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Editorial note.
This pamphlet began with an address to Robert Peel, the Prime Minister , which ran from pp 

3-21. Bowen continued from page 24 with the text of a letter to The Times where he compared 
the difference in the food supplied to each week to workhouse paupers (145 oz = 4.11kg) and 
prisoners in gaol (292 = 8.23kg). He also discussed the skimpy amount of space allocated in the 
workhouse, and how this led to sickness and disease and enhanced mortality. He illustrated 
this with an annotated plan of the hexagon pattern workhouse, like at Bridgwater, to explain 
the layout.



The Bridgwater Workhouse section from pp 36-63
of

The Union Work-House and Board of Guardians System, 1842.
Edited by Tony Woolrich, 1/04/2021

2
The following pages began at page 36. There were frequent foot-notes, but in this version 

these have been moved to the end. 
Bowen began by quoting and discussing in pp 2-5 following two letters about the over-

crowded conditions and the state of sickness in the new workhouse in 1841 at Northgate, before 
writing on pp 39 – 51 a most valuable chronological account of the state of the workhouse from 
1836, when it was mostly in the old parish poorhouse on Taunton Road (and before moving to 
Northgate in 1837) and culminating with the Lords investigation of 1838. He continued from 
page 52, (p. 14 here) with a chronological account of conditions there from mid-1838 to early 
1842. He dated his pamphlet 10 March 1842.

The crowd of victims to pestilential diseases, contracted in union workhouses, are swept 
off to their graves without a reckoning, and boards of guardians may, with “ admirable 
intelligence," carry on their operations in secret1. This system necessarily restricts any 
detailed statements to a narrow field, and can but seldom be successfully combated. All 
that can be done, where the veil of darkness has been rent asunder, is to proceed in the 
most cautious manner on authenticated details; to confess candidly where such details fail; 
and to bring forw  ard no statement which cannot be supported by such references, to 
names, dates, and circumstances, as to put the matter beyond a doubt; or to give the 
persons implicated an opportunity of explaining or refuting the statement. This is the 
course which I have pursued in the following summary, in which some of the results of the 
union workhouse and board of guardians’ system, as worked under the control of the Poor 
Law Commissioners in the Bridgwater union, have been traced from the formation of the 
union to the present time.

BRIDGWATER UNION

“ Poor Law Commission-office, Somerset-house, 
Dec. 30, 1841.

“ OUT-RELIEF.
“ SIR,—I am directed by the Poor Law Commissioners to acknowledge the receipt of 

your letter of the 28th instant, forwarding to them a copy of a resolution passed by the 
Board of Guardians of the Bridgwater Union, for the allowance of out-relief in the cases of 
Thomas King, able- bodied labourer, with a wife and six children, and of Mary Vickery, 
with two bastard children, and stating that the master of the workhouse has reported to 
the board that the sleeping apartments of the men and boys are full, and that the medical 
officer has also reported that the measles have appeared among the boys, and that the 
board, under these circumstances, deem it highly improper to admit healthy children into 
the workhouse. The Commissioners desire to express their sanction of the allowance of 
out-relief in the two cases above mentioned. They further approve of the decision of the 
guardians not to admit more persons into the workhouse in its present state. The 
Commissioners would suggest to the guardians the expediency of hiring additional 
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premises, and of providing stone-breaking or some similar labour for the able-bodied 
applicants, who should be relieved in return for work afforded to them wholly by the 
union. They are also of opinion that means should be taken for reducing the number of the 
children in the workhouse, and they request that they may be furnished, through the 
board of guardians, with a report from the medical officer as to the state of the workhouse, 
and the health of its inmates.

“ I am, Sir, your most obedient servant,
E. CHADWICK, Secretary.

“ R. Underdown, Esq. Clerk to the Guardians,
“ Bridgwater.”

“ COPY OF MEDICAL OFFICER’S REPORT AS TO THE STATE OF THE 
WORKHOUSE, AND THE HEALTH OF ITS INMATES, FORWARDED TO THE POOR 

LAW COMMISSIONERS BY ORDER OF THE BOARD.
“ The Poor Law Commissioners having requested my report of the state of the 

workhouse, and of the health of the sick inmates, I beg to submit to the board my opinion, 
which is, that the general arrangements of the house are not sufficiently large to carry out 
the views of the PoorLaw Commissioners in this union, in consequence of so great a 
number of cases of sickness, accidents, and lying-in women, being admitted, more than 
could possibly have been contemplated when the building was first erected, there being 
now in constant use six wards in the house, besides the itch, head, and foul wards in the 
outbuildings. This would be best remedied by building a detached hospital.

“ As to the health of the sick inmates, there are now fifty persons under my care, many 
of whom are recovering, others are not so well, a case of measles and one death have 
occurred since last week.

“ During the last six months mortality has been greater in the house than I have ever 
known it since my connexion with the establishment, particularly among the aged and 
children ; many of the cases, however, have been sent into the house in a hopeless 
condition.

“ ABRAHAM KING.”
“ January 4, 1842.”

The foregoing documents, although somewhat out of place in point of date, may 
materially aid the following detail, by enabling the reader to enter on the subsequent 
matter with a knowledge, on official authority, of the present effects of that system, which it 
is the object of this communication to develope. On the 6th of January I addressed a 
communication to The Times on the fatal results of the Poor Law Commissioners’ system of 
dealing with that portion of our unfor tunate fellow-creatures who are subjected to their 
authority. In that communication I detailed a series of fatal outrages committed on the 
unoffending poor in the workhouse of this union, and I brought this sickening detail down 



The Bridgwater Workhouse section from pp 36-63
of

The Union Work-House and Board of Guardians System, 1842.
Edited by Tony Woolrich, 1/04/2021

4
to a period when the frightful number of 117 DEATHS was recorded in the workhouse 
death-book. At the date of that letter I had no intention of immediately resuming the 
subject, but within a few days of that period I received a printed copy of the important 
communication which stands at the head of this letter. By referring to that communication 
you will perceive that the Commissioners’ system, after having been obstinately persisted 
in for years, and carried out with the most reckless cruelty, has at length broken down 
under its own atrocities; that their workhouse is again ravaged by disease to a frightful 
extent; that “ additional premises” are to be hired, and the number of children in the workhouse 
reduced. It further appears that, notwithstanding the vast sacrifice of human life which had 
occurred in this pesthouse, the medical officer now declares, “ that during the last six months 
mortality has been greater in the house than he has ever known it since his connexion with the 
establishment, particularly among the aged and children.”

Although I had rigidly abstained from any observations on the management of the 
helpless poor of this union subsequent to the period above alluded to2, I felt, on the 
appearance of this document, that I should be no longer justified in practising this 
forbearance, the Poor Law Commissioners having, by their own act, and the act of their 
officials, brought down the results of their system to the present date. To blend these fatal 
results with former official statements —to trace through one of its branches, the 
persecution of an industrious and unoffending body of poor, from the introduction of the new 
law down to the present day, is now my object —an object which, I fear, cannot be effected 
without tedious repetition ; but in a matter so clearly exemplifying some of the results of a 
murderous system, I confidently rely on your indulgence and the candour of that large 
and influential portion of the public who are disposed to act on the conviction, that the 
lives of all our fellow-creatures, whether rich or poor, ought to be held as equally sacred in 
the eye of the law as they are in the eye of their Creator.

In the following brief summary I shall endeavour to keep in view the observations of an 
able writer in the Church of England Quarterly Review, who says, “ These cases are of a 
species of horror so nauseous and disgusting, they are so degrading to the sufferers, and 
infer such inhumanity in the perpetrators, they are altogether so disgraceful to the 
country, and so humiliating to human nature itself, that it is advisable to throw a pall over 
the details of the hideous spectacle, and leave them to the general conception of the reader." 
I shall likewise endeavour, by fixing as closely as possible the date of each transaction, to 
arrange these humiliating facts in a consecutive series, illustrating the working of the New 
Poor Law in the Bridgwater Union, from the formation of the union down to the present 
day.

May, 1836.—The Bridgwater Union was formed; Mr. George Warry appointed 
chairman; Mr. Richard King Meade King vice - chairman. This union consisted of 40 
parishes, 39 being strictly agricultural. The rate of wages in these 39 parishes, as officially 
returned to the Poor Law Commissioners by the board of guardians, was 7s. a week, with 
cider or beer. The annual amount expended for the relief of the poor, before the formation 
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of the union, was less than 16¼d. in the pound on the property-tax assessment, while in 
some other districts, where wages were 13s. a week, the poor-rates amounted to 6s. 8d. in 
the pound. Thus the labourers received about two-thirds the amount of wages, and one-
fourth the amount of relief in poor-rates, which was paid in many other places3. Amongst 
this enduring population, as industrious, provident, and orderly as any body of men on 
the face of the earth, the New Poor Law was let loose in all its rigour.

The spirit in which the law was brought to bear on these poor labourers may be 
exemplified by the fact, that at the suggestion of Mr. Weale, the Assistant Poor Law 
Commissioner, the board resolved to disallow the use of the pall and the usual tolling of 
the bell at funerals. This attempt to crush the feelings of the labouring poor by subjecting 
the ashes of their dead relatives to marked indignity was unsuccessful. “It caused,” said 
the chairman in his report, “ some excitement in the union, and, if persisted in, would 
have led to unpleasant consequences ; the board, therefore, wisely determined to rescind it.” 
Thus it appears that this abominable regulation was not rescinded from any returning 
sense of humanity, or decency, but under the influence of fear, the most sordid and 
grovelling of all impelling motives. They had so far outraged the feelings of the people as 
to tremble for the consequences, and “ therefore wisely determined” to pass the following 
resolution :— “ Resolved, that this board agrees to allow the tolling of the bell, and the use 
of the pall, in the legal expenses of pauper funerals4.”

Before the formation of the union the inmates of the Bridgwater workhouse were aged, 
infirm, or children—there was seldom an able- bodied person in the house. On taking the 
ages of the inmates, when I was an overseer of the poor, I found that the ages of the first 
thirty on the list averaged more than 74 years each ; and that those thirty persons were more 
than 70 years of age, on the average, before they were taken into the workhouse. Thus these poor old 
creatures had worked out their “ threescore years and ten.” They were kindly treated, 
properly but frugally fed, and allowed a small quantity of table-beer daily.

AUGUST, 1836.—The little indulgences enjoyed by the aged poor in the workhouse were 
stopped, the house closely packed with helpless persons from the surrounding parishes, 
and the commissioners’ dietary regulations rigidly enforced. The dietary selected was 
something more than one-half the quantity allowed to convicted felons in the Penitentiary, 
although the dietary of that prison had been established on a series of cruel experiments 
which carried off a vast number of persons. On these experiments the felon dietary was 
fixed at a minimum allowance of 292 ounces weekly, while that of the poor in the 
Bridgewater workhouse was cut down to 187 ounces. Thus a most industrious and 
respectable body of worn-out poor were placed under circumstances most favourable to 
their destruction, seeing it is an established fact, “ that mortality increases, cæteris paribus, 
as the density of the effluvial poison generated, and that an insufficiency of food, even 
when not carried to the extent of starvation or famine, has also a decided effect on the 
production of effluvial poisons5.”
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SEPTEMBER  27.—The foregoing fatal causes of destruction were now in full operation, 

and the following return was made to the board of guardians by the visiting committee,—
“ The aged poor are afflicted with colic and diarrhœa, and the children suffering from the 
same complaints.”

OCTOBER 25.—Thirty-three cases of illness reported by the visiting committee ! The 
medical officer wrote to the board, stating that for some days he had watched the result of 
the oatmeal, and had reported to the visiting committee that the dietary was producing 
disease among the inmates of the workhouse. He was told that the general dietary was no 
concern of his ; that he was to attend to the sick, and that only. The members of the 
visiting committee made a similar representation to the board of guardians, stating the 
additional fact, that the house had become infectious, and that it was highly dangerous to send 
any more persons into it. These gentlemen were told that the law must be carried out; that 
the dietary, having been fixed by the Poor Law Commissioners, must be abided by; and that 
as there was room in the house, fresh applicants must be sent there. Such was the crowded 
state of the house at this period, that five or six diseased children were frequently put into 
the same bed, while of grown up persons, there were in some cases three in a bed, some of 
them labouring under diarrhoea, wallowing all night unchanged and unattended to in 
puddles of their own fæces. The house was in such an infectious state that the surgeon 
warned the visiting committee against going into the apartments. The surgeon was 
infected; the governor’s family were infected; the governor was infected several times, and 
at length obtained leave of absence. Neither nurses nor servants could be prevailed upon 
to enter the house; still these guardians of the poor, who durst not go round the house 
themselves, ordered 127 helpless persons, in whose death they had a pecuniary interest, 
into the workhouse during the period of disease and infection6.

APRIL 14, 1837.—Twelve cases of diarrhoea on the medical weekly return ; several of 
the wretched sufferers had been seized in the course of the week. Under these alarming 
circumstances the visiting committee requested the medical officer to attend them at the 
workhouse, when that gentleman again strongly urged the necessity of making an altera-
tion in the diet. The visiting committee unanimously recommended the suggestions of the 
medical attendant to the board of guardians, calling their attention to the appalling fact, 
that 30 persons had died in the workhouse out of an average of 94 inmates. In reply, it was 
authoritatively declared from the chair, that a resolution embodying the recommendation 
of the medical man could not be entertained ;— that he had gone out of his course in making 
such a recommendation;— that although it was competent for him to prescribe diet for the 
sick, be could not be permitted to make experiments on the diet of those who were not actually on 
his list7.

APRIL 21.—Twenty-two severe cases of diarrhoea in the house, many of them hopeless, 
and several lighter cases not included. The foetid stench throughout the whole house was 
so intolerable, that an intelligent and humane member of the visiting committee, who had 
commenced an examination of the house, declared himself “ utterly unable to inspect the 
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wards,and reluctantly gave up the attempt, stating that nothing conld induce him to 
repeat the effort, “as he was entirely overcome.” The house was, however, minutely 
inspected, and seldom has a move distressing and offensive exposure of human infirmity 
been exhibited. The loathsome and heart-rending spectacle defies description. A number 
of persons of all ages suffering intense agony ; others apparently worn out by the 
operation of the disease. Those who were not yet affected bearing in their countenances 
the strongest marks of terror and apprehension ; and all breathing and absorbing a heavy 
foetid atmosphere, saturated with the poisonous effluvia of putrid excrement. The visiting 
committee went in a body to the board of guardians, one of them declaring, that if decisive 
means were not taken to check this destructive system, be would raise the cry of murder, 
and appeal in the strongest manner to the public.

After a lengthened discussion, which principally turned upon what the Poor Law 
Commissioners might possibly say or do, in case their dietary regulations were infringed, 
it was determined to act on the medical man's recommendation. Thus six months after the 
surgeon had repeatedly called the attention of the board to the fact that the 
Commissioners’ dietary had produced a most distressing complication of diseases ;—after 
this long and frightful period of torture and death, a reluctant permission was extorted to 
abate the deadly nuisance. At this time 30 persons had died in the house, and ten, who 
were then suffering under the disease, were carried off in the course of the year8.

JULY  18.—I published a detail of the foregoing proceedings, with the names of 27 
persons who had died under the operation of the disease, and the dates of their death. 
This statement was republished in The Times.

JULY  27.—The guardians were officially informed, that the Poor Law Commissioners 
had directed the board of guardians and Mr. Weale, the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner 
of the district, to institute an inquiry into an “ article purporting to be ‘some account of the 
working of the New Poor Law in the Bridgwater Union,’ contained in The Times newspaper 
of the 21st inst., which is a copy of a pamphlet lately published by Mr. Bowen, one of the 
guardians for Bridgwater parish.’’

JULY  29.—Strongly impressed with the pernicious character of such a mockery, under 
the name of “ an inquiry," and believing, that, in the existing state of the law, the only 
immediate corrective was the public voice, I addressed the Poor Law Commissioners as 
follows : —

“ Bridgwater, July 29, 1837
“ GENTLEMEN,—I leant that Mr. Weale, Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, has been directed 

by you, to institute an inquiry 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 be so inquired into, that many of our unfortunate fellow-
creatures have been brought to an untimely death in the Bridgwater workhouse. An inquiry, on so 
grave a charge, cannot, it is submitted, be conducted to a satisfactory termination with closed 
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doors ; neither can the ends of public justice be 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 inquiry.

“ I am, gentlemen, your obedient humble servant,
“ JOHN  BOWEN .”

“ To the Poor Law Commissioners for England and Wales.”
AUGUST 2.—The Commissioners refused to accede to my request for an open inquiry, 

and it was afterwards discovered by a letter, printed by order of the House of Lords, that 
Mr. Weale, the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, had conspired with some of the 
Somerset- House authorities to frustrate the avowed object of the inquiry, which he was 
paid for conducting. In this letter, addressed to Mr. Nicholls, one of the Commissioners, 
Weale, after stating some gross and shameless falsehoods, asks, “ Would it not be 
desirable that I should request the attendance of the guardians, the large majority of whom are 
favourable to us ?" That is, favourable to the Commissioners and their train ; and he urges 
this partiality in proof of its being “ desirable,” that he “ should request the attendance of 
the guardians,” on an inquiry into a charge of a vast number of the helpless poor having 
been brought to an untimely death in an union workhouse, under the management of these 
very guardians'9. This suggestion was literally adopted, and the parties who had been 
instrumental in killing off so many of the helpless poor, went through the farce of sitting 
in judgment, with closed doors, on themselves, and with the “ death book ” and the “ 
medical report ” staring them in the face, they gravely returned a verdict of “Not guilty.”

The Somerset House authorities received the verdict with expressions of their “ satis-
faction," and requested that they might be furnished with copies of the depositions ! Thus 
they acknowledge their utter ignorance of the matter, with which they avow themselves 
perfectly satisfied ! Having made the criminal parties judges in their own case, and 
smothered up the enormities charged, under the cloak of a secret inquiry, they commit 
themselves to an unqualified approval of the “investigation,” and then ask for a sight of 
the evidence !

Lord Wharncliffe declared in the House of Lords, that “ he had seen the result of the 
inquiry ” with which the Poor Law Commissioners expressed themselves “ satisfied,” and 
“ that he was not satisfiedand that even on the showing of the Assistant Commissioner, by 
whom the investigation had been conducted, “ the inquiry was not to him satisfactory.”

Lord Wynford, too, in remarking on the same subject in his place in Parliament, is 
reported to have said, “ With respect to the case of the Bridgwater Union, it had been 
stated that the guardians had sent a great number of persons into a workhouse in which an 
infectious disease had prevailed. He was told that an inquiry had been made into the facts 
of this case, but that it was made by the guardians ! Surely that ought not to be ! The 
guardians were acquitted, indeed ! But by whom?—Why, by themselves10.”
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The terror created throughout the union, among the poor, by the dietary and pestilence 
in the workhouse, materially reduced the number of applicants for relief. The auditor 
reported, that the saving was upwards of 35 per cent., and surpassed that of any other 
union in West Somerset ! And in a report on the working of the new law, forwarded to the 
Poor Law Commissioners at the end of the parochial year, the chairman states that the 
accounts show “ a saving of expendture to the amount of 4843l. in favour of the union.” The 
Commissioners receive this account with “great satisfaction” and request their Assistant-
Commissioner “ to convey to the board of guardians their sense of the efficient management 
and orderly working of the Bridgwater Union11 ”

November 23, 1837.—A poor man, in an advanced stage of typhus fever, was wilfully 
placed among the helpless old inmates of the workhouse, who had no opportunity of 
escaping beyond the reach of infection. A considerable number of them caught this 
formidable disease and died. An attempt was made to conceal this destruction of the 
helpless poor, by a laboured series of omissions and false entries, in which the existence of 
typhus fever is never once alluded to. Some of these false entries, although bearing date in 
November and December, were not actually made until the following March12.

JANUARY  19, to MARCH  2, 1838.—During these six weeks, in the depth of a most 
severe winter, more than 200 poor, mostly from the surrounding agricultural parishes, 
were subjected to “ the workhouse test” when that house was ravaged by typhus and other 
pestilential diseases. In four weeks 12 persons, mostly children, were carried off by 
inflammation of the lungs and other diseases, ascribed “ to the poisonous effluvia 
generated in close and over-crowded apartments which poison is known to act with 
intense virulence on children and others who have been accustomed to the open air. In 
proof of these deaths having been occasioned by the state of the house, while this awful 
destruction was effected in the workhouse in four weeks, only one death was ascribed on 
the register to inflammation of the lungs in a population of 10,000 out of the house, this 
frightful disproportion being in the ratio of nearly 400 to 1. While the workhouse was 
thus ravaged by pestilence, one poor woman was forced into the- house with four 
healthy children, under seven years of age, three of whom were rapidly carried off, and she 
escaped with the fourth “ very ill and a blister under each ear.”

Thus ended the second parochial year, under the new act, when the Hon. P. P. Bouverie, 
brother of the Earl of Radnor, was elected chairman of the board of guardians.

The former chairman, Mr. Warry, on retiring from office, forwarded an address to Lord 
John Russell, in which he states—“ Our proceedings have, during the past year, been 
calumniated by reports and publications of various kinds ; but nevertheless it is a source 
of great satisfaction to us, as a board, to be able to state, that notwithstanding these 
inflammatory attacks on the Poor Law generally, and on this board in particular, there has 
not appeared the slightest disposition to disturbance among the labouring classes in this 
union. These reports and publications bear the stamp of political animosity and party 
spirit, and we have, therefore, treated them with contempt13.” In a similar spirit, the late 
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vice-chairman, Mr. Richard King Meade King, moved " That this board cannot allow itself 
to dissolve without offering to Mr. RobertWeale, the Assistant-Commissioner, its sincere 
and cordial thanks for the great assistance he has rendered to it during the past year; and 
also of expressing its regret that one of its members (Mr. Bowen) should, by the 
publication of a series of letters in The Times newspaper, and especially one that appeared 
in that paper on the 24th of February last, have endeavoured to impugn the conduct of 
that gentleman, and to detract from him any portion of that high reputation, which he has 
so justly and honourably gained throughout this county, by the ability and courteousness 
he has universally displayed in the performance of the arduous and important duties 
intrusted to him.”

That Mr. Weale should repay this laudatory matter, in kind, is natural enough; but in the 
excess of his gratitude, he includes even the Bridgwater pest-house among the objects of 
his panegyric. In a letter to the Commissioners, he says, “That any healthy or convalescent 
persons were likely to suffer from admission to the house I totally deny, for the 
workhouse now used is a new and commodious building, in which the sick are separated 
from the convalescent and the healthy in such a manner as to prevent the possibility of 
infection.” He further has the “ happiness” of stating, “ that the workhouse is even now 
more free from disease than it was at my last visit on the 16th ult. ; there is now no case of 
fever of any kind, and the measles, from which some of the children have been suffering, 
have almost disappeared.” It will scarcely be believed that, at the date of this report, five 
persons had died in the workhouse in four days ; four of these victims, out of five, died of 
the prevailing pestilence ; and it is probable that the whole five dead bodies were in the 
workhouse at the very time this public servant was congratulating his superiors on the 
state of the establishment!

Mr. Weale’s letter was dated April the 2nd ; and the following is an extract from the 
death book of the workhouse :—

DIED. NAMES. DISEASE.

March 23
“ 25 
“ 26 
“ 30 
“ 31 
―
―

April 2
“ 6
“ 9 
“ 12 
―

Underhill, Robert 
Day, Mary Ann 
Macey,Anthony 

Coate,George 
Veering, Rhoda 

Winn, Jane 
Coles,Rebecca  
Price,Johanna

Darch, Mary Jane 
Sage,Henry 

Smart,Mary Ann 
Winn, Daniel

Inflammation of the lungs 
Inflammation of the lungs 
Inflammation of the lungs 

Apoplexy 
Marasmus

Inflammation of the lungs 
Diarrhoea

Inflammation of the lungs 
Inflammation of the lungs 
Inflammation of the lungs 
Ulceration of the bowels 

Inflammation of the lungs
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Thus, while these functionaries were employed in bandying compliments with one 
another, and assailing the motives of those who exposed the destructive results of their 
contrivances ; while this Assistant-Commissioner was audaciously congratulating the 
Commissioners on the workhouse being “even now more free from disease than it was,” 
the mortality for the previous eleven days had been at the rate of 100 per cent, per annum : 
while the rate of mortality among the 10,000 persons, without the walls of the house, was 
materially less than 3 per cent, per annum! On referring to the diseases to which these 
eight deaths in eleven days are ascribed by the medical officer, it will be seen that seven 
out of the eight, are in the catalogue of diseases produced by the poisonous effiuvia of 
over-crowded apartments. In the North Dublin Union Workhouse, where “ the crowding 
together of the children at night ” produced such destructive effects, it was stated by Dr. 
Duncan, that “generally the children in the house were seized with inflammation of the lungs, 
and it was,” he said, “ a curious fact, that upon a post mortem examination of all those 
children which had died of acute diseases, such as measles, scarlatina, &c., the lungs had 
been found, almost without exception, loaded with tubercles." Here we find similar results in 
proportion to the number of children; the deaths from inflammation of the lungs in the 
Bridgwater Union Workhouse, for a given period, being to the deaths from the same 
disease in the registrar’s division, without the house, iu the proportion of 400 to 1 !
 

MARCH  26, 1838.—Lord Wharncliffe, after noticing, in the House of Lords, some 
instances of cruelty and neglect charged on boards of guardians, said, “ In addition to the 
statements to which he had adverted, there still remained the case of the Bridgwater 
Union, with respect to which a certain Mr. Bowen, one of the guardians, had written a 
pamphlet, and had published several letters in The Times newspaper. That gentleman, both 
in his pamphlet and letters, had made out too good a case for himself 14.—(Hear, hear.)—But 
the Poor Law Commissioners had made some inquiries into Mr. Bowen’s statements. He 
(Lord Wharncliffe) had seen the result of those inquiries, and he owned that he was not 
satisfied that the conduct of the board of guardians at Bridgwater had been correct.—
(Hear, hear.)—When the papers were produced, he should probably move for a committee of 
inquiry; for even, on the showing of the Assistant-Commissioner, by whom the 
investigation had been conducted, the inquiry was not to him (Lord Wharncliffe) satis-
factory.—(Hear, hear.)” The noble Lord concluded his speech by moving for certain 
documents, which was subsequently followed by the appointment of a committee of 
inquiry, consisting of twenty-four Peers, one of whom was Lord Radnor, a brother of the 
chairman of the Bridgwater Union ; and some others were patrons of the Assistant-
Commissioner, Weale, whose appointment they had assisted in procuring.

JUNE  12 to JULY 27.—Evidence was given on the foregoing statements before the select 
Committee of the Lords, but their Lordships declined to report, on the ground of there 
being “ great difference of opinion in the Committee." It was, however, broadly asserted in Parl-
iament, that the crimes committed amounted to manslaughter of an aggravated character, 
if not to murder; and that the appointment of persons, criminally charged, to inquire into 
their own criminality, was a mockery, inconsistent with any idea of justice15.
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In the coarse of the inquiry a considerable number of witnesses, including an ex officio 
guardian, four members of the visiting committee, and the medical attendants and 
governor of the workhouse, corroborated by the official records of the board, deposed to 
the principal facts charged ; while not an atom of contradictory matter was established. 
The whole evidence brought forward by the authorities resolved itself (as in the Seven 
Oaks abomination) into “ I do not know," and, “ I do not remember.” The following 
evidence of the chairman may be considered as a fair sample of the mass.

“ Question to Mr. Warry.
“ When was the first time you heard that the disease was raging in the house?—I do not know 

that I can charge my mind with any thing so strong as that of disease raging in the house. 
There was nothing that was ever officially laid before the board in any way to affect my 
mind with the suggestion of that.”

He is asked on another day :—“ Did you hear of any extensive illness in the workhouse ?—
No; I visited the house towards the end of May, 1837, when the diarrhoea was raging, and 
then the disease made certainly great impression on my mind, from the very thin emaciated 
appearance of some who had been affected by it; but then an alteration had taken place in the 
dietary, and the governor stated, that the persons were recovering ; but I had no idea till 
then of the existence of the diarrhoea to such a degree16.”

On a subsequent day he is asked :—“ Is not the medical officer’s book laid before the board of 
guardians each week ?—Yes, it is.

“ Have the goodness to state how many in-door paupers are put down by the medical officer, in 
that book, as suffering from diarrhoea, in the week ending the 29th of November?—Twelve.

“ Will you look at the week ending the 6th December ?—Sixteen.
“ The week ending the 20th ?—Eight.
“ The 27th ?—Eleven.
“ The 5 th January, 1837?—Eleven.
“ That book was lying on the table in the board-room ?—It was.
“ Did you look by chance at it ?—I did not.
“ Have you ever looked since ?—I have not looked into those books personally, because 

the statistical part of those proceedings has not been attended to by me.”

The admissions of Mr. Weale, were equally ample and conclusive, with those of the 
chairman of the union. In a communication to the Poor Law Commissioners, brought to 
light by an order of the House of Lords, he thus fully admits that which he had before 
audaciously denied :—“ It is, I presume, unnecessary to go over the melancholy calendar 
of deaths recorded by Mr. Bowen, as the effects of the gruelling system. The diseases 
producing death are stated in the pamphlet, and it is a truth that these deaths ” (39 be it 
remembered) “ occurred in eight months.” “ I admit,” said he before the Lords’ committee, 
“ that the diarrhoea has existed, and that the number of deaths has been great. I express 
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my regret that it was so great, and I do not impugn the statement that there was that 
number of deaths.” But he says, he knew nothing of it, for he never visited the Bridgwater 
workhouse from the 30th August, 1836, to the 19th of May, 1837 !

Such were the confessions extorted from those functionaries who had been so lavish in 
their panegyrics on each other, and so calumnious in their charges on the motives of those 
who were laboriously endeavouring to bring some of the atrocious details of the system 
before the public. In re-stating this matter, there has been some repetition, which I should 
have gladly avoided, but as my object was to exemplify the working of the system, down 
to the present day, it would not have been consistent with that object to have passed 
lightly over a series of enormities, which had been fully substantiated, and which from 
their nature and extent, from their protracted duration, and from the Poor Law authorities 
being irrevocably identified with them, were not to be considered as isolated examples of 
crime, but as the authorized results of a system. Having so far established these points, I 
have only to request, that throughout the subsequent matter it may be remembered, that 
the events recorded occurred in the same union with those which have been already 
detailed, and which were the subject of a protracted parliamentary inquiry.

I would now ask the reader to turn back to the description of the Commissioners’ 
workhouse accommodations, and to the destructive effects ascribed to the poisonous 
effluvia generated in “ over-crowded apartments.” While the building of the Bridgwater 
Union Workhouse was in progress, I called the attention of the guardians to the small size, 
and gaol-like position of the windows17, but without effect. And in the course of my 
evidence, given before a committee of the Lords, I referred to the insufficient 
accommodation of the workhouse;—to the facts that the destruction of a vast number of 
persons had been charged, in part, on the crowded state of the house ; that the new house was 
still more crowded than the old one, and that the space appropriated to each individual 
did not amount to one third of that which had been officially reported, on high authority, 
as “ a safe and proper quantity.” Some of the destructive effects of filling the workhouses 
until “they all but overflow," have been already detailed; I now purpose to proceed with 
the further results of the system.

AUGUST 3, 1838.—Report of the medical officer of the workhouse:— “ I must beg to draw the 
attention of the board of guardians to the propriety of erecting an infirmary perfectly 
detached from the union-house. This I do more particularly at the present time, in 
consequence of some conversation which passed between me and the physicians who 
have inspected the house, and who considered it not sufficiently ventilated for the well-
doing of the sick, whilst it would be difficult to afford accommodation, if, on the approach of 
winter, many sick should be admitted, and any malignant disease should prevail among 
them.”

AUGUST 10.—Extract from the minute-book of the board of guardians ;—“Resumed the 
consideration of the medical officer’s letter relative to the propriety of erecting an 
infirmary.
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“ Whereupon it was moved by Mr. George Browne, and seconded by Mr. Somers, ‘ That the 

guardians are of opinion that they have now the means of keeping the workhouse well ventilated, 
and that the accommodation now afforded by the foul wards, of separating the paupers having 
contagious diseases, if is not necessary at present, as suggested by the medical officer, to have a 
separate building for the use of the sick.’—Carried unanimously.”

The mover and seconder of this resolution were members of the visiting committee, and 
as such had to record their answers to the following question in the visiting committee’s 
weekly report book. Question.—“ Is the house clean and well ventilated in every part ? If not, 
state particulars of every defect or omission.” This question they uniformly answered in the 
affirmative.

The Lords’report was published on 15 August, 1838

September 19.—The workhouse was visited by Colonel A'Court, an Assistant Poor 
Law Commissioner, and brother-in-law to the Hon. P. P. Bouverie, the chairman of the 
board. Colonel A’Court made the following entry in the visiting-book :—“ Much gratified 
with the general management of the establishment. A separation of the children infected with 
the itch appears highly desirable ! ! !’’

OCTOBER 18.—The medical officer in charge of the workhouse presented a report, from 
which the following are extracts :—“ The attention of the board is again directed to the 
inconvenience which exists from the want of proper apartments for the sick labouring under 
different diseases. The cases of smallpox were placed in thefever-ward.it being then 
empty, but now a case of fever exists in the house, which, from necessity, was placed in 
the women’s sick ward ; this fever, although mild at its commencement, now threatens to 
assume a malignant and contagious character ; so that unless a proper room be 
apportioned to it, or the smallpox cases, the inmates of the bouse are threatened with the 
introduction of a fever similar in character to that which was prevalent last year. From want of 
proper apartments for the sick, the fever-ward has been successively made the receptacle 
for a man labouring under congestion of the brain, which appears likely to terminate in 
typhus; then for women suffering from syphilis, and now is converted into a room for the 
smallpox. The eye-ward is now filled with children with eruption ; so that should 
ophthalmia again prevail in the house we are without a proper room

“ The men’s sick ward is now as fall as it can be, with a prospect of their doing well; it is filled 
with a variety of cases, from syphilitic rheumatism and syphilitic eruption to simple 
debility. Should any malignant disease prevail among the men, we have not, that I am 
aware of, apartments in which they could be placed.

“ I therefore beg again earnestly, yet respectfully, to urge upon the board the necessity 
of their most seriously considering the founding of an infirmary on a large scale, 
calculated to meet every exigency that may occur.”

#
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Such was the official and the reiterated application of the medical officer, after the 
board of guardians, on the motion of two of the visiting committee, bad rejected a similar 
application, and determined that it was “ not necessary at present ” to comply with the 
medical man’s recommendation ! We are now to trace the further proceedings on this 
medical report, so urgent in its language and minute in its details.

OCTOBER 19.—Minute-book of the board of guardians. Resolved, “ That the report now read 
from Mr. Ward, in which he gives a statement of the general condition of the bouse, as 
regards the health of its inmates, and suggests the formation of an infirmary, and other 
remedial measures, be referred to the visiting committee, with a request that they would 
report thereon, and for that purpose that they be specially summoned to meet forthwith.”

(Signed) BOUVERIE Chairman.
October 26.—Special meeting of the visiting committee.— 

Present, MR. Perratt in the chair.
MR. George Browne MR.Knight
MR. Somers MR.John Browne

MR. Paine.
“ The visiting committee met pursuant to a request of the board to attend to a report 

made by the medical officers of the state of the sick wards, and to make such arrangements 
as the committee might consider necessary for providing further accommodation for the 
sick.”

After a long detail, showing that more persons could be packed into the sick wards than 
they then held, the committee referred, aa follows, to a previous resolution :—

“ With regard to erecting an infirmary, the committee cannot recommend any additional 
outlay, as they are quite satisfied that the present buildings will afford accommodation for 
a greater number of patients than are likely to require medical relief within the union 
house, and the opinion of your committee may be better ascertained by the resolution of 
your committee, entered into at their meeting on Friday last, and which is hereunto 
annexed.”

“ Resolved, that in the opinion of this committee, and which opinion is formed from the 
state of the sick during the past year, it is unnecessary and inexpedient to erect any additional 
building for an infirmary, as recommended by the medical officer, because the buildings already 
erected are quite sufficient to afford accommodation to a greater number of sick persons, 
than it is probable will be at any one time within the union-house, if attention be given to the 
ventilation of the house, and if the inmates are provided with regular labour; and further, if a 
proper arrangement be made by the medical officer of the numerous apartments which the 
committee, with the sanction of the board, have appropriated to him for the use of the sick. 
But nevertheless, should the board consider it desirable to have an infirmary detached 
from and independent of the union-house, the visiting committee would suggest that the 
house already erected, and used as a ‘ REGISTRY-OFFICE,’ be appropriated to that purpose, 
rather than any additional expenditure be allowed for erecting an infirmary.

(Signed) CHARLES PERRATT, Chairman.”
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Thus, after the long and frightful series of crimes which had consigned so many of the 

helpless poor to an untimely grave—after the medical officer had supported his repeated 
applications by an appalling catalogue of disease—after he had “ begged earnestly, yet 
respectfully, to urge on the board the necessity of their most seriously considering” the want of 
accommodation for the diseased poor, his reiterated application is rejected as “ unnecessary 
and inexpedientand rejected, too, with the wanton mockery of referring to a building 
specially erected for an important branch of the public service, appropriated to that 
service, and altogether inapplicable to the purposes of an infirmary.

JANUARY  16, 1839.—The miserable condition of the poor who were crowded in the 
workhouse, having been strongly urged on some individuals, a committee of medical 
men, connected with the union, was at length appointed to examine the house, and 
among other important matter that committee reported—

“ That they had discovered 111 cases of disease, many of them of an infectious character, mingling 
with the clean inmates, without any order or arrangement for their separation 18.

“ That 50 children slept in a room 27 feet by 1519, and that they found other apartments bearing 
similar proportions to the number of occupants.

(Signed) JOHN E. POOLE, 
ABRAHAM KING, 

EDWARD HOYLAND, 
Medical officers of the union."

JANUARY  23.—On this report being submitted to the medical officer in charge of the 
workhouse, he stated in reply, “ The committee, by an examination of the medical report, 
and of my weekly return-book, will find the report an echo of my sentiments. I have 
frequently complained, not only of the closeness of the children’s sleeping apartments, but 
of every sleeping apartment in which I have been a few hours after the inmates of the house 
had retired to rest. It only requires one visit to be satisfied that the foetid air which they are 
obliged to breathe is highly calculated to introduce disease where it does not exist, and to 
aggravate it where it does.”

FEBRUARY  1.—Extract from the visiting committee's report:—
“ Your committee cannot suggest any further improvements in ventilation, unless it 

may be considered desirable to direct the bed-room doors to be left open on the governor 
and matron going round the house at nine o’clock. The number of inmates on the sick list 
is 164!

(Signed) GEORGE BROWNE,
JOHN KNIGHT.”

Such were some of the results of this destructive system, so obstinately persisted in, 
after the medical man “ begged again, earnestly, yet respectfully, to urge on the board the 
necessity of their most seriously considering ” the want of accommodation for the 
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diseased poor! He requires additional space. The medical committee, too, report, that 50 
children are lodged in a room 27 feet by 15 ;—that such accommodation is “much too small;—
and that there are other apartments which bear similar proportions to the number of 
occupants and these applications are replied to by a suggestion to “ leave open the bedroom 
doors !”

At this period the frightful number of 117 deaths had been recorded in the workhouse 
obituary as a natural consequence of this compendious system of slow poisoning ; and 
under the pernicious operation of the “ foetid air which the poor were obliged to breathe," and 
the other sources of infection to which they were exposed, the sick list, according to the  
report of the visiting committee, included 164 sufferers ! A sweeping extension of 
pestilence for which it would be difficult to find a parallel, and which, instead of being 
energetically met by an instantaneous clearance of the pest-house, was met by a 
suggestion to “ leave open the bed-room doors >" And this suggestion appeared to embody the 
collective wisdom of those to whom, in this frightful emergency, the lives of the 
unfortunate poor were specially entrusted, under the system embodied in the Poor Law 
Amendment Act, and the “ statutes at large ” of the Poor Law Commissioners.

The working of this new system, which has deprived the poor of the right of appeal, 
withdrawn them from the protection of the law, and placed them at the mercy of an 
irresponsible body, having a pecuniary interest in their destruction, has now been 
sketched out to you as far as I could bring it regularly down on my own personal 
knowledge, or on the authority of official documents. I will not proceed on any other 
ground, and therefore pass on from the date of the visiting committee’s report, when 164 
persons were on the sick list, to the commencement of the present year; premising only 
that the chairman of this union is the Hon. Mr. Bouverie, brother-in-law to the Assistant 
Poor Law Commissioner, who was so “much gratified with the general management of the 
establishment,” and brother to Lord Radnor, the strenuous supporter of the Workhouse 
System.

JANUARY 4, 1842.—The official documents at page 37, attest the condition of the 
workhouse after a five years’ struggle with the system. “Fifty persons under the care of the 
medical attendant, and, notwithstanding all former ravages, the mortality in the 
workhouse within the last six months “ greater than he has ever known it since his connexion with 
the establishment." The Commissioners at length shrink from the appalling results of their 
own system ; they “ suggest to the guardians the expediency of hiring additional 
premises.” “ They are also of opinion that means should be taken for reducing the number 
of children in the workhouse.” The application for additional accommodation for the sick, 
which had been so frequently urged and so obstinately rejected, is again reiterated by the 
medical officer. Thus we have it brought down to the 4th of January, 1842, on 
incontrovertible evidence, that all former complaints on the state of the workhouse, all 
former applications for proper accommodation, all former sweeping visitations of 
pestilence and mortality, have had no effect on that incorrigible system, under which these 
detestable pesthouses have been set up to terrify the poor from applying for relief in their 
necessities.
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JANUARY  11.—Medical Attendant's Weekly Report.—Two deaths have taken place since my 

last report, and many cases of measles have appeared. Many of the inmates are suffering 
from severe colds and coughs, which, in my opinion, are partly produced by their going to 
church this cold weather without sufficient covering.—56 sick, 9 head diseases.

JANUARY  14.—Having heard a frightful account of the extent of disease amongst the 
inmates,I visited the workhouse, and was politely accompanied round the house by the 
vice-chairman and the clerk of the union, who very civilly answered the few inquiries 
which I made. Myown impression of that which passed under my view will be best 
explained by the following entry made at the time in the visiting-book of the workhouse 
:—“ I believe everything is done which can be effected by the governor and matron ; but the house is 
overcrowded to a dangerous extent. In several instances there are, at least, double the number of persons 
sleeping in a room which there ought to be, or that can possibly be accommodated, without a 
considerable sacrifice of life." Shortly after this entry forty of the children were nightly 
removed to an old workhouse, from which they were brought back every morning, and 
kept all day, thus incurring the risk, and adding to the pollution, of this pestiferous 
establishment. A number of poor persons labouring under different diseases were likewise 
occasionally brought from the neighbouring parishes into the house; which was thus 
charged, not only with its own concentrated mass of disease and suffering, but with a 
succession of new objects.

“JANUARY 18.—Medical Attendant's Report.—There should be a comfortable ward 
provided for a few cases which are now in the large infirm ward. They are so offensive as 
to vitiate the air, and render it disagreeable to the other inmates.

“JANUARY 25.—Itch has appeared among the inmates. I have been obliged to put the 
itch cases in the vagrant ward for want of better accommodation. 71 on the sick list!

“ FEBRUARY 8.—One case of smallpox has appeared since last week, and, for want of better 
accommodation, I have placed him in the men’s sick ward; which being full I have since been 
obliged to place other cases in the men'B small infirm ward.

“ The inmates should not be allowed to go to church this severe weather without sufficient 
covering.”

FEBRUARY 22.—Proceedings at the Board of Guardians.—Moved by Mr. Strangways, and 
seconded by the Rev. William Jeffries Allen — “ That it is expedient to adopt the advice of 
the medical officer, and forthwith build a detached hospital for the reception of the sick 
pauper inmates of the workhouse.”

Whereupon it was moved, as an amendment, by Mr. Somers, " That the consideration of 
building an hospital be postponed to this day four months;” which amendment was 
carried, there being 12 for it, and only 6 in favour of the motion ; three of whom were ex 
officio guardians, including the mover and seconder.
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“ FEBRUARY 24.— The diarrhoea has recommenced its ravages in the house ; 35 persons have been 
seized in the course of yesterday and to-day!

MARCH  1.—Medical Attendant's Report.—During the week so many cases of diarrhoea 
occurred, that the visiting committee were convened at my request to consider, with me, 
the cause of the sudden appearance of the disease, and to sanction any steps that might be 
deemed necessary to arrest the progress. Rice has been substituted for the usual diet, in 
these cases, and I should strongly recommend to the board, the propriety of giving up the 
boys’ school-room for the men, as the present day-room is much too small to accommodate, with 
safety to their health, generally from twelve to eighteen persons. One death has taken place 
from small-pox, and three other cases have appeared since my last report

MARCH  8.—Small-pox it on the increase, and the accommodation afforded is not sufficient to 
allots of a complete separation—a strong proof of the necessity of a hospital.

Itch has again appeared among the inmates.
(Signed) ABRAHAM KING,

Medical Officer of the Workhouse.
Such is the condition of the unfortunate inmates of the Bridgwater union workhouse, 

after a protracted parliamentary inquiry, and a five years’ struggle with the system, and 
the contrivances of the Poor Law Commissioners ! It appears that in three weeks from 
January the 4th, when the medical man declared that the mortality in the house had been 
greater than he had ever known it, the number on the sick-list increased from 50 to 71,—
that many cases of measles had occurred ;— and that itch pervaded the establishment to 
such an extent that, from want of other accommodation, the persons afflicted were put into the 
ward which was assigned to the casual poor. Thus itch and ringworm were to be inflicted 
on those unfortunate wayfarers, whose distressed condition obliged them to seek, for a 
night, the shelter of the Bridgwater union workhouse!

Small-pox too has broken out amongst this dense mass of disease, and a person 
suffering under it put into “ the men's sick ward," with ten or a dozen other patients. This, of 
course, has been followed by other cases of small-pox ; one of which has already terminated 
fatally20. And now comes the frightful diarrhoea. Thirty-five cases in little more than twenty-
four hours ! And these cases, too, mostly among the old and infirm poor, who have been 
rendered infinitely more susceptible of disease than they otherwise would have been from 
being confined to a close miserable den by day, not calculated to accommodate half the 
number of swine, and by night sleeping in an apartment where they were “ obliged to 
breathe foetid air, highly calculated to introduce disease where it does not exist, and to aggravate it 
where it does.”

Having brought this protracted series of homicides down to the present day, I have, 
most earnestly, to caution the reader against the common error of considering such cases 
as isolated examples of crime. As such they would, indeed, be horrible ; but they are 
invested with a still more ominous and awful character, as the results of an elaborate 
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system for withdrawing the poor from the protection of constitutional law, and despoiling 
them of their long-established right to relief, in their necessities. That reader would sadly 
misapply his time, who, after mastering the foregoing details, proceeded to reason upon 
them, as mere local abominations, confined to the Bridgwater Union. Let him, if there be 
such a one, turn back to the fac simile of the Commissioners’ Workhouse Plan, and there 
learn, the contemplated universality of the system. Let him ponder over their contrivances for 
packing away masses of pestilence, infirmity, and destitution, and if he does this patiently, 
and with a single mind, he will see “ Murder, foul murder,” officially inscribed on every 
apartment. If, from this deministrative document, he turns to practical results, he will find 
that not only have these destructive contrivances been carried into operation with 
impunity; but that the presiding geniuses of the system have eulogised the intelligence of 
some of their executioners who have packed these dens until “they were all but 
overflowed;” to avoid, in “ a winter of unusual length and severity,” the alternative of 
granting reasonable relief to the poor man’s necessities in his own cottage 21. Thus while 
the destruction effected in any one workhouse is not to be treated as an accidental result, 
or an isolated crime, but is to be considered as an element of the pest-house system, rigidly 
worked out, so that system itself is to be estimated as only one portion of the general system 
embodied in the Poor Law Amendment Act, and the regulations of the Poor Law 
Commissioners. The direct results of the Commissioners’ workhouse contrivances are but 
trivial compared with those which are remote and incidental. The pest-house is a mere 
money-saving machine ', set up to coerce the labouring classes into submission to any 
terms which may be dictated to them. If we would test the working of that machine22, it is 
not to be done by estimating the number who die under its direct operation, without taking 
into account that still larger number who perish rather than submit themselves and their 
families to its torture and degradation.

“ The great secret of Poor Law Reform,” says the Assistant Commissioner Tuffnell, “and 
the main object of all the machinery of guardians, workhouses, relieving officers, &c. is to 
place the pauper in a worse condition than the independent labourer.” Thus “ the main 
object ” of all this complicated machinery is not to relieve the poor, but to punish them ;—
not to administer to their necessities, but to deter them from applying for relief. This is 
officially avowed to be “ the true workhouse sanction,” enforced on the assumption, that 
he who prefers begging, famishing, or pilfering out of the house, to the risk of destruction 
which awaits him within, is an “ independent labourer.’’ Those who submit to the alternative 
are to be placed in a still “ worse condition,” and may consequently be induced to labour 
for even less wages ; which reduced rate may again be made a pretext for lowering the 
workhouse standard, and thus the system, by a reciprocating operation, cuts both ways, 
grinding down its victims, by starvation wages on one side, and a twenty-ounce dietary, 
with scrofula, fever, and dysentery on the other. This saving process has, in many 
instances, been worked out, with that inflexibility of purpose, and cool calculating 
disregard of human suffering, and human life, which distinguished the familiars of the 
Inquisition. “ We have,” report the Commissioners, “ the satisfaction of informing your 
lordship that, although last winter was unusually long and severe, the main provision of the 
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prohibitory order was supported." “ The workhouses were all but overflowed," said Mr. 
Assistant Commissioner Twisleton, “ but the guardians, with admirable intelligence, refused 
out-relief.” “ I invariably recommend strict confinement,” said Mr. Seven Oaks Tufnell. 
“First, obtain uniformity of management and diet," said Mr. Assistant Commissioner Mott, 
“ next reduce the relief, penny by penny and ounce by ounce.” While Sir Edmund Head, whose 
peculiar fitness for a Poor Law Commissioner, was insisted on, in parliament, by Lord 
John Russell, sternly prohibited the aged and infirm inmates of a workhouse, from 
receiving the little presents of tea, snuff, or tobacco, which were sometimes proffered to 
them, by their poor relatives, or former employers 23.

It is in connexion with such established principles of action, exhibited under a variety of 
forms, that the frightful homicides committed in the Bridgwater Union workhouse should 
be contemplated. They are not ,again I say, presented at isolated crimes, calling for 
condign punishment ; but oa officially recognised results, developing the spirit and genius 
of the system. Had overseers, under the old law, obdurately persisted in such a ruthless 
course, they would have incurred the penalty of death—a violent and ignominious death; 
but under the new system this frightful series of crimes has been perpetrated with 
impunity. The criminals are not only unscathed by law, but are in the actual possession of 
authority, which, under the same system, they may again pervert, with similar impunity, 
to the further destruction of our unfortunate and unoffending fellow-creatures.

The law, under which these enormities have been perpetrated, is at length to be 
submitted to the reconsideration of parliament. If the result may be inferred from the tone 
of some official declarations, there is much to be apprehended; but if the course of the 
Minister on this question be similar to that which he pursued on three memorable 
occasions, when other interests were to be dealt with, a measure of substantial justice may 
be expected. When the rights of the church were to be subverted, Sir Robert Peel took up 
his position on principle, and trampled under foot that which he then termed “ the new 
system of spoliation.’’ When the national faith, as pledged to the fundholder, was to be 
violated, he wrenched from Lord Althorpe a tardy and reluctant reprieve. And he now 
resists the proposition for despoiling the landed interest, not only on principles of 
expediency and political economy, but on those of a more lofty and imperishable nature. If 
the rights of the necessitous are to be dealt with in a similar spirit, there is nothing further 
to require. If not, the detestable doctrine will be held to have been established, that rights 
are to be considered sacred and inviolable, when the parties enjoying them happen to be 
great and powerful, but may be dealt with as questions of convenience, if they merely 
involve the existence of a less influential portion of the community. How far this 
conclusion, with all its tremendous consequences, would be legitimate, in such a case, may 
in some measure be traced in the foregoing exemplification of the union workhonse and 
board of guardians’ system, as worked under the control of Poor Law Commissioners.

J. BOWEN.
Bridgwater, March the 10th, 1842.

Note.—I cannot bring this summary to a close without offering my sincere thanks to 
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those members of the Board of Guardians of the Bridgwater Union, who have furnished 
me with copies of such official documents as were essential. These gentlemen have 
rigidly acted in the spirit of my own conviction. The deliberations of the Board have 
been treated as a privileged matter, while the records have been considered public 
property, and as such, avowedly and openly made available for public purposes. The 
information applied for has been strictly confined to matter of record ; and on that 
official matter, substantiating, as it does, a protracted series of cruel homicides, an 
earnest appeal is made to the humanity and the justice of the people of England.

J. B.

THE END.
G ILBERT & R IVINGTON, Printer., St. John'. Square, London.

END NOTES

1 Some boards of guardians have manfully protested against this concealment; but the 
Commissioners, well knowing their system will not bear the light, have persisted wherever there was a 
chance of their dictation being submitted to. The guardians of the Cork union opened the doors of their 
board-room to reporters by a formal Resolution, and after some blustering on the part of the 
Commissioners they gave way.
2 January, 1839, when 117 deaths have been recorded in the workhouse obituary.
3 During the debates in the last Session of Parliament frequent references were made to the wages of 
agricultural labourers throughout the kingdom. Sir Edward Koatchbull “takes the rate of wages at 13s. 
6d. per week.” Lord Radnor states the weekly rate “ at 12s. in Kent, and 10s. in Lincolnshire.” The Earl of 
Winchelsea stated that “he let his own land, and made his own agreements.” That “ he had estates in 
Kent, in Sussex, in Lincolnshire, and in Hampshire, and that the rate of wages during the winter months 
in each of those districts had been from 13s. 6d. to 15s. a week.” Other authorities stated “ the average 
rate of wages paid to the labourer at 12s. per week.” If these statements afford any thing like a fair 
average of the kingdom, which I believe they do, then the amount of wages withheld from the labourers 
in this union, is materially more than twice the amount of the poor-rate
4 It is attested by the history of all countries and of all ages—that a marked disrespect for the dead is 
one of tho most certain means of brutalizing and infurating the living ; as well as the most daring 
experiment which arrogant authority can make on the extent of human forbearance. No torture inflicted 
on the living is so likely to rouse men into desperation, as wanton insults offered to the dead ; and 
surely no insult can be more wanton, than to deny, in a Christian country, the decent rites of sepulture 
to a brother, because in the last moments of his existence he might have chanced to require the aid, 
which we may all need, and are all bound to bestow.
5 Appendix to the Registrar General’s Third Report.
6 Evidence of Mr. Baker, a member of the Visiting Committee :—“ The number of deaths which 
occurred, and the generally unhealthy state of the inmates, were ao alarming, that I was induced to 
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apply to the Clerk of the Board for information on the usual mortality of the house during the many 
years that he had the care of it as assistant overseer. This information I obtained, and took it to the 
board, and, with the death book in my hand, contrasted the few deaths under the old system, with the 
awful number recorded in the obituary of the board. I implored the guardians not to send any more 
paupers into the house while so dangerous a disease prevailed there. But to no purpose. The reply given 
was, that the law must be carried into effect as far as possible : and that the house would hold still more, 
according to the report made of it, when taken for the union.”—Report of the Select Committee of the Lords.

7 Evidence, of Mr. Abraham King, surgeon of the workhouse.
I stated to the visiting committee repeatedly, that the dietary waa producing diarrhoea ; it was stated 

to the board, and the answer I received from the board was, that it was no concern of mine ; that I was 
to attend to the sick, and that only.

I stated to them I was obliged to keep a common astringent mixture in the house, to enable the poor 
to keep their food in their bowels for a short time.

Notwithstanding that, was the dietary altered ! No,—not for some months.
Evidence of Mr. John Evered Poole, medical officer.

I attribute the diarrhoea in the house to the diet, and to the house being too thickly populated.
How many weeks did you mention this?—Many weeks following.
After some persons had been sent away from the workhouse, did they send in any other patients ?—Yes, they 

were constantly being sent in.
Did you remonstrate against that?—Yes, frequently, and a great many of those who came after I had remonstrated 

died.
Evidence of Mr. James Gover, governor of the workhouse.

Soon after you came into the workhouse was a new dietary established ?—It was.
Soon after that dietary was altered, was there any alteration in the health of the inmates ?—There was.
What was that alteration ?—Bowel complaint and diarrhoea.
Do you recollect a man of the name of Kidner coming in ?—Yes, he came in with his wife and family.
Was that after you had represented to the visiting committee that they should not send in any more in its then 

state ?—Yes, it was ; it was quite dreadful at the time to think of their sending in a family in that way, 
while we were in such a mess in the house.

After those circumstances occurred, did they still bring in more paupers?—Yes ; they continued sending 
them in every week.

Do you know whether any of those died ?—Yes, there were several fresh ones that came in died.
Evidence of Rev. Henry Parsons, an ex-officio guardian.

How early was it that you heard it mentioned to the Board of Guardians that there was diarrhoea in the 
workhouse?—I should think very soon after it was observed.

Was that before October, 1836?—I cannot say.
Did you hear it more than once between that time and Christmas ? I heard it several weeks following ; I 

think at several different times ; and the answer given to the medical person who made the application 
was, that the medical persons had authority in the case of sick patients to alter the diet in any way they 
pleased, without application to the board.

But that they had nothing to do with those who were well ?—Yes ; I recollect that.
Did you ever hear of a complaint being in the house that was infectious ?—A great many times.

Report of the Select Committee of the Lords
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8 In the case of the inmates of the Penitentiary who were gruelled into diarrhoea, Dr Roget stated 
before the Select Committee, appointed to report on the consquence of that fatal disease, that ″The 
diarrhoea tended to produce irreparable organic mischief in the intestines.” This he discovered on 
dissection.

The result of the dietary in the Bridgwater workhouse strikingly accords not only with the effects 
ascribed to the gruel dietary in the Penitentiary, but to those which followed its use on other occasions. 
Mrs. Legg thus describes its effect in the West Hampnett union workhouse.

Question (by Mr. Walter).—Did you observe that the gruel had any particular effect on the children in 
general?

Answer.—Yes.
Question.—What effect did you observe that it had ?
Answer.—It used to purge them both upwards and downwards.

Report of the Committee of the House of Commons.
Evidence of George Airey.

What did the girl say with respect to the gruel?
She said she could not be there any longer ; that she should be starved to death; she could not live on 

the diet.
Did the gruel agree with her ?
No;—it put her out of order in her inside.
In what state was the linen of the children when they returned from the workhouse ?
Very dirty from the disease in their inside.
Had they slept with the other children there?
Yes ; they slept with a girl who had a bad disease, and caught the itch.
You say that there have been great complaints about the present workhouse ; what is the complaint?
They say they have not victuals enough ; and they say that the skilley they have purges them to 

death. A man who lived close by me died of it. He told me that the skilley affected his inside; so that it 
would not stay in him at all, that it worked him to death.

Report of the Select Committee of the Lords, on the Framlingham Union.
9 We have lately heard a good deal on Ribbon and White Boy Lodges, and on Trades’ Union and 
Chartist conspiracies ; but what are all these compared to this legalized conspiracy against justice ? Here 
is a deed of blood to be inquired into ; a succession of cruel homicides, perpetrated with unrelenting 
barbarity, on innocent infancy and unoffending old age, and the parties on whom the atrocities arc 
charged, are appointed to conduct a secret inquiry into their own criminality, by that superintending 
authority, which is held up “ as a tribunal to which the poor man might appeal in cases of ill usage.” 
What, I again ask, is there in Ribbon or Chartist Lodges equal to this this?

10 Lord Wynford is, subsequently reported to have said—“ Every public officer who had been guilty of 
any neglect, or abuse of his office, was liable to be indicted. In the Bridgwater Union, for instance, where 
some of the poor were represented to have been actually poisoned, others nearly poisoned, and all the 
inmates of the workhouse much injured, there must have been the greatest neglect on the part of those in 
the neighbourhood, who were acquainted with the facts, in not instituting proceedings against the authorities: for no one 
could deny that the poor law guardians, overseers, and all persons concerned, might in that case have 
been indicted for manslaughter.”

To this, I would respectfully ask, on whom is the crime to be charged in the present state of the 
law?—Not on the surgeon, who in the zealous performance of his duty, subjected himself to repeated 
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attacks of the prevailing disease ;—not on the governor of the workhouse, who, in attending on his 
perishing fellow-creatures, was seized several times, and dangerously reduced himself;—not on the 
overseers, who under the present system have no kind of authority in the workhouse not on the board 
of guardians collectively ; a considerable number of them being individually opposed to the 
perpetration of the crime. Who then should be indicted in similar cases ? To proceed against the 
formidable array of dukes, and lords, and esquires, who are the heads of boards, would be utterly 
hopeless, and thus these enormities may be perpetrated with entire impunity, under the Poor Law 
Amendment Act, while they are denounced, on grave authority, as acts of “ manslaughter, if not 
murder.”
11 It is essential to a right understanding of these homicides, to remember that the rate of wages in this 
union was only Ts. a week, and the poor-rate not exceeding lfijtf. in the pound ; therefore there was not 
even the shadow of a pretence for operating on the terrors of the poor with a view of reducing the poor-
rate, which was amongst the lowest in the kingdom. The poor who thus had 4843l. withdrawn from 
them, by the destructive process above detailed, appear to have borne the infliction with more 
resignation than could have been expected.

Mr. Trood, the acting master of the workhouse is asked—If there was any feeling of dread, in the 
minds of the people, of coming into the house on account of the diarrhoea ?—I have no doubt that some 
were afraid to como into the house ; poor people are soon terrified.

Did you ever hear any people in the house express anger or grief that they had been put into the workhouse, 
in consequence of the complaint prevailing in it?—I do not know whether I might or not; perhaps some 
might have grumbled after they had been there, and said they should not have been sent there.

Do you believe that you ever heard any one say so?—I cannot say, for there was so much grumbling 
amongst them that I cannot bear it all in my mind ; they were always grumbling about something or 
other.

What did they grumble about ?—They cried out that they never got enough to eat.
Have you not heard the poor of the town of Bridgwater complain of people being sent into the workhouse 

while this disorder was supposed to be prevailing there?—I have heard those remarks.
Have you not heard them over and over again in the town ?—Yes.

Report of the Select Committee of the Lords.
12 The obituary and the medical weekly return were falsified, and the visiting committee’s book, in 

which weekly entries were made on all other occasions, was left blank for two weeks, and an entry made, on 
the third, without date or signature. Thus while the poor old inmates were in the course of being swept off 
by typhus, wilfully introduced amongst them, there was not a single word on the records to show that 
such a disease existed in the house. A laboured series of omissions and false entries was devised to 
conceal the frightful truth, which was at length fully established before the select committee of the 
Lords.
13 There is nothing in which the spirit of the system is more clearly developed, than in the frantic charges 
which these official criminals make, against persons, who, with a hope of checking their destructive 
career, endeavour to call the attention of the public to specific acts of criminality. Such pitiable ebullitions 
should always be treated with forbearance, in consideration of the hopeless Btate to which men must be 
reduced, before they would irretrievably commit themselves by such a reckless course of conduct.
14 His Lordship, having considered it decent to throw out this insinuation in Parliament against an 
individual who had incurred the responsibility of publishing certain statements in proof of a number of 
helplees persons having been brought to an untimely death in an onion workhouse under the control of 
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the Poor Law Commissioners, might have been reasonably expected, (as chairman of a committee 
appointed to inquire into the truth of these statements) to have had sufficient magnanimity to declare 
whether his former insinuation was or was not well founded ;— whether the statements referred to 
were, or were not, substantially correct. But his Lordship did not do this. A matter of utter indifference 
to the accused individual personally, but of vital importance to many of the helpless poor, whose 
subsequent sufferings and destruction may be charged, in a considerable degree, on the course taken in 
this parliamentary inquiry. The criminal parties not only escaped punishment, but judicial 
animadversion ; and thus a system of impunity for similar crimes was established, as far as such 
impunity could be guaranteed by the silent acquiescence of the committee.
15 Their lordships by publishing the evidence afforded a substantial proof of the case ; but they did not 
adopt measures for determining the legal character of the crime, whether manslaughter or murder ; or 
who were the parties to be criminally proceeded against. These were tender points, and perhaps open to 
u great difference of opinion,” considering the composition of the committee; but on the facts themselves there 
could be no such difference.
16 The surgeon’s letter, and the entries in the visiting committee’s book, stating the existence of 
diarrhoea, and ascribing it to the dietary, were dated October, 1836; between that period and “ the end 
of May, 1837,” when the chairman visited the house, thirty-nine persons had been carried off (according 
to the official statement), but he had “ no idea till then of the existence of diarrhoea to such a degree.” And 
then, be it remembered, the diarrhoea and most of its victims had disappeared.
17 The following is an extract from that application :—“ I would particularly call your attention to the 
height of the windows in the apartments on the ground floor. That height is about six feet from the floor; 
which places the windows beyond the reach of the poor who may be so unfortunate as to become 
inmates of this house. However blameless and respectable some of the inmates may be, however unde-
served their misfortunes, let them once become objects of public charity in this district, and during the 
whole remaining period of their existence they arc, by this arrangement, shut up in a gloomy cell, 
without the power of alleviating a tedious confinement by looking out of a window. For the worn out, 
the helpless, and imbecile poor, to be denied the harmless indulgence of being able to withdraw their 
eyes from a dead wall, to look even into a narrow court, is a refinement in punishment which has 
seldom been inflicted in the common gaols of this country, except on the most hardened and atrocious 
criminals. I cannot bring myself to believe gentlemen, that you have considered this point.”

“ Bridgwater, Sept. 9th, 1836.”
18 It should be recollected that this is an official account of that very workhouse of which the Assistant 
Commissioner Weale says, “ I totally deny that any healthy or convalescent persons were likely to suffer 
from admission to the house, for the workhouse now used is a new and commodious building, in which 
the sick are separated from the convalescent and the healthy, in such a manner as to prevent the 
possibility of infection.”
19 I believe these dimensions are not accurately given in the report ; they stand as follows, in an attested 
plan of the workhouse ;—length 27 feet 9 inches ; breadth 17 feet; height 8 feet 9 inches. These 
dimensions would afford about 83 cubic feet to each child ; while, even, the pestiferous dormitory, 
described by Dr. Southwood Smith, in which 89 children were attacked by fever, out of 104, afforded 
each inmate 132 feet ! And this, Dr. Smith states, is only about one-fourth the quantity which was found 
necessary in another establishment.

The inevitable consequence of thus packing human flesh and blood into these dens, until they “ all but 
overflow,” has been already stated, on distinguished professional authority ; and these results are 
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frequently accelerated by blundering contrivances, intended to have a contrary effect. Instead of 
reducing the number of inmates to “ a safe and proper standard,” or providing additional accommoda 
tion, these functionaries pack away their cargoes of human flesh without stint, and recklessly cry out 
that there is still room for more, until the living bulk, by its own accelerated circulation, reaches the 
fever point. On this reeking mase of mortality, throughout long winter nights, streams of cold air are 
poured, frequently 70 or 80 degrees below the temperature of the body. The consequence of this 
destructive process, which these functionaries call “ ventilation,” is, that “ persons previously enfeebled 
by breathing poisonous effluvia, being unable to resist frequent and sudden changes of temperature, 
perish by inflammation set up in some vital organ, and more especially in the air passages and lungs —a 
frightful example of which may be seen by referring to page 48.-[This relates to pp 8 and 9 here.TW]
20 Who is indictable for this ? Is it the Poor Law Commissioners who contrived these pest-houses, and 
filled them up, by their regulations and prohibitory orders t Or is it the board of guardians generally, 
who carry out the system ! Or the particular members of the board, who have, for so long a period, 
persisted in refusing to incur the expense of providing proper accommodation for their perishing fellow-
creatures 1 It has been held, at least from the time of Lord Hales to the present time, that even “ carrying 
a child infected with the small-pox along a public highway, in which persons are passing, and near to 
the habitations of the king’s subjects, is unlawful and an indictable offence.” The Poor Law Commis-
sioners can neither plead ignorance of the danger nor of the law ; for they state in their last report, “ that 
it is an offence to endanger other persons by carrying about, or exposing any person who may have 
caught the small-pox, whether naturally or by inoculation. For any one to endanger the safety of the 
public by causing persons who have any infectious disease, and who are in a state to communicate it, to 
be exposed or carried about at the risk of infecting others, is, by the common law of this kingdom illegal, 
and punishable as a misdemeanor.” Is it a less offence to keep infected persons among a crowd of the 
infirm and helpless poor, in overflowed pest-houses, than it is to expose them on the highway ? Can it 
be held less criminal, to bring her Majesty’s helpless subjects to the infected, in close overcrowded 
apartments, than it would be to take the infected out in the open air ? —Here is a workhouse under the 
control of the Poor Law Commissioners, in which the medical men have for years been crying out for 
accommodation, and to so little purpose, that a case of smallpox is, from want of the accommodation so 
earnestly and repeatedly applied for, put with ten or a dozen other persons labouring under different 
diseases. The infection, of course, extends amongst such a dense mass of human beings ; and death 
ensues in consequence. Surely there must be some persons who are punishable for this crime ; unless it 
be held that these pest-houses are licensed marts for the propagation and extension of contagion, under 
the special control of those Commissioners who are appointed to carry out the sanatory .regulations of 
the kingdom.
21 The strict workhouse principle,” say the Commissioners, u requires that all the members of a family 
claiming relief should enter the house, and give up their property for the benefit of the parish.” “ Selling 
off their goods and breaking up the cottage establishment.”—Third Annual Report, page 86.

The foregoing detestable doctrine has driven many excellent men from boards of guardians. The 
Rev. Chairman of the Kettering board, Sir George S. Robinson, Bart., worried out in a useless struggle 
with the system, declared on sending in his resignation, after having been chairman for three years, 
that u it was important to protest against the rigour of the system.”

“ My fellow guardians,” he says, “ will not, I believe, be indisposed to allow that I have never 
flinched from making the idle and the dissolute feel the severities of the law ; but to visit with its 
penalties those who are anxious, so far as Providence will allow them, to earn their bread by the sweat 
of their brow, but who from the vicissitudes of trade or agriculture are unable, for a short season, 
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perhaps, to get their own living ; to force such unoffending persons into the workhouse is a system to 
which I will never be a party. Such persons have, I conceive, a moral right to be assisted out of the rates ; 
and as the property we may any of us happen to possess, was purchased, either by ourselves or our 
predecessors, subject to such deductions, and therefore was valued accordingly, I should as soon think 
of striving to avoid under colour of law the relief of those who are paupers by necessity, and not by 
choice, as I should of evading any other payment to which my estate may be legally subject. Such, for 
instance, as the rate laid upon it from time immemorial for the support of the national worship of 
Almighty God,
22 The Commissioners in pleading for a continuance of their office, say that “ the total saving 
attributable to the Poor Law Amendment Act, at worked by the Poor Law Commission, to Lady-day, 1839, was 
10,933,013l. The total expense of the Poor Law Commission, to Lady-day, 1839, was 182,679i.” Upon this 
they very significantly observe—“ It does not follow that an office which costs a considerable sum of 
money is on the whole expensive, or that an office which is performed gratuitously, or even produces an 
immediate gain to the Government, is on the whole cheap.”
23 In the Worcester union the Assistant Commissioner discovered that some of the aged paupers 
received occasionally little presents of tea, sugar, snuff, and other trivial articles (not ale or spirits) from 
their friends and former employers ; this he peremptorily forbad. The board of guardians held a special 
meeting on the subject, when the governor of the workhouse was called, and upon being interrogated, 
he stated, “ that Sir Edmund Head, the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, informed him, that if he 
admitted tea into the house for paupers, he was liable to a fine of 5l. for each offence.”

“ Question to the Governor.—These trifles are only allowed to aged paupers ?—Yes

“ In consequence of your conversation with the Commissioner, did you refuse to allow twopennyworth of snuff 
to be received by a mother from her daughter ?—I did.

The Chairman declared, “ that this was far worse usage than that received by reputed thieved'in 
gaol;” and after some further observations, the following resolution was put and carried :—“ 
Resolved,—That a large number of the inmates of this workhouse consist of aged and infirm paupers, 
whose friends and late employers have occasionally sent them small trifles, such as tea, sugar, snuff, &c. 
This board strongly recommend that such indulgence should be allowed to all deserving, aged, and 
infirm paupers, but not to any able-bodied paupers.”

The proposed indulgence was sternly objected to in a rambling communication from the Assistant 
Commissioner, whose views were rigidly adopted and laboriously advocated by the Poor Law 
Commissioners. The board of guardianB again took the subject into consideration, when in the true 
spirit of English gentlemen, they “ determined to adhere to their former resolution,” and instructed the 
governor accordingly. The Poor Law Commissioners threatened the governor, on their part, with the 
punishment provided in the 98th clause of the Poor Law Amendment Act, if he obeyed the orders of his 
employers, the board of guardians. After some further proceedings, the following resolution was put 
and carried unanimously :— “ Resolved,—That in consequence of the very arbitrary power vested in 
the Poor Law Commissioners, and exercised by them towards this board of guardians, in not allowing 
them any discretionary power as regards the aged and intirm, as solicited by them, this board, after 
mature deliberation, and under all circumstances, regret that they are compelled to resign their trust as 
guardians.”

After this exhibition, no one can doubt the fitness of Sir Edmund Head to be a Poor Law 
Commisaioner.


