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“ I am no orator as Brutus is:
“ But, as you know me all, a plain blunt man,
“ That love my friends;
“ For I have neither wit, nor words, nor worth,
“ Action, nor utterance, nor the power of 

speech,
“ To stir men’s blood ; I only speak right on.’’

Julius Cæsar, act 3, scene 2.

SIR,
I am induced, by reasons which will appear in 

the. following pages, to offer you, for publication in 
The Times, a short series of letters on the Reform 
Poor Law, with some account of its working in the 
Bridgwater Union; I make this offer under an 
almost overwhelming sense of the importance of 
the subject, and under a deep conviction, to use 
your own words, “ that no man, whatever his rank, 
station, or calling may be, can employ himself with 
more credit in the eyes of God or man than in using 
his utmost endeavours to procure a mitigation of 
the cruel, the inhuman, and the unchristian 
administration of the New Poor Law.”

I would. Sir, even at this first step, guard myself 
from being considered an advocate for any of the 
abuses of parochial administration, which were so 
prevalent under the former system ; but in doing 
this, I protest against these abuses being pleaded in 
the nature of “a set off,” as they daily are, by the 
interested agents of the Reform Poor Law and its 
admirers. These men adopt the course taken by the 
apologists of Marat and Robespierre; they defend 
the atrocities of the new system by citing the defects 
of the old one. When the imprisonments, 
starvations, banishments, and dishonoured graves, 
consequent upon the Malthusian Poor Law are 
protested against, the throats of the whole school are 
strained in a declamation against the abuses of the 
old system. When they have rendered these 
sufficiently black, they proceed in argument as if all 
persons  who disapprove of their new abuses must, 
of course, be partisans of the old ones ; as if all those 

who reprobate a system of heartless cruelty ought to 
be considered as advocates for idleness, imposition, 
and turbulence.

“I admit that the necessities of these new-light 
philosophers do compel them to this base and contemptible 
fraud. Nothing can reconcile men to their proceedings and 
projects but the supposition that there is no third option 
between them and some other odious tyranny. This prattling 
of theirs hardly deserves the name of sophistry; it is nothing 
but plain :impudence.”—Burke.

Have these gentlemen never heard of anything 
between a grinding despotism and a mob 
pampered into idleness and turbulence ? Have they 
never heard of justice administered with firmness 
and tempered with mercy ? It is in such a spirit that 
the reformation of abuses should be dealt with. But 
while I would give up all proved abuses of the 
former system ; I would not yield or compromise 
one iota of the legal rights of the poor: that these 
rights have been audaciously subverted ; that this 
subversion has been followed lip by cruelties 
previously unknown amongst us, and that the 
infliction of these cruelties has been solemnly 
ratified by authority under the cloak of a pretended 
inquiry, are some of the points to which the 
attention of the public is proposed to be called.

It is essential to a right feeling on this subject 
that the character of the testimony which paved the 
way for the introduction of the Reform Poor Law 
should he kept before the public eye. It should 
never be lost sight of until this monstrous specimen 
of legislative injustice is repealed or amended, that 
the most provident and industrious population in 
the world had their rights subverted by the 
Legislature under the pretence of their being, 
generally, worthless, profligate, vicious, 
improvident, turbulent, and incendiaries. The 
public judgment having been thus debauched, the 
Poor were given up without a struggle to the 
tender mercies of their defamers, and in a state of 
utter helplessness thrown into the clutches of 
mercenaries who, having devised the calumny, 
were now, under various official designations, to 
revel in the spoil.

However detestable the mass of falsehood 
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collected out of doors, it was eagerly responded to 
by kindred spirits within. The Lord Chancellor 
Brougham, the organ of the Reform Administration 
in the House of Lords, is exhibited in a pamphlet 
(said to be published by himself as his speech on 
the Poor Laws) echoing, in his peculiar style, the 
out-door calumnies. Frantic in his denunciation of 
the poor, and exhibiting in this pamphlet-speech a 
contempt for truth which has seldom been equalled 
by the most depraved of mankind, this man, who 
ought to have been a personification of calm and 
deliberative justice—this man, who was receiving 
the revenues of a prince from the sweat of the 
labouring poor, denounced them as being so 
vicious, so lazy, and so degraded, that “the 
destruction of all property,” as a consequence of 
this alleged criminality, “was staring us, and at no 
great distance, in the face.”

I have in another publication1 substantially 
refuted some of these calumnies; but the poor, and 
especially the agricultural poor, are now suffering 
under the consequence of the falsehoods. The law 
which was introduced by this wicked vituperation 
has gone forth in all its harshness and severity, 
without being redeemed by one single kindly 
feature. This could never have been effected had 
not the public mind been most grievously 
prejudiced against the poor, who were by their 
defamers stripped of every virtue, accused of every 
vice, and offered up a polluted and helpless 
sacrifice to sordid Mammon, “ The least erected 
spirit that fell from Heaven.”

Not only have the accumulated masses of 
calumny heaped on the poor been used to cover 
the introduction of an unjust and cruel law, but 
these calumnies have been made the pretext for 
persecuting. the poor with a vigour even beyond that 
law. On the Bishop of Exeter’s motion in the Rouse 
of Lords, “that there be laid before this House a 
copy of any rule or rules made by the Poor Law 
Commissioners preventing the pauper inmates of 
workhouses from attending divine worship in their 
separate parish churches on the Lord’s day,” Lord 
Melbourne is reported to have said, “he would 

recommend to the commissioners, as a general 
rule, that not only should not the inmates of a 
workhouse he allowed to go out on Sunday, but 
that they should not be allowed to go out at all.'’

Here is a sentence of unmitigated, perpetual, 
and hopeless incarceration, prayed for by Her 
Majesty’s Prime Minister against the whole body of 
his helpless fellow-subjects. Perhaps no reckless 
idler of time, paid for. by the people, has ventured 
on a more heartless proscription since the' 
mandates of Tiberius were hatched in the sty of 
Capræ and fulminated in the Capitol.

But us it is a principle; in the nature of such 
misrepresentation as that with which the poor have 
been assailed to pall on the public ear, it is essential 
that the calumny should be renewed at intervals. 
My Lord John Russell, acting on this principle, 
made an opportunity, in the course ol his late 
speech “on a system of Poor Laws for Ireland,” to 
revivify the calumny heaped on his countrymen, by 
panegyrizing the foresight and prudence of Irish 
labourers, at the expense of English ones. The 
20,000 Irish labourers, who are said to come From 
Dublin annually, to assist in getting in the harvest 
in England, “ carry back with them,” said his 
Lordship, “from £5. to £15. each. While if an 
Englishman received item £4. to £5. at once, it 
generally happened that the sum was all but lost to 
him, from being expended, in the course of two or 
three days, in dissipation and debauchery.” Here 
we have “dissipation and debauchery” set up as 
“generally ” characteristic of the English labourer, in 
contradistinction to Irish “ foresight and prudence,” 
and set up too by Her Majesty’s leader of the House 
of Commons;—the exploded thunder of the 
woolsack squeaked through a penny trumpet !

Does not this sorry trumpeter know that the 
English labourers whom he so wantonly libels as 
generally dissipating their earnings have providently 
invested a larger sum in Savings Banks and 
Friendly Societies than appears to have been so 
invested in all the rest of Europe ? Has he not read 
the account published by the Poor Law 
Commissioner of the “ foresight and prudence” of 
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these Irish mowers and reapers ?
“ No person,” says the reporter, “who has not 

seen, could have a notion of the crowds of Irish 
applying at Liverpool to be relieved and passed to 
Dublin, or of the poverty and wretchedness which 
they generally exhibit. Yet there is no doubt that 
many of the applicants are able to pay far their 
passage, but choose to make the experiment of 
applying for a passage at the expense of the county; 
husbands send their wives and families to beg a 
passage ; men trust their clothes and money to a 
companion, and present themselves in apparent 
destitution ; others conceal their money in their 
cravats or stockings.”

Is this the “foresight and prudence” trumpeted 
forth as an example for the“ generally dissipated 
and debauched ” English labourer ? Does not this 
trumpeter know that there are many thousands of 
his calumniated countrymen who work for 7s. a-
week ? Does lie not know that 7s. a-week is £18. 4s. 
for 52 weeks; that £18. 4s. for the whole year is only 
£3- 4s. more than he gravely represents the 
Irishman to have saved out of his harvest wages,? It 
is, perhaps, assuming too much to suppose that he 
does know this, but surely he ought to know it.

Such is a sample of the trashy assertions with 
which the English poor are assailed by the 
Broughams, the Melbournes and the Russells, to 
justify the enormities of the Reform Poor Law ! My 
unfortunate brethren have been denounced as 
dissipated, lazy, and degraded incendiaries, by a 
band of needy mercenaries, who, having succeeded 
in quartering themselves on the hall-fed labourer, 
must now laugh in their sleeves at seeing their 
calumnies spouted second-hand by the 
mountebanks of the State. But, however monstrous 
these calumnies are, they have done their work on 
the English poor with terrific effect. The gruel and 
the cell, hunger, disease, and premature death, 
attest the extent to which the public mind has been 
debauched by the charlatans, who denounce the 
English poor as monsters of dissipation and 
iniquity. Such was the first step in the Reform Poor 
Law, and such have been the fatal consequences.

Bridgwater, Dec. 20, 1837.
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