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LETTER VI.

“ Ye, not unconscious of this awful age,
“Now mark what neio conflicting systems rage,
“ Systems which laugh to scorn th’ avenging rod,
“And hurl defiance to the throne of GOD;
“ Shake pestilence abroad with madd’ning sweep,
“And grant no pause—but everlasting sleep!
“ Blond-guiltiness their crime.”

Pursuits of Literature'.

Sir,—Having already endeavoured to exhibit the 
principles embodied in the Reform Poor Law, and 
the agency by which these principles were to he 
carried into operation, I now proceed to re-examine 
the working of this Law in the Bridgwater Union. I 
have stated in a former publication that with a 
view of obtaining information on the operation of 
the Poor Laws under the old system, and with a 
hope of somewhat improving their administration, 
I consented to act as one of the Overseers of the 
Poor for the Parish of Bridgwater for four years. On 
the formation of the Bridgwater Union in May 
1836, I was solicited by some influential persons to 
consent to act as one of the Guardians which I then 
declined. At the close of the parochial year some of 
the Guardians both elected and ex-officio who had 
zealously advocated the cause of the Poor 
expressed to me their extreme disgust at the 
unfeeling course pursued, and their determination 
to withdraw from the Board; amongst these 
gentlemen was a distinguished and most venerated 
magistrate holding a high judicial appointment. 
Under these circumstances I reluctantly consented 
to take my turn as Guardian for one year, and was 
without opposition elected for the Parish of 
Bridgwater. On taking my seat at the Board, I 
distinctly denied being in any manner bound to 
secrecy on its proceedings, asserting my 
unquestionable right as one of the representatives 
of nine thousand persons at that Board to inform 
those persons individually or collectively on any 
points connected with the duties which I was sent 
there to perform ; and claiming as an Englishman 
the right of appealing through the public press to 
the justice of my countrymen. On other occasions 

when it has been solemnly propounded at that 
Board, by authority, that not even a whisper on its 
proceedings should be permitted to escape the lips 
of the Guardians out of doors, and “that we should 
rather seem to think aloud than to speak” I have 
protested against so skulking and cowardly a 
course as being only adapted to the concealment of 
cruelty and injustice; and have avowed my 
unalterable determination of appealing to the 
public on the transactions of that Board, in any 
manner, which, on due deliberation,. I might 
consider most likely to he effective in drawing the 
attention of my countrymen to the injuries inflicted 
on the poor.

2,321 – So that you give more time for your wages?– Yes, 
very nearly two days for one.
2,232 – Have you stated that you receive 11s. 6d. a-week, and 
that you expend on flower and yeast, and rent and fuel, 10s. 
3d. of that money, leaving 1s. 3d.? – Answer – Yes and I will 
tell you what I do with that.
2.333 – You have  1s. 3d. left where with to feed yourself, 
your wife, and five children. State in what way you expend 
that money.
Answer – 3d for half a pound of soap and half a pound of 
candles. 3½d.; half a pound of sugar, 3d, ; a penny worth of 
tea, and half a pound of butter.
2,334 – How much is that? – 5½d.
2,325 – Anything for beer?
Answer – No, there is nothing left for beer.
2,326 – Then all the drink that you and your wife and family 
have is the tea that you make out of a penny?
Answer – Yes, I have had nothing more for three months.

Acting on the determination so deliberately formed 
and openly avowed, I published a brief statement of 
some transactions connected with the 
administration of the Reform Poor Law, in the 
.Bridgwater Union, and cited cases, which I 
conceived to he undeniable, of several helpless 
persons, having been brought to an untimely death 
in the Workhouse of that Union. I stated the 
appalling fact that, 30 persons had died in that 
Workhouse in nine months, out of an average of 94 
inmates, and I further showed from the records of 
the Board, that a nauseous and fatal disease, which 
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at length became infectious, raged in the house; that 
it was ascribed to the Gruel, hv the medical 
attendant, and that the Board, heedless of the fatal 
consequences, wilfully poured, month after month, 
a new stream of victims into the Pest-house, to be 
subjected to the operation of the gruel system, and 
exposed to the deadly disease which raged there. 
These statements you were pleased to republish in 
the Times. Although no notice was taken of the 
original pamphlet by the Poor Law Commissioners, 
as soon as the matter appeared in the Times they 
directed certain enquiries to he instituted, of which 
notice was given to the Guardians by the following 
circular.—

BRIDGWATER UNION.

Sir.—I am instructed by the Poor Law Commissioners 
for England and Wales, to call the attention of the Board of 
Guardians to the article purporting to he “some account of 
the working of the new Poor Law in the Bridgwater Union,” 
contained in the Times Newspaper of the 2lst instant, which is 
a copy of a pamphlet lately published by Mr. Bowen, one of 
the Guardians for Bridgwater parish.

I am also instructed by Mr. Weale, assistant Poor Law 
Commissioner, to inform every member of the Board, that 
he has been directed by the Poor Law Commissioners, to 
institute an enquiry into the allegations contained in the 
said pamphlet, and that he will attend the Board for that 
purpose on Friday the 4th of August 

I am, sir, your obedient servant,
Bridgwater, July 27th, 1837.

ROBERT UNDERDOWN, Clerk.
Two distinct enquiries seem to have been 

contemplated, the one to be instituted by the Board 
of Guardians, the other by the Assistant-
Commissioner. The parties thus converted into 
judges in their own case, require a separate notice, 
and first as to the Board of Guardians. If the 
governor of the Workhouse, the relieving officer, or 
the medical attendant had been charged with 
having brought certain persons to an untimely 
death, it might possibly have been an allowable 
course for the Board to have been directed by the 
Commissioners to enquire into the conduct of their 
own officers so impeached; but no charge was 
made against the officers. The Board was charged 

in its collective capacity with having deliberately; 
adopted, and wilfully pursued, a system which led 
to the unhappy results detailed. To constitute them 
judges of their own case under such circumstances, 
was to make a mockery' of justice, and to hold up 
its sacred name to contempt and ridicule. Strongly 
impressed with the pernicious character of such a 
proceeding, and convinced that its only possible 
corrective was the public voice, I addressed the 
following letter to the Poor Law Commissioners.

Bridgwater, July 29, 1837.
GENTLEMEN,
I learn by the enclosed letter, from the clerk to the 

Bridgwater Union, that Mr. Weale, Assistant Poor Law 
Commissioner, has been directed by you, to institute an 
enquiry into the allegations contained in a Pamphlet 
published by me, purporting to be some account of the 
working of the New Poor Law, in the Bridgwater Union.

It is alleged, in the Pamphlet to lie so enquired into, that 
many of our 11 unfortunate fellow-creatures have been 
brought to an untimely death in the Bridgwater 
Workhouse. An enquiry, on so grave a charge, cannot, it is 
submitted, he conducted to a satisfactory termination with 
closed doors; neither can the ends of public justice he so 
attained ; with this conviction I take leave respectfully to 
request that you will be pleased to issue such directions as 
will prevent the public from being excluded during the 
progress of the enquiry.

To the Poor Law Commissioners
For England and Wales

I am, gentlemen
Your obedient humble servant,

I am, 
gentlemen,

JOHN BOWEN.
To this communication, the following answer 

was received.
Poor Law Commission Office, Somerset-house,
Sir,

2d August, 1837.
I am directed by the Poor Law Commissioners for 

England and Wales, to acknowledge the receipt of your 
letter of the 29th ult., in which you request them to give 
such directions as will prevent the public from being 
excluded during the progress of an enquiry directed to be 
made into the allegations contained in a pamphlet 
purporting to be “some account of the working of the New 
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Poor Law, in the Bridgwater Union.”

I am instructed to inform you in reply that, the 
Commissioners do not consider it expedient to interfere 
with the discretion of the Board of Guardians, as to the 
mode in which they may conduct the enquiry in the case 
adverted to.

I have the honor to be, sir,
Your obedient servant,

J. N. PARKER,
Assistant Secretary

 John Bowen, Esq.,
W. N. PARKER,
Bridgwater.

Here, Sir, was a refusal to a request for an open 
enquiry, and that refusal attempted to be glazed 
over by equivocation. In stating that they “did not 
consider it expedient to interfere with the 
discretion of the Hoard of Guardians,” they left it 
to be inferred that the Board was free to exercise 
such a discretion. Not only has the general practice 
been opposed to such an inference, but these very 
Commissioners published, in an appendix to their 
second report, a laboured manifesto again to the 
exercise of any such discretion !

“ The Commissioners” says Mr. Chadwick, “direct me 
to state, that they have never yet thought it necessary to 
make any order constituting the Boards of Guardians open 
courts, but, on the contrary, under the existing 
circumstances of the Union, have refused to accede to 
applications made to them to order Boards of Guardians to 
admit strangers to he present at their proceedings.”

And again, in the same manifesto.
“ The Commissioners, therefore, feel it to he their duty 

to decline sanctioning an alteration in the existing practice.”

Thus instead of directing a full and open 
enquiry on a specific charge, openly made, or of 
manfully rejecting the application for such an open 
enquiry, they slip behind an implied discretion, 
which they had distinctly decided against, and had 
circulated their decision at the expense of the 
public, amongst all the Boards of Guardians in the 
kingdom.

The accused, having been constituted judges in 
their own case, and being thus left in possession of 
all doors, locks, holts, and bars, which they might 

consider necessary for shutting out unfavourable 
evidence, sat in undisturbed judgment on 
themselves, charged, as they were, with having 
wilfully pursued a system by which a number of 
their unfortunate fellow-creatures had been 
brought to an untimely death. To have appeared at 
such an impudent mockery of justice, was out of 
the question ; but I am informed that an 
adjournment was moved by the Hon. P. P. 
Bouverie (said to be a near connection of an 
Assistant-Commissioner), and that, on the second 
day of the farce, after a spirited protest had been 
made by some members of the Board, the following 
resolution was carried.

BRIDGWATER UNION.

Friday, August 18th, 1837.
The Board having examined into the several allegations 

of cruelty and oppresion charged upon it by Mr. John 
Bowen, in his pamphlet entitled “ The Reform Poor Law, 
with some account of its working in the Bridgwater Union,’ 
and having examined such witnesses as it thought necessary.

Resolved,—That the allegations of cruelty and 
oppression, made against the Board, are unfounded. The 
inferences drawn from the extracts of the books belonging to 
the Board, being incorrect and incapable of being 
substantiated. The Board therefore determine to take no 
further steps till called before Parliament, when the Board 
will enter fully into the several charges, and court the most 
complete investigation into all its proceedings.

That a number of persons, so charged, and left to 
decide on their own case, should cry out not guilty 
is natural enough ; but that they should substitute 
general expressions for specific charges, is a 
somewhat unusual course. These tender Guardians 
of the Poor were not simply charged with anything 
so absurdly vague and indefinite us “cruelty and 
oppression.” They were specifically charged on 
evidence adduced. They were and are charged with 
having deliberately sent a number of helpless 
persons, in whose death they had a pecuniary interest, 
to a Workhouse in which a fatal disease was raging; 
and which disease was officially reported to have 
been produced, and kept up, by the new system of 
Workhouse diet. They were, and are charged with 
having wilfully persevered in this destructive 
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system for many months, although the awful 
consequences were distinctly, and repeatedly 
pressed upon their notice. In reply to these specijic 
accusations, supported by names, dates, and 
references to records, they cry out, not guilty of 
“cruelty and oppression;” the Poor Law 
Commissioners catch at the verdict, and express 
their satisfaction, in the following congratulatory 
epistle.

Poor Law Commission Office, Somerset-house,
22nd August, 1837

Sir,
The Poor Law Commissioners for England and Wales 

have to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 19th 
inst., and with reference thereto, the Commissioners have to 
express their satisfaction with the investigations made by 
the Board of Guardians of the Bridgwater Union, into the 
statement contained in an article which appeared in the 
Times Newspaper of the 21st ult., and which purported to be 
some account of the working of the new Poor Law, in that 
Union.

The Commissioners request that they may be furnished 
with copies of the depositions taken by the Board of 
Guardians during the investigation adverted to.

Signed, by order of the Board,
E. CHADWICK,

Secretary
To the Clerk of the
Bridgwater Union, Bridgwater.
Passing over, for the present, the destructive 

operation of the principle involved in the 
Commissioner’s approval; I would remark on the 
matchless absurdity of a controlling Board 
expressing their “satisfaction” with such an inves-
tigation, and then requesting “ that they may be 
furnished with copies of the depositions taken by 
the Board of Guardians during the investigation 
adverted to.” Thus they acknowledge their utter 
ignorance of the matter with which they avow 
themselves to be so perfectly satisfied. Such is the 
absurd course pursued by the Poor Law 
Commissioners in a question of the most fearful 
import, and such the result ol one ol the enquiries 
directed to he instituted into, f‘ an artiele which 
appeared in the Times Newspaper,” charging a Board 
of Guardians with having wilfully pursued a 

system, by which many of our unfortunate fellow-
creatures were brought to an untimely death. These 
Commissioners first commit themselves to an 
unqualified approval of the verdict, and then ask 
for a sight of the evidence !

Bridgwater, January l0 th, 1838,


