of any alcohol that was not supplied under medical instruction – a master at Islington subsequently faced a bill for over 200 gallons of porter consumed by his nursing staff.14


Attitudes were also gradually changing amongst doctors as to the medical efficacy of alcoholic beverages although this topic remained controversial until the beginning of the twentieth century. The London Temperance Hospital, which opened in 1873, prescribed almost no alcohol to its patients but achieved a very low mortality rate among it patients. The changing tide of medical opinion was also demonstrated by the British Medical Association: from 1880, tickets for its annual dinner did not include wine in the price.15


Reflecting the changes in attitude, alcohol consumption in workhouses in England and Wales almost halved between 1881 and 1893. Despite this downward trend, some doctors clearly remained convinced of the therapeutic effects of alcohol. In 1909 it was revealed that all seventeen inmates of the tiny Welwyn workhouse each received a daily pint of beer by order of the workhouse medical officer.16


(See also: Christmas; Food)


ALLOWANCE SYSTEMS


From the late eighteenth century until the passing of the Poor Law Amendment Act in 1834, various systems of ‘allowance’ – the subsidising of low wages from the poor rates – were adopted in many parishes.


One of the earliest allowance schemes was devised by Buckinghamshire magistrates in January 1795. For a working man and his wife, wages of less than 6s per week would be topped up to that amount from the poor rate. Couples with one or two small children would be guaranteed 7s with a further 1s for every additional child under the age of ten.17 The Speenhamland System, formulated later in the same year, linked allowances to the current price of bread as well as the size of a recipient’s family.


Critics of allowance systems believed they had a corrupting effect on able-bodied labourers, what an 1824 Select Committee on labourers’ wages described as ‘the degradation of the character of the labouring class’.18 As the respondents to the 1832 Royal Commission from the parish of Hogsthorpe in Lincolnshire put it, such practices:


brought numbers of the most hale labourers on the list of paupers, who previous to that would have shuddered at the thought of coming to a parish, but are now as contented to relief as they were before in a state of labouring independence.19


Wage subsidy schemes were also said to lower wages and so push more labourers into pauperism, with a resulting swelling of the poor rates bill. Not all ratepayers were necessarily unhappy with this situation. Even when the resulting rates bill was no different from what the cost of paying higher wages would have been, there could still be benefits from the allowance system for employers such as farmers: it allowed the outlay to be deferred until the next rate demand; higher rates might result in lower rents being charged for their property; and workers, especially those with several children, were often better off (and therefore happier in their work) with an allowance system.


Allowance systems were claimed by the 1832 Royal Commission to be prevalent in south England and spreading over the north, and were to be found both in rural areas and ‘to a formidable degree’ in towns. Eradicating this state of affairs was the main thrust of their report’s proposals. However, it has been argued that their comments belie the report’s own data and that ‘the Speenhamland System as such had generally disappeared by 1832, even in the South.’20


(See also: Labour Rate System; Out relief; Roundsman System; Royal Commission – 1832; Speenhamland System)


ALMSHOUSES


In England and Wales, almshouses were establishments providing free or subsidised accommodation for the elderly poor and funded by charitable endowment. They thus differed from poorhouses and workhouses, which were financed by the parish poor rates. Almshouses were often founded through a bequest from a wealthy person, with the residents required to be of good character and expected to offer regular prayers for their benefactor’s soul. Almshouses were typically constructed as a row of small self-contained cottages, often placed near to the local parish church. More than 500 almshouses are still in operation in the United Kingdom.


In Scotland, the term almshouse was sometimes applied after 1845 to small parish-funded lodging houses for the poor.


In the nineteenth century USA, almshouses were similar to English workhouses and housing a mixture of the able-bodied poor, who were required to labour, and the ‘impotent poor’.


(See also: Poorhouse; Scotland; Workhouse)


ANDOVER WORKHOUSE SCANDAL


(See: Scandals)



APPRENTICESHIP


An apprenticeship was an extended period of training in a craft or trade, given to a child (most often a boy) by an established master in the trade.


The 1563 Statute of Labourers and Apprentices required that an apprenticeship of at least seven years should first be served by any person wishing to engage in any of the ‘Arts, Occupations, Crafts or Mysteries’ practiced in England at the time. Male apprentices had to be aged between ten and eighteen years, with the apprenticeship lasting until they reached at least the age of twenty-one. The operation of an apprenticeship was the subject of a legal agreement – an indenture – and usually involved the paying of a fee – the premium – to the master who would also provide the apprentice with board and lodging for the period of the apprenticeship.


Most apprentices were ‘trade’ apprentices, sponsored by their parents, and who would hope eventually to set up in trade themselves, perhaps as ‘journeymen’ (day labourers). However, the 1601 Poor Relief Act (and its 1597 predecessor) allowed parish overseers and churchwardens, with the consent of two Justices of the Peace, to apprentice out children under sixteen whose parents were considered unable ‘to keep and maintain’ them. Potential causes of such action could include the children being illegitimate, or the parents being dead or having abandoned them. The apprenticeship lasted in the case of boys until they were twenty-four, or for girls until they were twenty-one or, after 1601, were married.


The apprenticeship system allowed pauper children to be removed from ongoing support by the parish, and also provided them with a trade which reduced the likelihood of their needing poor relief in adult life. Under the Settlement Act of 1662, an apprentice took his, or her, settlement from his place of apprenticeship. It then became particularly attractive to try and place apprentices in a different parish which would then have responsibility should they later become a charge on the poor rate. Pauper apprentices did not usually learn highly skilled trades; instead, the boys would be taught ‘husbandry’ and the girls ‘midwifery’, effectively becoming labourers and household servants.


Some parishes prevailed upon their own ratepayers to take a pauper child for at least a year, or else face a £10 penalty. The allocation of such children could be based either on a rota system or take the form of a lottery. Such impositions were often extremely unpopular, with many householders preferring to pay the fine rather having to take in a child. Where a child was reluctantly received, the result might be it being overworked and poorly treated.


The more usual practice, however, was the payment of a premium, typically up to £10, to anyone willing to take a pauper child in for a set period, typically seven years, and train them in a trade. This was the route famously described by Charles Dickens in Oliver Twist when Oliver was offered, together with the sum of £5, as a ‘porochial ‘prentis’. The contract was conditional, as Dickens explained:


‘upon liking’ a phrase which means, in the case of a parish apprentice, that if the master find, upon a short trial, that he can get enough work out of a boy without putting too much food into him, he shall have him for a term of years, to do what he likes with.


In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, considerable use was made of orphaned workhouse children in the mills of the Midlands and northern England. Although some of these came from the areas surrounding the mills, many were provided by parishes in London and elsewhere in the south of England. The workforce at William and John Toplis & Co., a firm of worsted spinners and weavers at Cuckney, near Mansfield in Nottinghamshire, consisted almost entirely of parish apprentices. Some were local, while others came from London, Essex, Birmingham, Bristol and Hereford.21


The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act left the apprenticeship system largely untouched, although its operation became the subject of much criticism. In the second annual report of the Poor Law Commissioners (PLC), James Phillips Kay – later better known as Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth – outlined the shortcomings of the apprenticeship system in Norfolk and Suffolk:


The premiums offered with the children proved an irresistible temptation to needy persons to apply for an apprentice at the Hundred house, whether they wanted the services of the apprentice or not, or whether they could instruct him in any useful calling or not. Their sole object often was to secure the premium. Ten pounds or twenty pounds were wanted to pay a pressing demand. To avoid a warrant of distress for rent due, or for a bill for their stock in trade, some of these petty tradesmen eagerly sought the premium, and thus removed the imminent danger which threatened them. the future care of the apprentice, though a burden which they had often but slender means to encounter, had not such terrors as the present peril.


The class of persons to whom the children were apprenticed were generally petty tradesmen of a low caste, who were usually unscrupulous in the neglect of their duties to the children. A parish apprentice is regarded as a defenceless child deserted by its natural protectors, and whose legal guardian, the parish, is only anxious to remove the burthen of its maintenance at the least possible cost, and with the least possible trouble.


After a certain interval had been allowed to elapse, means were often taken to disgust the child with his occupation, and to render his situation so irksome as to make him abscond… many children have thus been driven to ruin.22


In 1842, the Royal Commission on Children’s Employment in Mines and Manufactories discovered that workhouse boys in South Staffordshire, some as young as eight, were being sent on ‘apprenticeships’ of up to twelve years working in coal mines. In fact, the boys were usually employed as ‘hurriers’, conveying corves (large baskets) of coal from the coal face to the bottom of the pit-shaft from where it was raised to the surface. Their master was generally a ‘butty’ – a middleman between a mine owner and its workmen, who contracted to work the mine and raise coal or ore at so much per ton. The Commissioners heard with regard to South Staffordshire:


That the number of Children and Young Persons working in the mines as apprentices is exceedingly numerous; that these apprentices are paupers or orphans, and are wholly in the power of the butties; that such is the demand for this class of children by the butties that there are scarcely any boys in the Union Workhouses of Walsall, Wolverhampton, Dudley, and Stourbridge; that these boys are sent on trial to the butties between the ages of eight and nine, and at nine are bound as apprentices for twelve years, that is, to the age of twenty-one tears complete; that, notwithstanding this long apprenticeship, there is nothing whatever in the coal-mines to learn beyond a little dexterity, readily acquired by short practice and that even in mines of Cornwall, where much skill and judgement is required, there are no apprentices, while in the coal mines of South Staffordshire the orphan whom necessity has driven into a workhouse is made to labour in the mines until the age of twenty-one, solely for the benefit of another.23


As a result of such revelations, unions in the coal-mining areas of South Staffordshire and the West Riding of Yorkshire were asked to provide detailed information on the children who had been apprenticed in the mining industry in recent years. Part of the 1841 return from the Dewsbury Union is shown below.24 In each case, the master was a coal miner and no premium was paid.
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Five-year-old Thomas Townend was a matter of some embarrassment for the Dewsbury Guardians as he was far too young to be bound as an apprentice. The guardians claimed that when he had been received from a township workhouse his age had been ascertained by informal enquiry and recorded as seven years. Once the error has been discovered, he had immediately been sent back from the mine. However, the Royal Commission were told that the boy had only been returned to the workhouse after his grandfather and friends had threatened to report the matter to the PLC.25


In their return, the Burton-upon-Trent guardians were at pains to point out the care they employed when placing children for apprenticeship: premiums in money were not allowed and the boys were instead provided with two full suits of clothes; any master applying for a boy was required to produce a certificate of character from the minister and officers of the parish in which he resides; a trial period of at least six weeks was required, at the end of which the boy was brought before the magistrates and strictly questioned as to his food, lodging, moral and religious instruction, and especially whether he had any objection to the apprenticeship being formalised.


The Royal Commission’s report included evidence from workhouse apprentice, William Hollingsworth, revealing how he worked underground for up to sixteen hours a day:


I have no father or mother; my father was a shoemaker and has been dead five years, and my mother eleven; I lived with my sister at Crossfield six months after and rather better, and then went to the old workhouse; I was then apprenticed by the overseer of the parish of Halifax to Joseph Morton, the brickmaker, in the township of Southowram, where I remained two years. When he died. and I came here for a little while, Jonathan Oldfield, a collier, living at Bradshaw-lane, made application to the Board of Guardians for an apprentice; I was willing to work for him or anybody else, and went with him by consent of the Board on trial for a month; if I had remained with him I should have been bound until I was 21; I stayed with him five days; he gave me porridge for breakfast at half-past five, and then I went with his other two apprentices. with whom I slept, to the pit; each of us took a cake and a half for our dinners; we had no time to stop to eat it, but took it as we hurried; the first night I worked in the pit, which was last Thursday, we remained until ten o’clock at night, and then all three came away together; the second night we stopped until nine, third night until half-past eight, and on the Monday until a quarter to eight; we had nothing during the whole of those days but the cake and half each, and nothing to drink; there was no water that we could get in the pit’s bottom, and they would not allow us to go up to drink; I was very thirsty at times; my master never beat me, but he cursed enough at me because I was not sharp enough with the corves. I hurried without shoes one day, but was obliged to put them on again because the ground hurt my feet; the other apprentices told me that they worked until 10 and 11 o’clock at night regular. It was Mr. Joseph Stocks’s Royd Pit that I worked in; I ran away from him Tuesday morning because he worked me so late; I was so tired when I got home to his house that I did not think I could stand it; after I left him I made application to come into the workhouse again.26
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A boy with a harness and chain between his legs drags a heavy coal truck along a low underground passage in a mine at Halifax, Yorkshire. An official investigation in 1842 revealed that children as young as seven were being ‘apprenticed’ to work in mines, in some cases placed there by workhouses.


Girls, too, were occasionally sent to work down mines as the Commission found in reports from Halifax:


Patience Kershaw says:- I wear a belt and chain at the workings to get the corves [large baskets] out. The getters are naked, except their caps; they pull off all their clothes. I see them at work when I go up. They sometimes beat me, if I am not quick enough, with their hands; they strike me upon my back. The boys take liberties with me sometimes; they pull me about. I am the only girl in the pit. There are 20 boys and 15 men. All the men are naked. I would rather work in the mill than in the coal-pit.


Mary Barrett says:- I do not like working in pit, bit I am obliged to get a living. I work without stockings or shoes, or trousers; I wear nothing. but my shift.


Ruth Barrett, her sister, says:- I come down into pit in linings of old trousers, which I take off. I wear an old waistcoat and shift. I do not like working in pit; I would not do it if I could help it.27


Major legislative change eventually came in the 1844 Poor Law Amendment Act which transferred the responsibility for apprenticing paupers from parish overseers to Boards of Guardians and also abolished the compulsory taking of apprentices. The PLC subsequently issued an Order which required that a child being apprenticed must be at least nine years old and able to read and write its own name; the maximum period of apprenticeship was to be eight years; no premium was to be paid unless the child had some permanent infirmity; masters were given detailed duties with regard to the health, maintenance, clothing, and moral and religious instruction of their charges.28 The PLC also expressed dislike of the ‘servitude which is created by the apprenticeship of parish children’.29 The Poor Law (Apprentices) Act of 185130 further improved the situation of workhouse apprentices, making their mistreatment an offence and requiring them to receive regular visits from their union’s relieving officer.
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Copy of a handbill, thought to date from the 1820s, advertising the availability of boys and girls at the Kendal workhouse for being put out as parish apprentices.


Critics of the use of apprenticeship, such as Kay-Shuttleworth, proposed that pauper children should instead be provided with ‘industrial training’ within the poor law system, ideally in separate children’s industrial schools, each serving a number of unions. Kay was particularly influenced by Mr Aubin’s privately run school at Norwood which accommodated more than 1,000 residential pupils largely taken from metropolitan poor law unions. The work of the Central Society for Education and its 1838 publication Industrial Schools for the Peasantry also stimulated interest in this approach. Although only a small number of unions initially set up such establishments, there was a gradual decline in the use of apprenticeship for pauper children. It did not disappear entirely, however – between 1834 and 1863, the Norwich Incorporation apprenticed 130 boys into twenty trades, although 80 per cent of them went into shoe-making.31


(See also: Children; Poor Laws)


ARCHITECTURE


In the era of the Old Poor Law prior to 1834, many of the workhouses that were established were located in existing buildings that were adapted for the purpose. As the use of workhouses evolved, the construction of purpose-built premises become more common.


One of the earliest custom-built workhouses was at Newbury in Berkshire, where the town received a legacy to fund construction of the establishment which opened in 1627. The largely non-residential building occupied three sides of a quadrangle and included rooms for the various stages in the manufacture of woollen cloth. Sheffield Corporation’s accounts from 1628 onwards record that they spent around £200 on the erection of a workhouse together with a stock of raw materials for providing employment. Little is known of the building other than it was timber-built and stood in its own orchard.


Incorporation Workhouses


The thirty or so towns, beginning with Bristol in 1696, that formed Incorporations under Local Acts invariably included a workhouse in their poor relief schemes. Some, such as Bristol, used existing premises, notably its impressive ‘Mint’ workhouse which was located in a former merchant’s house. The majority, however, constructed new and often substantial buildings for the purpose. Hull’s ‘Charity Hall’ workhouse, erected in 1698, had a three-storey U-shaped layout and comprised about forty-five rooms, wards, garrets, lobbies, school and dining-rooms, and workrooms. The Oxford Incorporation’s workhouse, built in the 1770s, had a long two-storey main block with a boardroom and chapel at its centre. Males were housed to one side and females at the other, a division that was not then always the standard arrangement that it later became. As well as the usual dormitories, dining-rooms and kitchen, the Oxford workhouse contained a wool-carding room for the men and a spinning room for the women, a schoolhouse, bakehouse, brewhouse, salthouse, deadhouse, correction room, an apothecary’s room, storerooms, workshops, and rooms for staff including work supervisors, gardener and housekeeper.32 The master and matron’s quarters were originally located in a corner of one of the side-wings, but were later moved to the centre to allow them a much better degree of supervision.
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The remaining section of Newbury’s 1627 workhouse, one of the oldest surviving workhouse buildings in England, now home to a local museum.
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The Wangford Hundred Incorporation workhouse, built in 1766–67 at Shipmeadow in Suffolk. The building, like many other former workhouses, has now been converted to residential use.


The rural Incorporations formed in East Anglia and elsewhere in the mid-eighteenth century often served thirty or forty parishes. The workhouses they erected, sometimes accommodating 400 or more, were typically of two or three storeys with a U- or H-shaped layout. The Wangford Hundred Incorporation’s workhouse at Shipmeadow in Suffolk, opened in 1777, was an H-shaped red-brick structure, two storeys high with attics. The sides of the H were each 210ft long, with the central ‘crossbar’ of the H measuring 100ft. The building housed up to 350 inmates, including twenty-nine rooms for married couples, a dormitory for boys and single men, a dormitory for girls and single women, large work rooms, an infirmary with two wards for the elderly, a schoolroom, a guardians’ committee room, a kitchen, a laundry, a granary, a linenhouse, various out-houses, two arcades 50ft by 20ft ‘with Bogg Houses at the end of each’, and quarters for the governor.33


Parish Workhouses


The eighteenth century saw an enormous growth in the provision of parish workhouses, especially with the passing of Knatchbull’s Act in 1723. Many of these were simply adaptations of existing buildings, such as that opened in 1731 in rented premises at Eaton Socon in Bedfordshire. In 1736, the workhouse housed twenty-seven inmates – nine males and eighteen females – including six children. An inventory in the same year recorded that the workhouse had eleven rooms, six on the ground floor and five above, which were described as kitchen, buttery and little room adjoining, hall, parlour, brewhouse, great chamber, and four further chambers over the brewhouse. The ‘little room next the buttery’ contained thirteen ‘jersey & linen wheels’. One of the upper chambers was a linen store, the others were used as bedrooms as was the parlour which contained six bedsteads. The twenty-seven inmates shared fifteen bedsteads and fourteen bolsters.34
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The Poland Street workhouse of the parish of St James, Westminster, opened in around 1727. This 1809 view of a women’s day-room by artist and caricaturist Thomas Rowlandson shows the inmates engaged in activities such as sewing and spinning.
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The Thurgarton Incorporation workhouse at Upton, near Southwell, was opened in 1824. Its strict regime, compartmentalised layout and central hub, helped shape the union workhouses established following the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act. The building has now been restored by the National Trust.


 


In towns such as Bury St Edmunds, Cambridge, Newark, Saffron Walden, Richmond (Yorkshire) and Whitehaven, the workhouse shared a site with a local gaol or ‘House of Correction’. In 1776, a workhouse reformer visited Hinckley in Leicestershire where the same individual was both keeper at the gaol and also master of the adjoining workhouse ‘in which the poor looked healthy, were cheerful, clean, and at work.’35


Where parish workhouses were erected for the purpose, the smaller ones generally resembled ordinary local houses. Others were rather more impressive structures – Maidstone’s workhouse, erected in 1720, was described as ‘a large and handsome Building of three Stories high, ninety one feet in Length, and twenty one in Depth, with a large Kitchin thrown behind’.36 Some parish workhouses adopted, on a reduced scale, the layouts typical of the large Incorporation workhouses, such as the H-shaped plan of the St Paul Covent Garden workhouse erected on Cleveland Street, London, in 1778, or the U-shaped building at Bledlow in Buckinghamshire, dating from around 1800.


One of the largest parish workhouses in the country was that of St James, Westminster. In 1776, the building could house 650 inmates and was described as being constructed of brick, 146ft long, 40ft deep, 58ft high, and consisting of thirty-two apartments.37


The Early Nineteenth Century


The early nineteenth century saw architectural developments that were to become significant in workhouse design. One of these was the ‘supervisory hub’ – a central vantage point, usually part of the workhouse master’s quarters, which provided views over all the inmates’ exercise yards. The principle had already been implemented in prison buildings by architects such as William Blackburn. His design Ipswich County Gaol had four wings connected to an octagonal centre where the governor’s quarters were located.38


An alternative supervisory arrangement, known as the panopticon, was put forward by the philosopher Jeremy Bentham. The panopticon was in the form of polygonal structure with a vantage point placed at its centre, giving a view into every part of the building. Although Bentham’s grandiose scheme for a chain of 2,000-inmate panopticon-style workhouses was never implemented, the principle of central supervision was implemented in a number of workhouses such as those at Caistor (opened in 1800) and Ongar (1830).


Another development was increasingly strict separation of different classes of inmate, not just of male from female, but also of the aged and infirm from the able-bodied poor. This principle was most clearly demonstrated in workhouses such as the one near Southwell in Nottinghamshire, erected in 1824 by the Thurgarton Hundred Incorporation. Male and female accommodation lay either side of the central hub and within each half the accommodation was strictly segregated between that for the ‘guiltless’ poor and the ‘idle, immoral and improvident’ able-bodied.
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The ground-floor layout of the model ‘Y-plan’ or hexagonal workhouse designed by Sampson Kempthorne and published by the Poor Law Commissioners in 1835. ‘1st Class’ inmates were the elderly and infirm, while ‘2nd class’ were the able-bodied.
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A ‘bird’s-eye view’ of the Kempthorne’s model ‘square’ workhouse plan, one of the most widely adopted designs for early union workhouses.
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Sir Francis Head’s model ‘courtyard’ plan placed workhouse buildings around a large quadrangle. The inmates’ quarters, with rooms supposedly based on the size of a typical labourer’s cottage, had no outward-facing windows.


The Union Workhouse


Following the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, each new Poor Law Union was expected to provide a common union workhouse. Unions could either enlarge and adapt existing buildings, or erect a completely new purpose-built workhouse. By 1839, the Poor Law Commissioners (PLC) could report that over half of the then 583 Boards of Guardians in England and Wales had opted for the latter course.39


In 1835–36, the PLC published a number of model workhouse plans, most of which were by the young architect Sampson Kempthorne. Kempthorne’s most influential design was the cruciform or ‘square’ layout. Its front entrance block contained a porter’s room and waiting-room on the ground floor, with the guardians’ boardroom above. To the rear were a children’s school and dining room, connecting to the central hub where the workhouse master’s quarters were located. Radiating from the hub were women’s and men’s wings, each divided into separate sections for the able-bodied and for the elderly and infirm. Day-rooms occupied the ground floor of each wing, and dormitories the upper floor. A fourth wing contained the workhouse kitchens, scullery, larder and stores. The spaces between the wings formed exercise yards which (sometimes further subdivided by walls) created separate areas for the different classes. The upper floors of the hub had windows in each direction giving a view over all the yards. The square perimeter of the buildings housed stores, workshops, laundry, mortuary etc. Unions erecting square-plan workhouses included Andover, Basingstoke, Devizes, Hastings and Newbury.


Kempthorne produced two other model designs. The first, the ‘Y-plan’, was based on similar principles to the square layout, but with three rather than four wings radiating from its hub; it was also known as the hexagonal design because of the shape formed by its perimeter. Unions building Y-plan workhouses included Abingdon, Bath, Chertsey, Frome, Grantham, Taunton and Warminster. Kempthorne’s final design was the smaller and cheaper ‘200 pauper’ plan published in 1836. This design was a truncated version of the cruciform layout but without a central hub. It was intended for use in more rural areas where pauper numbers were lower such as the Worcestershire unions of Martley, Pershore and Upton-upon-Severn. As well as producing model plans for the PLC, Kempthorne personally designed a number of individual buildings, notably the Abingdon workhouse, the first to be erected using the new model designs. Surviving examples of his work include the workhouses for the Andover, Crediton, Eton and Hastings Unions.


The other model design published by the PLC was the ‘courtyard’ plan devised by Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, Sir Francis Head. In this layout, the buildings lay around a large quadrangle. On three sides, the inmates’ accommodation was arranged on two storeys and consisted of a large number of small dormitories, each around 15ft by 10ft, roughly based on the size of a typical poor labourer’s cottage. Each dormitory could sleep eight inmates in four double beds. A single lavatory or privy was provided on each floor on each side of the workhouse. The inner courtyard was divided into male and female sides by a 12ft-high wall. The administrative offices, boardroom, master’s quarters, kitchens, dining halls, store-rooms, washhouse etc. were placed at either side of the entrance archway on the fourth side of the quadrangle. Although Head’s design proved to have a number of problems, it was taken up by around a dozen unions in Kent including Bridge, Dover, Faversham, Hoo, Maidstone and the Isle of Thanet, with Bridge being a good surviving example.


Workhouse Architects


The workhouse construction boom that took place in England and Wales between 1835 and 1838 provided a unique opportunity for young architects to make a name for themselves. It could also be lucrative, with an architect’s fee usually being calculated as a percentage of the construction cost. At Beaminster, in 1837, the workhouse building contract was £4,500 with the architect’s commission at 3½ per cent amounting to around £157. Workhouse designs were often open to competition, with the winner(s) receiving a fixed cash prize or a percentage fee if a design was subsequently executed.


Not surprisingly, Kempthorne had many competitors, perhaps most notably George Wilkinson, who later went on to design all of the union workhouses in Ireland. Wilkinson’s first success was for the workhouse in his home town of Witney in Oxfordshire. The Witney guardians awarded him the contract after the initial appointee, Sampson Kempthorne, had committed the heresy of proposing a building made of brick for a town that was built almost entirely from Cotswold stone.40 Wilkinson’s designs can be seen in surviving buildings at Chipping Norton, Bridgend, Bromyard and Northleach, with many of his Irish workhouses still standing.
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The Bedminster Union workhouse, erected in 1837–38 at Flax Bourton in Somerset. The design, by George Gilbert Scott and William Bonython Moffatt, marked a trend away from radial layouts towards the use of parallel blocks.


Some architects were active in a particular area of the country. In the east of England, for example, the majority of new workhouses were designed by William Donthorn (e.g. Aylsham, Ely, Oakham), William T. Nash (e.g. Braintree, Buntingford, Royston) or William Thorold (e.g. Chelmsford, Rochford, Thetford). The partnership of John and William Atkinson was dominant in Yorkshire (e.g. Bedale, Guisborough, Howden).


The most prolific workhouse designers of this period were George Gilbert Scott and his partner William Bonython Moffatt. Scott, later knighted for his work on such prestigious projects as the Albert Memorial and the frontage of St Pancras Station, initially worked as an assistant to Sampson Kempthorne but soon set up on his own, taking on Moffatt as his assistant and then partner. Over the next ten years, the indefatigable Scott and Moffatt designed over forty workhouses across the breadth of England. They evolved their own distinctive layout which featured a long single-storey range at the front containing porter’s lodge, boardroom, receiving wards and chapel. A central entrance archway led through to an inner courtyard either side of which were boys’ and girls’ yards. The main building, usually three storeys high, still retained a central hub containing the master’s offices and quarters. To each side were male and female day-rooms and dining halls on the ground floor, with dormitories above. Behind were kitchens and scullery, workrooms, laundry, bakehouse etc. with a separate infirmary block at the rear. Examples of their work survive at Windsor, Williton in Somerset, and Witham in Essex.


Corridor-Plan Workhouses


Between about 1840 and 1870, new workhouse buildings moved away from the PLC’s model radial plans. Influenced by Scott and Moffatt’s designs, it became the norm to have a separate entrance block, linear main block, and hospital block all running parallel to one another. The main block generally had a central corridor along its length with rooms off to each side, unlike the earlier designs which were usually one room deep. The main block had the administrative functions at its centre, often surmounted by a tower, and with kitchens and dining hall to the rear, creating a building that was T-shaped.


Many of the new buildings of this type were in the north of England, which had initially held out against erecting new workhouses, and in London where many pre-1834 buildings had continued in use but had become too cramped. Around 150 corridor-plan workhouses were built in this period, with the later buildings often in the then fashionable Italianate style, with gables, pinnacles, projecting bays and Venetian windows. Unions erecting corridor-plan workhouses included Warrington (1849), City of London (1849), Bolton (1858), Preston (1865), and Rochdale (1873).


Pavilion Block Workhouses


From 1870 onwards, the trend in workhouse design was increasingly towards housing inmates of a particular category or condition in separate blocks or pavilions linked by covered walkways. Other facilities such as receiving wards, offices and stores, and dining hall and kitchens would occupy further blocks. This change coincided with widespread attempts to improve sanitary conditions and reduce the spread of disease which was thought to be largely airborne.


One of the earliest pavilion plan designs was used by the Chorlton Union for its new infirmary, built in 1864–66 and designed by Thomas Worthington. It comprised five well-spaced ward blocks, each accommodating ninety-six patients and linked by a covered way. It featured what became known as ‘Nightingale wards’ – long wards with pairs of opposing windows allowing a through draught. Beds, of which the optimum number was decreed to be thirty-two per ward, were placed along each wall either singly or in pairs between the windows. Sanitary facilities were placed in cross-ventilated towers attached to the outer ends of the wards. Worthington’s design was commended by Florence Nightingale:


Your hospital plan is a very good one: when completed it will be one of the best, if not the best, in the country… If you succeed in completing the buildings for anything like the money with due regard to the simple sanitary arrangements of so great a building, you will have inaugurated a new era in building. And we shall hasten to imitate you; for you will have set up a model for the whole country.41


Probably the first entire workhouse built on a pavilion plan was at Madeley in Shropshire, erected in 1871–75. It comprised a central single-storey block containing dining hall and kitchen which was linked by covered ways to the two-storey accommodation blocks. Other separate blocks included an entrance block, infirmary, isolation block and workshops. By the end of the nineteenth century, virtually all new workhouses and workhouse infirmaries adopted a pavilion plan.


Infirmary Buildings


The improvement and expansion of workhouse medical facilities that took place from the 1870s onwards was visible in the large number of new infirmary buildings that were erected. This was most obvious in London where, following the 1867 Metropolitan Poor Act, the capital’s poor law authorities were required to provide hospital accommodation on sites separate from the workhouse. In some cases the separate site was actually adjacent to the workhouse but had its own management. Among the large new infirmaries erected were those by St Pancras (1870), Lambeth (1877), Fulham (1878), Holborn (1879), St Marylebone (1881) and St Saviour’s (1885). In a few cases, such as at Whitechapel and the City of London Union, a new workhouse was established with the old one being converted to infirmary use. Architects prominent at this period were Thomas Aldwinckle and Henry Saxon Snell, the latter also originating the cellular design for casual wards.
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Opened in 1884, the new Burton-on-Trent workhouse was a typical pavilion-plan design. The separate blocks for each class of inmate, children’s complex (right of picture) and central administrative block containing facilities such as the dining hall and kitchens, were linked by covered walkways.


Outside London, although a few unions opened separate-site infirmaries such as Keighley (1871), Salford (1882), Croydon (1885), Halifax (1901), Southampton (1902), Leicester (1905) and Stockport (1905), most of the new buildings were at existing workhouse locations. Where completely new workhouses were opened such as those at Doncaster (1900), Hunslet (1903), Nottingham (1903) and Hammersmith (1905), the infirmary now occupied its own large and distinct section of the site. In 1896, the parish of Willesden, formerly part of the Hendon Union, became a separate poor law authority. Interestingly, its first construction project, which began in 1900, was a parish infirmary. A workhouse was subsequently opened on the same site in 1908.
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Holborn’s 1879 union infirmary on Archway Road, Highgate – one of the new separate-site infirmaries erected following the 1867 Metropolitan Poor Act. Henry Saxon Snell’s design mixed pavilion-style blocks and, in the central portion, a novel arrangement of beds placed along internal partitions at right angles to the main walls.


The Twentieth-Century Workhouse


By the start of twentieth century the construction and fitting out of new workhouses often reached an impressive standard. The new workhouse at Hunslet in West Yorkshire, opened in 1903, had two large steam-boilers to provide heating and hot water to all parts of the buildings, with the exhaust steam being condensed and recycled to reduce fuel costs. Electricity was generated on-site to provide power for 1,130 electric lamps placed throughout the buildings, and also to operate electric lifts in the infirmary pavilions, two fans in the kitchen block, the bake-house machinery, and the automatic boiler stokers. Nineteen telephones around the site were linked to a central switchboard at the porter’s lodge.


Despite such advances, conditions in many of the older and smaller workhouses remained very basic. In 1930, the Great Ouseburn workhouse, also in West Yorkshire, was taken over by the West Riding County Council who found conditions to be primitive. Water was still being drawn from wells, heating was mostly by open fires, and electricity came from a paraffin engine. At the same date, the Saddleworth workhouse was still lit by gas, and was supplied with water from an adjoining private reservoir, although the water was not filtered in any way.


(See also: Chapel; Electricity; Gas; Ireland; Morrison (1999))


ART


The dramatic possibilities of the workhouse inspired a number of artists, with pathos often being a major element in such works. An early example was Charles West Cope’s Board Day Application for Bread (1841) which was based on a visit to a meeting of the Staines Board of Guardians. It shows a young widow pleading for relief for her four children.
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An 1844 illustration from Frances Trollope’s Jessie Phillips – Jessie undergoes a faint-inducing inquisition by the Board of Guardians.
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The ‘Milk’ of Poor Law ‘Kindness’ – an 1843 cartoon from the satirical magazine Punch following a report that in the Bethnal Green workhouse a five-week-old infant had been separated from its mother.
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‘Sunday music for the indigent poor: a concert given by the National Sunday league at the City Road workhouse.’ An illustration from the Graphic magazine in 1901 – some of the audience (and band) appear less than attentive.
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An ex-soldier, drawn as a mannequin and carrying his own broken-off leg, looks at a WD (War Department) signpost pointing to the workhouse. The illustration was a commentary on the lack of welfare provision for those returning disabled from the Boer War which ended in 1902.


Illustrations for novels such as Oliver Twist and other works relating to the workhouse tended to be in a similar vein. Particularly notable are John Leech’s drawings for Frances Trollope’s 1843 novel Jessie Phillips, one of which also portrays the eponymous heroine fainting during an interview with the guardians.


The poor law was often a subject of attention for the satirical magazine Punch which was launched in 1841. Typical of its attacks was the cartoon captioned The ‘Milk’ of Poor Law ‘Kindness’ published in 1843 following a report that in Bethnal Green workhouse ‘an infant, only five weeks old, had been separated from the mother, being occasionally brought to her for the breast.’


Sentimental images relating to the workhouse and other facets of poverty often featured in illustrated weekly magazines such as The Graphic which first appeared on 4 December 1869. Its inaugural issue carried an article on the Houseless Poor Act, a measure that obliged metropolitan unions to provide casual wards for ‘destitute wayfarers, wanderers, and foundlings’. The accompanying picture, Houseless and Hungry, by Samuel Luke Fildes portrayed a line of homeless people applying for tickets to stay overnight in the workhouse. The engraving was seen by John Everett Millais who brought it to the attention of Charles Dickens. Dickens was so impressed he immediately commissioned Fildes to illustrate The Mystery of Edwin Drood. In 1874, Fildes later reworked Houseless and Hungry as an oil painting re-titled Applicants for Admission to a Casual Ward.


Another successful Graphic artist was Hubert von Herkomer whose credits included Christmas in a Workhouse in 1876 and Old Age – A Study at the Westminster Union in 1877. The latter formed the basis of von Herkomer’s much admired 1878 oil painting Eventide. In the same year, James Charles West unveiled Our Poor: A Bible Reading, Chelsea Workhouse, an oil painting whose colourful sunlit scene of inmates contentedly reading and drinking tea made a striking contrast with the more usual murky depictions of workhouse interiors.


In 1901, maintaining its reputation for social realism, The Graphic published Clement Flower’s illustration Sunday Music for the Indigent Poor which depicted the dining hall of the City Road workhouse where the National Sunday League were putting on a concert for the inmates.


ASSOCIATION FOR BEFRIENDING BOYS


(See: Aftercare)


ASSOCIATION OF METROPOLITAN WORKHOUSE MEDICAL OFFICERS


(See: Medical Officers’ Associations)



ASSOCIATION OF POOR LAW UNIONS


Although many union guardians had been meeting at district and national conferences since the early 1870s, the formation of a body to represent their views did not take place until 1898. In that year, the national Association of Poor Law Unions was formally inaugurated, following the passing of the Poor Law Unions Association (Expenses) Act which allowed the costs of membership, within prescribed limits, to be charged to the poor rates. The Association became a lobbying group to represent the views of Boards of Guardians on all matters relating to the poor relief system.


(See also: Poor Law Conferences)


AUBIN’S SCHOOL


In 1825, Frederick Aubin became the proprietor of a privately run school on Westow Hill in Norwood, South London. The school, which had been founded in around 1819, housed and educated young pauper children sent from London parishes, under the terms of Hanway’s Act of 1766.


An 1836 report noted that the average number of residents at the school was around 650, of which many were pale and weakly. Although the food provided was adequate (breakfasts and suppers of bread and butter with warm milk; dinners of roast or boiled beef or mutton with potatoes three times a week, pease-soup twice a week, suet or rice puddings once a week, bread and cheese once a week, and table-beer five times a week), the school was overcrowded and badly ventilated.42 Two years later, it had expanded to house around 1,100 children aged under fifteen.


A particular interest in the school was taken by James Phillips Kay (later better known as Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth), Assistant Poor Law Commissioner and secretary to the Committee of Council on Education. Kay was a vocal campaigner for improvements in the provision of education and industrial training of pauper children. Kay held up Aubin’s school as an example of what could be achieved in such an establishment, given the right direction. When Kay had first visited the school he noted that the children were ‘chiefly orphans, deserted, illegitimate, or the offspring of persons undergoing punishment of crime, they are, in fact, children of the dregs of the pauper population of London, and have consequently been, for the most part, reared in scenes of misery, vice, and villainy.’43 As to the school itself, Kay found little to commend it – the buildings were of a ‘very defective character’, the teaching was carried out using an approach known as the method of ‘mutual instruction’ otherwise known as the monitorial system, and the industrial training was limited to the sorting of bristles, and the making of hooks and eyes, with the girls also employed in making the beds and cleaning the rooms.


With Kay’s encouragement, a number of changes were introduced at the school, including the employment of a chaplain and the introduction of the ‘simultaneous’ and ‘synthetical’ methods of teaching, with children under the constant attention of either a teacher or a candidate teacher. Children received alternate days of classroom education and industrial training which included tailoring, shoemaking, carpentry, blacksmithing, farm work and nautical instruction using a mast erected in the exercise ground. Singing and gymnastics were also instituted. The girls were employed in the household duties – scouring the floors, making the beds, cooking, waiting upon the teachers, washing, ironing, mangling, knitting and sewing. They were also employed in dairy work on the school’s farm.


Despite Kay’s favourable impression of the improvements at Mr Aubin’s school, he still retained fundamental objections to the use of private contractors and continued to support the use of publicly run District Schools. Aubin’s school continued in operation until 1849 when it was taken over by the newly formed Central London School District. Aubin was kept on as the school’s superintendent, with his wife as matron, until his sudden death in November 1860.


(See also: District and Separate Schools, Hanway’s Act, Drouet’s School)



AUXILIARY HOME


An establishment. linked to a Certified Industrial School, for dealing with particularly difficult inmates or acting as a half-way house for those about to leave and enter employment.


From the 1920s, the term was also used in the Irish Free State for an institution, sometimes located in former workhouse premises, used to accommodate unmarried mothers and infants.


(See also: County Home; Industrial Schools – Certified; Ireland)


BABY FARMS


(See: Hanway’s Act)


BADGING THE POOR


The Poor Act of 1697 required that anyone receiving poor relief should wear a badge on their right shoulder. The badge, in red or blue cloth, was to consist of the letter ‘P’ together with the initial letter of the parish, for example ‘AP’ for Ampthill parish. The practice of badging was not new, however, and dated back to at least the previous century. In earlier times, its use might simply have been to identify paupers as being registered with the parish so that householders might be more amenable to giving them alms. By 1697, though, the wearing of such badges had acquired a stigma with its use acting as a deterrent against the claiming of parish relief. The use of badging was abolished in 1810.


(See also: Uniforms, Hindle (2004))


BANDS


Many of the larger poor law children’s establishments – especially district and separate schools, cottage homes sites, and training ships – ran a military-style boys’ band. As well as teaching the boys musicianship, learning to play an instrument could lead to a future career in the forces as a military or naval bandsman. The bands often performed at fêtes or other local events with any income being used to buy new instruments or uniforms. In 1897, the band at Hackney’s school at Brentwood had thirty-four boys in its 1st band and twenty-eight in the 2nd, with sixteen outside engagements carried out during the year.44


A rare example of a band being run at a workhouse occurred at Beaminster in Dorset where, between 1868 and his death in 1872, Thomas Beale held the post of schoolmaster. During this time he taught the boys to play the fife, and established the Union Fife and Drum Band which became popular with the townspeople. Occasionally, the workhouse children would process – in their workhouse uniforms – into Beaminster led by the band.45


BAPTISM


The baptism of infants residing in the workhouse, including those born there, was most commonly carried out at the church of the parish in which the workhouse stood. Baptisms in the workhouse were permitted ‘only under circumstances which would justify the administrative of baptism in a private house’ such as serious illness.46 Where a chapel was erected at a workhouse, baptisms could be performed there subject to such a provision being included in the appointed clergyman’s licence from the bishop of the diocese.


(See also: Religion)
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The boys’ band, resplendent in their uniforms, at the Kensington & Chelsea District School for pauper children (later known as Beechholme) at Banstead in Surrey. The school’s name can be seen on the bass drum.


BASTARDY


(See: Illegitimacy)


BASTILLE / BASTILE


One of the slang names for the workhouse, deriving from the penal institution of that name in Paris, perhaps reflecting the fortress-like nature of some early workhouse designs. G.R. Wythen Baxter’s book The Book of the Bastiles was an early polemic against the post-1834 workhouse system.


(See also: Book of Bastiles; Grubber; Spike)


BATHS


(See: Washing and Bathing; Turkish Baths)


BEDS


In early workhouses, inmates sometimes took in their own bedding. In 1724, this was common practice at St Alban’s workhouse47 and a requirement at Hitchin.48 It was, however, more usual for the workhouse management to furnish the sleeping accommodation.


Eden’s survey in the 1790s found considerable variation in the beds that were provided. Bedsteads could be made from iron, as found at Preston workhouse, or have wooden bottoms as at Sunderland. The mattress and pillow could be stuffed with a variety of materials such as straw as at Norwich, chaff (grain husks and/or chopped straw) as at Ecclesfield in Yorkshire, or flock (tufts of wool) as used at Leeds and also at Leicester where the beds were said to be ‘much infested with bugs’. A rather more comfortable time was had by the inmates of the workhouses at St Alkmund in Derby, Spilsby in Lincolnshire, and at Windsor where feather beds were provided. Bedding, such as that found at Chesterfield and Ecclesfield, could include a pair of sheets, a blanket and a rug or coverlet. Bed sheets were typically changed every three weeks.


An auction catalogue for the contents of the Oxford Incorporation workhouse catalogue in 1859 offered items from the former Old Ladies’ Bedroom: five 3ft, three 4ft and one 2ft iron bedsteads, with each provided with a flock bed and bolster, a pair of blankets, a pair of linen sheets, and a rug. Items from the master’s bedroom included a painted bedstead, flock mattress, feather bed, bolster and pillow, three blankets, two sheets and a coverlid.


The condition of workhouse beds sometimes left a lot to be desired. In 1865, The Lancet reported that beds at St Martin in the Fields were ‘lumpy and comfortless’ while at St Giles & St George, Bloomsbury:


The iron bedsteads, as a rule, were short of six feet, and were not more than two feet five inches in width. In many cases the sacking was in rags, loose, and dirty, the beds of flock, with dirty ticks, in some cases extremely dirty, and the flock escaping on the sacking the blankets and sheets also were dirty and ragged. The sheets we were told were changed when required, and always once a fortnight – statements we could hardly credit when looking at the articles themselves.49


For the inmates of Irish workhouses, the standard provision was either a straw-filled mattress on a wooden sleeping platform, or – for the elderly, sick and infirm – there was the uncomfortable and narrow ‘harrow’ bed which comprised:


Five parallel wooden bars supported at the foot on an iron crossbar and two iron legs, and at the head it rests on a continuous rail fixed on iron uprights about 6 inches from the wall, or, failing the rail, its place is taken by two legs; there is no bed head, the tick and pillows resting against the wall, and there are no sides. The bed is 2 feet 3 inches wide, stands about a foot from the ground, and on this is placed the straw tick.50


The worst sleeping arrangements, though, were undoubtedly those provided for tramps and other travellers accommodated overnight in the workhouse casual ward. In 1857, a party which included the Lord Mayor of London visited the West London Union’s casual wards which for the men consisted of the floor of a twelve-stall stable while the women were found in an adjoining cattle-shed, huddled together on a rug on the bare ground, almost perished with cold, and without either fire or food.51 In association wards, which were the norm for casuals up until the 1880s, beds could consist of a hammock-like canvas bed, a plank-bed with one end leant against a wall, a box or ‘trough’ bed containing a straw-filled canvas tick, a straw-filled pallet on the floor, or even just bare floorboards, with a rug for cover. The beds provided under the cellular system usually comprised a metal-framed bedstead with a wire mattress, for which two or three blankets were provided. Some workhouses offered the luxury of sheets, although these often concealed the very dirty state of other bedding. The sleeping quarters in casual wards were notorious for harbouring lice, fleas, or bugs which would make their appearance during the night. Gradually, things did improve, at least at some establishments. At the Wandsworth and Clapham workhouse in 1896, a visitor recorded that:


The beds are as comfortable as one could wish to have. The bedding for old people those over 60 consists of a cocoanut fibre mattress, a flock bed, two sheets, two top blankets, one under blanket and counterpane, pillows and bolsters. Inmates under 60 years of age have the same bedding with the exception that the flock bed is missing.52
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A cramped dormitory in the Coventry Union workhouse, which incorporated parts of the city’s old Whitefriars monastery. Note the chamber-pot under each bed. (Picture by kind permission of Coventry History Centre.)


For much of the workhouse’s history, for reasons of space or economy, bed-sharing was common amongst inmates. Although this was particularly the case with children, it could also apply to adults. At the Wisbech workhouse in 1724, children slept three to a bed while the elderly were two to a bed.53 At Sevenoaks in 1841, sixty-two boys and two men occupied seventeen beds, fifteen of which were 6ft long by 4ft 6in wide, in each of which four boys slept; in the two others, which were about half the size, a man and a boy slept. There was a space of about 13in between each bed.54 In 1844, a boys’ dormitory at Southampton workhouse contained eleven double beds and one single bed in a space of 34ft by 14ft 6in. Two of the double beds had four occupants each, eight beds had three, and one had two, with the single bed used by one – thirty-five sleepers in all. In the same institution’s venereal ward, double beds were shared by two patients exposing each ‘by continued juxtaposition under the same covering, to the offensive and purulent discharges which are generated by the various forms of the complaint.’55 The bed-sharing record, though, was probably held by Huddersfield workhouse where in 1848, up to ten children shared a bed.56


Another striking instance of bed-sharing was reported at Preston workhouse in 1866 by the inspector, Mr R.B. Cane:


Many of the infirm people, men as well as women, are sleeping together two in a bed. The sick have not all of them a separate bed to lie upon. In the ‘venereal ward’ the patients affected with syphilis are sleeping together two in a bed. Two women, owing to a want of room, have lately been placed together in the same bed in the lying-in ward, both having just been confined.


Four patients, two men and two boys, were lately sleeping together in the same bed in the ‘itch ward.’ Six men occupied two beds in this ward to-day, three in each bed. The man lying in the middle of the bed had his feet to the top of the bed, and his head came out at the bottom of it. The feet of the other two men were placed so as to be close to the head of the man who was lying between them.


Bed-sharing by adult male inmates, in operation at a number of workhouses in Lancashire until the 1860s, was deprecated by Cane as ‘a most objectionable and indecent custom.’57 Following his criticisms the practice appears to have been discontinued.


(See also: Casual Ward)


BEER


(See: Alcohol)



BENTHAM, JEREMY


Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) was a legal reformer and utilitarian philosopher. He believed that people’s behaviour was determined by the basic principle of seeking pleasure and avoiding pain, and that the value or utility of every action should be judged according to whether it tended to increase or reduce the happiness of the community as a whole.


Originally an advocate of a free-market approach in matters such as wages and interest rates, Bentham came to accept that there were certain areas where state intervention and central control were required, one of these being relief of the poor. His principle of greatest happiness demanded that everyone should be secure against starvation and the fear of it. However, this could only be achieved by instituting incentives to work and penalties for not working. Making it more attractive to work than to not work was the basis of the influential principle of ‘less eligibility’ which Bentham is usually credited with originating:


If the condition of persons maintained without property by the labour of others were rendered more eligible, than that of persons maintained by their own labour then… individuals destitute of property would be continually withdrawing themselves from the class of persons maintained by their own labour, to the class of persons maintained by the labour of others.58


In 1796, Bentham published a grandiose scheme for ‘Pauper Management’. This early example of privatisation proposed the formation of a National Charity Company that would construct a chain of 250 enormous workhouses, financed by a large number of small investors. Each workhouse would hold around 2,000 inmates who would be put to profitable work and fed on a spartan diet. Bentham’s proposed workhouse design was based on the ‘panopticon’ principle where supervision of a polygonal building was carried out from a vantage point placed at its centre. The scheme was never implemented, however.


In his unfinished Constitutional Code, written during the 1820s, Bentham proposed a far-reaching centralised government based on thirteen powerful central ministries (Health, Education, Trade, Finance, Army, Navy etc.) including one for Indigence Relief.


Bentham’s ideas undoubtedly influenced the conclusions reached by the 1832 Royal Commission on the Poor Laws. Several of the Commission’s members were Benthamites, including the two largely responsible for its final report, Nassau Senior and Edwin Chadwick, the latter having worked for Bentham on the Constitutional Code. Another contributor, Walter Coulson, had also previously been Bentham’s amanuensis. However, the administrative system that emerged from the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, with significant powers devolved to local Boards of Guardians, is not necessarily one that Bentham would have advocated.


(See also: Architecture; Chadwick, Edwin; Royal Commission – 1832)
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Part of Jeremy Bentham’s scheme for a workhouse to hold 2,000 paupers. The five-storey circular building was to have a central observation point based on the ‘panopticon’ principle. Although used in the design of prisons such as Millbank, the panopticon layout as such was never adopted in workhouse buildings.



BILL OF FARE


(See: Dietary)


BIOGRAPHY


First-hand descriptions of workhouse experiences have been recorded in a variety of forms. Where the persons concerned have later achieved great success in some field, published biographies or autobiographies may include their accounts of workhouse life. The memories of less exalted individuals may be documented in local studies of individual workhouses, in the material collected by those researching their own family histories, or in evidence given to official bodies such as courts or parliamentary inquiries.


Perhaps the best-known workhouse resident was future film star Charlie Chaplin who in June 1896, at the age of seven, spent a few weeks in the Lambeth workhouse. He was then transferred to the ‘Cuckoo Schools’ at Hanwell where he stayed until January 1898. In his autobiography59 Chaplin recounts the regular Friday morning punishment sessions in the gymnasium where all the boys lined up on three sides of a square. For minor offences, a boy was laid face down across a long desk, feet strapped, while his shirt was pulled out over his head. Captain Hindrum, a retired Navy man, then gave him from three to six hefty strokes with a 4ft cane. Recipients would cry appallingly or even faint and afterwards have to be carried away to recover. For more serious offences, a birch was used – after three strokes, a boy needed to be taken to the surgery for treatment.


Routine corporal punishment was also recalled by minister, mill owner and writer Charles Shaw whose book When I was a Child was published in 1903 under the pen name of ‘An Old Potter’. In 1842, when Shaw was ten, his family spent some time in the Wolstanton and Burslem workhouse at Chell in Staffordshire. Shaw’s account of the flogging of a boy who had run away was used by Arnold Bennet as the basis of a similar event in his novel Clayhanger.


Even more brutal events were chronicled by journalist Henry Morton Stanley, best known for tracking down missing explorer Dr David Livingstone. As a five-year-old orphan, Stanley – real name John Rowlands – entered the St Asaph workhouse in North Wales in 1847. Stanley’s autobiography60 recounts that the scourge of the workhouse was a one-handed schoolmaster called James Francis whose cruelty knew no bounds. Francis appeared to have been implicated in the death of a classmate of Stanley called Willie Roberts. On hearing of Willie’s death, Stanley and several other boys sneaked into the workhouse mortuary and discovered his body covered in scores of weals. After a violent showdown with Francis in 1856, Stanley absconded over the workhouse wall and subsequently ran away to sea.


Politician Will Crooks had the rare distinction of being both a child inmate of the Poplar workhouse in London’s East End then, in later life, becoming chairman of the Board of Guardians that ran the same establishment. Crooks’ biography recorded his first return visit to the workhouse after becoming a guardian:


We found the condition of things in the House almost revolting. The place was dirty. The stores were empty. The inmates had not sufficient clothes, and many were without boots to their feet. The food was so bad that the wash-tubs overflowed with what the poor people could not eat. It was almost heart-breaking to go round the place and hear the complaints and see the tears of the aged men and women.


‘Poverty’s no crime, but here it’s treated like crime,’ they used to say. Many of them defied the regulations on purpose to be charged before a magistrate, declaring that prison was better than the workhouse.61


There are a number of published accounts of life in poor law institutions by anonymous individuals. Indoor Paupers, which appeared in 1885 under the pen-name ‘One of Them’, purported to be a first-hand account by the inmate of an unnamed London workhouse. In contrast to the usual image of workhouse inmates being wholly oppressed and submissive, it described the various ways that inmates could subvert the regulations and exploit the system to their own advantage:


There is malingering – a habit once only too well known in the British army. It consisted in self-mutilation by a skulker in order to secure an easy life in hospital, or, if need were, discharge. There are plenty of ex-malingerers in the workhouse; and these fellows never fail to instruct the youths round them in the secrets of their craft, and concerning the times and circumstances when they may be used with striking effects. They are used, too, and the results brought forward, first in the workhouse and then in the prison, to procure immunity from the more trying tasks and the more severe punishments.


In 1874, a Local Government Board report on the education of pauper children in the Metropolitan District included an account by ‘W.H.R.’ which was introduced as ‘the autobiography of a pauper boy, showing his ascent from the condition of a street Arab to competence and respectability.’ The author, whom research reveals to be William Hew Ross, provides a graphic account of life in the 1850s and 1860s at an unnamed union workhouse (clearly identifiable as Greenwich) and at the South Metropolitan District School at Sutton. At the workhouse, a black market operated in food:


Every boy who was fortunate enough to have a halfpenny or a penny would directly after breakfast hang about the stairs leading to the bed-rooms to catch the old women who used to make the beds, and ask if they had an allowance of bread for sale. Many is the allowance (6 oz. bread) I have seen boys buy of the old women, and have also bought many myself. Boys also got into the habit of buying and selling their own rations. Thus, if Bob Jones coveted Joe Smith’s top, he would offer Joe half his supper far it, At. the same time, perhaps, Bob had a mother in the house, who was certain to send by one of the bedroom women an allowance of bread for her boy Bob in the morning.62


At the age of four, William Golding entered the Stockbridge workhouse in Hampshire where his most vivid memory was the smell of carbolic soap and stale bread. He was later placed in the Southampton Union’s children’s homes where he spent the following ten years:


We never had any names, we were all numbers. In the first house I was number 2, in the cottage home I was number 8, in the big house I was number 64. There was this particular boy, his name was Campbell. No-one knew his first name, no-one knew his parents. But he died at the age of eleven… I remember going to his funeral. There was only about two of use went. I remember going along the short distance from the infirmary to the graveyard. He was wheeled along on a basket-type bier, He was just buried in a pauper’s grave – in an unmarked grave, and that was it.63


Personal recollections do not come just from the inmates of workhouses. The memoirs of workhouse medical officer Joseph Rogers, workhouse reformer Louisa Twining, workhouse chaplain Dennis Cousins, and Local Government Board Inspector Herbert Preston-Thomas all help to throw light on the institution. Preston-Thomas makes a revealing observation about the use of out relief in his area – Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex – at the end of the nineteenth century:


In most Unions where pauperism was large I found that out relief was dispensed with the utmost freedom. Everybody seemed to have a keen sense of the disgrace of entering the workhouse, but none at all of receiving out relief. The former was regarded as an open shame, the latter as a pecuniary arrangement not publicly known; and some Boards of Guardians favoured this view by not allowing the names of paupers to be published.64


Finally, a reminder that when it came to spirituality, it was not only the workhouse inmates who could learn from the chaplain. A former vicar of Bicester recalled:


During my vicariate at Bicester I was also Chaplain to the Bicester Union House, and there I learned much from the spiritual experience of good and simple Christians who had drifted within its walls. I remember one particularly who had been a shepherd at Charlton-on-Otmoor. I simply sat at his feet to learn the Bible from him; he was literally soaked in it. I remember one day his telling me that he knew the Bible was true because he had tried himself the experiment of going before his sheep and calling them. What a simple and helpful way of establishing in one’s faith the truthfulness of the Bible!


Another man there came to me asking me to prepare him for Confirmation. ‘But,’ I said, ‘you have often been at the Holy Communion: haven’t you been confirmed?’ He said, ‘yes,’ but he was a boy when he was confirmed and he did not think seriously about it and now he thought he would like to try it again!65


A number of other personal recollections can be viewed, and in some cases heard, at the website www.workhouses.org.uk.


(See also: Crooks, Will; Poetry; Rogers, Joseph; Twining, Louisa)


BOARD OF GUARDIANS


(See: Guardians; Jewish Board of Guardians)


BOARD SCHOOL


Board Schools, which first appeared in 1872, were introduced by the 1870 Elementary Education Act. The schools were non-denominational and operated through a system which eventually included 2,500 School Boards, elected by local ratepayers. The Boards were innovative in that women were allowed to vote and stand for election. Boards had the power to levy a rate for setting up and running schools where existing voluntary provision was inadequate. In the latter part of the nineteenth century, many unions sent their workhouse children out to local Board Schools.


(See also: Children; National Schools and British Schools; Workhouse Schools)


BOARD OF GUARDIANS (DEFAULT) ACT


This Act,66 which became law on 15 July 1926 in the wake of the General Strike, allowed the Minister of Health to suspend or ‘supersede’ any Board of Guardians that was deemed to have ceased (or was acting in a way that would make it unable) to discharge its functions. The union would then be administered by paid officials appointed by the Minister. The Act was immediately enforced in the West Ham Union which had become bankrupt, largely as a result of what were viewed by the government as excessive and improper out relief payments. Similar actions followed, both in distressed mining areas, at Chester-le-Street in Durham in August 1926, and at Bedwellty in Glamorganshire in February 1927.


(See also: Guardians; Out relief)



BOARD OF SUPERVISION


The central body overseeing the administration of poor relief in Scotland from 1845 until 1894.


(See also: Scotland)


BOARDING OUT


Boarding out was the placing of parentless children with other families – what we now refer to as fostering. The practice was adopted by a few Poor Law Unions as early as the 1850s but it came into more general use in the 1870s. Children boarded out from workhouses had to be either orphaned or deserted, and aged between two and ten years old. The system was closely regulated and locally supervised by a union Boarding Out Committee. Foster parents, who were originally paid up to 4s per week, agreed to ‘bring up the child as one of their own children, and provide it with proper food, lodging, and washing, and endeavour to train it in habits of truthfulness, obedience, personal cleanliness, and industry, as well as suitable domestic and outdoor work.’67 From 1889, children could be boarded out beyond a union’s boundaries – possibly some considerable distance away. By the end of the nineteenth century, around half the unions in England and Wales were using boarding out. Although occasional cases of ill-treatment or abuse emerged, these were far outweighed by stories of children filled with dread at the possibility of being taken away from their foster homes.


A different type of boarding out was sometimes adopted by unions which, for various reasons, could not provide all the workhouse accommodation required to house their indoor poor. This might be due to a temporary surge in numbers, for example during a period of high unemployment, or if a new workhouse was not yet ready for occupation, or because of building works at an existing workhouse site. In such situations, a union could pay for inmates to be accommodated in the workhouse of another union that was willing to offer spare places. Such arrangements were usually made between neighbouring unions but were sometimes more widely separated. For several years after its formation in 1896, the Willesden Union in Middlesex boarded out its paupers at the Risbridge Union workhouse in Suffolk and then at the Winslow Union workhouse in Buckinghamshire. After the First World War, a number of small rural workhouses closed and their former residents were boarded out elsewhere, as happened when the Bedale Union placed its inmates in the Beverley Union workhouse.


(See also: Children; Cottage Homes; Scattered Homes; Small Homes)


BONE CRUSHING / BONE POUNDING


A labour task given to able-bodied male inmates which involved the pounding of old bones – usually by means of a heavy ramrod – into dust for use as fertiliser. In the 1845, there was a major scandal when it was discovered that malnourished inmates at Andover workhouse had been fighting over scraps of rotting meat left on some bones they were supposed to be crushing. The task was abolished soon afterwards.


(See also: Oakum Picking; Stone Breaking; Scandals; Work)


BOOK OF BASTILES


In 1841, G.R. Wythen Baxter published The Book of the Bastiles – a compilation of newspaper reports, court proceedings, correspondence and other material that graphically illustrated some of the alleged horror stories relating to the New Poor Law. A typical item is given below:


An inquiry has taken place this week at Rochester, before the county magistrates, into several charges preferred against James Miles, the master of the Hoo Union-House, for cruelly beating several young pauper-children of both sexes. Elizabeth Danes stated that she was 13 years of age, and that the defendant, James Miles, had punished her three times while she was in the Union-House. The offence she had committed was leaving a little dirt in the corner of a room, and the defendant made her lie upon a table, and took her clothes off, and beat her with a birch-broom until blood came.68


(See also: Opposition to the New Poor Law)


BOY SCOUTS


The inception of the Boy Scouts movement in 1907 generated interest from boys in every walk of life. This included those in workhouses and their associated children’s homes who, with the agreement of the Board of Guardians, might be able to join a local group. At the end of 1910, the Christchurch Union’s cottage homes even formed their own troop – the 2nd Christchurch (Fairmile) – with the guardians making a grant of a penny per week to each boy joining. The Board also agreed to spend between 2 and 3s on each boy to buy his uniform and equipment.69 When the Burton Latimer Boy Scouts troop started in about 1921, several boys from the Kettering Union’s nearby cottage homes joined, with the guardians buying their uniforms. The following summer, four of the boys went to camp with the troop, the cost being raised by subscription from the guardians themselves not from union funds.70


A Scout troop, Cub pack and Girl Guide company were established at Queen Mary’s Hospital in Margate, run by the Metropolitan Asylums Board for the treatment of children suffering from tuberculosis. Similar provision was also made at the Board’s training colony at Darenth.


(See also: Metropolitan Asylums Board)


[image: image]


A troop of Boy Scouts from the Christchurch Union’s cottage homes at their campsite.


[image: image]


A card advertising the holding of the Belper workhouse’s annual sale of work produced by inmates under the Brabazon scheme.


BRABAZON SCHEME


The Brabazon Scheme was initiated in 1880 by Lady Brabazon who later became the Countess of Meath. It was intended to provide interesting and useful occupation such as knitting, embroidery or lace-making for non-able-bodied workhouse inmates who spent long hours confined to bed or in day-rooms. Training in the various crafts was provided by outside volunteers and the costs were initially borne by Lady Brabazon. The idea was slow to take off, with Kensington being the first to adopt it in 1883. However, it gradually spread, particularly when it was found that the goods produced were saleable which could make the scheme self-financing. By 1897, there were over 100 branches.


BRIDEWELL


(See: House of Correction)


BRITISH SCHOOLS


(See: National and British Schools)


BROADSIDE BALLADS


Sold in the streets for a penny or halfpenny between the sixteenth and early twentieth centuries, broadside ballads were popular songs of the day, often anonymous, and performed in taverns, homes or fairs. The words of the ballads, usually sung to a well-known tune, often commented on topical events including workhouse scandals or tragedies. Typical was The Women Flogger’s Lament of Marylebone Workhouse published in 1856 after Richard Ryan, master of the St Marylebone workhouse, and two porters had been dismissed for beating young female inmates. Sung to the tune of ‘Oh, Dear What Can the Matter Be’, it begins:


Oh dear here’s a shocking disaster,


My name it is Ryon (sic) a poor workhouse master,


I have now got discharged and my sentence is passed,. sirs.


Because I went flogging the girls.


The two flogging porters and me are crushed down. sirs,


One porter is green and the other is brown, sirs,


We would not have it happened for five hundred pounds, sirs,


Flogging the dear little girls.


Chorus


Oh where shall we wander, or where shall we roam, sirs,


As we walk through the streets folks won’t let us alone, sirs,


Kicked out of the workhouse in Marylebone, sirs,


For flogging the sweet little girls.


Other titles relating to the workhouse or poor laws included: The Poor Law Bastile; The Workhouse Door; Lines on the Death of a Most Cruel, Hard-hearted Overseer of the Poor; Joe Bradley, the Runaway Workhouse Boy; and A Night’s Repose in Lambeth Workhouse – inspired by James Greenwood’s exposé of conditions in the Lambeth Casual Ward.


The Workhouse Boy, a parody of the popular song The Mistletoe Bough, was the macabre tale of a young workhouse inmate ‘going to pot’, which appeared in about 1836. The ballad is referred to in Dickens’ Bleak House where shrill youthful voices taunt the Beadle with having boiled a boy and then chorus fragments of a popular song ‘importing that the boy was made into soup for the workhouse’.


The Workhouse Boy


The towels were spread in the workhouse hall,


Our caps were hung up on the whitey brown wall;


We’d hoshuns of soup, and nothing to pay,


For keeping our Christmas holiday.


We’d a baron of beef, and pudden beside,


A beautiful one – it was Missus’s pride


We feasted our eyes with the pudden and beef,


But as for our bellies, ‘twas all make belief,


For the poor workhouse boy! Oh, the poor workhouse boy.


[image: image]


Rather more music hall than street ballad, Standing at the Workhouse Gate told the tear-jerking story of a widow and her children poised to ring the workhouse bell. At the last moment, however, ‘the courage of her noble heart’ gave her the resolve to try and survive outside.


‘I’m tired,’ cried one, ‘of the soup I’m sick,


But stop here a minute – I’ll play ‘em a trick.


Bill Lovell,’ says he, ‘will you come and go,


Where the pudden is hid, I thinks I know.’


Away he ran and his pal began


The wash-house to search and the larder to scan.


And Bill Lovell cried, ‘Now where do you hide?


I can’t find the pudden nor you beside.’


Oh the poor workhouse boy! Oh, the poor workhouse boy.


He sought him next night, and he sought him next day,


He sought him in vain when a week passed way.


On the pantiles, the cellars, the coal-hole (‘Why Not?’)


Bill Lovell sought wildly but found him not.


A month flew by and his grief at last


Was just like a story of woe long past.


But Bill he still wept o’er his lonesome lot,


For his pal he felt certain had gone to pot.


Oh the poor workhouse boy! Oh, the poor workhouse boy.


The soup copper was cleaned out once a year,


The mops and the birch brooms were all brought near.


They put out the fire, they looked all around,


And what do you think in the copper was found?


A little boy’s coat and a small-tooth comb


Showed very well that was a poor boy’s tomb.


He’d lost his way and like poor Lovell too,


Had been for a month in a terrible stew.


Oh the poor workhouse boy! Oh, the poor workhouse boy.


(See also: Entertainment; Poetry; Social Explorers; Hepburn (2000); Symonds (2006))


BULLER MEMORANDUM


In August 1848, Poor Law Board president Charles Buller issued a set of recommendations relating to the treatment of the casual poor.71 The so-called Buller memorandum was a response to the sharp increase in the numbers using casual wards that had taken place during the 1840s due to factors such as slumps in trade and the effects of the Irish famine. Buller urged unions to discriminate between the honest unemployed ‘temporarily and unavoidably in distress’ who were in search of work, and the ‘habitual tramp or vagrant who simulates destitution’. It was suggested that the former category be issued with a certificate through which they might receive preferential admission or treatment at the workhouses along a particular route, while the latter might even be refused admission completely unless in immediate danger of starvation. In making this distinction, Buller suggested that local police officers be appointed as assistant relieving officers and take on the job of issuing casual ward admission tickets. In an overenthusiastic response to these proposals, some unions even went so far as to close their casual wards. The number of casuals relieved in England and Wales on 1 July 1849 was 5,662 – a drop of almost 60 per cent on the figure of 13,714 for the same date in 1848, just prior to the issuing of Buller’s proposals.72


(See also: Casual Poor; Casual Ward)



BULLY’S ACRE


Originally a name used for the graveyard adjoining the Royal Hospital in Dublin, where no payment of burial fees was exacted. The term later became more widely used in Ireland as an informal term for a paupers’ or famine graveyard, and is especially associated with workhouse burial grounds.


(See also: Death; Ireland)


BURIAL


(See: Death)


CAPTAIN SWING RIOTS


In the autumn of 1830, agricultural labourers across southern England began a series of protests against low wages, expensive food, and the growing mechanisation of farms. Threatening letters sent to land-owners and farmers were signed ‘Swing’ – the supposed although probably fictitious leader of the protests. Workhouses were also amongst the rioters’ targets. On 22 November, a mob assailed the Selborne parish workhouse, turned out the occupants, burned or smashed the fittings and furniture, and pulled off the roof. The following day, an even larger mob, including the Selborne rioters, did the same to the workhouse at nearby Headley. The ringleaders were later transported to Australia.


(See also: Rebecca Riots)


CASUAL POOR


The ‘casual’, ‘houseless’ or ‘non-settled’ poor (usually known just as ‘casuals’) were those to whom a workhouse offered overnight temporary accommodation. Unlike ordinary workhouse inmates, casuals – typically vagrants, tramps, or those travelling in search of work – did not need to be settled in the union where they were applying for relief.


The poor law system introduced by the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act originally made no provision for transient vagrants, with Boards of Guardians regarding vagrancy as a matter for the police rather than the poor law. However, several instances of tramps dying from exposure or starvation after being turned away from the workhouse door resulted in the Poor Law Commissioners having to compromise. In 1837, a new regulation was introduced which required food and a night’s shelter to be given to any destitute person in case of ‘sudden or urgent necessity’.73 Workhouses gradually began to provide special accommodation for the casual poor – what became known as the casual ward – separate from the rest of the workhouse. From 1842, casuals were required to perform a task of labour before being released after their night’s stay.
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