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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the various ways in which poverty was 
treated in Crewe and Nantwich from the operation of the old 
Poor Law to 1914 when a complex combination of private and pub
lic effort existed in an attempt to ease the plight of the Poor. 
The operation of the old Poor Law is examined to establish who 
received relief and to identify the attitudes of the Overseers. 
The form in which relief was granted is discussed, together 
with an examination of the growing 'crises' in relation to the 
cost of relief. Comparisons are made with Cheshire and England 
and Wales as national fears are compared with the reality of 
local experience.

Charitable endeavour is then examined in the context of 
what groups were targeted for relief and what form relief took. 
The scale of relief is compared to that emanating from the 
Overseers and the problems associated with a lack of finance 
in the face of growing need is examined.

The impact of the new Poor Law on Nantwich Union is assesed 
in the context of developments within the County and Country as 
a whole. The application of the Amendment Act is examined in 
the context of whether or not the Commissioners aim of uniform
ity was achieved and conditions in the workhouse are compared 
with findings in The Lancet. Trends in pauperism are high
lighted and assessed in the light of national policies.

Finally the role of charitable endeavour, self-help, and 
paternalism are examined between 1834-1914 emphasis being placed 
on how fund raising dominated working class leisure pursuits as 
sustained injections of cash were needed. The growing need for 
state intervention is examined together with the attitude of the 

Friendly Societies to this policy which threatened their very 
existence.



i

Introduction.

Many questions suggest themselves about the treatment of 
poverty in Nantwich and Crewe from 1730 to 1914 because 
while various studies and general histories have been written 
on the area, the subject of charitable endeavour, the treat
ment of the poor by the authorities and how societies gener
ated by the working class themselves helped the poor, has 
been neglected. Instead, emphasis has been laid exclusively 
upon the emergence of the railways, with a concentration on 
technical detail rather than on the lives of the people who 
made up these two closely adjoining communities. In the case 
of Nantwich stress is usually placed on the town's role in 
the Civil War rather than on its later history and while 
both towns lie only a few miles apart, representing the two 
largest communities in Nantwich Union, no comparison has been 
made of the treatment of the poor in the two towns.

Previous histories have also tended to concentrate on a 
relatively small span of time. In order to compare the oper
ation of the old Poor Law with the new and to assess whether 
or not the relief system was in crisis before the Amendment 
Act of 1834 was introduced, and to then examine the work of 
the new Poor Law Union, together with charities and friendly 
societies, allowing a more complete overview of the provision 
for the poor, a long time scale has been adopted.

1J. Hall's History of Nantwich, the standard history of 
the town, although now over one hundred years old, contains 
much useful information about the development of Nantwich, 
from Saxon and Norman times to the nineteenth century, 



ii
emphasising the role played by the leading families and the 
church. Hall deals with the main charities operating in the

2 town and their original benefactors and supporters, but does 
not deal in any great depth with the operation of the Poor 
Law in Nantwich, or the causes and extent of poverty in the 
town. Hall's history is solely concerned with Nantwich and 
so no comparisons are drawn between the old market town and 
the new railway town of Crewe which, by 1883, was assuming 
some importance. In E. Garton's Nantwich in the eighteenth

3century the condition of the poor is looked at over a rela
tively short span of time, and again no comparisons are drawn 
with other local areas. Similarly in N. Sedgwick's study of

4Wistaston a small parish on the outskirts of Nantwich, the 
village's history is considered from Domesday to the nine
teenth century. However in the section on the relief of the 
poor analysis stops at approximately 1828, and so the impli
cations of the effects of the introduction of the new Poor 
Law are not considered. Sedgwick concentrates on the role of 
the overseers, frugally providing a wide variety of services, 
apart from just relieving the poor. The overseer's role is 
stressed as being one where he was to prevent the poor from 
becoming a burden on the rates, but again there is no exam
ination of the causes of poverty in the area or comparison in 
terms of the degree of poverty with any other local area.

In D. Sylvester's A History of Cheshire^ Nantwich's role 

as a market town and road centre in the eighteenth century is 

emphasised in a general history of the county from prehistoric 
times to the present day. Crewe's role as a railway town is 
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studied from the point of view of the impact of the railways 
in Cheshire in the nineteenth century, but there is no con
sideration of their social impact or what poverty was present 
in the two towns, or how it was treated. J. H. Hodson^ has 

considered how towns like Nantwich were dominated by several 
families of the landed gentry, and has examined what influence 
they exercised locally. He considers the part played in 
Nantwich by Roger Wilbraham and. his concern with the problem

7of the poor and the establishment of a workhouse. Similarly
g

G. Scard has concentrated on the bond that existed between 
the landlord and tenants, many of whom could often be classed 
as in poverty, emphasising the strong mutual relationship 
that often existed between them. He quotes the example of 
Lord Cholmondeley, who regularly contributed to certain 
Nantwich charities like the Nantwich Clothing Club and the

9Nantwich National School. Undeniably the charitable support 
offered by the rich formed one aspect of the provision pro
vided locally for the poor. However, in order to gain an 
overall indication of the magnitude of the problems being 
faced and to gauge how the local community sought to help 
relieve them, this form of relief must be seen in the context 
of the other sources of help on offer at the time and not in 
isolation. One also has to question what proportion of the 
gentry were actively involved locally, and to what extent 
their involvement was permanent or fleeting, and consideration 
has to be given to the growing number of wealthier townsfolk 
and businessmen who were assuming positions of authority in 
the area.
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Although Crewe has assumed an ever dominant position 
since the coming of the railways, compared to Nantwich, it 
has not attracted the attention it deserves. W. H. Chaloner's

10The social and economic development of Crewe 1780-1923 
deals not only with the technical details of the railway but 
with the social policy adopted by the railway company.
Passing mention is made to Nantwich in reference to the fact 
that there were often disputes between the two towns regarding 
representation on the Nantwich Board of Guardians, and a 
feeling that Nantwich paupers were being supported at the 
expense of Crewe ratepayers. In time of depression people 
from Crewe received relief from Nantwich workhouse, but the 
underlying links between the two communities needs to be 
emphasised more. Crewe was prosperous but there were times 
of depression, and a bad winter could mean having to apply 
for relief, either in Nantwich workhouse, or to receive out
door relief. The paternalistic policies of the railway com
pany were of great importance in shaping the social structure 
of Crewe, but other individuals, and societies created by the 
people themselves, also have to be considered as they too 
showed an interest in the welfare of the poor.

11R. E. Tigwell also emphasises the role of the railway 
company, and the welfare policy it adopted towards its 
workers in the new railway town. She also draws attention 
to the gradual transference of the initiative for providing 
social amenities from the railway company to the local council 
under pressure from the former. The responsibility for prov
iding for the poor, and of providing the basic necessities 
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for the town, was obviously subject to changing attitudes in 
the early twentieth century, as the legacy of the nineteenth 
century was found to be unsuitable. In order to appreciate 
fully how this affected the lives of the people more research 
is needed into who initially identified the need, accepted 
responsibility for its provision, and conveyed this to the 
people. This in turn leads to more questions relating to how 
and why the need changed over the years, and how people res
ponded to these changes - either with more aid, or a wish to 
terminate what previously had been provided, to set up new 
organisations, or transfer responsibility to others.

No historian has examined fully over a long period of 
time the interrelated growth of poor relief, charities, 
friendly societies, the co-operative movement, the impact of 
paternalism from a large company and the self-help exhibited 
by the people themselves. A fine balance existed within the 
local community between the official public response to 
poverty, private philanthropy, working-class self-help and 
casual relief. This interdependence within the local com
munity, was crucial to those involved in the struggle to 
survive the desperate periods in their lives which might last 
for many years. Such an appreciation of this interdependence 
must underly any study of the provisions made for the poor, 
indicating how the private and state responses to poverty 
developed alongside one another as the need arose. This in 
turn will allow a comparison to be made with trends emerging 
nationally at the time.



vi

To trace the differing needs of a largely rural community 
existing with small market towns and growing urban communities 
is also justified on the grounds that the people of Monks

12Coppenhall, Crewe and Nantwich, have throughout the cent
uries moved freely between the two settlements, aware of, if 
not actually experiencing, the diversity of philanthropic 
endeavour available. By comparing the two communities over 
the last two centuries I would hope to see the development of 
philanthropy not in isolation, but as evolving and responding 
to change as the communities grew, and such a comparison will 
provide opportunity to trace different responses from the poor 
themselves, who no matter how poor always showed a capacity 
to help one another in times of hardship. The problems con
cerning the poor encountered by Nantwich and Crewe differed 
because of their contrasting economic and social conditions, 
and yet their joint experiences reflect the problems encoun
tered in so many urban and rural areas in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. In Nantwich the treatment of the poor 
was based around a combination of individual charitable

13 endeavours and poor relief, and after 1834 became the 
centre of the Poor Law Union for this part of South Cheshire.

When tracing the development of charities in Nantwich I 
hope to gain an insight into their ethos, and that this will 
help to reveal how well private and public efforts worked 
alongside one another, and if there was any attempt at co
ordination between the institutions. For example was there 
any transfer of inmates to the workhouse if the private 
charity felt it had discharged its duty fully. Did private 
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charity, as compared with the Poor Law institutions, see 
itself fulfilling certain needs and operate selective distri
bution of alms, rather than trying to satisfy all the poverty 
that existed in the area?

Nantwich had enjoyed commercial prosperity down the
14centuries. As far back as Roman times, salt production was 

important to the growth of the town, and by Norman times 
Nantwich was the second largest inland producer of salt after 
Droitwich in Worcestershire. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries Nantwich became an important local market town and 
a staging post on the main London to Chester road, prompting 
the question whether there is any evidence of the charitable 
relief of migrants passing through the town, and if vagrants 
from other areas were a problem. A weekly cattle market was 
held in the town, to which many Welshmen came to trade, and a 
tanning and dyeing industry developed from the fourteenth 
century onwards, together with cheese making and other dairy 
products.

Nantwich had two famous 'Hospitals' that can be seen as 
two of the first examples of charitable endeavour in the town. 
St. Nicholas' Hospital, founded by the first Norman Baron of 
Wich-Malbank and situated in Hospital Street, gave hospitality 
to travellers and alms to the needy poor. This religious 
house continued for nearly 500 years, until it was dissolved 
in the reign of Edward VI, when Sir Edmund Wright's Alms- 
houses were built on the same site in the seventeenth century. 
St. Lawrences Hospital first mentioned in 1354, was a hosp
ital for lepers and had three beds for poor sick people.
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Coincidentally it stood on the site of the Almshouses later 
built in Welsh Row. So in the middle ages the western and 
eastern entrances to Nantwich were dominated by two institu
tions catering for the poor and needy.

By the sixteenth century Nantwich was regarded as 
Cheshire's second town because of its strategic position in 
the road network, which encouraged the development of the 
town's commercial basis. Industries and trades developed 
rapidly and contributed towards the town's prosperity, inc
luding shoemaking, bone lace making, glovemaking (which 
employed a great number of poor, many of whom were incapable

17 of following any other employment); hatmaking, frame-work 
knitting, button making, weaving, spinning and related crafts 
such as dyeing, carding, stocking and knitting were also car-

18 ried on. In 1850 shoemaking employed one third of the
19population. The cotton factory established in 1789 was 

worked chiefly with child apprentices of both sexes, from 
workhouses and foundling hospitals in various parts of the 
country^ including Ireland.

In comparison with Nantwich, Crewe is a relatively new 
settlement, the population increasing rapidly only in the 
1840s when the railway workshops moved from Edge Hill, 
Liverpool, to Crewe. In fact the landowners of Nantwich 
contributed to the sudden development of the new town of 
Crewe when, under pressure from the canal owners, they 
refused to sell their land to the railway company. As a 

result the new railway line and engine works were re-routed 
to the north taking advantage of cheap land passing through 
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Monks Coppenhall. In 1841 the contract for the erection of 
the works was signed, and 200 cottages for the workers were 
built - the first evidence of paternalism in the town. It 
was only with the growth of this new industrial colony that 
problems in the community relating to local government and 
social welfare arose on an unprecedented scale, and the 
Board of the Grand Junction Railway endeavoured to solve 
these problems themselves, motivated by a combination of self 
interest and necessity. They confronted the fact that in the 
old rural township of Monks Coppenhall (around which the 
modern Crewe developed) there was no system of local self 
government, or charitable endeavour on a scale large enough 
to deal with the new problems created when between 750-900 
people from all over Liverpool were moved to live closely

21 together in the countryside of South Cheshire.
In the course of this study a comparison will be made 

between the existence of poverty prior to the coming of the 
Grand Junction Railway in Monks Coppenhall, a typical small 
rural community, with its close, but larger, counterpart of 
Nantwich, where individual charitable foundations seemed to 
have flourished, thereafter tracing how the Poor Law operated 
and affected the town of Nantwich and the surrounding area. 
Comparisons in terms of cost and numbers being made with the 
county of Cheshire as a whole and national figures. An exam
ination will be made of how the railway company exercised 
paternalism over their workers in Crewe up to the twentieth 
century, and to show how this paternalism entered into char
itable endeavour. To do this will inevitably lead to an 
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examination of the influence of men like F. W. Webb and his 
successors on the Board of the Grand Junction Railway Company, 
and to show how their paternalistic attitude changed over the 
years, noting how they combined public paternalism with pri
vate charity, posing the question whether Mr. Webb deserves 
the rather maligned reputation he has received over the years.

In the case of Crewe, paternalism operated together with 
pressure exerted from local political parties, the co-operative 
movement, friendly societies, and religious groups, which 
gradually began to take over and contribute towards the wel
fare of the town's citizens, and it will be worthwhile to 
examine how far all these different organisations affected 
the lives of the poor.

In common with other industrial areas in the nineteenth 
century, the people of Crewe and Nantwich seem to have been 
aware of other people's suffering and occasional disasters, 
in spite of their own poverty, suggesting questions as to 
what special charities were set up, albeit for a short period, 
to relieve special needs or crisis.

Self help assumed an important role in both towns, 
through individual private charity aimed at achieving this, 
and as expounded by the Grand Junction Railway Company, which 
constantly encouraged its workers to achieve new standards 
of technical knowledge by attending night school (funded by 
the railway company) at the Mechanics Institute. The part 
played by self help as propounded by charities, the Poor Law, 
and other organisations working with the poor, together with 
that displayed by the workers themselves will be discussed 
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where sources permit, along with the other interrelated 
strands that together formed a network of social welfare in 
the two towns.

The advent of the First World War united both Crewe and 
Nantwich in a vast fund raising endeavour involving all the 
community on a scale never before seen. The war in fact 
achieved what the Poor Law had failed to do during the nine
teenth century, as a vast reduction in those claiming relief 
was evident in both towns, and all the attention became 
focused on the well being of soldiers and their families at 
home and abroad.
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subscribers to the history of Nantwich had been influen
tial in the establishment and support of the charities 
in the town. This presumably explains Hall's concentra
tion on this aspect of the treatment of the poor and lack 
of detail relating to poor relief in general.

3. E. Garton, Nantwich in the eighteenth century
(Chester 1978)
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12. The ecclesiastical parish of Coppenhall from an early 
date had been divided into the civil townships of 
Church Coppenhall and Monks Coppenhall. Church Coppenhall 
lay to the north of Monks Coppenhall and contained the 
parish church of St. Michael's. Monks Coppenhall was 
smaller, had less population and was less fertile than 
Church Coppenhall, but was later to form the centre of 
modern Crewe because of the cheapness of the land. Modern 
Crewe takes it's name from the railway station in Crewe, 
which was from 1837 situated in the old township of Crewe, 
adjacent to Monks Coppenhall. The new railway works were 
built to the West of the station and this meant that the 
new town, called Crewe for convenience, grew up in the 
township of Monks Coppenhall.



13. The villages covered by the Nantwich Union included 
the following:
Acton
Alpraham
Alvaston
Aston-juxta-Mondrum
Audlem
Austerson
Baddiley
Baddington
Barthomley
Basford
Batherton
Beeston
Bickerton
Blakenhal1
Bridgemere
Brindley
Broomhall
Buerton
Bulkeley or Buckley
Bunbury
Burland
Burwardsley
Calveley
Checkley-cum-wrinehi11 
Cholmondeley
Choimondeston
Chorley
Chorlton
Church Coppenhall
Coppenhall Monks
Church Minshall
Cool Pilate
Crewe
Dodcott-cum-WiIkes ley
Doddington
Eaton
Edleston
Egerton
Faddiley
Hankelow

Haslington
Hatherton
Haughton
Henhul1
Hough
Hunsterson
Hurleston
Lea
Leighton
Minshull Church
Minshull Vernon
Monks Coppenhall 
Nantwich
Newhall
Peckforton
Poole
Ridley
Rope
Rushton
Shavington-cum-Gresty
Sound
Spurstow
Stapeley
Stoke
Tarporley
Tilstone Fearnail
Tiverton
Utkinton
Walgherton
Wardle
Warmingham
Weston
Wettenhall
Willaston
Wistaston
Woodcott
WoolStanwood
Worleston
Wrenbury-with-Frith 
Wybunbury

The population of Nantwich -
1700-1710 2463 estimated dwellers
1710-1720 2580
1720-1730 2934
1790-1800 4000
1811 census 1875 male

2124 female
E. Garton op., cit p.4

14.



1801 3463
1811 3999
1821 4661
1831 4886
1841 5489
1851 5579
1861 6225
1871 6673
1881 7495
1891 7412
1901 7722

C.R.O. Abstracts of Census Population Returns 1801-1901
15. G. Ormerod, The History of the County Palatine and City

of Chester
3 vols. (Second edition, London 1882)
3 pp 448-50

16. ibid. p.450
17. Commons Journal XI, pp 766-67
18. C.R.O. DDX 196 fo37r fo57r fo58r
19• Bagshaw's Directory 1850
20. J. Hall, op. cit., p.268

Hall quotes the case of Mrs. Sarah Steel, widow, who died 
on 16th November 1878, aged 98, who informed him that she 
was brought from Cirencester, Gloucester, in the year 
1788, being at that time only 8 years old, to be apprent
iced at Bott's Mill.

21. Census Population figures for Monks Coppenhall and
Church Coppenhall:
Year Church Coppenhall Monks Coppenhall
1801 241 121
1811 266 114
1821 366 146
1831 350 148
1841 544 203
1851 495 4571
1861 822 8159
1871 2094 7810
1881 2879 24285
1891 4165 28761
1901 5563 35930
C.R.O. Abstracts of Census Population Returns 1801-1901



Chapter 1
The operation of the Old Poor Law 

in Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall, and Crewe

The Old Poor Law has variously been defined as a fiexible, 
simple, convenient, effective and caring system, founded on 
the 'face to face' relationships of a close local community. 
No two parishes administered the Poor Law in the same manner 
and each used it to help solve the problems created by their 
own particular economic and social circumstances. However 
J. R. Poynter has argued the curse of such localism was 
confusion, and reform and decay could be 'simultaneous and

1 contiguous'. As G. W. Oxley has pointed out, the task of 

the Old Poor Law was to 'catch', like a safety net, all those 
who were not liable to conviction as vagrants, but for whom

2 charitable resources were inadequate. Consequently the pro
visions supplied by the Old Poor Law must be viewed as only 
part of the support available for relieving the poor, taking 
its place alongside the charities of the area and the self 
help that families and neighbours supplied to each other and 
which in the majority of cases would have been resorted to 
first, such hardships going largely unrecorded.

In Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall, and Crewe, the local 
responses to the problem of poverty exhibited a combination of 
consternation at the increasing poor rate on the one hand, and 
a sensitivity to the plight of the distressed that emphasises 
the adaptability and potential for individual, compassionate 
treatment on the other. An examination of the Poor Law in 

these parishes also emphasises the fact that caused such 
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concern nationally, that because the economic infrastructure 
of the country was undergoing vast changes, the able bodied 
unemployed began to form a proportion of applicants for relief 
through no moral fault of their own. The relief system faced 
the challenge of adapting to the demands of this group and for 
whom the workhouse offered neither a solution for the individ
ual or his family: a problem that ultimately led to the reform 
of the system.

Many questions suggest themselves about the administra
tion of the Old Poor Law: how were different groups of paupers 
treated in terms of the relief they received? Did the Over
seers take a long or short term view of the problems they had 
to deal with, and how was this reflected in the relief that 
they granted? Was the Poor Law flexibly and humanely admin
istered? Was the local system of relief swamped by an over
whelming number of able bodied unemployed adults? What 
proportion of the local population were forced to claim poor 
relief and what did this service cost the ratepayers? What 
reaction did the local gentry make to the prospect of increa
sing poverty and how did the ratepayers respond to rising 
rate bills? Was the Poor Law in crisis in the 1790s, 1813 
and the early 1830s, and were fears expressed nationally 
about the state of the poor evident in this locality?

It is only through local investigation that the answers 
to such questions can be put forward to modify or confirm the 
general statements made about poor relief: a system which 
acquired its very essence from the variety of local circum
stances .
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The gentry's response to growing poverty and the 
establishment of the first workhouse in Nantwich

How did the gentry perceive the problem of poverty in
the town of Nantwich and what was their response to dealing
with the situation? The problem of the poor appears to have 
troubled the gentry to such an extent that in 1631 an agree
ment was made not to let houses out to strangers because:

That by reason our Towne is greatly 
oppressed with inmates and strangers 
continually cominge to reside amongst 
us, without any restraynt, in regard 
whereof our owne poore cannot so wel 
be received as otherwise they might. 
That from henceforward, wee will not 
sett or lett any of our howses or 
cottages to strangers dwellinge out 
of our towne, excepte they shall be 
such as shal be able to secure the 
Towne, by bond to the Church Wardens, 
(as Overseers of the Poor) for the 
tyme beinge, from any charge that 
they or their ffamillies might draw 
uppon ytt.

3
This initial reaction by the gentry centred around raising
awareness in others, but to simply stop renting out houses to 
those who were likely to become paupers was a short term meas
ure that did not help establish the cause of the problem or 
offer a solution. The key role in this respect was left to

4Roger Wilbraham, an important figure in matters relating to
the poor in Nantwich, who was the first to try to establish
the extent of poverty in the town and helped introduce meas
ures in an attempt to alleviate its effect. He echoed earlier 
expressions of concern when, in 1663, he noted that the poor 
increased daily as strangers came into the town. To confirm 
his suspicions he completed a survey of their numbers and 
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found there to be 782 poor people in Nantwich which repre
sented 52% of the population, and in 1665 he described

5Nantwich as being 'overcharged with poore1. This information 
was presented to the Justices of the Peace at the Quarter 
Sessions held at Nantwich on 7th July, 1663. As a result a 
lay mize or lune was charged upon the county for market towns 
and other places that were found to be overcharged with poor. 
£50 Os Od of this was allotted to Nantwich after Wilbraham's 
evidence had been submitted and three more payments of 
£50 Os Od were made with Wilbraham commissioned to apply it 
to orphans, poor child apprentices and other charitable uses. 
This suggests that child poverty was a particular problem in 
the town as 'those younglings ... eate up ye Breade that 
sholde have sustained ye Aged poor' but like many other areas 
in England at that time there were a high number of poor chil
dren and perhaps the problem was exacerbated because Nantwich 
was a market town with a large number of trades operating on 
a fairly prosperous basis and children were brought to the 
town by their families who were seeking work.

Wilbraham also put forward the suggestion that an annual 
assessment be made throughout the parish and that 'one moiety' 
be collected by the Overseers of the Poor soon after they 
entered office, and once at Michaelmas so that the poor could 
receive some relief every month. Wilbraham pointed out that 
this assessment almost doubled the fortnightly collection made 
in the parish church 'and not above halfe a dozen were assessed 
more then [than] what they voluntarily paid before.'?
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Having arranged for better financial provision of the 

poor Roger Wilbraham made an urgent application to the 
Justices of the Peace at the Quarter Sessions in July 1677 to 
obtain an order to build a House of Correction and Workhouse. 
He believed that many of the poor 'through a habit of idleness' 
grew 'insolent' because there was no House of Correction in 
the town, and others were poor simply because there was not 
enough work. A lay was subseguently granted for raising money 
in Cheshire to purchase a building at the end of Beam Street, 
and Roger Wilbraham gave £200 Os Od from the £400 Os Od left 
to the poor by Ralph Wilbraham to help provide work for the 
Workhouse and House of Correction.

After the workhouse had been established, Roger Wilbraham 
drew up another poor list in January 1683 and the number of 
poor in the town was said to have been 'reduced' to 281, a 
reduction of 64% compared with the previous survey made in 
1663. The workhouse established in Nantwich was not a work
house in the nineteenth-century sense but was a place where 
work was provided for the able-bodied poor, who lived in their 
own homes but received relief there. The House of Correction 
was a prison for 'idle vagabonds' or paupers who were able to 
work but refused this when offered.

In the vestry minutes for 1730 the Workhouse Governor was 
instructed to apply to the Overseers for permission before 
obtaining goods and provisions and the accounts for such pur
chases were to be submitted to the vestry meeting for approval 
and payment. The tone of the entry implies that there might 
have been some mismanagement of funds, or that the goods that 
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had been purchased previously for the workhouse were not con
sidered suitable for the poor by some members of the vestry. 
The work of running the workhouse and providing provisions 
for its inmates was a fairly new experience for parish offic
ials, and as was the case in the post 1834 period, some people 
became concerned when items such as beef, veal and mutton were 
purchased in large quantities in case the poor should be over 
protected, and costs were always under scrutiny.

By 1748 this House of Correction and Workhouse had ceased 
to function and in 1767 the buildings were converted into 
seven almshouses by John Crewe of Crewe. So before 1739, when 
a new gaol house existed in Pillory Street, the poor, and the 
people who came before the courts for minor offences, were 
treated similarly together in the Workhouse/House of Correction 
which ceased to be used prior to 1748. The fact that criminals 
and the poor were treated in a similar way gives an indication 
of how people at the time comprehended the problem of poverty. 
Bearing in mind the prevailing opinion the poor must have felt 
that they too had committed a crime when they had to resort to 
the workhouse.

Under an Act of Parliament dated 1723 the first workhouse 
or poorhouse in Nantwich actually to have the poor living as 
well as working there was provided prior to 1748 by using sev
eral houses in Queen Street which were taken over for this 
purpose. Before the opening of this poorhouse the poor had 
received town relief in their own homes, but from then on they 
had to inhabit the building set apart for them. This workhouse 
existed until 1779-1780 when a new poorhouse or workhouse was
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opened in June 1780 on land known as the Barony which had been 
given by the Marquis of Cholmondeley. £450 Os Od was given
from the funds of certain local charities to help with the 
building and thirty-cne local gentlemen and tradesmen became 
shareholders in the venture, emphasising the interest of 
local businessmen in Nantwich in an activity which some hist
orians have argued was traditionally dominated by the local 
gentry. Indeed by 1750 most of the ancient landed families 
had moved from the town to the surrounding countryside. The 
tradesmen began to show an interest in such a venture perhaps 
because they were motivated by social ambition and this was a 
way that they could emulate the role that the local gentry 
had played in local affairs. On the other hand they may well 
have been spurred on by a genuine disquiet at the evident 
increase in the numbers of the poor or as prudent ratepayers 
they wished to keep a careful eye on the rates that were 
levied and supervise how they were spent. So from the initial 
interest shown by the gentry between 1630-1680 in cutting down 
the number of poor in the town and establishing a workhouse, 
there was a discernible shift in activity towards the small 
businessmen and ratepayers, who, by 1780 had assumed positions 
of responsibility on the vestry. It was this group of people, 
rather than the local gentry, who decided matters relating to 
the poor between 1780-1834.

Whatever the combination of motives, the new workhouse 
opened in June 1780 was described .in 1789 as follows:
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...The house is visited weekly by the 
gentlemen of the town in rotation. 
It was clean, and great attention seems 
to be paid to the inhabitants. The 
rooms are too low, and the upper parts 
of the windows too far from the ceil
ings. Five shillings a month is 
allowed for tobacco and snuff, yet the 
use of tea, though purchased with their 
own money, is ordered to be punished by 
confinement in the dungeon. On 
August 1st, 1788 there were 11 men, 
16 women, 10 boys and 7 girls (total 44).

9

The work of the Nantwich Overseers1

The work of the Overseers was obviously of crucial impor
tance to the poor in that they were the means of their survival 
during times of hardship, but as K. D. M. Snell has argued they 
personified the key to social understanding in the eighteenth 
century, which facilitated agreement and mutual respect

10 between the ranks and orders of parish society. Poor Law 
officials cut across the divides of wealth and

...were the means by which the gentry 
and middling classes secured positions 
in parish society which would be pre
carious without the respect received 
by acting according to certain cust
omary expectations favourable to the 
economic interests of the labouring 
poor.

Also P. Dunkley has emphasised that local magistrates saw them
selves as protectors of the poor in their dealings with the 
old Poor Law. By so doing they were protecting their landed 
position, wealth and standing within the community and, so he 
argues, the operation of the old Poor Law can be seen in terms 
of deference and social control. Dunkley emphasises that a 
'claim of connexion' existed between rich and poor and that 
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this 'deference model' was personified in the operation of the
12Poor Law. How were the poor of Nantwich relieved and what 

can be learned about the attitude of the Overseers in terms of 
the way they viewed the problems brought before them? Were 
the Overseers' concerned to just to satisfy immediate need or 
is there evidence of money being 'invested' in longer term 
remedies, for example apprenticeships for the children of the 
poor and medical provisions?

The earliest existing record of the organisation and ad
ministration of the poor in Nantwich is recorded in the vestry

13minute book of 1731. The vestry empowered twelve men for a 
period of twelve months to order levies on the town annually 
for the relief of the unemployed poor, and for the management 
of the workhouse in Beam Street. Secondly, they were empowered 
to provide materials and other necessities so that people who 
were able to work could be directed towards this, and thirdly, 
they generally supervised the expenditure of the Overseers of 
the poor.

At the 1732 vestry meeting, a rate of six pence in the 
pound was levied on the real and personal estates for the 
maintenance of the poor both in the workhouse and in their own

14homes. Overseers of the Poor in Nantwich were appointed by 
two resident Justices of the Peace, and these Overseers, 
together with Churchwardens, had the duty of putting the poor 
and their children to work, placing apprentices in craft work, 
husbandry or housewifery by indentures, males up to the age of 
twentyfour and females up to twentyone, or until marriage. It 

was not obligatory on the Overseers and Churchwardens to pay 
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an employer for taking an apprentice and apprentices could be 
sent to work within another parish within the same county. 
Any parents who refused to let their children be apprenticed, 
or enticed them away, could be committed to the House of 
Correction.

The Overseers attended the poor house at 10 a.m. on the 
first Monday of each month to present their accounts and to 
receive instructions about disbursments. Payments made by the 
Overseers were generally made in arrears, indeed often as much 
as twelve months in arrears for such items as rent and the 
maintenance of a child. Relief was also given to particular 
members of the families to care for crippled children, the 
blind, people confined to their houses, the old and infirm,

15 deranged, and bastard children. The amounts of relief varied 
from six pence (this amount was given to the people who ate at 
the workhouse and were therefore not considered to need much 
relief in cash) to eight shillings in 1757, and it was always 
noted if the recipients had 'bothersome families' to support. 
The army occupied and garrisoned Nantwich continuously between 
1740-1747, the period around the 1745 rebellion when the gover
nment were cautiously preparing for possible uprisings. In 
the Overseers accounts for these years there are cases of 
soldiers wives and children receiving financial help and sev
eral were deported to their home parishes as they were becoming 
a financial burden on the rates.

16 In May and June 1757 there were 159 paupers in Nantwich;
with an estimated population of 3,000, 5.3% of the population 
were apparently in poverty. Payments were made by the
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Overseers on a weekly or monthly basis and these amounted to 
£18 4s 8d for the month of May and £17 11s 8d for June.

The Overseers in Nantwich also accepted money from indiv
iduals on the understanding that this payment would relieve 
them of serving in public office. This gives an indication 
that by 1750 the Overseer*s job was becoming an increasingly 
difficult one in terms of the number of people wanting relief 
and the time and paper work that was involved. For example 
Plant Maddock paid £10 Os Od in November 1748 so that he could 
be excused public office. While all ratepayers were concerned 
with increased rate bills commitment to be involved on a day 
to day basis was another matter.

Filiation orders also appear many times in the vestry 
books when men paid money to the Overseers to assist in the 
upkeep of their illegitimate children. In 1760 Thomas Hilditch 
(one of the Nantwich Overseers) accepted responsibility for a 
child born to a Nantwich woman and executed a bond in March 
1760 which relieved the Overseers at Wybunbury of the costs, 
charges and expenses of the upkeep of the child. Also frequent 
applications were made for permission to deport paupers who did 
not belong to Nantwich, but the applications to the magistrates 
and the Quarter Sessions were costly and did not always go in 
favour of the Nantwich Overseers. Many examples of appeals 
against removal orders can be found in the records of the 
Quarter Sessions for the county and a typical example appears

17 on the 22nd April 1800. Edmund Chesters and his wife and 
five children were put on a cart with £8 18s 8d in February 1800 
and were removed to the township of Broomhall outside Nantwich 
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which the Nantwich Overseers argued, was their last legal 
settlement. The Overseers of Broomhall then appealed against 
the removal order at the next Quarter Sessions in April. The 
court repealed the order and decreed that the Nantwich Over
seers should pay the Broomhall Overseers £8 18s 8d, plus court 
charges, and the cost of maintaining the Chesters family from 
the time of their removal, and the cost of a cart to take them 
back again. This example serves to emphasise that while for 
settled inhabitants the Poor Law could be caring and flexible, 
for those where settlement was doubtful the Overseers showed 
no mercy and their main concern was to rid themselves of the 
financial burden. The upheaval for those concerned in terms 
of being shuttled from one place to the other and establishing 
a fresh claim to relief caused great distress, and if, as in 
the above case, the Overseers were found to be shirking their 
duty, the poor found themselves back where they had started.

Apart from the vestry minutes and Quarter Session records 
two volumes of parish books relating to the work of the Over
seers of the poor in Nantwich still exist dated 1780-1781 and

181784-1785. From these it may be deduced that payments made 
by the Overseers fell into the following categories:-

1) a) Maintaining the workhouse.
b) The cost of running the farm and dairy at 

the workhouse
c) Payments for food, beef, veal, liver, oat

meal, wine, potatoes, clothing, bedding, 
medicines, snuff and tobacco.

d) Maintenance of the animals and gardens used 
for providing food and work for the workhouse.
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2) The payment of rent for the poor. For example 
payments of approximately £30 Os Od were made 
in 1780 for 20 people living in their own 
homes who would otherwise have become inhab
itants of the workhouse.

3) The payment of pensions to the poor. An aver
age of £4 15s Od was paid in pensions to indiv
idual paupers in 1780.

4) Payments made to people who had undertaken to 
be foster parents; for example £1 7s Od for 
24 weeks fostering in 1784.

5) Payments made to paupers belonging to Nantwich 
who had been allowed to settle in other parishes 
and who received subsistence money from their 
original parish.

6) Payments made for medical treatment in sickness 
and childbirth. One typical medical bill in 
1784 consisted of:

£ • s. d.
6 bottles white wine 
Sitting up for 3 nights 
Laying out
Shaving
Coal and Candles
Funeral expenses
Church fees
2 weeks attendance 
Opening grave and coffin 
Doctoring

12 0
2 10
2 10
1 0
1 0

10 9
9 10

10 0
13 0
10 6

3 13 9
As has been pointed out by G. W. Oxley this 
form of relief is a supreme example of how 
rising standards broadened the scope of poor 
relief, and such provision became accepted as 
the necessary minimum,

7) Payment for work completed for the Overseers by 
the poor, e.g. 2 days work at 3s 4d (1784)

8) Payment for shoes - 5s 6d a pair 1780
9) Payment to supply coal to the poor.

10) Payments for burials averaging 8s lOd in 1784

11) Money for items such as a night-stool, a pair 
of stays.
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Such payments indicate the wide spectrum of social concern 
exhibited by the Overseers' and illustrate how circumstances 
could force the poor to claim relief as a result of 'temporary' 
disasters in their lives, for example sickness, and the perm
anent relief offered in the form of pensions. G. W. Oxley has 
defined the pension or regular cash payment made to the poor 
as the 'central bulwark against poverty', but because it was 
uncontroversial it has not received due emphasis. However as 
a form of relief it had advantages for all: it was simple and 
convenient for the overseer and the recipient had the maximum 
choice in spending his income '... to meet needs which none

20knew better than he.' Increases or decreases could also be 
quickly implemented and new types of poverty could be dealt 
with as they arose via this type of relief.

All the forms of relief disbursed in Nantwich testify to 
the fact that even though the Act of 1722 had specified that 
the workhouse should dominate the relief system, circumstances 
dictated that out-relief was essential not only in terms of 
the numbers needing to be relieved, but in terms of cost too, 
as out-relief could prove cheaper to dispence. Also as 
J. D. Marshall has argued the great majority of those seeking 
relief were not able-bodied and they: '... offered too many 
distinct human problems for even the most constructively run

21 workhouse to deal with.' A fact that belied much of the 
criticism heaped against the system in the 1830s. Gilberts 
Act of 1782 legalised the position where workhouses were to 
be used for the old, sick and infirm, and out-relief became 
'acceptable for the able-bodied poor being further extended 
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by statutes in 1796 and 1815.
The Nantwich Overseers combined both in and out relief 

with an apparently humane and flexible attitude, satisfying 
long as well as short-term needs, and medical requirements 
both in and out of the workhouse accounted for an important 
part of the relief granted. By so doing the Overseers were 
including in their pauper host individuals who would in ordi
nary circumstances, have managed to survive without recourse 
to the parish. It was the occasional crisis that just tipped 
people into the realms of relief that are apparent from the 
Overseers' books as well as those who were, through age, perm
anently reliant on relief.

However as M. E. Rose has pointed out the trade depressions 
and poor harvests of the 1790s coupled with increasing prices, 
led to 'searching criticism' of the old Poor Law as the cost

22of administering relief increased rapidly. However as
J. R. Poynter has argued the critics of the system did not

23 agree on the nature of the disease or on the possible remedies. 
What form did this criticism take in Nantwich?

Consternation about the increasing poor rate.

Bad harvests resulting in rising prices combined with 
increasing population and the dislocation of war meant that 
the old Poor Law faced an acute crisis nationally in 1795. 
In England generally between the late 1780s and 1834 the poor 
relief system was being adapted to a rapidly changing social 

and economic system. As J. D. Marshall has pointed out, the
24cost of poor relief was rising at an unprecedented rate, and 
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this situation was reflected in Nantwich, where by 1776 the
25 ever-increasing amount spent on the poor meant that less

money was left for other parish responsibilities such as high
ways and this resulted in an overall deficit of £9 8s 4d in 
1776, a situation mirrored to a lesser extent in the neigh
bouring township of Church Coppenhall, and in Cheshire and

2 6England as a whole. Appendix A shows that the rates in
Nantwich had increased by 31% between 1777 and 1786 and yet 
further increases were to take place between 1776 and 1814 
when the rates increased by 292%. The steady and continuous 
climb in the poor rates was the cause of great consternation 
locally with Church Coppenhall and Crewe experiencing increases 
of 230% and 253% respectively, and Monks Coppenhall ratepayers 
enduring a 534% increase between 1776 and 1814.

The concern locally about the scale of poverty and the
'heavy burden of the poor rates' is reflected in a document 
issued to the freeholders and inhabitants of Nantwich in the 
early 1790s. In this document the Overseer of the poor states 
that the poor rates had of late become:-

... very oppressive to many householders

... though provisions in general are re
duced to half their late price, the price 
of labour is very little, if any dimin
ished, think the present a favourable 
time to attempt a reduction of them, 
and intend as soon as the severity of the 
season is over, to call a General Vestry, 
before which, the whole of the poor who 
receive relief shall be summoned to 
appear, that the circumstances of each 
may be investigated, their claims for 
parochial assistance be considered, and 
the sum each may be entitled to, be ascer
tained and fixed.27
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Obviously of immediate concern to ratepayers was the fact 
that their rates had increased, by the 1790s to what they con
sidered to be an unacceptable level. It is evident from the 
number of people applying for help to the charities in the 
town, as well as for parish relief, that for the poor a crisis 
situation was developing as the traditional avenues of help in 
times of need could no longer cope with the demand. The rate
payers viewed the problem from a different perspective - that 
of how to reduce the rates as quickly as possible, but consid
ering the scale that poverty had reached the problem could not 
be solved by merely rooting out idle, and false claimants. 
Indeed to presume that why the number of poor claiming relief 
had increased to such levels was to any significant extent due 
to people not wanting to work, or relying too heavily on the 
parish to support their family, was too narrow a view of the 
problem and its underlying causes. The ratepayers wanted a 
quick solution, but reducing the numbers receiving parish re
lief did not solve the problem, it merely meant that the people 
who were refused parish relief turned to the charities in the 
town, or their families if possible, and the problems were 
exacerbated in the following years.

The document referred to is undated but was obviously 
printed in the late 1780s, early 1790s and draws comparisons 
between the 'crisis' situation then encountered with conditions 
existing a few years earlier in 1781. The figures reveal the 
following picture:
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Post 1781 - early 1790s
£ s d £ s d

50 Resident paupers 137 3 0 90 Resident paupers 456 19 0
15 Paupers residing 60 2 6 42 Paupers residing 236 12 0

in other towns in other towns
18 Paupers paid 31 10 0 37 Bastard children 183 14 8

83 Total yearly 228 15 6 169 Total yearly 877 5 8demand demand
Casual poor 
relieved 155 7 0

In just ten years the number of paupers relieved in Nantwich 
had increased by 103.6% while the money disbursed to these 
people had escalated by 283.5% during the same period, and if 
relief granted to the casual poor was included an increase of 
351% had taken place. As a percentage of the population pau
pers accounted for 4.2%, or 1 in every 24 people and the fact 
that such a startling rate of increase had occurred in just 
ten years worried ratepayers seriously. To try to explain why 
poverty had increased so dramatically in the town the Overseer 
argued that the price of wheat could not be blamed, as it had 
only increased slightly since 1781 and wages were considerably 
higher. The town boundaries were still the same -

...though perhaps local causes may have 
increased the number of those who have 
obtained settlement with us. It appears 
to us, that a dependence upon parochial 
assistance, has caused in the poor, a 
diminution of their honest exertions, 
a relaxation of morals, and a less strict 
economy than they formally used, it has 
even been asserted that in proportion 
to the liberty of the parish these evils 
have increased: the comforts and happiness 
of their families have of course dimin
ished in the same proportion. Every
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additional shilling given, lessens the 
necessity of being diligent and frugal 
and too often enables them to indulge 
in habits of idleness and dissipation; 
parochial relief is frequently extorted 
under a false pretence that they can
not procure employment, and is wasted 
by mismanagement or intemperance. _o z o

By reassessing all the people claiming poor relief in the
town the Overseer hoped to reduce expenditure '...and are
convinced that we shall not, by this measure, confer a less
important service on the poor themselves.' He emphasised that
he wanted the poor to know that they did not want to deprive 
anyone of their pay and that was why everyone claiming was to 
be reassessed:

...it being our greatest wish, while we 
strike off the idle and undeserving from 
the list, to continue upon it those whose 
characters and situations render them fit 
objects for parochial relief,

The Overseers argued that they were fulfilling 'the greatest
act of kindness' by 'removing the props' that encouraged idle
ness and making the able bodied find work and support them
selves .

It is clear that the Overseers at Nantwich no longer app
roved of the system of constant weekly pay that had been used 
extensively up to that period and appears to have been used 
in neighbouring areas such as the township of Crewe and Monks
Coppenhall long after the 1780s and 1790s without such apparent
abuse. To identify a decline in honest exertions, falling
morals, a lack of frugality, idleness and dissipation among
the poor and for the Overseer to directly attribute such qual
ities to the liberality of poor relief was an indictment of 
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the system that the 1832 Royal Commission would have applauded 
some forty years later. The Nantwich Overseers had found that 
the poor, perhaps because of sickness or temporary unemploy
ment, were placed on the list to receive a weekly allowance 
and then:

...demand the same allowance long after the 
necessity which first entitled them to it, 
has ceased to exist. If an Overseer att
empts to stop or reduce it, they contrive 
by the concealment or misrepresentation of 
their real circumstances, or through the 
interest and mistaken kindness of their 
friends, to counteract his exertions, and 
seldom fail to load him with abuse.

This was a common reaction, as G. W. Oxley has stressed, once 
local residents had gained ground in receiving benefits from 
the Poor Law these were rarely lost because the continuing 
presence of recipients made it impossible to terminate a relief

31 system once it had been maugerated.
The Overseers obviously felt in a difficult position as they 

were answerable to the ratepayers and yet even with the grea
test vigilance could not be aware of the circumstances of each 
individual claiming relief. Perhaps it was this conflict that 
prompted the Overseers to make available to the freeholders 
of the town a list of all the resident poor and the amounts 
they were paid weekly, and all the inhabitants were invited to 
attend a vestry meeting to help decide correctly from 'full 
and impartial information' who was entitled to claim relief 
and what amount should be given. So by making use of the dis
cipline of publicity a pauper list was drawn up that the rate
payers deemed acceptable. This period early in the 1790s 
emphasises decisively the influence the ratepayers were having 
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on the Overseers, who, more than ever before, exercised caution 
in terms of who they granted relief to as they faced increasing 
criticism about growing pauper lists and rising rate bills. 
What then was the extent of poverty in Nantwich, and were these 
paupers permanently in receipt of relief or only occasionally 
relieved? What was the relief of the poor costing the people 
of Nantwich and were the fears of the ratepayers founded on 
fact or mere self interest?
The extent of poverty in Nantwich.

By 1803 10.4% of the population of Nantwich were receiving 
relief from the poor rates, (see figure 1) as compared with 
12% in the county as a whole, (see figure 2) and 9% in England 
and Wales as a whole. 10% of the paupers relieved in Nantwich 
were accommodated in the workhouse, evidence that the Overseers 
were attempting, as far as the size of the workhouse would 
permit, to make full use of this facility which Wilbraham set 
so much store by, in the hope of inculcating habits of industry 
in the poor - a concern uppermost in the minds of Nantwich 
Overseers in the wake of rising rates. In the county as a 
whole only 1.3% of paupers were relieved in a workhouse. How
ever the growth in the number of workhouses in Cheshire was 
continuing: in 1776 there had been 31, and by 1803 61 parishes 
could relieve all or part of their population in a workhouse, 
with possible accommodation for 273 people at an average cost 
of £11 16s llifd per person per year. 32 Having stressed the 

importance of the workhouse however, 90% of paupers were recei
ving relief in their own homes in Nantwich, of which 39.7% were



pilf CHA«TS To SHOIQ Trie PiFpeAeÑT types OF poofí. ¿¿ugE

in/ a¿a/v7ú;ich Mi) c^es^t^e /a/ <’§'¿’3

¿LCfo OF TriESE

PEOpLE RtCklVlriCr OCCASfOAÍAG ., 
í?elihf out of Trie vjoR^noose

PEOpLE /? (FCt/U/A/(S- p£d M PiperiT Qoth /*/ ai'”

OF Trie ^/OAKHOuSez /?N¿> TMtfSe OCGrtS)¿WAL<y AELteve^ coEAe ciriSSe]) /)$ 

ñC>OV£ 60 ^yeARS of AG-e OA T)i5ñBi.£T> FAOrrx LñtSOtyfí. (3ri ^ERMArJcH T 
jt-er^ESS OA o Trie A I'VFiRmiT/-
io ■ tf.7o of Trie popuL-ñTtotJ of nantcvich tosae /?ez-/£ve¡> FAom Trie faaA ízate 

3 <2-3% OF TheSF fEOpLE 

OOT OP Trie MOKritiOosE 

AS AQ&i/e ó O yertos oF 

o A oTriefí- IrtPiAr'TTy .

71E popui-ñTtOFÍ OF CHéSrime riJEíiE

R¿CEivlÑ& pERMñNeNT EEiriep, Born ¡rri an^

AaK) THOSE OccfiS IOHÍ,4tiy

A&E OA T>ts.ñe>Le7o

l?ét«e^í=<>/ uTE«e C</)JSéZ> 

rAom q? feAr^fífjetJT

/éi-Mgss

\'i % OF 

tN ¡ To3 
Socket: FriiTrAnCT OF iris 4rjSweR.S AND Reruíí'jS

REHeveF) F^orr\ Trie pooR. RñTiz

•■’'fldé pi>0.Simt4T ~a kt, 
rrr ~



23

classed as permanently on out-relief and 29.7% were in receipt 
of occasional relief, compared with 28% and 28.3% respectively 
in the county as a whole. While those permanently on out- 
relief were a burden for the Overseers, little could be done 
to improve the situation with limited workhouse accommodation 
and trade difficulties affecting food prices and the problems 
in agriculture during a war time economy. Also in the short 
term out-relief proved less costly than in-maintenance and the 
29.7% occasionally relieved bears witness to the flexibility 
of the old Poor Law in that when unexpected crisis were con
fronted individuals could resort to the parish for assistance. 
It should also be stressed that 20% and 22.3% of paupers res
pectively in Nantwich and Cheshire as a whole were over the 
age of sixty or were disabled in some way, emphasising the 
large proportion of paupers who could in no way be classed as 
abusing the system and reinforcing the fact that the Poor Law 
offered relief to those least able to fend for themselves. 
Also bearing witness to this fact were the children under the 
age of fourteen in receipt of relief: 16.3% in Nantwich and 
26.9% in the county as a whole.

Judging by the views expressed in the undated document dis
cussed earlier, the ratepayers of Nantwich believed outdoor 
relief encouraged people to become increasingly reliant on 
help from the parish in both the long and short term, but as

33J. D. Marshall has argued the pauper problem was more com
plex than this and the majority of labouring families were not 
at most periods consistently in receipt of any relief. Indeed

34as K. Williams has pointed out the chief characteristics of 
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poor relief in 1802-1803 were that it was selective, discon
tinuous and supplementary, and indeed these three features 
dominated until 1834. As a result no firm line was established 
between pauper and non-pauper, and selective and discontinuous 
out-relief doles ensured a constant movement of people across 
an ill-defined line. Indeed one of the strengths that emerges 
about the old Poor Law is that it did not exclude any class of 
pauper.

The reason for the increasing number of paupers was the 
result of a combination of factors, for example illegitimacy, 
low nutrition which produced early ageing and sickness, kin
ship bonds and settlement constraints, both of which discour
aged migration. These factors encouraged a growing but varied 
pauper group which had a stable core little affected by any 
given form of relief, a fact discernible with hindsight, but 
not always fully appreciated by the ratepayers who viewed the 
problem of the increasing poor rate from a purely economic 
standpoint. Indeed they were perhaps not interested in the 
reasons, just that the 'result' of a lower rate should be 
achieved as quickly as possible.

The problem of a deficit in the Overseers budget was still 
a problem in 1803 as it had been in 1776. In 1803 Nantwich 
raised £1,120 Is 3d with a rate of eight shillings in the 
pound. The total expenditure of the Overseers of the Poor 
including removals was £1,131 2s 9d which left a deficit of 
£11 0s Od. The amount given in relief alone totalled 

£1,100 17s 10^d. The total town expenditure for 1803 equalled 
£1,325 7s 3d which left a total deficit of £205 0s Od. Once
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again the amount of money of necessity expended on the poor 
meant there was less money left for the highways.

The figures for Cheshire relating to the total annual expen
diture on poor relief show that throughout the county poverty

35 was a growing problem from the 1770s onwards. Between 1776 
and 1803 expenditure on account of the poor had increased by 
135% and by 1803 £2 17s 7d was spent on each parishioner in 
the county relieved out of the workhouse. If the figures are 
taken to include people relieved in and out of the workhouse

3 6 £3 2s 8d was spent on each parishioner relieved.
When we look at how much was actually spent on the poor in 

Nantwich and in what proportion this increased over the years 
it gives some indication of the magnitude of the problem, and 
the amounts that were being spent locally. For the ratepayers 
of Nantwich in 1814 who could cast their minds back to the 
1770s expenditure on the poor had increased by 178% (see 
Appendix C). Similarly for the poor this percentage increase 
represented the extremes of poverty that many families found 
themselves increasingly having to face.

By 1813 the amount of money spent on each member of the 
poor in Nantwich had increased by 94.9% compared to the amount 
expended in 1803 (see Appendix D), although the total number 
of people claiming poor relief had fallen by 19.7% between 
1803 and 1815, and paupers represented 7.4% of the local pop
ulation in 1815 compared to 10.6% in 1803 (see figure 3). 
Between 1803 and 1815 the number of people receiving relief 
in the workhouse in Nantwich remained fairly constant, the 
number being limited by the capacity of the workhouse.
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people within the same family held positions of responsibility, 
for example in 1793 William Williams was the Overseer followed 
by Thomas Williams in 1796 (and they too served several times 
in the following decades)-, Peter Walker and Richard Walker 
served as Overseer and Constable in 1832, and Samuel Sherwin 
and Richard Sherwin were Overseer and Constable in 1833.

The type of payments that were made in Monks Coppenhall, 
and in what particular circumstances, varied. Being 'in want' 
or 'in need' is a term frequently used and money was given to 
relieve this, amounts varying from twelve pence a week in 1690, 
to two shillings in 1794, and Thomas Laurences received 
£9 10s 7^d in 1797 (although this was the most money distri
buted to anyone that year) and most people seemed to have 
received between £2 Os Od to £3 Os Od in the late 1790s

The extent of poverty in Monks Coppenhall.

Expenditure on poor relief in Monks Coppenhall increased by 
25% between 1776 and 1784, but showed an increase of 161%

39 between 1784 and 1803 when a population of 121 was recorded 
and a total of 12 people and their families received relief, 
representing more than 9.9% of the population. While this 
figure is just 0.5% lower than that recorded in Nantwich the 
scale, and therefore the pressure of the problem, was different 
in so far as the population of Nantwich was twentyeight times 
larger than Monks Coppenhall.

By 1814 expenditure on the poor had increased by 213% com
pared with 1776 illustrating that even in this small community 
the Overseers were under increasing pressure from the 
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communities for relief (see figure 4 and Appendix C.) However 
between 1803 and 1815 those receiving permanent relief fell by 
81%, while those occasionally relieved increased by 166% (see 
figure 3) emphasising that even in this rural community the 
Overseers were attempting to wean the residents away from 
permanent relief, and as a result the poor were relying more 
on occasionally resorting to the parish. Despite this the 
amount of money spent per pauper in Monks Coppenhall had inc
reased by 50.6% between 1803-1815 the reality of which no 
doubt further encouraged the Overseers to make cutbacks where 
possible. However as G. W. Oxley has pointed out, the fact 
that the ratepayers and paupers were known to each other was 
conducive to both the effective control of expenditure and 
fair treatment of the poor. 'It was difficult to feign poverty 
amongst one's neighbours or to grind the faces of the poor if

40they lived next door.' As figure 5 illustrates the overall 
trend in Monks Coppenhall in both the amount distributed to the 
poor and the amount collected from the poor rates, was upward. 
A peak of expenditure was reached in 1800 following the crises 
of 1795 when poor harvests and high prices in the county as a 
whole, combined to exacerbate the already difficult conditions. 
As G. W. Oxley has argued the crises tended to become permanent 
and the temporary measures that had been adopted to tide com
munities over a difficult period became permanent features of

41 relief. While expenditure then fell for several years, the 
reprive was only temporary and within six years increases were 
again being experienced. In the forty two years between 1795 
and 1837, twenty one of these years witnessed an increase in
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the money distributed to the poor, and expenditure on poor 
relief increased by 159% between 1795 and 1834, while the pop
ulation increased by approximately 22.3% during this period. 
In Monks Coppenhall in 1801 expenditure on poor relief stood 
at 14s 6d per head of the population, whereas in 1834 it had 
reached 17s Od.

Crisis years occurred when the amount distributed to the 
poor exceeded that collected from the poor rates, usually be
tween £1 Os Od - £4 Os Od: for example in 1798, 1800, 1801, 
1806, 1807, 1813, and 1814 thereafter a seemingly healthy 
differential being maintained between the rates collected and 
money disbursed. However from 1815 onwards a separate record 
was kept of the money distributed by the Constable in emerg
encies to the poor, and when this is added to the poor relief 
disbursed by the Overseers, the period from 1815-1834 was 
characterised by very tight financial budgeting. When the 
Constables' disbursments are taken into consideration the amount 
distributed to the poor had increased by 228.5% between 1795 
and 1834, and expenditure per head of the population stood at 
£1 Is 8d in 1834 compared with 14s 6d in 1801. Even though 
the community was a small one the pressures faced by the Over
seers were no less severe than those in Nantwich and there was 
a discernible trend in weaning people away from permanent 
relief. Did these financial pressures affect the type of re
lief administered by the Overseers?
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Different kinds of relief granted in Monks Coppenhall
and Crewe.

Apart from cash being given to the poor in Monks Coppenhall
42 ....there are also examples of coal and clothing being distri

buted continuously from the 1690s to the 1840s, and for three 
poor children an allowance was made of £1 Is Od in 1794. The 
relief of children formed an important part of the Overseers 
job, as the actions taken on their behalf were, in the long 
term, going to have a great influence on future poor relief 
requirements. Therefore it has been argued that children 
'...presented Overseers with one of their best opportunities

43for constructive work.' To give children the opportunity to 
acquire a trade and thereby give them the means to earn their 
own living in the future, assumed utmost importance according 
to the Overseers Accounts. From the 1690s onwards in Crewe 
there is evidence of the Overseers paying a man to take an 
apprentice, for example £1 10s Od was given for this purpose 
in 1691. Judging from an entry in 1710 the Overseers of Crewe 
were not only willing to pay for a boy's indenture but provided 
cloth for new clothes, paid someone to make it up, provided two 
new shirts, a pair of shoes and paid for the signing of the 
indentures by the Justices of the Peace at a total cost of 
£1 8s Id. Obviously this would be seen as an investment for 
the future as hopefully the boy would be able to earn his own

44living and not be a burden on the town.
There was also a 'Weavers' Girls' Account' that appears in

1795 in Monks Coppenhall where £24 10s 9d was paid to one
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Josiah Moston which included:
s

52 weeks pay @ 2d a week
d
04

Shoes 6 61
Clothes 1 0

Some parishes tried to reduce the costs of relief by farming 
out their poor and paying an entrepreneur a fixed sum per week 
for each pauper and then allowing him to make what profit he 
could by depressing the costs of maintenance. Also this scheme 
would have had the double advantage of teaching the children 
a trade and so enabling them to earn their own livelihood.
The Weavers' account continued until 1801.

Sometimes the children of paupers were boarded out with
45 other families in Monks Coppenhall. The accounts of the 

Overseers show that for five years from 1832-1837
Richard Lindop, a farmer in the area, gave board and lodging 
to the child of a pauper widow, for which he received the sum 
of £3 18s Od a year.

Pensions, the 'central bulwark' against poverty, were paid 
to the old members of the community and in 1771 they received 
between £1 7s Od to £2 14s Od a year. However by 1780 the 
general payment to pensioners in Crewe had increased to 
between £5 4s Od to £11 14s Od a year. From looking at the 
Town Book for Monks Coppenhall it is also evident which fam
ilies and individuals were perpetually struggling in poverty 
year after year. John and Thomas Wilkinson, John Palin and 
Charles Davis all received relief continually from 1794.
John Palin continued on relief until 1814, and in 1815 
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widow Palin's account appears for the first time, and relief 
continued every year for the widow. John Wilkinson continued 
on relief until 1821 and Thomas until 1822. Charles Davis 
remained on relief until 1817, and in 1818 Mary Davis' account 
appears and once again relief was continually given to the 
widow. When 'Old John Lingham' died in 1809 (he had contin
ually received relief from 1795 of approximately £4 16s Od a 
year) £2 Os Od was paid towards his funeral, and a total of 
4s Od was given to his family for coal. It is also noted that 
in the same year Ann Stockton's child died and the following 
fees were incurred:

s d
Funeral fees 2 8
Ale at funeral 9 4
3 lb., of biscuits
at funeral 4 6
Shroud 6
Coffin 12 0

This funeral entailed more than the usual expense for a child, 
the total being £1 9s Od, while John Lingham's funeral in the 
same year only cost £2 Os Od. Perhaps one reason for this 
could be that the child's death was considered a relief from 
further expense to the parish.

From the 1690s it is clear that families in the township 
of Crewe were encouraged to help care for their relatives when 
they fell on hard times, and money was granted to help them in 
this task. For example, in 1694 William Shaw was given 12s Od 

for keeping his sister for eight weeks, and then John Shaw was 
given £2 8s 9d for keeping her for five quarters. Throughout 
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the years until 1710 when their sister died, the Shaw family 
were periodically given amounts varying between 4s 7d to
£1 15s Od to lodge or keep their sister, or for clothes for 
her. The final payment was made in 1710 when 17s Od was paid 
for bread, drink, and a coffin at her funeral. In 1783 the 
Overseers gave £1 5s Od to a man so that he could go to live 
with his daughter at Nantwich, and then he received between 
3s Od - 10s Od every twelve to eighteen months to help with 
his keep.

Payments were also made to women for keeping their daughters' 
bastard children, for example 7s 6d in 1717, and £1 10s Od a 
year was given so that a son could keep his old mother. Also 
in the 1750s there are many references to 52 weeks money to 
maintain a child with amounts varying from 6d to Is 6d a week.

It is also evident that the community as a whole was expected
46 to be flexible in accommodating the needy. In November 1792 

the town meeting at Crewe decided that Mary Barlow should be 
put to live with Elizabeth Loafkin so that Margaret Barlow and 
her daughter could move into the other end of the same house, 
and then Richard Lees could move into the house vacated by 
Margaret. Obviously if the Overseers were paying the rent the 
residents could not complain and such reorganisation was thought 
to be for the benefit of the town.

The cost of getting married could also inflict hardship on a 
family, and in 1786 the Overseers contributed 5s 6d towards the 
expenses of John Burger's wedding. Other items that were pur
chased in Monks Coppenhall for the poor were large amounts of 
linen cloth, described variously as stripped holland and dark 
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holland, and in 1801 2% yards cost £d and this would presumably 
be used to make clothes for the poor, or perhaps to provide 
work for some parishioners on poor relief. There are also 
instances of money being provided to buy clothes - a coat for 
William Hulme cost Is Od in 1691, clothes for Sarah Moses' 
daughter 16s 7d in 1697, and an allowance of 7s Od was made in 
1813-1814 for children's clothes, and £1 Os Od in 1825. Evid- 
dently the amount of money given to clothe a child had not 
varied much in 120 years. Blankets, bolsters, and sheets were 
also provided for the poor.

The Overseers were prepared to help maintain the homes of 

the poor, and in 1709 2s 4d was given for daubing, thatching, 
and repairs, and in 1797 400 bricks were purchased, and money 
was given for glazing windows. As was found to be the case in 
Nantwich, money was provided to help pay the rent, a typical 
example being £4 0s Od in 1824, and arrears of rent were some
times paid too. The payment of rent, especially if it had 
mounted up over a long period, would be one of the biggest 
items the poor had to budget for and conseguently was the 
cause of many people finally having to resort to the Overseers 
for help. Such a payment by the Overseers made all the differ
ence between someone surviving largely independently and a 
family falling permanently on relief. Also as the townships 
of Monks Coppenhall and Crewe did not have a poor house perhaps 
this was another reason why rents were paid. Even when there 
was a workhouse, as in Nantwich the number of people unable to 
pay their rent far exceeded the space available in the work
house, and it was cheaper for the Overseers to pay the rent
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than admit them to the workhouse.

In July 1819 the Overseer for Monks Coppenhall,
William Davies, travelled to Middlewich to enquire about their 
poor house, and in 1821 William Roylance, Overseer, made the 
same journey 'to enquire the rates of the poor house for 
Samuel Charlesworth1 and in 1827, 1828, and 1829, a subscrip
tion of two guineas was paid by Monks Coppenhall as an entrance 
fee to Middlewich Workhouse so that they could nominate an 
inmate. This occurred at a time of unprecedented high levels 
of poor relief being disbursed, with annual increases occur
ring consecutively between 1828 to 1834. The despatch of even 
one pauper to a neighbouring workhouse was an attempt to save 
money.

Apart from money being given to purchase food there are 
also examples in crisis years of measures of wheat being given 
to the value of 6s 6d as occurred in 1813 and potatoes being 
bought. The wives of militia men were supported while the men 
were away drilling, and the men themselves received payments 
from the Overseers.

As was seen to be the case in Nantwich, medicine was a com
modity the poor could not afford without help from the Over
seer, which he seems to have been ready to give, in the hope 
of preventing prolonged reliance on relief. Doctor's bills

47 48were paid and money given for medicine. A woman's lying 
in was often paid for by the Overseers, as in 1710 when one 
Mrs. Beckett spent three weeks at John Latham's house and he 
received 5s Od for the cost of her food. 4s Od was given for 
a midwife, a man and a horse to fetch her and bring her back 
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again, and a further 4s Od was given for the cost of christ
ening the child 'and for things for her from the shopp.' The 
Overseers of Crewe also paid for her food and rent for a

49 further four weeks at a cost of 6s 8d, and for churching the
woman after the birth. However the Overseers were not always 
as generous as this, and by 1795 the typical amount given for 
a wife's lying-in was 5s Od. Monetary help was available for 
the sick to have someone to look after them while they were 
ill, and in 1760 6s Od was given to a man when his wife was 
ill and Is Od to have a woman to assist him when she was dying.
In 1826 a woman was paid 4s Od for attending a sick man. As
G. W. Oxley has argued the provision of medical relief by the
Overseers meant that:

What began as an economy measure to 
reduce the dependence of the sick 
poor, expanded to take in the whole 
range of the poor, and to bring 
within the range of the poor law 
others who had no claim for mainten
ance, but who could not afford the 
treatment they needed... This expansion 
and diversification of poor relief 
represents one of the greatest achiev- 
ments of the old poor law. It shows 
how the precepts of the 1601 Act could 
be exploited to discover new forms of 
need and new methods of relief and, by 
bringing the two together, create a 
vastly improved relief service.

In Nantwich, and especially Monks Coppenhall, and Crewe, medical 
relief provided a valuable source of relief for local residents 
and even extended into a form of after care provision too, 
reflecting an attempt by the Overseers to provide a complete 
caring service.
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Work was something the Overseers tried to provide for the 
poor, paying them cash no doubt in the hope that this would 
help them towards independence, and also get jobs done within 
the township, or fill a need in the community. Also relief 
was then seen to have been earned and not merely given out 
freely. In the Overseers' accounts and town books for Crewe 
and Monks Coppenhall there are various examples. One shilling 
a day was given for work in 1693, and in 1715 a woman was given 
£1 10s Od a year to nurse anothers child, but by 1797 widow 
Stockton was paid £2 12s Od for 52 weeks work looking after her 
daughter's child. In 1709 women were paid 2s Od for doing the 
washing for paupers in the community, and in 1759 a man was 
paid Is 2d for four days work painting a house. Joseph Parks 
received £1 Is Od in 1795 for instructing three poor boys and 
there are many instances in the 1790s of 52 weeks pay at 
approximately £7 16s Od for a man and £5 4s Od for a woman, but 
no indication is given as to what work was undertaken. The 
amounts of money given for 52 weeks work varied, perhaps relat
ing to the type of work undertaken or the Overseer in charge 
at the time. In the 1760s the rate of pay for one year's work 
varied from £1 6s Od to £3 18s Od, and in 1835 from £2 12s Od 
to £5 4s Od. Where it is stated what work was undertaken 
manual work dominated, for example scraping the road, working

51 m the sand pit, drawing bricks or ploughing. In many inst
ances however, there was no work available and amounts of 
between 2s 6d and 3s Od were paid to individuals. Setting the 
poor to work had been central to earlier Poor Law legislation 
but as J. D. Marshall has pointed out this was impracticable
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52in the face of structural unemployment.

Working as part of a 'team' was also common in
Monks Coppenhall from the 1790s through until the 1840s which 
coincides with a period that P. Dunkley and G. W. Oxley have

53 identified as a watershed in the history of the old Poor Law.
Oxley again argues that from 1795 onwards there was a permanent 
change in the pattern of poor relief and pension lists began to 
contain more able bodied men, a pattern that remained until the 
introduction of the 1834 Amendment Act. The requirement of 
team work in order to receive relief was one way of tackling 
this growth in the number of able bodied unemployed. It does 
not state what work was undertaken, just the length of time 
worked and money given, but team work certainly seems to have 
increased dramatically in the 1840s coinciding with the coming 
of the railways, which obviously would have meant an increase 
in population and more general work being required. As
M. Blaug has pointed out, the fact that the old Poor Law re
lieved the unemployed, illustrated that it was, in essence, 
operating a device for dealing with the problem of surplus 
labour in a lagging rural sector of a rapidly expanding, but 
still undeveloped economy. 'And considering the quality of 
social administration in the day, it was by no means an unen-

5 4lightened policy:'
Also the Overseers seemed not to have objected to giving 

someone money in order that he might be able to travel to find 
a market for his goods. In 1800 one man received 2s 6d from 
the Overseers of Monks Coppenhall, to go to Smallwood to sell 
goods that he had made. The inhabitants of the town of Crewe 
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also received relief in the event of the occasional natural 
disaster as in 1780, when two men lost everything when all 
they possessed was burned by lightning, and were given 2s 6d. 
All these examples also serve to support the point made by 
F. M. L. Thompson that the working class had not always assoc-

55iated poor relief with degradation, and the provision of 
work for the able-bodied, the payment of cash, pensions and 
rent were all part of the Overseers' way of dealing with able- 
bodied poverty, caused by unemployment, low wages, or large 
families. However as M. E. Rose has pointed out it was the 
latter three types of relief in relation to the able-bodied 
unemployed poor, that attracted a lot of criticism towards the

56old Poor Law while the Royal Commission of 1832 criticised 
such payments because they argued they were essentially helping 
to encourage poverty, the Overseers’ actions had much to commend 
them. Such relief was simple and convenient, caused little 
disturbance to the family and was considered as a temporary 
measure until work could be found. As the problems of able- 
bodied pauperism developed the 1... overseers' initial reaction 
was a crude extension of existing policies of cash relief,

57 subject, if possible, to a work test.1 They were not to know 
that unemployment was no longer likely to be temporary.

Apart from ensuring that the poor had the purely basic 
necessities of life the Overseers of Monks Coppenhall and Crewe 
showed a genuine caring in the administration of their job, 
and as J. D. Marshall and E. Royle have argued the 'face to 
face' relationships of the village often lead to greater

5 8humanity towards those in need. Also G. W. Oxley has pointed
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out that the Overseers, when granting relief: did not see
a category and determine their policy on that basis, they saw 
an individual with a problem to be solved in the most approp- 
riate way.' An example of this occurred in 1709 when 
Johna [Johanna] Scott received £2 18s 3d 'at [this] poor, sad 
time' and there is mention in 1826 of the Overseer for 
Monks Coppenhall going to Ralph Palin's funeral who had been 
on poor relief for many years, and in 1802-1803 John Wilkinson 
was given a 'Christmas box' of 5s Od, and as mentioned earlier 
money was given for teaching small children.

The old Poor Law has been criticised as giving indiscrim
inate relief, but there seems to be no evidence in Crewe and 
Monks Coppenhall of wages being subsidised from the poor rate 
and most people that were relieved seemed to have been the old, 
infirm, genuine paupers, and children. The able-bodied unem
ployed were but one group of those seeking relief and did not 
swamp the system, which does not support the view held nation
ally at the time that the unemployed were abusing poor relief. 
Indeed as A. Digby has pointed out the growth in the provision 
of social welfare during the closing years of the old Poor Law 
meant that some parishes were providing services for settled 
inhabitants that constituted a 'welfare state in miniature.'6^

Even more so than in the Overseers Accounts of Nantwich, 
there is a real sense of the deep concern felt by the Overseers 
of Monks Coppenhall and Crewe for the plight of fellow villagers 
at every stage in their lives. Both communities were a great 
deal smaller than Nantwich and so the 'face to face' relation
ships which lay at the centre of the old Poor Law would have 
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been that much stronger. The smallest of all the local com
munities, Crewe gave the most to its paupers, a massive 
£17 6s 6d per pauper in 1815, when fifteen paupers are recorded 
in the settlement. The impression given by the Account books 
is that the smaller the community the greater the variety of 
relief given, even to the extent of helping to pay for a wed
ding. Monks Coppenhall and Crewe also shouldered heavy rate 
increases and escalating expenditure, and Monks Coppenhall and 
Church Coppenhall certainly reduced the reliance of paupers on 
permanent relief, but the quality of relief given to its res
idents not only took care of the immediate need but anticipated 
future requirements also. Obviously the standard of relief for 
paupers in Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall and Crewe was 
very high, but did the Overseers face problems of administration 
such as those faced in Nantwich and the country as a whole?

Balancing the books, and the rising cost of relief

Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall and Crewe townships 
also seem to have been experiencing some of the difficulties 
in administering poor relief that Nantwich were encountering 
on a larger scale. By 1776 Church Coppenhall expended £5 Os Od 
more on poor relief than they had raised on the rates (see 
figure 4) and by 1784 Crewe township was spending 19% more on 
poor relief compared with 1776, Monks Coppenhall 25% and 
Church Coppenhall 39%. (see Appendix C) By 1803 the total 
amount expended on the poor was still responsible for devouring 
most of the money collected from the rates resulting in the 
fact that while Monks Coppenhall and Crewe managed to balance
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61 the books, Church Coppenhall had a deficit of £9 Os Od.

Between 1776 and 1814 Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall and 
Crewe witnessed expenditure on behalf of the poor increase by 
213% and 276% respectively, caused by a combination of factors 
including increasing population, problems of trade and agri
culture during the Napoleonic Wars, and bad harvests that had 
periodically affected the area. While these increasing costs 
caused concern, as in Nantwich, they do bear witness to the 
fact that the Poor Law was in fact managing to help certain 
members of the community survive what we now know to have been 
the trauma of a country undergoing transition from a mainly 
agricultural to industrial society. This transition was ach
ieved at a cost to the ratepayers, but the concern and genuine 
welfare provisions provided, especially evident in the Over
seers Accounts for Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall and 
Crewe, indicate a level of care and consideration for the indi
vidual that was lost with the introduction of the Amendment 
Act of 1834.

Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall, and Crewe, like 
Nantwich, had experienced a great rise in the local rates in 
order to pay for the increased amounts needed to relieve the 
poor. (see Appendix A) However by 1815 all of the townships 
apart from Crewe were collecting less rates than in 1814, that 
year having seen the rate levels reaching an all time high 
with Monks Coppenhall's rate levels being 534% higher in 1814 
compared with 1776, and both Crewe and Church Coppenhall in 

1814 were experiencing increases in the rates of between 253% 
and 230% respectively compared to 1776.
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Crewe township seems to have taken action first and in
1814 was collecting 19% less in rates than in 1803, though
1815 again saw a slight rise in the amount they received from 
the rates, indicating that any cut back was hard to sustain. 
1803 saw a peak locally in terms of the number of people seek
ing relief, but between 1803-1815 both Church Coppenhall and 
Crewe experienced considerable decreases in the number of 
paupers relieved: 26% and 40% respectively (see Appendix D). 
However, as had been the experience in Nantwich and
Monks Coppenhall, a fall in the number of paupers did not 
equate with a fall off in the cost of relief, and the amount 
of relief received per pauper increased by 130.6% in Crewe, 
and by 47.5% in Church Coppenhall.

The numbers of paupers receiving permanent relief from 
the Overseers in Church Coppenhall declined by 50% between 
1803-1815, reflecting what was happening in Monks Coppenhall 
and Nantwich, and the alarm felt over the continued rise of 
the rates, and a fear that the paupers were becoming too 
reliant on the parish. Consequently those occasionally rel
ieved increased by 71% during the same period. Crewe was the 
only place from among the four communities where the reverse 
happened: in 1803 76% of paupers were in receipt of permanent 
relief, but by 1815 all the paupers were classed as permanent. 
Judging by the thoughtful and caring comments in the Overseers 
Accounts and the large increase in the amount received per 
pauper in Crewe between 1803-1815 together with the fact that 
100% of the rates collected were disbursed to the poor of the 
small community (see Appendix E) Crewe exhibited more than the 
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other three local settlements the real advantage that the Poor 
Law could offer to the poor in a caring one to one relation
ship.

1813 saw the highest levels being reached in respect of 
the total money expended on the poor (see figure 4 and Appen
dix C), and these trends were mirrored in Cheshire as a whole 
with the number of people being relieved in the workhouse

6 2 increasing. Certainly Cheshire as a whole was experiencing 
difficulties regarding the amount expended on the poor and 
registered deficits on total expenditure of £5,227 Os Od in 
1813, £4,820 Os Od in 1814, and £3,171 Os Od in 1815.

By 1815 sixtyfour parishes in Cheshire maintained the 
greater part of their poor in a workhouse, compared with 
sixtyone parishes in 1803 and just as Monks Coppenhall, 
Church Coppenhall and Crewe had experienced a fall in the num
ber of people relieved (see Appendix D) so the percentage of 
people receiving relief in Cheshire fell from 12% in 1803 to 
8%% in 1815. It is doubtful that this meant poverty was 
decreasing but reflects the fact that the system of poor rel
ief and who received it was being tightened up. Relief in 
the workhouse, as opposed to out-relief was becoming more 
extensive and as it was intended to have a deterrent effect 
this would obviously be reflected in the number of people 
receiving relief. However, it would be wrong to overestimate 
the impact of the workhouse as between 1813-1815 an average 
of only 6.3% of paupers permanently relieved received such 

relief in a workhouse in Cheshire.65
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By 1814 and 1815 the amount of relief given to each pau
per was still increasing (see Appendix D). An average of 
£5 13s Od was distributed to each pauper relieved in Cheshire, 
showing that relief given in Nantwich was below the Cheshire 
average, Monks Coppenhall was average, Church Coppenhall and 
especially the township of Crewe were way above average. The 
reason for this was because the township of Crewe distributed 
all the money raised through the rates directly to the poor, 
unlike the other three townships who deducted the church rate, 
county rate and highway rate before distributing what was left 
to the poor,^ (see Appendix E) .

Growing criticism of the old Poor Law - National 
investigations and local findings

Feelings of disquiet about the system of poor relief were 
being voiced nationally at this time, and many of the problems 
experienced locally in Cheshire were apparent in other areas of 
the country too. Also because the system of poor relief was 
flexible and could be adapted to local needs, problems arose 
in other parts of the country, like the topping up of wages 
with allowances, that do not appear to have been a problem in 
Cheshire. However, the whole system was viewed with suspicion 
and fear by many people who felt, like many landowners and 
ratepayers, that the system itself was in some way hastening 
the spread of poverty and that only a change in the system 
could help stem the flow of paupers. The advantages of the 
old system as seen in operation locally in Cheshire in terms 
of a caring attitude to fellow villagers in times of hardship 
was overlooked in favour of economy, and as A. Digby has argued 
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there was a growing trend for the '... humane relationship 
between men of different status and income [to be] replaced 
by a narrower cash nexus.

A report from the Select Committee on the Poor Law in
6 81817 believed that one reason for the increase in the number 

of the poor was that:
...while permission to solicit support 
from private benevolence was given to 
those who were disabled by age or in
firmity, it became probably extremely 
difficult to repress the same practice 
in others who as long as they might 
live by begging, did refuse to labour 
giving themselves to idleness and vice.^g

The report recommended that the able bodied should be set to
work '...motivated by humanity, directed to the purpose of

70 preventing the burden falling upon the charitable.' The
present system they felt '...could not fail in the process of 
time ...to produce the unfortunate effect of abating those 
exertions on the part of the labouring classes on which ...the 
happiness and welfare of mankind has been made to rest.'

The Committee expressed the feelings that many ratepayers 
had voiced locally in the 1780s:

That this system is perpetually encour
aging and increasing the amount of misery 
it was designed to alleviate, creating 
at the same time an unlimited demand on 
funds which it cannot augment ...so it 
is without its beneficial effects; as it 
proceeds from no impulse of charity, it 
creates no feelings of gratitude, and 
not infrequently engenders dispositions 
and habits calculated to separate rather 
than unite the interests of the higher 
and lower orders of the community, even 
the obligations of natural affection 
are no longer left to their own impulse 
but the mutual support of the nearest 
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relations has been actually enjoined 
by a positive law, which the authority 
of magistrates is continually required 
to enforce.

The committee 'blaims' both the extension of charities and the 
system of poor relief itself for the increased number of people 
claiming relief with the resulting increases in costs. While 
any system will undoubtedly have its loopholes and people will 
always be ready to take advantage of this, it does seem that 
there was a determined reluctance at the time to acknowledge 
changed economic and social conditions could lead to increased 
poverty. Instead the concerted opinion was that the increased 
poverty being experienced was caused by some inherent weakness 
in the system, not to mention in the character of the recip
ients, the majority of whom the committee seem to have felt 
were abusing the system. While there is no evidence to sup
port such arguments in Monks Coppenhall and Crewe, the 
Overseers of Nantwich had expressed doubts about the effect 
relief had on some recipients after criticism from ratepayers 
about the levels of relief in the town in the 1790s. Simi
larly the members of the above committee would themselves be 
ratepayers and large landowners and obviously the increased 
rates experienced over the last decades of the eighteenth 
century would have hardened their attitudes. They argued that 
the industrious class was 'oppressed' by the weight of cont
ributions taken from those very means which would otherwise 
have been applied 'to the more beneficial supple of employ
ment. ' They argued that the system that had been in operation 
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for more than two centuries had 'become interwoven with the
7 habits and very existence of a large class of the community.'

The committee could see no solution to the problem until
the system was changed:

... it is apparent that both the 
number of paupers and the amount of 
money levied by assessment, are prog
ressively increasing, while the sit
uation of the poor, appears not to 
have been in a corresponding degree 
improved; and the committee is of the 
opinion, that whilst the existing 
poor laws, and the system under which 
they are administered remain unchanged 
there does not exist any power of 
arresting the progress of this increase, 
till it shall no longer be found pos
sible to augment the sums raised by 
assessment... The independent spirit 
which induced individuals in the 
labouring classes to exert themselves 
to the utmost before they submitted to 
become paupers is much impaired.

The committee was obviously in favour of an extension of the 
workhouse system, which it believed could cure several of the 
weaknesses in the system of poor relief. The recommendations 
that this report believed would improve the poor law system 
obviously laid down the foundations for the 1834 Report, which 
argued along similar lines, but with more urgency. The work
house, they believed '... for a long time acted very power
fully in deterring persons from throwing themselves on their 
parishes for relief, there were so many who would struggle 
through their difficulties rather than undergo the discipline

74 of a workhouse.'
Outdoor relief was, the committee believed, an evil that 

should be avoided at all costs in the future. In Crewe, 
Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall and Nantwich it has been 
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seen that many people benefited from the system of outdoor 
relief which could be flexibly adapted to local needs, apart 
from the fact that not all requirements could be satisfied by 
admittance to the workhouse. Obviously the ratepayers did 
not agree with this analysis as rates escalated and the 
commissioners issued a wary caution that:

Parishes worried by this time that 
the annual value of the land was not 
sufficient to maintain the numerous 
and increasing poor... and the poor 
will be without relief or any known 
mode of obtaining it, unless some 
assistance be speedily afforded them.75

The committee observed that they had seen many parishes app
roaching this state of dereliction, and such authoritative 
opinion would have convinced many ratepayers that a change 
was needed.

In conclusion the committee commented:
By following the dictates of their own 
interests, land owners and farmers 
become, in the natural order of things, 
the best trustees and guardians for 
the public. When that order of things 
is destroyed and a compulsory mainten
ance established for all who require 
it, the consequence cannot fail in the 
end to be equally ruinous to both parties 
... nothing less than the dread of the 
evils, which are their natural conse
quence, appears to be sufficiently 
strong in any degree to control them... 
but when such resources can no longer 
be found, then will these evils be felt 
in their full force and as the gradual 
addition of fresh funds can only create 
an increased number of paupers, it is 
obvious that the amount of the misery 
which must be endured, when these funds 
can no longer be augmented, will be 
greater... true benevolence and real 
charity point to other means. 76
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The opinions expressed in this Report echo the doubts and 
feelings felt in England as a whole, and voiced in Nantwich 
as the rates kept on rising. However one of the virtues of 
the old Poor Law was the variety of form it exhibited through
out the country, but examples of where the relief system had 
functioned with sympathetic consideration towards the poor 
were ignored, such positive features being cancelled out by 
the escalating costs which were a universal characteristic of 
the system. A lack of uniformity was rather seen as yet another 
disadvantage of the system and the argument that the able bodied 
were abusing the system by having their wages topped up by the 
poor rate, although far from being the case throughout the 
country, was viewed as reason enough to argue for a wholesale 
change in the system on the grounds that it would not be so 
morally damaging to the poor, or financially damaging to the 
ratepayers.

However, while the Report from the Select Committee in 
1817 called for reform and the abuses of the system were emph
asised, ultimately the prevailing opinion at government level 
was that poor relief was so much a part of the custom and habit 
of the people that the system was essentially left alone. 
While the 1820s did not see a repeat of the peaks of expend
iture witnessed around 1813, and falling levels of expenditure 
were widely experienced, the Overseers books indicate that the 
system continued to function much as before. The Swing riots 
combined with climbing expenditure from 1828, however, meant 
that the Whig government became convinced of the need for change 
as the old form of social discipline via the poor law had, in 
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certain areas, obviously broken down and the fear was that 
this social disruption could spread rapidly. As the system 
was no longer, from the government's point of view, fulfilling 
one of its prime objectives, there was no longer such a barrier 
to change and doubts and inhibitions that had held back reform 
in 1817 evaporated in the early 1830s, leading to the setting 
up of the Royal Commission in 1832.

In terms of Cheshire, Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall, Crewe, 
and Church Coppenhall form a contrasting group of communities 
in which to examine the state of administration of poor relief 
immediately before the introduction of the new Poor Law. In 
terms of population each of the communities fall into different 
groups representing, in terms of size, the total range of 
parishes within Cheshire. Nantwich was one of the twelve lar
gest parishes in Cheshire and Church Coppenhall and
Monks Coppenhall fall into the categories representing the most 
typical size of Cheshire communities, while Crewe was typical

77of the smaller settlements.
The Commissioner who examined the system of poor relief 

in Staffordshire and Cheshire for the purpose of the 1834 Poor 
Law Report was D. C. Moylan. He found that in Cheshire the 
burden of the poor was light compared with the Southern count
ies 'yet that which is on all hands allowed to be the radical 
vice of the system (affording relief in money to the able

7 8 bodied) is by no means unknown in the county of Chester.' 
Mr. Moylan argued that considering the increase in the popu
lation in Cheshire and the total of money collected via the 
poor rates, that 'this must be taken as in point of fact a
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79 diminution of the burden.1 One reason he attributes for

this is the successful operation of Mr. Sturges Bourne's Act
where those who were assessed to pay the most towards the poor 
rates exercised more voting rights at the vestry meetings. He 
draws the favourable comparison that the rate per head of ex
penditure for the relief of the poor in Cheshire was 7s 3d 
whereas the average for England was 11s 9%d.

Moylan felt that Cheshire proved the fallacy of the:
Very prevalent opinion calculated... 
to weaken the force of those arguments 
which may in fairness and with truth 
be urged against the present system. 
I do not pretend to say whether the 
increase of population should or should 
not be looked on as an evil, but it is 
desirable that a correct judgement 
should be formed as to the probable 
cause of such an increase. It is attri
buted by some to the operation of the 
poor laws in the encouragement they 
afford to early marriage. The county 
of Cheshire must be admitted to be 
lightly burdened compared with the South 
and yet the increase of population is 
comparably greater here. on

Moylan posed the guestion should poor law jurisdiction be 
transferred to other hands in the light of his experience of 
how the system was administered in Cheshire. He was firmly of 
the opinion that if courts throughout Britain were directed by 
men of such ability as he had found in Cheshire there would be 
little need of reform. This view supports the evidence survi
ving for Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall, Crewe, and 
Nantwich that shows that the system could be administered with 
compassion and local times of hardship catered for, the cries 
for reform coming mainly from the ratepayers.
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In Cheshire, Moylan found that the chief cause of pauper
ism was the decrease of agricultural capital and farmers
attributed this to high rents they had to pay which meant they 
were unable to employ as many labourers as they would like.
The farmers believed this resulted in many labourers applying
for poor relief 'as if the surplus [of labourers] was to be
determined by the amount of their capital, and not by the field

•81 which exists for the useful application of labour.
In Nantwich, Moylan found that the poor rate stood at

£1,500 Os Od and that it had been at that figure for many years
with little variation. The workhouse, he reported, had a few
acres of land attached to it which was cultivated by any of the
inmates capable of labour. Of the public charities operating
in Nantwich, Moylan found that if one member of a poor family
went to Church on Sunday they could claim a loaf of 4 lbs.
Also every poor man in the town was entitled to a rood of
ground for every member of his family able to work, on
Beam Heath Common, and no more than 3d per rood was demanded
in rent. Moylan commented that:

The effects are to be seen in the 
decent appearances of the wives and 
children of these poor men on the 
market day in Nantwich, and the other 
inhabitants derive benefit from the 
abundant supply of good vegetables 
at a cheap rate. o„ o Z

Moylan noted that the staple trade in Nantwich was shoe
making which employed children of both sexes, and the average
wage for a good workman was from eight to ten shillings a
week. He also pointed out that with the many advantages which
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Nantwich possessed the poor rate was extremely high, which as
noted earlier, had long been a complaint with the ratepayers
in the town.

There appears to be not a sufficient 
degree of publicity with regard to the 
parish accounts: there may be nothing 
wrong in the mode in which they are 
managed and audited, but publicity is 
the best check, and should be required 
in all cases and enforced by some 
superintending authority. o_

o J

Apparently there were a great many small cottages in Nantwich
generally let for £5 Os Od a year. The occupiers were rated,
but in many cases were unable to pay the rate and on average
10% was not collected.

Regarding the treatment of bastards in Nantwich, Moylan
found that Is 8d was levied from the father, and in addition
to this 6d was given by the Overseers to the mother, which they
considered was sufficient to maintain the child. In general
he found that one third of the cost of the whole expense was
recovered from the father, but 'many of them contrive to escape

84 before the order can be served or enforced against them.'
Moylan also found that the power to punish the mother for the
first offence was not enforced in Nantwich or any of the
adjoining parishes, and was very rarely enforced for even a
second offence. One practice used in Nantwich which Moylan
thought an advantage was that jobs of surveyor of the highways
and Overseer were linked so that every applicant for relief
was immediately able to find employment.

In contrast to the numerous paupers in the town of
Nantwich the answers to the rural questions in the Appendices
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8 5to the 1834 Poor Law Report reveal the extent of poverty in 

the countryside immediately surrounding the town.
William Woolley, the Overseer, stated that the population of 
Nantwich parish had increased by 30% in 1831 compared with

8 61801. The poor rate had been steadily rising throughout the 
early part of the nineteenth century, reaching a peak in 1821 
when the rate had increased by 38% compared with the figures 
for 1801 and in 1833 the rates were again increasing compared 
with preceeding years. In terms of the expense of the poor 
per head of the population, 1813 had been one of the worst 
years with a charge of 12s Od per head of the population. By 
1831 this figure had been reduced to 6s Od per head. The 
township was dependant on agriculture and complained of a 
'considerable excess of population' who could rely on no other 
work apart from the land as they were 'not sufficiently near

8 7the saltworks for men to find employment.' There was no 
work for women and children to do except in harvest time and 
the average weekly wage for a man was 9s Od.

Both in Summer and Winter there were on average six lab
ourers out of work who would be maintained by farmers in the 
Summer, or in repairing roads in the Winter. No labourers in 
the township owned their own cottage, but seven labourers

8 8rented two acres each and kept cows on this.
The number of people who received poor relief in the week 

prior to the returns being made were six, or 2.3% of the popu
lation. As in Monks Coppenhall the Overseers served in rota
tion, using valuations made sixty years previously for the 
purpose of rental, and the Overseer and select vestry decided 
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on the rate to be set. When the Overseer wanted money to 
relieve someone he made out an assessment which the select 
vestry always allowed as they signed their names as a matter

89 of course. As was the case in Cheshire generally no allow
ance was given to any man in work either for himself or for 
his family and no work for individuals was partly paid for by 
the parish.

So, albeit on a smaller scale, Nantwich Parish's exper
ience of the problems of relieving the poor had been similar 
in some respects to those encountered in the town. They too 
experienced an increase in the rates, tried to check this, 
but found they were increasing again in the 1830s. The parish 
had an excess of population and people found it hard to get 
work all the year round. However only 2.3% of the parish were 
on poor relief when the returns were made, and judging from 
the Overseer's comments this figure was maintained fairly 
steadily throughout the year. So in the rural areas surround
ing the town the problem of poverty certainly did not appear 
on the scale encountered in the town. The situation described 
by the Assistant Commissioner confirms the view expressed by 
K. Williams that given the increases in population that were 
taking place at the time, 22.3% in Monks Coppenhall between 
1801 and 1831, and 41% in Nantwich during the same period, 
expenditure on the poor law did not in fact involve the huge 
sums of money which would have been necessary if the system 
had been moving towards universality and away from selective 
relief. However this fact did not coincide with the ground 
swell of feeling nationally, or the conclusions of the
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Assistant Commissioner.
What, in the opinion of D. Fraser, was the fact that 

doomed the old Poor Law was that despite paying £7 million 
a year nationally there still occurred the frightening Swing

90riots of 1830. The old Poor Law had not eradicated distress 
in all parts of the country, and this disaffection meant that 
the new Poor Law Amendment Act was based on what people thought 
was happening i.e. the abuse of the allowance system which 
demoralised and pauperised the adult able bodied rural labourer, 
and which it was believed was spreading throughout the country. 
As P. Dunkley has argued the findings of the Assistant Commis
sioners were readily accepted because they were set against 
a background of riots that:

...seemed proof enough that the
resources of the old order, including 
popular patronage discipline, were no 
longer sufficient to ensure the con
test and obedience that were essential 
for the maintenance of stability in 
the strongholds of landed power. y J.

The poor law was at the centre of government concern in rela
tion to the spread of social conflict. As Checkland has 
pointed out the 1834 Poor Law Report '... was inspired by the 
fears of the day, guided by contemporary social philosphy and

9 2 inhibited by the primitive state of social inquiry.' The 
Report tended to be biased against the then system of poor 
relief, and assumed poverty was caused by improvidence and 
vice, and that the system of poor relief was itself contrib
uting to the growth of poverty. No doubt in some areas this 
could have been interpreted as true, but in Cheshire we do not 
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encounter the worst 'abuses' of the system that were evident 
in the South, and that the Commissioners feared would spread 
to the North. Indeed Hobsbawm has argued that the reason why 
the poor relief system was pushed to its limits and 'abused' 
in Southern and Eastern areas was because poverty had become

93so widespread there and people were desperate.
As M. Blaug argues:

The poor law commissioners of 1834 ... 
deliberately selected the facts so as 
to impeach the existing administration 
[of the poor laws] on predetermined 
lines... what little evidence they did 
present consisted of little more than 
picturesque anecdotes of maladministration.^

The old Poor Law was seen by landowners and ratepayers as 
costly and wasteful. The burden of poor relief certainly did 
not appear to be shrinking and so Chadwick's arguments for an 
administrative revolution were readily approved of.

In conclusion the experiences of Nantwich, Crewe,
Monks Coppenhall, and Church Coppenhall, representative of a 
cross section of communities in Cheshire, indicate that they 
all suffered steep rises in the rates between 1776 and 1814; 
experienced varying degrees of increased expenditure on the 
poor; then witnessed a fall in the number of paupers between 
1803-1815 while the amount spent per head of the pauper pop
ulation increased rapidly. While all the above factors 
fuelled the consternation and concern of ratepayers, they are 
not the only factors to be considered in an analysis of the 
success or failure of the old Poor Law. The Poor Law had 
evolved in an attempt to fill the gap that emerged between 
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the endowed charities and the vagrancy laws and in so doing, 
the Overseers Accounts convey a true sense of the all embracing 
nature of the welfare system that developed and the quality of 
care conveyed to fellow villagers. From the paupers point of 
view that was what the system was there for - to help them 
survive the calamities of life, and the problems encountered 
during sickness and old age. As to whether or not the Poor Law 
was in crises locally that the Royal Commission purported 
characterised the system in the 1830s, the evidence does reveal 
increasing levels of expenditure and climbing rate bills, but 
there is certainly no evidence of the abuse of the system in 
the form of allowances in aid of wages. As J. R. Poynter has 
questioned, were the allowances that were so criticised

... ever much more than haphazard and 
occasional devices adopted to meet the 
accidental circumstances of scarcity 
or later of post-war distress? Or 
should the 'system' be regarded as an 
important new social institution, born 
of major structural changes in the 
economy? y □

While it now appears allowances in aid of wages were not as 
widespread as once thought, the whole system was condemned 
because of them. What is clear is that the system of relief 
that developed in Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall, and Crewe did 
respond to economic and social changes, and in respect of the 
medical care offered and the care of the bereaved, old, and 
distressed, what ever the cause, an all embracing social insti
tution developed whose positive features, at least to those 
receiving relief, outweighed the negative i.e. the cost.

The Overseers of Nantwich did voice their fears about the 
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system encouraging idleness and a lack of morals, and cut 
backs were made in order to reduce the poor lists, but inevi
tably with rising prices the amount of relief expended per head 
of the pauper population rose steadily. With hindsight we can 
attribute this to economic factors over which the local over
seers had no control and we praise the positive virtues of this 
caring system, examples of which are abundant in the Overseers 
Accounts, expecially in the smaller communities of Crewe and 
Monks Coppenhall. However at the time the ratepayers opinions 
predominated because they were hard hit by rising rates and 
were therefore vocal in damning the system.

Bread scales, roundsmen systems and labour rates, long 
considered essential features of the old Poor Law '... are 
seen to have had a hold that was marginal or slipping in many

96areas’ and are not recorded at all in this part of Cheshire, 
yet the system as a whole was condemned on the widespread 
assumption that such features were helping breed poverty. 
There is no evidence to suggest that the poverty in this part 
of South Cheshire was to any degree generated by the system of 
administering relief. It fulfilled its purpose with compassion, 
and only in Nantwich, the most densely populated town of the 
four settlements examined, did accusations of abuse of the 
system arise, which are far outweighed by the positive features 
of the system. One fact that was inescapable, but contempor
aries, not surprisingly, found hard to appreciate, was that 
the onset of the industrial revolution had expanded the number 
of people who were vulnerable to able bodied poverty, through 
no moral fault of their own. It was this fact that had put 
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so much pressure on the poor relief system and the able bodied 
unemployed, victims of cyclical depression, together with the 
old, sick, and children, were to suffer even more once the 
relief system had been amended.

As G. W. Oxley has argued^the main achievement of the old 
Poor Law was the establishment of an effective, comprehensive 
and flexible system for the relief of the deserving poor: the 
aged, sick, and one parent families. Ironically this was per
ipheral to what the 1601 Act had been designed to alleviate - 
the problem of unemployment and its consequential evils which 
were to be tackled by putting the able bodied poor to work.
'... Two centuries or so later the failure of the old Poor Law 
to deal adequately with the able bodied of the industrial rev-

9 7olution led to its being substantially amended.' As A. Digby 
and others have argued the old Poor Law and the relief it dis
bursed was a response to population growth, unemployment, and 
low wages rather than their cause as the Royal Commission's
Report of 1834 alleged. 'Unfortunately the Report's incorrect 
diagnoses underlay the policies adopted in the Poor Law Amend-

98ment Act, and thus limited its effectiveness.'
There is evidence that the Overseers of Monks Coppenhall 

were preparing for the change to the new Poor Law as in 1834 
they purchased a copy of the Act for Is 6d and several letters 
were recived from the Poor Law Commissioners in 1836-1837.
The Overseer went with the Surveyor to Nantwich in June 1836 
to attend a meeting 'on the Commissioners' and in November 1836 
they met an Assistant Poor Law Commissioner there and early in 
1837 two old and infirm paupers were moved from their cottages
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(where rent had previously been paid) to Nantwich 
and the first Nantwich Board of Guardians meeting 
February 20th, 1837, was attended by the Reverend 
Overseer for Monks Coppenhall, and Edward Jackson 
Church Coppenhall.

Workhouse
on
Robert Mayor,
Overseer for
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Chapter 2
The Charities of Nantwich,

Monks Coppenhall and Church Coppenhall
their development from the seventeenth century to 1837

In order to examine the development of philanthropy from 
1730 onwards it has been necessary to look at the foundations 
that were laid in the seventeenth century as many of the influ
ential charities in Nantwich date from that period, The local 
community accepted the charities as part of their right and 
heritage, much as they did the Poor Law, but the financial part 
played by philanthropy in support of the poor as a whole, must 
not be over exaggerated, The charities administered their 
relief alongside that dispensed by the Overseers of the Poor, 
and several Overseers also acted as trustees of various char
ities in the town. However the only official contact that 
appears to have taken place between the two forms of relief 
was when several of the almsmen had to be transferred to the 
workhouse because the value of their allowance had fallen so 
greatly it was impossible for them to continue any longer as 
almsmen. Such an incident serves to emphasise that while 
Nantwich was considered to be well served by the number of 
charities it possessed, the fact that many had been initiated 
in the seventeenth century meant that their value and capacity 
to offer relief to ever increasing numbers was becoming dif
ficult by the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
An increase in the population, rising prices, economic fluct
uations, together with increases in the poor rate all put 
pressure on the charities of Nantwich.

As S. G. and E. 0. A. Checkland have pointed out, it had 
traditionally been assumed the responsibility of the better-off
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to assist the less fortunate through charitable giving.
'Indeed, the poor performed a social and religious role by

1 challenging the wealthier to remember that fraternal duty.' 
Similarly W. K. Jordan had argued that up to the late seven
teenth century the belief in the need for, and efficiency of, 
private charity was one reason why charitable endeavour was 
more important than relief granted by the Poor Law, which 
tended to be resorted to only by those who fell through the

2 safety net offered by the charities. However, as is evident 
in Nantwich, this position changed as population growth con
tinued and the scale of private charity could not keep pace 
with providing for all those in need. Hence the charities of 
the town assumed a position where they were propping up a system 
of poor relief that was, in its turn, coming under increasing 
pressure from an ever growing number of applicants.

Contemporaries accepted the existence of charitable end
eavour alongside the provisions of the Poor Law as, in essence, 
they were seen as fulfilling different needs. The education 
of the poor and orphans, providing almshouses in order to supply 
food and shelter for the old was permissible as the relief pro
vided by the state was seen as fulfilling the needs of a fairly 
narrowly prescribed group. Private charity met the needs of 
those suffering hardship but for whom the Poor Law did not 
cater, and just as it had been argued that a caring dispensation 
of the old Poor Law helped cement social stability and under
standing between different classes, at least where such relief 
was administered with compassion and understanding, so the 
existence of charities could help achieve the same respect and 
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understanding between classes. As J. R. Poynter has argued 
capitalist progress could continue behind the 'public defences' 
provided by the Poor Law, while the role of private charity 
and self-help was seen as elevating the character, improving

3 conditions and securing the loyalty of the labouring classes. 
How far these aims were satisfied in Nantwich can only be 
assessed by a close examination of the charities and the reac
tions of the inhabitants where these exist. The fact that many 
families in Nantwich had relatives who were dependent on the 
charities of the town led to accusations that malpractices by 
the Trustees were tolerated by residents for fear of retribution 
on charity recipients if complaints were made.

Many questions suggest themselves about the development 
of private charity in Nantwich. What groups of people were 
identified as being in need of charitable help and what form 
did such help take? Were these charities administered to anyone 
who claimed them or were strict rules and regulations observed 
relating to who could or could not receive relief, and if so 
with what ulterior aim in mind? Did certain patterns or trends 
emerge in the type of charities that were established in dif
ferent centuries, and what can these tell us about the type of 
poverty that existed in the society that generated them? The 
fact that charitable endeavour flourished in Nantwich has been 
emphasised by historians such as J. Hall and E. Garton, but in 
relation to the amount of relief dispensed by the Poor Law how 
great was the financial contribution of the Nantwich charities 
to the maintenance of the poor? Similarly did such charities 
face a crisis in financial terms when confronted by rising 
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population and inflation that steadily eroded the value of 

bequests?
The growth of new charities in the eighteenth and nine

teenth centuries illustrates the response Nantwich people made 
to the changing economic and social climate which created new 
areas of need together with a new scale of poverty. A survey 
of the various charities that emerged will not only indicate 
the variety of methods employed but will also clarify the com
mon threads that run through, and link together bequests made 
by different people at different times.

As D. Owen has argued philanthropy in all its forms illus
trated the dramatic acceptance of social responsibility by both 
the affluent and successful and those of more modest fortune:

... these donors not only helped to 
ease the country through a hazardous 
and complex transition, but they also 
contributed to the "fashioning of an 
ethic of social responsibility which 
was to be the hallmark of the liberal 
society."

Both the affluent and the modest left legacies to the poor of 
Nantwich, but questions must be asked about how far this trad
ition of social responsibility was continued from one century 
to the next? Was there in fact a sense of continuing social 
responsibility for those who fell on hard times, or did other 
factors come into play to deflect such feelings?
The trends that emerged in Charitable Relief in Nantwich 
from the Seventeenth Century to 1834

The overall pattern reflecting how people saw fit to 
dispense their charitable offerings varied from century to 
century as economic and social changes created new strains 
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and therefore emphasised different groups who were in need of 
relief. During the seventeenth century the bequest of money 
or doles dominated legacies in Nantwich, and accounted for 
32% of all bequests. Following closely in popularity were 
those charities aimed at supplying bread, almshouses, money to 
a particular street, and education for the children of the poor 
at the Grammar School, each of the above accounting for 12% of 
bequests. The augmentation of almshouses accounted for a fur
ther 8% of legacies, indicating that once established these 
institutions were always in need of further finance to keep up 
their maintenance, and were considered a valued form of charity 
by contemporaries who obviously wanted to see them continue.

Several types of charity established in Nantwich during 
the seventeenth century remained unique to that century, and 
they were concerned with setting up apprenticeships for the 
children of the poor and granting loans to trademen and poor 
people in order to help them back to prosperity. These three 
forms of bequests were centered around a strong element of 
self-help;

If charity was a response to human 
need, it was also an instrument 
for inculcating approved social 
attitudes... and [philanthropist] 
tended to judge charitable efforts 
by their success in encouraging 
recipients to stand on their own 
feet.

Charity centered around apprenticing the children of the poor 
to tradesmen tended to be overtaken by the development of the 

Blue Cap School in the eighteenth century, which proved to be 
an easier charity to administer. The idea of providing a loan 
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to a poor person in order to enable him to regain independence 
and prosperity also proved ineffective. The provision of cash 
did not cure all the problems and the difficulties involved 
with paying back the initial sum often incurred further hard
ship for those concerned. In the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries this form of philanthropy died away as economic 
fluctuations, over which the individual had no control, became 
more widespread and ruled out the effectiveness of this form 
of relief.

The seventeenth century also witnessed seven Nantwich men 
making their fortunes in London and later establishing charities 
in their native towns, a familiar trait in philanthropy as 
D. Owen has pointed out. They built almshouses for the aged, 
encouraged loans to be made to the poor, provided bread and 
established the Grammar School.6

Eighteenth century charitable bequests in Nantwich largely 
mirrored those made in the seventeenth century, confirming 
D. Owen's argument that eighteenth century testators did not 
show much inclination to 'branch out into new fields of phil
anthropy' and if 'one compares the charity landscape of 1700 
with that of 1800, the difference seems to be one of degree

7 rather than of kind.' So rather than the eighteenth century 
yielding a host of new charities it was the old ones that con
tinued to attract bequests. 32% of new bequests were directed 
to the educational charities based on the Grammar School and 
Blue Cap Charity School. Of the remaining bequests 21% and 17% 
respectively were concerned with granting financial help to 
certain parts of the town and doles for the poor generally.
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As D. Owen has argued eighteenth-century philanthropy was typ
ified by:

Puritan piety, a benevolently human
itarian outlook and concern for the 
national interest... [and charity 
schools were] a gallant attempt to 
meet the challenge of ignorance and 
moral delinquency among the children 
of the poor, but as an organised 
effort it offered a striking example 
of the new associated philanthropy 
in action.o o

The eighteenth century witnessed the first large-scale venture
into associated philanthropy, and in Nantwich this took the form 
of providing the Blue Cap Charity School, a common example of 
associated philanthropy '... and a convincing demonstration 
of what could be accomplished by the pooling of individual

9effort.' It was this characteristic of individuals joining
together or augmenting old established charities that came to
be relied upon more and more as the numbers claiming charitable 
relief increased while the original value of the bequests could 
not hope to keep pace with the demands made upon them.

The early nineteenth century saw a relative drying up of
new bequests in Nantwich. The augmentation of existing char
ities held the key to the survival of valued old established 
charities that were finding it hard to serve their recipients 
well in the face of rising prices and increased population.
In Nantwich each century revealed new charitable 'solutions' 
to an old problem that was getting worse by degrees. Having 
examined the overall trends that emerged in Nantwich, each 

generation building on the foundations of their predecessors, 
it is only by looking in detail at the different types of 
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charities that developed, and who they were aimed at that will 
reveal the concerns of the local population and how they saw 
fit to tackle the problems of their community. Such an exam
ination will also reveal the underlying common threads of 
charitable benevolence that ran through each century and illum
inated common areas of concern.

The Wilbraham family and philanthropy in Nantwich

Roger Wilbraham had been instrumental in setting up the
10first workhouse in Nantwich, and was the first person to draw 

attention to the fact that in 1665 the collection in the parish 
church was not enough to relieve the poor. One of the reasons 
he put forward to explain this was that many of the 'better
quality' people in the town frequently did not go to church on 
the Sunday when the collection for the poor was made, emphas
ising that not all of the local gentry were as concerned as he 
was about the plight of the poor.

The Wilbraham family as a whole expressed concern about 
the poor. Roger's Uncle, Ralph Wilbraham, left the whole of his 
estate to the poor, and Roger procured a share of this for the

11town of Nantwich which was used to find work for the poor.
However, as there was no house of correction or workhouse at

12Nantwich at the time of his Uncle's death in 1657 the inter
est of the money was distributed to the sick, aged, and poor, 
as the need arose and £14 Os Od was distributed annually at 
Christmas to provide clothing for those in need. A list was 

drawn up by an agent 'assisted by some of the ladies residing 
in the town' and this list was renewed every year. The value 
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of clothing given to each family varied from three shillings
to six shillings, and about three shillings to individuals.
Either linen or woollen was chosen as blankets were too expens-

13ive where applicants were so numerous. However as the
14Charity Commissioners pointed out it had always been very 

difficult for the vicar and churchwarden to select people to 
receive charity in Nantwich and the neighbouring village of 
Acton, because many poor people belonging to Acton lived else
where and yet still presented themselves for a share of the 
charities. As the Charity Commissioners pointed out, very 
little documentary evidence had been preserved relating to 
charities founded in early times, especially those bequeathed 
by the Wilbraham family which in regard to distributing charity 
'must of course render their [the churchwardens] task a diffi-

14- >15cult one.'
The interest of the Wilbraham family in the plight of the 

poor was not limited to the male members of the family. Alice, 
the wife of Roger Wilbraham, who died in 1676, left a legacy 
to the poor in new half crown pieces and new shillings, to be 
distributed to poor widows in Welsh Row, where the Wilbrahams 
lived. It was this legacy that stimulated Roger Wilbraham to 
look at the problem of the poor and aged widows:

I thought of erecting a monument that 
might transmit the memory of my dear 
wife to posterity... that I had in our 
own street, three well built houses, 
under a roof, with convenient apart
ments, that might easily be converted 
into an almshouse, for half a dozen 
poor aged widows, and thought better 
to devote something of this nature to 
the Honour of God and to her memory 
that had been mindful to lay something 
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by, to be distributed to poor widows
in her own street. ... I made all 
possible haste to fitt the houses wch 
were now in my possession for the re
ception of six aged widows, that I 
had there in my thoughts. I endowed 
the same by deed executed with Livery, 
with lands [in Betchton] to the value 
of £26 13s 4d per ann; for a constant 
and perpetual maintenance for so many 
poor aged widows for ages to come.

Each house accommodated two people 'who by co-habiting together 
might mutually succour and solace each other.' After buying 
them gowns in which to go to Church, Wilbraham notes to his 
satisfaction that the day after moving into their homes in 1676 
they:

... took their places in a seat wch I 
had provided for them in the face of 
the pulpit; dined with me that day 
that I might have the opportunity to 
Blesse God with them and to begg His 
Blessing upon that which He put into 
my Heart to do for ye poor, sith it 
hath pleased Him to favour mee so far 
as to let me see it effected to my 
Hearts content..,16

In 1836 the Charity Commissioners described the Almshouses in
the following manner:

There are three tenements, consisting 
of one room each upon the ground floor, 
and a room over each. Two widows re
side in each. There is an open yard at 
the back, common to the whole, with a 
small pantry to each tenement.•. and 
are in a very good state.

The almshouses were continually supported by the Wilbraham 
family through the generations and were obviously thought to 
successfully fill a need in the town as in 1705 Roger Wilbraham 
established another almshouse for two old maids in Welsh Row, 
consisting of one room with a pantry below and a large
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convenient bedroom over it, but there was no garden. The
almshouses also seemed to attract charitable contributions
from other wealthy people in the town who obviously wanted to 
see them continue in the nineteenth century when the poor were 
increasing, but money to support them was not increasing in

18the same proportion. As G. W. Oxley has stressed the relief 
of the deserving poor was seen primarily as a task for charity, 
legislation being passed to encourage the establishment of

1 endowments to support almshouses and supply doles to the poor.
Also the fact that private charity was widely believed to be 
morally and socially preferable to receiving relief by law 
persisted between 1660-1760 and encouraged, as J. R. Poynter 
has indicated, the further development of private charities

20 such as that founded by the Wilbrahams.
Some of the problems concerning the poor in Nantwich

seemed to have recurred over the centuries, indicating that
despite efforts to alleviate the situation the nucleus of the
problem remained; as Roger Wilbraham stated:

... ye Liberty that owners of cottages 
in Town take to admit strangers and 
Inmates into such cottages, without 
regard of secureing the Towne, [i.e., 
from becoming chargeable as paupers 
to the town] I myselfe have undertaken 
to be responsible for my Tenants, if 
any of them sholde become burdensome: 
others promise faire, but performe nothing.

This problem had been tackled by Thomas Wilbraham, Roger's
2 2 father, in 1631 but as the town continued to grow and trade

flourish it was not something that could be stopped and char
itable endeavour increased in a response to alleviate its

23 effects on the residents of the town.
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The role played by the Wilbraham family in philanthropy 

represents the largest contribution by any of the local gentry. 
When examining the remaining charities founded in the town they 
tend to fall into several identifiable groups. Even though 
established during different decades and even centuries, their 
founders shared a common feeling that these 'areas' of concern 
urgently needed financial help. When examined together these 
different 'threads' combine to reveal the poverty that existed 
in Nantwich.

The establishment of charities to help certain 
areas of Nantwich

First, there were legacies left to a particular area of 
the town. For example, Bridget Wood bequeathed that the inter
est from £350 Os Od be distributed to the poor in Beam Street

24 and Wall Lane. This bequest was dispensed in clothing once 
every two years during the worst weather. People were selected 
by the trustees and money apportioned to them according to 
their circumstances and the size of their families. Tickets 
were then given to them, which they had to produce to the 
tradesmen who supplied them with clothing. In 1782 
Bridget Wood's capital of £350 Os Od was combined with £70 Os Od 
from John Broomhall's charity and £10 Os Od from Mary Hickson, 
and this sum was lent by the trustees to finance the new 
Nantwich Workhouse. This example illustrates the point that 
the trustees of the various charities did have occasion to 
associate with the Overseers of the Poor and that money left 
for private charitable purposes was readily transferred or 
combined for the 'public good'. The Overseers paid the trustees
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£11 Os Od annually in interest which was then applied to the
. . , 25original purpose.

Mary Swan in a will dated 1st January, 1837 (she died 
in 1846) bequeathed to the minister and churchwardens £1,000 
the interest from which was to be distributed to the poor who 
lived in Hospital Street, in bread, clothing, or money. 
Hospital Street was an area where poverty was prevalent as 
since 1633 Sir Thomas Crewe of Steane, had given farm rents 
totalling £22 Os Od per annum to the poor inhabitants. From 
1662-1695 the money was distributed to the needy, used for 
putting out apprentices and providing clothing. Between 1695 
and 1711 there was a deficiency in the books and there were 
no entries for that period, but another member of the family 
continued the benevolent tradition from 1711 when Sir John Crewe 
of Utkinton gave £10 Os Od per annum to the same street. 
Hospital Street had been the native street of Sir Thomas and 
Sir Ranulph Crewe, the grandfather of Sir John Crewe, and this 
charity was distributed until 1733. In 1767, John, 1st Lord 
Crewe, diverted the donors original intentions by erecting 
and endowing seven almshouses for married men with families, 
preferably 'decayed tradesmen' on Beam Heath on the site of the 
old House of Correction, 'endowed with the whole of the proceeds 
of the property described in the fore-going accounts' (rents 
amounting to £22 7s 2d in 1642). The almshouse was described 
as a 'substantial brick building under one roof with good bed
rooms above. They have small flower gardens in front, and 
kitchen gardens at the back' and when the Commissioners made 
their inquiry in July 1836 the almshouse was in their opinion
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'in a very good state having been well and substantially

2 6built.1 The inmates of the almshouse also received
£45 10s Od which was divided equally among them every quarter. 
Lord Crewe's Almshouses are a good example of how one type of 
charitable endeavour could be modified to better fulfil the 
demands of present need but, once established, the endowment 
was supported by the family down the years. Other areas in 
Nantwich that were often bequeathed small amounts of money for

27 charitable distribution included Pillory Street, Welsh Row, 
Barker Street and Mill Street.

Charities for natives of the town only

The second identifiable theme that attracted a charitable 
response was directed towards natives of the town and house
holders. In the past poor migrants coming into the town from 
neighbouring areas had been seen as a problem to be guarded

2 8 against as they jeopardised the condition of the indigenous 
poor. For example as early as 1530 Margaret Slade bequeathed 
18 acres of land in Bunbury, the rental value being £36 Os Od 
which was to be distributed to sixty poor householders in two 

29 equal payments at Easter and on St. Thomas' day.
Similarly the Beam Heath estate, comprising about 400 acres 

produced an annual income of about £1,600 0s Od which was 
assigned to any householders in the town who had resided there 
for not less than seven years. This charity was however unusual 
because it was given generally to qualifying householders re
gardless of their financial state, and the sums distributed 
varied from fifteen shillings to twentyfive shillings annually, 
(see figure 6) There was however some dispute in regard to
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the management and administration of the Beam Heath Estate.
3 0Thomas Dunning states that when he first came to Nantwich in 

the 1830s his attention was drawn to the management of the
Beam Heath estate as everyone was talking about it and suspec
ting the Trustees of wrongdoings. Small meetings were held on 
the Barony to discuss the subject and the trustees were 
denounced, but no resolutions were moved or deputations sent 
to see the trustees.

In those days of Church and Tory rule 
rule none of the working class dare 
'bell the cat' ... and if persons who 
talked loudly about the abuses were 
asked to assist in reforming them, 
they would probably reply that some 
of their relatives were in almshouses, 
or in receipt of some other of the 
charities, and they would rather not 
interfere. And so the charities made 
cowards of a great many of the bred 
and born Nantwichians.

As E. Royle has pointed out charities placed a useful
weapon of social control in the hands of the clergy and local 
dignitaries, and recipients and members of their families were 
obviously well aware that in order to receive continued relief

3 2they should not cause trouble. This of course, worked to 
the advantage of the trustees in the above case where 'wrong
doing' was suspected. However Dunning had not been born in 
Nantwich and had no elderly relatives there and so was not 
frightened to challenge the trustees. As a ratepayer and a 
radical he described himself as part of a new generation who 
could attend vestry meetings and assist in the election of 

Beam Heath Trustees without the restraint of knowing elderly
3 3 relatives might be penalised as a result. Originally there
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had been 32 trustees, and any vacancy was supposed to be pub
licised at the next general vestry meeting. In 1840 Dunning 
became entitled to vote at vestry meetings and at this time 
there were only six or seven trustees left, but they opposed 
all attempts to increase their number. Dunning began a single- 
handed movement to correct the abuses that had crept into the 
management of the estate - the first being the distribution of 
the surplus monies. Apparently for many years the provisions 
of the Act relating to the £500 Os Od had been overlooked and 
only one pound every two years had been distributed. The 
trustees agent had no cheque book to show to whom he had paid 
the money, and the public balance sheet stated 'paid to so 
many claiments, so many pounds.'

Dunning felt it would be fairer if the money was distri
buted every year or whenever there was a surplus of £500 0s Od, 
but he found no help or encouragement from other townspeople 
and he had to proceed on alone. He wrote a series of reso
lutions relating to the management of the estate and then held 
a public meeting and the resolutions were carried unanimously. 
Dunning together with another man, were appointed to go to 
present the resolutions to the trustees who were apparently 
surprised at the deputation. One liberal tradesman and trustee, 
Mr. Edward Harrison, a grocer, who Dunning thought would sup
port their resolution, was quick to point out that no one 
could prove the trustees had £500 0s Od in their possession. 
Dunning asked that an accountant be allowed to go through the 
books, but the trustees argued that the books must not leave 
their hands as 'We cannot always get the rents in to the day.'
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A few weeks after the meeting Mr. Thomas Johnson, an 
assistant Overseer of the Poor for Nantwich, was appointed 
distributor, and recipients of the Beam Heath charity received 
12s 6d each, instead of 10s Od as before, in spite of the fact 
that the trustees had spent a lot on tree planting on the 
estate. From then on the dividends gradually increased as 
higher rents were obtained.

Another good example of a charity for the benefit of 
natives of the town were the Meakin and Delves Almshouses in 
Love Lane. They were set up by Mrs. Ermine Delves in 1722 who 
gave several houses in Barker Street and houses and a barn in 
Love Lane, so that an almshouse for poor men, all natives of 
Nantwich, and their wives, could be built. The recipients of 
this charity had to be over fifty years of age. These alms
houses were administered by the trustees of Sir Edmund Wright's 
Charity, and in 1797 they were in the fortunate position that 
the funds of all the different charities in their management 
showed a considerable surplus, and so two new almshouses were 
built on the site of Chine Hall Barn in Love Lane for two poor 
men and their wives and their survivors with an annuity of 
£5 Os Od per annum. Finances also allowed an increase of pay 
to the other four almshouses in Love Lane from £3 15s Od to 
£5 Os Od per annum.

The rule about these almshouses being for natives of 
Nantwich only was strictly adhered to. For example in March 
1827 John Latham, aged 70, was successful in a ballot to reside 
in one of the houses in Love Lane.36 There was some doubt 

about where he was born but at a later meeting the house was 
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given to him provided no one could prove within two months 
that he was not born in Nantwich. In June 1827 it was resolved 
by the trustees that John Latham was not entitled to live 
there any more as a birth certificate was produced from Acton 
Church showing he had been born at Hurleston, three miles out
side Nantwich. So John Latham had to move out of the house 
and a new candidate was selected. This example serves to 
emphasise that while the charities were benevolent they were 
inflexible, and even though the man was originally deemed poor 
enough to take up residence in the Almshouse the fact that he 
was born three miles outside the town was justification enough 
to eject him from the almshouse. The priority of looking after 
'natives' of the town came first.

Sir Edmund Wright's Almshouses

Thirdly, one of the most famous and influential of all the
37 charities set up in Nantwich was Sir Edmund Wright's Alms

houses in Hospital Street. The organisation of this charity 
influenced the running and organisation of many charities set 
up in later years, and continued to attract financial bequests 
in support of its work well into the nineteenth century. This 
charity was aimed at helping several identifiable groups. The 
inmates of the almshouses had to be men of at least fifty years 
of age, they had to be of the Church of England, single, natives 
of Nantwich, unable to earn their living by honest labour, well 
behaved, and preference was given to anyone who had the surname 
of Wright. If there was more than one applicant, lots had 
to be drawn and the successful person was the man who drew the 
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lot saying 'Praise God for thy Founder'. The rule relating 
to almsmen having lived in Nantwich for a minimum of three 
years was strictly adhered to, and in 1835 one Joseph Sant 
was admitted but received no pension from the charity for 
three years because he had not lived there for the required 
length of time.

The almshouses themselves were described as very substan
tially built, and consisted of two rooms to each almsman, one 
above and the other upon the ground floor, each with a small 
garden attached 'where potatoes and other vegetables are

3 9grown.' This charity relieved several of the groups ident
ified previously as often being in need of charitable relief 
and the important theme of religion is seen as a prerequisite 
requirement to be met before charity was administered. For 
example, when a vacancy arose for an almsman in 1835 the only 
candidate for admission was Peter Bolis, but he was refused 
residence because he was not a churchman. He tried to gain 
admission on five different occasions and was at last admitted 
in 1836, but only after he had become a member of the Church 
of England.

Altogether six poor men lived in the almshouse which was 
established in 1638. Each inmate received £4 Os Od yearly and 
a grey gown faced with red, every three years, in addition to 
the value of the rent of a farm in Middlesex to the value of 
£32 Os Od yearly. Every Christmas day each almsman also re
ceived a new shirt, a pair of stockings and a pair of shoes, 
the total cost for each man being forty shillings.Between 
1600-1900 the Wright almshouse received several further 



87

legacies to aid its financial position, indicating that on 
the one hand the institution maintained the support of the 
local community and was seen as providing a valuable service. 
Secondly, and of crucial significance for many charities, was 
the fact that the value of the initial bequest could not main
tain the charity efficiently in the face of rising prices and 
the addition of new legacies were vital if its work was to 
continue.

Thirteen trustees were put in charge of administering the 
42almshouses and they met at the almshouse every year on the 

24th November (the anniversary of the Founder's Baptism) at 
8 a.m. 'to view' the almsmen, this day becoming known in 
Nantwich as the Almsmen's Feast. The trustees went to the 
Church in Nantwich with as many of the almsmen as possible, to 
hear divine service and a sermon, reinforcing the religeous 
overtones of the charity. After the service the trustees had 
dinner to the value of twenty shillings, and they read to the 
almsmen certain 'orders' and punished by suspending the 
allowance, or expelling anyone who broke the orders, and dis
cipline was strictly enforced by the trustees. For example, 
in February 1782 the trustees ordered that Richard Wicksted 
should be suspended for three months and his allowance stopped, 
because he was absent from Church, and he apparently committed 
other misdemeanours which are not specified.

Once in receipt of charity in the almshouse the almsmen 
had to abide by a strict set of orders outlined by the founder 
to maintain dignity and discipline - but obviously some of the 
men found such rules hard to adhere to. For example, they were 
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expected to go to Church regularly, and every morning and 
evening, pray for their founder, never swear, be drunk, or 
commit scandalous vices, never take in lodgers, and always 
care for other almsmen. Begging was forbidden as they had to 
'content themselves' with the allowances given by the founder 
and once they had become an almsman they were not allowed to 
marry or keep a woman.

Men were obviously desperate when they became an almsman 
and could not expect an affluent existence once they were 
accepted. Even the gowns that they were given to wear were 
passed on from previous almsmen that had died. The Wright's 
Almhouse provided an existence but there was a price to be 
paid as all individuality had to be terminated when almsman 
status was assumed. Money was obviously not wasted on what 
the trustees considered to be luxuries, although others might 
have considered them essentials. If any of the rules of the 
almshouse were broken the almsmen were immediately punished 
either by fines, suspension, or expulsion and in 1828 on 
Founder's Day, Peter Moss was fined one-quarter of his salary 
for drunkenness and bad language; other instances of fines

44 and suspension for drunkenness also occur. Furthermore in 
the 1730s and 1740s several men had money stopped from their 
pensions because they would not actually sleep in the almshouses 
which leads one to deduce that perhaps the strict discipline 
had driven them out, or that conditions were poor in the alms
house. In these instances the main attraction of being a 
Wright Almsman was the allowance it provided. Even this was 
not always automatically given. In 1818 permission was given 
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to a man to live in a vacant almshouse but without an allowance 
as the funds were inadequate until the next vacancy occurred,

45when he would be entitled to it without a ballot.
Clearly private charity required strict deference from 

the recipients in exchange for the bare essentials of life. 
Indeed there seems to have come a point where it could be 
argued the Wright's Almshouses did not fulfill this need as 
there was an interchange between the work of the almshouse and 
the Nantwich Workhouse. In 1772 William Bowerey was transferred 
to the workhouse due to old age, which meant that he could no 
longer care for himself. However, old age was not the only 
reason for an almsman to transfer to the poor house. It gives 
some indication of the conditions that life in the almshouses 
had deteriorated to, that in early nineteenth century some 
almsmen, owing to the insufficiency of income (the endowment 
being exactly the same as 245 years ago), voluntarily left the 
almshouse and went to the workhouse, while other almsmen died 
in great poverty and neglect. For example, it appears that in 
June 1804 the almsmen's pay was reduced to twentyfive shillings 
for a period of sixtytwo weeks in order to repay a bill for 
carpentry work that had been carried out at the almshouse at 
the instigation of the almsmen, but without the consent of the 
Treasurer. As the trust was in arrears, and in the Treasurer's 
opinion, more urgent work than this was still waiting to be

4 6 done, the almsmen had to pay the bill themselves.
It was only William Sprout's gift in 1829 that enabled the 

almsmen's pay to be increased to £10 Os Od per annum, and with 
other small bequests the pensioners were better sustained in 
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the 1830s than at any former period. To move voluntarily from 
the almshouse to the workhouse emphasises that the almsmen 
must have been in a worse plight than when they originally 
entered the almshouse. To be driven to such a recourse sug
gests that before William Sprout's gift the original endowment 
was, not surprisingly by the late eighteenth century and early 
nineteenth century, inadeguate to deal with an increased pop
ulation, rising prices and changed economic conditions. The 
almshouses themselves needed repair as well as increased 
allowances for their inmates and it was only Sprout's gift in 
1829 that eased the crisis situation. This came too late for 
many though, as the crisis had not risen overnight but had 
been progressively emerging in the previous century when the 
weight of poverty was obviously proving too great a strain for 
the charitable network existing in the town.

Such almshouses as those established by Wright and all 
the other charitable foundations, many financed on amounts 
considered suitable one hundred or so years previously, were 
faced with an impossible task in the nineteenth century, and 
it is no wonder that almsmen are described as dying in great 
poverty.

Apart from the strict discipline imposed at the almshouse, 
and the obvious financial problems that they faced, there does 
seem to have been sympathy and compassion too. Even when a 
man had been suspended from the almshouse because of his 
behaviour, he would not be left destitute. For example, 

William Cartwright was expelled in September 1661 for 'Grosse 
Misdemeaners', and he had previously been fined five shillings 
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for drunkenness in June 1661. He was re-admitted into the 
almshouse again in June 1662 when he received his gown and 
one quarter's pay, but was finally expelled in June 1663. 
Afterwards it is noted in Wright's Trustees' Accounts that 
some of his debts were paid off from the fines he had paid for 
drunkenness, and a small sum was given to him when he was ex
pelled, and at several intervals afterwards.

Apart from receiving charity themselves, the almsmen,
poor as they were, were expected to give to charity too.
There is one incident referred to in March 1661 where six alms
men 'freely' gave two shillings each to Margerye Salmon, a

47 niece of the founder, who was in great poverty. Later m the
same and subsequent years she received similar charity, but one 
wonders how much pressure was put on the almsmen to give money, 
as she was a niece of Sir Edmund and his charity could only be 
dispensed to males. One suspects that this is another example 
of the deference expected from recipients of charity.

The trustees of Sir Edmund Wright's Charity held a respon
sible position in that it fell to them to administer many other 
charities in Nantwich apart from their own, and the Charity 
Commissioners had this to say about their role:

The Trustees of this charity have 
been subsequently made the Trustees 
of many other bequests, and they 
have now the management of some of 
the most important charities in the 
town; and they appear to have just
ified the confidence so generally 
reposed in them by discharging their 
duties with great care and discretion: 
their charities are better conducted 
than any others in the place. 48
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When examining the list of names of people who made up 

the Trustees of the Wright's Almshouse it is interesting to 
note that up to 1779 the trustees were mainly gentlemen from 
the important families in the town, followed in their turn by 
their sons, but after 1779 there is a noticeable increase in 
people belonging to the growing trades in the town, for example, 
a silk mercer, tradesmen, surgeons etc. Involvement in char
itable work, a field previously dominated by the landed gentry,

49 gave such people a respectability not formerly possessed.
This trend also coincides with the tendency of the local gentry 
to move away from Nantwich to live in the surrounding country
side, and the growing interest of ratepayers in the escalating 
cost of the poor rates.

Around the 1820s the custom developed of inviting trades
men in the town to dine with the trustees at the annual alms
men's feast. It cannot be a coincidence that it was in the 
early nineteenth century that the almshouses were in dire 
poverty and were hardly able to make ends meet with the orig
inal beguest left by the founder; indeed in 1825 the charity 
was in debt. This attempt to interest tradesmen in the charity 
appears to have been a desperate attempt to increase funds.

The Role of Religion and Charity
50As Brian Harrison has argued religion played a vital 

role in stimulating social reform and social welfare as people 
believed poverty was largely the result of moral failure and 
religion could reverse this. Religion in the form of the 
Church of England, obviously played an important part in 
Sir Edmund Wright's Almshouses but a charity set up in 1704 
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by his daughter, Mrs. Martha Chorlton, expressed diametrically 
opposed religious views in its founder's instructions.
Mrs. Chorlton, a Baptist, specifically stated that no one 
should be excluded from her charity because they were not a 
member of the Church of England, and she gave £200 Os Od which 
was invested in land in Stapeley and Wybunbury, the rent from 
which was paid every six months to the treasurer of her father's 
almshouses. Between 1707-1756 twentynine people had received

51 . . . .help from Martha Chorlton's charity. Again im contradiction 
to her father's bequest, her charity helped widows, a group

52 specifically excluded from her father's almshouse.
The Methodists in Nantwich also offered help to the poor 

and sick. In 1806 membership of the Methodist Church had
53 increased from one hundred and twentyseven to two hundred, 

and non-conformity held quite a sway in the town. The people 
receiving monetary help from the Methodists were by and large 
Methodists themselves and were obviously encouraged to go to 
chapel as they received their money at the 'Love Feast'.
Usually the amounts they received varied between one shilling

54 and five shillings, and were made approximately every month.
Familiar names continually appear in the record books and the 
Methodists obviously had people in the congregation who were 
constantly in need of help, but there is also the occasional 
reference to 'a friend who is sick', with amounts of around 
two shillings and sixpence given to members of the community 
who were in need. The amount of money disbursed annually to 
the poor and sick varied, reaching high points in 1814-1815 
years characterised by cut-backs by the Overseers, and
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1817-1818 when between £15 Os Od - £22 Os Od was disbursed, 
and it reached a peak between July and November 1820 when 
£36 2s 3%d was granted in the four month period. Thereafter 
the amounts given tail off to a few pounds until 1839-1840 
when they jump again to £25 Os Od, a period coinciding with 
the introduction of the Poor Law Amendment Act.

Religion was seen as playing an important part in the
moral reformation of the weak characters who were, it was be
lieved, most likely to fall into poverty. The very fact that 
a person did not hold a particular faith could mean disquali
fication from charitable relief and so where relief depended 
on recipients following that particular faith a form of social 
control was also being effectively exercised.

Charitable provision for widows, spinsters, and children
The care of widows and spinsters is another identifiable 

group in Nantwich that received several charitable bequests. 
For example, Miss Elizabeth Walker in 1793 left her personal 
estate:

... to be invested for the purpose of 
paying £5 Os Od yearly to as many aged 
maiden women as the produce shall admit 
Of'55

... due regard being had in their sel
ection to the morals and character of 
the annuitants.,-^5 6

Some money from this charity was diverted to help
5 7Mrs. Chorlton's charity for widows mentioned earlier.

To educate the children of the poor at school or to app
rentice them to a trade attracted charitable endowments in 
Nantwich from and early date. This type of charity reinforced,



95

as J. R. Poynter has argued, an 'existing moral preference 
for self-help'58 as the recipients, it was hoped, would be 

enabled to earn their own living and ultimately be able to 
escape from the need to claim relief in the future.
William Hodgkins, in his will dated 1689, gave land in Alvaston 
the rent from which was to be used to apprentice children into 
a trade, the children, once again, had to be natives of 
Nantwich. In 1736 it was decided that no Treasurer should put 
out any apprentice without the 'approbation' of a majority of

5 the said trustees, presumably to avoid any abuse of the system. 
Between 1800 and 1801 £3 Os Od was given with each apprentice 
when he was indentured, this sum increasing to £5 Os Od in 
1803.50 terms that the children were to serve as appren

tices in their respective trades varied. In most cases it 
appears to have been seven years, but two boys were apprenticed 
for long periods in 1801, one for seventeen and the other for 
thirteen years, both as apprentice glove makers. It was also 
decided in 1802 that no boy receiving Hodgkin's charity should 
be placed out under the age of ten, and £5 0s Od should be sent 
with him.6^ (See figure 7) Between 1800-1808 59% of Hodgkin's 

boys were apprenticed to shoemakers, the staple trade of 
Nantwich and where, upon completion of the apprenticeship, a 
job was likely to be secured. The rest of the boys were sent 
to tradesmen typical of a market town such as tailors and 
cabinet makers. Conditions were once again stringently adhered 
to in the selection of boys for apprenticeships:
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The said children so to be put 
forth to be born in the town of 
Nantwich, and in lawful wedlock 
and being inhabitants of the same, 
which said children should be 
elected, chosen and put forth by 
the said trustees or a major part 
of them ... the said trustees 
should take security from such 
masters to whom the said appren
tices should be put, for the main
taining and keeping them with 
sufficient and convenient meat, 
drink, washing, lodging, and 
apparel, during the respective 
terms of their several apprentice
ships • • • 62

In 1812 the ruling on the age of apprentices made in 1802 was 
revised so that no boy could be apprenticed before the age of 
twelve, and they were not to be sent to anyone who could not

6 3 pay the levies or who had ever applied for poor relief.
Apprentices could be sent out of Nantwich to be placed

with a master and some boys were apprenticed to their own 
fathers. A premium of £10 Os Od was given with the boys, half 
paid at the time the indentures were executed and the rest at 
the end of six months:

This regulation was found to be 
necessary on account of fraudulent 
and collusive conduct between the 
parent of the apprentice and the 
master. The apprentices are clothed 
and fed by the master ... [In July 1836 
the charity had a balance of £148 Os 4%d.] 
This accumulation was owing to 
disputes between the trustees and 
some of the masters on account of 
unfair practices by the latter, and 
it was wished to adopt some mode by 
which they could secure themselves 
against similar practices that the 
trustees had kept back the money.
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It is clear that Hodgkin's charity did have some problems 
with 'fraudulent and collusive' practices, and one example 
appears in 1823 when a master from Runcorn who was training 
one of Hodgkin's apprentices informed the trustees that his 
apprentice had absconded and that he wished his father to be 
informed. He had apparently looked for the boy and asked 
around the town to see if anyone knew of him but 'I believe

65his Father knows of him and encourages him.'
Apart from apprenticing the children of the poor, the 

local Grammar School provided eight free places so that an 
education could be given to the poor, albeit a small number. 
The school had been established in 1572 by two natives of 
Nantwich, John and Thomas Thrush, who subsequently made their 
fortune in London and thereupon set up the school. The 
Wilbraham family gave £4 Os Od a year in order that four boys 
could attend 'free' and the churchwardens gave a variable 
amount, usually around £6 Os Od per year, in order that four 
more boys could attend.66

The charity or Blue Cap school was established specifi
cally for the children of the poor. Donations to the value 
of £700 Os Od were received in 1721 to help finance the school, 
together with the support of the Wilbraham family who elected 
'free' boys. Mistress Anne Crewe Offley was influential in 
the founding of the school and was an annual subscriber to the 
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, which 'canalized'

6 7 the widespread interest in the provision of charity schools. 
Many features of the school illustrate the views of the S.P.C.K. 
which believed in ... subjecting] the children of the poor 
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to discipline, train[ing] them in habits of industry and 
inculcate[ing] in them moral attitudes and the teachings of

6 8the Protestant religion.' An emphasis was placed on relig
ious teaching ( the Master always had to be a member of the 
Church of England) manners and behaviour, reading, writing 
and basic arithmetic, all of which it was hoped would help the 
pupils to take up apprenticeships. Forty boys attended the 
Blue Cap school between the hours of seven to eleven in the 
morning and one to five in the afternoon in Summer. In Winter 
the school day ran from eight to eleven in the morning and one 
to four in the afternoon. Many of the boys received training 
that would enable them to enter the shoe-making trade, again 
emphasising the practical nature of their education, coupled 
with the ideology of self help as a means of overcoming their 
poverty.

D. Robson has emphasised the fact that the enthusiasm 
for establishing such schools lay in the fact that the middle 
classes believed the only way to combat social disorder was 
through social discipline, and that schooling would prepare 
the poor to overcome the two great evils of idleness and

70ignorance. No special school was built to house the Blue 
Cap boys, despite the large endowment, instead the upper story 
of a house was rented from the Churchwardens for £1 Os Od a 
year, and the boys wore their distinctive blue caps ' ... to

71 enable people to observe their behaviour abroad.’
As D. Robson concludes:

The Nantwich allowance [for clothing
at the Blue Cap school] only a little
over eleven shillings per boy, seems
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meagre. Yet, however small the 
allowance was, the very existence 
of such charities enabled poor 
children to be clothed, fed and shod. 
But the wearing of the uniform would 
also be a constant reminder of that 
charity and generosity, and of the 
benefactors who provided them with 
free education, free food, and free 
clothing.

Between 1796 and 1850, £5 Os Od was donated annually to
the funds of the Blue Cap school from Hodgkin's charity, as
this charity had encountered administrative problems and the
charity school was in essence preparing children to take advan
tage of the apprenticeships that Hodgkin's had envisaged would

73 be their means of achieving an independent livelihood.
D. Owen singles out the example of the charity school as 

being the first major scheme that '... enlisted the personal 
efforts and financial support of thousands of English, Welsh 
and Scots [in] ... a far-ranging system of free schools for 
the children of the poor.'^ Charity schools also encouraged 

the development of the collective effort in fund raising that 
was to be crucial in the later eighteenth and nineteenth cent
uries as the extent of charitable need far outstripped indiv
idual resources. As D> Owen has argued the middle class tended 
to favour these schools as the poor could be:

... immunized against the contagion 
of Popery, which was insidiously 
working to corrupt the faith of 
individuals and destroy the Protestant 
Succession, and drilled in habits of 
industry and sobriety, the gain in 
social stability would more than 
justify the comparatively modest 
financial outlay. Religious training 
was the prescription and the charity 
school the instrument.-,-/ D
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Religion, as evident in so many of the charities, had a strong 
role to play in the charity school. It was seen as a means 
of exercising the social control considered so necessary in 
order to both control the poor and set them on the right path 
to overcome perpetual poverty. Andas witnessed in so many 
other charities the moral weakness of the individual was seen 
as the root cause of poverty, not the vagaries of the economy.

The Consolidated Charities

Charitable endeavour was firmly established in Nantwich 
in the eighteenth century, and the residents were obviously 
well aware of its value and wanted to preserve this. However, 
by 1704 a large number of small and diverse legacies were being 
separately administered and there seemed a danger of their 
value diminishing and even some of them being lost altogether, 
or the money being unprofitably used. Over the years twenty- 
one people had given money to the value of £503 Os Od which 
had been entrusted to the churchwardens. It was

7 6Randle Wilbraham who originated the idea of a consolidated 
charity scheme where all the money from the various charities 
was directed into one 'pool'. This money was then used to buy 
land which could be easily administered, the profits from which 
were to be given to the various causes outlined by the original 
benefactors. In 1706, £500 0s Od was spent on purchasing land 
and in 1713 the annual rent from this land was £20 18s Od. 
However, even though the scheme began with the intention of 
improving the efficiency of the way the charities were run, the 
churchwardens were heavily criticised for not spending all the 
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money from the rents on charitable purposes, and for keeping 
a large surplus for the use of the parish in aid of church 
levies. However by 1836 the Royal Commissioners found that 
the whole of the rents from the property were applied to char
itable purposes, and a weekly supply of bread was given away 
in church every Sunday from a list of eighty names - threepenny 

77loaves in Summer and sixpenny loaves in Winter. Further 
money was obtained for the consolidated charities during the 
nineteenth century when, for example, the Liverpool and Birm
ingham Junction Canal Company purchased land owned by the 
charities to build a canal on the outskirts of the town.

William and Peter Sprout - brothers who diverted
a financial crisis

William and Peter Sprout assumed an important role in 
local charities at a time when the problem of how to cope with 
the poor had never been more paramount. William was an Over
seer of the Poor and a Wright's Trustee, and in 1829 left 
approximately £6,000 to augment major charities in the town. 
£1,000 was left to the Governors of Chester Infirmary so that 
poor people from Nantwich could be recommended and 'be received 
therein as inmates and partake of all the benefits and advan- 
tages thereof.' The widows of Miss Chorlton's charity, the 
men of Meakin and Delves charity and the 'eight old maids' of 
Miss Walker's charity received £5 0s Od each annually from 
William Sprout's legacy which helped raise their allowances to 
a bearable level. The religious upbringing of the children was 
not forgotten either and £20 0s Od was given annually to sup
plement the work of the Church of England Sunday School.
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Perhaps one of William Sprout's most far sighted ideas was 
to lend £1,000 to the trustees of Sir Edmund Wright's Charity 
to enable ten young men of respectable character, living in 
Nantwich, to borrow for the term of six years an amount of 
money (not exceeding £100 nor less than £20) '... for the pur
pose of enabling them to set up in trade or business on their 
own account' and by so doing enabling them to become independ-

79ent. However it was feared that the value of William Sprout's 
estate would fall considerably short of Mr* Sprout's expectations 
because of some debts due to the estate that were unlikely to 
be recovered. It appears the executors feared there would be 
a deficiency of nearly £2,000 if all the charities specified in 
the will were to be augmented. All the bequests were in fact 
made, except for the £1,000 left for setting up young men in 
trade. There were no applications for this:

... and in consequence of the deficiency 
in the testator's estate, it will per
haps be advisable that no such class of 
applicants should be created. Exper
ience has proved it to be the least 
beneficial and the most troublesome of 
all charities, and if it can only be 
established at the expense of more use
ful ones already in existence also, by 
drawing upon each rateably, it will 
surely be best, if it can be done, to 
discourage it altogether.on o U

Peter Sprout bequeathed £2,200 in 1835:
And the Trustees were earnestly 
desired to choose and select impart
ially ten poor housekeepers or inmates, 
(not being servants) widows, widowers, 
maiden women, or decayed tradesmen, 
whose misfortunes were not caused by 
their own misconduct, sober, honest, 
and best deserving such assistance;
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of upright character and good morals 
and not under the age of 50 years 
and without distinction of sect, 
residing in the town or township of 
Nantwich and natives to be preferred 
to strangers who might become inhab
itants. To each of which ten persons 
the said trustees were directed to 
pay in equal quarterly payments, 
during their respective lives, an 
annuity of l/10th part of the afore
said remaining interest ... But in no 
case should either native or stranger 
be entitled to or allowed any benefit 
from the bequest if they received 
parochial relief, or did not reside 
in the town or township of Nantwich 
aforesaid. Also people who had com
mitted crimes were not eligible.

Peter Sprout also gave £500 towards helping to support the six 
widows and two maiden women living in the four Wilbraham alms
houses in Welsh Row, and in 1836 £6 8s 4d was paid to each 
recipient.

The Sprout brothers stand out in early nineteenth century 
Nantwich as being two of the few people who tried to prop up 
the already failing system of charitable relief. William's 
experience as an overseer of the poor and a Wright's trustee 
would obviously have made him well aware of the problems the 
town was facing in regard to the numbers of poor people applying 
for relief. He would have been well aware of the strain both 
the system of poor relief and charities were under, trying to 
cope with increasingly difficult conditions that the individ
uals themselves had little control over.

The large amounts left by both men not only testify to 
their wealth, but to their perception of the scale of the prob
lems faced locally. They obviously felt that many of the old 
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established charities in the town could no longer function 
efficiently on the meagre amounts of money bequeathed in 
the previous century, and were indeed breaking down under 
the strain of present conditions. While on the one hand 
both men's donations were sizeable, and would have made the 
running of many charities a lot easier, so much came too 
late for many. The charities had been struggling to survive 
in terms of cash for a long time, and had not been able to 
properly provide for the poor as originally intended. Indeed 
the charities that the Sprout's money augmented had never 
been originally founded to cope with the problems that they 
faced in the nineteenth century.

The targets of charitable donations 1613-1834

Although each century appears to have had its own char
acteristic 'trend' regarding the type of charities established, 
reflecting the needs of that society, each generation built 
upon the foundations laid by their predecessors and so by 1834 
a clear pattern had emerged of the targets of charitable 
bequests in the previous two centuries. The degree of poverty 
had increased as the centuries passed, but the remedies 
identified as offering the best cure maintained a sense of 
continuity:



106

M OMey ' i o

Sf>ec/AEJ> STAEeT

Figure 8
Money either in the form of a cash handout in time of 

stress or a regular pension to an almsman or woman, together 
with money specified for a particular poverty stricken street 
in Nantwich, amounted for 37% of bequests between 1613-1834 
and educational charities accounted for 20% of legacies. The 
bequest of money to the poor was an immediate form of relief 
and the onus was increasingly on the churchwardens or trustees 
of the charity to make sure that only the 'deserving' should 
receive it. As such almsgiving was much easier to administer 
in a one to one situation where close personal contact was 

maintained, such legacies characterised the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries.
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The popularity of such bequests were overtaken by the 
provision of education for the poor as not only could it be 
more closely regulated, but a combination of self help and 
insurance for the future was bound together in this bequest 
that would, it was hoped, help reduce the need for its recip
ients to fall back on charities in the future. Bread was an 
immediate and necessary form of relief for the poor, and as 
it was given directly to the poor the administrators had no 
worry that their relief was being squandered. Also the fact 
that the bread was given out in church after the Sunday ser
vice assured an element of religion in their lives too.

The foundation of almshouses and their augmentation, 
built upon the seventeenth century belief that the aged should 
be cared for, but, without the further financial help of 
future benefactors the original bequests were proving totally 
inadequate to sustain inmates in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. All of these targets for relief had one 
thing in common - that by the late eighteenth and early nine
teenth century many recipients were experiencing grievous 
hardships because of a lack of new bequests and dwindling lega
cies. All of this occurred at a time when the Overseers, 
under pressure from the ratepayers, were seeking to make econ
omies in poor relief. What was the exact scale of the financial 
crises and what steps were undertaken to relieve the hardships 
that were befalling the poor in the wake of economic and social 
flux?
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Growing financial problems

By the 1830s the number of people seeking relief and the 
amount of money required to deal with the problem was far 
above what local efforts could provide within the system in 
which they were working. Indeed considering the state of the 
crisis that must have prevailed locally among charities con
cerning the scale of the problem, there are surprisingly few 
new charitable bequests made during the early nineteenth 
century in Nantwich. Perhaps people felt that the problem 
was already so out of hand that any new bequests would just 
begin to scratch the surface of the problem. D. Owen has 
argued that around 1800 charitable effort '... was suffused 
with a mood of pessimism and imbued with an emotion, unad-

8 2 mitted and only partly conscious, akin to fear of the poor.' 
Population growth, mounting poor rates, and fluctuations in 
the economy all combined to raise awareness of the poor, and 
as the problem seemed to be an ever increasing one it was to 
be expected that the traditional methods of dealing with the 
poor should be questioned. Some people obviously hesitated 
to add to the number of charitable bequests while there was a 
general doubt as to whether they were in fact helping or 
encouraging the very problems they set out to alleviate. 
Contemporary writers aired their views of this subject and in 
1806 Colquhoun questioned what charities had actually accomp
lished in the way of preventing indigence '... The indigent 
have been clothed and fed; but few, very few, have recovered

o p their former useful station of independent poverty.1 The 
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expense of maintaining charitable endeavour combined with the 
loss of labour of those who were indigent led Colguhoun and 
his contemporaries to question the wisdom of a prodigious 
outlay on private charity, which, some argued, had produced 
only trivial benefits. It was at the end of the eighteenth 
century, and early nineteenth century that some of the 
visions of eighteenth-century philanthropists were questioned 
and a sense of social pessimisism developed. By comparison 
during the eighteenth century there had been a total of 
thirtysix bequests to the poor, usually several in each decade, 
many made by those who had become landed gentry, having moved 
out of Nantwich to the nearby countryside, but who continued 
to support charities that their families had initiated.
While many tradesmen were active as trustees and administrators 
we do not have any evidence of them making any great financial 
contribution in terms of establishing new charities in the 
nineteenth century. By attending Vestry meetings and acting 
as trustees they could safeguard their vested interests as 
ratepayers and satisfy their social ambitions, but they did 
not initiate any new institutions to tackle the obvious prob
lems of poverty that were facing the town, probably persuaded 
that they had contributed their share of financial help 
through the rates. Indeed as it has been pointed out by 
S. G. and E. O. A. Checkland, a new individualist ethos was 
developing at the very time when society was imposing unprec
edented strains on '... the mass of its members, the concept 
of the need of the individual for group support was being

.84lost.



110

However while there is evidence of a growing individual
istic ethic among some members of society many people were 
still confident, as F. Prochaska has argued, that voluntary 
social action was the most reliable remedy for individual ills 

8 5and social distress. There were only three large beguests 
made in Nantwich between 1800-1835 and they all appeared be
tween 1829-1837 in the crisis years just before and after the

8 6 new Poor Law was introduced. These new bequests did ease 
the situation but proved to be so much too late and the pal
liatives applied merely tried to cope with the casualities, 
but could not hope to bring financial stability to all the 
charities considering the scale of the problem by that time. 
As D. Owen has argued by the early nineteenth century the 
regeneration of British society no longer seemed within the

8 7 resources of private benevolence. All that could be hoped 
was that their efforts, together with the relief offered by 
the Poor Law was better than nothing. The problem was to find 
a better solution and none readily offered themselves.

Throughout the eighteenth century the value of money left 
to be administered by local trustees was dwindling in relation 
to rising prices and the increased numbers in need, hence the 
number of bequests made to augment existing charities. As 
early as 1704 it was the fear that the value of so many small 
bequests would be lost in the face of present need that led to 
the consolidated charities being formed. Also many charities 
in Nantwich were amalgamated with others in order to increase 
their financial value, for example the Meakin and Delves charity. 
So it is evident that throughout the eighteenth century the 
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amount of money being distributed through charitable endeavour 
was falling short of what was required. By 1825 the alms
houses in Nantwich were in debt, the almsman's allowance was 
still what it had been 245 years previously, and many inmates 
were described as being in dire poverty with some almsmen 
being forced to take up residence in the workhouse.

By the nineteenth century the scale of poverty in Nantwich 
was outgrowing, in monetary terms, what could be coped with by 
parish relief and the numerous bequests and charities which 
existed as legacies from previous centuries. There was also 
the problem of maladministration as pointed out by Dunning in 
the 1830s in relation to the Beam Heath estate where it was 
proved that money which should have been distributed to house
holders was withheld. The problem of making sure that such 
money was available from charities did in fact reach those 
most in need was a perpetual problem in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries in Nantwich. The churchwardens who admin
istered the consolidated charities were criticised for keeping 
large sums aside to pay for church levies and in the 1830s 
Hodgkin's charity did not distribute all its funds because 
disputes between the trustees and masters resulting from frau
dulent practices between parents, masters, and apprentices. 
Such maladministration obviously hurt those most in need and 
was a symptom of the general malaise that crept over the sub
ject of the treatment of the poor in the eighteenth and nine
teenth centuries.

While emphasising the variety of different charities in 
Nantwich and the role they had to play, their contribution
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to total relief has to be kept in perspective. For example in 
1665 the total for charitable donations in Nantwich was 
£115 8s 8d and with an estimated population of 1,500 one shil
ling and sixpence per head of the total population was disbursed 
in relief. By 1786 the gross amount of capital given to

8 8 benefit the poor had accumulated to £2,625. However it was 
only in 1793 with Miss Walker's bequest of £959 and the two 
large legacies by the Sprout brothers together with the £1,000 
by Mary Swan, that brought the total amount bequeathed between 
1657-1846 to £12,546 (excluding the initial cost of building 
the almshouses).
In 1815 charitable donations for Nantwich accounted for 6% of

8 9all charitable donations within Cheshire. The annual average 
of charitable donations for Nantwich between 1813-1815 was

90 £232 which represented 14.5% of the total money distributed 
by way of poor relief in Nantwich. For the 29 almshouses in 
the town in 1815 the total endowment was £138 Is 8d per annum

91 or £4 15s Od per almshouse. Considering that there were 
usually two or more people in each almshouse, it is little 
wonder that many almsmen and women were reported as being in 
dire poverty.

By the early 1840s £302 per annum was being distributed 
to the poor which represented Is Id per head of the population. 
When the total amount of money disbursed by the charities is 
compared with that given in poor relief, it is evident that far 
greater amounts were distributed by the Overseers. In terms of 
the evidence relating to Nantwich the claim made by E. Royle 
that 'Private charity in the eighteenth and nineteenth century
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was far more important than the poor law in the day-to-day
92relief of poverty,' has to be disputed. That charities were 

important, both to the subscribers and relieved, cannot be 
denied but in monetary terms they could in no way compete with 
the resources of the Overseer. Relief from charitable bequests 
even in Nantwich which had a reasonable variety of charities, 
formed only a relatively small proportion of the total relief 
available. The scale of the problem of poverty simply out
grew the charitable resources available.

The charities of Monks Coppenhall, Church Coppenhall,
and Crewe

In contrast to the history of charitable endeavour in
Nantwich, Church Coppenhall, Monks Coppenhall, and the town
ship of Crewe had a relatively small number of charities, 
reflecting the scattered population that lived there before 
the development of the area by the London and North Western 
Railway Company. By 1786 the total amount of money that had 
been given for charitable purposes amounted to £136 Os Od 
resulting from five legacies. Annually this produced £6 16s Od 
to be disbursed to the poor. With an estimated population of 
one hundred people in 1786 charitable relief amounted to approx- 
imately Is 4d per head of the population per annum. In 1815 
the total of charitable disbursements for Church Coppenhall 
represented 4.3% of the total expended on poor relief, and in 
Crewe township charitable donations represented 0.6% of total

9 4 expenditure on the poor, once again illustrating that in 
relation to the amount of relief granted by the Overseers 
charitable relief paled into insignificance.
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The few charities that were in operation usually followed 
the pattern of Joseph Bleaumire's charity in Crewe township 
where money was bequeathed and the interest was spent on prov
iding bread which was given out every Sunday morning after

95 church. In 1786 the interest amounted to £3 Os Od a year.
There was also the occasional gift of money to the communities 
poor as in January 1795 when Mr. John Crewe gave £10 10s Od to 
the Overseers as a gift to the poor, and various amounts of 
money were distributed ranging from 3s Od to 10s Od, and 
thirtytwo people received relief. Money was also used from 
this gift to provide clothes, coal, and shoes. Such gifts seem 
to have been rare as this is the only one mentioned in the 
Overseers Accounts and was perhaps prompted by the severe 
Winter weather, and the fact that the Overseers disbursed 
£84 12s 10%d between October 1794 and April 1795, the highest

96 quarterly total recorded in the volume since it began m 1759.
In conclusion the provision offered by charities provided, 

as D. Owen states, 'a principal weapon of the nation during the
9 7age of intermittent crises,' and he goes on to argue that 

private charity fulfilled a dual importance in that it pointed 
the way to state action, and illustrated the ultimate inade
quacy of private philanthropy when measured against the require- 
ments of industrial-urban society. Ultimately poverty was 
viewed by many as being caused by individual moral failing, 
rather than in consequence of economic fluctuation and change 
over which the individual had no control. As a result private 
charities, many dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, having been conceived to fulfil far less in terms 
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of supporting the poor than was being asked of them by 1830, 
simply could no longer fulfil people's expectations. Private 
philanthropy was not physically capable of supporting the 
casualties of economic and social change, not to mention the 
aged and children who had always called upon them, without an 
injection of new sources of income.

Frequently the number of applicants for charitable relief 
in Nantwich was described as 'numerous' by the Charity Commis
sioners in 1837 and it is clear that from the seventeenth 
century to the 1830s several identifiable threads were discer
nable in the history of charitable endeavour in Nantwich.

1) Charity aimed at a particular area of 
the town.

2) Charity specifically designed to relieve 
natives of the town and householders.

3) Charity that could only be received by 
members of the Church of England.

4) Charity aimed specifically at men, widows, 
spinsters, and the very old.

5) Charity to provide apprenticeships for 
children or places at the Grammar School 
or Blue Cap School.

6) Relief of tradesmen who had come on 
hard times, either through age or 
economic conditions.

7) Charity freely given with no discrimination 
on religious grounds.

Also the augmentation of old established charities assumed 
growing importance during the nineteenth century because of 
dwindling finances together with the consolidation of small 
bequests in order to achieve more efficient administration. 
The Sprout brothers, who were well aware of how several of 
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the smaller charities in the town were struggling to survive, 
enabled by virtue of their bequests, several long established 
charities to continue operation. It was inevitable that local 
philanthropy would encounter a crisis situation, when old 
established charities failed to have new bequests added to 
them in order to keep pace with the ever growing demand. The 
era of questioning and doubt that coincided with the beginning 
of the nineteenth century was a period dominated by the growing 
influence of the tradesmen in Nantwich rather than the landed 
gentry. The tradesmen's influence was mainly felt in the 
committee room rather than in the establishment of new char
ities and the addition of extra cash, and this fact merely 
compounded the problem locally. It was only with the advent 
of the two Sprout bequests in the late 1830s together with 
Mary Swan's legacy, that charities in Nantwich could begin to 
administer a meaningful amount of relief to recipients.

It is clear that charities within the town were in crises 
at a time when the poor law was being tightened up under pres
sure from the ratepayers. All this spelt out hardship for 
those trying to claim charitable relief only to find that the 
funds could not accommodate them. It also meant that those 
in receipt of allowances from the various charities were 
finding it increasingly hard to manage as rising prices eroded 
the value of such payments.

The role of associated philanthropy began to assume grow
ing importance as it was no longer within the financial sphere 
of many individuals to establish a charity that would be 

financially viable. However apart from the financial dilemmas 
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that faced the poor in the late eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, there was also the harsh realities associated with 
who was eligible to receive relief. It is clear that strict 
rules of discipline applied to almsmen and women, and anyone 
who received an allowance had to be law abiding, well mannered 
and, in many cases, religious too. Not only did it have to be 
the 'right' religion but at the merest hint of gossip the 
allowance might be stopped. Although the financial security 
of many of the Nantwich charities was looking more favourable 
in the late 1830s the poor themselves were facing a new, 
unknown threat in their lives: the introduction of the new 
workhouse and the strict operation of the 1834 Poor Law Amend
ment Act.
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erence, that no one with the name of Wright was an 
inmate of the Almshouse from 1666-1705. Between 
1705-1801 sixteen people with the surname Wright 
were relieved.
C.R.O. DSW 2116/3/1
C.R.O. DSW 2116/109 p. 647
An example of the expenditure for Sir Edmund Wright's 
Charity for 1679:

£ s dTo Almsmen in money 24 5 0for 34 yards of cloth for the gowns 4 2 2for gowns 13 217 yards of cloth for shirts and making 1 8 66 pairs of stockings and 6 pairs of
shoes 1 10 2for the dinner and sermon, making
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Churchwardens of Nantwich:
Consolidated charities
The income from these investments was used to supply 
bread which was given out by the Churchwardens every 
Sunday (80 loaves). Large 6d loaves were given in 
Winter and small 3d loaves in Summer. The people 
who received bread were expected to attend Church 
every Sunday morning if possible.
Harwar's charity
Yearly income from property amounted to £15 0s Od
Hickson's charity
Hannah Hickson left £10 in her will, the interest 
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St. Thomas' day to five poor people in Barker Street. 
This sum was added to other sums in 1779 for the 
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and Christmas each year. If the money was not 
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Thomas Pickering £5
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Chapter 3
The operation of the New Poor Law 

in Nantwich Union

With the introduction of the Poor Law Amendment Act in 
1834, the government, Commissioners, ratepayers and supporters 
of the Act all hoped that it would herald the start of a period 
of new stringency and more effective discipline in the treat
ment of the poor. As M. E. Rose has argued the 'New Poor Law 
was seen as the final solution to the problem of pauperism 
which would work wonders for the moral character of the working

,1man. '
In this chapter comment will be made on how far the 

'general impression' of the condition of the poor, as promul
gated by the Commissioners in the Poor Law Report, was repre
sentative of conditions prevailing in Cheshire and the 
Nantwich Union in particular.

The annual reports of the Poor Law Commissioners together 
with the Minute Books of the local guardians will be used as a 
yardstick to compare this district with the rest of the country. 
It is only through investigation of local and regional differ
ences that the diversified nature of poverty can emerge and 
the assumption on which the Act was based can be tested. One 
of the questions to be posed is how far the 1834 Amendment Act, 
albeit based on the findings of local investigations coped 
with the diverse situations existing throughout the country. 
Indeed how well did this new centralised act, geared to intro
ducing 'uniformity' throughout the land, cope with poverty in 

South Cheshire? Secondly the Act was to affect the majority 

of the labouring population at some time in their lives, more
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often than not through absolute necessity, and not as a result 
of idleness. How far did the Act fulfill their needs and how 
far did the local guardians need to adapt its implementation 
to local circumstance and the needs of the local people in 
order to make the system workable, thereby moving away from 
uniformity. Thirdly for those who could not escape the 
Nantwich workhouse, what were the living conditions like? How 
'less eligible' were its inmates made to feel, and what 
problems were encountered when the sick, elderly, infirm, and 
children had to be dealt with under the same roof?
M. A. Crowther states that the 'workhouse myth' was created 
during the years of the Poor Law Commissioners and it was from 
this period that the workhouses gained their reputation as 
places of oppression. How far does the reality of life in

2 Nantwich Workhouse confirm or modify this view of oppressiveness.
The development of the workhouse from a general instit

ution to one offering specialised services will be examined, 
together with the reaction of the Guardians to such a change 
in their role. Did they help or hinder the process of change? 
In this context the development of medical care within the 
workhouse will be highlighted and the role of a campaign such 
as that mounted by The Lancet will be considered, and the 
findings compared with conditions prevailing in Nantwich 
Infirmary. The need to provide an education for the children 
will also be focused upon: what form did this education take 
and what special problems were associated with providing a 
basic education for the children who were frequently discharged 
and then readmitted to the workhouse?
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Central to any discussion of the quality of life for the 

inmates in the workhouse, was the role played by the Master 
and Matron, around whom the largely self contained world of 
the workhouse revolved. How were they selected and what 
qualities were looked upon by the Guardians as indicative of a 
good Master and Matron? Examples of both the good work that 
could be exercised, together with the physical hardship that 
could arise from maladministration on the part of the Master 
and Matron, will be examined.

D. Fraser has argued that there were three essential 
principles explicit in the origins and creation of the New Poor 
Law: uniformity, abolition of out-relief, and less eligibility,
and that in practice the poor law severely compromised all

3three features. How true was this in Nantwich Union? Also
F. M. L. Thompson has argued that workhouse conditions were not 
inferior to those on an independent labourer in material things 
but that the institutional discipline was itself the deterrent: 
'less eligibility was not a question of gruel, but of prison
like regimentation.1How far does the evidence relating to 
Nantwich Union support this view?

The basis of the reform put forward in the Poor Law 
Amendment Act of 1834 was really the reform of a system of sup
porting the poor in an economic environment which was ceasing 
to exist in the 1830s. However the very reform that was sup
posed to update and improve the system failed to take account 
of the reality of the present situation, let alone the future. 
This fundamental flaw in the Amendment Act was to have a far 
reaching effect on the lives of the poor; as analysis of the
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operation of the poor law in Nantwich Union will reveal one
Union's approach to tackling this problem.
The impact of the New Poor Law in Cheshire

What was the reaction of communities in Cheshire and 
particularly Nantwich, to the idea of introducing the New Poor 
Law? A. F. Young and E. T. Ashton have described the Act as

5the 'charter of the ratepayers' and judging from the Annual 
Reports of the Poor Law Commissioners the introduction of the 
new Poor Law throughout the country was eagerly anticipated. 
A. Brundage has argued that by the 1830s there was a ' ... new
willingness to accept a comprehensive reform, the need for 
which was underscored by the Swing riots' and P. Thane has 
argued that '... the desire to maximise the labour force and 
to reduce government expenditure in order to stimulate econ-

7omic growth' hastened the reform. The Commissioners hoped 
that once and for all they would be able to get to grips with 
the problem of the poor, especially the able-bodied poor, and 
that the new Poor Law was the means with which to do it, a

8means of 'social control for the poor.' However not all areas 
of England and Wales displayed the eagerness of the Commis
sioners to adopt the new system. Many areas of the north of 
England and certain towns within Cheshire were reluctant to 
adopt the new law when the old Poor Law had met all their 
needs without the need to antagonise the poor with the threat 
of the workhouse. Chester is a good example of an area that 
deliberately dragged its feet regarding the transition, whereas 
the Nantwich Guardians were eager to prove the new Poor Law 
could be successfully administered, to the satisfaction of
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all concerned. The Nantwich ratepayers were more concerned 
to guard their vested interest in keeping the rate bill down. 
If the new Poor Law could help them do this, then they were 
at least in favour of the new act.

There was, however, confusion up and down the country
as the transition was made to the new Poor Law, but the first 
annual report from the Commissioners explained that confusion 
only arose from 'ignorance' of the changes made in the admin
istration of relief. Fear and suspicion prevailed among the 
board of guardians in Cheshire as they had not encountered to 
any great extent, apart from the rising costs, the worst evils 
of the old Poor Law as witnessed in the south of England.
They distrusted a system which would be enforced centrally, 
and feared a loss of control over local matters. As
M. A. Crowther has argued, the 1834 Amendment Act was seen by 
many as a violent intrusion of capitalism into the 'moral

geconomy’ of the countryside. The Chester Chronicle repeatedly 
reported the disturbances taking place up and down the country 
against the new Poor Law, and local boards of guardians were 
obviously anxious to avoid such occurrences in their own 
parishes. Many Cheshire guardians considered the rising price 
of relief a small price to pay for a system that had been 
administered humanely, with few major drawbacks.

In May 1834 the Chester Chronicle reported that the
Poor Law Amendment Bill had created a great sensation in the 
Metropolitan areas ' ... which however, is not confined to 
them.’ and that the power proposed to be given to the central 
board was so great ' ... as to amount to a most formidable

.10despotism, utterly opposed to the British constitution.
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The Chester Chronicle went on to comment that the commissioners 
appointed to supervise the Acts implementation might well have 
been of high moral character ' ... but these considerations
have not so far prevailed as to ensure the ultimate success
. _ ,11of the measure ...

By 1836 45% of England and Wales had undergone the tran
sition to administer the new Poor Law: the first Poor Law 
unions in Cheshire were declared during the summer of 1836 and

12 affected a total of 21% of the county's population. In
Cheshire during July 1836 ' ... few subjects more engaged

13 public attention ... than the Poor Law Amendment Act.' and 
the second annual report of the Poor Law Commissioners stated
that :

... it could not be expected that 
an Act ... which of necessity 
changed the source from which a 
large portion of the inhabitants 
... derived their customary means 
of subsistance ... opposed itself 
not only to the interests, the 
prejudices and the fears of a large 
portion of the population ... could 
possibly be carried into effect 
without difficulty and resistance.^

By 1836 the new Poor Law was a 'fait accompli' and the
Chester Chronicle took on the role of reassuring its readers 
of the benefits of the new system, drawing attention to the 
'misunderstandings' and 'prejudices' which some people still 
held towards the new act. By the summer of 1836 the 
Wirral Union had been in operation for just two months but was 
held up as a shining example as it had already made a saving 
equal to the whole amount of Union charges for the current 
quarter just by revising its pauper list. Readers were
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encouraged to compare the working of the old system with what

had been witnessed of the new:
... As to the advantages of district 
over petty township management, he 
[Commissioner Neave] proved that 
great savings might be effected by 
economy whilst the relief to the 
poor might be great and humanely ex
tended. I went to the meeting [at 
Runcorn] an opponent, and I left it 
a convert; and such was the case, I 
believe with three-quarters of the 
persons present, the meeting comp
rising not less in number than one 
hundred and twenty.

Within three years the emphasis of the local press had
shifted: initially there had been an air of resentment at the
speed with which the act had been passed through Parliament
and a fear of too much central control, reflecting the views
of The Times and its owner John Walter, who was bitterly
opposed to the introduction of the new centralised system of 
control. By 1836 there was an emphasis on the savings resul
ting from the new system, together with a belief that the new 
act could be humanely administered. The opinion that no-one 
should 'of right' expect to be supported by the town was fre
quently expressed in the county press and the Annual Report 
of the Poor Law Commissioners echoes this in 1836:

Everything about us was paralysed 
by pauperism; the land was culti
vated by it, the children were 
nursed and rocked in the parish 
cradle, and medicancy was the first 
thing they were instructed in, by 
clothing them in rags and turning 
them upon the high roads without 
restraint. , r16

The central authorities were anxiously arguing for the
urgent, general implementation of the new law, writing as 
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many testimonies to the success of the Act as possible. In 
December 1836 a case appeared in the local press of a man in 
the last stages of destitution who had travelled to Chester 
from a town where the new Poor Law was in operation. He came 
before the magistrates and stated that as a result of the new 
Poor Law he had 'suddenly been deprived of parish assistance' 
and was consequently reduced to such extremity that if he were 
not allowed to beg, or instantly relieved 'he should be driven 
to do a deed that his soul abhorred.' The Mayor gave him a 
few shillings . . .

... and after a suitable admonition 
against giving way to despair, asked 
him what dreadful deed he would have 
been impelled to, but for this seas
onable relief, 'to work' said the 
man with a deep sigh as he left the 
court.

While Cheshire did not experience the violent show of ferocity 
experienced in some counties by the Anti-Poor Law movement, 
the transition to the new Poor Law was not immediate and was 
not without its problems.
The formation of the Nantwich Union

It was against this background that on the 18th February 
1837, Nantwich Union was formed, five months before the dead
line set by the Commissioners for the whole county to have 
implemented the new act. The population of the new Nantwich 
Union was 31,357 which represented a 582% increase compared 
with the combined populations of Nantwich, Church Coppenhall 
and Monks Coppenhall in 1831. Nantwich Union was also unusual 
m that it covered a greater area than any other union in 
Cheshire, with a population 'diffused over an area of
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113,135 acres divided into 86 townships. The increase in 
sheer number and scale which the new union represented posed 
a daunting challenge to the new board of guardians. Previously 
the overseers had only dealt with their own townships which 
had caused problem enough. However, the commissioners assured 
everyone that it had been the very 'smallness' of the previous 
parishes that had been part of the problem and that the larger 
unions would 'neutralize' obstructions previously encountered

20because of 'adverse and conflicting interests.'
A building was purchased and enlarged to form the work

house at a cost of £6,000. Loans from the estates of six
21women from the town accounted for 83% of the cost. Just as 

women had often helped charities during the eighteenth century, 
so in the nineteenth century the trustees felt that with the 
changes afoot in the field of poor relief, helping to establish 
a workhouse was a worthy 'public' cause as opposed to either 
augmenting or establishing yet another private charity. Indeed 
it had become clear during the eighteenth century that many 
charitable bequests had been greatly devalued as prices incre
ased and the number of paupers accelerated. By helping to fund 
the building of the workhouse the trustees were acknowledging 
the Poor Law Commissioners' belief that many charities unless 
properly vetted, could do more harm than good. The very scale 
of the problem of poverty in the 1830s led the emphasis away 
from encouraging private attempts to alleviate hardship to 
public action which was centrally controlled. The Poor Law 

Commission argued that any property or money left by well- 
meaning benefactors should be invested in an efficient
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workhouse, thereby ensuring recipients underwent a real test

22of indigence.
However the purchase of the new workhouse did not proceed

without controversy in Nantwich. A lay payer expressed his
23 feelings strongly in the Chester Chronicle pointing out that

despite difficult times in the trading and commercial world
24 there were only 92 people in the old poor house and that

with a few alterations it would easily accommodate 150. At
Newhall, a few miles away, there was another workhouse which 
he argued, in an emergency could accommodate people on a temp
orary basis at a comparatively small cost. He stated his 
horror at the fact that the alterations to the Nantwich work
house were to cost £3,000 pointing out that this figure could 
well double before the work was completed and he suggested 
another meeting to consider the costs for the new union:

Is it right with such breathless 
haste to spend so large a sum? 
Will it not be right to pause and 
act as a prudent tradesman would 
in similar circumstances, meet the 
evil prudently and considerately? 
... Rather than incur such an enor
mous expenditure would it not be 
much wiser, more considerate, more 
humane and Christian like to allow 
old widows and old unfortunate 
tradesmen who have seen better days- 
and who in their more prosperous 
circumstances contributed to the 
support of the poor - to finish 
their course, which cannot continue 
much longer, in the circumstances 
in which they are, and thus soothe 
in some small degree the close of a 
sorrowing journey?

ZD

Ratepayers had always expressed concern about the amounts 
spent on relieving the poor, and the large initial costs inv
olved in establishing a new union were likely to cause 
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consternation. However, the writer was also registering dis
quiet about moving the old and infirm to the workhouse in 
order to receive relief, a new departure made necessary by the 
new act. This fact generated uncertainty and fear amongst the 
tradespeople in Nantwich, who nearing old age, had never con
sidered that they might themselves have to enter the workhouse, 
after having grown accustomed to out-relief for the old in 
times of need.

Despite complaint the purchase of the workhouse went
ahead, and Nantwich, as in 32% of unions in 1839 in England
and Wales, used an old building in which to set up their work-

2 6house. It is not surprising that the first two people to be
removed from Monks Coppenhall to Nantwich workhouse were two
old and infirm paupers who had had their rent paid by the

2 7 overseers for many years. As R. Digby had pointed out the
payment of rent by the overseers had been common in Cheshire

' 2 8 and 'breaks down the distinction between labourer and pauper.
The transition to a fully operative poor law union went

smoothly; so much so, in fact, that Nantwich was held up to
the rest of the county as proof that the new system could work
successfully, despite previous protests within the county about 
the loss of local control and increasing costs:

... Notwithstanding the systematic 
run that had been made against the 
law by the Tory press, we were aware 
a day would come, when their misrep
resentations would be practically 
refuted by experience and all the 
promised boons of that measure be as 
faithfully realised here as in other 
parts of the kingdom.

The Chester Chronicle went on to describe the Nantwich Union
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as:
... testimony to the integrity of the 
principle... [and a] decisive refu
tation of the charges against the 
measure ... but also as proving that 
it is equally adapted for agricult
ural and manufacturing districts and 
that wherever it is brought into 
full and faithful operation it confers 
equal benefits.

In answer to critics of the new Poor Law the newspaper went on 
to argue that Cheshire farmers and tradesmen have not lent 
their support to anything 'unworthy of them', and that the 
example of Nantwich shows that the respectable yeoman and 
tradesmen of all political parties administer the law and bear 
'their testimony to its beneficial tendency on the interests 
of the landlord, the tenant, the labourer, and the pauper.' 
No one, the newspaper argued, could have the 'hardihood' to 
say that the Nantwich Guardians '... are the slaves or the 
subservient tools of any set of men or that they are guilty of 
any oppressive conduct' in carrying out the new Poor Law: if 
the law was odious as its opponents suggested, clergy, yeomen 
and tradesmen would not administer it, 'much less bear a test
imony in its favour...'

Clearly the Chester Chronicle was reassuring its readers 
that the new Poor Law was being responsibly administered by 
people, who through virtue of their position in the local com
munity could be trusted to do what was best both for the pauper 
and tradesmen alike. As for the activities of the Anti Poor 
Law movement in neighbouring manufacturing districts, they 
assured readers that the numbers of petitioners against the 
law was less than one might imagine:



130
They were in fact so few compared 
to those on other leading subjects 
as to afford the best evidence in 
favour of the law ... what better 
proof could there be that the 
people were satisfied with it?^

Assuring its readers of the savings to be made under the 
new system and the 'merits' of the system both in Cheshire and 
neighbouring counties, the Chester Chronicle could not under
stand why some districts including Chester, were still resisting 
the law’s implementation, as the interests of property owners, 
tenants, and paupers could only gain under the new system, whose 
main aim, was to 'abolish pauperism - not by oppression but by 
an enlightened policy; in fact to convert the dependent pauper

32 into an independent labourer ... 1 The prevention of future
poverty was the aim of the new act and '... we are sure that
the unfortunate industrious will hail the new light.'
The 'promised boons' of the new Poor Law in Nantwich

As A. Digby has argued:
Less eligibility in this 1834 reform 
was conceived in psychological rather 
than material terms, since the cond
itions of life of the independent 
labouring poor was so low that further 
deprivation under a publicly admin
istered scheme could only have produced 
scandalous conditions. ... The real 
deprivation was less in body than in mind.33

These psychological deprivations included isolation, classif
ication, wearing a uniform, purposelessness, and monotony, all 
of which were apparent but the fact that 'scandalous conditions' 
did exist as a result of the guardians determination to apply 
less eligibility was no less apparent in Nantwich.

After the first twelve months of operating the new Poor
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Law, what impact had the new system of relief had on Nantwich? 
Through a positive public relations campaign in the county 
press, the Nantwich Guardians were held up as a shining example 
of a new union who had wholeheartedly embraced the new law and 
from experience could now dash any fears and uncertainties 
about its consequences. In 1838 the Nantwich Board of Guardians 
declared itself to be 'satisfied' with the results and that they 
f el t:

... permanent good [had been] derived 
from the working of the Act ... founded 
on equitable principles and framed with 
such due regard to the relation existing 
between the different classes of the 
community that a careful examination 
of its provisions seems alone necessary 
to secure to it the approbation of 
every candid and unbiased mind.^

The guardians argued that from the experiences of their 
union the system could be successfully adapted to the needs of 
a diffused agricultural peasantry or to the needs of 1... a 
condensed population in a manufacturing district.' In the 
Nantwich union the guardians felt the transition from the old 
system to the new had gone well for all concerned - the land
lord's property was enhanced in value, as rates had diminished; 
the burdens of the tenants were less due to '... being released 
from the necessity of yielding an unwilling compliance (often 
extorted through fear) to the renewed importunities of the idle 
able-bodied pauper.' Lastly they referred to the condition 
of the pauper who,

... no longer tied down to servile 
dependence on the ratepayers in his 
own township, feels himself, if able- 
bodied to be thrown on his own resources.?
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In times of sickness or infirmity the guardians argued

the advantages of the pauper not having to bring his case
before a small tribunal, but before one from a wide district,

made up of men:
... whose decisions prove that they 
do not visit infirmity as a crime, or 
withold a seasonable aid from the 
widow and the orphan or from the sick 
and aged poor.

J o

Despite the discussion that took place about the cost of
enlarging the workhouse at Nantwich the guardians expressed
their satisfaction at its purchase and repair 'at a moderate

3 9expense. 1 Initial expectations as to the amount to be saved 
during the first year of operation had been 'more than realised' 
by a saving of 40% in expenditure on the poor.

It is not however the cold calculation 
of £. s. d. which this board looks at 
with so much satisfaction (though it is 
of some moment to many of the ratepayers) 
but the moral and religious character of 
the poor which it hopes to see elevated 
in the scale of society by strictly 
carrying into effect the proper classi
fication of the inmates of the workhouse; 
more particularly as it regards the 
children, whom the board considers to be 
consigned to its peculiar care, regarding 
them as wards of the public, by whom 
they have been hitherto greatly neglected.

During 1834 the county newspaper had expressed its
'distrust' of the central board, fearing its role as an isolated 
autocratic body, out of touch with the differing needs of local 
communities. The same fears had existed in various areas of 
Cheshire, especially Chester, where this very complaint led the 
overseers to obstruct the implementation of the new law. By 
1838 the Nantwich Guardians reassured the people of Cheshire



133
that having a central board had, in their experience, proved 
an advantage because it was 'unfettered by local prejudice and

41guided by fixed and settled rules.' However as A. Digby has 
argued '... conflicts over policy and finance arising from the

42duality of local and central administration' did prove to be 
a problem.

As K. Williams has suggested the strategy of the 1834
Report was to use a '... blind, repressive discipline so as

43to reduce able-bodied male pauperism.' Indeed the evidence 
relating to Nantwich Workhouse reveals that it was the old, sick 
and young who came to dominate the institution and caused the 
most problems for the local guardians to deal with. In respect 
of the able-bodied, as A. Digby has pointed out, their low 
numbers in the workhouse '... might either show the success of 
the policy or the preference of the guardians for an alternative 
- that of granting cheaper outdoor relief.' However the prob
lem of poverty was far greater than just the able bodied males, 
and it was this fact that undermined the very premise on which 
the 1834 Act had been based. The composition of the inmates 
in the workhouse was proof of this fact, and as M. E. Rose has 
argued the problem of poverty caused by physical or mental ill 
health, old age, loss of parents, settlement and finance
'... were questions which were to harass Poor Law administrators 
and social reformers for the next hundred years.' Despite 
the enthusiastic welcome of the Act by the Nantwich Guardians, 
the period up to 1914 saw them battling to apply its strictures.

At face value the assurances of the Nantwich Board of 
Guardians were used to placate anxiety. The role played by
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the central board in the administration of relief was intended 
to have been crucial, supposedly implementing national standards 
thus 'protecting' the poor and averting abuse of the system as 
witnessed in the case of the old Poor Law. A. F. Young and
E. T. Ashton have argued that:

From the point of view of administrative 
history the Act of 1834 was momentous 
in setting up a powerful central body, 
having unsurpassed control over local 
authorities..r46

However time and time again in Nantwich Union from the 1840s 
until the 1870s, and beyond, evidence emerges in relation to 
medicine, education, the selection of officials, standards of 
hygiene, and dietary tables, which challenges the view that the 
central board did exercise great power. Their potential power 
was forestalled when confronted by the intransigence of local 
guardians, described by R. G. Hodgkinson as generally 'dilatory 
and capricious ... who carried out recommendations as they

4 7desired.' As D. Ashforth has argued an 'intense dislike of 
centralisation' united many board of guardians whose 'parsimony

48was pervasive.' it was the local guardians who effectively 
disrupted a pivotal part of the 1834 Amendment Act - that the 
new central board was to have been at the heart of the system. 
For the first forty years of its existence the central board 
was still battling to achieve this status. As M. E. Rose has

49argued after 1834 the central authority was weak and divided 
and as a result of this failed to abolish many abuses of the 
old Poor Law system, hence the continued use of outdoor relief 
and the general mixed workhouse. However in an area like 
Nantwich where the ratepayers were eager to adopt the new law 
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the weakness of the central body led to the new law being 
implemented in a way that was to result in physical danger and 
hardship beyond that called for by the Act, affecting for 
example the sick who were not supposed to be a target of the 
new stringencies. A. Brundage has also pointed out that pro
hibiting orders from the central board were 'riddled with 
exceptions' but he argues that this illustrated a willingness 
on the part of the central board to see a continuance of local 
discretion:

This politic recognition of the 
impossibility of going beyond what 
local feeling would countenance... 
is a good illustration of how the 
nature and essence of the new Poor 
Law was shaped in its initial 
encounter with local interests.,.»

□ U

Brundage argues that the central board were well aware of their 
ineffectualness in the face of local opposition, and adapted 
accordingly.

The evidence for Nantwich Union reveals universal stand
ards did not become the norm, which meant abuse of the poor 
relief system still operated, but this time not in favour of 
the recipient, as the Commissioners argued had been the case 
under the old Poor Law. For reasons of economy the local guar
dians argued against following central directions and the 
evidence reveals, ultimately, that the local guardians rigorous 
implementation of 'less eligibility' in fact impeded the 
directions of the central board. Ineffectual central direction, 
coupled with the parsimony of local guardians led to physical 
hardship for many of the poor who entered the workhouse.

In reference to this area of discussion A. Brundage has
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argued that new boards of guardians tended to resent any
attempt at interference by the central board, not because of
parsimony but '... the resistance to central control was a
measure of the concern of talented and dedicated local admin-

51istrators at seeing their authority eroded.' The evidence
which follows for Nantwich Union tends to support the argument 
that economy dominated every decision to the exclusion of con
siderations of health, hygiene, and safety.

In relation to the northern industrial towns M. E. Rose
has argued that the new Poor Law failed '... to develop into

52 anything but a pale shadow of what its framers intended.'
For different reasons the central board failed to achieve any 
better results in Nantwich.

The role of the Master and Matron in the life of the workhouse

As M. A. Crowther has argued, the establishment of the
workhouse was the first national experiment in institutional

53care, and the Poor Law Commissioners always stressed that:
The habits of many of the inmates of 
the workhouse will often be coarse 
and depraved, but the conduct of every 
officer ... should correspond with 
what those habits ought to be, rather 
than with what they actually are...□ 4

This proved a hard standard to live up to and one of the early
problems encountered by Board of Guardians was the ability to
find responsible officers, especially Masters for the new work
houses .

It was frequently the case that workhouse officers were
1 • . . selected at worst through nepotism, at best because they 
were honest, [and they] ... had to serve an institution which 
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was hospital, school, and reformatory.' As M. A. Crowther has

55 pointed out 'amateurism' and 'scandals' were inevitable.
What effect did the Masters and Matrons at Nantwich Workhouse 
have on the treatment of the poor? Nantwich was dogged by the 
problem of selecting a suitable candidate. For example in 1842 
Mr Bryan, Master of the workhouse, was alleged to have sexually 
assaulted several female inmates.56 He was suspended from duty 

pending an enquiry and was accused of several other charges, 
apart from sexual assault, including refusing to furnish a list 
of the indoor paupers or permit copies or extract therefrom, 
and for keeping dogs, horses, and poultry, contrary to the 
wishes of the guardians and at the alleged expense of the union5 

That the Board of Guardians dealt quickly with this matter is 
unquestionable, the Master was suspended on the 15th October 
1842, and on the 5th November it was moved that his suspension

5 8 be removed. The motion was carried and no reasons were given, 
the only recommendation for the future was that both the 
chaplain and schoolmistress should have immediately passed on 
the complaints against the Master to the visiting committee.

The job of Master of the Workhouse was a responsible one, 
and one which required a person of irreproachable character as 
by the nature of the job the Master was living among many 
young women. That many Masters could have taken advantage of 
their position is highly probable, but many inmates must have 
been too frightened to make a complaint in case they jeopardised 
their position in the workhouse. The Nantwich Board of Guard
ians were obviously prepared to accept the word of the Master 
against the charges made by the two women, and Mr Bryan 
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resumed his position as Master immediately. However after 
this incident it was decided that in future the visiting com-

5 9 mittee should meet every Saturday morning at the workhouse, 
and that when any three or more members of the visiting com
mittee attended the workhouse the Master should deliver his 
safe keys to them and should not accompany the committee 
through the house but shall await the return of the
committee in his own or some other convenient apartment unless

6 0 requested to accompany the committee.
Another complaint against the same Master followed in

61November 1842. Opportunity was given for the woman to go to 
the town magistrate and when she did not, she was called before 

6 2the Board where she swore her charges were truthful. Sum-
6 3 monses were once again issued and four witnesses called, 

however this was the last mention of the matter in the Minute 
Books.

Inattentiveness on the part of the Master and Matron 
directly led to problems in every part of the workhouse. 
After the inspection of Nantwich Workhouse in 1854 Mr Doyle, 
the Poor Law Inspector, states that the sanitary defects of the 
house were 'aggravated1 by the failure of duty shown by the 
Master and Matron. It was disclosed that the Master did not 
inspect the wards as he '... delegated this part of his duty 
to the porter for a considerable time.'^^ As a result the 

bedding was in an appalling state and '... I observed other 
similar indications of neglect in other parts of the house. 

This, however, was partly attributed to the indisposition of 
the Matron.
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Irregularities on the part of the Master were frequent

during the 1850s and charges made by the Poor Law Board in
1856 are typical of many instances when the actions of the
Master were investigated. Firstly he was questioned about 
not having a pauper examined by the medical officer before he 
was received into the proper ward. Secondly he was rebuked 
for allowing the female receiving ward to remain 'in a very 
dirty state' and thirdly he was cautioned regarding the admis-

6 7sion and diet of vagrants. However the Board of Guardians, 
as was typical after so many investigations of this nature 
accepted the explanations offered by the Master and after - 

taking into consideration the uniform 
regularity and attention displayed by 
him in the discharge of his duties are 
perfectly satisfied with the manner in 
which these duties are discharged.o

o o

Whatever the Master had done or had not done as the case maybe 
it seems that the Board of Guardians regarded his actions as 
acceptable and backed him to the hilt. No doubt behind the 
scenes, warnings were given, but they were loathe to dismiss 
the Master, perhaps because it caused such upheaval to appoint 
another or because they felt that such living conditions and 
oversights on the part of the Master were acceptable for the 
poor. As M. A. Crowther has argued '... if the Master main
tained disciplines and economy, guardians were disinclined to 

fi 9interfere. '

The efficiency of the Master and Matron did not improve 
greatly at Nantwich Workhouse as in 1860 Mr Doyle once again 
visited the workhouse and found it 'in tolerable order' but 
the bedding in the aged women's room '... did not appear to 
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be regularly examined by the Matron, ' and he hoped that the 
changes he suggested 'some time ago' would be adopted by the

guardians. That his ideas for improvements were not in fact
adopted promptly is suggested by the fact that in October 1860
Mr Doyle again wrote to the guardians suggesting certain alter
ations and complained once again of the inefficiency of the 

71Master and Matron. It was only in October 1865 that the
Board of Guardians considered that the Master and Matron

were incapable of discharging the duties of their office
72with efficiency by reason of old age or infirmities, after 

a period of twenty years.
That the applications for the job of Master and Matron 

were received from all over the country was evident when the 
job was advertised in 1872. There were five applicants in

73total, one of which came from a Nantwich couple. Three 
candidates were shortlisted and the couple from Aberystwyth 
were appointed at a salary of £50 for the Master and £30 for 
the Matron, together with apartments in the workhouse, main
tenance and washing. However the couple had to pay the Board 
2s Od per week for the maintenance of their child in the work-

74house. The inadeguate salaries offered commensurates with 
the level of responsibility involved, has been blamed on the 
local guardians rather than the central authority who, in the 
1840s, tried to prevent guardians reducing officer's salaries
... below the point where honest men would apply for the post. 

The Nantwich Guardians were obviously aware of this dilemma, 
and rather than lose efficient officials^ Mr and Mrs Griffiths’ 
salary was increased just eighteen months later to £62 10s Od
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7 6and £37 10s Od respectively which represented an increase

of 25%. As a result the Local Government Board queried why
their salaries were to be increased, to which the guardians
replied that Mr and Mrs Griffiths were:

... very valuable officers whose 
services it was in the interest of 
the Union should be permanently 
retained which was not probable at 
the present salaries which the 
Guardians considered were really 
inadequate.? ?

The guardians made the comparison with the neighbouring union
of Whitchurch where the workhouse was smaller, but the salaries
of the Master and Matron were higher than in Nantwich Union.
The new salaries were as a result agreed. On occasions the
Master of the workhouse could also add to his salary small 
items of value from deceased inmates. For example in 1879 it 
was decided that: '... the ring on the woman lately deceased 
in the workhouse be retained by the Master.'

That workhouse officials who were employed in the every
day running of the workhouse could aspire to positions of res
ponsibility and authority was illustrated when owing to the 
sudden resignation of the Assistant Matron, who was called to 
a dying friend, the laundress was appointed to the position on

7 gthe Master's recommendation. The fact that the guardians 
allowed a laundress to take on such a responsible position 
supervising conditions not only in the workhouse but in rela
tion to the sick too, had obvious implications for standards.
Her starting salary was £27 10s Od per annum which was to be 
increased to £30 Os Od in six months, with an allowance of 
£2 10s Od per annum for uniform.
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After the large increase in salary for the Master and

Matron in 1873 their salaries did not increase again. In fact 
when an advertisement was placed for a new Master and Matron 
in 1897 the salary of the Master showed an actual decrease of

8 04%, while the Matron's salary had increased by 6.6% However 
once appointed the new Master and Matron only stayed for three 
years, and in March 1900 when a new advertisement was placed,

81the total number of applicants for the jobs reached 145.
The guardians also expected the Master to be somewhat of a
handyman too, as he was to '... repair [the] slight damage

8 2caused by recent gale.'
Once appointed the Master and Matron had to live under 

the strict control of the Board of Guardians and when the new 
Master and Matron reguested to have two children living with 
them at the workhouse it was questioned why, on the application

8 3form, it stated they had no children. Obviously to the Board 
the best candidates were those without commitment and family 
ties that might impair their efficiency, and perhaps the pros
pective applicant had realised this and decided to conceal his 
responsibility until he had secured the job. When he was 
questioned about this he replied that his eldest child had been 
adopted by its grandparents at birth and, at the time of the 
appointment '... he was quite of [the] opinion that [the] child 
was not dependent on him. However circumstances had arisen 
which prevented this arrangement continuing. The second child 
had been born quite recently in the workhouse. It was decided 
that officers who had children living with them in the work
house should repay the following:
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Age of child of 
workhouse official Amount to be repaid

to 3 years 1/-
to 6 years 2/-

to 9 years 2/6

to 14 years 3/-

An occasion even arose when the Labour Master had to ask the
permission of the guardians to marry the Assistant Matron and

8 6that they still be able to keep their jobs. One month later
Mr Attwell had received no reply to his query and so he asked
again and was told:

the guardians have no power to prevent 
it, but owing to lack of proper accom
modation in the. house they cannot 
consent to it.o_

o /

8 8The Labour Master was married on 23rd November 1906 and six
weeks later the newly married couple were told:

... that their appointment would be 
terminated at the end of three months 
if they have not obtained another 
situation before that time.on

o y

The officers as well as the inmates lived under the strict
supervision of the guardians who controlled not only the work
ing lives of officers but their private affairs too. This
fact affected the calibre of applicant for the job and conse
quently the kind of treatment administered to the poor.

By 1907 the joint salary of the Master and Matron was
£130 which represented an increase of 30% compared to 34 years

90 91previously, and in 1912 their joint salary reached £150.
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The role that the Master and Matron played in the life 

of the workhouse could be either one of positive caring, an all 
too familiar characteristic, or one of negative indifference 
to the wants and needs of the inmates. It was this attitude 
that all too often helped to exacerbate overcrowded wards and 
insanitary conditions. Ironically, Master Saxon, the only 
Master to have positively defended the rights of the inmates, 
especially the sick, against inadequate treatment in 1896 
received no support from fellow workhouse officers, and due to 
the worry of the ordeal of the Special Committee set up to

9 investigate his claims, was forced to resign through ill health. 
By 1914 1... untrained Masters still dominated the whole

93 institution.1

Conditions in Nantwich Workhouse, medical relief and the 
implications of The Lancet enquiry

While the workhouse had been conceived as the ultimate 
deterrent for the able-bodied, in reality it became clear that 
the inmates consisted largely of young children, the infirm 
and elderly, which put a great strain on the facilities provided 
within the workhouse for medical relief. As M. A. Crowther and 
M. W. Flinn have both pointed out the 1832 Commission had inc
luded no medical men and had virtually ignored the subject of 
medicine in the final report. 'It assumed that medical assis
tance to the poor would continue, but made no specific recom-

• 94mendations.' However as F. B. Smith has argued the fact that 
the 1834 Act transferred power over the rates from magistrates 

to the ratepayers meant that '... men wholly interested in 
saving expense' came to the fore and it was 'Their meanness
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[that] shaped the pattern of Poor Law Medical expenditure.'
However the fundamental problem concerning poverty and sickness 

was, as M. W. Flinn has argued:
... [for] a large section of society 
whose incomes were so low or so irregular 
that any kind of regular provision for 
sickness through thrift was totally out 
of the question.

Independence in regard to times of sickness was an 'unattain
able ideal.'

By the late 1850s and 1860s the treatment of the chron
ically sick within the workhouse was a real problem as
M. E. Rose has pointed out:

It had never been intended that sick 
people should be admitted to the work
house, its infirmaries being designed 
only for inmates who were taken ill 
in the workhouse. Inevitably, however, 
the poor who fell sick and had no one 
to care for them had to be admitted.

The workhouse infirmary received the chronically ill, the
incurable and the dying - all those people which no other inst
itution would take. In times of epidemic they became, in 
effect, fever hospitals, none of which they were designed to 
cope with effectively. As R. D. Hodgkinson has argued Poor Law 
doctors did much to encourage institutional treatment,

... and in some unions they fought a 
constant campaign to have patients 
removed to the workhouse ... [arguing] 
that the poor rates could be reduced 
by curing the sick more quickly ... 
with the superior treatment obtainable 
in the institution.no

y o

The old Poor Law had provided money for the poor to
obtain medicines and other comforts in times of illness, lying
in and convalescence. Indeed the overseers in Monks Coppenhall,

institution.no
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Church Coppenhall, Crewe and Nantwich had shown themselves to

9 9 be considerate to both the sick and their families. However 
as F. B. Smith has argued the Act of 1834 probably made
life harder for the pauper sick'100 a view confirmed by the 

evidence of medical provision in Nantwich Workhouse. The 
local evidence available tends to conflict with the view of
E. Royle that in providing medical care the guardians '... were 
merely following with greater efficiency and resources the 
practice of the old Poor Law.The efficiency aspect was to 
be brought forcibly to the public attention by The Lancet 
investigations of 1865 and coupled with penny-pinching economy 
measures the medical provision of the new Poor Law exhibited 
the potential for cruelty and neglect that had not been a prom
inent feature of the old Poor Law.

In 1836 the new Poor Law Commission was anxious to reaf
firm that it was 'our wish and intention to provide adeguately 
for that important branch of pauper relief' in answer to crit
icisms that medical relief for the poor had been 'inadequately 
provided for' under the new act. The Commissioners did
acknowledge that after 1834 there was a change in the way that 
medical relief was administered as compared with the old Poor 
Law. Under the old system everyone had been directed to the 
local medical officer as general contracts were used for the 
treatment of the sick poor. The liability of the medical 
officer had been indefinite as each additional case did not 
cost the parish anything. This was no longer the case under 
the new Poor Law as relief in times of sickness was now 'restr
icted' to such people as were 'really destitute of the means
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of providing it for themselves.' To the Commissioners,
this was the 'real' change in medical relief.

However, as M. W. Flinn has pointed out sickness has
104'always been a prime cause of poverty' the impact of which 

the Commissioners and local guardians failed to fully antici
pate. As Flinn has argued the expansion of medical services 
was:

unintended and unplanned, a spontaneous 
development in which neither legislators 
nor central administrators played any 
part. It was an accident of history 
which only the most pressing social need 
could have engineered...,.

lUo

As D. Fraser has suggested the key factor was how to re
concile decent medical treatment with the principle of less

10 6eligibility. The Commissioners, and in turn the local board
of guardians, pondered the dilemma faced in other areas of 'life 
in the workhouse' they wanted an effective system of medical 
relief for all paupers but:

... its very completeness and effect
iveness, however beneficial to those 
who are its objects, may have an influence 
which ought not to be disregarded on other 
classes of society. If the pauper is 
always promptly attended by a skilful 
and well qualified medical practitioner 
[who] is liable to reprimand or dismissal 
from office in case of neglect or error; 
if the patient be furnished with all the 
cordials and stimulants which may promote 
his recovery; it cannot be denied that 
his condition, in these respects, is 
better than that of the needy but indus
trious ratepayer who has neither money 
nor influence to secure equally prompt 
and careful attendance.

How did the Nantwich Board of Guardians cope with the problem 
of making sure that they did not place the pauper in a superior
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condition to that of the independent labourer? Medical and 
any other types of relief were to be so constructed as not to 
'encourage a resort to the poor rate for medical relief, so far 
as it is given out of the workhouse and will thus tempt the

108 industrious labourer into pauperism.1 The idea of the able-
bodied paying for medical relief by way of a loan was suggested 
as a means of separating relief in times of sickness from 'true' 
pauperism - an idea that never came to fruition.

In order to look after the sick in the workhouse properly 
the Nantwich guardians soon experienced the dilemma that if 
serious problems were to be avoided, inmates had to be treated 
in a way that would economically surpass what an 'independent 
labourer' could have enjoyed, which in reality would have been 
very little. It was a dogged determination to be governed by 
the principle of less eligibility in the sick wards that led 
to great problems in the 1850s and 1860s, not only in the met
ropolitan areas but in unions like Nantwich which was repre
sentative of many country towns adjacent to growing industrial 
areas. As A. Digby has pointed out '... the overlapping of 
sickness, infirmity, and poverty was such that a harsh ideology 
on the relief of poverty tended to inhibit the development of

10 9 more humane facilities for the sick.
The first mention of any provision for the sick at 

Nantwich workhouse came in 1842 when the 'erection of the new 
hospital' is referred to and:

... the floors of the two men's sick
rooms in the hospital be boarded 
instead of being laid with tiles and 
that the walls of the same rooms be 
plastered as conducing to the comfort 
of the rooms.11Q
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However when Mr Doyle, the Poor Law Inspector, visited Nantwich 
Workhouse in January 1854 the standards of hygiene had declined 
to such a state that he directed that the use of the female 
venereal ward should be absolutely prohibited as, 'It is not in 
a proper state for occupation by anyone who was ill of whatever 
description' and anyone could 'communicate with the boys in the 
boys' yard from this ward•'m

Mr Doyle also found the privy in an 'objectionable state' 
and that it was impossible to carry out classification in the 
hospital which was a 'great and obvious defect' the only remedy 
for which was 'such an enlargement of the hospital premises as 
might effect complete classification' which he believed might

112 be done '... at a comparatively small outlay.'
The Master of the workhouse had overall charge of the 

hospital. Accordingly the defects found in the hospital were, 
Mr Doyle believed, 'aggravated ... by the inattention of the 
Master' as the bedding in the venereal ward was in a filthy 
condition, and had not been inspected by the Master '... who 
seems to delegate this part of his duty to the porter, for a 
considerable time.' Also inmates of the hospital, as well as 
the rest of the house generally had to '... eat their dinner 
on meat days with their fingers' because there were no knives 
and forks. Knives and forks were ordered for the inmates
the next month and to improve classification '... a door [was 
to] be put up at the entrance to the upper rooms from the ground 
floor and that a partition be erected against the staircase. 
Such improvements by the Nantwich Guardians only paid lip ser
vice to the criticisms made by the Poor Law Inspector and the 
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'filthy' conditions referred to in the venereal ward and the 
'objectionable privy' were never mentioned again in the minutes.

As M. W. Flinn has argued instances such as those occur
ring in Nantwich Workhouse bear witness to the fact that

... a health service of the degree of 
comprehensiveness attempted after 1834 
was simply not compatible either with 
the underlying ideology of the New Poor 
Law or the willingness, let alone cap
acity, of the ratepayers to finance it. 
Finance and ideology ... stood between 
the Poor Law medical service and efficiency.,.,.

115

However as D. Fraser has pointed out scandals and poor cond
itions in workhouses were ' . . . invariably the result of local 
rather than central policy.' The above incident at Nantwich
gives an insight into the general lack of zeal exhibited by the 
guardians. Their main concern was to spend as little of the 
ratepayers, and consequently their own, money as possible. The 
recommendations of the Poor Law Inspector in relation to gen
eral hygiene were recorded, but no positive action was taken to 
remedy the situation. This attitude was to result in the 
accumulation of greater problems in the future concerning 
health and hygiene that would endanger lives. Such an incident 
also suggests that the authority of the central board was neg- 
ligable in that such conditions were allowed to proliferate 
during the 1850s and 1860s. Indeed as M. A. Crowther has argued 
the central authority eventually stopped trying to impose a 
rigidly uniform system of poor relief: 'They still aimed at 
uniform standards, but hoped to achieve them through lengthy 

private correspondance with each union.' Even with this per
sonal approach the guardians still proved intransigent, and in 
many respects '... the Commissioners were more progressive
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117than many guardians.'

The role of the Master of the workhouse in attending to 
the needs of the sick was of paramount importance, as he had 
ultimate power over the whole workhouse and over the medical 
officer and hospital facilities. His could be an influence 
for good or evil, and he could either help and assist the med-

118ical officer or hinder his work. However, when the Poor Law
Inspector visited Nantwich Workhouse in 1856 he alleged 
'irregularities' on the part of the Master in reference to not 
having a newly admitted inmate examined by the doctor before

119admitting him into a ward. The doctor's assistant examined
the man some two days later, coincidentally when the Poor Law 
Inspector was visiting the workhouse. The Master claimed the 
doctor knew of the man's arrival, having issued a certificate 
to the relieving officer and he had spoken to the Master about 
him on an earlier visit saying he would come to see him when 
he arrived. Having heard the criticism against the Master, the 
guardians decided that they were 'perfectly satisfied with the

120manner in which these duties are discharged.' Once again
this incident confirms that the guardians chose to overlook 
misdemeanours in the Master's conduct, despite the fact that 
peoples lives may have been placed in jeopardy, and such con
duct was in direct violation of instructions from the central 
board. The fact that too much disruption would have been caused 
if a new Master had been selected, who could have again proved 
to have been no more efficient than the last, tended to mini

mise the effectiveness of the central board instructions, and 
the Master knew that reprimands were unlikely to be severe, if 

any at all.
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It was as a direct result of the proliferation of such 

criticisms about the condition and operation of workhouses and 
accusations of neglect that led to The Lancet holding its 
enquiry into workhouse hospitals. Its findings however refl
ected the conditions existing in the workhouse generally and 
illustrated how doctors gradually came to influence the treat
ment of all inmates. Workhouse medical officers not only 
treated the sick but helped classify all paupers to assist the 
Master in determining their work and diet. He also had to 
estimate a pauper's fitness to withstand punishment, and so 
the doctor's duties 'overlapped' into all areas of workhouse 
life and affected all inmates.

The most worrying aspect of the enquiry into the death 
of Timothy Daly that initiated The Lancet enquiry was that he 
had not died from an uncommon disease and had received 'fully 
average care, kindness, nourishment, medicine, and skilled

121 attendance' within the workhouse: 'In many ways it is evi
dent that Daly had advantages which are not always within the 
reach of others of the sick poor who enter the infirmaries of 

122workhouses.' What he and every other sick person needed
but did not receive were:

... paid nurses, air and water cushions, 
abundance of wine, brandy and bark, beef- 
tea and beef-jelly, the most costly med
icines and the best food. ...There was no 
case against the surgeon; but there was a 
strong case against our union infirmary 
system. The typical faults of that system 
were laid bare: ... Here we see the surgeon 
pitifully underpaid and bound to find 
costly medicines out of his salary ... 
Certain it is, however, that the pinching 
system of unions - the constant warfare of 
guardians against their medical officers ...
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to cut down the expenses, and to 
diminish all the comforts which 
sickness is everywhere else held 
to require.

Workhouse infirmaries exhibited deficiencies in diet, nursing, 
medical supervision and lay care, not to mention the general 
fittings and construction of the workhouses themselves, which 
tended to be small, overcrowded, and badly ventilated with 
little suitable light and heat. There was a general lack of 
furniture for patients, coupled with a poor water supply and 
drainage.

The Lancet disclosed the 'cold neglect varied by harsh 
refusal 1 of the Poor Law Commission to listen to the medical 
profession and spoke of the ’supremacy which is accorded to 
questions of expense.’ They declared that: ’The workhouse 
hospital system is a disgrace to our civilisation... This state 
of things cannot continue.’ By June 1865 The Lancet was
arguing that:

The whole system of workhouse infirm
aries needs to be altered, including the 
ward arrangements, the nursing, the class
ification of patients and many other matters.

and the practical working of workhouse infirmaries was, they 
feared, rapidly coming to a dead-lock’ and was a national 
scandal. Indeed they emphasised in their reports that local 
guardians could save money on the rates if patients were nursed 
back to health and could then leave the workhouse and no longer 
be a burden. The workhouse infirmaries were, they argued, ’the 
real hospitals of the land’ and it was a disgrace to find 
water-closets infrequently available and when they were, causing 
a dangerous nuisance.’ Bathrooms were few and far between.
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The treatment of the insane was poor, and they were generally 
allowed to mingle with the other patients, and sick wards were 
in turn mixed up with the body of the house. Neglect and mis
management was evident throughout and it became clear that the 
ill were not just in the sick wards but throughout the infirm 
wards of the workhouse. Isolation wards were badly needed as 
often inmates with contagious diseases mixed with other patients 
and doctors and assistants suffered from being overworked and 
underpaid which in turn led to neglect, and a lack of the nec
essary medicines and prescription cards.
How did the findings of The Lancet enquiry reflect conditions 
prevailing in Nantwich infirmary and the workhouse generally? 
The enquiry obviously affected the image of the Poor Law Board 
and in many instances their findings were met with cries of 
indignation as boards of guardians staunchly denied that there 
was anything fundamentally lacking with the infirmaries and 
workhouses in their unions. On the 16th October 1865 the Poor 
Law Inspector visited Nantwich Workhouse with the ongoing 
enquiry of The Lancet fresh in his mind. Indeed the Nantwich

12 9Guardians expressed their 'astonishment and regret' that 
after twenty years of regular inspections without any special 
comments to the guardians that 'such great complaints' should 
now be made about their workhouse, especially now that 'exten
sive alterations and improvements' were being made to the work- 
house and hospital. Obviously both inspector and guardians
were very sensitive to the implied criticism that either was 

not doing their jobs properly, and the local board of guardians
131 set up a special committee to consider the findings of Mr Doyle.
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The hospital accommodation at Nantwich Workhouse was 

described by its medical officer as 'ample' for the number of
132sick people in the house. However, bearing in mind The

Lancet ' s findings that sick patients were to be found amongst 
every class of workhouse inmate, especially the aged and infirm, 
and were not confined simply to the number of people in the 
sick wards, it is debateable how ample this accommodation 
really was. New water closets and drains were being built in 
November 1865, and in 1866 the open ditch carrying sewage from 
the workhouse to the River Weaver was replaced by a pipe sewer. 
Up until this time, some twentyeight years after being opened 
as the union workhouse, proper lavatories and drainage systems 
had been lacking.

If an infectious disease broke out in Nantwich the med
ical officer proposed to use the whole of the hospital to treat 
such cases, the other sick inmates being moved into the rest 
of the house, a move hardly conducive to good practice.

It was suggested that a bath be made available in the 
receiving wards so that all inmates could be bathed to help 
with the treatment of the 'itch' which was a common problem in 
workhouses. Previously no such bath had been available, illus
trating a common defect discovered by The Lancet. Similarly 
additional ventilation was required in the men's vagrant ward.

The implications of The Lancet enquiry were obviously 
being felt in 1866 when further alterations were made to the 
workhouse in order to improve classification and facilities 
for women, children, and nursing mothers who were however 
always to have access to their children to suckle them.'-1’
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The morals of the children it was hoped 'would not be so much 
injured by the influence of the young women' and children's 
clothes could be washed and dried outside 'instead as hereto
fore ... where the effluvia had no escape except to the day 

134and sleeping apartments.' Also small cradles and beds for
infants were purchased for the first time.

The inmates' attitude towards work was also singled out 
for improvement after Mr Doyle's visit. The room formerly used 
as a nursery was changed into a work room for able-bodied women 
'... instead of their sitting with an infant on their knee from 

135morning until evening.' When not attending to the children
the women were to be '... engaged in washing, sewing or knitting 
during working hours.'

After the fateful inspection of the 16th October 1865
Mr Doyle directly criticised the Master, James Holland, and the 
Matron of the workhouse and guestioned their ability to effic
iently run the establishment, due to the fact of their age, 
which was at no time stated. Again this criticism reflects a 
common fault uncovered by The Lancet, that far too many work
houses were run by people who were too old and unsuitable for 
this responsible job. In response to this criticism the com
mittee of local guardians agreed that '... they [the Master and 
Matron] were incapable of discharging the duties of their 
office with efficiency by reason of old age and infirmities' 
and recommended them to resign. As the Master and Matron had 
been with the union for twenty years they were granted an 

annual allowance of £38 13s 4d and £13 6s 8d respectively.
This decision prompts the guestion whether James Holland's
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old age was used by the local board of guardians readily to 
explain and justify their position relating to the faults found 
in the workhouse. Yet his services had proved satisfactory for 
the previous twenty years, and many of the faults identified in 
the workhouse had not arisen overnight and had obviously been 
present, and judged acceptable in the previous decade. As the 
local board pointed out the workhouse had met with Mr Doyle's 
approval previously, implying that his standards had changed 
in the wake of The Lancet enquiry. The workhouse had not sud
denly deteriorated in the 1860s as James Holland had advanced 
in years, however new standards and attitudes were beginning to 
be applied that had never operated previously in refence to 
workhouses and the condition of its inmates, prompted by the 
revelations in The Lancet.

The guardians were forced into making improvements for 
the inmates, but 'quality'was of no great importance. As 
J. M. Treble has argued the '... contemporary obsession with 
economy ... resulted in the pauper medical service being

13 6starved of funds.' At Nantwich, for example, it was recom
mended that for comforts sake chairs for the sick inmates should 
have backs attached to them. Rather than incur additional ex
pense for the inmates, chairs in the Masters' office were 
'repaired and appropriated' for the sick, and six new chairs 
were bought for the Master.137

Despite the 1865 inspection which had referred to the 
lack of sanitation and the problems that could result from this, 
and the fact that new sewers were being laid in 1866, the work
house still suffered from '... a very offensive smell from the
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cesspool at the back of the house1 the remedy being to throw 
'some powerful disinfectant' into it together with 'fresh

13 earth ... [which was the] best deoderiser that could be used.' 
Such problems had been forcibly drawn to public attention 
by The Lancet, but the solutions adopted were inevitably cheap 
ones. The hygiene of workhouses could not be improved without 
persuading guardians to spend large sums of money. The irony 
was, as M. A. Crowther has pointed out, that the :

... middle class public who deplored the 
horrors revealed by The Lancet's widely 
publicised report, also objected to all 
efforts to increase the powers of the 
central authority. It required steady 
pressure from critics in the 1860s to 
produce legislation.

That the inmates themselves should have been the machinery 
to complain about conditions in the workhouse was seen as des
irable, in the idealistic hope that wrongs could be righted 
and atrocities and mismanagement, as revealed in The Lancet, 
could, in theory, be avoided in the future. In order to fac
ilitate this a printed notice was hung up in each ward stating 
that complaints should be put in writing, or made verbally, to 
the visiting committee. The effectiveness of this gesture 
prompts several questions: how many inmates could actually 
read the notice? and if an inmate had been desperate enough to 
enter the workhouse in the first place would he dare to crit
icise the house and by implication, the Master and guardians? 
If anyone had complained how far would the complaint go after 
the initial airing? Suffice to say that in all the minutes 
relating to Nantwich Workhouse there is no record of any com
plaint being made by an inmate and in the reports of the Poor
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Law Inspectors it always states 'Nobody complained during 

visits to wards. '
Reflecting the concern generated by The Lancet it was the 

hospital accommodation of Nantwich Workhouse that still caused 
consternation among the Local Board of Guardians in 1866, 
resulting from the report of Dr. Smith, the medical inspector 
to the Poor Law Board, who visited the workhouse in September, 
1866. In 1865 Dr. Smith had been the first qualified medical 
man to become an inspector for the Poor Law Board. The Lancet 
had seen his appointment as a small victory in itself, as med
ical inspectors would, they believed, secure for the sick 
proper attention, advice, medicines, and other comforts, and 
that as a result 'The many evils of the present system would 
be removed by degrees.' His appointment also acknowledged
for the first time that '... questions must constantly arise 
[in workhouse infirmaries] requiring medical experience and 
hospital insight.' Dr. Smith would be able to inspect
infirmaries with an insight lacking in the typical visiting 
committee. The need for such medical insight was especially 
needed as The Lancet had found that:

... The present workhouse system is a 
thing of shreds and patches, which has 
slowly grown up to its present form 
with all manner of miscellaneous additions 
and alterations from time to time, and the 
buildings in which the in-door paupers are 
housed ... partake of this patchwork char
acter. Originally, no doubt, the work
houses were designed principally for the 
custody of sturdy ne'er-do-well vagrants, 
whose pauper tendencies required to be 
discouraged and the necessity of providing 
for the genuinely sick and feeble was an 
afterthought, an appendage to the main 
scheme...
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As The Lancet had widely found to be the case in London, 

the hospital accommodation at Nantwich did not separate the 
two sexes and recommendations were made by the local board to 
divide the hospital at a cost of £185 and make two new wards.

143Additional alterations and enlargements amounting to between 
£520 - £560 were suggested by Dr. Smith but the visiting com
mittee hesitated to recommend them:

... because they consider from all past 
experience, from the evidence of their 
medical man, and from the fact that the 
present time is so unfavourable to the 
outlay of money (unless absolutely nec
essary) that they cannot advise the 
serious expenditure which any of the plans 
for enlargement would necessitate ... [and 
that it would be] inexpedient in the pres
ent depressed state of the agricultural 
interest arising from losses by the cattle 
plague to incur any additional expenditure

The evidence relating to Nantwich Workhouse illustrates that 
while The Lancet had revealed shocking conditions, consciences 
had been pricked, and the central board pursued local invest
igations and employed medical men to give advice, the real 
stumbling block to improvement lay in the fact that local 
guardians were reluctant to accept advice, no matter how well 
informed, if it meant additional expense. Financial consider
ations dominated all. The Nantwich Guardians were rebuked by 
Dr. Smith and the Poor Law Board because their proposed alter
ations did not meet the requirements of the workhouse to pro
vide adequate accommodation for the sick of all classes: 
receiving wards were substandard and a yard was not going to 
be provided for the vagrants. However the local visiting com
mittee's recommendations were 'unanimously' adopted. Further 

letters were exchanged on the subject and the committee 
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described themselves as '... desirious of meeting the views 
of the Poor Law Board as far as possible [but] they do not see

146their way to come to any decision ...' They asked that an
officer from the board meet them and point out 'what is really 
required and how it is to be carried out' and on the
2nd March 1867, after much procrastination and delay, the imp
rovements and enlargements suggested by Dr. Smith for the work
house infirmary and receiving wards were agreed to at a cost

147of £600, to be provided from central funds.
As P. Wood has argued:

... the time between the exposure of a 
problem and its being tackled by the 
administration of the Poor Law could be 
surprisingly long. The forces promoting 
an expansion in expenditure on poor rel
ief faced powerful opposition...o14o

However the reluctance of the Nantwich Guardians to embark on 
expensive building improvements, despite their importance from 
a health standpoint, contrasts sharply with the evidence avail
able in some urban unions which, as D. Ashworth argues, once 
the obstacle of building the workhouse had been overcome, the 
guardians were less reluctant to spend money on further enlar
gements and improvements. In some cases unions had to be res-

14 9 trained by the Poor Law Board from extravagant expenditure.
The Nantwich Guardians showed no such tendencies and the local 
guardians, dominated by local tradesmen and the gentry clung 
to their stringent, frugal policies. The local visiting com
mittee were eventually 'overruled' or 'pursuaded' that the 

improvements were necessary, this incident further illustrates 
the point that while the central board might be willing to 



16 2
improve conditions they constantly had to 'battle' with 
entrenched local opposition. When this was eventually overcome 
it had effectively delayed by many months vitally needed impr
ovements, which in the case of Nantwich, had obviously been 
wanting for many years. Only intervention from London and the 
perseverence of Dr. Smith wore down the stubborn opposition of 
the local visiting committee. Medical opinion did win through 
in the end, but the local guardians did not simply bow to 
Dr. Smith's informed medical opinion regarding good practice. 
The Lancet had heralded the appointment of a medical man on to 
the Poor Law Board as a great milestone towards improvement on 
the grounds that previously a lack of medical knowledge had 
contributed towards the disgraceful conditions that had devel
oped in workhouse infirmaries. However even when medical 
advice was given the local guardians chose to dismiss it on the 
grounds of cost and local economic conditions which they felt 
they were better qualified to judge. Herein lay the real 
stumbling block to progress. It was around this dilemma that 
so many of the problems revolved in relation to relief in the 
workhouse, and as M. E. Rose has pointed out '... the hostility 
to a central authority who wished to interfere with [local ad
ministration] was one of the most powerful obstacles to the

150 success of the new Poor Law.' Similarly R. G. Hodgkinson
has stated 'The central administration also was never strong 
enough to dominate the local authorities, and legislation in 
accordance with popular political ideas had indeed never 

intended this to be effected,' and as a result as N. McCord 
points out 'relations between central and local authority were 

152frequently strained.
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Despite these 'improvements' the situation was not much 

better for the patients in 1869 when the Nantwich Infirmary 
still lacked a proper supply of water 1 ... the smell in some

15 wards was so bad as, m my opinion, to be injurious to health.' 
Without a proper supply of water it was impossible to preserve 
the thing most sacred to the workhouse - proper classification - 
as there was a constant communication between the children and 
the adults.

As The Lancet had found to be the case in many London 
workhouse hospitals, inmates lacked the extra comforts, indeed 
some would argue the essentials, to help the recovery of the 
patients. The inspector suggested that the Nantwich Union 
should purchase a water bed, two air cushions, and waterproof 
sheets for patients. However such suggestions were considered 
of dubious value by the local board, regardless of the merit 
attached to them by informed medical opinion. The local guard
ians were worried that a pauper might '... stick a pin in the

154water bed, and they were also very expensive ...' and they 
did not think these things should be bought just because the 
inspector recommended it. The cost of a water bed was £8 Os Od 
and the local guardians stressed that their main aim was to 
make sure that all inmates were well cared for but ' ... they
would not even buy one for themselves.' This statement once
again confirms the fact that in relation to providing facilities 
for the institution a personal yardstick was continually relied 
upon by the Nantwich Guardians, which was proving increasingly 
inadeguate in regard to provisions for a large institution, 
where many sick people were gathered together. Once again it 

also underlines the difficulty of trying to apply principles 



164

of less eligibility to the sick wards of the workhouse and the 
intransigence faced by the central board when finally trying 
to raise standards. The feelings of the local board towards 
Inspector Doyle's suggestions are adeguately summed up in the 
following statement:

They[the local guardians] had carried on 
the house for a great many years, and it 
seemed strange to him [the Chairman] that 
such a great flood of light should come 
upon them all at once, they of course 
having been in the dark all those years.

The public outcry and indignation at the revelations in 
The Lancet had not affected the judgement of the local guardians 
and they resented what they considered to be the meddling and 
interfering of Inspector Doyle; his suggestions were not viewed 
positively and were simply seen as a way of generating more 
expense - a tendency which the Nantwich Guardians tried hard to 
avoid in every facet of workhouse life.

This contention between the inspectorate advocating imp
rovement on the one hand, and local guardians justifying inad
equate conditions on the other hand, encapsulates the content
ions encountered again and again during this period. Sometimes 
the influence of one person could soften the attitude of the 
guardians and so help provide slight comforts for the inmates. 
Mr M. Heath, a member of the Crewe Local Board, stressed that 
however much he wanted to save money, he did not wish to bring 
people to the workhouse to punish them and suggested ' a little 
matting was required between the beds as it 1... was rather 
hard on these sharp mornings for the old men to have to put 
their bare feet on the cold tiles the first thing on getting

15 7out of bed,' and the motion was carried. However such
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instances are few and far between and in the main the Nantwich
Guardians reflected the attitude of many guardians whose

whole administrative effort was directed to keeping down 
the poor rate in the interests of the petty bourgeois class, 
farmers, shopkeepers, and small manufacturers, from which they

15 8were largely drawn.'
By the end of 1869 the facilities of the workhouse infir

mary was so overstretched that sick paupers were only sent to
the infirmary when 'absolutely necessary' otherwise they rec-

159eived relief in their own home. This situation was hardly
satisfactory for the sick poor: the workhouse infirmary, which 
should have offered care and medical relief, was in no state 
to do so. The relief he received in his own home could hardly 
have been adequate, although considering the state of the work
house infirmary in terms of overcrowding and sanitation, he may 
well have been better off at home.

The Lancet had identified the following cause of the 
malaise in workhouse infirmaries in 1865 and it was still appl
icable at the turn of the decade in Nantwich:

Nor, under the administration of unpaid 
guardians of the class commonly in power 
in London workhouses, is it at all likely 
that a full satisfactory system can be 
introduced ... they [the infirmaries] 
must be administered under a regime 
which is not intent upon cruel cheese
paring, but which looks upon the sick 
poor as objects of tender and merciful care.^

At times improvements were made at the workhouse, follow
ing the instructions of Inspector Doyle and Dr. Smith, only to 

be ignored later. One such example occurred in 1872 when after 
the visit of an Assistant Inspector of the Local Government 
Board, it was revealed that proper isolation was not being 
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provided for infectious cases. The board of guardians argued 
that infectious wards had been provided according to plans 
recommended and approved by Mr Doyle and Dr. Smith ' ... but 
that the provision made being more than was required for that 
class of cases.' As a result isolation wards had been reverted 
for use by the ordinary sick and infectious cases mingled in 
with the rest of the sick. However '... it was now intended 
to confine the upper rooms in the two wings [consisting of two

6rooms] exclusively to infectious cases,' and to disconnect 
them from the lower rooms.

Once again good hospital practice had to be imposed on 
the workhouse infirmary from outside agencies. This incident 
also serves to show how recommendations from poor law inspectors 
could be implemented for the good of the patients and then later 
ignored. Indeed it was only during 1873 that a separate wash
house for washing the bedding and clothing of infectious cases 
was provided and a committee was formed to meet with Dr. Munro, 
the medical officer of the workhouse, to make any alterations 
'... for the better accommodation of the sick and infectious 
cases' which included separate yards for the convalescents of

162 the infectious wards - but the cost was not to exceed £43.
It was not until August 1879, that a moveable bath was 

used in the new receiving wards at Nantwich, some fourteen 
years after being first suggested as of the utmost importance 
in maintaining a healthy workhouse, in the furore that followed

16 3The Lancet enquiry and local inspections. Indeed the neces

sity for a bath had not originally been catered for and it was 
only included when plans for the new receiving wards were ret
urned from the Local Government Board indicating that they
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would not be passed until the bath, a lavatory, a room for

164 storing clothes, and a waiting room were added. Indeed the
Local Government Board's solution to the problem of providing 
a waiting room for prospective inmates was to suggest that the 
relieving officer's room be used for the purpose and he could 
then share the clerk's room. For the first time the Local 
Board appeared to be putting the needs of the inmates before 
the traditional requirements and convenience of the officers 
of the workhouse. In the 1880s repairs and improvements in 
both the medical wards and workhouse generally were neglected 
for long periods in spite of the danger this posed to inmates; 
for example new treads were fixed to the main stairs in the

165 workhouse 'they being dangerous in their present worn state.'
While conditions in the workhouse and infirmary were still 

far from perfect it was in 1885 that sickness was technically 
separated from pauperism in the respect that the receipt of 
medical relief ceased to be a grounds for disqualification from 
the franchise - for those that had the vote. As A. Digby has 
argued the social treatment of the sick 'did not reflect their 
moral status' and the Act showed recognition of that fact.^G 

Another effect of the Medical Relief (Disqualifications Removal) 
Act was, as P. Thane has pointed out, to further increase the 
use of the infirmaries by working people, which had the knock-on 
effect of encouraging their willingness as ratepayers to finance

16 7 them. Also the Act meant that further strain, in terms of
numbers, was put on a service that was already overstretched 

and far from efficient.
Sanitation in the workhouse hospital was still causing 

problems in 1880 when the lavatory in the hospital had to be



168

cut off from the drain because of the offensive smells that 
pervaded into the wards; a typical problem encountered in so 
many infirmaries investigated by The Lancet fifteen years pre
viously. However no mention was made in the minutes of 
remedying the situation by fitting a new toilet and drain. 
That the infirmary needed a toilet was unguestioned and was 
indeed acknowledged by The Lancet to be a necessity in a prop
erly run ward. However when this necessity began to malfunction 
it was eliminated to remove the nuisance, but no substitute or 
improvement was made and so the original ’need for efficient 
sanitation' returned.

During the 1880s the old infirmary facilities continued 
to prove increasingly inadequate for the number of sick and 
infirm in the workhouse, and in 1890-1891 a new union infirmary

168was erected at the cost of £4,500. It could accommodate
70 people and the two-storied building consisted of wards, day 
rooms for convalescents, and separate wards for special cases,

169as well as bathrooms and lavatories on each floor. In effect
it had taken twentysix years to implement many of the urgently 
needed 'necessities' recommended by The Lancet in 1865. However 
even in the new hospital, improvements were not to be taken for 
granted and the cost was still uppermost in the guardians* minds.

170Hot water for the women's hospital was to be 'considered'
and when the wards in the new hospital were ready to be painted 
the labour was provided by the inmates and it was as late as 
1898 that the water supply was connected to the bathrooms on

172the second floor of the women's hospital.
Only ten years after the new workhouse infirmary had been 

opened the medical officer reported overcrowding of the womens'



169
17 3wards. When the infirmary had first begun operation in 1891

it had been intended to accommodate 70 people, but by February 
1902 the womens' hospital alone was described as containing 
50 beds and 56 patients (38 women and 18 children). In the 
mens hospital there were 63 beds and a total of 56 patients.
31% of the women and 21% of the men in the hospital were

174classed as infirm. In a period of ten years the Nantwich
Infirmary had become overcrowded by 60% over and above what had 
been considered to have been its full capacity. The infirmary 
facilities were once again stretched to the limit, prompting 
the speculative questions did the guardians cut costs when they 
were planning the new workhouse hospital by under estimating 
the number of people who would need to use its facilities? Was 
this another example of their lack of expertise in a job where 
paid professionals were required? Or had the number of sick 
and infirm poor increased rapidly beyond expectation in the 
decade 1891-1901? Of the inmates in the hospital 31% and 21% 
respectively of the women and men were classed as infirm and 
these figures beg the question whether it was the high percen
tage of infirm patients, who could not be expected to improve 
enough to leave the hospital, who formed a nucleus of perman
ent patients that had not been calculated for when the hospital 
had been planned.

Not surprisingly this period of overcrowding in the work
house infirmary also coincided with a period when the District 
Medical Officers granted a large amount of relief in kind. 

They were the people most acutely aware of the overstretched 
conditions in the workhouse infirmary and responded by granting 
more out-relief in kind. As a result they were warned by the
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relief committee for Crewe to use all possible caution in
giving medical orders for relief in kind and to give such

175orders in serious and extreme cases only. This incident
confirms the point raised by A. Digby that the needs of the 
sick outdoor paupers were as much for adequate nourishment as 
for medicine '... but doctors who prescribed meat and wine as 
'medical extras 1 tended to be regarded by guardians as usurping

176their monopoly over relief.' Also as M. W. Flinn has emph
asised there was a constant battle between medical officers and 
relieving officers of the union. The medical officer contended 
that the relieving officer was not competent to judge whether 
an applicant for relief genuinely needed medical treatment or 
not, while the relieving officer, backed by the guardians,
'... claimed that medical officers took too little account of

177the moral and economic factors involved.1 The conflict 
epitomises the professional struggle waged by the medical 
officer in an attempt to assert his professionalism and ethics 
over matters of finance and cost cutting which had a direct 
effect on the well being of the sick.

As R. G. Hodgkinson has pointed out 'starvation was hab
itual' and the doctor often realised that '... food was as

178beneficial, if not more so, than medicine.' Clashes over
this issue between the authorities and medical officers con
tinued, and once again reveal the local guardians overriding 
concern with economy and the flouting of expert advice. When 
the workhouse infirmary was already overcrowded, relief in the 

home, especially for those beyond medical help, must have been 
the only relief that the board doctors could offer, indeed as
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Dr. Atkinson of Crewe stated:

... that owing to the great number of 
poor people he had to attend and their 
extreme destitution, it was imperative 
in many cases to order extra's to help 
in their recovery to health and even 
at times to prolong life.

1/9

He assured the board that extras were not ordered except in 
necessitous and very urgent cases. Considering the figures 
showing the number of infirm in the workhouse perhaps this extra 
out-relief in kind was an attempt by the doctors to keep the 
infirm in their own home rather than have them enter the work
house and exacerbate the already difficult conditions.

The problem of overcrowding in the workhouse infirmary, 
was once again brought to the guardians attention by the work
house doctor in November 1901. The solution adopted by the 
board to ease general conditions was to use the young women's 
day-room to help the overcrowded children's quarters, and the 
old laundry airing room was made into a young women's day room. 
The question of overcrowding in the women's hospital was 
deferred. The board may have deferred discussion of the
problem, but it certainly did not go away, and in January 1902 
smallpox broke out and the Local Government Board supplied

181 glycerinated calf lymph for extra vaccination and re-vaccination. 
Once again the building committee were asked to consider the 
overcrowded conditions in the women's wards. Before doing this 
the guardians asked Crewe Corporation whether they would be pre-

182 pared to receive smallpox cases into the Crewe smallpox hospital. 

The Nantwich Union received inmates from the Crewe district, as 
well as the surrounding rural area and obviously felt they had 
some right to use the facilities of the adjoining town, although
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the Nantwich Guardians had refused to contribute any money to 
help build the hospital when Crewe Corporation had asked for

1 oo 
financial help in 1873.

The response of Crewe Corporation however was indicative 
of the growing rivalry between the two neighbouring towns and 
illustrates their awareness of the differing and separate ident-

184 ities they wished the towns to adopt. Indeed there is the
suggestion that Crewe Corporation was exercising caution in 
anticipation of the Nantwich Guardians involving them with the 
growing problem of the poor from the large rural area covered 
by the Nantwich Union. The Corporation pointed out that con
sidering the large population of their Borough, and the limited 
accommodation at their disposal, '... they were unable to give 
any undertaking to admit into the Crewe Smallpox Hospital cases

18 5from outside districts.'
It was only after this refusal that the Nantwich Guardians 

were finally compelled to consider alterations at the workhouse 
that might finally ease the overcrowding and conditions designed 
to be conducive to the spread of fever. After considering the 
medical officers report on the overcrowding of the women's hos
pital they stated that they were '... decidedly of the opinion 
that the accommodation of such a hospital is insufficient to 
meet the present requirements of the Union.' However it was
considered '... undesirable to attempt any addition of the 
existing hospital.' Instead they chose to erect a new female
pavilion and administrative block which would complete an 
earlier building scheme consisting of a male pavilion and mor
tuary block which had already been built. At a cost of £6,000 
the scheme would increase accommodation for the sick by 63 beds 
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and relieve the male hospital '... to the extent of the rooms 
occupied by the staff.' The existing women's hospital could 
then be used for infirm and imbecile inmates so relieving the

18 8main body of the house indicating that as late as 1902 
imbeciles still mixed freely with the infirm and able-bodied 
in the general workhouse. Once again a decision on the above 
scheme was deferred for another month. The above evidence 
confirms the view of K. Williams that while the institutional 
stock of workhouses was modified between 1870 and 1914, it still 
did not satisfy completely the requirements of classification 
and treatment. 'It is probable that the addition of extra 
pavilions only brought many of the oldest workhouses up to the 
best practice standards of the 1850s and 1860s.' This was, as

189 Williams emphasises, an 'expensive policy of make do and mend.
By March 1902 smallpox was on the increase and typhoid

190fever had also broken out in the workhouse. As a result a
request was made to examine the drains but the workhouse board 
would not allow this, stating that they saw 'no necessity' for

191this. The board delayed making a decision about providing
new hospital accommodation to the very last minute, a delay 
which must have exacerbated conditions still further in the 
infirmary. Secondly, to deny an inspection of the drains when 
fever was rife begs the question whether they were deliberately 
trying to cover up existing conditions rather than take positive 
steps to improve the situation. It could be argued that the 
board had a duty, both to ratepayers and inmates, to spend 

their finances carefully and to plan with care. However despite 
the advice of medical men of the consequences of chronic over
crowding and the eventual outbreak of smallpox and typhoid, 
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improvements only came slowly and outside intervention was 

resented.
When the local government board again enquired what 

action the guardians were taking about the fever in the work
house the building committee stated they would recommend (and 
up until this point they had not done so) the Master to have 

all the drains flushed periodically and especially after 
192storms.

In order to ease conditions in the workhouse still fur
ther the Nantwich Board of Guardians began to move smallpox

193cases to a hospital at Ravensmoor, outside Nantwich. How
ever when Nantwich Urban District Council became aware of the 
action of the Nantwich Guardians, they wrote to complain that 
these new admittances were made without their authority. They 
pointed out to the guardians that accommodation at Ravensmoor 
was very limited and like Crewe, were afraid that they might 
not be able to take anymore smallpox cases from the guardians 
in the future. The Nantwich Board of Guardians then empowered 
the medical officer and Master 1... to promptly deal with any 
further smallpox' and if there was no room at Ravensmoor they 
were to 1... procure a tent or portable building and subject 
to the sanction of the Urban Council, to erect the same on 
land adjoining Ravensmoor.'

When this sequence of events concerning overcrowding and 
the outbreak of fever is analysed it clearly shows the prior
ities dominating the course of action adopted by the guardians. 

Firstly in an attempt to pacify the protestations of the medi
cal officer they simply reallocated the existing accommodation, 
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even to the extent of modifying a laundry room, in the hope 
that this would be sufficient to ease the overcrowding. Time 
and again the decision was made to defer discussion of the 
problem of overcrowding in the womens' hospital. When smallpox 
and typhoid broke out they were again asked to consider the 
situation of overcrowding but rather than do this, with the 
prospect that this would lead to more expenditure, they simply 
asked Crewe Corporation if they would agree to take care of 
their fever cases. Only when a negative reply was received and 
no other avenues remained to be explored did they authorise the 
badly needed new buildings and consequent expenditure. Even 
then they proceeded to send patients to Ravensmoor until the 
Urban District Council discovered what was going on. It could 
be argued that the institutions at Crewe and Ravensmoor did not 
want the workhouse inmates in their wards because of the stigma 
attached to them and that they were wrong to adopt this attitude. 
On the other hand, the evidence indicates that the guardians 
would rather follow any line of action than tackle the real 
problems and would sooner pay a small sum each week to another
■ ■ 195institution in order to avoid large capital expenditure. It 
could also be argued that the improvements made to the hospital 
accommodation by the guardians showed a lack of forward planning 
and indeed were part of the reason why problems were encountered 
just a few years after new buildings had been completed. The 
new hospital opened in 1891 could accommodate 70 patients. By 
February 1902 this building was actually treating 112 patients. 

The plans drawn up in February 1902 for the new hospital accom
modation aimed to accommodate 133 patients - allowing for just 

21 new patients to be treated. The new buildings did not
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contain enough new beds considering the increase in patient 
numbers between 1891 - 1901. Lessons were not learned from 
the past, and inevitably overcrowding, with a growing number 
of infirm patients would be encountered again in the future.

In August 1905, nearly four years after the medical 
officer had complained of overcrowded conditions in the old 
infirmary the new hospital and nurses home was ready to be 
taken over by the board. However by this time the increase 
in patient numbers far outstripped the extra 21 beds that the 
new hospital could supply, but the hot water supply was 'all 

196that can be desired.1
In January 1906, the medical officer requested that:

Two tables, twelve chairs, and thirtysix 
flock mattresses be purchased for the 
building lately occupied as a womens' 
hospital in order that it might be used 
for infirm and convalescent men and re
lieve the mens' side of the house which 
is at present overcrowded.

No sooner than the extra new hospital accommodation had been 
occupied, the problem of overcrowding in the male wards of the 
hospital had to be relieved by moving the patients into the 
old womens' accommodation. The old familiar pattern re-emerged. 
Rather than incorporating more beds and wards into the new 
building plans, the board planned to cope with future increased 
numbers by reinstating into use old buildings that had been 
vacated in favour of more modern accommodation. The virtue of 
this method was that it was a cheap way of dealing with incr
eased numbers, but the reality for inmates was that many found 
themselves in old and delapidated conditions, earth closets

198 still being used in parts of the workhouse in 1906. However
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as R. G. Hodgkinson has concluded from the 1870s onwards

... the most remarkable change in 
attitude related to the institutional 
treatment of the sick. ... there was 
a great local variation in the period 
of transition, but there was one uni
form feature common to the whole country: 
large and small, good or bad, alterations 
were made to existing institutions to 
enable them to house and treat the sick.

i y y

The evidence from Nantwich Union confirms the view that
the local guardians were still dominated by the principles of 
their forebears in that economy and the recycling of old build
ings dominated all, above consideration of the needs of inmates. 
Cheap short term solutions were always preferred to longer 
term and more expensive expedients.

Extras and comforts for inmates

The guardians provided the bare essentials for relief in
the workhouse and any luxuries, little extras, or specialist 
care was either provided by a caring individual or gradually by 
more enlightened guardians. What was the attitude of the 
Nantwich Guardians to this important field of inmate provision? 
Only slowly did attitudes change and what once would have been 
construed as an expensive luxury for a pauper, like a water bed 
for example, was, after pressure from inspectors and individual 
medical officers, purchased from the poor rates.

As R. G. Hodgkinson has argued the provision of medical 
extras once again illustrated the clash of principles: ...'the 
Poor Law deterrent principle, and the medical principle that 

the best should be done for the patient .•. The layman was 
again allowed to supervene over the specialist, and the princ
iples of economy over welfare.'^®
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It took many years to break down old prejudices and beliefs, 
and in the early 1840s for example the Poor Law Commission 
discouraged the performance of important surgical operations 
in the workhouse and favoured instead 'reasonable subscription(s)

1 201 to a hospital. It is clear that necessity, hastened by the 
changing role of the workhouse infirmary from that originally 
conceived for it, meant that the medical officer freguently 
had to call on the services of other institutions. This was 
the case, not only when an operation was required, but also for 
the more specialist type of care and attention he was unable 
to administer within the workhouse, but which increasingly many 
inmates were in need of.

As the Commission had stated:
[The] Commission think it desirable that 
where the distance or other circumstances 
do not present serious obstacles, paupers 
should enjoy the practised skill and com
bined judgement of the medical men usually 
connected with such establishments.

Other motives apart from wishing to give the pauper the 
opportunity of enjoying the 'practised skill' and 'judgement' 
of doctors also seem to have motivated the Nantwich Guardians 
to subscribe to various Northern institutions. The Nantwich 
Board paid an annual subscription to the Manchester Eye Hospital, 
which it increased in 1854 in order that indoor patients might 
be sent to the hospital, and in 1913 they became subscribers to 
Manchester Royal Infirmary for more general cases. The
Blind Institute at Sheffield was also supported and two Nantwich 
men were sent as inmates and were allowed '... a suit of cloth
ing, hat, and boots.As N< McCord has argued 'To obtain 
a flexibility of treatment impossible from the Poor Law's own
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205 funds it was necessary to go beyond official resources.'

Specialised institutions, some public in nature, others oper
ated by voluntary effort, had created institutions for various 
special categories of those in need, and the Nantwich Guardians 
placed paupers with special needs in these institutions, paid 
for out of the Poor Rates. Blind people who had no family or 
friends to support them, often found they had no way of earning 
any sort of living themselves, and so the workhouse was their 
only resort. The Nantwich Guardians subscribed to the Chester

2 0 6Society for the Home Teaching of the Blind, an organisation 
designed to help the blind to learn to fend for themselves. 
Also institutions like Henshaw's Blind Asylum were used and 
Hector Cornes was sent there at the age of eighteen to be 
trained as a pianoforte tuner. The cost of £26 5s Od per annum 
was paid partly by the guardians, and by the parents, who

207 contributed £12 Os Od per year.
The yardstick used by the guardians when selecting the 

various institutions to support was 'could that society help 
to rehabilitate inmates to a point where they were independent, 
and no longer a burden on the poor rate?' If the answer was 
'yes' they considered the money well spent, and a cheaper prop-

208 osition than maintaining paupers in the workhouse for years.
Similarly, from 1901 onwards, inmates were occasionally 

sent for convalescence, for example to New Brighton, '... at
2 0 96s 6d per week and travelling expenses. The guardians felt 

that the money spent on such a convalescence was worthwhile 

in the hope that the person would fully recover and not have 
to re-enter the workhouse and be a burden in the future. One 
example of the development of a more caring attitude by the
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guardians occurred in 1901 when 'the boy Haslington', who had 
consumption, was to be sent to Rhyl for four weeks convales
cence at a cost of 5s Od per week. He had been an inmate of 
the workhouse and then had been boarded out, and so before the 
guardians could pay for his convalescence he would have to 
enter the workhouse for one night. The vice-chairman said it 
would be a shame to make him do this just for £1 Os Od and so 
the guardians 'passed the hat round' and paid for the cost of 
his convalescence themselves. £1 6s 3d was raised and the boy 
was sent to Rhyl for six weeks and given 6s 3d for pocket

210money.
This more enlightened, sometimes caring attitude, which 

showed an awareness of long-term as well as short-term gains, 
indicates that the guardians had to some extent accepted that 
expenditure on what in the past would have been considered the 
'luxury' of convalescence made good economic sense from every
one's point of view. For example many of the problems encoun
tered in the 1850s and 1860s in the infirmary had been caused 
by a short-sighted attitude which is summed up by the guardian 
who said '[we] would not even buy one for ourselves.' It
took a long time before it was fully realised that this phil
osophy did not work in relation to ensuring the well-being of 
large numbers of inmates in the workhouse, but old attitudes 
died hard.

In 1887 the board authorised one John Howard to '... be 
supplied with an artificial foot and that he be taken to the 

212manufacturers to be measured,' and in 1901 an artificial 
leg for one inmate cost £5 5s Od. Just a few years earlier 
some guardians would have classed such devices as 'luxuries'
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and not seen it as part of their duty to provide them out of 
the poor rate; but once the artificial limbs were fitted the 
men were more likely to be able to earn their own living and 
stay out of the workhouse.

This more far sighted attitude was also extended to the 
children of the workhouse in 1909 when a dental surgeon was 
appointed at £10 per annum, but he was 'to attend the children 

214only' and find his own materials and appliances.
Individuals too had a role to play in helping to provide 

extra care for inmates that otherwise would have been unlikely 
to have been provided by the guardians. A Mrs Stock paid for 
the upkeep of a 'consumptive person' to be sent to the Liverpool 

215House for Consumptives, and Lady Tollemache paid for an
2X6 inmate to be sent to a sanitorium. Gifts were also received 

and Henry Machin, a local solicitor, presented a bath chair, 
a carrying chair, a self adjusting pillow, and surgical inst
ruments 'for the benefit of inmates.'21?

In 1912 there was evidence of the growing co-operation 
between the guardians and the Co-operative movement in order 
to provide for the well-being of locals. Crewe Co-operative 
Friendly Society asked the guardians to 'grant a recommendation' 
to the Devonshire Hospital, Buxton, for a fifteen year old boy 
prevented from working because of rheumatism. The application 
would not have been made to the guardians but for the fact that 
the recommendation held by the society for the current year was 

2X8exhausted. The following year the same request was made
, 219again for a woman as '... the case was a deserving one.



184
The role of the medical officer in the life of the poor

As M. W. Flinn has argued the key to the post 1834 Poor 
Law Medical Service was the district medical officer ' . . . yet 
his position and conditions of work were so profoundly unsat
isfactory that it is astonishing that the service did not col-

220lapse as quickly as it had been expanded.' The influence
of the medical officer extended far beyond the workhouse infir
mary: was he a force for radical change in Nantwich?

As parishes became organised into Unions many medical 
officers complained that districts were too large for them to 
cope with efficiently. However the Nantwich Guardians cate
gorically stated that their own district was not too large for 

221the medical officer to cope with, in spite of the fact that 
their union covered a greater area than any other in Chehsire, 
and only had seven 'surgeons' in 1842. This 'difference of 
opinion' between the medical officers and guardians was typical 
of many that were to arise during the nineteenth century, once 
again emphasising the difference between those that had to 
actually administer the relief and those dictating the policy.

The importance of the role of the medical officer in the 
workhouse was that he influenced the treatment of all the 
inmates, not just the sick, and as M. A. Crowther has commented 
'... medical routine was also part of [the] discipline,' of the 
institution.223

Under the new Poor Law medical officers had to submit 
to the guardians the cost of their services, drugs etc. From 
these tenders the guardians selected the medical officers who 
were to work for the union on a twelve-month contract, and the
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guardians could dismiss them at will. However when selecting 
a union medical officer the Commission pointed out that 'cost 
alone cannot be the sole consideration' and that the experience 
of the medical man counted for a lot ' . . . the guardians having 

225never been required to accept the lowest tender...' but the 
temptation for the guardians to be swayed by thoughts of econ
omy in new unions, anxious to show a saving and justify their 
position, cannot be ignored. Thoughts of quality and experience 
would surely have been subservient to 'value for money for the 
ratepayers' - many guardians themselves being ratepayers. To 
further justify the use of tenders the Commission argued that 
they were only submitted because the unions were new and the 
guardians would have found it hard to decide how much money to 
allocate for medical services without such estimates.

Medical officers in Nantwich Union were paid a fixed 
salary which, in 1842, ranged from £9 7s 6d per annum for sur
geons serving in outlying districts, to £21 5s Od per annum for 
the surgeon responsible for Nantwich and the workhouse itself. 
The job was certainly not a well paid one, the salary for the 
country surgeons in Nantwich Union being half that received by 
the relieving officers, and the doctor would have to provide 
all his own drugs and equipment out of his salary. As 
I. Waddington has argued many practitioners found their incomes 
insufficient to enable them to make adequate provision, upon 
their deaths, for their own families. This lack of income
had obvious implications for both the quantity and quality of 
drugs supplied by the practitioner to his pauper patients.

The Nantwich Guardians, as was the case with most boards 
of guardians, approved of the 'fixed salary' method of payment 



186
and strongly disapproved of any change to payment by a pauper 
list because the amount of money allocated for salaries would 

227have increased dramatically under this system.
As a doctor's salary was poor in private practice, and 

it took time to develop such a practice, many were forced to 
take on workhouse duties out of dire necessity. M. A. Crowther 
has pointed out:

They were men with divided loyalties to 
the ethics of their profession and to 
Poor Law conventions, ... The workhouse 
doctor had 'to accept an underpaid Poor 
Law post because his private practice 
did not support him adequately, or because 
he wished to keep other doctors out of his 
territory.' A workhouse doctor did not ex
pect his work to increase his prestige, 
rather the reverse._„o2 2 o

P. B. Smith has also drawn attention to the fact that accepting 
employment as a Poor Law doctor often harmed a doctor's stand
ing as a private practitioner, thus, creating even greater 
financial problems. A combination of poor pay and working 
conditions, including having to find drugs and equipment out 
of their salary, meant that guardians could exploit local doc
tors, knowing that of necessity they would accept Poor Law work 
at uneconomic salaries, simply because there was no alternative. 
Once appointed he was answerable to the guardians, and he had 
to refer to the Master of the workhouse constantly as he was 
in overall charge of the running of the infirmary, and the med
ical officer could only suggest 'extras' be given to patients. 
In reality there was no way he could make sure that any 'extras' 
he ordered for patients were received by them. M. A. Crowther 
has argued: 'like the lay officers, the doctors and nurses in 
the workhouse system suffered from the reputation of a second- 
class service.'230
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A further responsibility that the district medical of

ficer had to shoulder was that of vaccinator, 'The association 
of a basic health service, essential to all classes in the 
nation, with the Poor Law was regretted but recognised as

2 31unavoidable.' Vaccination was made compulsory m 1853, 
being tightened up still further in 1867, all of which meant 
an increased workload for the already overburdened medical 
officers.

Once again there is evidence to confirm the view that 
the local board of guardians wanted 'value for money' from 
their medical officers, even if this was at the expense of the 
patients. For example in 1854 the Nantwich Guardians decided 
that they would not pay any doctor, other than medical officers 
of the union, for attending an accident:

excepting where they may be called in
the absence of the medical officers...
and then only for the setting of the 
fracture ... and the medical officer 
of the union is to attend the case as 
soon as he is acquainted with it*232

Having paid the medical officer his fixed salary the guardians 
were reluctant to pay a second doctor to do his job, even if 
this meant the patient waiting until he was 'acquainted' with 
their plight.

In 1842 the Poor Law Commission ordered that no medical 
man could be employed by any guardians unless they were quali
fied in both medicine and surgery and had at least two of the 
formal qualifications available at the time. However the 

guardians ability to obtain a qualified medical person to fill 
the position of medical officer for the union often proved a 
problem. For example in the 1860s and even as late as the
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1870s and 1880s men who were qualified to practice as 'medical 
men, though not qualified according to Act 168 of the Consol
idated order of the Poor Law Commission' were appointed as 
there were no other qualified men 'residing within any of such 

233districts willing to accept the appointment' at a salary of 
£30 per annum in country districts, £70 per annum for Nantwich, 
and £30 per annum for the union workhouse. The only proviso 
that was made was 'that the board hope he will obtain his sec
ond qualification as early as he possibly can.' However the 
same man was still being employed in the 1880s without the nec- 

234essary qualifications.
This is yet another example of the continual problem 

faced by the Poor Law Commission up to 1847 and then by the 
Poor Law Board, who inherited the same problems from its pre
decessor. Time and again the board issued guidelines on stand
ards relating to the qualifications of officers, and standards 
of hygiene, but local boards of guardians either 'ignored' them 
completely or 'adopted' them very slowly. As a result the 
standards of poor relief suffered. On the one hand the local 
board of guardians would have argued that it was only by com
promising and adapting the rules that they could make the system 
function, and that the Board were out of touch with reality. 
On the other hand it could argue that the local guardians were 
deliberately ignoring official dictat and thereby reducing 
standards in order to keep costs down for the ratepayers.

As The Lancet investigation into the quality of medical 
care in the workhouses was to show235 ^y .¿he mid 1860s the 

necessary qualifications needed to become a union surgeon were 
lower than those required in an asylum or gaol, and the
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salaries for the position of medical officer were in many cases 
such as to prevent responsible surgeons from applying for the 
job, which in turn affected the quality of the service provided. 
As M. A. Crowther has argued the Poor Law doctor was burdened 
with routine administration and while he was not required to 
keep medical histories of the patients, he had to account

23 6in detail for any 'extras' which were ordered,' reflecting 
the concern of the guardians with cost rather than the well
being of the patient.

Complaints against medical officers were frequent. For 
example in 1867 Dr. Lord, the medical officer for the Crewe 
district of the union, had complaints made against him for neg
lect of duty in the case of Thomas Cotgreave of Monks Coppenhall 
whom he had received on order from the relieving officer to

237attend. The order had been given to Ann Cotgreave, his dau
ghter, at half past eight in the morning, on the same day on 
which application for medical relief was made. When the relie
ving officer had visited Cotgreave again the following Monday 
at 11 a.m. Dr. Lord had still not attended Mr Cotgreave, and 
so the relieving officer told his daughter that he would call 
again in the evening. It was then that the relieving officer 
learned that Mr Bain, surgeon, had been called in and had 
attended the case.

Ann Cotgreave gave evidence at the Board meeting held to 
investigate the complaints, and related how she had taken the 
order to Dr. Lord's house at 9 a.m. and had told him the number 

of the house where her father lived. Dr. Lord had not called 
to see Mr Cotgreave until 1 p.m. the following Monday and he 
had called again the next day, after which he had not visited
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the patient again until the following Thursday, Mr Cotgreave 

died four days later.
In answer to the charges Dr. Lord stated that owing to

'pressing professional engagements' he had inadvertently over-
2 3 8looked the receipt of the medical order, until the Monday.

As to his subseguent non-attendance he considered this justi
fiable on the ground that another medical man had been called 
in to care for Mr Cotgreave.

This case illustrates the fact that not only inmates of 
the workhouse, but paupers in receipt of medical orders as
part of out-relief, were similarly at the mercy of the consci
entiousness of the medical officer, and that the quality of 
the service offered to paupers was suspect and often had to be

23 9 further investigated by the Poor Law Board.
The increase in the salary of the medical officer, in 

order to attract a better calibre of applicant was slow. In 
the 1840s the salary for a medical officer in a country district 
within the Nantwich Union had been £9 7s 6d and £21 5s Od for

240Nantwich. in the 1880s his salary had only increased to £36
241per annum, but in 1865 The Lancet had described the salary 

of a medical officer at Rotherhithe who received £35 per annum 
as 'disgraceful.'2^2

One problem that constantly dogged the medical officers 
was their relationship with the Master of the workhouse. As 
The Lancet indicated:

At present a surgeon had an inferiority
of rank compared to the Master ... an
official who is nevertheless ... socially
below him.243

This fact, as The Lancet pointed out, led to antagonism between
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these two officials and the Master had the right to interfere 
in medical matters. Very often the medical officer faced 
opposition from higher authorities within the Board of Guard
ians to his recommendations to improve the construction, man-

244agement and arrangements of the house, and in many cases the 
good work of the medical officer could be hindered by the int
erference of the Master. However as R. G. Hodgkinson has arg
ued generally '... it was the doctors who shook complacency, 
and demanded, and often obtained, improved conditions in the

245workhouses. '
However the Master was the chief officer of the workhouse 

and was responsible for the good management of the sick wards, 
which meant that he could play a vital role in protecting the 
patients if a medical officer was not fulfilling his duties 
properly - a scenario all too probable when salaries were low, 
qualifications were often doubtful and infirmaries were always 
too full.

A good example of the positive role that could be played 
by the Master of the workhouse in relation to the medical con
dition of the inmates occurred at Nantwich in 1896 when 'fric
tion existing between the Master and nurses of the workhouse

246 ... with regard to his [the medical officer's] performance.'
This incident is a classic example of the tensions that existed 
at the time between Doctors and Masters, as the medical prof
ession became more aware of their professional status, and did 
not appreciate the interference of the Master in medical matters. 

What is significant about this whole affair is that it exempl
ifies a Master defending his patients against medical neglect 
by an overworked medical officer. Master Saxon was accused 
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of causing 'frequent unpleasantness ... owing to interferences^

Nurse Ryder catalogued many complaints against the
Master citing that the Doctor would discharge a patient, but

248then the Master would say he had no right to do so. Also
the nurse took exception to Master Saxon speaking to patients
who were under her charge and asking them when their poultices
had last been changed, and checking with them when they last
saw the nurse. She also objected to the fact that the Master
said she often did the doctor's work.

Matters came to a head when the Master ordered Nurse
Ryder to move a patient from one ward to another, as the Master 
felt that the man was not in the right ward. Nurse Ryder had 
objected on the grounds that she had no other bed to put him 
in, to which the Master replied that he would have him moved

24 9and 'snapped his fingers.'
In another case Dr. Munro had ordered a patient to get up 

and the nurse informed the doctor that the Master had said that 
this patient was not getting the proper treatment, and that he 
had been complaining for a month about the treatment the pat
ients were receiving in the hospital. Nurse Ryder had then 
told the Master that the doctor had ordered Critchlow up, but 
that she could not physically manage to do this, to which the 
Master replied: 'If I was Critchlow I would not get up, this

9 c: nplace is for the likes of him.'
In another incident a man who was eventually sent to the 

Chester Asylum was spotted by the Master in a ward with sick 
patients. The Master said he was to be removed from the ward, 
but the nurse stated that 'this was the ward such patients 
usually go into,' The nurse objected to removing him without
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the doctor's orders, but as Master, he said he would 'have it 

done. '
Other nurses were brought before the Special Board Meet

ing to testify to the fact that the Master was constantly 
checking up on the doctor's decisions and interfering, and 
M. Lomley said: 'I have frequently heard the Master say that

251the doctor has no right to discharge a patient.'
In his defence Master Saxon stated that he had complained 

that the doctor had no right to discharge the patient and that 
he did not make a practice of interfering with patients but 
that 'I pointed out to the nurse that it was not right to put 

252sick patients with lunatics.' Another nurse complained
that the Master ordered her to work from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. and 
told her not to go into other wards to help other nurses. If 
Nurse Ryder ordered her to do something when she was doing an
other job the Master told her she was not to do it, as he said 
' ... I was paid to look after the sick and not to run after 
the nurse.'253

The Master in his statement to the Special Committee 
pointed out that recently there had been 'serious attempts 
made to upset the authority of the Master and Matron in this

254and similar workhouses throughout the country,' and in order 
to sort the matter out he had asked the Board to inquire what 
was going on 'behind the scenes' some twelve months ago. Again 
in the previous May he had made a written appeal to the Visit
ing Committee to help him sort matters out, but no notice was 
taken of it.

The Master was of the opinion that the present unpleas
antness arose from the fact that the medical officer and the 
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nurse could not understand that the Master and Matron were 
responsible for the sick and

... that if you wish me to put a stop 
to the nonsense that is going on, I 
would ask you (as suggested by the Local 
Government Board) to have the books of 
the medical officer and the Chaplain ex
amined and every attendance given other
wise than by the medical officer noticed. 

zod

The Master suggested that the entries in the medical officer's 
book relating to his visits to the workhouse should be compared 
to those noted in the porter's book and to check if the deputy 
medical officer's visits were clearly shown. He also quest
ioned the whereabouts of the reports that should be made by the 
medical officer to the guardians. More seriously he directed 
the guardians to examine the report sent to the Local Govern

ment Board in reference to Thomas Salt, one of the men he 
alleged had been neglected. This man was certified as having 
died at 76 years of age from senile decay, when in reality his 
age was only 55.

I ask you to enquire by examining the 
death certificates who really attends 
the patient and then you will see if 
the medical officer is in a position 
to know who 'is the best nurse we have 
had during the last 25 years' as he 
stated last Board day.^rr256

The Master stated that out of the 66 deaths which had 
occurred in the workhouse since January 1895, the deputy med
ical officers attended 45 cases, while the medical officer him
self attended only 19 cases. Again the Master quoted from the 
porter's book to show that during the 13 weeks ending June 13th 
1896 the deputy medical officer had made 35 visits to the hos
pital, and the medical officer 36 visits. Similarly for the
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13 weeks ending February 1st 1894 'at which time I strongly
drew the doctor's attention to his non-attendance' the deputy
medical officer had visited the hospital 27 times, whilst the
medical officer himself made only 19 visits.

The Master stated that:
I have often complained to the Doctor 
of his not having attended personally 
to his duties and of his deputies and 
himself making mischief between the 
subordinate officers and the Master 
and Matron. I can produce copies of 
letters proving this.257

The above accusations made by Master Saxon confirm F. B. Smith's
argument that sick patients in the workhouse were often neg
lected because assistants, freguently untrained, were employed
by doctors to attend pauper cases because the doctor's Poor
Law salary was so low that he could not afford to neglect his 
private patients, and once again the patients were open to 
abuse and neglect.

Another serious cause for complaint by the Master, and
one that had been identified by The Lancet some 31 years earlier
was that the medical officer:

... does not give in writing on the bed 
cards, his instructions as to the treat
ment of patients which should be done 
not only as a safeguard to himself and 
the nurses but also that the Master and 
Matron can perform their duties.

and he stressed that this omission had been the cause of con
siderable friction with the nurses.

As to the Master's difficult relationship with Nurse
Ryder, he stated that they had 'shaken hands' and he believed 
that they would have no further trouble when the proposed new 
rules were in force. In conclusion the Master stated his 
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belief that if the medical officers did not approve of the 
orders of the Local Government Board, it would be better for 
him to say nothing, rather than deliberately encourage the 
subordinate officers to commit a breach of them, which the 
medical officer had admitted doing.

After the report of the special committee into the dispute 
between the Master, medical officer and nurses, their respective 
duties were explained to them '... with the hope that any fur
ther differences might be avoided' and the chairman also prom
ised to inform Dr. Munro that the meeting was of the opinion 
that he should 'attend more frequently personally to his duties 

259rather than performing the same by deputy.' Nurse Ryder
withdrew her resignation.

Master Saxon had drawn the reluctant attention of the
Board of Guardians to the malpractices that were occurring in 
the workhouse infirmary, and had tried hard to improve cond
itions for the sick inmates. However just six months after the 
report of the special committee Mr and Mrs Saxon wrote to the 
Board of Guardians stating that they were acting under the 
advice of their medical man and that they begged to tender 
their resignation, to take effect as soon as convenient, and 
they enclosed a medical certificate from Dr. Munro. Mr Saxon 
had been a Master for 19 years and his wife a Matron for 16 
years.260

In 1901 Dr. Munro, who had held his position as medical 
officer for the workhouse for over 20 years, asked for an 
increase in salary.2^ The last increase he had received had 

been 23 years earlier when there were only 23 beds in the 
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hospital, whereas now there were 113 beds, with 14 further 
beds in the isolation hospital. When he had first joined the 
workhouse there had been only one nurse and the salary he 
received was £20. He pointed out that now the guardians were 
paying the nursing staff alone salaries of £165 a year, and as 
his duties had greatly increased since his appointment, he felt 
justified in asking for the increase. Dr. Munro also had to 
provide all his own medicines which as early as 1865 The Lancet 
had identified as a 'gross abuse'.

Considering the numbers of inmates in the 
house I think I receive about %d for every 
visit - and medicines thrown in.(laughter) z o z

Dr. Munro also detailed that he received 10s Od for a confine
ment in the house and that if he set a bone 'outside the door' 
he was paid, but if he set it in the institution, he was not. 
The finance committee increased Dr. Munro's salary from £50 to 
£75 per annum, and stated that never before had he asked

2 6 4for an increase and that it was 'richly deserved.'
However when the assistant medical officer asked for 

money to stock the new dispensary with drugs in 1907 the guard
ians stated that they could not see their way clear to provide 
money for this and referred his application for his salary to

«-j /- [-
be increased to £40 per annum, to the finance committee.
No further reference is made to this claim however the salary 
of the medical officer was increased by £10 from £75 to £85.

The salary of the medical officer for Wybunbury district 
in 1913 was £36 per annum, plus additional fees for surgical 
and midwifery cases, after approval by the board. ¿67 Tile gran_ 

ting of these additional fees was not automatic, for example
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a doctor's bill for an operation for appendicitis was submitted 
for £5 5s Od plus £1 Is Od for an anaesthetist, but the board

2 6 8voted to give the doctor £3 3s Od.
It is a fact that in the Nantwich Union it was only at 

the start of this century that the medical officer's salary 
increased to any significant extent, and he was still expected 
to provide the drugs he prescribed for his patients. Undoubt
edly he was overworked in an infirmary and workhouse that was 
overcrowded and insanitary. This in turn led to the overbur
dening of his deputy medical officer, and patients did not 
always receive the medical care they were entitled to and rec
ord keeping and organisation frequently fell short of what was 
required. By 1914 district medical officers were still in 
receipt of low salaries, still had to provide all their own 
drugs and were constantly receiving lower fees for operations

269from the guardians than they had asked for. By the outbreak
of the first World War the medical officer was still fighting 
many of the battles in the workhouse that had been waging 
since the mid-nineteenth century.

The role and treatment of nurses within the workhouse infirmary

M. W. Flinn has pointed out that the greatest handicap 
which the Poor Law infirmaries laboured under in their early 
decades was a 'complete absence of trained nurses' and just 
as M. A. Crowther has described the doctors as being victims 
of the system, '... the same is true of the first workhouse

,271nurses. in fact their plight was m many ways worse be
cause many old and infirm inmates were forced to take on the 
work which in many instances involved heavy lifting, and 
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their fellow patients and inmates suffered the consequences of 
untrained care. The Poor Law Commission had made their view 
clear regarding the use of inmates to help 'nurse' fellow 
inmates:

... that pauper class 5 and 6 could be 
employed constantly or occasionally as 
assistants to nurses, [able-bodied women 
and girls over 16 and girls of between 
7 and 16] ... and class 4 can also be
employed in sick wards [aged and infirm 
women].7

The implications of this ruling were only too painfully obvious 
in many workhouses when The Lancet carried out its investigat
ions in 1865. As F. B. Smith has commented, pauper nurses 
were 'cheap and biddable.' The inmates chosen to act as
nurses were often too old to be of any help and were in many 
instances sick themselves. The Poor Law Commissioners stand 
on this issue was that they were merely 'assistants' to the 
qualified staff to help with the workload; but to expect the 
old, sick, and infirm inmates to lift other patients, or give 
out medicine when many of the inmates could not read, was just 
a cost-cutting measure. The consequences for the patients of 
the workhouse infirmary was inevitably neglect especially as 
pauper nurses were increasingly used not as a supplement to, 
but instead of, qualified, paid nurses. How far does the evi
dence available for Nantwich Workhouse confirm this view of 
pauper nursing? After an inspection of Nantwich Workhouse in 
1860 the Poor Law inspector pointed out that the woman acting

2 74 as nurse '... was no longer able to discharge her duties.' 

However when the guardians asked the Matron of the workhouse 
she was of the opinion that although the nurse was deaf she
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was able to perform her duties adequately - a comment no doubt 
reflecting the standing in which the nurse was held in the 
hierarchy of workhouse officials.

That there was a real need for paid nurses, as opposed
to implementing the unpaid help of yet more inmates, was forc
ibly brought to the public's attention in the findings published 
in The Lancet. They found that paid nursing was being given 
'cautious assent' and partial trials were gradually being intro
duced and The Lancet felt that:

... the employment of a full staff of 
trained, paid nurses offers the only poss
ibility of a thorough and genuine perform
ance of duties which are at present, at 
most, perfunctorily discharged ... it is 
notorious that the majority of them are 
aged and feeble and past work or have 
strong tendencies to drink ... in the 
great majority of cases, pauper nurses 
can only manage their patients by inspiring 
fear, and that their conduct is consequently 
often brutal. z /□

The problem, as The Lancet pointed out, was to get good
paid nurses, at a reasonable salary, 'which would not be exor-

2 7 6bitant.' The norm in large London workhouses was for one 
paid nurse to be responsible not only for looking after the 
sick, but also for superintending the work of women, giving out 
linen, looking after washing, discharging females, giving out 
clothing, and passing through the wards: consequently there was 
little time for nursing.

As R. G. Hodgkinson has pointed out there was not a single 
trained nurse in any of the infirmaries in the provinces before 
1863, salaried nurses were trained by experience only and not

2 77through organised instruction. The only qualification pres
cribed for paid nurses was that they should be able to read
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the written directions on medicines. By 1870 Hodgkinson has
commented that

Although such remarkable advance had 
been made in the development of the 
workhouse medical services, the new 
nursing system amounted to only a 
crack in the deep crust of inefficiency 
which lay heavily on the method of 
caring for the sick. __2/0

The first mention of a paid nurse at Nantwich Workhouse
279appears m June 1872, when a nurse was appointed at a salary 

of £20 per annum, plus her maintenance in the workhouse. In 
comparison, the Matron of the workhouse at this time was recei
ving £30 per annum, the schoolmistress £20 per annum and the
porter £18 per annum, but the guardians were forced to increase 
the nurses salary to £25 just eight months after she had started 
work in order '... induce her not to move1 but the increase 
was obviously not enough to tempt her to stay as she still re
signed. The job was re-advertised at £20 per annum. As 
K. Williams has emphasised a policy of treatment did develop 
in workhouse infirmaries with the employment of specialised

281 technicians who were necessary in any regime of treatment.
Similarly M. A. Crowther has argued 'once staff labour had begun
to replace inmate labour, the institutions could be seen as 
offering a social service rather than acting only as 
however progress was slow. Indeed by 1892 the role of the nurse 
was not seen in any more important light than it had been two 
decades earlier - in fact her salary was £18 9s 2d a year, 
which represents a cut of £1 10s lOd compared with 1872. One 
reason to account for this fall in salary was that one assistant 
nurse, who was presumably an inmate, received the pitifully low
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2 8 3wage of £1 7s 8d a year. So when the need for more help in 

the hospital was recognised a cut in salary for the original 
nurse, in order to pay for an assistant, was the order of the 

day.
With the increased pressure on the infirmary accommodation 

at the workhouse and new buildings being introduced after 1891, 
the number of nurses employed at Nantwich Workhouse in 1902 had

284risen to 10 to care for 112 patients. However cut-backs were 
still obviously being made because when the new hospital accom
modation was opened in August 1905 there were places for app-

285 roximately 133 patients and only 9 nurses were employed.
As F. B. Smith has pointed out guardians begrudged paying extra 
money for trained nurses, and they also saw the nurses as, 
ultimately costing them more money as 'The nurses ... loomed as 
a force which would upset existing arrangements and demand more

2 8 6expenditure.' Nurses at Nantwich Workhouse did not find the
living accommodation satisfactory, and in the Building Committee 
Reports it refers to the new hospital which was to be opened in 
1905 as '... disposing of the guestion of the present unsatis-

28 7 factory accommodation for nurses in the women's hospital' and 
the local newspaper, the Nantwich Guardian, refers to nurses 
leaving their jobs at the workhouse in order to find more com
fortable accommodation. As an inducement to keep the nurses 
for longer periods and to improve conditions generally, the new 
nurses home opened in 1905 included a sitting room for the sup
erintendent nurse, and a separate sitting room for the nurses, 

a dining room for their use, a doctors room, kitchen, toilets
288and bathrooms, and 8 bedrooms. As M. A. Crowther has argued

after the furore that had been caused by The Lancet revelations 
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in the late 1860s:

... it appeared that everything was 
ready for the rise of the medical 
expert in Poor Law administration, 
but this happened so slowly that the 
period between 1867 and 1914 must 
again be seen in terms of the forces 
inhibiting the medical staff. o

2. o y

Workhouse diets

If the principle of 'less eligibility' was to be carried 
through into the feeding of the inmates, then workhouse diets 
should have been inferior to that of the local independent lab
ourer. However the diet of many lower paid workers was so poor 
that to emulate this in a workhouse containing so many old, 
infirm, and sick people, not to mention the very young, was 
impossible.

This issue caused many arguments over the years, all cent
ering around this main problem; what should the diet of work
house inmates consist of in terms of quantity, quality, and 
variety, and how should this be modified for the different cat
egories of inmate in order to sustain life and no more.

As the Poor Law Commissioners pointed out as early as
1836, workhouse diets were not uniform throughout the country,
but should be governed by '... the ordinary mode of living in

2 90the district.' However sample diet sheets from around the
country, representing most types of community, were sent to all 
unions to illustrate standards approved of by the commission.
How did the Nantwich Workhouse diets compare with the ones sel
ected by the Commission as embodying suitable standards of
nutrition?

As early as 1836 there had been complaints about the diet
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offered in new workhouses up and down the country. However as
one Poor Law Commissioner pointed out, complaints about diet
were often made for inmates, not by them, and that it was int
erested members of the middle classes who said the diet supplied
was not good enough. He argued that their opinion was influ
enced by middle-class values that were not appropriate to the
people in the workhouses, who when questioned, expressed satis-

291 faction about the food they received. Such arguments based
on the value of the subjective view continued until 1866, when
Dr. Edward Smith was commissioned by the Poor Law Board to
investigate workhouse diets from the viewpoint of a dietitian,
the first time that a scientific approach had been adopted in

292 order to analyse the content of the workhouse diet.
Extra s in terms of food could be ordered by the medical

officer, who had special jurisdiction over the diet of the aged,
infirm, sick, and children, and:

The medical officer may order for any 
individual pauper such change of diet 
as he shall deem necessary; and the 
Master shall report such allowance or 
change of diet so made, to the next 
meeting of guardians, who may sanction, 
alter, or disallow the same at their 
discretion. z y j

Here again is another example of the Poor Law Board making the
provision for extras to be provided on medical grounds, but 
giving the power to local guardians to deny these at will if 
they wish to overrule the advice of their medical officer. The 
unqualified guardian with a lack of specialist knowledge had 

the power to reject the advice of the specialist: mainly on the 
grounds of economy and for no better reason. Once again this 
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formula was all too familiar in dictating how the workhouse was 
run. The inmates were not allowed to drink any liquor or con
sume food other than that allowed in the dietary table, but the 
guardians could make an extra food allowance to paupers work
ing as nurses or to those helping with extra household work.

In Nantwich Workhouse in 1854 the day started for all 
inmates with bread and porridge. For dinner they would receive 
cooked rice and treacle twice a week, lobscouse; pea soup and 
bread twice a week, and cooked meat or bacon with potatoes or 
vegetables and buttermilk twice a week. Supper consisted of

294 bread and porridge.
When this diet is compared with the specimen diets issued 

by the Commission in 1836 the Nantwich Board appear to have con
formed to the norm respecting the amounts of bread and porridge 
given for breakfast - 6 oz. for men and 5 oz. for women. How
ever for dinner the amount of meat or bacon received was just 
over half the amount recommended by many of the diets of 1836, 
and it only appeared twice a week and once in the form of a 
stew. However the amount of potatoes or vegetables served, 
which would have 'filled up' the inmates, were double the quant
ities recommended by many boards, reflecting the fact that they 
were produced freely in the countryside around Nantwich. The 
amount of bread received twice a week at dinner was approxi
mately half that recommended by many boards in 1836.

M. A. Crowther has argued that the authorities '...relied 
on the monotony of the diet rather than its quantity, as a

2 95 deterrent' although Nantwich Union exhibited both monotony 
and, in certain areas, a lack of quantity. Another important 
point made by Crowther is that in the workhouse, despite the 
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disadvantages ' . . . women and children were not as restricted 
[for food] as in poor families, where their needs would come

296second to those of the breadwinner.’ However despite this 
the type of food served, together with the methods of mass 
cooking served to make it uninviting.

A dispute arose at Nantwich Workhouse in 1856 when 'alle
ged irregularities' concerning the diet of vagrants came to 
the notice of the Poor Law Board. The Master claimed that in 
1854, when the vagrant wards were altered, he received verbal 
instructions from several of the guardians that able-bodied 
vagrants should not be supplied with food during their stay at 
the workhouse. However the Master claimed that:

I have, however always given them food 
where it appeared to be reguired and 
sometimes they bring food in with them 
rendering any supply unnecessary. All 
other vagrants have food given to them.29?

The board ruled that they were perfectly happy with the Master's 
explanation and the way he discharged his duties, but added 
that gruel and bread for breakfast and supper should be sup
plied to all vagrants in the same proportions as to other 
inmates. Vagrants were largely seen as a growing nuisance and 
a drain on local resources; the verbal instruction issued by 
'several' guardians to the Master were presumably intended to 
discourage able-bodied vagrants from staying too long in the 
workhouse and to cut costs. The fact that this practice had 
continued for two years despite inspections and visiting com
mittees tends to indicate that the guardians knew of, and ap
proved of, the action of the Master towards the able-bodied 
vagrants. The explanation that many vagrants brought their
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own food with them, thereby removing the need to feed them, 
is dubious as it was a rule in the workhouse, was strictly 
forbidden and most vagrants were hardly likely to have food 
with them or why would they go to the workhouse in the first 
place?

As the findings of The Lancet investigations into work
house infirmaries also served to reveal poor conditions in the 
general body of the workhouse, so the enquiries made by The 
Lancet concerning the diet offered to patients also had wider 
implications for the quality of food offered in the general 
wards. The Lancet had found that the food given to the sick 
under the direction of the medical officer, was usually of a 
good quality, but the house diet for the infirm - who formed a 
large percentage of those in the general body of the house -

298 gave cause for 'serious complaint.' Beef was tough and lea
thery and proved hard to digest, and the variety of food offered 
was poor.

All Poor Law Boards were compelled to give people over 
60 years of age an allowance of tea instead of gruel, and some 
butter and sugar, but their dinners were the same as those 
offered to everyone else:

... but the mischievous anomaly remains 
of allowing the guardians to pretend to 
feed aged and feeble persons upon the 
tough boiled beef and the indigestible 
pea-soup and suet pudding of the house 
diets.299

The Lancet had argued that pea soup, usually served twice a 
week at Nantwich Workhouse, should be replaced by beef soup 
thickened with rice. Meat should be served at least five times 
a week whereas it only appeared twice a week at Nantwich and 
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once in lobscouse, a recipe renowned for its frugality of meat 
and one where even the toughest beef can be boiled up for hours.

The problem of digesting the food, especially for the old 
and the monotony of the diet, were two of the main complaints 
against the food offered in the workhouse. The Lancet found 
that the infirm often rejected ordinary house dinners and pea 
soup often caused pain and spasms of the stomach. Once food 
was rejected for the above reasons, the diet became insuffic
ient. Many old people lived for many years in the workhouse 
but as The Lancet pointed out this was in spite of the diet 
they received:

True, these persons live long, but they
live a life of a most low grade, with the 
minimum of mental and bodily activity; in 
fact, they subside more and more into a 
vegetative existence; and a part of this 
change is distinctly traceable to the 
persistent under-nutrition which they 
experience•3qq

The Lancet directly challenged the diet offered by 
Bermondsey workhouse in terms of the amount of nourishment it 
gave to inmates, and in several instances the allowances at 
Nantwich Workhouse fell short of those offered at Bermondsey:-

WEEKLY WORKHOUSE DIET
BERMONDSEY NANTWICH

MALE FEMALE
MEAT 15 oz. 6 oz. plus 6 oz. plus

one quart one quart
lobscouse lobscouse

POTATOES OR
VEGETABLES 24 oz. 64 oz. 48 oz .
SOUP 3 pints 3 pints 2 pints
BREAD 84 oz. 92 oz. 76 oz .
GRUEL 21 pints 21 pints 21 pints

or or or
tea and sugar for the aged and infirm
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BERMONDSEY NANTWICH

MALE FEMALE

BUTTERMILK 2 pints 1 pint

RICE AND
TREACLE 3% lbs . 3 lbs.

The Lancet considered this diet to be '... an altogether
insufficient allowance, and, to the infirm class especially

301 . .must be considered as hard treatment.' The main difference
between the two diets being that the Nantwich inmates did re
ceive more products of the countryside, for example potatoes 
and buttermilk; although rice and treacle appears to have been 
used as a substitute for meat, something which the guardians 
considered too expensive a commodity to provide too often for 
the inmates.
The criticisms made by The Lancet were heeded by the Poor Law

302Board and in February 1866, the Nantwich Guardians issued
an amended dietary table that consisted of:
WEEKLY WORKHOUSE DIET INCREASE COMPARED WITH

MALE FEMALE
DIET OF 1854

MALE FEMALE
MEAT OR 8 oz. 8 oz . 2 oz. 2 oz.
BACON plus plus plus plus

2 quarts 2 quarts 1 quart 1 quart
lobscouse lobscouse lobscouse lobscouse

POTATOES 
OR VEG. 64 oz. 48 oz. Same Same
PEA SOUP 4 pints 3 pints 1 pint 1 pint
BREAD 118 oz. 100 oz. 26 oz. 24 oz.
GRUEL 14 PINTS 14 PINTS Reduction Reduction of

of 7 pints 7 pints
CHEESE 16% oz. 12% oz. replaced replaced

2 pints of 1 pint of
Buttermilk Buttermilk

RICE AND
TREACLE 1£ lbs 1% lbs Reduction 

of It lbs
Reduction 
of 1% lbs
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OLD AND INFIRM -- instead of gruel at breakfast and supper 

could substitute:
1 oz tea )
5 oz butter ) per week
7 oz sugar )

not to exceed 1 pint
per meal sweetened 
with oz sugar per

303
The new amended diet reflected some of the criticisms of work
house diets by The Lancet - the guardians increased the allo
cation of meat and included one extra lobscouse dinner per 
week. However even with this increase meat was only served 
four times a week at the workhouse and not five, as recommended 
by The Lancet. However perhaps more revealing and damning of 
previous diets used in the workhouse is to note the food that 
was reduced, for example gruel which The Lancet had shown to 
be lacking in nutrition.Cheese replaced buttermilk in the 
diet and was served every evening with the traditional bread 
and gruel supper in order to make it more nutritious, but by 
March 1867 cheese had been dropped from the diet and buttermilk 
brought back once again, only to be replaced by milk the next

305month. Originally there had been no mention of fresh milk
for the adults or, more importantly, the children of the work
house which as The Lancet had pointed out in relation to many 
workhouses was '... a very grave defect, and one which can

3 06scarcely fail to be very mischievous.'
Children above 9 and under 16 were to be allowed the same 

food and quantities as women at meal times. Children between 
2 and 9 were to receive the 'dietaries provided for them' and

3 0 7 children under 2 years were to be 'dieted at discretion.'
So flexible a provision obviously allowed abuse and as noted in 
the minutes 'childrens food [was to be ] the same as adults
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3 08but smaller proportions.' A diet that was so obviously

meagre for adults had many deficiencies for children and to 
state that they should have smaller portions of the same once 
again indicated that the Nantwich Guardians were ignoring all 
the medical advice given by The Lancet.

By 1872 cooked rice and treacle had been replaced by rice 
and milk in the workhouse diet, 4 oz. of cooked meat was only 
served once a week together with Irish stew and male inmates 
received 4 pints of buttermilk a week, while the females had

3 0 93 pints. Vegetables had by this time disappeared altogether
from the diet and potatoes dominated this category, being 
served three times a week as the main meal, twice with butter
milk and once with meat, bread and buttermilk.

The treatment of lunatics
When a lunatic was brought to Nantwich Workhouse they 

were frequently sent on to Chester Asylum, or in extreme cases 
310Broadmoor. Harmless lunatics however were often kept in

the workhouse, in common with the practice followed by many 
other workhouses, and in 1855 Nantwich accommodated 9 harmless

311 lunatics who were discharged from the Cheshire Lunatic Asylum.
However while concern was being expressed about the san

itary, medical, and general conditions existing in the Nant
wich Workhouse as a whole, the lunatic inmates had their own 
special set of problems. The way these problems were dealt 
with once again serves to reveal the application of the local 
guardians yardstick of economy. As R. G. Hodgkinson has 
pointed out Poor Law institutions were entirely unsuited to 
'... minister to the special wants of the mentally unstable,
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and some inmates were totally unfit to be retained there ...
they were just neglected and kept quiet, without means of

312amusement or occupation.' When one of the Commissioners in
Lunacy visited Nantwich Workhouse in 1854 he noted the need 
for additional sleeping accommodation for idiot inmates, but 
the Visiting Committee of the workhouse stated that after en
quiring with the Master that the Commissioner was mistaken:

... in supposing that some of the idiot 
inmates sleep on loose straw beds, the 
facts being that the beds of that des
cription which that gentleman saw were 
not used by that class and that with 
regard to the sick and infirm of the 
same class the visiting .committee upon 
enquiry found that good straw beds were 
provided and which from the facility of 
covering could always be kept clean, they 
considered the best that could be used.^^

Once again the local guardians imposed their own standards and
refused to accept any expert advice that might involve extra 
expense.

After a visit to Nantwich Workhouse in 1859 the Poor Law
Inspector identified the need to separate male and female
■ j■ 314idiots from other inmates, who they were associating with
freely. Just six years later it was this very problem that
The Lancet focused attention upon by emphasising the insensit
ivity with which lunatics were treated, and that it was common 
practice for them to be mingled with other inmates in the sick 
wards. Often imbeciles were put together with epileptics or 
people suffering from depression, which also inflicted great 
cruelty on the patients. By 1866 there were several imbe
ciles in Nantwich Workhouse who should, according to the Com-

316 missioners in Lunacy, have been in Chester Asylum. As a
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result of the overcrowded state of the county asylum, male 
patients had to be maintained in the workhouse until a vacancy

317arose, thus exacerbating conditions in the workhouse still 

further.
In late 1866 conditions were so bad on the County Asylum 

that as the institution was nearing full capacity, the Clerk 
wrote to the already overstretched Nantwich Workhouse to en
quire if they could accommodate chronic patients to 'make room 
in the Asylum for recent and curable cases' to which request

318Nantwich was forced to reply in the negative.
However despite the publicity resulting from the exposures 

made in The Lancet relating to the treatment of lunatics, con
ditions had still not improved greatly by 1873 when their accom-

31 modation was described as 'insufficient' in Nantwich workhouse.
Indeed as R. G. Hodgkinson has argued although lunatics could 
be maintained at half the cost in the workhouse, the effect on 
the patient was often bad because diet and environment were so 
different. 'The diet of lunatics in workhouses was far infer
ior to what was offered in the asylums, and to what was given

320m gaols.' The food that they received at Nantwich Workhouse 
was the same as that given to the aged and infirm, the diet 
being amended in 1874 by substituting a third solid meat dinner

3 21during the week instead of one of pea soup dinners.
Even in the 1880s, some fifteen years after complaints 

about the unsuitability of workhouses to cope with dangerous 
lunatics, Nantwich had to accommodate a criminal lunatic of 
'dangerous character' who had committed murder.322 As was 

considered unsafe to move this man to the County Asylum the 
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workhouse had to accommodate him, even though the workhouse 
and its officials were obviously unsuited to fulfill this role, 
and by so doing the welfare of the other inmates was jeopar

dised .
That the number of insane inmates kept in Nantwich Work

house at any one time was usually small can be seen from the 
census figures for the years 1871 and 1881. In 1871 only 2.6% 
of the inmates were classed as imbeciles, but this figure had

323 increased to 4% in 1881. The fact remains that the Nantwich 
Guardians passed on the bulk of their insane inmates to the 
County Asylum, but this in turn caused problems.

The burden of coping with harmless lunatics had escalated 
to such a degree that in 1896 the 22nd. Annual Conference of 
the North West Poor Law District discussed how best to tackle 
this problem. Dr. Hodgson, a delegate to the conference, said 
that Cheshire had to find more accommodation for the reception 
of harmless lunatics, and it was sharply expressed that many 
unions ought to make more effort to accommodate these harmless 
cases themselves. Many board of guardians 'showed a tendency 
and anxiety to evade responsibility for these lunatics by rush-

324 mg them off to the asylum.' This, guardians were reminded, 
might relieve them of the cost in the short term, but in send
ing these cases away 'indiscriminately' they '... threw upon 
the county authority ... the necessity of enlarging the asylums

3 25 at considerable expense in order to receive them.' In 1896 
Cheshire was in the process of spending £100,000 on enlarging 
it's county asylum.

By the end of 1900 there were 14 imbeciles and 1 epil
eptic in Nantwich Workhouse, but the board were divided as
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to how well they coped with these inmates. One guardian 
said that the Union had no great difficulty in dealing with 
the imbeciles, and that one of them was usefully employed in 
running errands. However another guardian expressed the opin
ion that the imbeciles caused a great deal of trouble to offi
cials, but it was agreed that an enormous addition to the 
county expenditure would result if new asylums were built.

Although some of the Nantwich Guardians expressed an 
interest, there was a general sense of reluctance for all the 
Unions within the county to contribute towards the building of 
a new asylum. There was a growing feeling in relation to the 
care of lunatics, as in relation to other areas of the Poor Law, 
that the government should take a more positive role, and 
shoulder more of the financial burden, rather than leave it to 
individual unions to try to solve these ever growing problems.

With the increasing number of lunatics in the county 
asylum a deputation was sent to Chester Asylum from Nantwich 
Union who expressed their regret for the 1... large increase 
which had taken place in the numbers of lunatics sent from

3 2 7Nantwich Union. In 1901 there were 160 lunatics in the county 
asylum from Nantwich, which meant that 16.8% of the total inmate 
population came from the Nantwich Union, 'a number which had

32 8never previously been reached.'
Not only did earnest discussions take place about the 

high number of lunatics transferred from Nantwich Workhouse to 
the County Asylum but the workhouse did, on occasions, refuse 

to admit the insane at all. For example in 1905 the Home 
Secretary wrote to the union enclosing a copy of a letter from 
the Chief Constable of Cheshire with reference to the refusal 
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by the Master of Nantwich to admit persons alleged to be insane. 
The Master stated that owing to the lateness of the hour when 
the man arrived he was unable to do more than put him in the 
Receiving Ward on condition that a constable was left with him. 
As the police refused to do this, the man was taken to the

329police station. The guardians were certainly not over anx
ious to receive lunatics into the workhouse, but in 1913 they 
were instructed that no more lunatics could be admitted to

330Chester for the time being due to scarlet fever.
If a comparison is made between the cost of maintaining 

a pauper in the local workhouse and sending an inmate to the 
asylum, the difference was considerable. For example, for the 
half year ending Lady Day 1896 the average cost per head, per 
week, for maintaining the indoor poor with provisions and nec
essaries including clothes was 2s ll^d. For the same period 
the cost of maintaining a lunatic in the asylum amounted to 
7s Od per week, which represents a 233% difference. However 
in spite of the costs incurred, the guardians were not deterred 
from sending ever increasing numbers to the county asylum 
rather than maintain them in the local workhouses, where fac- 
llities were already stretched to the limit. The very fact 
that any lunatics were still maintained in the workhouse by 
1900 belies the assertion that the general mixed workhouse had 
withered away to be replaced by separate, specialised institu
tions. This confirms K. Williams assertion that by 1908 spec
ialised institutions on separate sites had not replaced the 
general workhouse. Cost was the fundamental cause of this.333 

The care and training of children by the local guardians
Children, together with the sick had been practically
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ignored by the new Poor Law, but as R. G. Hodgkinson has poin
ted out they became the 'most favoured' class and their treat
ment illustrates the development of the 'supplementary policy' 
which grew up after 1834 in poor relief, and as their numbers

334 swelled the workhouse, this policy became imperative. How
far did the Nantwich Guardians develop their supplementary
policy in favour of children? From the inception of the new
Poor Law the Commissioners stressed the important role to be
played by industrial training in helping to reshape and influ
ence the lives of pauper children, 'the descendants of former

335 generations of paupers' who were m receipt of relief. Girls
were to be instructed in household duties, the care of children
and the sick, together with religion '... to prepare them to

3 3 6 fulfill all the practical duties of their station in life.'
The education of boys was to centre around religious and

moral training together with gymnastics, gardening, and pract
ical skills such as shoe making. It was also essential that:

The habit of cheerfully prosecuting their 
daily labour, of whatever kind, would cer
tainly have been acquired by every child 
at the age of thirteen. To insure complete 
success in this respect, the industrial 
training is to commence in the infant school 
where straw-platting, knitting, and sewing 
will soon be taught.

As A. Digby and P. Searby have argued the education of pauper
inmates in the workhouse, industrial schools, and reform schools 
reflected the whole philosophy of the 1834 Amendment Act in 
that they displayed '... most obviously society's desire to 
impose social control on its recalcitrant members.' The point 
is also made that this aim could not be fully achieved until 
the development of compulsory, free, elementary education had



Photograph C Exterior view showing workhouse extensions and 
vegetable gardens
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3 3 A been implemented at the end of the nineteenth century.

What were the problems involved in implementing a basic 
educational policy for the children in the workhouse? Great 
stress was laid upon the fact that the content of the education 
for 'this class of labourers' should have direct relation to

339their condition m life reinforcing the social objectives.
Formerly, when no training of pauper children took place in
the workhouse they often became '... great places for the

340 supplies of prostitution and delinquency' and many children 
came back to the parish for relief as adults. As F. Duke has 
pointed out the idea of providing a basic education was seen 
as the most effective way of breaking the 'chain of hereditary 

341pauperism, at least among the children resident in workhouses.' 
As Assistant Commissioner Dr. J. P. Kay discovered init

ially setting up such a system of training was fraught with 
problems. Many schools provided by workhouses in the early 
years of the new Poor Law were 'almost universally imperfect' 
and were often worse than those provided by private individ-

3 42uals. it was frequently found that children were not sep
arated from adults and were instructed by fellow paupers.
Moral and industrial training was neglected and teachers, books 
and equipment, were lacking. Many boards of guardians excused 
such conditions by stating that they were reluctant to make 
'Final arrangements for the schooling of pauper children be
cause the whole of their workhouse arrangements were unsatis
factory and they considered it 'inexpedient' to spend a lot of 

money on the children, '... before [they] decide what may be
3 43the best arrangements for the adult paupers.
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The Commissioners set out with high hopes and principles
to reform the training of pauper children, but in the late
1850s and 1860s the Nantwich workhouse school which was part 
of the main workhouse buildings, was suffering from many of 
the shortages and problems that Dr. Kay had identified in the 
1830s. Also many day schools in the area would not accept 
workhouse inmates as pupils, so the taint of their parent's 
pauperism could not in reality be easily cast aside, even when 
they were attempting to train the children in the hope of 
raising them out of the relief system.

By 1842 all children in the workhouse had to spend three
of their working hours every day on reading, writing, arith
metic and religion, together with instruction that would fit 
them for service and ' ... habits of usefulness, industry, and 

344virtue.' With reference to the selection of a schoolmaster 
or mistress, who M. A. Crowther has described as a 'particularly 
dispirited' group,345 there was no doubt that in no department 

of the workhouse was 'a careful selection of the person employed 
of greater importance' and that their incompetence and habits: 

which are generally the cause or consequence 
of pauperism, affect not only the present 
comfort and conduct of the children entrusted 
to their care, but exercise a most pernicious 
influence on the subsequent welfare of those 
children and on the likelihood of their 
permanent chargeability.

Once again the principles of the original Commissioners
were commendable enough, but in reality the Nantwich Union 
found them hard to put into practice. Lack of money meant that 
it was hard to provide a sufficient salary to attract a suitably 
'moral' person to fulfill this demanding role. The fact that 
after 1848 the Treasury made direct grants to unions to
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subsidise teachers pay did help to ease the fraught situation 
concerning salaries which was compounding progress. However 
as M. A. Crowther has argued the quality of teacher employed 
by the guardians was affected by the 'reputation of a second 
class service' as pay and holidays were not as good as in 
etementary schools, and Crowther goes on to argue that '... they 
would not have taken Poor Law employment if there had been an

347 alternative,' which has obvious implications for the children.
The job of schoolmistress could also entail taking on much 
greater responsibility too, as was the case in Nantwich in 1842 
when the Master of the workhouse was suspended after alleged 
improper conduct with two female inmates, and the schoolmistress 
was appointed to assist the Matron in the 'management of the

348workhouse.'
This incident highlights not only the varied responsib

ilities that could be expected of the schoolmaster or mistress, 
but also the delicate relationship that existed between him or 
herself and the Master of the house. It was against this tur
bulent background that the schoolmistress at Nantwich Workhouse 
was granted permission to leave the institution after school 
hours, and was given 3 days leave of absence at Christmas.

By 1851 the influx in the number of children in Nantwich 
Union was described as 'very great'. The total number of 
children in the workhouse on December 1st 1849 had been 72; 
on December 1st 1850 the total was 62; which represented an 
actual decrease of 13.8%; but 47.2% of the children in the 
workhouse on December 1st 1850 had been there since the pre-

352 vious survey had been taken twelve months earlier.
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figure 9
Table to show the number of children in the workhouse on the 
~ 1st December 1849 and the 1st December 1850

Source - Pari. Papers 1851 XLIX (646) p. 41

Children under Children over 
nine

Boys
nine 

Girls Total Boys Girls Total
1st December 1849 27 15 42 19 11 30
1st December 1850 32 16 48 9 5 14
Increase 5 1 6 — - —

18.5% 6.6% 14.3%

Decrease — 10 6 16
52.6% 54.5% 53.3%

An analysis of the above table indicates that while the number 
of children in the workhouse under nine years of age had inc-
reased by■ 1850i there was an actual decrease in the number of
children over nine years of age. After the age of nine many
children were considered to be old enough to go to work and
many were placed in service. Even the small earnings of a 
child of nine could make a difference to the family budget and 
could help the family to remain independent, and so escape the 
workhouse.

All the children in Nantwich Workhouse were under the 
care of the schoolmistress. However in spite of all the posi
tive advantages that had been attached to industrial training 
by Poor Law Commissioners in the 1830s no means had been found 
by 1850 to provide industrial training for the boys in Nantwich 
Workhouse. When this fact was pointed out to the guardians by 
the Poor Law Inspector they promised to rent land for that very 

purpose.
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The education of pauper children posed a dilemma both 

for the guardians and the commissioners generally. On the one 
hand it was agreed that paupers should be educated to improve 
their chances of escaping from the poverty that previous gen-

353 erations had known - thereby experiencing 'superior eligibility.'
On the other hand the guardians:

... cannot make them paupers in order 
to educate them. When a parent applies 
to quit a workhouse with his child or 
when an employee offers service to a boy 
of 9, 10, or 11 years of age, guardians 
cannot determine that it is better for 
the child to remain another year in the 
school......354

So ironically the workhouse system of education would always 
have the built-in deficiency that every time the paupers left 
the workhouse to be independent, which in itself was laudable 
and approved of by the guardians, their children would stop 
receiving the very education that was supposed to save them 
from future deprivation. Similarly if a child entered into 
service at the age of nine, his formal education would stop 
before the child was fully literate or had acquired industrial 
training.

Arguments also arose among local guardians centering 
around how 'well' paupers should be educated viz. the education 
received by the children of independent labourers, many of whom 
did not receive any education. As D. Fraser has argued the 
subject of pauper education implicitly raised issues related to 
less eligibility but this 'conflict of principles' could not be 
allowed to inhibit the quality of education as it was acknow- 
ledged to be one means of eradicating pauperism. As a result 
when workhouse schools were set up, their cost and efficiency 
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was bound to be questioned by locals who felt that they were 
providing an unnecessary luxury. Children, like the sick, 
were not supposed to be penalised by the theory of less elig
ibility, but the ingrained prejudices of local people meant 
that throughout the nineteenth century the fact that education 
was paid for out of the poor rate meant that penny-pinching and 
small mindedness often acted as a restraint against the effic
ient operation of the service.

While Inspector Doyle believed that by 1850 pauper educ
ation in Cheshire was making considerable progress he set the 
general tone by which the subject was viewed when he reminded 
everyone of the ' . . . nature of the evil with which the boards 
of guardians have to cope: of the quality of the material upon 
which they have to work. ' The amount of work and respons
ibility, together with low pay and lack of facilities, meant a 
high turnover of schoolteachers, and at the end of 1851 the 
minutes of the Nantwich Board of Guardians refer to their
i 3 5 7'trouble in securing a schoolmaster' for the workhouse.
Once appointed they were very much tied to the workhouse and 
were expected not only to teach the children but to be avail
able to look after and discipline the children for 24 hours a 
day. in 1854 'disquiet' was expressed by Mr Doyle, the Poor 
Law Inspector, after visiting the house, because the school
master was absent on Saturday 14th January, and had not retur
ned by the 16th January. In future it was advised that the 
guardians '... would not perhaps desire to give the Master 
authority to permit other officers to absent themselves for so

p c olong a time.'
An indication of the scope of the learning aids that were 
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available in Nantwich Workhouse school can be gained from the 
inventory of new stock purchased early in 1852 after the appoi
ntment of a new schoolteacher. The items ordered included: 

two dozen first reading books.
one dozen reading cards and copies of the alphabet, 
two dozen pen holders and copy books.
three dozen tin pencil cases and writing cards, 
two packets of slate pencils.
one box of steel pens.^g

Further restocking of the school took place the following month 
when the boys school was provided with:

twelve grammar and small arithmetic books, 
one geography book.
a set of Mulhouse's [MulhSuser's] writing models, 
one dozen slates and hand pens.
one bottle of ink.

The purchase of MulhSuser's writing models stresses the posi
tive aspect of the restocking of the workhouse school. The use 
of an up to date system of teaching children to write stresses 
that the pupils would be experiencing current educational 
learning aids at least as good as those in the national school 
in the town. The girl's schoolroom was furnished with a table, 
fender, a cupboard, and a blackboard and easel. Individual 
lessons were to be mounted on mill board.

By 1852 a schoolmaster and mistress had been appointed 
and it was stressed that the Governor and Matron were to help 
as much as possible to carry out the industrial training. The 
Governor was to select male paupers to assist with the training 
of male children, directed by himself and the schoolmaster. 
Similarly female paupers were selected by the Matron to assist 
in the training of female children.^0

However just as the school had been restocked the school
master and mistress were accused of alleged misconduct, and
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they were suspended as an 'improper intimacy [had] existed be-

3 61tween them. The schoolmaster was discharged and the school
mistress admonished, and told to be more prudent and guarded 
in her future conduct. Problems also arose when the school
mistress stated that she was 'unaware' of what her duties were 
supposed to entail, and rather than dismiss her for inattention

3 6 2 to duty she was to be 'informed what those duties are.'
This, it would appear, was a more attractive proposition than 
seeking yet another new schoolmistress.

That the education, such as it was, of children leaving 
the workhouse at an early age to take up apprenticeship and 
domestic service, was prematurely cut short, was undisputed. 
In an attempt to make sure that these children were 'morally 
improved' it was decided in 1855 that all children leaving 
Nantwich Workhouse to take up such appointments be supplied

3 63 with a copy of the Holy Scripture. However the number of 
children who would actually be able to read this book and the 
message contained therein would be small. In 1869, for example 
14 out of the 68 scholars in Nantwich Workhouse could read the 

^64Testament.
Exercise and physical well being was also seen to be the 

province of the schoolmaster and mistress, who were ordered to 
take all the children out for exercise for at least one hour

3 65every morning and evening. By the end of the 1850s the num
ber of children in the workhouse school continued to gradually 
decline. For example between Michaelmas 1858 and Michaelmas 
1859 there had been a decrease of 13.9% in total numbers, and 
from Michaelmas 1859 to Michaelmas 1860 the number of children 
in the workhouse school stabilised at a total of 34, which 
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represents a decrease of 20.9% on the figures for 1858.366

The breakdown of figures for the half year ending
21st April 1860 are typical of those for the late 1850s and 
show that the greatest number of children in the workhouse 
were girls under the age of ten. However once the girls reached 
the age of ten, their numbers declined rapidly, due to the fact 
that many went into service. Boys, on the other hand, followed 
the reverse pattern, the larger number being aged over ten 
years, employment not being so readily found for them as for 
the girls. Indicative of this was that by 1879 £1 10s Od was 
granted to each pauper boy going into service to buy him suit
able clothes for his new employment.
figure 10

Pie chart to show the composition of children in Nantwich 
workhouse for the half year ending 21st April 1860
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Two incidents serve to show that the Nantwich Guardians 
were rather slow to adopt the recommendations of the central 
board in relation to the care and training of children as had 
been the case in other areas of workhouse life. Firstly ind
ustrial training was not introduced until May 1859 when the 
females were employed in the workhouse laundry, and the boys 
were set to work on the garden and general outdoor work, and 

almost metaphysical qualities were attributed to spade
3 6 8husbandry as a form of moral training. 1 Both forms of

'training' also had the dual advantage that the work undertaken 
would be of direct economic benefit to the workhouse, which 
must have helped persuade the guardians of its ultimate useful
ness. Secondly, although the Poor Law Commission, and then the 
Poor Law Board, had warned guardians of the dangers of the 
'contamination of the young and susceptible' by those who were 
hardened in the ways of poverty, it was not until March 1866 
that the desirability of a schoolgirl's day room was first sug
gested which would aid classification and the girls' morals 
would not be 'so much injured by the influence of the young

369women. '
It was in December 1859 that the Nantwich Guardians enq

uired of neighbouring unions what hours they observed for 
tuition and recreation in their workhouse schools, in the hope

3 70 of framing a set of rules for Nantwich to follow. Northwich 
Union provided the model which Nantwich adopted:-

Time-table to be followed in Nantwich Workhouse school

Summer Winter
To rise 6 a.m. 7 a.m.
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to play.

Summer Winter
To bed younger older

children children
7 p.m. 8 p.m.

School 9 a.m. 11.45 a.m.
Hours 2 p.m. 4 p.m.

Intermediate hours except meal times - children allowed

Summer Children taken for a walk on
and Tuesday morning and Friday

Winter afternoon - weather permitting
371

While standards of education and training in the workhouse were 
being debated by the guardians what was the position regarding 
the education of children whose parents were in receipt of out- 
relief? As was the case in other areas of workhouse life, such 
as medicine, while the provision made for paupers in the work
house could often be found to be wanting, facilities outside 
the house were often as bad or non-existent.
figure 11
Table to show the number of children between the ages of 3-15 
attending day school who were supported on out-relief on
1st July 1859 and 1869 in Nantwich.

Year Parents Poor Rate Attended Not at At
paid for paid for charity school work

day school day school school
1859 28.5% - 29% 24% 18.5%
1869 44% 2% 12.2% 31% 10.5%
Source: Pari, papers 1860 LV1II (232)

Pari, papers 1870 LVlii (33)
The above chart shows that between 1859 and 1869 the overall 
percentage of children supported on out-relief receiving some 
sort of education did not change greatly: 57.5% in 1859 and 

58.2% in 1869. However where they received their education
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did change. In the intervening decade the percentage of chil
dren attending charity school fell greatly while the number 
of parents who paid for their children to go to a day school 
consequently rose. Also the guardians had, since 1855 had the 
power to pay the school fees of children supported on out- 
relief. By 1869 in Nantwich 1 in every 50 children supported 
on out-relief had their fees paid by the guardians. However 
an important point to note was that there had been little 
change in the intervening period in the percentage of children 
who were not at school or were at work, and so were in receipt 
of education: 41.5% in 1859 and 42.5% in 1869. So while insp
ectors and certain guardians were constantly battling for imp
rovements in the education provided for inmates, nearly one 
third of the children supported on out-relief were in receipt 
of no education whatsoever in 1869. It was in an attempt to 
rectify this obvious deficiency that in 1873 education was 
made a mandatory condition of outdoor relief, and school cards 
had to be produced showing the child's attendance at school for

3 72the previous week before relief could be received.
During the 1860s the question arose concerning whether 

individual district schools, formed by a combination of Unions, 
might serve the needs of their pauper inmates better than work
house schools. These schools would prevent the 'contamination' 
of children by adult paupers and provide:

... the means of preventing the propogation 
of the hereditary taint of pauperism ... 
they would not be daily taught the lesson of 
dependence of which the whole apparatus of a 
workhouse is the symbol

Questions of cost and accessibility held back the growth of 
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such schools and as a result a debate developed concerning
whether it would be possible to amalgamate smaller rural work
house schools to form district schools. However '... Poor Law
Inspectors became increasingly convinced of the practical
advantages of encouraging piecemeal improvements in the work-

374 . .house school. Inspector Doyle joined m the above debate
and referred to Nantwich Workhouse school in support of his
arguement to retain such schools. He stated that the results

3 75 of the school were '... not by any means unfavourable,' and
that during ten years 24 boys and 13 girls had been sent out
into service, and not one of them had been returned 'in con
sequence of misconduct.' The workhouse chaplain submitted the
following evidence to support Inspector Doyle's arguement:

... the workhouse school has worked well 
and been really useful whenever the chil
dren have had a fair time in the house; 
and ... several children [in the workhouse] 
would be surpassed only by the 1st class 
of our first rate National schools for 
intelligence and good conduct,

Inspector Doyle was at pains to emphasise that children educ
ated in the workhouse turned out on average 'quite as well as
the children who are educated at twice, and in some cases,

3 77 three times the expense in district schools.' He also
stressed that workhouse schools were more advantageous as rural
unions were so far apart, and children moved in and out of the
workhouse so quickly, that circumstances favoured their con
tinuance. Also he stressed the fact that if only district
schools were allowed, he estimated that 52% of children would
not be eligible to attend them and would still remain in work-

3 78houses with no educational provision. No such district 
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schools were established in South Cheshire and by 1866 the 
number of children attending the workhouse school was 36, this 
figure not being appreciably different to those of the late

3791850s and early 1860s. However by late 1869 the number of 
children in the school had reached 65, 'a number greatly in 
excess of the schoolroom accommodation, and far too many to be

3 80managed by one teacher.' The supply of clothing, especially 
to the boys, was also described as deficient. Problems relating 
to overcrowding and a lack of facilities were emerging in 
relation to the children and their education and well being, 
just as it had in relation to the sick. Did the Nantwich 
Guardians exhibit appreciably different tactics and policies 
to help deal with this supposedly 'favoured class'? The fact 
that there were 31 boys and 38 girls attending the workhouse 
school in November 1869 represented an increase of 101% com
pared to the same period in 1860. The total number of boys had 
increased by 103%, and the total number of girls by 100% com-

3 81pared with the figures for 1860. This number of pupils was 
described as being injurious both to the health of the teacher 
and pupils, and it was suggested by the Poor Law Inspector 
that a schoolmaster should be appointed. However before a 
decision was made on whether or not to appoint a new school
master other solutions to help cope with the sheer numbers 
were considered. For example it was suggested that some chil
dren could be sent to the National school. However, when ap
proached, the teachers of the National school said that to take 

children would impair the efficiency of their school and parents 
would object. Education for the paupers was considered a good 
idea as long as it did not start to.infringe on that provided 
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for non-paupers.

Another suggestion to help ease numbers at the workhouse 
school was that some of the pauper children should be farmed 
out, as practiced by other unions. Faversham was cited as an 
example and details were given of how the guardians allowed 
3s Od per week for food, and 10s Od per month for clothes and 
the care and education of children. This union was written to 
for advice on the matter and while they did not want to dis
courage Nantwich they pointed out that in order for the system 
to work there had to be 'rigid supervision of the children's

3 8 2 education and upbringing.' Lord Tollemache, Chairman of the 
Board of Guardians, believed that this scheme would be a good 
idea, but others felt that the cottages in Cheshire were not 
suitable for the adoption of this system due to their over
crowding .

Another suggestion centred around an idea followed at 
Swinton, Lancashire, where a large institution had been built 
to receive pauper children from all the unions in the county, 
but as that idea had failed it was finally decided to appoint 
a new schoolmaster. While the large number of children in the 
workhouse school continued to cause consternation, one of the 
guardians, Mr Martin Heath, drew attention to the fact that in 
his opinion some children were in fact too small to be at sch
ool and he suggested 'that they be taken out of the room and 
be given dolls to play with instead of books.' The bigger 
boys could then be taken out to do weeding, leaving only 30 

pupils in the classroom. The figures might well be manipu
lated, but the problem was not going to go away.



235
While the Poor Law Commissioners had all agreed that ed

ucating the poor lay at the heart of attacking future pauperism, 
the main stumbling block lay once again at the local level in 
the fact that educating the paupers meant spending money. The 
fact that Nantwich Workhouse needed a schoolmaster was met with 
the response that it was 'Too expensive to have a qualified

3 8 4 teacher' despite the fact that grants were received to help 
pay the salary. Once again the theory of good practice from 
the 'central body' floundered when local guardians were faced 
with spending more money.

One further solution offered by Mr Heath was that one of 
the girls in the workhouse, aged 15, who was too poorly to go 
to work could help the teacher. This response to the problem 
gives some insight into how important education was seen to be 
by some local guardians. However not everyone agreed with 
Mr Heath's suggestion and indeed the Chairman, Mr Johnson, said 
he thought Mr Heath was in error and indeed was surprised at 
his suggestion as ' he had 40 years experience as a Sunday

3 85 school teacher.' It was pointed out that to employ a school
master would in fact cost the union probably less than one 
farthing in the pound as the rest of the cost would come from 
the country. However as several guardians persisted the 'least

38 6 expensive method should always be tried first.'
How did the Nantwich Guardians deal with the education of 

pauper inmates in relation to the dilemma that constantly dog
ged issues relating to the administration of the Poor Law, i.e. 
that relief should not raise the pauper above the condition of 
the independent working classes? Mr R. N. Owen, one of the 
Nantwich Guardians stated '•.. that children in the workhouse
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received as good an education as the children of most poor 
people outside' and he thought that it was a manifest injus
tice that they should give the children in that house a better 
education than parents of the working classes could afford to

38 7give their children. Mr Heath was of the opinion that a
teacher could control and teach between 50 and 90 children, 
and that if numbers approached 90, then a pupil teacher could 
help. He had apparently spoken to an incumbent of nearby 
Coppenhall, who said there were 120 children in Coppenhall 
taught by one master and two pupil teachers. Once again the 
question of quality and what was best for the children was not 
of paramount importance to some guardians. The very fact that 
such a situation existed nearby and functioned well enough on 
the surface, was seen as justification for it to be cited as 
an example good enough for Nantwich Union to follow. Mr Heath 
concluded 1... he was only trying to do what was right and fair 
to the children in the house and the ratepayers outside.(Hear, 
Hear.) '

A committee was set up to consider the problem of how to 
deal with the large number of children in the workhouse school 
and reported back some two weeks later. The suggestion to ap
point a schoolmaster was said to be 1... so repugnant to the 
board that he [the chairman, W. Tollemache] did not think of

3 8 8pressing it.' As to the 'problem' of the guardians being 
'unjust' in giving the workhouse children a better education 
than those children of the independent poor outside,
W. Tollemache commented:

He had no wish to give them any better 
education than the poor children out of 
the workhouse, but he believed that they 
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should have an equally good education 
because if they turned these children 
out of the workhouse with a slighted 
education he knew they would come back 
to that house at the first difficulty 
that they met within life. But if 
they gave the children a good sound 
education they became self-reliant, 
and after a time they blended with the 
population and you heard no more of them.^gg

Mr Edwards, a member of the committee formed to look at
the problem of educating the children in Nantwich Workhouse, 
reported that there were 61 children in the workhouse school:
47 5s.(ll = able bodied boys able to work on the land.

°(18 = boys who were not able to work on the land, 
but could read

( 7 = girls who were able to go out and work as they
( could wash, knit, and sew.

52.4%(10 = girls who were not able to go out to work, but
( they could read, sew, and knit.
(15 = small girls who could only go through their
( letters.

After having visited Nantwich Workhouse Mr Edwards was of the
opinion that a single schoolmistress could cope with the above
pauper children, '... as he did not think it was justified to

390employ a schoolmaster for just 29 boys' and he felt it was 
important that little boys and girls should be taught by a 
woman. Mr Edwards therefore devised a plan whereby the school
mistress would not have more than 30 or 40 in her class, and 
he believed that 'the schoolmistress would be very well satis-

3 91fied with that arrangement.' His plan revolved around the
workhouse porter who, he assured everyone, 'was a very well 
educated man' and he would take the responsibility of educating 
the older boys himself by taking them with him on the land.

Mr Bateman, another local guardian, felt that keeping the
children in the workhouse, as they had done in the past, meant

that they came to look on it as their home and so they were
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actually encouraging pauperism. His solution to the problem 
was to appeal to any guardians that if they wanted a servant 
girl or boy, they should look to see if there was anyone suit
able in the workhouse, before trying cottages in their own 
neighbourhood.

All the above schemes indicate how loathe the guardians 
were to spend money on employing a schoolmaster, and shows to 
what extent they would devise methods whereby the number in 
the workhouse school could be reduced by redistributing the 
elder and younger children around the house, under the respons
ibility of various individuals.

Eventually, after much discussion, a schoolmaster was 
employed, but in September 1872 both the schoolmaster and mis
tress resigned, and once again enquiries were made to the Nat
ional School at Nantwich to see if the boys from the workhouse 
would be allowed to attend if the guardians paid the usual 
school fees. However once again the reply was that '... the 
National School Committee did not consider it desirable to

3 92 admit boys from the workhouse into the National School.'
Within the space of two years the same problem of how to cope 
with children in the workhouse faced the guardians once again, 
and they resolved that the services of a schoolmaster be dis-

393 pensed with and that a schoolmistress be employed. Within 
two weeks a schoolmistress had been appointed on a salary of 
£20 per annum plus maintenance in the workhouse. Once again, 
against the express advice of the Poor Law Inspectors two years 
previously, only one teacher was employed, cost again proved 
the deciding factor. However one month later the Local Gov
ernment Board '... desired to be informed of the grounds upon 
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which the guardians proposed to dispense with the services of 
a schoolmaster,' the reason being given that the number of 
children in the workhouse 'had much decreased' and the guard
ians believed this decline would be permanent, as usually the

394 winter months were the worst. This viewpoint was greeted 
with caution by the Local Government Board who only agreed to 
this arrangement for a six month period, after which a report

395 on its efficiency was to be made to them. The arrangement 
was obviously not a satisfactory one, as in April, just six 
months after appointment, the schoolmistress resigned and her 
job was advertised with the salary increased from £20 to £25

396per annum. As no applications were received, another adver
tisement was placed in May 1873 for a schoolmaster to teach 
both boys and girls at £30 per annum, and he was appointed in

39 7June 1873. However it is not clear why this man left sud
denly, because in August 1873 it is noted in the Minute Book 
that a 'schoolmaster was appointed' and the clerk was author
ised to give John Cooper, an inmate at the workhouse, a test
imonial relating to his good conduct during the time he acted

398as a temporary schoolmaster.
The creation of cheap and efficient education in rate- 

aided board schools created after the Elementary Education Act 
of 1870 did not mean that the workhouse school was immediately 
wound down. Indeed in 1879 the Inspector of Schools reported 
a 'decided improvement' in the workhouse school at Nantwich. 
Discipline was described as excellent and there was a '... 
spirit of earnest work manifested by the children one and all 
which speaks volumes for the moral influence exercised by the

399teacher.' It was during 1879 that plans were made for a new



240
Children's Home and School at the workhouse, to be opened in 
1880 at a cost of £3,500. An unfortunate image of the new 
building is conjured up by the statement that instead of the 
new playground being fenced in by a wall it be enclosed
with unclimbable iron palisading.'The first floor of the 
new building contained school rooms, day rooms, for boys and 
girls, a dining hall, an apartment for the schoolmistress, 
kitchens etc. The second floor consisted of bedrooms and a 
maximum of 60 children could be accommodated in the new build
ings. To inculcate a sense of self-sufficiency, not to mention 
keeping the costs down, the new school was painted by the
. 401inmates.

In spite of the new school buildings and reports of the 
excellent work in the workhouse school, the guardians were 
still dogged by a high turnover of teachers, who often only 
stayed for a short time. The board constantly strove to find 
a couple who would provide stability. For example in January 
1886 the schoolmistress and industrial trainer both resigned 
and the positions were advertised as suitable for a man and 
wife, or brother and sister, at £35 per annum each, plus apart-

402ments in the children's home. However by June 1887 the
. 403 schoolmistress and industrial trainer had resigned once again. 

The salary of the industrial trainer did not increase, as one 
might have expected in order to attract better applicants, 
indeed by 1895 when another new industrial trainer was appointed 
his salary was £25 per annum, plus furnished apartments, rations 
and washing.404

That the running of the school should continue even in 
times of epidemics is exemplified when a temporary schoolmaster
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was appointed in 1896 during an epidemic of scarlet fever. He 
was paid 2s 6d per hour, but he was not to exceed three hours 

, 405per day.
Just as the guardians had difficulty in securing and 

retaining good schoolmasters, so the guality of the industrial 
trainer was questioned in November 1902, when he was cautioned 
'for not carrying out his duties'406 and in 1908 the salary of 

40 7the industrial trainer had fallen to £20 per annum.
Apart from educating the poor, how did the guardians deal 

with problem children who did not conform to normal workhouse 
regulations? Increasingly in the 1890s the Nantwich Board of 
Guardians tried to send children who were classed as refractory 
to industrial schools, such as the one at Ardwick Green, Man
chester. However these attempts were not always successful 
because of the pressure of numbers in the industrial schools, 
and then institutions like the Manchester and Salford Boys and 
Girls Refuge and Homes, and Children's Aid Society were resorted 
to, who would accept youngsters upon the receipt of £10 per 
annum.408 Similarly the Emigration Home for Boys at Strangeways 

Manchester, also received pauper children from Nantwich at a
40 9rate of £13 per annum.

Dishonesty was one reason for sending young people to 
industrial schools. When three boys ran away from the Child
ren's Home after attending school one Sunday, they were brought 
back by the Master and told that if they caused any more trou
ble they would be sent to an industrial school.4^0 One 

George Parry who was transferred from Nantwich Workhouse to 
the Manchester and Salford Boys and Girls Refuge 'requested' 
to join an emigration party to Canada. The Society stated
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that they found him '... to be suitable in every way and would
411be likely to do well in Ontario.' The Nantwich Guardians 

agreed to pay the £10 cost of his emigration, outfit, and pas
sage, which then relieved them of all further financial res
ponsibility towards the lad. Indeed the board of guardians 
were positively encouraged to send pauper children abroad be
cause once their passage had been paid they had effectively 
freed themselves of further financial burden. The Manchester 
and Salford Boys Home frequently wrote to the Nantwich Guard
ians asking if there were any suitable pauper children that

412could go on the next sailings to Canada.
Children frequently absconded from the workhouse and were 

often found begging in nearby villages such as Bunbury, and
413were then returned to the workhouse. In 1896 for example, 

two boys who had previously absconded, did so again but this 
time to Stafford. They were brought back at a cost of 16s 8d 
and enquiries were made to send the boys to different indus
trial schools.414 The two boys, together with a third miscre

ant were sent by the Nantwich Guardians to the Manchester and
415 Salford Boys Home, and from there they were sent to Canada.

Five months later one boy wrote to the guardians from Canada 
'... expressing his satisfaction and gratitude for the situa-

416 tion that had been found for him [on a farm].' The Manchester 
and Salford Boys Home kept the Union well informed of the for
tunes of paupers who had been sponsored for emigration and in 
1902 their Canadian agent wrote to say that one boy, who had 

emigrated five years earlier, had secured work in the Pan Amer-
. . 417lean Exhibition for the season.



243
While the guardians were active in sponsoring the emig

ration of paupers, and so ridding themselves of their future 
financial burden, there was on occasions a sense of impatience 
with the Local Government Board's strict interpretation of the 
rights of the guardians to become involved in such transactions. 
For example in 1902 the guardians proposed to assist with the 
emigration of a boy to Belgium. However the Local Government 
Board wrote to the guardians to remind them that they had no 
legal authority to use money from the poor rates to pay for the 
expense of sending the pauper to Belgium. As one of the guar
dians could not understand the objections raised, and as fur
ther correspondence with the Local Board would be 'tedious and 
troublesome' he paid for the boy's emigration himself and '... 
would free the guardians of future liability for the boy's

418 education and maintenance.'
The board of guardians were also held responsible for the 

misbehaviour of paupers who they had arranged apprenticeships 
for. For example one pauper apprentice ran away from his emp
loyer, who as a result wished the indentures cancelled. As a 
punishment the Master of Nantwich Workhouse placed the boy on 
a fishing smack at Grimsby, which was considered to be the 
'... best place for him as he was a very naughty boy' and org
anisations like the Wahond Memorial Smacks Boys Home and Sea
men's Institute wrote to unions such as Nantwich asking for

419 boys to be shipped on the Great Yarmouth fishing smacks.
At the 22nd Annual Conference of the North West Poor Law 

District held at Chester in October 1896, the topic of how best 
to deal with young paupers was discussed at length.
Mr H. J. Hagger of Liverpool spoke of the advantages of putting 
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boys in the navy and mercantile marines, while girls could be 
boarded out and supervised by ladies. He cited the successes 
of the Goliath on the Thames, and the Indefatigable on the 
Mersey, a training ship for non-delinquent orphan and poor boys 
who readily made transfers from the training ships to the navy 
and marines. The Admiralty had a surplus of sturdy, old, woo
den-wall vessels which were readily turned into floating refor
matories and training vessels. By 1874 there were seven such 
reformatory ships, on loan from the Admiralty, in service 
around the coast of Britain, and local guardians soon extended

420the idea to include training vessels for paupers. At the
conference the attention of the guardians was drawn to the fact 
that the navy was crying out for men, yet no effort was made 
to attract boys, especially pauper boys, to a career at sea.

The conference adopted a resolution in favour of placing
421a training ship for workhouse boys on the Mersey. Girls on 

the other hand could often be sent to manufacturers, and dom
estic service offered unlimited openings '... and most of them 

422turned out well* but most of the discussion at the confer
ence showed the greater difficulty lay in disposing of boys.

When the content of the North Western Conference was re
ported to the Nantwich Guardians, Mr Dutton stated that he did 
not think that the proposed ship on the Mersey would be of any 
great advantage to Nantwich and was better suited for places 
like Liverpool, Hull, Newcastle, and London, where boys were 
, 423brought up to a seafaring life. However as Nantwich Union
had on several occasions been unsuccessful in getting boys on 
such a training vessel, the board did not want it to go forward 
that Nantwich was not in favour of such a venture. In fact at 
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that time they had a boy waiting for a vacancy on just such a 
training vessel.

In May 1897 a meeting was held at Manchester Town Hall
for representatives of each union in Lancashire and Cheshire to 
consider the practicality of securing a training ship on the

424Mersey primarily for the use of the two counties. By 1901
circular letters to the Local Board of Guardians pointed out 
the advantages of training ships for the instruction and main-

425tenance of pauper boys. By November 1901 a report from the
Clerk of the Peace for Cheshire called the attention of all
guardians to the training ship 'Clio' which was stationed in
the Menai Straits. Clio was certified as an industrial school

426and was available for boys from workhouses, and in 1913 the
Master of Nantwich Workhouse was still obtaining magistrates 

427orders to send boys to the training ship Clio.
It is also recorded that on occasions the Master was in

structed to administer corporal punishment to children. For 
example, the ringleaders of a group of boys who '... have lat-
ely given considerable trouble by absconding from the workhouse
and playing truant from school were given corporal punishment?

The importance of industrial training and the advantages 
of teaching a trade to the young was also extended to the 
disabled. Frank Johnson of Crewe was an inmate of Henshaws
Blind Asylum. Once he reached the age of sixteen Cheshire Ed
ucation Committee agreed to retain him at the asylum to learn 
a trade on condition that the guardians would contribute half 
of the total fees which amounted to £26 5s Od, to which the 
guardians agreed for a twelve month period, after which his

429case would be reconsidered.
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Children continued to be boarded out by the workhouse 

when it was considered expedient, but it was not until 1907 
that it was minuted that 1... in future the Relieving Officers 
furnish reports as to the sanitary condition of proposed homes

430for boarded out children.' Up until that point the main con
cern had been that the children were housed more conveniently 
in terms of cost than at the workhouse. Boarding out certainly 
provided a cheaper alternative to building extensions to acco
modate ever increasing numbers in the childrens home. This 
practice had been formally recognised in 1889 as F. Duke has 
pointed out removed the children entirely from a Poor Law en
vironment, but as Duke argues in many cases boarding out was 
'... probably little more than a disguised form of outdoor re-

431lief paid to relatives of the children. The problem of
dealing with the growing number of pauper children was gener
ally more acute in the towns of Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall and 
Church Coppenhall than in the rest of the union as a whole. 
For example the amount spent on boarding out children in the 
whole union between April 1895 - April 1896 amounted to 
£435 3s lid, 43.7% of this total cost being attributable to

A 10 Monks Coppenhall and Church Coppenhall, and 27.8% to Nantwich?
Cumulatively 71%% of the total cost of boarding out children 
in the whole of Nantwich Union resulted directly from the 
above three townships. As to how the cost of boarding out 
compared to the total expenditure on out relief, in Nantwich 
for example between 1892 - 1895 boarding out fees accounted 

for between 9.9% - 18% of the total expenditure on out relief, 
and in Monks Coppenhall and Church Coppenhall between 4.5%

433and 8% during the same period.
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While it was not until 1907 that any thought was given 
to the unsuitability and sanitary condition of the prospective 
homes for boarded out children, it appears that prior to this 
date the sanitary conditions of the Childrens Home within the 
workhouse left something to be desired, confirming the argument 
of R. G. Hodgkinson that 'crowded together with no means of 
isolation, some children were ill with one disease after an
other for years' and the children's homes and schools were

,434'hospitals rather than centres of education. Indeed many
of the problems of hygiene and sanitation encountered in the 
workhouse had merely been 'transferred' to the Children's Home 
under the guise of improved classification. For example in 
March 1895 Dr. Munro reported that there had been for 'some 
time past' an unusally large number of cases of eczema, ring
worm, and inflammation of the eyes, in the Childrens Home. In 
his opinion this building was 'much overcrowded' and that in a

435 'great many cases two children have to sleep in one small bed.' 
Also the number of staff to children was in Dr. Munro's opinion, 
insufficient. That these overcrowded and insanitary conditions 
had continued for some time is evident as Dr. Munro had ident
ified the need for extra ventilation in the roof of the dorm
itories in 1891, but no action had been taken to improve con
ditions. As a result the many cases of opthalmia were attrib
uted to overcrowding and improper ventilation.

The children were also affected by poor conditions in 
other parts of the workhouse too, and because the workhouse 
hospital was overcrowded, several children had to be moved into 
the fever wards because of the shortage of proper accommodation 
in the general wards. As a result of these complaints the
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Building Committee was brought in to consider the ventilation 
problem, and four more beds were ordered for the hospital.

Later the same month there was a severe outbreak of 
diarrhoea at the workhouse school, whereby most of the children 
were affected and it was minuted that 'several important reports 
as to the arrangements (sanitary etc.,) of the school house
1 ... had not yet [been] attended to,' and in 1902 Dr. Munro was 
still complaining of insufficient lavatories in the Childrens
„ 437Home.

That the number of children in Nantwich Workhouse had 
always been high is reflected in the census figures for the 
period:

Year Children under 15 Total number 
of inmates

% of inmates 
under 15in Nantwich Workhouse

1841 78 132 59
1851 62 150 41
1861 45 103 43^
1871 87 150 58
1881 84 220 38

figure 12 438

These figures clearly indicate that children under the 
age of fifteen consistently formed a high percentage of total 
inmates. That this trend continued into the 1890s is evident 
both from the figures that are available, and from the fact 
that the facilities for children were stretched to the limit. 
A period marked by high unemployment between April 1893 - 
April 1894 was also one of the worst years in the 1890s for the 
relief of children in the workhouse, and as appendix G shows
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77% of the children receiving relief in the union workhouse 
came from the townships of Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall and 
Church Coppenhall, and 46% of these children came from the 
growing railway centre of Monks Coppenhall. After 1894 the 
total number of children in the Nantwich Workhouse fell grad
ually to a figure of 259 children having received relief be
tween April 1896 - April 1897, but still 78% of this figure 
came from Nantwich, Monks Coppenhall, and Church Coppenhall,

439 and 50% of this total originated from Monks Coppenhall.
With the pressure of large numbers of children in the 

workhouse, the guardians became increasingly concerned with 
the problems of classification, especially for young girls of 
'blameless character.' The guardians felt that 'insufficient 
care' was taken in the separation of these girls from women 
'whose previous life had been such that their influence could

440 scarcely fail to be prejudicial to those associated with them.' 
It did however, take some time to make any effective changes 
and only in 1901 were slight alterations made to try to better 
accommodate young girls. A day room was made into a childrens 
room, and an old laundry drying room was made into a day room 
for young women. However as the chairman explained these alt
erations did not help to solve the larger question of class
ification which the guardians were concerned about, and the 
£10 to effect these alterations was provided by an anonymous
, 441donor.

Just as boys from the workhouse were frequently passed 

on to other institutions, girls from Nantwich Workhouse were
442sent to the Rescue Home at Chester. Also on occasions a

girl or boy might be singled out by one of the guardians for 
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special treatment. For example Lady Tollemache, wife of
Lord Tollemache of Peckforton Castle, an ex-officio guardian, 
took an interest in the case of Harriet Dykes, and paid for

443her to be sent to a sanatorium for consumption. Similarly
a Miss Aspinall of Bunbury, asked permission to send 
William Welsh to the Royal Albert Asylum at her own expense, 
and the guardians expressed their admiration 'of such a spon-

444taneous act of kindness.'
In order to encourage the development of a self sufficient 

independent character 23 girls in the workhouse were put 'under 
the care of' Nantwich Girls Friendly Society, an organisation 
run by the Church of England, but which was interested only in

445'respectable girls.'
The guardians also had to cope with children who had been

deserted and often the guardians arranged adoption. It was 
common practice for the guardians to give a child a surname 
derived from the place where they had been found, hence

446John Crewe Green and Mary Crewe are two examples. The pol
ice were always asked to help investigate the cases of desert
ion and a reward, usually £10 was offered to anyone who could 
help convict the parents. In the long term this £10 reward 
would have been a wise investment if it helped release them 
from the potential burden of indefinite maintenance. If the 
parents of a child could not be traced adoption was arranged 
as in the case of Mary Crewe where the foundling was to be 
handed over to a Mr Benson of Wigan, 'to be kept and maintained 
by him on his coming over to fetch her and sign an undertaking 
to keep, maintain, clothe and educate her, and to relieve the

447guardians of all responsibility.
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The guardians also paid for children from the union to 

be admitted to orphanages, some of them at great distances 
from Cheshire. For example the guardians paid 8s Od per week 
to a Weslyan Methodist orphanage in London for two Crewe chil-

448dren. On another occasion six girls were sent to the
St. Vincent's Orphanage in Hereford, and two boys to an orphan
age in Leominster, with the cost of their maintenance ranging

449from 2s 6d to 4s Od per week. Another boy was sent to
450Dr. Barnado’s in London, his rail fare costing 18s Od. 

However, once an adoption was arranged by the guardians it did 
not guarantee total freedom of responsibility for the child. 
In 1900 for example, the Hind family of Warrington adopted a 
girl from Nantwich workhouse. Some twelve months later
Mrs Hind wrote to the guardians stating that due to the sickness 
of her husband she was unable to maintain the child any longer 
without some assistance from the guardians. As a result the 
guardians resolved that the child should be returned to the
„ 451House.

Such was the burden of children in the workhouse that 
once Webbs Orphanage was established by the railway company in 
Crewe the children of inmates were often admitted to that inst- 

452itution.
Apart from education and training, what facilities were 

made available for the children's recreation? The occasional 
'treat' was arranged for them, sometimes at the instigation of 
the guardians, but often as the result of an offer from a local 

institution, or interested local person. For example in 1852 
at the instigation of the schoolmaster, elder boys whose beha

viour had been satisfactory during the week, were allowed to
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leave the workhouse on their own for a few hours on a Saturday

453afternoon. Also a pole and swings were procured for the
amusement of the boys at an expense not exceeding £4.'454

As already stated Lord and Lady Tollemache of Peckforton Castle 
took an interest in the children of the workhouse. An annual 
fete was held at Beeston Castle, to which the schoolmaster, 
mistress, and children of the neighbourhood and workhouse were 
invited. Lord Tollemache always gave the children a treat on 
this occasion. Similarly the workhouse children were annually 
invited to the rural fete at Dorfold Park, outside Nantwich, 
the home of Henry J. Tollemache M.P., and ex-officio guardian. 
Miss Tollemache organised the treat for the children and was

455 noted for the 'repeated kindness shown by her to them.'
II I!Baroness Schroeder of Rookery Hall, wife of Baron Von Schroeder 

another ex-officio guardian, also regularly invited the child
ren to the Hall for a treat. It appears to have been the wives 
of guardians, and after 1894? (following the abolition of the 
property gualification which enabled women to be elected to the 
Board of Guardians) female guardians, that concerned themselves 
with the welfare of the children by supervising the boarding 
out arrangements and special treats.

The schoolmaster often made suggestions to the guardians 
on behalf of the children, for example in 1859 it was suggested 
that the children in the workhouse be given a 'few holidays' to

456 which there was no reply from the guardians, it was only in 
1866 that the children from the workhouse were allowed to attend 

Divine Service on Sunday morning in St. Mary's Parish Church, 
Nantwich, and in 1881 it was decided that the boys in the house 

457should have a suit of clothes for Sundays. However by 1900 
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it was decided that the children should not be allowed to 
attend public worship in the workhouse on the Sunday evening. 
Some of the guardians stated that they could not see any harm 
resulting from the children attending, especially as the ser- 
vices were 'very heartily appreciated by the inmates.' How
ever it was felt by the majority that the spiritual needs of 
the children were well catered for, and so the attendance at 
Sunday evening service stopped.

July and August 1879 saw an unprecedented level of act
ivity in organised events for the workhouse children, both by 
officers of the union and outside bodies. For example, permis
sion was given to take the children to New Brighton, and the 
Master undertook to provide the money to get them there and

4 5 9back. An invitation from the Band of Hope to attend one of 
their demonstrations was accepted and as a result an invitation 
to a fete held by the Nantwich Female Friendly Society had to 
be refused, as they were both on the same day.4^0 Also in Aug

ust the workhouse children attended the Crewe Flower Show and
461went to the Weslyan treat at Henhull. In 1880 the children 

were invited to attend the school children's celebration of the 
school centenary at Crewe, and the trip to the seaside was once

462 again repeated with the Master obtaining funds for the day trip.
There is no mention of toys being bought for the younger 

children, and again it rested on the generosity and thoughtful
ness of local people to donate unwanted toys, illustrated pap-

463ers. It was at the invitation of certain cricketers from
Crewe that in 1886 the children were taken to Rhyl,4^4 and on

Jubilee Day in 1887 the children were allowed fruit or sweets
465to the value of 3d each, at the discretion of the Master.
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An invitation from the Lyceum Theatre, Crewe, prompted a visit 
to the pantomime, but in 1902 the visit to the pantomime had 
to be cancelled due to an outbreak of infectious disease in
4-U v, 466the house.

The children were not simply encouraged to take these 
treats for granted and they did help raise money for others. 
The workhouse boys 'quite spontaneously' raised money for the 
Soldiers and Sailors Families Association at a concert which 
the boys arranged. 10s 7d was raised and this was to be given 
to a poor soldier invalided home, or to a boy or girl whose 
father had been killed in war. The guardians said the boys had 
shown loyal spirit and hoped '... that they would grow up to be

46 7 loyal defenders of their country whether at home or abroad.'
In 1913 the King and Queen visited Crewe, and several 

gentlemen made arrangements for the children of the workhouse 
to be taken to Crewe, places were reserved for them on a stand 
provided by Crewe Education Committee. The children were sup
plied with refreshments but it was emphasised that no expense 
would be incurred by the guardians, so permission for the trip

4 6 8was granted.
The treats that the children in the workhouse received 

were largely generated by the good will of interested local 
people and institutions, not to mention the wives of prominent 
local guardians. The overriding proviso, however, for granting 
permission for such outings was always that they should not 
cost the guardians anything.

In 1913 the Poor Law Institutions Order, prohibited chil
dren between the ages of 3 - 16 from remaining in a mixed work
house for more than six weeks. As P. Thane has emphasised 
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this act meant that '... a large proportion of one of the lar
gest groups traditionally provided for by the Poor Law had been

469 substantially removed from direct association with it.'
Resulting from this act the idea of providing cottage homes for 
the children was examined in 1914. Rented property could accom
modate a considerable number of girls' and at the annual
rental of £45 this was considered an 'Easy way to remove chil
dren from the workhouse.'^70

M. Crowther has argued that '... as an educational inst
itution the Poor Law schools seem never to have succeeded' 
because they '... turnfed] out the children as nothing better

4 71 than unskilled labourers likely to earn the lowest wages,' 
who had to rely on outdoor relief in hard times.

F. Duke also concludes that '... the tenor of Poor Law 
schooling was genuinely and uniformly utilitarian, and rarely 
rose above the requirement of efficiency in preparing the chil-

4 72dren for independent service at an early age.' However if 
judged by the standards of the time, which is the only standard 
by which it can be judged, the education provided in the work
house was in many respects no worse than the education provided 
in the elementary schools of the day. Evidence relating to the

IIMulhauser writing models indicate an awareness of current prac
tice, but what proved to be the main drawback of the system was 
the fact that many children did not experience the education 
for any consistent length of time as families left to seek work 
and independence - the dilemma being that that was the essential 

aim of the workhouse. Also problems of overcrowding and disease 
plagued the children's home just as they did the workhouse. Edu
cation like health care, had in many respects, been tackled
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positively by the Poor Law Commissioners, but many of their 
suggestions were often criticised and reacted against at local 
level. Inevitably many problems were encountered because, as 
with health care, the principle of less eligibility should not 
have applied. However in reality, as soon as even a very basic 
education and training service was established, this provision 
often surpassed the education received by many children of ind
ependent labourers, who because of poverty and a desire to 
avoid the workhouse, relied on the wages of even small children 
to provide '... the Is 6d or 2s Od per week,' ... 'His useful-

473 ness and not his welfare is the thing considered.' So the 
educational element of the Poor Law, like health care, while 
seen to be important and necessary in terms of the long term 
elimination of reliance on poor relief was bound to be etern
ally dogged in the minds of local guardians by doubts relating 
to whether they were exceeding their duties towards the poor.

Nantwich Union often found itself grappling with problems 
that in terms of facilities they were far from capable of 
dealing with. The cost together with sheer numbers, and the 
reluctance of local guardians to wholeheartedly implement impr
ovements, meant that for many years education and training 
facilities were far from ideal for so many young people gathered 
together in one workhouse school. The supplementary policy 
referred to by R. G. Hodgkinson was retarded by all the same 
factors that impeded progress in the workhouse itself.

As soon as the Poor Law entered into the field of the 
education and training of paupers as part of their 'package' 
for dealing with poverty, they were inevitably going to surpass, 
and progress beyond, the very basic educational facilities then 
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existing for independent labourers. It is ironic that while 
it was decided that less eligibility should not apply to chil
dren that local guardians were in fact restrained by the pre
vailing conditions of independent labourers, and could not or 
would not grasp that if progress was to be made then this strait
jacket would have to be broken away from. Cost lay at the 
heart of the problem, and increasingly more central direction 
and financial help was called for as the size and scale of the 
problem was fully appreciated, and was still being called for 
at the turn of this century.

Attempts to improve the quality of workhouse life

What evidence is there to suggest that the Nantwich Guar
dians were aware of the spartan life style and deprivation of 
workhouse life, and in what ways did they attempt to ameliorate 
this, and if not, how did other members of the community step 
in to help?

Apart from the medical 'luxuries' that were gradually
made available to inmates, either through the generosity of 
individuals or by more enlightened guardians, other treats and 
extras for the rest of the inmates were largely supplied as a 
result of individual gifts from the community. Such examples 
illustrate, as N. McCord has emphasised, how official and un
official activity could be closely linked in practice as local 
guardians '.. chafed under the restricted categories of relief 
which they were able to provide under the official rules.

4 75The Churchwardens of Weston gave fruit to the workhouse inmates,
4 7 6and Nantwich Unitarian Church gave flowers; fruit flowers, 

books and papers forming the most common gifts to the workhouse.
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Other examples of benefactors to the workhouse included the
Liberal Unionist Club, who gave vegetables and books, the girls 
of St. Pauls Sunday school sent a box of toys, and a
Miss Barnett of Cheltenham supplied a small library and wall

477 cards for the tramp's ward. Concerts were also held to help 
raise money to pay for 'extras' for the inmates, for example 
two concerts were held in 1903 to help pay for a pianoforte

, a • 478and American organ.
On special occasions the guardians allowed the inmates to 

have a treat, usually to mark a royal occasion where the emph
asis was placed on patriotism and loyalty to Queen and country, 
or at Christmas time. On Jubilee Day 1887 a pint of beer was 
given to each man and the women received half a pint. If any 
of the inmates did not want beer they could have one ounce of 
tobacco instead, and non-smokers were allowed one ounce of tea.

479The children received sweets.
Modifications were once again made to the workhouse dis

cipline and diet to celebrate the Diamond Jubilee of Queen 
Victoria in 1897 and the usual Christmas fare was served. An 
additional allowance was also made of 2s Od for each out-door 
pauper and 6d for each dependent child, both resident and non-

480 resident to mark the anniversary. The inmates started Jubilee 
Day on the 24th June 1897, with breakfast of bread, butter, and 
tea. At 12-30 p.m. roast beef and plum pudding was served in 
the dining hall by the guardians and their wives. After dinner, 
speeches were made before everyone assembled on the lawn to 
sing the national anthem, presents were given to all inmates: 
a pipe and handkerchief for men, and a handkerchief for women. 
Cricket bats, knives and 'other things' were given to the boys 
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and work baskets, dolls, skipping ropes, and balls to the girls. 
The very young received a doll. A large rocking horse, suit
ably inscribed, was presented to the Childrens Home to mark 
the occasion, and tea consisted of bread, butter, and cake. The 
inmates were allowed to stay on the lawn until 8-30 p.m. while

481 the Nantwich Brass Band played a 'good selection of music.'
Similar celebrations occurred to mark the coronation of King 
Edward VII, and Mr W. Eardley, a local guardian, gave each 
inmate a coronation medal.

Apart from royal anniversaries, Christmas time provided
the only other occasion when inmates were treated to special 
fare by the guardians. Christmas dinner consisted of roast

483beef, and plum pudding, and in 1901 Mr W. Eardley, announced
'it was his intention to supply the adult inmates of the house

484with beer to their dinner and supper on Christmas Day,' and 
usually a concert was given for the inmates by locals such as

485Mr Hoptroff and Mr and Mrs Kirkwood and Friends.
Outdoor paupers in Nantwich received an extra Is Od and 

children 6d in addition to their ordinary relief to help cele
brate Christmas,whereas West Ham Union allowed each perm
anent case relieved on their account in Nantwich 2s 6d extra

48 7for the festive season, and Poplar Union instructed that
488 3s Od per adult and Is Od per child be paid on their behalf.

Indeed in 1901 it was pointed out in the local press that in
door paupers fared better than the outdoor poor at Christmas,
'who after paying their rent often only has Is 4d a week to live 
on .’489

The fact that one of the guardians was to provide beer

for the inmates on Christmas Day was met with disapproval by 



260
the National United Temperance Council, who wrote to ask the 
Nantwich Board not to allow intoxicating drink, pointing out 
that the majority of inmates were, in their opinion, in the 
workhouse because of drink and 1... it was a mistaken kindness 
to give the paupers alcoholic beverages and so revive the old

490drink craving. As an alternative the Nantwich Temperance
Society offered to provide 240 bottles of assorted mineral 
waters, 96 half ounces of tobacco, and 2 lbs of tea on the con
dition that no intoxication was used. The board voted 22 in 
favour of beer for the inmates and 19 against. A description 
was given in the local press of the scene in the workhouse on 
Christmas Day 1901. The inmates were described as having '... 
an ample and liberal diet' and 'made merry throughout the day. ' 
With regard to the allowance of beer ' ... whatever may be said 
on the other side for the principle at issue, [the beer] was 
greatly appreciated.' The bare walls of the dining hall were 
'... hidden under a wealth of evergreens and seasonable mottoes 
... garlands of evergreens stretched from wall to wall, and the 
gas standards were quite elaborately decorated with multi col
oured paper.' The wards of the men's and women's hospital 
’were very prettily decorated' and the children's home was des
cribed as 'gay with decorations and mottoes.' Dinner was des
cribed as consisting of roast beef, potatoes, parsnips and car
rots, plum pudding and beer. Children and imbeciles had similar 
fare with lemonade. 278 adults and children were in the work
house on Christmas Day and after dinner oranges, sweets, nuts, 
and packets of tea, were given to the women and children and 
one ounce of tobacco to the men. Toys were provided for the 

children from a fund set up by the guardians. The day was
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described as ending with a special tea consisting of plum cake 
bread, butter and cheese, and a smoking concert '... the inmates

491themselves furnishing the programme.'
The local press painted a very rosy picture of workhouse 

life on Christmas Day, but it is important to temper this pic
ture with the realities of workhouse life throughout the year. 
While Christmas Day 1901 might have been 'the event of the year' 

492and the inmates '... made merry throughout the day' the med
ical officer had just six weeks previously complained of over
crowding in the women's hospital and young children's quarters

493that were detrimental to health.
That the townspeople as well as the guardians were enc

ouraged to donate items to the Christmas festivities is evident 
from the list of 17 names of people who gave papers, evergreens, 
oranges, crackers, tea, tobacco, toys and sweets. Also there 
were those who helped put on the concert and take the children

494to the Lyceum pantomime.
Apart from special occasions the guardians, from the

1890s onwards, provided the occasional extra comfort for the 
inmates out of the poor rate, as workhouse discipline was grad
ually relaxed in relation to the elderly and children during 
this decade. Such concessions were not mandatory, but once 
again the central authority merely advised guardians that they 
could make such purchases if they wished. For example a supply 
of library books was obtained for the use of the inmates and 
officials at Nantwich, at a 'cheap rate' with the promise of 
a continual supply of fresh books.495

Also the fact that the composition of the board of guar

dians was changing during the 1890s helped to stimulate the 
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pressure for improvements to be made in the workhouse.
Mrs E. Hodgson, the wife of a local doctor was the first female
guardian to represent Monks Coppenhall on the local board in
1891. Active in the field of education and the establishment 
of the cottage hospital, as well as Mayoress of Crewe during 
1892-1893, she was interested in the work of the Liberal party. 
The Nantwich Board was:

... strongly conservative in its methods 
and ideas and did not welcome at first so 
great an innovation as a lady guardian 
but Mrs Hodgson quickly dispelled the pre
judice that existed, and in her quiet and 
unassuming way she soon made it manifest 
that a good deal of the business the Board 
met to transact lay solely in the province 
of a lady guardian.

When the property qualification was abolished in relation
to the election of guardians, the way was clear for an even
wider circle of women as well as men to seek office and ' . . .
social reformers from all parties were increasingly seeking

497 a seat on boards as an entry into local politics.'
Ada Nield Chew is an example of just such a pressure for local
reform. In 1894 she became the '... first guardian who was 
also a member of the Crewe Independent Labour Party' but as
W. H. Chaloner has commented '... the financial question cont
inued to determine the attitude of the majority of Crewe's

498 representatives, Liberals and Conservatives alike.' In a
series of five articles in the local press entitled 'The horrors

499of our workhouse system' Ada Nield Chew brought the realities
of workhouse life to the public's attention, emphasising that
while the system was 'expensive heavy and cumbersome in appli
cation it also proved to be 'demoralising degrading and



263
debasing' for those who applied. She raised the question that 
while pensions were given to soldiers and sailors why not to 
workers, as the vast majority of paupers were old, and empha
sised that the workhouse diet was less nutricious than prison 
food.

Apart from her articles in the press Ada Nield Chew also 
campaigned vigorously for change at the board meetings of the 
guardians. For example she pressed for the diet of able bodied 
inmates to be varied from simply bread and gruel to include 
tea, bread, and butter, and that one dinner of meat, potatoes 
and pudding should be provided for inmates. She also pressed 
for the rule forbidding conversation between inmates at meal 
time to be abolished, together with the rule relating to dis
tinctive dress. 500 it was decided that the relaxation of talk-

501 ing at meal time was to be at the discretion of the Master.
No decision was made in 1897 relating to the other matters 
raised by Ada Nield Chew - the important fact was that she per
sisted to campaign and press the guardians for extras for the 
inmates in a way that had not been evident previously.

In conclusion the development of the new Poor Law in 
Nantwich Union from 1834 to 1914 illustrates time and again that 
the initial determination of the Poor Law Commissioners to in
troduce uniformity from a strong central body was thwarted by 
the local guardians. They were determined that they were not 
going to be dictated to, especially when this meant incurring 
extra expenses for ratepayers. The parsimony of local guardians 

led to many hardships for the poor, both mentally and physically 
in terms of overcrowding, disease, poor diet, run down buildings 
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and a lack of proper medical care. All these factors served 
to reinforce one another and cumulatively made the life of the 
poor in the workhouse one which every single person would have 
done anything humanly possible to avoid. As a result many peo
ple stayed out of the workhouse but endured dire need and suf
fering in order to retain their independence and respectability.

The evidence that the workhouse came to be dominated by 
the sick, old, infirm, and children, who could be found in 
practically every ward of the workhouse, reinforces the view 
that the 1834 Amendment Act misjudged not only the needs of the 
1830s, but the future needs of the poor too.

The period between 1834 - 1870 saw the development of a 
repressive strategy for disciplining paupers within the general 
workhouse. However, as the evidence for Nantwich reveals, the 
fact that the majority of the inmates were not able bodied, 
meant that the policy of less eligibility in the workhouse 
created widespread problems that affected every class of pauper 
and not just the able bodied. The revelations of The Lancet 
brought these scandals to the public's attention, but the fact 
that many of the problems encountered in the workhouses of 
London were present in small provincial workhouses such as 
Nantwich, emphasised the depths to which the institution had 
sunk. From 1870 onwards improved classification and treatment, 
sometimes in specialist institutions, did develop slowly. How
ever the Nantwich Guardians were forced along this road by the 
consistent nagging of the inspectorate. The fact that the 

guardians procrastinated meant the introduction of improvements 
were delayed: in the interim the poor continued to suffer.

It could be argued that the preoccupation of the local
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guardians with economy reflected the fact that the 1834 Amend
ment Act failed to reform the financial basis of the Poor Law 
and so until 1865 the parish and not the union was responsible 
for assessing and collecting the poor rate. Until 1861 the 
assessment was based on the average annual amount of relief 
expended, as M. E. Rose defines it 'on its poverty rather than

50 2on its property.' This system led to conflict between
parishes with low rateable values and high relief expenditure 
and areas within the union with only a few paupers and a high 
rateable value. Hence friction developed between the rural 
parishes in Nantwich Union who tended to block proposals for 
change from guardians from Crewe, who until the turn of the 
century had limited representation on the Local Board, and yet 
were assessed for rating purposes far higher than the town of 
Nantwich. Despite this dilemma the majority of the local guar
dians found it very difficult to break away from the applicat
ion of less eligibility, and tended too freguently to apply a 
personal yardstick in order to decide whether or not 'extras' 
should be purchased to ease the life of the inmates: invariably 
they were not.

Finally the problems encountered in the workhouse between 
1834 and the end of the century in relation to the old, infirm, 
medicine, and education, led during the 1890s and early twent
ieth century to repeated calls for central government to take 
a more active financial role in this sphere, as the problem 
was seen to have clearly grown beyond the capabilities of the 

local guardians and ratepayers. More frugal administration at 
the local level was accepted as being inappropriate to deal 
with the magnitude of the problem, the dilemmas associated 
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with which will be examined in chapters 4 and 5. Also the 
fact that outdoor relief continued to be distributed during 
this period reflects firstly, that the local guardians refused 
to be dictated to by the central authority, and secondly that 
the reality of local poverty defied the strictures laid down 
in the 1834 Amendment Act. A fact that will be examined in 
chapter 4.
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