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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION
In this volume Bowen quoted extensively from the testimony given before the Lord’s Committee of 

enquiry, of 1838, and commented where he disagreed with it or even found it dishonest. To aid clarity the 
quotations from the testimony are in a different typeface, Garamond, while the rest of the text is that used on all the 
other documents presented on this website, Palatino Linotype. The extracts have been annotated here with 
the page numbers of the printed report..

With the exceptions of the Guardians on the workhouse visiting Committee, (Baker, Axford, Colthurst,etc 
and also the medical officers, who had reported on it to the Guardians, it is clear the rest professed ignorance 
of the rampant sickness  – indeed were indifferent to it. Bowen’s considerable rage was fully justified.
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NEW POOR LAW.

THE BRIDGWATER CASE.
――

IS KILLING IN AN UNION WORKHOUSE 
CRIMINAL, IF SANCTIONED BY THE POOR 

LAW COMMISSIONERS?
I had hoped that the select committee of the 

House of Lords, appointed to inquire into certain 
papers connected with the operation of the Poor 
Law Amendment Act, would have given some 
opinion on the points involved in the above 
question; hut this expectation has not been 
realized. Their Lordships, having taken nearly 800 
folio pages of evidence on matters connected with 
the destruction of human life in the Bridgewater 
Union workhouse, proceed to state as follows: —

“With regard to the correspondence between the 
Poor Law Commissioners and the guardians of the 
Bridgewater Union and others respecting the 
insufficiency of the dietary in the workhouse, and 
respecting any alleged improper conduct on the part of 
the guardians or surgeons of that union in the 
treatment of the poor:

“The committees have been occupied for a 
considerable time in taking evidence upon the several 
matters contained in that correspondence.
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“The great length of time which that inquiry has 

occupied, and the quantity and nature of the evidence, 
have necessarily produced great difference of opinion in 
the committee, and require a more careful and attentive 
consideration than they have found it possible at this 
late period of the session to give to that evidence, with a 
view of arriving at a satisfactory conclusion upon it.”

Their Lordships having thus declined to report 
on the matter referred to them, is to me a personal 
misfortune of some magnitude, as far as such an 
expression is applicable to so humble an 
individual.

I had, at some personal risk and suffering, and 
at material personal sacrifices, brought before the 
public the details of a destruction of human life 
which has but seldom been paralleled. Their 
Lordships having been appointed to inquire into 
these details, and having so inquired, I conceived 
that my labours were at an end, that I had fairly 
brought the crime charged to a tribunal which 
would honourably adjudicate on the same — not 
with any view to the punishment of the guilty, but 
with the sole object of demonstrating the tendency 
of that law under the operation of which so many 
of my unfortunate brethren had been brought to 
an untimely death.

In the course of my examination by their 
Lordships I thus stated my views and wishes: “It is 
not my object to bring before your Lordships or the 
public one single fact more than is necessary to procure 
an investigation. Having once put this “matter on 
record, I think I shall he relieved from any further 
reference to it. I do not mean to pledge myself that it 
shall be so, but I wish it to he so.” And God knows 
how earnestly I did wish it to he so. It has, 
however, been ordered otherwise, and I submit to 
the additional sacrifice required, from a conviction 
that the original obligation to advocate the cause 
of that persecuted order of society in which I was 
horn and bred exists in full force, their Lordships 
not having thought fit to relieve me from the duty 
of further reference to this matter; which, having 
entombed in nearly 800 folio pages, they declined 
to report on.

To extricate some portion of these mortifying 
details from the rubbish in which they are buried 
is a task which has been imposed on me by the 
Page 2 silence of the committee, but 
previously to entering on it there are some points, 
partly of a personal nature, to which I would 
briefly allude. In doing this I shall endea-vour not 
to occupy one line which is not essential to a 
proper estimate of the crimes which I have 
laboured to bring before my country. It has been 
said that I have written strongly on this matter, to 
which I can only reiterate the reply given in the 
committee. I am not a mere pen-and-ink man, and 
will not defend my own choice of words. It would 

not become me to do so. It would not become me 
to engage in a matter of verbal criticism with their 
Lordships or the public.

I saw my helpless fellow-creatures suffering 
under the most frightful torture. I had previously 
seen a number of others perish under similar 
torture; bad devoted myself to them with a 
desperate fidelity; had unremittingly rendered 
them those personal services which the more 
fastidious shrank from. I had watched their flesh 
sink from their bones; had seen them become 
skeletons, loathsome and nauseous, until death, 
too long delayed, at length came to their relief — 
the most merciful of all dispensations. I was now 
to see all this repeated on the persons of my poor 
neighbours, some of whom I had known from 
childhood; I was fated to see this in a Christian 
country; in an union workhouse under the 
regulations of commissioners vested with 
legislative as well as with executive powers; and 
when I protested against this merciless torture, so 
long inflicted anti so patiently borne, I was to be 
told that the regulations of the Poor Law 
Commissioners were imperative. Is it to be 
wondered at that I did not meet this frightful 
exigency with silken words and measured 
phrases? Is it to be wondered at that, feeling as I 
did the enormous guilt of inflicting such torture on 
the helpless, I should designate the infliction and 
the inflictors by the terms which would have been 
applicable before the passing of the Poor Law 
Amendment Act 

But as those who neither feel pity nor 
compunction in the case of others are generally 
most sensitive and querulous at aught which 
glances at themselves, I will endeavour for the 
future so to treat this matter as to shock their 
amiable sympathies as little as possible; I even 
wish the term “killing” could be softened, but this 
cannot be done, as no milder term occurs to me by 
which the crime charged can be expressed. It was 
never my intention to complain that certain 
persons had died in the Bridgewater Union 
workhouse, but that certain helpless persons had 
been killed by being sent there. It was not a subject 
of complaint with me that God had been pleased, 
in the course of his good providence, to remove a 
number of my helpless fellow-creatures, but that 
those unfortunate persons had been unfairly 
brought to a premature grave under the operation 
of the New Poor Law. Such were the facts which I 
submitted to the consideration of my country; facts 
which have since been deposed to on oath before 
the Lords’ committee by a host of witnesses and 
fully substantiated, by the Official Records of the 
Board.

There is another point, partly of a personal 
nature, to which I shall allude before I enter on the 
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general inquiry: that is, a direct charge in some 
cases, and in others an insinuation, of my having 
disturbed a certain state of harmony which is said 
to have prevailed at the Board previously to my 
being elected a guardian. This charge may be 
collected from the evidence of Mr. Weale, the 
assistant – commissioner of the district, and from 
that of the chairman, and the vice-chairman. They 
say, “We were going on as quietly as possible till Mr. 
Bowen’s pamphlet appeared. During the first year of the 
union nothing could be more harmonious than the 
board of guardians then, and Mr. Bowen was not a 
member.”

It is, I think, Rochefoucault who observes, with 
bitter irony, that most men bear with perfect 
composure the misfortunes and sufferings of 
others, and these Poor Law functionaries supply a 
speaking example of the truth of the apophthegm. 
When this disturber appeared to interrupt the 
harmony of the Board, a fatal and loathsome 
disease had for many months ravaged the 
workhouse. On the admission of the assistant-
commissioner himself, the enormous number of 50 
persons, mostly helpless old creatures and Page 3

innocent children had been swept off; still the 
use of the gruel, to which the disease was ascribed, 
was persisted in, and a constant succession of fresh 
victims draughted into the house of death. All this 
was so far from disturbing the harmony of these 
worthy guardians of the poor, that the chairman 
congratulated the Board on an anticipated saving 
for the year of 4,843l., without making the slightest 
allusion to the enormous number of deaths. The 
deputy-chairman deposes, that he “never heard of 
any contagious disease in the house until he read the 
statement in Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet.” And Mr. Weale. 
the assistant-commissioner, says, “I admit that the 
diarrhœa has existed, and that the number of deaths has 
been great. I express my regret that it was so great, and 
I do not impugn the statement that there was that 
number of deaths and further swears that he never 
visited the workhouse between “the 30th of August, 
1836, and the 19th of May, 1837 that during that 
whole period nothing was stated to him “with 
respect to any diarrhœa being in the house;” that he 
knew nothing about it, and that if he had known 
the state of the house, “he should have gone and 
instituted an inquiry,” as he “considered it an 
important part of the duty of an Assistant Poor Law 
Commissioner to visit and to ascertain the state of the 
workhouse.”

Such on their own confession, was the state of 
ignorance in which these functionaries were 
shrouded previously to their being disturbed; they 
could calculate to a fraction the next quarter’s 
savings, but they knew nothing whatever of the 
dead and dying poor who had been intrusted to 
their care! Such was the pervading harmony and 
quiet which this hired Poor Law Commissioner 

and these guardians of the poor complain so 
pathetically of my having interrupted on so trivial 
an occasion, as the untimely deaths of a few 
helpless paupers! But it seems that I had been a 
disturber of their golden visions previously to the 
formation of the Bridgewater union; that I had 
even dared to address a letter to my Sovereign, in 
defence of his helpless subjects, which is said to 
have created I know not what of alarm. Now, it 
does happen that that letter does not contain any 
reference to the details or the administration of the 
New Poor Law, and certainly nothing which was 
calculated to attract the attention of those who 
were suffering under that law. The details were 
principally dry statistical facts, in refutation of 
some of the monstrous charges preferred by sor-
did hirelings against the poor. The course taken in 
that pamphlet, and the reasons for that course, are 
thus stated in the last page: —

“At the provisions of this enactment have not been 
specifically examined, because objections in detail 
should not be permitted to divert attention from 
pernicious principles, the evils consequent on which are 
not confined to those actually perpetrated, but may be 
indefinitely extended.

The hope of accelerating in some degree the 
period when these laws may be re-examined and 
perfected, on principles befitting a Christian country, 
has led to the course of inquiry here pursued. That some 
persons may be induced to continue it, under more 
promising circumstances of ability, information, and 
leisure, and to pursue it to a conclusion favourable to 
the permanent interest of the labouring classes, and to 
the general safety of your Majesty’s subjects, is the 
ardent wish of your Majesty’s most devoted humble 
servant.”

This exercise of an Englishman’s undoubted 
privilege by a loyal and peaceable subject, who 
was induced by a deep sense of duty to enter on a 
most thankless and trying task, has incurred the 
high displeasure of the Poor Law stipendiaries and 
orators. Mr. Weale, in a communication to one of 
the Poor Law Commissioners marked “private,” 
but published by order of the Lords, charges 
“slander and malevolence” on the letter to the King; 
and a Mr. Inman, one of my Lord John Russell’s 
Borough Justices, thus alludes to the same 
production in his examination before the Lords’ 
committee.

“Did you ever hear from the poor people an 
apprehension expressed of going into the house, on account 
of infection? — In consequence of writings that have been 
industriously circulated, and various reports, exciting the 
poor people against the Poor Law, they were afraid; and I 
Page 4 have heard the poor people say that they shall 
be murdered and buried without clergy, and that they shall 
he confined, and all those sort of things. I have endeavoured 
to repress that.
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“When was that? — In the early formation of the union.
“Had there been any such publications at that time? — A 

great many reports, and a great deal said about the working 
of this New Poor Law.

“Had there been any thing printed in Bridgewater upon 
this subject? — Mr. Bowen had printed very early.

“When did he print any thing? — Very early after the 
formation of the union.

“A letter to the King? — Yes.”
So far from this letter having been published, as 

this person swears it was, “very early after the 
formation of the union,” it was published nearly 
twelve months before the union was formed, The 
publication hears date June the 18th, 1835; the 
Bridgewater Union was formed in May, 1836 No 
second edition was issued until July, 1837, when a 
vast number of helpless persons had been swept 
off by pestilence in the Bridgewater Union 
workhouse. It inevitably follows that the part of 
the evidence above quoted is not only false in 
spirit and in effect, but false in fact, solemnly 
deposed to on oath.

This deponent being among the most notorious 
applauders of the New Poor Law in this district, 
and having been cited by Mr. Weale as a high 
authority for the state of the workhouse and the 
poor, in opposition to the records of the Board and 
a vast mass of evidence, the testimony of so 
influential a person is of some importance to the 
general question. To enable the public to estimate 
the value of that evidence fairly, the gentleman 
must he again allowed to speak for himself, 
premising only that the first question refers to the 
Bridgewater workhouse when the diarrhœa was 
raging there.

Thomas Withy Inman, Esquire.
“If any body should say you were very much frightened 

and would not go into the house, that is false? — That is 
false.

“Were you very much frightened? — I have been in the 
habit of going into military hospitals where there was 
infection, and I was never frightened.

“You have been in the army? — I am in the army.
“Did you not say that if there had been infection, you 

would not have gone in, on account of your family? — That 
would be the only reason.

“What rank do you hold in the army? — Lieutenant on 
half-pay of the 45th.

“You say that you were chief-magistrate of the town; in 
what year was that?  — The first year after the passing of the 
Corporation Reform Act.

“You were not a magistrate of the town under the old 
system? — I was not.

“You are not a guardian now? — I am not; I ceased to he 
a guardian last Lady – day. I did not stand; I was nominated 

for another parish, but without my consent or knowledge.
“Are you sure you did not stand for Bridgewater? — 

Quite sure.
“Are you sure you did not consent to be nominated for 

the parish of Wemhdon? — I am quite sure that I was 
nominated without my knowledge; and in point of fact, I 
was nominated in the first year for Bridgewater without my 
knowledge. I was in London at the time.

“Were you elected for either place? — I was not 
nominated for Bridgewater upon this last occasion.

“Was there not a contest at Wembdon? — At Wembdon 
there was.

“That was without your knowledge? — Yes.
“Who applied for the scrutiny? — I did.
“And you were defeated upon that scrutiny? — I never 

heard the result of it from that time to this.
“You have not sat at the board of guardians since? — No, 

certainly not.
“Do you mean to state you never heard the result of that 

scrutiny? — Never.
“Before whom was it taken? — Mr. Weale.
“Have you not heard from Mr. Weale the result? — I 

never spoke to Mr. Weale about it, and I never heard the 
result from that time to this.

“You never had the curiosity to inquire of Mr. Weale 
what was the result of the scrutiny? — Never; and I have 
often wondered that I had not some communication from 
Mr. Weale about it, and I have spoken to my’ wife, and said, 
‘It is very strange that I do not hear of this scrutiny.’”

Here is a rejected candidate for the 
guardianship of a parish, in which he does not 
reside, taking so deep an interest in his own 
election as to apply for a scrutiny; and, being 
defeated on that scrutiny, residing near the
Page 5 Board-room, and passing within a few 
yards of it every day, he solemnly swears that he 
“never, from that time to this, heard the result of 
the scrutiny,” so applied for by himself! He further 
swears that he never had the “curiosity to inquire 
what was the result,” although he had “often won-
dered” that he had not heard, and said, “it was 
very strange” — very strange indeed!

Believing it to he equally strange for him to 
have sworn that the contest at Wembdon was 
“without his knowledge” I caused an application 
to be made to the parish officers on the subject, 
and on that application I learned —

First. That he had sent in a claim to vote at that 
very election, in virtue of property which he held 
in the parish, and which appears on the rate to 
produce a gross rent of 7l. 7s. 9d. per annum!

Secondly. That he actually did vote at that 
contested election, of which he swore that he had 
no knowledge!!

Thirdly. That he voted for himself — for 
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Thomas Withy Inman!!!

Impossible as all this may appear to those who 
estimate properly the honourable bearing of that 
army, of which this person claims to he a member 
(to say nothing of his borough-justiceship), the 
proofs are unimpeachable. There is not only the 
testimony of the parish officers, but the original 
documents are forthcoming, of which the 
following are copies: —

FORM A. — OWNER’S CLAIM TO VOTE.
To the Churchwardens and Overseers of the 

parish of Wembdon. — This 28th day of March, 
1838, I, Thomas Withy Inman, of Bridgewater, 
claimed to be entitled to vote according to the 
provisions of the 4th and 5th William IV., c. 76, as 
owner of the property herein described, the whole 
of which is situate within the parish of 
Wembdon — viz., Tuttles.

THOMAS WITHY INMAN.
――

FORM G — VOTING PAPER.
VOTING PAPER FOR THE PARISH OF 

WEMBDON.
Names of the 
Persons 
proposed as 
Guardians.

Residence and Calling 
of Persons proposed.

Names of the 
Proposers

William Hook, Wembdon, Yeoman. Francis White 

Thos. W. Inman Bridgwater, Gentleman. John Gooding.

Rev. Mr. Wheat Wembdon, Clergyman. Wm. Danger.

I vote for Thomas Withy Inman
Name of voter, Thomas Withy Inman. 
Signed this 28th day of March, 1838.

――
Here is a person holding a mere scrap of land in 

a parish which he does not reside in, so eager to 
thrust himself into the board of guardians as to 
have recourse to the monstrous proceeding of 
voting for himself, and then solemnly declaring on 
oath, “I was never elected with my wish; “the 
contest at Wembdon was without my 
“knowledge!”

Such is a sample of the evidence which is set up 
by the Poor Law authorities against the records of 
the Board, and a vast body of corroborative 
testimony. After such a specimen it may he consi-
dered as hardly treating a respectable witness 
fairly to oppose his evidence to Mr. Inman’s; but 
there is one witness at least with whom he may he 
fairly confronted, and that is Thomas Withy 
Inman, Esq. For that purpose his evidence may 
almost be opened at hazard; but, to deal him 
ample justice, let that point he selected which he 
appears to have laboured at with the greatest care.

“Did you ever hear any conversation between different 
members of the Board about the unwholesomeness of the 
dietary, and the desirableness of altering it? — I remember 
on a board-day being present when there was a conversation 
respecting the dietary: I think it was towards the latter end 
of the day, when our labours had been almost completed; we 
had gone through the different poor lists, and I remember 
perfectly there was a conversation respecting the dietary.

“Was that conversation introduced by Mr. Ruddock? — 
I rather think it was.

“Seconded by Mr. Bowen? — I rather think it was.
“Was that on the 14th of April, 1837? — It was about that 

period, I recollect.
“Previous to that, had frequent applications been made 

Page 6 to the Board, or frequent, conversations 
taken place amongst the different members of the Board, on 
the subject of the dietary? — I never heard any.

“You are certain of that? — I am quite certain that I 
never heard any.

“You are quite sure, that if a suggestion had been made 
to the Board by any body for a change of dietary, you would 
have heard it? — I most certainly should; and not only have 
heard it, but I should have attended to it.

“That was a thing to which you were particularly 
alive? — Most certainly, for the protection of the health of 
the poor and the health of the town.

“Were you Mayor of Bridgewater at that time? — I was; 
and am a magistrate of the Borough now.

“You would have thought it incumbent upon you, in that 
capacity, to attend to any such suggestion, not only in your 
capacity as a guardian of the Board, but likewise as chief 
magistrate of Bridgewater? — I should.

“And are you quite sure, then, that your attention was 
never called to any thing of the sort? — Quite certain.

“You being both guardian of the poor and a resident of 
Bridgewater, if it had come to your knowledge in any way, 
that it was the opinion of the medical officer that this 
dietary had the effect of producing diarrhœa, and an 
infectious disorder, should you not have brought that before 
the Board, in order to get the dietary altered, through the 
medium of an application to the Poor Law Commissioners 
in town? — Most certainly I should.

“You would have felt it your duty to have done it? — 
Yes, I should, undoubtedly.

“And, in point of fact, such an intimation sever came to 
your knowledge? — Never.”

All this goes directly to one point; to his utter ignorance 
of diarrhœa, or of any other disease having been charged on 
the dietary. He swears that he knew nothing whatever of the 
matter until April, 1837. Let us now turn to another part of 
his evidence: — 

“You remember a letter of the 25th of October, 1836, of 
Mr. King, about the children having the diarrhœa? — I 
remember a letter, but 1 cannot speak as to dates.

“In that letter he began by stating that oatmeal had been 
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used for the children instead of milk, and that he had 
watched the result, and that it produced diarrhœa? — Yes, I 
remember such a letter; but as to the date I cannot say.

“Were you in the habit at that time of visiting the 
workhouse?. — Certainly.

“Had you been made aware of this circumstance of so 
many of the children having the diarrhœa, and the opinion 
of the medical officer that that was produced by the 
gruel? — Not previously to this letter.

“Had you ever asked him about it? — I do not remember 
that I had.

“Had your attention ever been called to the fact of so 
many children in the house having the diarrhœa! — Not 
previously to this letter.

“Do you recollect on October 25, 1836, a letter coming 
from Mr. King to the Board, desiring that the diet might be 
altered with respect to the children! — I recollect such a 
letter did come, but I cannot speak as to the date.

“Had you for some weeks before that been frequently 
told by Mr. Poole or Mr. King that the diet administered to 
the children produced illness among them! — – I remember 
having heard the medical men say that they believed that 
the oatmeal produced illness.

“Diarrhœa! — Yes.
“Among the children or the inmates generally! — Not 

particularly amongst the children; I do not remember a 
distinction being made, but that it produced illness.’’

It would be insulting the common sense of 
Englishmen to comment on such evidence. Here is 
a person who had solemnly sworn to his utter 
ignorance of diarrhœa having been imputed to the 
gruel, subsequently confessing his knowledge of a 
letter from the medical officer (about October, 
1836), slating that the oatmeal diet had produced 
diarrhœa. He further confesses, in reply to the 
question, “Had you for some weeks before that been 
frequently told by the medical officers that the diet 
administered to the children produced illness?” that he 
remembers having heard the medical men say 
they believed that the oatmeal produced illness; 
that the illness so produced was diarrhœa, not 
“particularly amongst the children,” but amongst the 
inmates generally. And in the face of these clear and 
ample admissions, he deliberately swears, that if it 
had come to his knowledge in any way that it was 
the opinion of the medical officer that the 
workhouse dietary had the effect of producing 
diarrhœa, he should most certainly Page 7 have 
brought the subject before the board, in order to 
get the dietary altered; that he should undoubtedly 
have felt it his duty to have done so; and that in 
point of fact, such an intimation never came to his 
knowledge previously to Mr. Ruddock’s 
communication, when the workhouse had been 
ravaged by that fatal diarrhœa for seven months!

Such is the principal evidence brought forward 
by the Poor Law dignitaries to exculpate 

themselves from the charge of having brought a 
vast number of their helpless fellow-creatures to 
an untimely death!

――
Having disposed of some tedious preliminary 

matter, I now purpose to enter on an examination 
of the principal cases on which the question, as to 
the criminality of killing under certain circum-
stances, is raised. To make a general selection from 
800 pages of evidence which shall not be open to 
objection is perhaps impossible, and fortunately 
such an attempt is unnecessary, as a few specific, 
points, comprehending the principal crimes 
charged, will supply all the requisite materials. 
Under that conviction, it is intended to select from 
the whole mass three distinct series of killings, and 
to endeavour to condense, as fairly as possible, the 
principal evidence given on each.

The first series is intended to comprise the fatal 
ravages of that diarrhœa which succeeded the 
introduction of the commissioners’ gruel among 
the inmates of the Bridgewater union workhouse. 
This case, as stated by me, and published by order 
of the House of Lords, stands as follows: —

“For some time after the introduction of the 
new system, it appears from the visitors’ book, 
that the prescribed dietary! was not rigidly 
observed, Milk was used ; instead of gruel, ‘at the 
recommendation of the medical officer,’ and 
during this time j the inmates are reported 
generally healthy. But the indulgence of milk was 
violently opposed, as being too great a deviation I 
from the regulations of the commissioners to be 
tolerated. Rigid obedience was enforced, and the 
following entries appeared in the visitors’ hook: —

“‘August 23. — Inmates generally healthy. 
Gruel is now used instead of milk. Gruel is now 
used strictly according to the dietary.’

“The fatal diarrhœa, which appears to have 
followed the introduction of the commissioners’ 
gruel in some other places^soon appeared in the 
Bridgewater workhouse, alternating with, and 
increasing the violence of, other diseases. The 
medical report for September contained several 
cases of diarrhœa, and the visitors’ hook thus 
alludes to the fact: —

“September 27. — The aged poor are affected 
with colic and diarrhœa, and the children suffering 
from the same complaint.

“‘October 25. — There is much sickness 
amongst the children and the old people. There are 
33 cases under the care of the medical 
gentleman.% inmates in the house.”

“The Bridgewater workhouse was now to 
afford an awful illustration of the fact, that 
diseases having their origin in local causes become 
infectious wherever many unfortunate sufferers 
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are congregated in a mass. A large proportion of 
the inmates became reduced to mere skeletons by 
this loathsome disease. The sufferers, however 
cleanly in their former habits, involuntarily voided 
their faces. A nauseous pestilence pervaded the 
house. The family of the governor was attacked: 
the governor himself, although previously a 
healthy and a powerful man, became unable to go 
into the paupers’ apartments without being 
violently affected; and the medical attendant, after 
repeated attacks and temporary respites, was at 
length obliged to relinquish his post to another. 
The following letter from that gentlemen appears 
on the records of the Board: —

“‘TO THE BOARD OF GUARDIANS OF THE 
BRIDGEWATER UNION.

“‘Gentlemen. — On resuming my duties at the 
workhouse, I found that the Board had ordered 
that oatmeal should be used for the children 
instead of milk. For some days I watched the 
result, which was given to the visiting committee 
as producing diarrhœa. Some days after many of 
the children became affected with the white 
mouth, the result of irritation of the stomach and 
bowels. In this state many were seized with the 
measles; the complication made the cases very 
serious and troublesome. In this condition the 
children required constant attention and good 
nursing; this they had not, and many suffered 
severely in consequence. Taking the above into 
consideration, I proposed, sanctioned by the kind-
ness of Mr. W. Baker (one of the visiting 
committee), that the children should return to milk 
diet, that proper nurses should be in attendance 
day and night; that the sick should he separated 
from the healthy, Page 8 and that the sick wards 
should not be scrubbed. The alteration, I am 
certain, will tend to the recovery of most, and the 
future comfort of all. Trusting that the board will 
be pleased to sanction it,

(“‘Signed by the Surgeon of the Bridgewater 
District.)

“‘Bridgewater, Oct. 25, 1830.’
“It will scarcely be believed, that under such 

frightful circumstances, all the indulgence that 
could be obtained by the representations of the 
surgeon and some active members of the visiting 
committee was confined to the victims who were 
actually attacked. The gruel was still to be used by 
others, although it bad been distinctly stated that it 
produced diarrhœa, and that the irritation of the 
stomach and bowels produced other distressing 
effects! A considerable number of these cases 
terminated fatally, yet the commissioners’ 
deleterious compound was perseveringly 
administered to those who were not yet seized 
with the disease. The wretched inmates of the 
workhouse were gruelled up to the very day of 

attack, when the poor sufferers were considered to 
be legally entitled, under the regulations, to the 
rice-milk, &, c., prescribed by the Surgeon for the 
sick! The rules, regulations, and dietary table were 
to be inexorably observed, in respect to those who 
were not actually on the sick – list, although the 
house had been so frightfully ravaged hy 
diarrhœa, produced by the commissioners’ 
dietary.”

Such was the statement of this case as 
published by me, into which case among others, 
the House of Lords was pleased to institute an 
enquiry, the result of which their Lordships’ 
Committee have not chosen to report. It now 
remains to be. seen how far the original charge of a 
certain number of helpless persons having been 
killed in the Bridgewater Union Workhouse, has 
been supported by the evidence of the parties 
examined and the documents produced.

MINUTES OF EVIDENCE TAKEN BEFORE THE 
SELECT COMMITTEE OF THE HOUSE OF LORDS 
APPOINTED TO EXAMINE INTO THE SEVERAL 
CASES ALLUDED TO IN CERTAIN PAPERS 
RESPECTING THE OPERATION OF THE POOR LAW 
AMENDMENT ACT, AND TO REPORT THEREON. — 
1838.

Lord WHARNCLIFFE in the chair.
Mr. William Baker is called in, and examined as 

follows: —
Where do you live? — At Bridgewater.
What profession are you? — A currier by trade.
Have you been a member of the board of guardians of 

the Bridgewater union? — I have.
When were you? — From May, 1836, to March, 1837, the 

first year.
Were you one of the visiting committee? — I was.
Were the medical officer and the governor in the habit 

of applying to you in case of any circumstances occurring 
which they thought required consultation? — I believe 
constantly, when they required advice and assistance.

In August, 1836, there was a good deal of oatmeal gruel 
used in the workhouse? — The oatmeal gruel was then 
brought into the house, I believe, for the first time.

Up to that time they had milk? — Yes.
Up to that time were the inmates of the workhouse 

healthy? — They were; there was nothing unusual in the 
sickness of the house.

In August, 1836, the diet was changed from milk to 
oatmeal gruel? — Yes.

After that did there appear to be any illness prevaleut in 
the house? — About September the people became ill of 
diarrhœa.

How soon? — I think about the last week in September; 
I think it was a little more than a month after we began to 
use the gruel.
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Did you visit the workhouse at that time? — I did, 

constantly.
When was it the medical officer informed you he 

believed the oatmeal gruel had occasioned this diarrhœa? — 
I think that was the time. Not supposing I should be ever 
asked any questions on the subject, I went on doing from 
day to day what I considered necessary.

You know that Mr. Evered Poole did apply for an 
alteration of diet? — I believe Mr. King applied.

Was not Mr. Evered Poole attending then for Mr. 
King? — When Mr. King became ill, Mr. Poole assisted him, 
and I believe Mr. Poole did apply as well; but Mr. King 
made a strong application to the board.

Is the letter you refer to that of the 25th  of October? — 
It is; Mr. King had been then ill for some time, with the 
same complaint of diarrhœa frequently upon him.

You were one of the visitors at the time, and frequently 
visited the house? — Yes.

Did you recollect whether for some weeks prior to the 
25th of October Mr. Evered Poole had frequently 
remonstrated with you and the visiting committee on the 
use of the gruel? — Mr. Poole recommended to have the 
dietary altered if possible, and I made application to the 
Board repeatedly for that purpose.

When was that? — I think immediately after the 
appearance of diarrhœa, in September, but more 
particularly after the 25th of October;

I had made application in the interval.
After that letter was not the diet altered? — Not for a 

long time. not till April, 1837. The board gave directions for 
the visiting committee to use milk and arrowroot and rice 
for the sick people, but not for the healthy people: that was 
strongly objected to. 
Page 9 There is in your handwriting, on October 26, in 
answer to the question, “Is the established dietary duly 
observed!”: “It has been departed from this week by the 
direction of the medical officer in consequence of sickness 
amongst the children and weak people; milk has been used 
instead of gruel.” Does that answer of your apply merely to 
the sick people? — Merely to the sick people and young 
children; there had been some complaints of our departing 
as far as we had done, but I importuned the Board to allow 
it.

Who made that complaint? — I do not know that I can 
fix on any particular person.

It was some guardian at the board? — Yes.
The board generally? — Yes; and the reason given was 

the necessity of carrying the law into effect; that we had 
chosen a table of dietary, and must abide by it.

Did they hold that language after the medical man had 
told you there was the diarrhœa in the workhouse, and that 
he ascribed it to the dietary? — Certainly.

Did you make any motion upon the subject?— I do not 
believe I ever did; my. efforts were intended to have the 
effect of a motion; I could not carry a party sufficiently 

strong with me in measures that appeared to go against the 
law or the rules of the commissioners to overrule the Board.

Were you prevented making a motion by the chairman 
telling you you could not do it? —Yes; there was a very 
strong reason for my not doing it; the chairman had 
repeatedly told me that the dietary could not be altered.

* * * *
Notwithstanding what you told them of the state of the 

house and the disease prevailing, still  other inmates were 
taken in? — There were.

Did you endeavour to record your opinion by making a 
motion at the Board? — I did not; I proposed making 
motions once or twice to the Board, and Mr. Warry begged 
me not to make motions, if I could avoid it, that would be 
likely to interrupt the good feeling of the Board, saying it 
was a pity we should divide more than was absolutely 
necessary; and in order to satisfy me on those points, I was 
allowed to be as indulgent as I could be, as one of the 
visitors, to the sick; but I was always prevented making any 
alteration as to the healthy.

Were you put off from making a motion to prevent the 
reception of fresh people into the house by the declaration 
of the chairman that you could not do so consistently with 
the law and rule of the Poor Law Commissioners? — I 
believe not; I was told that there must be fresh people put in 
as occasion required to carry the law into effect; but I do 
not believe it went further than that. I was repeatedly told 
that the number was not so many as the house was reported 
capable of containing, and that they must go on as long as 
there was room.

Notwithstanding you represented to them that it was in 
an unhealthy state? — Notwithstanding that I represented 
to them that it was in an unhealthy state at that time.

Those representations were several times made? — Yes; 
and there was one particular circumstance occurred which I 
think I mentioned in my letter in order to make the board 
acquainted with the unhealthy state of the inmates. I 
obtained permission to remove as many children as were 
convalescent and could be taken conveniently from the 
house; they gave me permission to do so, and I sent five, or 
six, or seven, on one day to North-Petherton, and the same 
day a man and his wife and five children came into the 
house by order of the board, and we had no beds to put 
them on.

What was the name of those people? —Kidner.
Were the applications for an alteration of diet to the 

board received invariably in the same way? — Invariably.
That the law would not permit it? — Yes, that was the 

case; they would give every indulgence to the committee to 
take care of the sick and the children that were labouring 
under diarrhœa.

Did the gruel continue to be used for those
not sick up to the April following? — I believe so.

Did the sickness continue to prevail uninterruptedly 
while the gruel was used up to the April following? — Not 
uninterruptedly; but there were a good many old and infirm 
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people swept away, and we removed the young children 
whenever we could do so, to the North-Petherton house.

* * * *
Was the observation that the people were healthy or 

unhealthy founded on your own observation, or the report 
of the medical officer? — At the early part of the year 1836, I 
generally went round myself; but at last, when the people 
became so ill, I was advised by the medical man not to go 
into the sick wards, he having selected a ward to put the 
worst cases in.

What medical officer was that?-Mr. King. He told me 
that he had repeatedly caught the diarrhœa by going 
himself.

He advised you not to go, because he thought it 
infectious? — Yes.

On what authority did you put down the state of health 
if you did not visit them yourself? From the report of the 
matron and governor, and sometimes the report of the 
medical man.

Did you abstain for some weeks? — Yes; I should think 
six weeks.•

Did you ever have any conversation with the medical 
officer as to what it arose from in their cases? — He believed 
the house to be infectious, and that was his reason for 
advising me not to go through the house.

Was that Mr. King? — It was.
After he advised you not to go through the house, 

because it was infectious, were any more paupers brought 
in? — Yes, a great many.

Do you know whether any of those died? —I do not 
know the particular cases.

Did he advise you not to go into the house or the sick 
wards? — Not to go into the sleeping apartments; I went 
constantly into the kitchen; and the lower part of the house. 
Page 10 The paupers brought in were not put into the 
sick wards? — No, not at first.

Was the state of the house offensive at the time? — The 
persons who went into the bedrooms in formed me that 
they were very offensive.

Who were they? — Most of the able bodied of the 
paupers, whom we kept to perform the offices of nurses and 
servants, in fact, there were some very worthy poor old 
people who, as far as their strength enabled them, attended 
the sick until they were unable.

Were there instances of their being unwell 
themselves? — Yes, the infirm and weak people are almost 
all gone from the house.

Where arc they gone? — They are dead.
* * * *

You say that the offensive smell extended to the 
kitchen? — That I do not speak to from my own knowledge.

What was the offensive smell that extended to the 
kitchen; was it arising from the sickness of the people, or 
any circumstance connected with the use of drains? — I 

have heard that the matron reported it to arise from the 
state of the children’s bowels; that they could not retain 
their fœces while they were eating their meals; they 
generally stood at their meals.

You say that persons refused to come to the house to 
work; there was a good deal of excitement about the 
diarrhœa in the workhouse at the time, was not there? — 
There was, certainly.

After you found this state of things, and the difficulty of 
getting nurses and workpeople, you applied to the clerk of 
the board about the mortality in the house under the old 
law? — I did.

You found the mortality very much increased in the 
house under the union? — Yes, this was after I had made 
repeated applications for an alteration in the diet; and for 
the house to be kept free from new inmates. I carried this 
report to the board for the purpose of more effectually 
carrying out my object.

Did you urge the board not to send any more paupers 
into the house? — To send as few as possible; I believe I 
requested them not to send any.

Did you make any regular motion at that time? — I did 
not. I considered that sufficient information to lay before 
the board, and 1 was in hopes proper steps would be taken.

But you were not successful? — I was not.
They were sent in the same as they had been? — I believe 

there was 110 difference.
On what ground did they continue to send them in after 

that representation? — On the ground of there being 
sufficient room in the house according to the report made, 
and that the law must be abided by. As to the state of the 
neighbourhood, it was generally healthy, therefore they had 
no right to suppose it arose from any thing connected with 
the general state of the health of the district.

Was the diarrhœa prevailing in the neighbourhood at 
that time? — Certainly not.

When you found that the workhouse was in the state 
you have represented, did you take any pains to prevent 
persons going into the workhouse who were ordered into 
it? — I did; I perhaps departed from my duty in some 
instances. I prevailed upon some persons not to go into the 
house, and gave them money out of my own pocket to keep 
them till I could get some representations next week to have 
them provided for.

Some of the children were removed to Petherton 
workhouse? — They were.

Do you know how many? — I do not know how many; 
but there must have been some considerable number first 
and last; we sent away six or seven together in one day.

Can you state the date? — It must have been about 
October or November.

Were any fresh persons sent to the workhouse at that 
time? — Yes; it was the very day that Kidner’s family were 
brought into the house.

Where were they placed when they were
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brought into the house? —I was obliged to direct that a bed 
should be made for them by removing a corpse, a. woman 
who had recently expired, the only unoccupied bed there 
was in the house; there was only one bed for the whole 
family; how they contrived I do not know.

* * * *
You say in your letter that you went to the board with 

the death-book in your hand; that is the obituary? — Yes.
For what purpose did you take the obituary in your 

hand? — I found that during the period since the formation 
of the union up to the period when I brought that record to 
the board — I am not quite sure of the period, but I think I 
can state from the number of deaths — there were then I 
think 28 deaths when I carried the information to the 
board, and that was two or three times the amount of 
deaths which occurred in a whole year, and I think it was 
only six months.

Did you advert to the causes of the deaths? — No; I 
adverted only to the deaths; the causes had been repeatedly 
talked of.

You say that the guardians allowed you to make use of 
every indulgence to those who were sick, but that they 
expressly restricted you from extending that indulgence to 
those who were not actually sick? — Certainly.

That you must keep to the rule with respect to them? — 
Yes, and not to depart from it.

Though the people in the workhouse were then ill of 
this diarrhœa, and the medical man had given his opinion 
that the diarrhœa was occasioned by that very gruel? — Yes.

How many of the guardians during this time ventured 
into the workhouse? — I am not aware that any guardians 
went into the sick ward of the workhouse for several weeks; 
I believe that no guardian went about the bedrooms or the 
wards for five or six weeks, and perhaps more than that.

* * * *•
Did you ever hear the board of guardians say ‘‘We must 

order what the doctor has directed Page 11 with respect 
to the sick, but the surgeon shall not interfere with those 
who are well ?— I have heard that often said.

By whom? — By Mr. Warry. “The doctor has no right to 
interfere with the state of the house, except as to those who 
are ill.”

Do you mean that he had no right to report on the 
general state of the house? — I thought it very hard that the 
doctor was not permitted to report on the stale of the 
house, and the necessity of altering the dietary to avoid 
sickness.

Was Mr. Weale ever present when those conversations 
occurred? — I do not recollect that he was.

Had you ever any conversation with Mr. Weale at all on 
the state of the workhouse during the time it was in this 
unhealthy state? — I had not.

Did you never meet him at the board at this time? — I 
must have seen him.

Why did not you ask him how far Mr. Warry was right 

in laying down this rule as to persons in health? — I cannot 
give a very satisfactory answer upon that; I cannot say why I 
did not do it; I should have taken very different steps if I 
had foreseen the consequences, but I looked forward from 
day to day for a different state of things; I hoped that the 
people would get better, and that the board would relax in 
working out the law.

* * * *
Did you agree with the guardians in their interpretation 

of the law?  — I believed, generally speaking, we ought to 
have complied with the rules of the commissioners or with 
the law. I cannot pretend to say whether I was right: but the 
chairman of the board assured me that it was contrary to 
the law to alter the dietary, and I yielded.

The chairman of the board is a barrister? — He is. I 
yielded to him. I felt that I did in some instances more than 
I had a right to do, but I certainly should have taken a 
different course if I had foreseen all which has occurred; I 
should have been proud to show that I stood up more 
firmly, and divided the board.

Did it not present itself to your imagination, that the 
more likely mode to obtain redress of the grievances you 
have mentioned would he by applying to the assistant-
commissioner or the commissioners above? — I am afraid I 
shall be led to say a few words I did not wish to say. I had 
perhaps better say at once that I had not any confidence in 
Mr. Weale’s opinion. He had taken some part there that I 
did not choose to join in. I did not choose to put myself 
more in the hands of Mr. Weale than I could help; he had 
taken a part in the board that I was not thoroughly pleased 
with.

Having endeavoured carefully to condense the 
evidence of that member of the visiting committee 
who is acknowledged to have been the most 
unwearied in his attention during the ravages of 
diarrhœa, I now purpose to proceed with extracts 
from the evidence of the other two members of the 
visiting committee who are specially referred to as 
being best acquainted with the state of the poor 
and the state of the house: —

Mr. Frederick Axford. — I am a merchant of Bridgwater; 
was a member of the board of guardians of the Bridgwater 
Union from May, 1836, to March, 1837, and was a member of 
the visiting committee.

Do you remember when the milk was left off in the 
workhouse and the new dietary of gruel introduced? — 1 
cannot speak as to the date unless I were allowed to look at 
the book of the visiting committee.

It appears by that book that it was in the month of 
August; that was two or three months after the 
establishment of the union? — It was.

Was there any disease in the house soon after it was 
established? —-There was sickness in the house, I should say 
soon after, as far as I can charge my memory.

A few weeks after? — Yes.
What sort of sickness was it? — It was of that nature 
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that, as a member of the visiting committee I felt 
exceedingly anxious about it, and desired the medical officer 
to attend the visiting committee. I made a personal 
application to him, in order that he might state to the 
visiting committee what he considered the disease, and that 
the board might he informed by him by written 
communication, and I apprehend that was done.

That was Mr. King? — It was.
Was it diarrhœa? —He so stated it to us.
Did he state to you from what cause he supposed the 

diarrhœa to prevail? — He did.
What did he state? — He stated that those who were not 

in strong health, and the children, the diet had a bad 
tendency, a had effect upon.

Did he state only as to the children or others that it was 
a diet which persons not in strong health would not do 
with? — Decidedly.

Upon his stating that, what motion did you make? — I 
desired him to make a communication to that effect to the 
board

If there as an impression among the visiting committee 
that the diet produced diarrhœa, where the persons entered 
in a very good state of health, was there anything said as to a 
general alteration of the diet, not applying merely to the 
sick, but the Page 12 healthy, by leaving off the gruel! — 
I do not recollect that there was. The visiting committee 
thought it was so important a subject, that they preferred a 
written communication to go direct from the medical 
officer to the board, and for the board to direct the course 
to he pursued.

When this matter came into discussion before the board, 
did any of you represent that it was an unhealthy diet 
according to the representations of the medical officer?  I do 
not know that we did, for there was a written comm-
unication laid before the board that they might have it in 
the medical man’s own words; fearing lest we should make 
any mistake, we requested him to state himself what was his 
opinion to the board.

You appear to have visited on the 3rd of January, and 
again on the 10th of March: when you visited on the 10th of 
March, in what state did you find the house? — I think the 
house was then getting better.

The entry is, “The health of the inmates still im-
proving.” — I remember that was the case.

Do you remember any member of the visiting committee 
objecting to fresh paupers being sent in on account of the 
state of disease in the house? — I think once or twice it was 
represented it would be undesirable to have more, the house 
was so full.

Was the persuasion upon your mind that the diarrhœa 
was infectious during that time? — Really I don’t know how 
to answer that question, it was so much a matter for the 
medical officer; it was on that account we particularly 
desired him to state his opinion to the board; I did not like 
to be the channel of communication to the board, fearing I 
should do wrong; and I did not like to give an opinion upon 

that myself.
Are you speaking to the period previous to the 25th of 

October? — I apply it to the period when the diarrhœa was 
in the house.

When Mr, King spoke to you, and said it would be 
desirable the visiting committee should not go into the 
wards, did you from that and other circumstances conceive 
that the house was infectious? — Of course I could only 
suppose that was the reason.

Did you represent to the board that Mr. King had 
warned you not to go into the house, and you supposed that 
must be on account of infection? — I do not remember that 
I did.

Why did you not? — Because Mr. King had made a 
written communication himself to the board, which I 
considered to be sufficient.

You state that you yourself had an impression upon your 
mind that there was infection in the house; having that 
impression, why did you not state that to the board, that 
they might know the real state of things? — I think your 
Lordships assume that I proceeded upon the case of its 
being infectious, when certainly I did not go to the extent 
which might he presumed; he certainly said to me that it 
was undesirable to go into the wards any more than could 
be helped, and he had himself been poorly from it.

What did you imagine, then, to be the case with respect 
to infection? — That the greatest caution should be taken.

For fear of infection? — Yes.
You having that impression upon your mind, why did 

you not report it to the board, that they might take the 
necessary measures? — I considered that the board was 
apprised of the whole circumstance, that they were aware of 
it as well as myself.

Was it well known in Bridgewater that such a disease 
existed in the workhouse? — It was talked of.

Will you endeavour to carry back your recollection to 
this period: is it not a matter of fact that so much has been 
said and written about this diarrhœa and infection since 
that period, that people’s minds have come to think much 
more of the infection and much more of the diarrhœa which 
existed than they thought at the time? — In answer to that I 
can only say, I have not read any matters which have been 
published I have not entered into it; I have kept away from 
the discussions about it.

You do not think more of it now than you thought at 
the time? — I do not.

Do you not recollect Mr. Evered Poole frequently 
communicating to you at your different meetings that there 
was diarrhœa in the house before that letter was written? — 
I was allowed permission yesterday to see the minutes of the 
visiting committee; I think I saw one entry, in consequence 
of what had passed between Mr. Poole and myself, where it 
speaks of the cholic and diarrhœa being in the house.

How long was that before the letter of Mr. King? — I 
really cannot say without referring to the book.
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Was it some weeks before? — The impression upon my 

mind is, that this entry with respect to the cholic and 
diarrhœa was in consequence of a communication with Mr. 
Poole.

Mr. Poole attended for Mr. King while he was absent? — 
Yes. 
Page 13 Do you recollect how many times Mr. Poole had 
told the visiting committee that there was diarrhœa in the 
workhouse? — I cannot recollect that.

Do you not think he had told you that three or four 
times? — I cannot recollect. It is very possible he might have 
done so twice.

Three times? — I cannot say indeed.
Had he not told you that the people were dying? — That 

there were deaths we knew.
And deaths from diarrhœa? — Yes, we understood so.
Do you communicate much with the poor of 

Bridgwater? — I have had a good deal to do with the poor.
Do you know that at that time the poor had a very great 

horror of going into the workhouse from the fear of an 
infectious disorder prevailing there between the 25th of 
October and the following year? — I am not aware of that 
arising from the infectious state of the house; that goes 
beyond my impression. My idea was, that they had a horror 
generally of the house being unhealthy.

Can you not say whether they considered it 
infectious? — I cannot say.

That is, perhaps, the most likely thing to occasion their 
having a horror of the house if they supposed they were 
going into the midst of infection? — It is a prejudice which I 
think they will overcome when they see it is well calculated 
for their good, and that they find the house is in tho state it 
ought to be; hut this was not the regular house.

Did not their dislike to the workhouse increase during 
the latter end of 1836 and the beginning of 1837; was not it 
much greater than at any former period? — I cannot say 
that it was; but knowing that the house was unhealthy, of 
course their reluctance would be increased.

Was it not generally considered by the town that there 
was an infectious disease in the house? — I cannot say that, I 
do not remember. I should say that the house was generally 
spoken of as being in a very unhealthy state.

There was no object in putting in any of the people of 
slaying them? — No.

They were not put there for tho purpose of murdering 
them? — No; if they had been, I am sure I should have stood 
up and resisted it, and I am sure every one would have done 
so.

You would not have aided the board of guardians to 
murder those people by putting them in there? — I should 
have heen ashamed of myself if I had.

Are you aware that the house was at one time so full, 
that it was necessary when they introduced another family, 
to remove a corpse, to give them a bed to lie on? — I do not 
recollect having heard that circumstance.

Do you remember Mr. Baker going to the board, and 
taking the death-book in his hand? — Yes, I remember the 
circumstance.

Can you state the date? — I cannot.
When he did that, what else did he state? — He stated 

the simple fact, to draw the attention of the board to the 
circumstance of the number of deaths which had occurred, 
and to the account, with all the force he possibly could.

Do you remember Mr. Baker coming forward with the 
death-book? —I do.

It was not Mr. Bowen? — No, he was not on the board at 
the time.

Mr. Baker is a person who has long lived in Bridg-
water? — He has.

He has taken a great deal of pains on this subject? — Yes; 
he is a person whose opinion is to be valued at any time.

Is he a man of very eager temper, and liable to take up a 
thing hastily? — He is a person who calculates coolly about 
things.

He is a respectable man? — Highly respectable. No one 
more so, a man of the highest honour.

Was not it a prevailing opinion at the board that the 
medical man had nothing to do with the general diet of the 
house, notwithstanding that such diet might be injurious to 
the health of its inmates; that their authority was limited to 
the sick? — That was the understanding, I believe, that their 
authority extended to the sick only.

Mr, Robert Jolliffe Colthurst. — I reside at Bridgwater; 
was a member of the board of guardians from May, 1836, to 
March, 1837, and was a member of the visiting committee.

Do you remember when the new dietary was established 
in the workhouse? — I do.

Until that time you had continued the old dietary of the 
milk? — Yes.

And it was then changed to gruel? — It was.
Was it soon after the change in the dietary that the 

illness began in the house? — I should think it was within a 
month or six weeks; but perhaps I ought to say, that during 
the holidays my children were from school, and I was from 
home the whole time. I was then ill till, I think, the latter 
end of August or the beginning of September.

Do you remember Mr. King, the medical officer, writing 
a letter to the board upon that subject? — I do.

When that letter was produced at the board, was there 
any discussion upon the subject of the sickness in the 
house? — There was.

Of what nature; upon the subject of the matters pointed 
out by Mr. King, or upon the general state of the health of 
the inmates of the house? — Upon that letter.

You say the state of the house had been mentioned 
before the letter of Mr, King? — Yes.
Page 14 By whom? — Mr. King came into our room 
and gave his opinion of the diet, and then it was mentioned 
at the board by Mr. Axford or Mr. Baker.
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What did Mr. King say when he came in? — He was sent 

for by the visiting committee; we wanted to ask his opinion.
On what account was he sent for! — From there being so 

much ill health in the house, and believing that the diet was 
injurious, the medical man was sent for, and he gave his 
opinion that it was injurious.

What did Mr. King say upon that occasion, when he was 
sent for by the visiting committee? — That he thought the 
diet unwholesome.

What did you do as the visiting committee in 
consequence of that? — We stated to the chairman of the 
board the opinion of the medical man.

Then after this meeting, in which you had Mr. King’s 
presence, at the next board-day, or on that same day, did 
you report to the board the state of the bouse? — The 
report was regularly laid before the board.

Did you state to the chairman or any part of the board 
that the house was in a very sickly state, and required some 
alteration? There was a personal communication by Mr. 
Baker or Mr. Axford.

Was the communication made in this sort of way — “I 
am sorry to say, Sir, there is a deal of sickness in the house” 
— I do not recollect the form of words, but it was given as 
the opinion of the medical man that there was sickness in 
the house, and that it was the opinion of the medical man 
that it was caused by the gruel.

It was not till the next board-day that a letter from Mr. 
King was received? — Certainly not.

Do you recollect whether it was stated on that occasion 
that diarrhœa was existing in the house? — Yes, diarrhœa.

And that it was infectious; was that stated? — That was 
stated.

You are sure of that? — It was so far stated that I was 
recommended not to go into the house.

Did you frequently hear at the board of guardians 
representations made to the board either by the visiting 
committee or by somebody else, that there was a great deal 
of sickness in the house and of this diarrhœa? Undoubtedly; 
the report every week would give the state of the house.

Was it the opinion of the visiting committee that there 
should be a general alteration of the diet, and that the gruel 
should be got rid of? — Yes; the opinion of the visiting 
committee was, that the gruel should he got rid of, and the 
diet changed.

Do you remember the governor falling sick, and also his 
wife and children? — I do.

Then at that time the sickness was worse? — It was very 
much worse.

Did you believe it then to be infectious? — I did.
How comes it that, seeing all this, and believing the fact 

of this disorder being infectious, you did not, as the visiting 
committee, bring those circumstances regularly before the 
board? — Was it not brought forward in the report?

Had you been warned previously by anybody not to go 
into the workhouse? — I had been warned, but I forget 

when.
By whom? — By the medical man.
By Mr. King? —  Mr. King.
In consequence of that warning, did you abstain from 

visiting? ■ — I attended the committee-room; I did not go 
into the workhouse.

Do you recollect for how many weeks you did not go 
into the workhouse? — No.

For more than one week? — Oh, certainly.
For as many as three or four weeks? — I should think it 

was; it appeared to he a long time, I should say more than 
four weeks.

You signed the book from the report of the governor, 
and without visiting the house personally? — Without going 
through the wards myself.

Did you state in the book that you did so on the report 
of the governor, and without personal inspection 
yourself? — I am not aware that I did.

Did not the governor report from time to time the 
dreadful state the house was in? — Yes.

Do you remember Mr. Baker begging the board not to 
send so many people into the house on account of its 
state? — Yes, I do recollect that.

When was that? — I do not recollect but I remember 
Mr. Baker begging them not to send more in, because the 
house was so full and in a state of illness.

Did he at that time state that the disease in the house 
appeared to him and to the visiting committee to he 
infectious? — Yes, he stated that to the board, and entreated 
that others might not he sent; that I have a perfect 
recollection of.

You mix, of course, with other people in the town of 
Bridgwater; was there, at the time that this sickness 
prevailed in the house, a general impression that there was 
sickness in the house, and that that sickness was 
infectious? — Yes; I believe that that was the Impression.

Did you hear many persons say so? — Yes; I heard it 
spoken of a good deal.

Was it known in Bridgwater that there was diarrhœa in 
the house, and that it was supposed to he infectious? 
Page 15 Yes, it was. May I be permitted to make one 
observation? I was asked just now if I had not been 
employed by Mr. Bowen, and there may be an impression on 
the minds of your Lordships that I have been in communica-
tion with him: I assure you, since Mr Bowen has been home 
from London, I have had scarcely any communication with 
him; I have not even read his pamphlet on which this 
inquiry is grounded, for I do wish to come with truthful 
intentions to answer that which is correct, but I am not 
mixed up in the town with business of any description. 
Perhaps if my calling is more amongst one class than any 
other it is among the poor and the children: I visit them a 
good deal.

You say you had considerable communication among the 
poor at Bridgwater at the time the diarrhœa was in the 



NEW POOR LAW.
THE BRIDGWATER CASE.

by John Bowen, 1839
Digitised & edited by Tony Woolrich 19/09/2021

15
house; was the diarrhœa among the poor people? — No, I 
did not observe it.

You can take upon yourself to say there no violent 
disorder of that kind? — I can.

Had the poor, in consequence of the diarrhœa being in 
the workhouse, a dread of going into the workhouse ?—-
They had a great dread, expecting they should be taken ill, if 
they went in.

Had they dread from any other circumstance ? — I am 
not aware that they had.

All the other visiting guardians abstained from visiting 
as well as yourself, did they not? — I think Mr. Baker must 
have been the most regular in his attendance.

He braved the disease? — I believe he did.
Do you know that of your own knowledge? —I know he 

was a great deal at the house; he lived close to the house. I 
lived in the country.

Do you recollect the governor asking leave to go 
away? — I do.

That was asked of the board? — Yes; he first of all made 
an application to the visiting committee, and it was referred 
to the board.

Did he state what was his reason for wanting to go away? 
— He did — in consequence of the diarrhœa.

Are you quite sure it was stated what the nature of his 
illness was? — Yes; I am sure of that.

Are you sure that the subject of diarrhœa was a matter 
of conversation at the board at several different times? — I 
am quite sure of that.

Are you sure that in any of those conversations it was 
mentioned that the disease was infectious? — I am quite 
sure of that.

Did they after that send other paupers into the 
workhouse ?— Many.

You stated that the workhouse was fuller at the end of 
the parochial year than at any other period? — Yes.

The end of the parochial year is in March? — Y es.
Were they sending in paupers during the previous 

month of February and up to the termination of March, 
when it ended? — They were constantly sending persons 
into the house when the disease was at its greatest height; 
that I am sure of.

Are you sure that before they sent in those persons, it 
was mentioned that it was infectious ? — I am quite sure of 
that.

Were those persons very much crowded when you 
visited the house? — I have known the beds so thick, one 
could scarcely go between them.

Were there two inmates in each bed, or did you hear of 
two or three sleeping in a bed, and five or six children? — I 
have often heard the governor say “I have more than I can 
put away in the house.”

Was it ever proposed by the board to hire additional 
rooms or a house when the house was too full? — Yes, I 

recollect a proposal to hire additional lodgings.
Do you recollect whether it was any particular house 

that was suggested? —That I do not know. I think it was 
that a house should be looked out for, that it would be 
desirable a lodging should be taken out, because the house 
was full

And that was discussed by the board? — I do not 
recollect a discussion.

It was brought before the board ?— Yes; but I do not 
mean in regular form, a motion being made upon it.

It was discussed as a matter of business? — Yes, it was.
Was the suggestion agreed to? — Certainly not, for there 

was no house ever taken.
We have thus far had the direct evidence of 

three gentlemen of unimpeachable character, 
enjoying in an high degree the confidence of their 
townsmen, and having an unusual extent of 
intercourse with the poor. Their evidence, it will be 
seen, goes directly to the crime charged, with no 
other discrepancy than that which is inseparable 
from three honest men having, without any 
communication with each other, to depose to 
events which had long passed. A clear prima facie 
having been established on the evidence of these 
gentlemen, supported by the records of the board, 
I shall proceed to examine how far that case is 
affected by other evidence, commencing with that 
of the Medical Attendants of the Workhouse.

LORD WHARNCLIFFE in the chair. 
Mr. Abraham King is called in, and examined as follows:
Yon were the medical officer attending the Bridgwater 

workhouse in the latter end of the year 1836, and the 
beginning of 1837? — I was.

You were part of that time in a state in which you could 
not attend yourself? — I was.

Mr, Poole attended for you? —He did.
During that time there was diarrhœa in the house? — 

There was.
When you resumed your duty as medical officer you 

wrote a letter to the board, which was dated the 25th of 
October? — I did.

In what state was the workhouse at that time; was there 
infectious disorder in it of any kind; was the diarrhœa 
supposed by you to be infectious? — It certainly put on that 
appearance; many individuals were affected with diarrhœa 
who did not make use of the diet of the house.

Did it begin with the persons who used the diet of the 
house? — It did.

Was it at that time that the governor and matron took 
the diarrhœa? — It was some time after, I believe, that they 
were ill.

Did you yourself suffer from it in consequence of your 
attendance? — I suffered from diarrhœa; whether it was in 
consequence of that I do not pretend to say.

Was there any complaint with respect to nurses who 
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attended the sick that they suffered from diarrhœa? — Some 
few suffered.

Did you ever warn the visiting committee not to go into 
the workhouse on account of the disorder which 
prevailed? — I believe I did in one or two cases.

That was from a conviction that it was infectious? — It 
was.

At what time was that? — It is so long since I can 
scarcely say.

You never made a regular report of your having that 
opinion to the board? — I stated to the visiting committee 
repeatedly that the dietary was producing diarrhœa.

Did you state to them that the diarrhœa was, in your 
opinion, infectious, and that that was the reason for your 
desiring them not to go through the wards? — Yes.

You never brought that regularly before the board by 
any letter of yours? — I considered that my stating it to the 
committee was quite sufficient.

Were there disagreeable effluvia in the house at the 
time? — Yes.

During the time the diarrhœa was raging?— Yes.
From the diarrhœa? — I presume it was.
When was it you stated to the visiting committee that 

they had better not go through the wards on account of the 
infection? — I cannot answer that question, not knowing 
the date.

Did you ever speak to Mr. Baker upon the subject? — 
Very frequently. He being the only guardian near, I 
frequently had communication with him.

Did you speak to him as a member of the committee? — 
Yes.

Not as a mere personal acquaintance? — No.
But as positive information to him as a member of the 

visiting committee? — I took two or three times the master 
of the workhouse to Mr. Baker, to corroborate what I stated 
to him, he being a very active humane guardian.

Was any application made by you for a general 
alteration of the diet, not merely as respected the sick, but 
for all the paupers in the house, in consequence of the effect 
you saw produced by the oatmeal gruel? — I believe, in 
consequence of my representation, 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.

When did you receive that answer from the board? — It 
was communicated by one of the visiting committee.

When this member of the visiting committee told you 
that you had no business with any but the sick, did he state 
that as a matter of his own opinion, or as an answer from 
the board of guardians? — I received it as an answer from 
the board.

Can you state when you made that representation to the 
visiting committee? — I believe there was one 
representation of that sort before I wrote the letter, then 

there was a similar representation the following spring; and 
when I received the answer, many children were suffering 
severely. When I wrote the letter, I considered that the 
board had a discretionary power to diet the children under 
nine years of age, but that they had no power of altering the 
general dietary without applying to the Poor Law 
Commissioners.

You recommended to the gentlemen not to go into the 
wards on account of the infection? — I did at the time.

Did you state to Mr. Baker that you had got the 
diarrhœa in your attendance on the house? — I stated that I 
had got the diarrhœa, hut whether it was in consequence of| 
the performance of the duty I cannot say.
Page 17 Did you give the same advice to the governor 
or matron, not to go into the bedrooms? — I did.

They had the diarrhœa? — They had.
Very badly? — Yes. The governor so badly that I 

recommended he should be removed from the house 
entirely; a strong hale man was reduced to a skeleton in a 
short time.

Had the matron the diarrhœa also? — I believe she had; 
but not to such an extent as her husband.

And the children? — Yes; one was very bad indeed.
Were they on the same food as the paupers? — No.
Had they had any of this oatmeal at all? — I believe not.
Those were cases in which you attribute the diarrhœa to 

the infection? — I think it is more than probable.
Supposing it was not caught by infection, by what do 

you suppose it would be brought on: or was there anything 
particular in their diet which would bring it on? — No; I 
could discover nothing.

Did you discover any reason from anything they ate or 
drank? — No. I made inquiry whether there was diarrhœa in 
the old workhouse before the formation of the union, and I 
was told there was none. I made many other inquiries, 
whether or not the water was of a purgative quality, and it 
ran through my mind whether the low situation would 
produce it; but I set that aside in consequence of the 
inmates of the old workhouse never suffering from it.

You were satisfied that it had originally been produced 
by the gruel? — Yes.

Were you equally satisfied that it became infectious? — 
Yes.

Was the workhouse in such a state, that it was safe to 
send fresh paupers into it who might require relief? — 
Certainly not; they ought not to have been sent in.

How soon did you consider it infectious? — About the 
date of that letter, the 25th of October.

You did not consider it infectious before? — I was 
making up my mind upon the subject; I do not think I 
stated to the committee that it was till that time or a little 
before.

Did you at that time state to the committee that it was 
infectious? — Yes.
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How long after the diarrhœa began, did you 

communicate to the committee that it had begun? — 
Probably a fortnight.

Did you, in your communication to them, attribute the 
breaking out of the diarrhœa to the gruel? — Yes.

Was there any alteration made in the diet of the 
workhouse? — Yes; I suggested milk, and I was allowed to 
give milk to the sick.

That was on the 25th of October, was it not? — I think I 
had given milk to the sick before that.

Did you you think it was right to abstain from giving 
gruel to those who were well, lest they should get the 
disorder? — Yes.

Did you communicate that to the visiting committee? — 
Yes; I stated to them I was obliged to keep a common 
astringent mixture in the house, to enable them to keep 
their food in their bowels for a short time.

Notwithstanding that was the dietary altered? — No, 
not for some months.

Did the diarrhœa become better or worse? — Sometimes 
it would become better by active treatment, and then again 
it became worse.

How many had you at the time under your care? — I 
should think from 10 to 20.

Did they die? — Many of them did.
Was all that communicated to the visiting committee? — 

Yes; the death-book was always open to them.
Notwithstanding the death-book was open to them, was 

the gruel still administered? — Yes.
Were you disappointed and surprised that no alteration 

was made in consequence of your communications to the 
visiting committee? — I was surprised very much, and 
alarmed very much on the subject. I used to state the case, 
not only to the guardians, but to many inhabitants of the 
town when I met them.

Do you recollect sending any of the children to 
Petherton? — Yes.

Was that by your advice? — Yes.
Had they had the diarrhœa? — Some of them.
They were sent to Petherton for the recovery of their 

health by change of air? — Yes.
Do you know whether any of those children caught the 

measles? — I think I heard that some of the children died 
afterwards.

Was there any diarrhœa out of the house at that time? — 
There were a few cases, but nothing in comparison to the 
cases in the house.

When did it manifest itself out of the house? — I think 
during the autumn of 1836, we had some diarrhœa out of the 
house, but no fatal cases that I recollect.

You were enabled to give the children milk diet, and the 
old people tea, and so forth, and that checked the 
diarrhœa? — Yes. 
Page 18 Then when they returned to the other diet, it 

returned again? — Yes.
On what occasion did they return; milk was only given 

to the sick people was it? — The children had milk 
generally, I believe.

When was it altered back again; was there any order 
given by the board for altering it back again? — Yes; and I 
know that one of the visiting committee complained that 
my ordering so much tea and sugar and butter, and so on, 
was attended with considerable expense. In consequence I 
reluctantly ordered them back to the general diet, knowing 
they would soon come on the sick list again, which some of 
them did.

While the people were sick of diarrhœa you were 
enabled to change the diet, then they got well, and then they 
were to return again to the gruel? — Yes; one of the visiting 
committee complained that so much tea and butter and 
sugar was made use of.

Sarah Mullins appears to have been admitted into the 
house on the 19th of July, 1836, a single woman, she then 
being ill? — I recollect it was a case of much interest.

Why? — The case was an extreme one I repeatedly 
checked the diarrhœa by an injection, and I happened to be 
absent, and Mr. Poole saw her, and when I came down the 
next morning I found her dead. She was taken in the night, 
and died as rapidly as possible.

Coming in in a bad state of health, she would be more 
affected by the disease? — Yes.

You say that when they returned to the old diet they got 
worse again? — Yes; there were two cases, of the names of 
Mary Harding and Diana Brown, who were instances of 
that.

Did you ever see such a case as any patients being unable 
to retain their faeces and lying on their beds in a puddle of 
their own fæces and urine? — I have been informed that 
such was the case.

You never saw it? — No; I never recollect. seeing such a 
thing.

Do you recollect that they were ever in that state that 
their fæces left them as they walked across the room? — I 
can easily imagine that.

You never saw it? — No.
Do you believe it? — I do.
Was there a smell in the house as if arising from such 

circumstances? — Yes; very disagreeable sometimes.
As if arising from a want of power of retaining the 

fæces? — Yes.
There was no other way for accounting for the smell 

from the sewer, or a smell from the river? — No. There was 
a fresh water stream running at the bottom of the garden, 
and carried every thing away.

If it was likely that the fæces might run from them while 
walking, is it not equally likely it might, run from them 
when they were in their bed? — Yes; I know some of the 
patients that had from 13 to 14 evacuations in the night. I 
think Mary Harding’s was such a case; she suffered 
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extremely in that way.

MU. JOHN EVERED POOLE examined.
You are a surgeon by profession ?— I am.
Where do you reside  ?— In the town of Bridgwater.
You attended the workhouse during the time the 

diarrhœa was prevalent there, did you not ? — I did.
What was the occasion of that diarrhœa? I attribute the 

diarrhœa in the house to the diet, and the house being too 
thickly populated.

What part of the diet is it yea attribute that disease 
to? — To the gruel.

You say your impression is that the diarrhœa came from 
the diet and particularly from the gruel; did you take any 
measures to get any alterations made in it? — I frequently 
mentioned the subject to the visiting committee; I never on 
any occasion wrote to the board upon the subject, certainly.

Did you make an entry in the medical journal ? — No; 
we never do that. It is done by the visiting committee. In 
our weekly return book we make an entry of the people.

Did you make an entry that the illness was owing to the 
dietary? — I did not.

How came you not to do that, if you were of opinion 
that the illness was owing to the dietary? — We were 
requested to meet the visiting committee, which we did, and 
every alteration we wished, was mentioned to them, and 
carried by them to the board. We never mentioned any 
thing to the board in any other way.

How many weeks did you mention this? — Many weeks 
following.

Were many of the patients removed from the 
Bridgwater workhouse to any other during the time of the 
diarrhœa? — Many were removed to the North-Petherton 
workhouse.

During the time you were attending, there were some 
removed to the North-Petherton workhouse? — Yes.

If you find that some died of sickness there, having been 
previously affected with the diarrhœa, and that others who 
died there are stated to have died from diarrhœa, are those 
the cases which you think occurred during the time you 
Page 19 attended the workhouse? — I am aware Urn some 
of those sent to Pctherton died, but I am not prepared with 
their names, I never saw them afterwards.

They went away from the workhouse with the 
diarrhœa— Yes.

Did they all go with the diarrhœa? — I really cannot say.
Do you apprehend all those eases stated as measles, were 

cases of measles, and not cases of diarrhœa, or do you 
suppose they were cases of diarrhœa followed by measles ?— 
I should imagine from this return they were cases of 
measles.

Supposing they had had the diarrhœa before, and that 
then they were attacked by measles, were they not more 
likely to die ?— Undoubtedly.

Do you know whether all those sent to the Petherton 

workhouse, had the diarrhœa? — I know that many of them 
had.

If they had the measles afterwards, they were very likely 
to die ?— Yes.

Was the governor ill whilst you were there? — He was.
Was he in the habit of taking gruel?— He took it to try 

the effect of it.
And his family also?— I cannot say; but I heard him say 

he took it several times; that it was very pleasant, but that it 
produced diarrhœa; he took sugar with it and made it very 
pleasant.

Still it produced diarrhœa?— Yes; and he was very ill, for 
he went to Bath or Clifton for change of air.

Was that the case with his children also? — Yes.
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, to 
the visiting committee.

Was that remonstrance attended to? — No; they were 
not sent in so frequently after that, but some were sent in.

Was not it dangerous to send them into a workhouse 
where those persons had died? — Yes; we had not room for 
them.

Did you remonstrate with the visiting committee? — 
Yes; Mr. King did also in my presence.

A great many of those that came after you had 
remonstrated died? — Yes.

Did the persons who came in eat of this gruel also? — 
Yes.

Diarrhœa is not infectious is it? — Not in a general way. 
I think the health is very much injured by coming into such 
a confined house, and that they had taken the disease. The 
children were lying five and six in a bed.

The illness might have arisen from other causes than the 
gruel? —I think the gruel was the immediate cause. Their 
health was injured by their being brought into so confined a 
house where there were so many diseased persons.

The foregoing evidence of the medical 
attendants exhibits the terrific extent and fatal 
character of the disease. Doth these gentlemen 
ascribe that disease to the dietary and the crowded 
state of the house. In reply to an application for a 
change of diet, Mr. King is told — “That the 
general dietary was no concern of his, that he was 
to attend to the sick, and that only.’’ “That he had 
no business to interfere with the diet, so far as 
respected healthy persons; but that he might re-
commend a change as to the sick.” He is asked —

Did you not think it was right to abstain from giving 
gruel to those who were well, lest they should get the 
disorder? — Yes.

Did you communicate that to the visiting committee? — 
Yes. I stated to them I was obliged to keep a common 
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astringent mixture in the house to enable them to keep their 
food in their bowels for a short time.

Notwithstanding that was the dietary altered? — No, 
not for some months.

Even important recommendations, confined to the care 
and safety of the sick, were not attended to.

On each occasion on which you had represented to the 
board, you found your wishes complied with? — No; proper 
nurses were not provided.

But as far as the diet was concerned, you found your 
wishes complied with? — As to the sick children.

Every suggestion, except the nurses, was immediately 
complied with, was not it? — No.

What was not? —-The sick were not separated from the 
healthy.

You say it was not possible? — Not without taking 
another house; there were plenty of houses in the town they 
could have rented.

It appears that whilst some of these victims 
were suffering under diarrhœa, the diet was 
changed; — that they then got better; — that the 
extra expense consequent on such change of diet, 
was complained of; — that the poor helpless crea-
tures were put back on the Commissioners’
Page 20 gruel again, and were again racked by 
the fatal diarrhœa.

Mr. King says —
One of the visiting committee complained that my 

ordering so much tea, and sugar, and butter, and so on, was 
attended with considerable expense. In consequence I 
reluctantly ordered them back to the general diet, knowing 
they would soon come on the sick list again, which some of 
them did.

While the people were sick of diarrhœa, you were 
enabled to change the diet, then they got well, and then they 
were to return again to the gruel? — Yes; one of the visiting 
committee complained that so much tea, and butter, and 
sugar was made use of.

In closing my remarks on this part of the 
evidence for the present, I shall only further 
observe, that the medical men have fully 
corroborated the evidence of the members of the 
visiting committee; and have further solemnly 
declared on oath —

1st. That in their opinion the disease was 
produced by the gruel.

2nd. That it was kept up by the same cause, 
until, from the number of persons attacked, and 
the crowded state of the house, it became 
infectious.

3d. That the ravages of the disease were weekly 
reported; and that although the death-book in 
which these ravages were registered, was always 
open to the guardians, the gruel was still 
administered.

4th. That while some of the sufferers were sent 
away from the workhouse for change of air, others 
were constantly being sent in, against the frequent 
remonstrances of the attending surgeon; and that 
many who were so sent in after such remonstrance 
died.

So far the first series of killing, which has 
hitherto been the subject of examination, stands on 
the evidence of three members of the board of 
guardians professing themselves friendly to the 
principles of the New Poor Law, and on that of 
two medical men who are employed as union 
surgeons. I shall now proceed with the evidence of 
other competent eye-witnesses, who were 
employed at the workhouse in various capacities.

JAMES GOVER is called in, and examined as follows: —
Were you governor of the workhouse at Bridgwater?—I 

was.
At what period? — From the 21 of June, 1836, to the 25th 

of January, 1838.

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 
diarrhœa.

Did that continue? — It did.
At what time were you affected with the diarrhœa? — I 

was not affected till after Christmas.
How long had the diarrhœa been going on in the 

workhouse before you were affected? — Several months.
Was your wife also affected with it? — She was.
And your children? — Yes.
Had they lived on gruel? — No.
Had you milk for them? — Yes; they generally lived on 

milk or tea.
They had none of the gruel? — No.
Which of you began first to have the diarrhœa? — I 

believe I was affected first.
That was about Christmas? — Yes.
Did you speak to the medical man about yourself? — I 

did.
What did he state to you as the cause of it! — He stated 

that it was the diarrhœa, and gave me certain powders, 
which soon put me to rights at that time.

Did he state that it was in consequence of infection, or 
any thing of that kind? — No. I am perfectly satisfied how I 
caught the diarrhœa, by lifting up a man that had it very 
bad; a man who died of the name of Farthing.

With respect to your wife, did she get it in the same 
way? — I believe she caught it from attending to the 
children in the nursery.
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That was not until after you had it? — No; she did not 

get affected till afterwards.
How do you imagine your children were affected? — 

They were affected by me, by visiting me as soon as they 
came home. They thought I should die at the time. The 
children were brought home to see me and caught it; they 
were living in the town; they were brought home on 
purpose to see me while I was so very ill.

Was there at the same period in the house a bad 
smell? — Shocking: in the morning, when they were first 
brought down stairs, it was dreadful. I have seen the women 
come in the morning with the dirty things, and I have seen 
them go outside; they were sick directly; in fact, it was 
enough to make any one sick.

Did you ever represent this to any member of the 
visiting committee? — Yes, to Mr. Baker, he lived close to 
me.

Did you represent it to any other of them? — It was 
represented to Mr. Axford and Mr. Colthurst. I stated what 
a state the clothes were in.

Did you say anything to them about sending in any fresh 
persons while the house was in this Page 21 state? — 
Yes; I begged them to represent it to the board, and to 
entreat them not to send any more into the house.

Did you suppose it was infectious? — I was met by one 
of the visiting committee one day, he said, “Have you seen 
the committee?” I said, “No, Mr. Parsons” He said, “You look 
very bad; I have been to see the house, they say the diarrhœa 
is infectious.” I said, “Yes Sir, I am sure it is; I have been 
affected with it two or three times, and if you had been in 
such a room you would have been sure to have caught it.”

You were away for some time in Guernsey? —I was away 
for three weeks.

Did you give up the government of the workhouse? — 
Yes, to a person of the name of Trood, during the time I was 
away.

Did you come back to the workhouse? — Yes. When you 
came back, in March, was there still diarrhœa in the 
house? — There was.

Did you catch it again? — I did not; I was sick about a 
week afterwards, but I did not get the diarrhœa.

Did any of your family get it? —I had one of my family 
ill at that time, a little girl. She was ill for six months.

Did she live? — Yes, she recovered; but has never been 
healthy since.

Do you remember some of the children being sent out to 
Petherton workhouse? — I do.

By whom was that done? — In consequence of the 
recommendation of the doctor; they were ill, and he 
thought it might do them good.

They were ill of diarrhœa? — Yes, they died, some of 
them, after they went over.

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.

Were there any beds for him and his wife and his five 
children? — They were obliged to be separated, one one 
way, and another another.

Were there beds provided for them the first night? — 1 
believe there was one.

In what way was that provided: was there any removal of 
a dead body for that purpose? —I believe there was a 
removal of a dead body, and they were obliged to take that 
bed.

Was there more than one bed found for them that 
night? — I believe there was not.

Did that go on till you got some more beds? — Yes, it 
went on till we got room for them.

Did some of that family catch the diarrhœa? — Yes.
How soon? — Very soon after they came into the house.
Had you great difficulty in obtaining nurses? — We had 

at the time, the diarrhœa was so very bad.
Did you try to get nurses out of the house, or confine 

your applications to the house? — We tried out of the house.
Did you get any? — Yes; I got one for washing, no nurse 

at all.
Did the nurses fall sick of this diarrhœa too? — The 

woman I employed was Bray; I begged her to get some 
more, but she could not.

How long did she stay? — She was there several hours. 
Three or four hours after she came to the house to go to 
washing she was taken ill. I saw my wife have her in, and 
give her some brandy

Did sickness come on? — Yes; she got sick and ill 
directly.

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 that died; children.

You have stated that the house was in a very sickly state. 
You know the members of the visiting committee? — Yes.

Did any member of the board come to see the house, 
except those who were members of the committee? — No; 
in fact they did not visit the house for some time.

Do you mean that the members of the visiting 
committee ceased to visit the house? — Yes.

For how long? — For some time.
There was a room attached to the work house where 

they used to meet once a week? — Yes; but they did not 
attend there likewise. I was obliged to go to Mr. Baker when 
I had anything to say.

While this sickness was going on you were not sent for 
by the board and examined respecting it? — Mr. Baker, and 
Mr. Axford, and Mr. Colthurst were continually speaking to 
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me about it.

Did Mr. Weale ever venture into the workhouse? — I do 
not now think he did during the time the diarrhœa 
prevailed.

How long was his absence during the prevalence of the 
diarrhœa? — I do not recollect seeing him there for several 
month; I do not know whether he was there during the time 
I was away.

He was in the habit of coming frequently? — He was 
there twice or three times before the diarrhœa commenced 
so very bad.

Afterwards, you say, he abstained from coming in 
consequence of the diarrhœa? — I do not know whether it 
was in consequence of the diarrhœa, but he did not come 
there.

None of the board of guardians visited the house except 
the committee? — There might be one come now and then; 
they did at first, but they did not afterwards.

Neither the guardians nor the visiting committee came 
after the diarrhœa got bad? — No.

Did you state to Mr. Weale that you were ill of diarrhœa 
five several times during the months of February and 
March? — Yes.

How often had you the diarrhœa in the whole? — 
I should think six or seven different times. Page 22

And five times during those two months? —! Yes; the first 
time I caught I was not ill any time at all; the second time it 
remained a little longer, but not very long.

When was the first time? — The first time was the 
moving of Farthing.

What is the greatest number of beds in any one room in 
the old Bridgwater house? — We had about 14 beds in one 
room.

Did men or women sleep in that room? — The men and 
boys slept in that room.

How many women slept in any one room? — There were 
about 15 or 16 women; all those women had children with 
them also, whom they were obliged to do for.

How many people ever slept in any one bed? — I believe 
there were five or six children in one bed.

How many grown-up persons? — Grown-up persons, as 
many as three I have seen in the same bed; in fact, we were 
obliged to put them so, we had so many in the house. We 
had 100 or 102 people in the house.

When the illness became so had in the work house, did 
the board of guardians hire a house or a room in the 
town? — No, they did not. The sickness was very bad among 
the children; they were in a deplorable state.

How many were in one bed at that time? — There were, 
I should think, six children in one bed. They were obliged to 
have one room for the children who were ill. Harriet 
Bindon was one of the women employed to look after the 
children.

When they were ill of diarrhœa, you mean? — Yes.

In what state were the beds? — They were in a shocking 
state; I had them all got into the court, and opened them 
three or four at a time, and got the tick washed. I have 
known a person put into one of those beds after the 
diarrhœa was got away, catch the diarrhœa.

(ELIZABETH BRAY examined.)
Where do you live? — At Bridgwater.
Were you ever applied to to go and work in the 

workhouse? — Yes; I was applied to to go and wash there.
When was that? — When there was such a dreadful 

disease in the house.
Did you go? — Yes, Mr. Gover applied for other people, 

and they would not go, they were afraid of the disease, and 
he sent for me, and to oblige Mrs. Gover and Mr. Gover I 
went, and during the time I was there I was taken very ill 
myself; the smell of the linen I was washing made me quite 
ill.

How soon after you began washing were you taken 
ill? — About two days.

Did you continue to do it? — I continued ill, butI did 
not give up my work; I did it as well as I could; because 
there was such a dreadful sickness in the house I did not like 
to leave the people.

What was the nature of your complaint? — A bowel 
complaint.

You had that actually yourself? — Yes.
Were you quite well when you went into the house? — 

Quite well; I never was better in my life.
It came upon you soon afterwards? — Yes: from the 

smell of the linen.
When was it you did this work in the workhouse? — I do 

not know: it was a good while ago.
It was about October, perhaps? — As near as may be, I 

should think.
When you got away from the workhouse you got well? — 

Yes, in a fortnight afterwards.
You were quite well when you went? — Yes.
In two or three days you became ill? — Yes; I could not 

bear my own self.
Did you wash in the workhouse? — Yes.
Was there a bad smell in the house? — A dreadful smell 

through the whole house.
Had you any communication with the people in the 

house? — I used to go to and fro to them; those that Mr. and 
Mrs. Gover sent me to.

Were Mr. and Mrs. Gover ill? — Mr. Gover was dreadful 
ill: they did not expect him to live: he was obliged to go 
away.

Did the paupers in the house complain of the state of the 
house? — Yes; they said there was such a dreadful smell in 
the house, they did not think they should ever recover, and 
there were 0. great many died.

(HARRIET BINDON examined.)
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You were in North Petherton workhouse? — Yes.
When? — I do not know really the time.
Was it in February, 1837-— I believe it was.
You were ill when you were there, were you not? — Yes, 

very ill. * * * I was very ill when I went from 
Bridgwater to Petherton.

What were you ill of? — The bowel complaint.
The complaint which was so rife at Bridgwater? — Yes.
Before you went to Petherton you were very ill? — Yes.
Were there a great many ill in the house? — Yes; many of 

the children. Before I was taken ill, I looked after them in 
the nursery.

There were a great number ill? — Yes, with the bowel 
complaint.

Was there a great smell in the house? — Yes, which made 
us all very ill in doing for the children.

Were there any fresh people came into the house at 
Bridgwater while this malady was going on? — Yes, they 
were continually coming in. 

Page 23 Did you catch it more than once? — Yes; I 
got better, and had it again. I was very ill: Mr. Tilsley gave 
me up for death

Are you a Bridgwater woman ?— No: Stowey.
Were you well when you went into the Bridgwater 

workhouse? — Yes.
When was it you went in? — I went in between 

haymaking and harvest: the latter part of haymaking.
The early part of the summer ?— Yes.
Were you removed into the North Petherton 

workhouse? — I was in Petherton workhouse more than a 
quarter of a year.

Where did you go to then? — I went out of the house 
then. I had lost two of my children in the bowel complaint. I 
took three in with me, and lost two; and I went to the board 
to ask leave to go out, for that if I did not I should lose my 
other child, and I should lose my own life too. I was very ill.

You were very comfortable in Petherton workhouse? — 
Yes, I was very comfortable. We were very kindly treated. 
There was not victuals enough in either house when we 
were able to work.

Where did you go to after you left the Pctherton 
workhouse? — I went home with my father and mother till I 
was able to work.

Have you continued out of the house ever since? — Yes.
Had you any complaint to make of your treatment in the 

workhouse from anybody? — No; we were not ill-used by 
the governor.

All you complain of is your having been ill there? — Yes.
Had you sufficient food? — No; we had not victuals 

enough when we were able to work.
How many people were there with you in the 

Bridgwater workhouse? — I cannot say. There were a great 
many kept in one room, and a great many in one bed, for we 

had not room for them; four or five, or six sometimes in a 
bed.

Do you mean grown-up people? — Children.
How many grown-up people had you in the same bed? — 

Three or four.
Do you mean three or four grown-up people? — Yes. 

They were obliged sometimes, when the people came in, till 
they got more beds.

Are you a widow? — Yes.
When you went in you were well? — Yes.
Then you got ill of this bowel complaint?— Yes, and the 

children too.
You were not quite well when you left? — No. I was very 

ill when I came out. Mr. Tilsley said I should never get well 
while I remained there, nor my children.

Two of your children had died? — Yes.
Were they healthy children before that? -Yes. They had 

not had a single day’s sickness before they went in.
(MR. JOHN TROOD examined.)

Are you master of the workhouse at Sherborne? — Yes.
Did you live at Bridgwater before you went to 

Sherborne? — Yes. I assisted the master there.
Were you in business at Bridgwater? —Yes.
What business ? — A baker.
Did you know Glover, the master of the workhouse? — 

Yes.
Did he employ you to keep his books for him?— Yes.
How often did you go to the workhouse for the purpose 

of keeping his books?— I was there almost every day for 
some months.

During the time that you were in attendance was there a 
great deal of illness in the house ?— Yes, there was.

What was the nature of the illness? — The measles and 
diarrhœa.

Was it a matter of general notoriety in Bridgwater that 
there was an infectious complaint in the house? — Yes, it 
was said so.

You understood that the complaint was infectious ?— I 
heard so from the doctor.

What doctor? — Mr. King.
Mr. King told you it was infectious? —Yes.
Upon what occasion ? — When I was there upon two or 

three occasions, he told me so.
When Mr. Glover went away, he went away on account 

of his illness? — Yes.
Did you continue in the house during the time? — Yes.
In what state were the people at that time? — The 

people were ill.
What were they ill of? — It was diarrhœa and measles.
During this time did the visiting committee use to come 

constantly to the house? — No; they missed a few times.
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They missed a few weeks, did they ? — It must have 

been, I think, two or three weeks.
Why did they miss? — I cannot say.
You never heard why they missed? — No, I never heard.
You are quite sure that they missed – Yes.
Do you remember Mary Reed? — Yes.
If she has said that they never missed, she is mistaken in 

that? — Yes. Some of Page 24 them came down; Mr. 
Baker came some part of the time, hut not the whole of the 
committee.

Whenever the visiting committee visited, did you always 
see them? — I was always there at the time when they ought 
to come, but I know that during some part of the time that 
the diarrhœa was in the house they did not come.

Did they visit at other times? — Mr. Baker came down, 
and I think Mr. Frederick Axford came once in the course 
of the week, just to the door, to ask how it was going on, 
and that was all.

How do you know that there were three weeks during 
which they did not come? — I know that they were 
expected, and that I was down there, and no one came.

Was that on the board-day? — Yes.
What time of the day? — Till the board was sitting. I was 

there and afterwards.
What was the usual time of their coming? — About 10 

o’clock.
On those days you were attending, and they did not 

come ?— Yes.
Was there a room hard by, where they drew up their 

report? — Yes, the fire was lighted for them; but they did 
not come. That was why I knew that they did not come, 
because the room was not made use of.

When did they begin coming again? — When the people 
got better, then they came again.

Did Mr. King ever caution you about going into the 
wards? — No, he did not.

Did he tell you it was highly infectious and dangerous to 
go into the wards? — Yes, he did, certainly.

Have you ever known people so bad with this complaint 
that they could not retain their stools, and as they walked 
across the room, they made a dirt in the room? — No, I 
never saw that, nor heard of it.

Should you not have heard of it if it had been so? — Yes.
Did you ever know people so bad with it in their beds, 

that the men have been lying in their own mess, that they 
have made pools of their own fæces in the beds? — They 
have been lying in that state no doubt.

Did you ever see them in that state? — I have seen 
persons cleaning them. I have seen them lying in that state 
till they could be cleaned, but no longer.

Were they old people, or children, or who were they? — 
There were several old and young very bad at that time.

How many have you seen lying in that state? — Two or 
three old people, I do not think more than that.

You have seen two or three old people lying in this 
state?— Yes, three or four probably.

For what length of time? — I cannot say that I have seen 
them lying long in that state, because there was always a 
person watching, the moment it happened to report it, that 
they might not lie in that state for one moment longer than 
could be helped.

The question is, whether you have seen people 
continuing to lie in this state? — No, not continuing, not 
left unnoticed.

And there were people employed to prevent that? — 
Yes.

Night and day were there people employed to do 
that? — Yes.’ For the children there were, I know.

For the old people? — For the old, I do not believe that 
there was any body employed to sit up with them.

When it was in this state, and the men were lying in 
their fæces , did you describe the horrible state of the house 
to the visiting committee? — The doctor knew it; the 
visiting committee knew it from the doctor; and they knew 
it from being there.

How many people, do you suppose, were at any one time 
in this state from diarrhœa? — I do not know; there may 
have been ten or a dozen.

Including children and old people? — Yes, I do not 
suppose there would be more than that.

Was it a matter of great notoriety that there was an 
infectious complaint raging in the workhouse? — Some 
people said that they were all dying there, and others did 
not believe it; others said it was not the case.

Mr. King said that it was infectious? — Yes.
And the visiting guardians abstained for several weeks 

from visiting; can you recollect how many weeks? — Two or 
three weeks; it may have been four weeks.

At this time, when the diarrhœa was in the house, was it 
known that there was diarrhœa in the house, without saying 
whether it was infectious or not? — Yes.

Generally known in Bridgwater? — Yes.
You heard it from other persons? — I have heard many 

people speak of it; it was talked to there.
Were there more than one grown person in a bed? — 

Yes; two men slept together.
Ever more than two? — Two men and a boy sometimes.
What do you call a boy? — From 6 to about 14 or 15.
Was there more than one sleeping in a bed when they 

were suffering from diarrhœa? — Yes; the children that 
were infected were carried into a room by themselves.

But in that room did they sleep in separate beds? — No; 
two in a bed; some four, two at the foot and two at the 
head, in some of the beds, with small children.

Gover was taken ill; what was the matter with him? — 
He had the diarrhœa.

When he had the diarrhœa had you any conversation 
with him about it? — Yes, I had, sometimes.
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What did he state? — That the house was infectious, and 

that he should never be well till he was away from it.
Page 24 His wife was unwell?— His wife complained. I do 
not know that she was so violently taken as he was.

His children were unwell? — Yes.
Of the same disorder?— Yes.
And he always stated to you that he caught it in the 

house? — Yes.
Had you have any conversation with the wife about it! — 

Yes, the same conversation.
While they were in this state, two men and sometimes a 

boy sleeping together in the same bed, and two women in 
the same bed and a child, in the way you have mentioned, 
were they constantly sending new persons into the 
workhouse? — Yes.

Do you remember a man of the name of Kidner being 
sent into the workhouse? — I remember him very well.

Were you at the workhouse when he came there? — I 
was.

Do you remember whether there was a corpse lying on 
one of the beds, and whether that corpse was removed to 
make room! — I cannot say that; if the man was dead and 
the body was taken into the dead-house, he might have been 
put into the same bed, but I cannot say.

You say that not more than two or three people slept in 
a bed; had some of those the diarrhœa? — Two slept in a 
bed who had diarrhœa.

You say Mr. Baker regularly attended the workhouse 
even when the diarrhœa was prevailing? — Yes; I believe he 
came regularly some part of the week.

Did not Mr. Weale sometimes attend when the diarrhœa 
was raging? — I never saw him there.

Did you ever hear the reason why those gentlemen, 
whose duty it was to visit the workhouse, did not visit at 
that time as they did at others? — No.

Did you ever hear it said that it was because of the 
diarrhœa? — I have heard others say that it was, but I have 
not heard them say so.

Whom have you heard say that? — Some of the people in 
Bridgwater, not the guardians. I have heard Gover say so, 
and his wife.

Though they absented themselves, did they not send 
paupers into the house at that time! — Yes.

A great many? — I cannot say.
More than one, two, or three? — Yes.
And the children that were sent afterwards to the 

Petherton workhouse were sent away after the disorder was 
infectious! — Yes.

Did those guardians who had absented themselves 
during some time come back again, and attend as usual? — 
Yes.

Was not that after the diarrhœa had ceased! — Yes.
You say you never saw the unfortunate persons while the 

fæces were cleaned from’ them, but you saw the beds 
cleaned often? — Yes.

Beds in which two people were sleeping! — Yes.
Do you know that it was in consequence of the fæces 

having come from them! — Yes, certainly it was. They were 
very much purged at that time.

Have you not seen it on the floors? — No; to the best of 
my knowledge I have not seen it there.

You will not undertake to say that you have not seen 
it? — I will undertake to say that I do not recollect seeing it.

You say persons were appointed to sit up with the 
children? — Yes.

Why were they appointed to sit up with them! — To 
take care of them, and to give them anything which was 
ordered by the medical man.

And clean them when they were dirty? — Yes.
There was no person appointed to sit up with the old 

people? — No.
Then those persons must have lain in their filth, if they 

happened to have evacuations early in the night, till the next 
morning? — Yes.

The evidence given by the four last witnesses, 
in addition to that of three members of the visiting 
committee and two union surgeons, establishes the 
awful condition of those helpless persons who 
were shut up in the Bridgwater union workhouse, 
under the regulations of the Poor Law 
Commissioners. Mr. Gover, the governor of the 
workhouse, after some frightful details, says —
”The children were in a deplorable state. There were, I 
should think, six children in one bed. The beds were in a 
shocking state. I had them all got into the court, and 
opened them, three or four at a time, and got the ticks 
washed. I have known a person put into one of those 
beds after the diarrhœa was got away, catch the 
diarrhœa.” This state of the beds is corroborated by 
the present medical attendant of the workhouse, 
Mr. John Rodney Ward, who deposes to the beds 
being “exceedingly filthy from evacuations of both 
fæces  and urine, the consequences of diarrhœa and so 
forth.” Elizabeth Bray says — “I was applied to to 
go and wash there when Page 26 there was 
such a dreadful disease in the house. The smell of 
the linen f was washing made me quite ill with the 
bowel complaint.” “I could not bear my own self. 
The poor people said there was such a dreadful 
smell in the house, they did not think they should 
ever recover; and there were a great many died.”

Harriet Bindon, a poor hardworking widow, 
who was sent into the house with three children, 
says — “There was a great number ill with the 
bowel complaint. There was a great smell in the 
house, which made us all very ill in doing for the 
children. I catcht it more than once. I got better, 
and had it again. Mr. Tilsley a surgeon, gave me 
up for dead. “I here were a great many kept in one 
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room, and a great many in one bed, for we had not room 
for them; four or five or six children sometimes in a bed. 
I lost two of my children in the bowel complaint. I took 
three in with me, and lost two; and I went to the board 
to ask leave to go out, for that if I did not, I should lose 
my other child, and lose my own life too. My children 
had not had a single day’s sick-ness before they went 
in.”

The last witness, Mr. Trood, who was for some 
time the acting governor of the workhouse, and is 
now the master of the Sherborne Union 
workhouse, deposes as follows: —

When it was in this state, and the men were lying in 
their fæces, did you describe the horrible. state of the house 
to the visiting committee? — The doctor knew it, the visit-
ing committee knew it from the doctor, and they knew it 
from being there.

— How many people do you suppose were at any one 
time in this state? — I do not know; there may have been 
ten or a dozen.

Including children and old people? — Yes; I do not 
suppose there could be more than that.

There was no person appointed to sit up with the old 
people;’ — No.

Then these persons must have lain in their filth, if they 
happened to have evacuations early in the night, till the next 
morning? — Yes.

Such was the lamentable condition to which a 
number of our helpless fellow – creatures were 
reduced by having been brought under the 
operation of the New Poor Law. Under such awful 
circumstances it cannot be considered strange that 
the obituary as checked by the auditor of the 
union, and admitted by the assistant-
commissioner, recorded the amazing number of 38 
deaths in eight months; and that the chairman was 
enabled to congratulate the board on “a saving of 
expenditure to the amount of £4,843, in favour of the 
union.”

We are now arrived at the end of that fatal year 
which the chairman Mr. Warry and the Vice-
chairman, Mr. Meade King, recurs to as having 
gone on as well and as quietly “as a board could 
possibly go on;” and of which Mr. Weale said, — 
“During the first year of the union nothing could he 
more harmonious than the board of guardians then, and 
Mr. Bowen was not a member.” And now this 
quietness, which was the deep repose of death — 
this harmony, the “dreadful harmony” of the fatal 
sisters “weaving with bloody hands the tissue of the 
poor” — this quietness and this harmony, so 
pathetically bewailed by these poor-law 
functionaries, were to be disturbed. On the 31st of 
March, 1837, I took my seat at the board as one of 
the guardians of the parish of Bridgwater, and I 
shall now continue the narrative, with matter 
given on oath before the committee, for which I 

am legally as well as morally responsible, and for 
which I challenge the most rigid scrutiny.

MR. JOHN BOWEN is called in and examined as follows:
Where do you live? — At Bridgwater.
Do you carry on any business there? — I am a wine-

merchant at present.
How long have you been resident in Bridgwater? — I 

was born there, but left at the age of twenty years. I was 
employed in the Trinity service, erecting Light-houses, and 
then in the East India Company’s service; I then returned to 
Bridgwater about nineteen years since.

You were in the East Indies in the Company’s service? — 
Yes; erecting Lighthouses, and manufacturing Machinery 
generally.

Your business at Bridgwater is now that of a wine-
merchant? — Yes; I retired from business, but in 
consequence of the failure of the great East India Houses of 
agency, I engaged in business again, being called upon to do 
so.

Page 27 You are a guardian of the Bridgwater 
Union? — I am not at present; I was last year

When were you elected? — I received notice of my 
election on the 30th of March, 1837.

How long did you remain? — I remained a twelvemonth; 
until last March.

You were a member of the board of guardians in the 
months of May and June, 1837? — I was.* * * Having 
been appointed a member of the visiting committee, and 
informed myself by personal inspection of the state of the 
poor then in the Bridgwater workhouse, I went carefully 
through the obituary, the visitors’ book, the medical weekly 
return, and such other documents as would fairly bring 
under my view the past and present condition of the 
inmates of the workhouse. At this time the general 
appearance of the poor in the house was haggard and 
emaciated beyond description. On the 14 th of April there 
were 12 cases of diarrhœa 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 alteration in the diet. He 
proposed that gruel should he no longer administered, but 
that instead of it milk should be used for breakfast, and that 
rice and milk should he substituted for bread-and-cheese 
dinners on two days in the week.

You were present when that was done? — I was present, 
and had previously in the course of the week gone through 
the house two or three times. I do not mean to accuse the 
gentlemen who have signed the reports from time to time of 
any intentional misrepresentation; but it appears from them 
that the people were a good deal better one week and a 
great deal worse another, in a manner not to be 
comprehended.

Who signed that recommendation, “that gruel should be 
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no longer administered, hut that instead of it milk should be 
used for breakfast, and that rice and milk should be 
substituted for bread and cheese? — Mr. Ruddock.

Mr. Ruddock had not entered the recommendation 
correctly? — No. I will state from this document what took 
place on that occasion: — “Under these alarming circum-
stances the visiting committee requested the medical officer 
to attend them at the workhouse, when that gentleman 
again the necessity of making an alteration in the diet. He 
proposed that gruel should be no longer administered, but’ 
that instead of it milk should be used for breakfast, and that 
rice and milk should he substituted for bread and cheese 
dinners on two days in the week. The visiting committee 
unanimously agreed to recommend the suggestions of the 
medical attendant to the board of guardians; and a reverend 
member of the committee, who was the appointed visitor of 
the week, made the following entry in the visitors’ book.”

That does not go to the extent of the recommendation. 
Where does it appear that any recommendation was made 
by the medical officer that the gruel should he discontinued; 
so for as the entry in the book goes, it is only that rice and 
milk should be substituted for the bread and cheese 
dinners? — I do not conceive it is to be found on record. Mr. 
Ruddock, the visitor of the day, made his entry in his own 
way.

The visiting committee having received that 
communication from the medical officer a motion was made 
in the board? — The proceeding was as follows: — The 
members of the visiting committee proceeded to the board 
of guardians to support the recommendation of the medical 
officer. The rev. gentleman who was the visitor for the week 
was considered the most proper person to state the 
reiterated opinion of the surgeon, who had declared he had 
very frequently recommended the same course, and had 
urged the distressing condition of the inmates, on the board. 
This he did with the temper and earnestness of a Christian 
pastor urging his brother men to the performance of a 
solemn duty. The recommendation of the surgeon was 
strongly and feelingly advocated, and the fact stated that the 
old people who were allowed tea, had suffered less from 
diarrhœa than the other inmates.” All this is in proof that 
the medical man attended; that Mr. Ruddock applied to do 
away with the gruel; that the argument was adduced that 
the old people who had not gruel were less affected than 
those who had. Another member of the visiting committee 
with documents in his hands, to which he referred in proof 
of his assertions, urged them upon the board the appalling 
fact that 30 persons had died in the workhouse in nine 
months out of an average of 94 inmates.

Was that the fact, to your knowledge, that 30 persons 
had died in nine months? — I know they were entered in the 
obituary as having died; and perhaps it will simplify the 
thing if I say that the guardian who took those documents 
to the board, and urged them upon the board, was myself. 
Page 28 As a member of the visiting committee I went 
on to show that in the same house on the old dietary, only 
nine persons had died in the parochial year ending March, 
1836, and the same number in the previous year, out of an 

average of more than 66 residents. The average was higher 
than that; it was, I think,72, I further insisted on the strong 
probability afforded by the rapid progress of the disease 
during the previous fortnight, that it would soon acquire all 
its former virulence.”

What do you mean by “its former virulence”? — It had 
been much worse; but while this fluctuation was going on 
there were 30 persons had died without any notice having 
been taken of it in the visiting-book but such as have been 
read.

Still you have not shown any recommendation of the 
surgeon that the gruel should be discontinued; you have 
shown that Mr. Ruddock recommended the substitution of 
rice and milk for bread and cheese, and that Mr. Ruddock, 
did, in addition, propose to substitute milk for breakfast in 
lieu of gruel, but that that was not done in consequence of 
the request made by the medical officer? — That is a part of 
the evidence. It proceeds thus: — “Under these alarming 
circumstances, the visiting committee requested the medical 
officer to attend them at the workhouse, when that gentle-
man again strongly urged the necessity of making an 
alteration in the diet. He proposed that gruel should be no 
longer administered.”

Do you know that he had urged that before? — He said 
he had repeatedly.

Did you hear the medical officer state to the visiting 
committee that the gruel ought to he discontinued, and 
milk substituted? — Most certainly.

Did he also order rice and milk as a substitute for bread 
and cheese? — He also recommended that.

Did the board agree to his proposition? — Certainly not 
that week.

What week was that? — On the 14th of April.
Is there any entry upon that subject? — I cannot speak 

from memory; 1 think there was not any entry; I think the 
course taken by the chairman prevented any entry.

What was that course? — The chairman was Mr. Warry, 
and what I have written was this — “So far were these 
statements from affecting any amelioration in the condition 
of the unfortunate inmates of the workhouse, that the 
recommendation of the surgeon was not even put to the 
meeting, nor any communication made to him on the sub-
ject. The matter was not only passed by as being altogether 
unworthy of notice, hut it was said that the medical man 
had gone out of his course in making such a recommend-
ation; that, although it was competent for him to prescribe 
diet for the sick, he could not be permitted to make 
experiments on the diet of those who were not actually on 
his list; that the dietary was an important part of the re-
gulations of the Poor Law Commissioners, and that the 
board might as well talk of altering the Poor Law altogether 
as of making any alteration in the dietary.

Are you sure that he said this? — I am as certain of it as 
of anything I ever knew in my life.

Upon your oath you state that you were present, and he 
said this? — Yes, and I must beg to say that as there can be 
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no doubt of Mr. Ruddock’s entry, there can be no doubt 
also of the visiting committee making this representation to 
the board; and as there is not the slightest notice taken in 
the minute book of such a resolution being proposed, or its 
being noticed as a matter of business in any way, I presume 
that is evidence that the board of guardians refused to 
interfere.

Was there a resolution moved upon the subject?— Mr. 
Ruddock stood up and made some observations upon the 
subject, when Mr, Warry said such a resolution could not be 
put from the chair.

Was there a resolution regularly moved and seconded, 
put into the hands of the chairman? — No, there was no 
resolution drawn up. The chairman said that they sat there 
to administer the Poor Law Act and that the dietary was an 
important part of the system.

How came you with your feelings, not to propose a 
resolution? — Whether right or wrong, I have already stated 
that I took my seat with a determination not to propose any 
resolution.

Did you take down the words of the chairman at the 
time or subsequently? — I look them down while they were 
fresh in my recollection; I made a memorandum at the same 
time, and on going home I wrote them out within an hour.

Mr. Ruddock and the other gentlemen on the visiting 
committee were not bound by what you conceived 
prevented your moving a resolution; why did not they 
propose a resolution to that effect? — I cannot answer for 
their reason. If I had been in their situation I should have 
moved such a resolution if I had stood alone.

In point of fact, no such resolution was moved and 
seconded? — There was no resolution submitted to the vote. 
The visitor for the day, Mr. Ruddock, got up and told his 
Page 29 own story very moderately; and then I 
followed him, and took the death-book in my hand and the 
old book containing the number of deaths in the old 
workhouse, and contrasted it with those in the present, and 
called the attention of the board to the subject.

Was it after that that Mr. Warry, the chairman, said 
what you have stated? — Yes; “that the medical man had 
gone out of his course in making such a recommendation; 
that, although it was competent for him to prescribe diet 
for the sick, he could not be permitted to make experiments 
on the diet of those who were not actually on his list.”

Did that, in your opinion, discourage the guardians who 
were disposed to make a motion from making one? — 
Certainly; there appeared to be a strong feeling, but the 
matter was stopped for that day.

Was there much discussion about it on that day? — No, 
not much discussion.

Did any of those gentlemen who thought it important 
the alteration should be made urge it? — It was impossible 
for them to urge it more strongly than they did. Mr. Warry 
is a barrister, and was referred to by the farmers as the law 
oracle upon the occasion. If any country gentleman had 
been in the chair who would have carried the law into 
execution, without pretending to be extremely well versed 

in the technicalities of it, I have no doubt such resolution 
would have been put and carried.

The resolution was not moved? — No; but it was 
mentioned.

Looking back to that transaction, are you of opinion 
that the visiting committee, having this impression upon 
their minds with respect to the necessity of altering the diet, 
did their duty in not proposing that alteration to the 
board? — In speaking of the visiting committee, of 
gentlemen, with some of whom I have passed a large portion 
of my life, and for whom I have great respect, I must say 
that I think they did not act with that firmness and 
resolution which they ought to have done. And I will state, 
if your Lordships please, how I expressed my own opinions 
upon the subject.

On the 21st of April you attended the next board? — I 
attended the workhouse two or three times in the course of 
the week; and the state of it was such as I cannot describe, 
more offensive than can be conceived.

It was such as you have represented in your pamphlet? — 
Yes. There are on your Lordships’ table returns of the cases 
of diarrhœa and bowel affection in the house and out of the 
house. If your Lordships will refer to pages 3, 4, and 5, of the 
return before the committee, the facts will appear that out 
of the house the cases of diarrhœa amounted only to two 
among 59 who were_on the sick list; thus there were only 
two poor persons under the care of the surgeon affected 
with the diarrhœa among 649 out-paupers. In the house 
there were 96 persons and 20 of them were affected with 
diarrhœa and bowel complaint in a most violent degree.I 
inquired of the medical man what he meant by bowel 
complaint, and he said they were compound cases, where 
the bowels were in a state of ulceration.

On the 21st of April you say you attended the board, and 
that, having visited the house in the mean time two or three 
times, you took upon you to represent the state of the 
workhouse to the board again? — Yes.

Were the wards inspected by anybody else in the mean 
time? — Not to my knowledge.

You say in your pamphlet, “The wards were, however, 
inspected by another person, and the distressing condition 
of the inmates reported to the committee by the visitor;” 
who is that person? — Myself.

You reported their state to the visiting committee? — 
Yes, on the 21st.

You did not report anything between the 14th and the 
21st?— I had no opportunity.

Did you urge them upon that occasion to make some 
more urgent representation to the board upon the 
subject? — I did, I have the statement here that I wrote out 
at the time.

You reported this to the committee, and urged them to 
make a more importunate representation to the board? — 
Yes. On my going to the house on the 21st of April, I found 
one of the visiting committee there, who declined going 
round the house.
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Who was that? — Mr. William Pitman King.
Why did he decline going round the house? — From the 

dreadful condition of the house He said he would not go 
round the house for 50l.

From its being contagious! — Yes; and its being more 
offensive than can be conceived.

Did they agree to make another representation to the 
board of guardians ? — They did, on my declaring that I 
would instantly withdraw from the committee if they did 
not, as I should consider my continuing longer in it under 
those circumstances would be becoming accessory to 
murder.

Did the surgeon attend the board of guardians by 
direction of the committee? — He did.

Was there any resolution passed upon that occasion, or 
motion made? — It is very important to understand what 
took place upon that occasion. The visitor of the day made 
his representation on the state of the house, and the medical 
attendant was directed to attend. He stated that the paupers 
above 60 who were allowed tea and sugar did not suffer 
from diarrhœa as much as those who were dieted on gruel, 
and recommended a member of the visiting committee that 
Page 30 the paupers above 60 who were allowed tea 
and sugar did not suffer from diarrhœa as much as those 
who were dieted on gruel, and therefore he felt justified in 
recommending on his own experience that the gruel should 
be discontinued, and rice and milk substituted. The 
chairman, Mr. Warry, was not present 011 that day, and the 
vice-chairman acted.

Who is he? — The Rev. Samuel Starky. He said that the 
better way was to consider the whole of the persons in the 
house ill; all the inmates in such a state as would justify the 
board acting upon the recommendation of the surgeon 
treating the whole of them as sick.

By way of precaution! — Yes; not to break in upon what 
he conceived to be the letter of the act, which was a 
reasonable course of proceeding; and was adopted.

Therefore there was no resolution moved, inasmuch as 
the board of guardians were willing to do what the medical 
officer desired? — Yes; the board of guardians on that; 
considered it a mode of evading the regulations of the Poor 
Law Commissioners.

That was the first case in which there was an order for a 
change of diet made? — Yes. In consequence of that 
recommendation an entry was made, which I will read — 
“On reading the minutes on the Bridgwater visitors’ book it 
appeared that diarrhœa stil prevailed in the house, and that 
the inmates were not generally healthy. It was thereupon 
moved by Mr. W. P. King, and seconded by the Rev. N. 
Ruddock, that the medical officer be requested to attend 
the board for the purpose of giving information as to the 
state of the health of the paupers relative to the minute 
above stated. Mr. A. King, the medical officer, was 
thereupon sent for, who soon after attended the board, and 
confirmed the report of the visiting committee, and stated 
that for the present rice be substituted for gruel, which the 
board agreed to.”

Was there any reference to the Poor Law Commissioners 
on the subject? — No, not then; there was, some time after 
that-

Do you know what was the effect of that change of 
diet? — I attended the house frequently during the week, 
and found a greater improvement in the health of the 
people than I could have supposed possible.

Was a change made with respect to the bread and 
cheese? — For bread and cheese at dinner rice and milk 
were substituted for two days in the week, and the gruel was 
entirely done away.

Did the diarrhœa cease? — April the 26th, the next week, 
in answer to the question, “Is the establishment dietary duly 
observed ?  The answer is, “Milk has been substituted in lieu 
of gruel for breakfast, and rice for bread and cheese for 
dinner, two days in the week, by order of the medical 
officer.” “Are the inmates generally healthy ?— The inmates 
arc not generally healthy, but there is a great improvement 
since the last report, occasioned by the change of diet; 
diarrhœa has decreased from 18 to 3 cases since the last 
report.”

* * * *
Have the poor since been tolerably healthy, so far as you 

have understood? — Diarrhœa has not prevailed since, but 
there have been other diseases, which may require your 
Lordships’ notice.

Did you ever press upon the board of guardians, when 
Mr. Warry stated that they might as well make any other 
alteration in the law as meddle with the dietary, to refer to 
the board of commissioners in London to see how far under 
the circumstances they should not be allowed to alter the 
dietary? — I did nothing more than I have before stated. I 
took the labour of the thing; I brought before the board the 
deaths from the first establishment of the union, and the 
deaths under the old system for several years. I stated that I 
could not conceive there could be any reason for more 
deaths among the inmates of the workhouse under the new 
system than under the old, unless such as were connected 
with the diet or with the internal management.

You say no resolution was put with respect to the diet; 
that such was prevented by Mr. Warry’s stating that they 
were not competent to alter the dietary: did you ever press 
upon him the necessity of an application to the Poor Law 
Commissioners, to see whether they would not allow an 
alteration, if the board did not feel themselves competent to 
make it ?— I did not do that; I did not go beyond what I 
have stated. The business closed with Mr. Warry’s declara-
tion. I was determined never to attend the committee but 
once more, unless I could effect an alteration; and, as has 
been shown, the next week it was effected.

Have you any entries showing up to what time the 
oatmeal was ordered in ?— Yes; I will take two entries, the 
one from the visiting or medical book, showing the state of 
health, and the other the ordering of the oatmeal.

“Sept. 27. The aged poor are affected with cholic and 
diarrhœa, and the children are suffering from the same 
complaint.
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(Gruel used according to the dietary.) 
Oct. 25. There is much sickness amongst the children 

and the old people. There are 33 cases under the care of the 
medical gentleman. 96 inmates in the house.

25. For some days I watched the result (of the gruel) 
which was given to the visiting committee as producing 
diarrhœa.

Signed by the medical officer.
25. One-hundred weight of oatmeal. 

Page 31
“Nov. 1. There is still much sickness.

Half-a-hundred weight of oatmeal ordered.
“Nov. 29. Still much sickness.
“Nov. 22. One-hundred weight of oatmeal ordered.
“Dec. 13. Much sickness is still prevalent in the house.
“Dec. 6. One-hundred weight of oatmeal ordered.
“Dec. 20. Half-a-hundred weight of oatmeal ordered.

“Dec. 27. One-hundred weight of oatmeal ordered.
1837

“Jan. 3. The inmates again unhealthy, particularly the 
children, who have had the measles.
“Jan. 10. One-hundred weight of oatmeal ordered.

“Jan. 31. Generally unhealthy. One-hundred weight of 
oatmeal ordered.

“Feb. 14. Generally unhealthy. One-hundred weight of 
oatmeal ordered, &c.

“This goes on to the 21st of April.
I have already stated, that the obituary records the death 

of 38 persons in the eight months between the 15th of July, 
1836, and the 15th of March, 1837. The subsequent deaths, in 
the course of the year, of many of the poor victims who 
were writhing under the diarrhœa, when the gruel was 
abolished, afford an awful example of the deadly character 
of the disease.

Extract from the Weekly Return of the Sick in the Bridgwater Workhouse, during
one Week, from April 14 to April 21, 1837.

N. B. The first eight were complicated cases, accompanied by, or connected with, severe diarrhœa.

Names/ Age Disease. Subsequent remarks.

Burge, Henry 16 Cough and diarrhœa.

Feltham, John 11 Colic

Cox, George 3 Cough and diarrhœa Died May 4 th.

Kidner, Betty 44 Colic and fever

Cogle, John 44 Died April 16th. 

Tucker, Mary 77 Cough and Debility Died July 28th 

Coombs (infant) Bowel affection Died July 11th.

Peacock, James 80 Ditto Died July 25th.

Board, William 2 Diarrhœa

Adams, Margaret 24 Ditto

Bailey, Sarah 23 Ditto

Wilkins, Flora 4 Ditto Died May 16th.

Caddick, James 7 Ditto

Caddick, William 4 Ditto

Parker, James 60 Ditto

White, Mary 40 Ditto Died May 21st.

Rowsell, James 57 Ditto Died December 14th. 

Bulpin, Betty 66 Ditto

Crate, George 37 Ditto

Sellick, Martha 55 Ditto Died November 13th.
 

Perry, Henry 85 Ditto Died October 11th . 

Harden, Mary 24 Ditto

Such was a part of the awful catalogue 
subjected to the inspection of the visiting 
committee, while the gruel pot had scarcely ceased 

bubbling for the day. I inspected the whole house, 
and seldom has a more distressing and offensive 
exposure of human infirmity been exhibited. The 
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loathsome and heart rending spectacle defied all 
description. A number of persons of all ages 
suffering intense agony: others involuntarily 
voiding their fæces, 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 fœtid 
atmosphere, saturated with the poisonous effluvia 
of putrid excrements. 38 deaths recorded in eight 
months: and 10 who were then writhing under 
diarrhœa, carried off in the course of the year. 
Such was the state of things of which Mr. Warry 
said, “We went on very well the first year,” and Mr. 
Meade Page 32 King, “We went on as quietly as 
a board could possibly go on the first year.”

By the foregoing evidence, documentary and 
oral, the case has been brought down to the 
abolition of the gruel, and to the result stated as 
follows in the visiting committee’s book: —

The inmates are not generally healthy; but there is a 
great improvement since the last report, occasioned by the 
change of diet. diarrhœa has decreased from 18 to 3 cases 
since the last report.

April 28, 1837. “ W. P. KING.”
It now remains to he seen what evidence has 

been brought forward by the Poor Law authorities, 
to deny, to justify, or to palliate the enormities 
charged. In carrying out this part of the inquiry I 
shall commence with the evidence of those per-
sons who appear to have been brought forward to 
prove that the condition of the poor, and the 
stench in the house were not so very had. This 
course will make it necessary to recur to the 
testimony of some witnesses who have already 
appeared.

MARY REED examined.
Where do you live?  — Bridgwater.
Were you ever applied to to go to be nurse at the 

Bridgwater workhouse? — No, I was never applied to; I 
lived in the house at the time.

Were you a pauper in the house? — I was.
Were you there at the time of the sickness? — I was.
Was there a smell in the house? — There was no smell in 

the house, otherwise than the children could not help 
themselves, but it was not so bad as was reported.

The house was clean in every other respect? — Yes.
Did that create a smell in the house? — Yes, for certain.
Was it confined to the rooms where the children 

were? — Confined to one room, the place called the nursery, 
where they were so dangerously ill.

Was there any smell in any other part of the house? — 
None in the other part.

None in the kitchen? — No smell in the kitchen in the 
least; the kitchen was under ground.

Are you sure there was no smell in the kitchen? — Yes.
Did you go into the kitchen? — Yes, often; and I washed 

in there.
Did any smell proceed from the washing of dirty 

linen? — Yes, a little.
How many children had you in a bed there? — We had 

eight in a bed, when the house was so very full; we were 
obliged to put beds two together upon the floor when they 
kept coming in so fast.

They kept coming in so fast, that at last you were 
obliged to put two beds upon the floor and eight children in 
those two beds ?— Yes.

Was that for any great length of time? — No great 
length. Some of the children died, and others got better.

Did you go into the rooms of the grownup people? — 
Yes.

How many people were there in the beds? — Two.
Never more than two? — No; never more than two, to 

the best of my knowledge.
Do you speak of women or men? — I speak of women 

and men.
There were never three in a bed? — Never, to the best of 

my knowledge. If there were, they got into the bed after I 
left them. Very often I stopped up all night with them.

Those were grown-up people? — Yes.
Were they ill of the same disorder? — Yes.
Did that last any great length of time? — I suppose two 

or three months.
Do you recollect the time when that began ? — I believe 

it was about the 2nd or 3rd of Jan.
Did it not begin in the autumn before? — I believe it was 

in October that it began.
How long did it last — till April? — I suppose it did.
Have you ever seen the people so bad in the workhouse 

that they were lying on their beds in their own mess that 
they made? — In the night they have been in that mess till 
such time in the morning as we could get clean things to put 
on them.

The visiting committee did not visit during the night? —
No.

Have you ever seen in the day time people lying in their 
beds in their mess, two or three at a time? — No, they never 
did, no longer than while we could get clean things for 
them.

Both grown-up people and children? — Yes.
Was there any time when there were more nurses 

wanted? — Yes; there were not people in the house 
sufficient to take care of the sick.

Were you ill yourself? — I was ill my own – self, the first 
of the grown people; and I always thought that it was from 
attending the children.

The children were removed as quickly as they could be 
to North Petherton? — Yes, and many grown people as well.
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And there they got well? — Yes. Some of them were very 

ill, and died
Page 33 The change of air from one house to another 
was useful to them? — Yes; the doctors said that it would do 
them good, but they died, a great many of them.

You say the house was not very offensive? — No, only 
where the children were so many of them; I believe there 
were seven or eight, or more.

Did the visiting committee use to visit always? — Yes.
Were they ever recommended by the medical officer not 

to visit? — I do not know; I never heard that they were 
persuaded not to do it

Did they use to come more than once a week! — Yes; 
some of them came more than once or more than twice.

Was there any one week when none came at all? — No, I 
do not think there was.

Should you have known if there was! — Yes.
And you do not believe that there was any one week in 

which they did not come? — No; I am sure that one or the 
other came two or three times a week.

They say otherwise? — Yes they do; but I say the truth.
When these gentlemen came, did they walk through all 

the rooms? — Yes, I believe they did.
Did they go into the children’s room? — Yes, they did.
You were in the nursery principally? — I did go with 

them with Mr. Gover into every room in the house.
Who were the gentlemen who did this —Mr. Baker and 

Mr. Axford? — Yes.
Mr. Ruddock, the clergyman? — Yes.
And Mr. Colthurst? — I do not know Mr. Colthurst.
Do you remember the day that Farthing died? — No, I 

cannot.
Do you remember the circumstance of his death? — Yes; 

I was there at the time that he died, and laid him out, and 
made a shroud.

What time of the day was it that he died? — In the 
morning as well as I can recollect; but so many have died 
there that I cannot say.

I do believe it was in the morning that he died.
Do you know James Pocock, and Mary Tucker and 

Henry Perry? — Yes.
They have all died? — Yes; they had the diarrhœa, all of 

them.
Did they get well of the diarrhœa? — No, they did not; 

that was the cause of their deaths.
The diarrhœa went on with them till they died? — Yes.
Do you remember a man of the name of Jarman? — Yes.
What did he die of? — He had got the diarrhœa very 

bad.
Did he die of diarrhœa? — Yes. I must know, for I bided 

with him five nights out of six. He was an elderly man.
Do you remember a man of the name of Gill? — Yes.

What did he die of? —I do not know. I think he broke 
his heart; he had no disorder to die of; he had not got the 
diarrhœa.

Do you remember Isaac Watts? — Yes; he died of the 
diarrhœa.

Had he the ague? — He had the ague, but I believe it was 
stopped; he had not it about him when he died.

Starky? — I was with him.
What was the matter with him? — He was taken in his 

head.
Was he 85 years of age? — Yes.
Do you remember the governor’s wife catching this 

disorder? — Yes; she was ill at the time.
The evidence of Mary Reed is somewhat at 

variance with that which was taken down by me, 
as a member of the visiting committee, from her 
own lips, while the events were fresh in her mind; 
but I will not charge her with anything like 
intentional misrepresentation. She is 75 years of 
age, and has been an inmate of the workhouse 
about nine years. The horrors she has witnessed in 
that house of death, joined with her age, may have 
occasioned a confusion in her memory, and being 
in the workhouse, she was within the reach of the 
Poor-law functionaries, and kept so up to the mo-
ment of her examination. Her recollection of time 
is, as may be expected vague and confused. She is 
asked —

Did that (the disorder) last any great length of time? — I 
suppose two or three months.

Do you recollect the time when that began? — I believe 
it was about the 2nd or 3rd of January.

Did it not begin in the Autumn before? — I believe it 
was October that it began.

How long did it last — till April? — I suppose it did.
Now it appears from the death-book, and other 

records of the Board, that the ravages of the 
diarrhœa commenced in September, and 
continued about eight months instead of “two or 
three.,, This confusion of dates may account for her 
declaring that the visiting committee never kept 
away from the house; which assertion is opposed 
to the positive testimony of Mr. Gover, the 
governor of the workhouse, Mr. Trood, the 
deputy-governor, and Messrs. Axford, Baker and 
Colthurst, members of the visiting committee. She 
thus decidedly states her own conviction of the 
diarrhœa being infectious — “I was ill my own self, 
the first of the grown people, and I always thought that 
it was from attending the children.” She deposes 
clearly to the great number that died, but
Page 34 on being questioned as to the time of a 
particular death, her recollection does not serve 
her.

The children were removed as quickly as they could be 
to North-Petherton? — Y’es, and many grown people as 
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well.

And there they got well? —Yes; some of them were very 
ill, and died.

The change of air from one house to another was useful 
to them? — Yes; the doctors said that it would do them 
good; but they died — a great many of them.

Do you remember the day that Farthing died? — 1 
cannot.

What time of the day was it that he died? — In the 
morning, as well as I recollect: but so many have died there, 
that I cannot say. I do believe that it was in the morning 
that he died.

She corroborates the governors testimony in 
some important particulars.

Was there any time when there were more nurses 
wanted? — Yes, there were not people in the house 
sufficient to take care of the sick.

Have you ever seen the people so bad in the workhouse 
that they were lying on their beds in their own mess that 
they made? — In the night they have been in that mess till 
such time in the morning as we could get clean things to put 
on them.

Such is the evidence of the poor old woman, 
who was questioned as to whether the house was 
very offensive or not! The next witness on the 
degree of stench and suffering is Mr. Trood, the 
master of the Sherborne Union Workhouse, from 
whose evidence copious extracts have been al-
ready given.

On an average, how many days in the week, were you at 
the Bridgwater workhouse? — Five days. I used. to go to 
Taunton once a week, and it took me a day, sometimes two.

What time in the morning did you go to the Bridgwater 
workhouse? — 11 o’clock.

And how long did you stop? — During the whole day 
when Gover was absent, if I had not anything particular to 
do.

When the diarrhœa was prevailing in the house, was 
there a very great stench in the house? — I never discovered 
any stench more than arises from people who arc ill.

Where did you discover that — did that pervade the 
whole house? — No, only the room where the people were 
in bed.

Was there a sick ward, or were there one or two wards, 
in which the sick people were put? — They were not put in 
a ward by themselves: they were taken ill, and then they 
remained in the rooms.

They occupied those rooms in common with other 
paupers who did not suffer under that complaint? — The 
old people, some of them slept, by themselves down on the 
ground floor.

But if a man was ill he was not removed, but was left in 
the room where other persons were that had not this 
complaint?— Yes, some of them, and some of them slept in 
rooms that were quite distinct.

And those rooms became offensive? — Not for any time, 
because the moment that they were dirty they were cleaned 
directly.

That is, the moment the patients were dirty? — Yes, as 
soon as it was discovered.

Did this bad smell extend over the house? — No.
Were you there early in the morning? — No; not when 

Gover was at home.
Not before the windows were opened? — I did go up a 

few times early in the morning, but not many times.
When that complaint was in the house? — Yes.
Did you find them very offensive? — The rooms were 

very close; and I know that all bedrooms are close when you 
go into them in the morning, if people are ever so healthy.

Were the rooms offensive? — Nothing more than rooms 
are commonly offensive where many people sleep together.

Did this extend to the rooms below — to the kitchen? — 
No.

Are you quite sure of it? — I am quite sure of it.
Mr. Trood speaks of “the room where the 

people were in bed,” then admits that the sick 
“were not put in a ward by themselves “they were 
taken ill, and then they remained in the rooms” 
“Some of them slept by themselves down on tbe 
ground floor.” Thus, it is admitted that they were 
scattered all over the house; and on that very 
ground floor where such attempts are made to 
prove that the stench did not extend to, the most 
offensive cases of diarrhœa were actually lodged 
up to the very moment of their release. But let Mr. 
Trood speak for himself.

Did you ever know people so bad with it in their beds, 
that the men have been lying in their own mess; that they 
have made pools of their own fæces  in the beds? — They 
have been lying in that state no doubt.

Did you ever see them in that state? — I have seen 
persons cleaning them. I have seen them lying in that state 
till they could he cleaned, but no longer.

For what length of time ? — I cannot say that I have seen 
them lying long in that state, because there was always a 
person watching the moment it happened to report it, that 
they might not lie in that state for one moment longer than 
could he helped.
The question is, whether you have seen people continuing to 
lie in this state? — No; I not continuing, not left unnoticed.
Page 35 And there were people employed to prevent 
that? — Yes.

Night and day were there people employed to do 
that? — Yes; for the children there were, I know.

For the old people? — For the old, I do not believe that 
there was anybody employed to sit up with them.

When it was in this state, and the men were lying in 
their fæces , did you describe the horrible state of the house 
to the visiting committee? — The doctor knew it; the 
visiting committee knew it from the doctor, and they knew 
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it from being there.

How many people do you suppose were at any one time 
in this state from diarrhœa! — I do not know; there may 
have been ten or a dozen.

There was no person appointed to sit up with the old 
people! — No.

Then those persons must have lain in their filth, if they 
happened to have evacuation early in the night, till the next 
morning? — Yes.

Thus there may have been ten or a dozen lying 
in a puddle of fæces at “one time,” and the 
bedding and linen so saturated with putrid 
excrements, taken to the kitchen to wash; but Mr. 
Trood is “quite sure” the smell did not extend 
there; while Mary Reed, who washed in that 
kitchen, admits there was a “little smell.” The 
governor of the Sherborne workhouse having thus 
denied the existence of “any stench more than 
arises from people that are ill,” deposes as follows 
to the excellence of the water-gruel:

Did you eat the gruel? — Yes, I did; I had some of it on 
purpose.

Did you continue to eat it for any length of time? — I 
made use of some of it, for about a month.

You found no inconvenience from it? — I never was 
better in my life.

What time of day did you take it? — In the evening for 
my supper; not for my breakfast.

Had you had something else in the course of the day! — 
Yes.

What did you live upon in the course of the day? — 
Sometimes a little meat for dinner and tea for breakfast. 
That is what I generally take. I eat very little meat. A little 
animal food for dinner.

And some beer? — Sometimes a little.
Cider? — A little.
Brandy-and-water? — I do not know that I take any 

brandy-and-water for three or four months together; I very 
seldom drink any.

Wine? — No.
All you did with this gruel was to take some for your 

supper? — Just to try whether it would injure me, because it 
was said that it injured the people in the workhouse.

And you found no injury from it? — No.
It did not affect you; your stomach was well stored 

before you took this gruel? — It did not affect me.
It is not at all astonishing that with such a 

favourable impression of the gruel, founded on 
such experience, the gentleman should have 
considered the complaints of the poor somewhat 
unreasonable. But these complaints are in the 
order of things, and they cannot he altogether 
smothered by union workhouse-keepers, or even 
by Poor Law Commissioners. The Great Author of 
our Being has, in his wisdom, so constituted us, 

that even in the depth of misery we tenaciously 
cling to existence, and “grumble” at any course by 
which that existence is likely to he shortened, even 
although that course may he prescribed by the 
dietary regulations of the Poor Law 
Commissioners. Mr. Trood does not appear, by the 
following answers, to have properly estimated that 
propensity for “grumbling” under superinduced 
pestilence and want, which appears to be an 
clement in our mental organization.

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

What were they grumbling about? — They all grumbled.
Did the people in the North Petherton house 

grumble? — Yes.
What did they grumble about there? — They cried out 

they never got enough to eat.
Was that the subject of grumbling? You say they were 

always grumbling about something or another in the 
Page 36 Bridgwater workhouse; did they grumble 
about not having enough to eat? — Yes, they were always 
finding some fault; they have not bedclothes enough, or they 
are too hot, or some other fault.

Did they find fault that they had not beds enough? — 
No.

Did they complain of being two in abed? — No.
Or of being three in a bed? — I do not believe there 

were three grown people put into one bed.
Two grown people and a boy; did they complain of 

that? — No, I do not know that they did.
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.

You say the people grumbled; do not the poor in general 
object very much to go into the workhouse? — Yes; some 
do.

Do not the greater number? — I believe they do.
Why do they object. What is the ground of their 

objection? — Because they do not know that they are so well 
off before they have tried it; many who wished not to be 
sent in are very glad afterwards that they went in.

Do you find that at Sherborne? — Yes.
And did you find that to be the case at Bridgwater? — 

Yes. Some people will never he satisfied with anything.
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With some grains of allowance for the feelings 

of an union workhouse-keeper naturally excited 
by the poor being so audacious as to grumble 
because they were in the course of being carried 
off by the dietary regulations of the Poor Law 
Commissioners — with such allowance, I say Mr. 
Trood’s evidence may be considered as giving a 
fair account of the condition of the unhappy 
inmates of the Bridgwater workhouse; a 
grumbling and crying out that they never got 
enough to eat; a torturing disease raging among 
them ascribed to the gruel, and the administration 
of that gruel obstinately persisted in; two men and 
a boy, or two women and a girl, in a bed together 
during the prevalence of diarrhœa; a want of 
attendance to such an extent, that the old, who 
were unable to help themselves, if they happened 
to have evacuations early in the night, lay in a 
puddle of their own fæces until the next morning; 
a stream of fresh persons constantly sent in to 
supply the place of those who were removed by 
death or otherwise; the existence of the disease in 
the workhouse, and its fatal character, a matter of 
“general notoriety” in the town, and “the poor of 
Bridgwater complaining of people being sent into 
the workhouse” while such a disease was raging 
there, and complaining too in such a manner that 
Mr. Trood acknowledges having heard it “over 
and over again in the town!” Such is a picture of 
the Bridgwater Union workhouse, drawn by a 
person who was employed there for some months, 
and is now the keeper of an union workhouse 
under the Poor Law Commissioners!

Having thus far proceeded with the evidence of 
persons who were employed at the workhouse, 
and who, while they endeavoured to prove that 
the state ol that house “was not so bad as was 
reported,” not only corroborated the evidence 
before given, but. deposed to an awful series of 
horrors which were not previously in proof, I shall 
now proceed with the evidence of some other 
admirers of the New Poor Law.

MR. JAMES SOMMERS: —

HERE THURSDAY
Where do you reside? — At Othery,
What are you? — I am a farmer.
Are you a guardian of the Bridgwater board of 

guardians? — I am.
When were you elected? — At the commencement of the 

union.
Have you remained a guardian ever since. — Yes.
Were you a pretty constant attendant? — From the 

return which I received from the clerk of the board, and 
which contained the number of attendances of each 
guardian it appeared that I had attended during three 
quarters of a year 43 meetings.

Did you attend pretty constantly’ to the business of the 
board? — I did.

Did you come early and sit late? — I did.
So that you heard all that passed? — Yes.
And you took an active part? — Yes.
You were anxious for the well working of this bill ?— I 

was.
And you have taken pains as one of the guardians, and 

attended the board pretty constantly? — Very few more so.
In the year 1836 to 1837 there was a considerable degree 

Page 37 of sickness in the house? — There was. I was 
not at that time a member of the visiting committee.

After that, when you came into office as a visitor in 
March, 1837, was the sickness still continuing in the 
house? — There was sickness.

What sort of sickness was it? — It was called diarrhœa.
As a member of the visiting committee were you in the 

habit of visiting the sick wards as well as the other wards? — 
I visited the whole house.

In what state was the house at that time? — The first 
time that I visited the house there was disease there, and the 
atmosphere of the house was rather disagreeable.

Do you recollect the date when you first visited? — No, I 
do not; it was shortly after Lady-day, 1837.

Was the smell of which you have spoken a smell arising 
from confinement merely, or was it a smell as if persons had 
not been able to retain their stools? — 1 mentioned the 
circumstance to the governor of the house, and he 
attributed it to the unsoundness of the floors; it was 
impossible to keep them clean. That was what he stated.

What was it you said to him? — I remarked that it was 
very disagreeable, and he accounted for it by saying the 
floors were in a decayed state, and that it was difficult to 
keep them clean.

You have been over rooms where the floor is getting 
rotten? — I have.

Was it anything like that smell? — I cannot say that it 
was.

But Gover told you that that was the cause of the 
smell? — Yes.

You accounted for it yourself from want of ventilation, 
or being too closely inhabited? — Yes.

Did you not connect it in your own mind with the state 
of disease in the house? — I really was not judge enough of 
the disease to know whether or not the disagreeable smell 
would arise from the disease; I must say that it was very 
strange to me.

You thought it was the smell of rotten wood? — Not 
exactly rotten wood, but the smell arising from a close and 
thickly inhabited house.

Do you remember the governor being ill? — I know that 
he was ill.

Of diarrhœa? — I heard so.
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He was ill for some time? — I cannot say how long.
Did you hear of his wife having diarrhœa? — No; I do 

not remember that.
Did you never hear of his children having diarrhœa? — I 

never heard any conversation respecting the children.
Did you ever hear that they had it? — No,
Were you present when the governor, or somebody upon 

his part, asked for leave of absence for him? — I believe I 
was.

Upon what ground was leave of absence asked for 
him? — Upon the ground of his being ill of this diarrhœa.

And that it was necessary for him to have change of air; 
was that stated? — That was recommended by the medical 
officer — that change of air would be beneficial to his 
health.

That was reported to the board? — Yes.
And was the ground of his having leave of absence? — 

Yes.
Did you ever, during that time, make any particular 

enquiries as to the state of the house yourself, previous to 
Lady-day, 1837? — No, I did not.

Will you swear that long and long before Lady-day, 1837, 
it was not stated that the diarrhœa had got to such a height 
that it was become infectious in the workhouse? — I will 
not swear that it was not stated; I will swear I do not 
remember its being stated.

Mr. Sommers’s evidence is hardly applicable to 
the state of the workhouse while the disease was at 
its height. It appears that the first time he visited 
the house was shortly after Lady-day, when he 
perceived “a smell which was disagreeable.” of 
which he says “I must say that it was very strange 
to me.” The diarrhœa had then been raging there 
seven months, and crowds of helpless creatures 
had been carried off by it, but he knew nothing 
whatever of the matter; he had never heard of it 
until just before Lady-day. lie recollects the leave 
of absence which was granted to the governor, on 
the 1st of March, “upon the ground of his being ill 
of this diarrhœa;” which “was reported to the 
board,” and that it was necessary for him to have 
“change of air.”

You say it was about a month before Lady-day that you 
heard the house was infectious; how many were sent into 
the house between that period and the time which you 
became a visitor? — I cannot say.

Ten? — There may have been ten.
30? — Certainly there were not 30.
Thus he was cognizant of a considerable number 

of helpless creatures having been sent into that house 
long after lie knew there was an infectious disease in 
P38  it, which had been ravaging the house for 
seven mouths. Horrible as all this is, it is by no 
means the most important part of Mr. Sommers’s 
evidence. A few persons, more or less, having been 

killed, is a matter of comparative indifference to 
the wholesale destruction which might be effected 
under the New Poor Law, without calling out any 
remarks from the gentlemen, who, like Mr. 
Sommers, “are anxious for the well-working of 
this bill.” He claims to have “attended pretty con-
stantly to the business of the board,” “to have 
come early and sat late,” “to have heard all that 
passed,” and to have taken “an active part.” This 
guardian of the poor, so “anxious for the well-
working of the bill,” is asked —

Though you were not one of the visiting committee, did 
you yourself visit the house between October, 1836, and 
March, 1837? — I did not make a practice of visiting the 
house; I believe I was in the house.

Did you for your personal satisfaction go into the house 
to see what the state of it was? — I do not believe I did.

Did you yourself ever examine the sick – book of the 
workhouse, to see whether there was any disease in the 
house? — No, I do not believe that I did.

Those book would, if they had been examined, have 
shown the number of sick persons in the workhouse, and 
the number who had died? — They ought certainly to have 
shown that.

But you did not happen to examine those books to 
satisfy yourself whether there was or was not disease in the 
house at that period! — I do not remember examining them.

Did you know that 13 persons died in the new 
workhouse between the 17 th of January and the 1st of 
March? — I was not aware of so many dying in so short a 
time.

Were you aware that at any one time in that period 
there were four or five that died in the course of a very few 
days?— No; I was not.

How many did you hear had died? — I cannot say how 
many; but I remember seeing one man lying ill for some 
time with a bad knee, and afterwards I heard that he had 
died.

Did you not hear that several persons had died? — I did 
hear that persons had died, hut how many I could not state.

Did it strike you that the number that you heard had 
died was a great number to die iu so short a period? — No.

Thus his anxiety for the “well-working of the 
hill” never appears to have awakened in him the 
slightest sense of duty towards his perishing 
fellow-creatures. They literally perished by scores, 
while he “came early and sat late,” “heard all that 
passed,” “took an active part,” and still claims to 
know nothing of the wholesale destruction of the 
poor which was going on around him. He only 
remembers seeing one man with a had knee, and 
afterwards heard that he had died. This guardian 
of the poor confesses that he did not know that 13 
of his fellow-creatures, intrusted to his care, 
miserably perished in the workhouse between the 
17 th of January and the 1st of March, although he 
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was the appointed visitor of the house within that 
period, and signed the book as such. He confesses 
that he did not know that five other wretched 
creatures perished in four days from the 30th of 
March to the 2nd of April, although he was then a 
member of the visiting committee. It did not strike 
him: he knew nothing about it. Would this 
guardian of the poor, so “anxious for the well-
working of the bill,” have acted thus if his own 
hogs had been confined in that sly? Would he have 
thus pleaded ignorance if five of his own hogs had 
died in four days ?

Mr. Robert Beadon Buller: —
Where do you live? — AtNether-Stowcy.
What are you; are you a gentleman living on your 

fortune? — I farm a little.
Are you a member of the board of guardians of the 

Bridgwater union? — I am not now; I was at first.
Did you attend pretty regularly? — Yes; I generally 

attended once a fortnight, sometimes more frequently.
Were you made acquainted at that time with there being 

a violent infectious complaint in the house? — No, never.
Have you ever heard of it up to this time? — No; I never 

heard that there was an infectious disease in the house at 
that time; I have heard it spoken of since.

Did you hear of the diarrhœa? — I did.
When did you first hear of the diarrhœa! — I heard of it 

some time in the autumn of 1836, I think.
When did you first hear of diarrhœa? — I heard of it one 

week before I attended the board; Mr. Poole mentioned the 
circumstance to me. I will state to your Lordships that 
Page 39 which he did say; he had been at the board, 
and he said the diarrhœa was raging in the house.

Did he say “raging?” — That it was existing in the house, 
and that rice was recommended by the medical man instead 
of gruel. On the following week I was there myself.

Had the rice been adopted? — Yes: they had it; anything 
that was recommended by the medical man was adopted; 
they had adopted the rice, and on the fortnight after they 
had the sanction of the Poor Law Commissioners.

You are referring to the period of the spring of 1837? — 
Yes.

Did you hear of sickness in the autumn, or in the winter 
of 1837? — Yes; I remember hearing of it in the autumn of 
1836.

Do you attend Bridgwater market? — Yes.
Are you in the habit of riding to Bridgwater on other 

days besides the board-days? — Yes, I do sometimes.
Have you much intercourse with the inhabitants of 

Bridgwater; — Yes.
Did you hear among the people of Bridgwater during the 

winter any rumour of an infectious complaint raging in the 
house, or any such complaint that you were afraid of going 
into it? — No, never in my life.

Were there any people of Nether Stowey in the 
house? — Yes. We had two paupers in the house.

Have you ever visited the house? — Yes.
Did you see those paupers in the house? — Yes.
Did they complain to you that they were exposed to 

infection? — No; not at all.
When was it you first visited; — In the autumn of 1836. 

What drew me to the house was, there was a pauper of ours 
who went into the house just at the formation of the union, 
a woman by the name of Sarah Mullins: she went in in a 
very delicate state with her bastard child; I used to go down 
occasionally to see her. She died of consumption some time 
in the autumn. She was a very expensive pauper to us, and I 
never met the governor of the workhouse on board-days, or 
at anytime, without enquiring how the woman was going 
on, and his answer on one occasion was, that she was a very 
expensive pauper to us; that port wine, beef steaks, and 
mutton chops, were ordered for her, and she would cost our 
parish from 6s. 6d. to 7s. a week. I went down occasionally 
to see her.

How long did she live? — I think she lived only five or 
six months.

She died in the house? — She did.
What did she die of — diarrhœa or consumption? — She 

was in a galloping consumption when I saw her.
Was she in a galloping consumption when she went into 

the house? — I thought she had then the appearance of 
consumption about her.

When you have gone into the house have you ever found 
any disagreeable smell in the house? — None whatever.

Was she in the sick ward? — Yes.
She never complained to you of there being a dreadful 

smell in the house, or anything of that kind? — Not at all; 
she always told me she was very comfortable there, that she 
was very well used.

She appears to have died on the 11th of November, 1836; 
you never perceived any smell? — No.

You were never cautioned against going into the 
house? — No, never.

You were never told you were likely to get the 
infection? — No.

You say that you did hear that the diarrhœa existed in 
the house? — Yes.

You made use of the word “raging?” — When I say 
“raging,” I heard that it existed in the house.

To a considerable extent? — Yes.
You say at the same time that you never heard that the 

diarrhœa was infectious? — I never did.
Did you ever ask the question of anybody? — No.
You never asked the medical man whether he considered 

it infectious? — No; I had no conversation with him on the 
subject.

You never took particular pains to enquire into the state 
of the workhouse? — No.
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What you say as to the state of the house was from 

general conversation? — Yes.
You had no idea until lately that the diarrhœa was 

infectious? — No.
Did you happen to visit the Bridgwater workhouse 

between the autumn of 1830 and the end of the following 
march? — I cannot say whether I may have gone there. What 
took me there, in the first place, was the state of Sarah 
Mullins. She went in in a very delicate state of health.

Mr. Buller’s evidence is rendered even more 
inconclusive than it otherwise would have heen by 
his indefinite statement of dates. lie states that lie 
first visited the house “in the autumn of 1836;” 
and on being subsequently asked whether he 
happened to visit the workhouse between the 
autumn of 1836 and the following March, he 
replies, “I cannot say whether I may have gone 
there.” Now as the disease was said to be at its 
height between the end of October and the April 
following, there is no proof of Mr. Buller
Page 40 having been in the house during that 
period. He, however, distinctly admits having 
heard of the diarrhœa being there in the autumn of 
1836. He says he was informed “the diarrhœa was 
raging in the house,” but he subsequently retracts 
the expression raging, and says, “When I say 
‘raging,’I heard that it existed in the house to a 
considerable extent.”

He candidly states his reason for visiting the 
workhouse as follows: —

What drew me to the house was, there was a pauper of 
ours who went into the house just at the formation of the 
union — a woman by the name of Sarah Mullins. She went 
in in a very delicate state with her bastard child. I used to go 
down occasionally to see her. She died of consumption some 
time in the autumn. She was a very expensive pauper to us, 
and I never met the governor of the workhouse on board-
days or at any time without inquiring how the woman was 
going on, and his answer on one occasion was, that she was a 
very expensive pauper to us; that port wine, beef steaks, and 
mutton chops were ordered for her, and she would cost our 
parish from 6s. 6d. to 7s. a week.”*

Footnote to this:
*In the accounts of the Bridgwater Union the following charge 

appears: —

“PARISH OF NETHER STOWEY.

Quarter 
ending

Paupers in 
workhouse

Collective 
days

Maintenance. 
£      s      d

September 
29, 1836

6 271 6      3      11¼

December 25, 
1836

6 437 7      12     10

In the expense-book, kept by the governor of the workhouse,
£1 .1. 7d. is charged to the parish on account of Sarah Mullins, for 
about 20 weeks’ extras, including the cost, of vinegar for washing 
her head, 4s. funeral expenses, and 2d. for sawdust to fill up the 
coffin.

Such arc the expenses incurred on account of “this very 
expensive Pauper,” which drew Mr. Buller to the workhouse!

――
This matter of money is no otherwise important 

to the general question than as far as it is 
connected with Mr. Buller’s statement of “what 
drew him to the house.” He is asked —

When you have gone into the house, have you ever found 
any disagreeable smell in the house? — None whatever.

Was she in the sick ward? — Yes.
She never complained to you of there being a dreadful 

smell in the house or any thing of that kind? — Not at all; 
she always told me she was very comfortable there; that she 
was very well used.

Now it does happen that the medical attendant 
of the Bridgwater workhouse in the course of his 
examination had been previously questioned on 
the case of this very Sarah Mullins; and what does 
he say ?

Sarah Mullins appears to have been admitted into the 
house on the 19th of July, 1836, a single woman — she then 
being ill? I recollect it was a case of much interest.

Why? — The case was an extreme one. I repeatedly 
checked the diarrhœa by an injection, and I happened to be 
absent, and Mr. Poole saw her, and when I came down the 
next morning I found her dead. She was taken in the night, 
and died as rapidly as possible.

Coming in in a bad state of health, she would he more 
affected by the disease? — Yes.

Thus it appears, that this victim to diarrhœa 
having been sent from Stowey into the Bridgwater 
house, in what Mr. Buller calls “a very delicate 
state of health,” was attacked by the prevailing 
disease, which after having been “repeatedly 
checked by injections,” ran on to a “rapid” and 
violent termination. Such was the fate of Sarah 
Mullins, the very expensive pauper, who always 
told Mr. Buller that she was “very comfortable,” 
and never complained of there being a dreadful 
smell in the Bridgwater workhouse.

But it seems there was another Stowey Pauper 
equally enamoured of Workhouse comfort and 
plenty.

What other paupers had you? — Harriet Bindon.
How long did she stay in the house? — She came in some 

time last summer; I think she stayed a long time.
She was removed to North Petherton? — Yes.
Has she ever told you the way in which she was treated 

at North Petherton? — When I saw her in the house at 
Bridgwater she reported very favourably of it. She was 
rather adverse to going in at first; and when I saw her I said, 
“Well Harriet how do you go on here!” — “Very well, Sir.” 
“You are more comfortable than you expected I” — “Yes” 
“You have nothing to complain of?” — “No, I have nothing 
to complain of.” Have you plenty of every thing? — Yes; I 
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have plenty of every thing — meat, and drink, and every 
thing.”
Page 41  Here is a picture which, with a trivial 
addition, would do for an Epicurean Elysium. 
“Nothing to complain of everything reported of 
“very favourably “plenty of meat; plenty of drink; 
plenty of everything.” How different is this from 
the workhouse-keeper’s statement, who declares 
that the people were always “grumbling,” at not 
having “enough to eat,” and nothing to drink but 
water and skilly! flow different from Mr. Baker’s 
account of the difficulty with which he procured a 
little tea for those who attended on the sick; how 
different from Mr. King’s, who states that he was 
“complained of” for ordering the convalescent a 
little tea and sugar, and that he was obliged, 
“reluctantly, to order them back to the gruel diet, 
by which they were again brought on the sick list!” 
But in this case, as in the case of Sarah Mullins, 
there is, fortunately, some evidence given on oath 
which determines the point, Harriet Bindon herself 
was examined before the committee — not to 
make out a case against the Bridgwater Union 
workhouse, be it remembered, but on the subject 
of having been deprived of a little tea and sugar 
while confined to her bed by a dangerous illness in 
the Petherton house. In the course of her 
examination she deposes as follows: —

Were you well when you went into the Bridgwater 
workhouse? — Yes.

When was it you went in?  I went in between haymaking 
and harvest; the latter part of haymaking.

Was there a great many ill in the house ?— Yes; many of 
the children: before I was taken ill I looked after them in the 
nursery.

There was a great number ill? — Yes, with the bowel 
complaint.

Was there a great smell in the house? — Yes, which made 
us all very ill in doing for the children.

Were there any fresh people came into the house at 
Bridgwater while the malady was going on? — Yes; they 
were continually coming in.

Did you catch it more than once? — Yes, I got better, 
and had it again. I was very ill. Mr. Tilsley gave me up for 
death.

Were you removed into North Petherton workhouse? — 
I was in Petherton-house more than a quarter of a year. I 
was very ill when I went from Bridgwater to Petherton.

What were you ill of ?— The bowel complaint.
The complaint which was so rife at Bridgwater? — Yes.
How long did you continue at Petherton? — More than 

a quarter of a year.
Where did you go to then? — I went out of the house 

then. I had lost two of my children in the bowel complaint. I 
took three in with me, and lost two; and I went to the board 
to ask leave to go out, for that if I did not I should lose my 

other child, and I should lose my own life too. I was very ill.
You were very comfortable in Petherton workhouse? — 

Yes, I was very comfortable. We were very kindly treated. 
There were not victuals enough in either house when we 
were able to work.

Where did you go after you left the Petheiton 
workhouse? — I went home with my father and mother till I 
was able to work.

Have you continued out of the house ever since? — Yes. 
Had you any complaint to make of your treatment in the 
workhouse from anybody? — No; we were not ill-used by 
the governor.

All you complain of is your having been ill there? — Yes.
Had you sufficient food? — No; we had not victuals 

enough when we were able to work.
How many people were there with you in the 

Bridgwater workhouse? — I cannot say; there were a great 
many kept in one room, and a great many in one bed; for we 
had not room for them; four, or five, or six sometimes in a 
bed.

Do you mean grown-up people? — Children.
How many grown-up people had you in the same bed? — 

Three or four.
Do you mean three or four grown-up people? — Yes; 

they were obliged sometimes when the people came in, till 
they got more beds.

Are you a widow? — Yes.
When you went in you were well? — Yes.
Then you got ill of this bowel complaint? — Yes; and the 

children too.
You were not quite well when you left? — No; I was very 

ill when I came out. Mr. Tilsley said I should never get well 
while I remained there, nor my children.

Two of your children had died? — Yes.
Were they healthy children before that? Yes; they had 

not had a single day’s sickness before they went in.
Page 42 I shall make no remark at present on 
the artless testimony of this poor woman, or on the 
appalling facts to which she deposed — facts 
which appear to have been brought out 
incidentally in the course of her examination on 
another point.

The next Poor Law witness is the REV. 
BENJAMIN POPE.

You are a clergyman of Nether Stowey? — I am.
You are of course in the habit of seeing your 

parishioners who are in a bad state of health or in a dying 
state? — Always.

Do you live constantly in the parish and perform the 
duty? — I do.

Have you observed the working of the New Poor Law in 
your parish? — I have.

What is the result of your opinion in consequence of 



NEW POOR LAW.
THE BRIDGWATER CASE.

by John Bowen, 1839
Digitised & edited by Tony Woolrich 19/09/2021

39
that observation? Has any improvement in the labouring 
classes taken place ? — I do not know that any improvement 
has taken place: I think there is too much discretion given to 
the guardians; I have heard it said that they have not discre-
tion enough, but I find they have too much in my own 
parish.

You do not think the law has been sufficiently carried 
out in the parish to enable you to judge of its effects? — 
Exactly; we have now six or seven able-bodied labourers 
receiving out-door relief.

Have they large families? — They are now in full 
employment.

At what wages? — 7s. and 8s. a-week, their wives earning 
money, and their children earning money. I made a 
complaint last week to one of our guardians, and the 
relieving officer, and said, that if they persisted in giving 
relief to those able-bodied labourers, I should certainly feel 
it my duty to write to the board of guardians.

Have they large families, or are there any particular 
circumstances about those people which afford a reason for 
their being relieved out of the parochial funds ?— I do not 
know of any reason why they should be relieved. If it was 
stated to them that relief would not be given to them, they 
would be able to do for themselves, and I think if it was held 
out that instead of receiving parochial relief, they should go 
into the house, they would immediately give it up.

Is 8s. the common rate of wages? — 7s. and 8s.
You were at Stowey the latter end of 1836, and the early 

part of 1837? — I have been living there the last twelve years.
Did you hear of any violent infectious complaint raging 

in the workhouse of Bridgwater at that time? — No; I did 
not.

Do you think such a thing could have happened as a 
violent infectious complaint having raged in the workhouse 
at Bridgwater without your hearing of it at Stowey? — It 
could not have happened, I think.

Were the people of your parish usually going to the 
board of guardians at this time? — Yes.

Did you ever hear them express any dread of going into 
the workhouse from the fear of catching this infectious 
complaint? — Never.

Did any of your parishioners who had been in the 
workhouse return to the parish? — I recollect one woman, 
particularly; she said that she was so comfortable, she would 
not leave it on any account.

At what time did she go? — As soon as the new law 
came into operation.

Did you ever visit her in that house? — No.
Did you ever go to the old workhouse at Bridgwater 

yourself? — No.
How far is Nether Stowey from Bridgwater? — Between 

seven and eight miles.
Have you constant intercourse with Bridgwater? —I go 

there almost every Thursday to market.
You never heard of this infectious disease prevailing in 

the workhouse? — Never, till I heard of Mr. Bowen’s 
pamphlet.

Did you never hear of there being diarrhœa in the 
house? — I never heard it till I saw it in Mr. Bowen’s 
pamphlet and The Times newspaper. I go nearly every 
Thursday, and sometimes two or three times a-week to 
Bridgwater.

Have you much intercourse with the Inhabitants of 
Bridgwater? — Very great; I visit there frequently.

Could it be to the extent that the women would not 
attend as nurses, without your having heard of it, in your 
opinion? — Certainly not, I should say.

Are you acquainted with Mr. Ruddock, the 
clergyman? — Very intimately.

Have you had frequent intercourse with him? — Not 
frequent.

Did you occasionally see him about that period? — Yes.
He never spoke to you about this dreadful infection? — 

Certainly not.
Are you acquainted with Mr. Frederick Axford, the 

doctor’s brother? — No.
Do you know Mr. Baker? — I do know him; his son lives 

in my parish.
Did you ever hear him talk of this? — I never have been 

in the habit of talking much with him.
Who is your medical man? — Mr. Jonathan Toogoodt

Had he occasion to visit you during that period? — Not 
at that period professionally, I think.

Did you occasionally, see him? — Very often.
He never told you of this dreadful malady prevailing? — 

Not till after the pamphlet.
Page 43 The account never reached you in any way of 
this matter till after the pamphlet appeared? — No.

You never heard a complaint of the work house being 
crowded? — No.

It is said that drowning men will catch at a 
straw, hut here is matter, if matter it may be called, 
with less of substance and buoyancy than even a 
straw. Hundreds of persons are cognizant of the 
ravages of diarrhœa in the Bridgwater Union 
Workhouse. Nearly 20 persons of all grades of 
society, from the magistracy down to the inmates 
of the workhouse, have deposed to these ravages 
on oath. The names of the victims, with the dates 
of their deaths, have been given. The deaths are 
recorded in journals, medical reports, obituaries, 
and parish registers; the clergyman has performed 
his duty over a crowd of victims and the sexton 
his; and here we have a gentleman residing eight 
miles from the scene of destruction brought 
forward to prove — what? Why, that he knew 
nothing of the matter! That he never heard of it 
until he read it in a pamphlet, or The Times news-
paper, months after it occurred! That he rode to 
Bridgwater market without having heard of it! 
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That he was “very intimately acquainted” with 
Messrs. A., B., and C., who never mentioned it to 
him! That he had “much intercourse” with the 
inhabitants of Bridgwater, “very great, visiting 
there frequently;” still he never heard of it! And he 
“thinks” that such a thing as a violent infectious 
complaint could not have raged in the workhouse 
at Bridgwater without his having heard of it! 
Surely this gentleman might as well have come 
forward on the trial of the Barkers, and have there 
deposed that he never heard of the murders for 
which those monsters were executed, until he read 
of them in The Times newspaper, and to infer on 
that occasion, as he has done in the case of the 
killings in the Bridgwater workhouse, that his 
ignorance of an alleged event is a presumptive 
proof that no such event occurred. But it is not by 
a demonstration of its absurdity on general 
principles that such evidence is to he met; the 
relative circumstances of the alleged victims and of 
the deponent should be inquired into. It is hardly 
possible to conceive persons in a civilized society 
more wretched and helpless than these victims to 
the New Poor Law are proved on oath to have 
been; while Mr. Pope is not only an admirer of the 
law by which these helpless creatures were 
brought to an untimely death, but he is one (I hope 
and believe, the only clergyman in England) who 
calls for an increase of its severity! And this he 
does in a parish where the wages are miserably 
low, and where the total amount of money 
expended on the poor in the year ending 
midsummer, 1837, as published by the clerk of the 
union, is actually less than l0d. in the pound on the 
assessment of 1815. Notwithstanding this almost 
unparalleled low amount of wages and poor-rates, 
of which he is reaping the full advantage he de-
clares that the guardians have “too much 
discretion” allowed them. he complains that men 
with large families, earning 7s. or 8s. a-week 
should have any relief, and states that if it were 
held out to them, “that instead of receiving relief 
they should go into the house, they would im-
mediately give it up.” Thus he is upon his own 
showing, one who would even aggravate the 
cruelties of the New Poor Law, one who would 
use the terrors of the workhouse, not to wring fair 
wages from the employer, but to harass and hunt 
down the hard-working, half-fed labourer, who, if 
told that instead of receiving relief he should go 
into the house, “would,” says Mr. Pope, 
“immediately give it up.” Would to God that the 
foregoing, had as it is, were the worst of this sad 
business, but I am constrained to say that it is not 
so. I am constrained by a reverence for truth, by an 
entire devotion to the holy cause I am advocating, 
by an overpowering sense of the duty I owe to my 
suffering fellow-creatures who have been so 
gratuitously libelled, to declare that Mr. Pope has 

solemnly deposed to a charge against his 
distressed parishioners which is not true. He says, 
“we have now six or seven able-bodied labourers 
receiving out-door relief,” In saying this he has 
gratuitously libelled his own parishioners, the 
assertion being untrue both in fact and in spirit. 
But I will at present waive this incidental matter, 
which may, with some others of the same 
description, be returned to whenever it will not 
Page 44 interfere with the principal object of 
this enquiry, the thread of which may he best 
resumed by a repetition of some part of Mr. Pope’s 
evidence.

Do you think such a thing could have happened as a 
violent infectious complaint having raged in the Workhouse 
at Bridgwater without your hearing of it at Stowey? — It 
could not have happened, I think.

Were the people of your parish usually going to the 
board of guardians at this time? — Yes.

Did you ever hear them express any dread of going into 
the workhouse from the fear of catching this infectious 
complaint? — Never.

Did any of your parishioners who had been in the 
workhouse return to the parish? — I recollect one woman 
particularly; she said that she was so comfortable she would 
not leave it on any account.

At what time did she go? — As soon as the new law 
came into operation.

Did you ever visit her in that house? — No.
Did you ever go to the old workhouse at Bridgwater 

yourself ■— No.
Did you never hear of there being diarrhœa in the 

house? — I never heard it till I saw it in Mr. Bowen’s 
pamphlet and The Times newspaper. I go nearly every 
Thursday, and sometimes two or three times a-week to 
Bridgwater.

Having already remarked on the absurdity of 
Mr. Pope arriving at the conclusion, that because 
he did not hear of a violent disease raging in the 
Bridgwater workhouse, “he thinks it could not 
have happened,” I have only further to remark on 
that which he says he actually did hear. He 
recollects “one woman particularly,” who went 
into the house “as soon as the new law came into 
operation,” and on her return to Stowey “she said 
that she was so comfortable she would not leave it 
on any account.” Who was this woman, so 
comfortable in the house that she would not leave 
it on any account? I can find no trace of such a 
person from Stowey. It could not have been his 
unhappy parishioner, Sarah Mullins, “the very ex-
pensive pauper,” for she never returned to 
Stowey. The fatal diarrhœa seized on her in the 
workhouse, it resisted the usual applications, but 
was checked by “repeated injections,” which being 
for a short time remitted, “I came down the next 
morning” says the medical attendant, “and found 
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her dead.” “She was taken in the night, and died 
as rapidly as possible.” This poor victim could not 
have declared herself so enamoured of the work-
house to Mr. Pope; for she never revisited Stowey, 
and he, although the clergyman of the parish, 
admits, that with all his “great intercourse” with 
Bridgwater and “frequent visitings,” he never 
visited her.

But the books of the union show that he had 
another adult parishioner there, Harriet Bindon, 
with her three children. She could hardly have 
been his informant, for her artless statement, given 
on oath, and attested by the medical attendants 
and the death-book, is little more than a detail of 
frightful events, which could scarcely have 
occurred in any other place than an union 
workhouse under the charge of the Poor Law 
Commissioners. This poor widow was sent into 
the house with an infant in her arms and two other 
children of tender age; “at the time there were a 
great number ill.” She say’s that she was employed 
in nursing the children, who were suffering under 
the “bowel complaint,” that while so employed, 
she had not victuals enough allowed her, and that 
“there was a great smell, which made us all very ill 
in doing for the children.” She further states, that 
while in this condition they were put four, or five, 
or six in a bed; that she caught the complaint, got 
better of it, and then caught it again. It appears she 
was then sent to the Petherion workhouse and 
“given over for death that in this state her 
allowance of tea and sugar was for some time 
stopped. Her three children, who had “never a 
single day’s illness before they were sent to the 
workhouse,” were infected with diarrhœa, and 
two out of the three died. “I went out of the house 
then,” said this poor widow, “I had lost two of my 
children in the bowel complaint. I took three in 
with me, and lost two, and I went to the board to 
ask leave to go out, for that if I did not I should 
lose my other child, and I should lose my own life 
too; I was very ill.”

And these helpless creatures were the 
parishioners of Mr, Pope; they were the  
Page 45 parishioners of that very Mr. Pope 
who swore that he never heard of there being 
diarrhœa in the Bridgwater workhouse until he 
read it in Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet and The Times 
newspaper.He had “very great intercourse” with 
Bridgwater; he went there “almost every 
Thursday” to market; he “visited there 
frequently;” “sometimes two or three times a-
week.” Still with all these multifarious “visitings,” 
and with a knowledge that there was not any 
chaplain provided for the poor in the workhouse, 
he never chose to visit his parishioners who were 
perishing in that house, and never knew that 
diarrhœa was raging there until he read it “in Mr. 
Bowen’s pamphlet and The Times newspaper!”

The course pursued in this inquiry has now 
brought me to the evidence of a class of witnesses 
who appear in a double capacity; first, as 
individuals deposing to facts on their own 
personal knowledge; and secondly, as Poor Law 
dignitaries deposing to the knowledge of the 
board of guardians. To separate the evidences of 
these gentlemen into their relative component 
parts, is no easy task; I shall, however, not be 
deterred by the difficulty, but commence at once 
with that of the late chairman of the board. A large 
portion of this evidence appears to have been 
given in his official capacity, and goes to his 
opinion of what the board, collectively, were or 
were not cognizant of; this portion I shall 
endeavour to pass over for the present, and 
confine myself, as closely as possible, to him in his 
individual capacity as a member of the board of 
guardians; and I purpose to pursue the same 
course with the evidence of the two vice-chairmen.

Mr. George Warry examined.
You are chairman of the board of guardians of the 

Bridgwater Union ? — I was chairman from the formation 
of the union to the end of the second parochial year, which 
ended on the 25th of March last. I am not the chairman now.

Who is the chairman of the board of guardians now? — 
The Hon. Sir. Bouverie, the brother of the Earl of Radnor.

Shall you be able to give any evidence in respect to the 
prevalence of diarrhœa in the workhouse in the time 
comprehended by Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet? — Not from my 
own knowledge of the state of the workhouse.

Are you aware that the diarrhœa existed in the 
workhouse? — I was not aware until after Christmas, 1836, 
of a disease called the diarrhœa existing in the workhouse. It 
is now stated to have commenced in October 1836. It so 
happened that, on the first mention of diarrhœa, I was not 
at the board.

You never received a communication from Mr. King 
upon the subject? —I have not much recollection of Mr. 
King’s letter, though I was at the board that day. I find, from 
my private memoranda, the Bishop was at Bridgwater 
respecting the Church Building Society, and I was called 
upon by Mr. Bouverie and others to go and attend that 
meeting, and I left the room; and I think, from my 
recollection of that letter, it must have been received while I 
was absent.

Did you receive from the medical officers, or the visiting 
committee, repeated complaints of the existence of 
diarrhœa and the diet table?— No; I do not remember any.

You never heard any complaint of the gruel ?— No. A 
gentleman of the name of Baker has mentioned once or 
twice that the house was in an unhealthy state, and he 
wished the board to bear that in mind, and not to order so 
many in; but that is the only circumstance I can remember 
affecting the health of the workhouse.

That it was not capacious enough? — That the paupers 
were not in a very healthy state, and therefore it was 
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desirable they should not be so crowded.

When was the first complaint made that the dietary 
disagreed with the inmates? — I think the first complaint 
that I can refer to was a complaint in a letter of the 25 th of 
October, but I cannot speak from my personal recollection; 
that is the first letter which I can call to mind, and I have 
not any recollection of the letter being brought to the 
board; and, as I stated to your Lordships on my former 
examination, I account for it in this way — that it came to 
the board on the day on which there was a considerable 
meeting in the town, in consequence of a visit from the 
Bishop respecting the Church Building Society, and the 
business of the board was interrupted, or rather my business 
there was interrupted, because I was called away to move a 
resolution at that meeting; and I think the clerk had told me 
that the business of the board went on in my absence, and, 
not having an accurate recollection of that letter, I think it 
very likely that the letter was read when I was not there.
Page 46 Who was in the chair in your absence? — I do 
not know.

When was it after that that any thing was said to the 
board on the subject of the diet? I really cannot state.

Did you ever hear Mr. Baker at anytime say anything 
upon that subject? — I cannot recollect any particular time 
when I heard Mr. Baker speaking of the diet.

Did he do so more than once, to your recollection ?— I 
have not an accurate recollection of any particular time in 
which the subject was mentioned with regard to diet.

Did you ever say to Mr. Baker, or to any other person 
who was suggesting an alteration of the diet, that no 
alteration could be made in the diet, that it was fixed by the 
order of the Poor Law Commissioners, and that therefore it 
could not he altered?— I do not remember to have stated 
that.

Was that your opinion? — My opinion was that the 
board could not alter the dietary.

Not even temporarily? — I think the board had the 
power to alter the dietary temporarily, if there was urgent 
necessity for so doing.

You say you keep a private journal of everything 
remarkable that occurs to you, if anything had occurred 
remarkable, and which excited a good deal of feeling on 
your part, or on the part of other persons, should you have 
entered it in your journal? — I think I should; for I find 
such entries as those in my journal.

When you first heard of the governor having the 
diarrhœa, was it reported to you that diarrhœa existed in 
the house. In the first place, did you know that the governor 
had the diarrhœa? — I knew that he applied on account of 
sickness, because he appeared at the board. I did not know 
till then that it was diarrhœa, if the cause of his illness was 
then stated.

Was not the cause of his sickness stated? — I do not 
recollect that it was.

Were you aware that a contagious disorder prevailed in 
the house? — 1 never heard of any infectious disease in the 

house; as I stand here before God and my country, I never 
knew at that time of an infectious disease in the house.

What disease was it that affected the governor upon 
which he requested leave of absence? — It was about the 
time that influenza had been very prevalent, and it was so 
general throughout the country, that I naturally attributed 
the governor s sickness to that.

Are you quite satisfied that nothing was it was 
diarrhœa? — I cannot remember anything being stated one 
way or the other.

Had you previously to that heard of diarrhoea existing in 
the house? — I do not think it had been stated as a matter of 
complaint at the board, and the subject of diarrhœa in our 
visitors’ book was scarcely ever mentioned as diarrhœa; it 
was said to be sickness.

Diarrhœa is seldom mentioned in the visitors’ book? — 
Yes, and that is the only book that I could officially get 
information from.

Then, you had never heard previously to the governor 
asking for leave of absence that diarrhœa was prevalent in 
the house? — I cannot go so far as that; but my mind was 
not impressed with the idea of diarrhœa being the raging 
disease in the house which we have heard of lately.

Have you looked at the medical officers’ book? — No, 
very seldom. The medical officers’ book generally lies before 
some other guardian, and when a case came before the 
board for relief, if it was a case of sickness, I should have 
asked the guardian who had the medical book before him, 
what the medical officer said of the case.

Those books lie upon the table, and are scrutinized by 
any guardian who chooses to investigate then? — Yes.

Then, suppose that any disease existed in the house to a 
considerable extent, it is possible that you as chairman 
might not know anything of it? — I did not know of the ex-
istence of disease in the house to the extent to which it is 
said it prevailed, and I am surprised that the question was 
never brought before the board.

You may have known it to exist in the same way as you 
knew that measles and other diseases existed in the 
house? — Yes.

Do you remember Mr. Baker coming to the board and 
producing the death-book in the month of March, and 
stating to you that 30 deaths had taken place in the 
workhouse in the course of the year out of a daily average of 
92 paupers? — I have no recollection of that; and as to the 
death-book, if it had been produced before me, I think I 
should have had some recollection of it, which I have not.

Had. you never heard as a matter of notoriety of the 
prevalence of diarrhœa? — No; I had not.

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 anything so strong as that of disease raging in the 
house; there is nothing that was ever officially laid before 
the board in any way to affect my mind with the suggestion 
of that.
Page 47 If Mr. Warry had evinced due con-
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trition for the appalling sacrifice of human life in 
the workhouse, while he occupied the chair in 
utter ignorance, as he says, of the awful state of the 
perishing poor, I might in that case have felt it an 
act of cruelty to remark specially on such a piteous 
mass of confusion, forgetfulness, and imbecility, as 
his evidence exhibits. But the course taken by him 
will not justify such forbearance. He expresses no 
regret for the workhouse victims, while he 
querulously complains of having been so 
“harassed, so annoyed.” that “I could not,” he 
says, “continue any longer in the chair, I had been 
so vexed;” still he casts

“One longing, lingering look behind,” 
on the past glories of that first year, when all 

went on “so quietly,” when there was no one “to 
interrupt the harmony of the board.” But while he 
indulges in these complaints, he has not given ex-
pression to an atom of feeling for the fate of those 
helpless creatures, who had a double claim on our 
sympathy and protection, although 94 of them are 
regularly registered as having perished in the 
union workhouse in less than 21 months, while he 
was the presiding genius of an assemblage calling 
themselves guardians of the poor. But he knows 
nothing about the 94 deaths, or the diarrhoea; his 
attention was not called to the death-book or the 
medical attendant’s report. He is asked —

Did you look by chance to the medical weekly return? — 
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.

He has not looked at these records of pestilence 
and death, “because” he has not attended to them! 
The “only circumstance” he can “remember 
affecting the health of the workhouse” is, “that a 
gentleman of the name of Baker mentioned once or 
twice that the paupers were not in a very healthy 
state, and therefore it was desirable that they 
should not be so crowded.” He had not “much 
recollection of Mr King’s letter to the board, 
informing the guardians that the gruel was 
producing diarrhœa, but he” thinks that the letter 
of the 25th of October, 1836, was the first complaint 
he can refer to “of the dietary having disagreed 
with the inmates.” He was called out from the 
board on that day to move a resolution at another 
meeting, and he thinks the clerk of the union told 
him that the business of the board went on in his 
absence; and he “thinks it very likely that the letter 
was read when he was not there.” “He thinks that 
no medical man communicated with him on the 
state of the workhouse:” and he thinks he did not 
know whether the governor had the diarrhœa or 
not; he “cannot remember anything being stated 
one way or the other;” and, after a hundred other 
luminous thinkings, he further thinks that he can 

remember nothing at all about the matter.
And here I should conclude with Mr. Warry, 

were it not for the fact, that after having arrayed 
his thinkings and his non mi recordo against the 
documents of the board, and an overwhelming 
mass of evidence given by eye – witnesses, he 
absolutely proceeds from thinking to inferring, and 
in the face of the medical report and the death 
book, recording the awful number of 94 deaths in 
21 months of his management, he most logically 
infers from his own premises that there could not 
have been any “raging sickness in the workhouse” 
at all!

The process by which he arrives at the above 
conclusion is too curious an example of reasoning 
to be entirely passed over: —

I should wish (says Mr. Warry) to call your Lordships’ 
attention to the medical report on the 28 th of February; that 
was the day which the board had set apart for receiving the 
contracts for warming the new house. After I had taken the 
chair, I was called out of the board-room to a side-room, 
and there Mr. Bowen was present. He was not a member at 
the time? — No. The late Mr. Poole was present also. Mr. 
Bowen then pressed upon us the advantage of adopting Mr. 
Price’s method of heating the new house with hot air. I said 
I had not time to say much upon the subject, I must go back 
to the chair; but I perfectly well remember the appearance 
of Mr. Bowen at the board that day for the purpose of 
recommending Mr. Price for heating the house.

What do you infer from that ?— I infer, that if there had 
Page 48 been any raging sickness in the workhouse, as 
Mr. Bowen was taking so active a part, it might have 
occurred to him to mention it to the members of the board.

Because Mr. Bowen called, at the particular 
request of Mr. Price, to inform the board that that 
gentleman had heated some premises for him very 
satisfactorily, Mr. Warry “infers” that “if there had 
been any raging sickness in the workhouse,” Mr. 
Bowen, who was not a guardian, and who had no 
direct access either to the workhouse, to the board, 
or to the records of the board, should have 
mentioned such “raging sickness” to Mr. Warry, 
the chairman of the guardians of the poor, who 
had official access to all these sources of 
information, who was presumed to be thoroughly 
well informed on the subject, and whose bounden 
duty it was to be so informed.

But there are other premises on which the late 
chairman of the board of guardians arrives at the 
same conclusion. He has gone to Bridgwater two 
or three times a-week without hearing of a disease 
in the workhouse. He has frequently visited the 
clerk of the union, and he “should have heard of 
any grievance from him if it existed.” He keeps a 
private journal of “everything he does in the day,” 
and he does not find it entered there. At the end of 
the first year, he made a summary of the 
proceedings of the board, (which shows a saving 
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of £4843 in favour of the Union,) “and “such a 
circumstance as a disorder of “that kind was not 
introduced in that “summary.” From all this he 
infers that which may be best expressed in his own 
words-: —

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 anything 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.

Now, there is direct evidence that this 
equivocating answer is untrue: there is direct 
evidence that lie “could have charged his mind” 
with something “so strong as that of disease 
raging in the house.” And that evidence is his 
own.

I visited the house says Mr. Warry) towards the eud of 
May, 1837, when the diarrhœa was raging, and then the 
disease certainly made great impression upon 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 
diarrhœa to such a degree.

Now, where are all his inferences, drawn from 
journeys to Bridgwater, summaries of 
proceedings, private journals, and conversations 
with the clerk of the Union, from whom he should 
have heard of any grievance if it existed.” Where 
are all his premises and inferences now? One 
honest answer has demolished them all. He has 
struck away the ground from under his own feet. 
He is no longer a mere slip-slop logician, opposing 
to established facts absurd inferences drawn from 
the regions of tittle – tattle, but here he is self-
convicted of having, on the 19th of July declared on 
his solemn oath that he “does not know that he can 
charge his mind with any thing so strong as that of 
disease raging in the workhouse,” while on the 15th 
of the previous June, he had incidentally admitted 
that “he visited the house towards the end of May, 
when the diarrhœa was ragingthat “the disease made 
certainly great impression upon his mind from the 
very thin emaciated appearance of some who were 
affected by it that “the governor stated that the 
persons were recovering;” and that he “had no 
idea till then of the existence of diarrhœa to such a 
degree!” Such was the impression acknowledged 
to have been received by Mr. Warry from visiting 
the house towards the end of May, 1837, when (as 
he says) “the diarrhœa was raging’’ although there 
were not then one-fifth of the number of cases 
which there had been. Still the “very emaciated 
appearance” of the few miserable survivors 
“certainly made a great impression upon his 
mind,” which impression he deposed to on the 15th 
of June, 1838, but on the 19th of the following 

month, not a trace of that “great impression” 
remains. He then solemnly swears, in the course of 
a most important inquiry, that he does not know 
that he can charge his mind with anything so 
strong as that of disease raging in the workhouse.”
Page 49 Mr. Richard King Mead King.

Where do you reside ?— At North Petherton, near 
Bridgwater.

You have been vice-chairman of the Bridgwater 
Union? — Yes, the first year of the formation — from 1836 
to 1837. I think the union was formed in May. I was vice-
chairman from its formation to Lady – day, 1837.

Since Lady-day, 1837, have you remained a guardian of 
the union? — Yes, I was ex officio guardian, and am so still.

How long have the wages been so low as 7s. a-week? — 
Ever since I can remember.

Have the wages increased since the introduction of the 
New Poor Law? — No, I believe not.

Have they not rather decreased? — No: they have been 
quite stationary.

Have not the prices of agricultural produce increased? — 
Yes, lately.

Without any corresponding increase of wages? — Yes. I 
have often told the farmer guardians at their meetings that 1 
was quite sure it never could be the intention of the act to 
put the whole of the money they had gained into their own 
pockets, which they have done; for they have put the money 
saved for rates into their own pockets, and not raised the 
rate of wages.

You were vice-chairman of the board of guardians in the 
month of October, 1836?-Yes.

Do you recollect a letter from Mr. Abraham King, the 
surgeon of the Bridgwater district, being read on the 25th of 
October, respecting the alteration of the diet in the 
workhouse? — No, I do not recollect; I do not think I was 
present; the original letter appears set out in page 31 of the 
printed papers, but I recollect nothing about it.

Did you attend the board during the existence of the 
diarrhœa? — Yes. I was there very constantly at the time, 
and I heard the subject often mentioned. Sometimes it was 
said there was diarrhœa, and then probably the next week 
there would be reports that the inmates were much more 
healthy, and so it varied from time to time. In fact, on one 
or two occasions I went over the house, though I was not in 
the habit of visiting that house, as I was a visitor of the 
North Petherton, sometimes I found a vast number of 
patients ill, and probably the next time there were a very 
few ill.

Did you know of any applications of Mr. Abraham King, 
on the subject of the diarrhœa previous to this letter of the 
25th of October? — No, I do not.

Do you know that there were none? — What I heard 
regarding the diarrhœa was principally in conversation. I 
think there was nothing came officially to the board. I do 
not remember any official report of the surgeon..
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Are you vice-chairman still? — No, I am not.
Did you resign the office of vice-chairman? —-Yes; it was 

thought better the vice – chairman should be an elected 
guardian, and I resigned it on that account.

You did not give it up from feeling the discomfort in 
which you had been placed by these things?— Certainly not; 
we went on as quietly as a board could possibly go on for 
the first year.

Mr. Bowen has been a great exciter of discontent against 
the administration of the New Poor Law, has he not? — He 
was the first; we were going on as quietly as possible till Mr. 
Bowen’s pamphlet appeared.

Can you give information with respect to the infection 
supposed to prevail in the Bridgwater house? — I am quite 
certain that the board was never informed of the existence 
of any contagious disease; the first time I ever heard of it 
was when I read the statement in Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet, 
months after it was stated to have occurred.

Were you not yourself a diligent attendant at the 
board? — I think I omitted only ten times during the first 
year after the formation of the union.

Did you ever hear that the visiting committee had been 
cautioned not to visit the house in consequence of the 
infection? — No. I was not in the habit of attending that 
house, because I attended the North Petherton house; but I 
visited the house occasionally during the period when it has 
been stated the infection prevailed; and, having children of 
my own, I should not have gone into the house had 1 had the 
least idea of there being infection there.

You are certain you did visit the house at that period? — 
I am quite certain.

Were you in the habit of seeing Gover? — Yes; I saw him 
or his wife when I visited the house; I never visited it more 
than twice or three times.

It was stated in Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet that the infection 
prevailed several months ?— Yes; the period ranges, I think 
from October, 1836, to March, 1837.

If there was a period during which it was infectious, it 
was towards the end of the year 1836 and March 18371 are 
you sure that during that period you never heard of the 
infection? — I am perfectly certain of it; I was at home 
during the whole time, and if I had heard of infection in the 
house, I am quite sure it would have made an impression 
Page 50 upon my mind that I should not have 
forgotten.

You are sure you visited the house between Christmas, 
1836, and March, ?— I am not quite certain, hut I think I vis-
ited either in March or April.

Not in January or February ?— I do not think I did in 
January, for I was ill myself with influenza.

When you visited the house in March or April, did the 
house strike you as inconveniently crowded? — No; I am 
certain I must have visited during the time there was 
diarrhœa, for I saw the patients; the governor said, “Those 
patients have had the diarrhœa.’’

Did you ever see patients lying on their beds in their 

ordure, either children or old people? — O dear no.
The observations which have been made on the 

evidence of the chairman apply in a considerable 
degree to that of the vice – chairman. Mr. Warry 
has not “much recollection” of the surgeon’s letter 
complaining that the dietary produced diarrhœa, 
and the vice-chairman “can recollect nothing about 
it.” Thus they agree in pleading ignorance of a 
document intimately connected with the very 
existence of the poor in the workhouse, which 
document is not only proved to have been brought 
before the board on the 25th of October, and in part 
acted on; but was referred to in another document 
read at the board and recorded on the minute – 
book on the 1st of November, when Mr. Warry and 
Mr. Meade King were both present as chairman 
and vice-chairman; still neither of them know 
anything about the matter!

So far they appear to agree; but on the next 
point there is an important difference. Mr. Warry 
denies having heard “that there was diarrhœa in 
the house” for many months after it appeared; Mr. 
Meade King confesses that he attended the board 
“very constantly” during the existence of 
diarrhœa, and heard the subject “often 
mentioned.”

On the subject of visiting the workhouse these 
gentlemen are nearly on the same footing. M r. 
Warry does not appear to have visited it until the 
end of May, when the dietary had been changed a 
month, and the diarrhœa, after having raged for 
eight months, was reduced from upwards of 20 
cases to 3. Mr. Meade King cannot speak so 
positively as to the period or periods of his 
visiting. He states that he “visited the house 
occasionally;” “I never visited the house more than 
two or three times;” and again he says — “In fact, 
on one or two occasions I went over the house, 
though I was not in the habit of visiting it.” But 
whether he visited “occasionally,” or “twice or 
three times,” or “one or two times,” it is by no 
means clear that he visited the house during the 
time that the diarrhœa was said to be infectious. 
He most positively swears that he did do so; but 
there is evidence which throws a considerable 
degree of doubt on this point.

His positive testimony stands thus: —
I visited the house occasionally during the period when 

it has since been stated the infection prevailed, and, having 
children of my own, I should not have gone into the house 
had I the least idea of there being infection there.

You are certain you did visit the house at that period? — 
I am quite certain.

The evidence I shall oppose to this “quite 
certain” is his own. He was asked in the course of 
a previous examination, whether there was 
diarrhœa in the house at the time a certain event 
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occurred, which was then a subject of inquiry. To 
this question he replies —

It was in March, 1837. I think there was. I was not in the 
habit of visiting the Bridgwater workhouse, having a 
workhouse at Petherton which was used, but I think there 
was diarrhœa there at the time.

If there was a period during which it was infectious, it 
was towards the end of the year 1836, and March, 1837; are 
you sure that during that period you never heard of the 
infection? — I am perfectly certain of it; I was at home 
during the whole time, and if I had heard of infection in the 
house, I am quite sure it would have made an impression on 
my mind that I should not have forgotten.

You are sure you visited the house between Christmas, 
1836, and March, 1837! — I am not quite certain, but I think 
1 visited it either in March or April.

Not in January or February? — I do not think I did in 
January, for I was ill with influenza.

What is now become of the inference drawn 
against the existence of infection, from his being 
“quite certain” that he visited the house 
occasionally during the period when it has been 
since stated the infection prevailed? 
Page 51 Mr. Meade King’s inferential proof 
having been demolished by bis own evidence, we 
arc thrown back on his naked declaration “that the 
first time he ever heard of the existence of any 
contagious disease was when he read the 
statement in Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet, months after 
it was stated to have occurred.” Now, Mr. King 
has already admitted “that he heard the subject of 
diarrhœa often mentioned at the board.” 
“Sometimes it was said there was diarrhœa, and 
then probably the next week there would be 
reports that the inmates were much more healthy, 
and so it varied (he says) from time to time.” He 
admits, too, “that he found a vast number of 
patients ill.” Why, these admissions carry the 
whole question, except the existence of infection, 
and on this point Mr. King himself has given 
conclusive evidence: —

You say you know more of North-Petherton workhouse 
than you do of the Bridgwater? — Yes; I constantly visited 
that, as I live in the parish.

Was the diarrhœa in the workhouse? — Certainly not; I 
do not think there was a single case of diarroea commencing 
there. There were a great many children removed to that 
workhouse, after they had been suffering from diarrhoea, by 
the medical men of Bridgwater. Several of them died after 
they came into that workouse, others recovered; but I think 
I can say confidently not a single case of diarrhœa originated 
there.

Now, these two workhouses were only three 
miles apart; the one of them averaged about 70 
inmates, the other 94. In the Bridgwater house Mr. 
King says, “I found a vast number of patients ill. 
“A great many children were removed from that 

house into the other after they had been suffering 
from diarrhœa.” Several of them after they were so 
removed to the Petherton house died; but, says 
Mr. Meade King, “I can say confidently that not a 
single case of diarrhœa originated there.” Here is 
the most ample admission that the Bridgwater 
workhouse was ravaged by a deadly disease, 
which Mr. King says did not extend to the 
Petherton house. Whether that disease be called 
infectious, contagious or epidemical, is a matter of 
comparative indifference, the fact being admitted 
that the poor sent into the house were attacked by 
a raging pestilence, and swept off in “vast 
numbers,” which pestilence did not attack the 
poor sent into another house three miles off. But 
whilst Mr. King admits the fact, he says that he 
never heard a rumour of infection until he saw it 
in Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet, months after it was 
stated to have occurred.

Would he be satisfied with setting up such a 
wretched quibble as the above on any matter in 
which he had a personal interest! Suppose him 
master of two hogsties, under circumstances 
exactly similar to those which he has deposed to in 
the case of the two workhouses, of which he was 
an appointed visitor. Would he not say — “We 
must do something with that Bridgwater sty. Here 
are my hogs draughted into two sties from forty of 
the surrounding parishes; the poor things scour 
and die off in the Bridgwater sty, while those sent 
to Petheton do pretty well. There must certainly be 
some disorder in that sty, we’ll get the stock out as 
soon as we can, and not send in any more until 
that place has been thoroughly cleansed out and 
purified.’ Twont do to go on sitting here ‘as quietly 
as possible,’ while one’s hogs are dying off at this 
rate.

There can be little doubt of the course Mr. King 
would have taken if his hogs had been kept in that 
house, but what has he done in the case of the 
perishing poor? He admits that he heard the 
subject of diarrhœa “often mentioned at the 
board.” He knew there was a “vast number ill.” 
He constantly visited the North Petherton 
workhouse,” where “a great many children were 
brought from Bridgwater suffering from 
diarrhœa.” He saw these perishing creatures, who 
were said by the matron to be “reduced to nothing, 
as you might say,” he admits that “several of them 
died after they came into that workhouse,” and 
that “not a single case of diarrhœa originated 
there.” With tlie knowledge afforded by these 
ample proofs of the Bridgwater workhouse being 
ravaged by pestilence, this guardian of the poor 
aids in pouring a constant stream of fresh victims 
into that house of death to replace those who had 
been sacrificed, and then swears Page 52 that 
he knew nothing of it! nothing whatever, until he 
read it in a pamphlet “months after it occurred,” 



NEW POOR LAW.
THE BRIDGWATER CASE.

by John Bowen, 1839
Digitised & edited by Tony Woolrich 19/09/2021

47
although every time he went from his residence to 
Bridgwater he must have passed within ten yards 
of that fatal pest-house, in which so many of his 
helpless fellow-creatures perished.

The next evidence, partaking of an official 
character, is that of the gentleman who was vice-
chairman of the board of guardians from March, 
1837, to April, 1838.

THE REV. SAMUEL. STARKEY Examined.
You are one of the guardians of the Bridgwater 

Union? — I am.
Have you been so from the formation of the union? — 

Yes.
Have you been a pretty constant attendant at the 

board? — Yes.
Were you one of the visiting committee? —I was one of 

the visiting committee of the North Petherton Workhouse.
Were you one of the visiting committee of the 

Bridgwater workhouse! — No; I was not.
Were you present at the board when Mr. King’s letter 

was brought, on the 25th of October! — I cannot recollect its 
being produced at the board, but I must have seen the letter 
on that day.

You do not recollect what passed upon that occasion? — 
No, I do not.

Were you there when the governor came to ask leave to 
absent himself in consequence of being ill? — Yes.

Did you ask what was the matter with him? — I think he 
sent a written application before he appeared.

What did he then state? — He stated that he was ill with 
the complaint of diarrhœa.

He appeared before the board? — Yes.
Were any questions asked him as to his own state ?— 

Yes.
What did he state? — He stated that he had been 

suffering very much from diarrhœa, and that he wished to 
absent himself for a time to go to Clifton.

What appearance did he make? — He looked very ill at 
the time.

You did not question him how far he had traded this 
disease from any one in the house? — No, I think not.

The board were at that time aware that the diarrhœa 
was in the house! — Yes.

That was the general subject of conversation ?— Yes.
You do not live in Bridgwater? — No.
Did you ever hear at that time that this disease was 

infectious? — No.
Did you ever hear that stated in conversation? — No. I 

never thought it was infectious. I used to go to the house 
repeatedly.

Were you ever cautioned by any medical man? — No. I 
used to go there often. I visited every day before the 
meeting; I used to go over the house; I did that as being a 

guardian.
In what state did you find the house? — There were 

several sick in the house.
Was it crowded? — I do not recollect having seen the 

house what I should call too full.
Did you ever inquire about the number of persons 

sleeping in one bed, either adults or children! — No.
Did you ever find any disagreeable smell in the house? — 

No.
Did you ever see any of the parties who were ill of this 

diarrhœa in a state of filth in their beds? — No: I heard of 
that once or twice.

During that time? — Yes; I heard it from Mr. Bowen.
That would be after March? — No; it was during that 

year.
Was that before he was elected guardian?— No; it was 

after he was elected guardian.
At the time the visiting committee reported the 

poorhouse in Bridgwater to be so full that they advised that 
no paupers should be sent in where it could be possibly 
avoided, did any person suggest that another house should 
be hired in the town? — No, I never heard that.

Nor at any other time? — I do not recollect that they did 
at any time.

Do you recollect a man of the name of Kidner being sent 
into the house — himself, his wife, and five children? —-
Very well.

Do you know how that man could be accommodated in 
the house? — From the number that were in the house, we 
thought he could be accommodated.

Was it ever reported to you that there were no beds to 
put them into? — No.

Do you know how many children were at the time 
sleeping together in a bed? — No.

Do you know how many adults were sleeping together in 
abed? — No, I never had my attention drawn to that.

Did the board inquire as to the number of persons 
sleeping together in the several rooms? — No, they only had 
the round numbers of persons in the house
 Page 53 Was it ever stated that the governor, when 
that man came into the house, had not the power of giving 
him accommodation? — I never heard that.

Did you ever hear it stated that they had no bed vacant 
in the house, and that they were obliged to remove a dead 
body to place him in one? — No.

Or that there was but one bed for the whole family? — 
No.

You say that you went over those wards, and over the 
rooms, and never smelt any disagreeable smell, such as 
would be occasioned by the prevalence of diarrhœa? — No, I 
am certain of that.

Supposing other persons have said there was such a 
smell in the house, do you apprehend that they have stated 
that which was not true?— They must have gone at other 
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times.

Did you go every week? — I think most weeks. During 
the first year I attended the board nearly every week, and I 
used to go to the workhouse most weeks before the meeting 
of the board.

And you never smelt a smell arising from diarrhœa on 
any occasion? — Never.

I shall not make a single remark on this 
gentleman’s evidence respecting the Bridgwater 
workhouse, of which he says lie was not one of the 
visiting committee; still he swears to having 
visited that workhouse daring the winter one day 
in every week, except one; that he “always went 
up to the bed rooms, always went into the sick 
wards and that “he never smelt a smell arising 
from diarrhoea on any occasion.” On this evidence 
I again say that I will not make any remarks, after 
the mass of evidence which has been given on the 
state of the house; hut there was a workhouse at 
North Petherton, auxiliary to the Bridgwater one, 
of which this gentleman admits that he was one of 
the visiting committee. And what does he say of 
that workhouse, of which he was a recognized 
visitor ?

Was there any particular complaint in the North 
Petherton workhouse at that time?— The hooping cough, I 
think, prevailed, and the measles.

Many had the measles there? — Yes.
Some came with the measles from Bridgwater, did they 

not? — I do not recollect any coming from Bridgwater with 
the measles.

Did they take measles after they came from 
Bridgwater? — All those, I apprehend, that came had the 
measles while they were there; the only children 1 recollect 
coming from the Bridg water house came in a convalescent 
state.

Convalescent from what?— From the measles I think; 
there were as many as six or seven came.

Was it from diarrhœa they came convalescent ? — No, I 
think not.

Here he solemnly declares that the “only 
children” he recollects coming to the Petherton 
workhouse from the Bridgwater one “came in a 
convalescent state.” Convalescent from measles he 
thinks, and not from diarrhœa Now let us recur to 
other evidence on this point: —

JAMES GOVER. — Do you remember some of the 
children being sent out to Petherton workhouse?— I do.

By whom was that done? — In consequence of the 
recommendation of the doctor; they were ill, and he 
thought it might do them good.

They were ill of diarrhoea? — Yes, they died; some of 
them after they went over.

MARY REED. — Were you ill yourself? — I was ill my 
own self, the first of the grown people, and I always thought 

it was from attending the children.
The children were removed as quickly as they could be 

to North Petherton? — Yes; and many grown people as well.
And there they got well? — Yes; some of them were very 

ill and died.
The change of air from one house to another was useful 

to them? — Yes; the doctors said that it would do them 
good, but they died, a great many of them.

MR. RICHARD KING MEADE KING. — You say you know 
more of North Petherton workhouse than you do of the 
Bridgwater? — Yes; I constantly visited that, as I live in the 
parish.

Was the diarrhœa in that workhouse? — Certainly not! I 
do not think there was a single case of diarrhoea 
commencing there. There were a great many children 
removed to that workhouse after they had been suffering 
from diarrhœa by the medical men of Bridgwater. Several of 
them died after they came into that workhouse, others 
recovered; but I think I can say confidently not a single case 
of diarrhœa originated there.

Do you know whether any children who had the measles 
in North Petherton workhouse had had the diarrhœa in the 
Bridgwater or not? — Yes. I think I heard the matron say 
that several of the children appeared to have quite a 
complication of disorders.

AMY ELLIS. — You were matron of the workhouse at 
Page 54 North Petherton were you not? — Yes.

Had you any sickness in the house? — No; nothing 
worth speaking of.

You heard something about sickness in the other 
house? — Oh dear yes; but there was none in our house, but 
what was incident to the children.

There were some children sent to the Petherton 
workhouse from the Bridgwater workhouse? — There were.

At what time was that? — At the time there was so 
much sickness in the house.

Were they very ill when they came? — They were 
reduced to nothing, as you might say.

Had you any diarrhœa in the house? — No.
It was confined to those children? — Yes.
Those who came from Bridgwater workhouse you say 

died? — Yes; I do not recollect that they had the measles.
Here is the evidence of the governor and nurse, 

who sent off these unhappy victims; here is the 
evidence of the vice – chairman of the board of 
guardians, who was a member of the visiting 
committee residing at Petherton; and, above all, 
here is Amy Ellis, their own matron of the 
workhouse, deposing to the fact of a number of 
children having been sent from the Bridgwater 
workhouse suffering under diarrhoea — “reduced 
to nothing as you might say.” In the face of all this, 
corroborated by the records of the board, “the only 
children” Mr. Starkey can recollect coming from 
the Bridgwater house “came in a convalescent 
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state,” and convalescent, too, not from diarrhœa, 
but from measles, lie thinks.

So far as to the general fact of children having 
been sent there, who were dying from diarrhœa. 
Let us now see whether there were any special 
circumstances claiming Mr. Starkey’s recollection. 
Amy Ellis, their own matron, is questioned res-
pecting the children who died in the Pctherton 
workhouse. She is asked, among other inquiries

Do you recollect George Woolcott? — Yes.
Of what did he die?— Of diarrhœa. He was one that was 

sent from Bridgwater workhouse to our house in a dying 
state.

How long was he before he died? — Several weeks.
Theresa Woolcott, what was her complaint? — The same 

complaint.
John Bindon? — Yes.
Was that a son of Harriet Bindon? — Yes-
What was his complaint? — The diarhoea. He came with 

his mother. She was ill when she came.
Now, these two Woolcotts, the elder of whom 

under four years of age, “was sent,” says Amy 
Ellis, “from the Bridgwater workhouse to our 
house in a dying state” — these very Woolcotts 
belonged to the parish of Charlinch, of which Mr. 
Starkey was the guardian. They were two of his 
own parishioners. A third Woolcott, aged 7 years, 
likewise laboured under violent diarrhœa when 
removed to Petherton. She was taken out of the 
house, on the death of her more fortunate brother 
and sister, and appears by the medical report to 
have been attended for diarrhoea in Charlinch, Mr. 
Starkey’s parish. A fourth of the family is alluded 
to as follows, in Mr. King’s evidence: —

“This name, Woolcott, recurred to my mind since I was 
before your lordships’ committee. I met one of the sisters, 
and spoke to her mistress on the subject, and her statement 
is, that the poor creature could not sit at her meals without 
her faeces running away from her. She is living now at 
Bradley’s-green, in Cannington parish.”

Such was the condition, from diarrhœa, of a 
helpless wretched family under Mr. Starkey’s 
special protection — four of them reported by the 
medical attendant of the Bridgwater workhouse as 
suffering under that dreadful disease; still he 
could not recollect any children in diarrhoea being 
removed from the Bridgwater workhouse to the 
Petherton one. I know the large allowance which 
may be claimed for that which is sometimes called 
a treacherous memory, but Mr. Starkey could 
hardly have lost sight of these victims to diarrhœa 
in the immensity of the population of Charlinch, 
which only consisted of 199 persons at the last 
census. These poor sufferers had a claim on his 
recollection as a man, he being their neighbour; 
they had a claim on his recollection as a 

clergyman, they being his parishioners; they had a 
special claim on his attention as a member of the 
board of guardians, he having been appointed 
guardian of the poor for the parish of Charlinch. 
Notwithstanding all these claims upon his re-
collection, two of them miserably die before his 
eyes, and he knows nothing of it whatever. He 
only recollects children having been sent from
Page 55  Bridgwater to Petherton in a con-
valescent state. Thus, he does not know that his 
own helpless parishioners, of whom he was the 
appointed guardian, “were sent,” as Amy Ellis 
says, “in a dying state” from diarrhœa into a 
workhouse of which he was one of the visiting 
committee. He does not recollect this: he knows 
nothing of it whatever; but he does know that he 
“never smelt a smell arising from diarrhœa in the 
Bridgwater workhouse on any occasion.”

Having dissected the evidence of the chairman 
and the two vice-chairman, it remains to refer to 
that which was given by the hired servants of the 
public — the clerk of the union, and the assistant 
commissioner of the district.

MR. ROBERT UNDERDOWN.
You are clerk to the board of guardians of the 

Bridgwater union? — I am.
How long have you been clerk there? — From the 

formation of the union.
Are you a solicitor? — I am not.
When did the diarrhœa begin? — I cannot tell without 

reference to the books.
Do you know Mr. Poole? — I do perfectly.
Did he complain to you that the diarrhœa was 

prevailing, or did Mr. King? — Not that I am aware of.
Can you take upon yourself positively to state that 

neither Mr. King nor Mr. Poole mentioned to you that the 
diarrhœa prevailed? — They may have mentioned it; I can-
not charge my memory with that.

Was it not known that the diarrhœa did prevail to a very 
great degree ?— It was, I believe, known that the diarrhœa 
prevailed in the house.

Was not it known that the diarrhœa did prevail to a very 
great degree amongst a great number of patients, and that 
many I died ? I know nothing of that of my own knowledge.

Were you present when Mr. Abraham King, the medical 
officer, attended the board on the 21st of April, 1837? — Yes. 
I never was absent on a board-day.

Do you remember that he confirmed the report of the 
visiting committee, that the paupers above 60 who were 
allowed tea and sugar did not suffer from diarrhœa so much 
as those who were dieted on gruel? — That I recollect 
perfectly well.

Did he recommend that rice should be substituted for 
gruel ? — Yes, I believe he did.

Had the diarrhœa continued to any considerable extent 
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for any length of time before that? — From my own 
knowledge I cannot state that.

This evidence is no further valuable than as it 
shows that the clerk of the union attending “every 
meeting of the board of guardians,” having charge 
of all the documents of the board, and being 
employed in making up official abstracts from 
these documents, did not impugn the correctness 
of one alleged fact, statement, figure, or letter 
connected with the detailed destruction of life in 
the Bridgwater workhouse. No must necessarily 
have been more intimately acquainted with the 
records of the board than any other person. He 
was in attendance on the committee of the Lords, 
with the assistant commissioner and his clerk, 
from the 12th of June to the end of July; still the 
sum-total of his evidence is little more than that 
“he believes it was known that diarrhœa prevailed 
in the house,” but that he “knew nothing of it of 
his own knowledge.”

ROBERT WEALE, ESQ.
You are one of the Assistant Poor Law Commission-

ers? — I am.
What is your district? — Somersetshire, the larger part 

of Worcestershire, and the larger part of Gloucestershire.
The Bridgwater union is of course within your 

district? — It is; I formed the union.
From the formation of the union in May, 1836 to March, 

1837, can you state how many times you visited the 
workhouse at Bridgwater? — I can state that I visited the 
Bridgwater workhouse on the 12th of May, on the 31st of May, 
1336, and on the 30th of August 1836; that was the last time I 
was at Bridgwater workhouse. During the prevalence of 
diarrhœa, on the 24th of January, 1837, I did not visit the 
workhouse.

In point of fact, from the month of August to the month 
of March you had not an opportunity of visiting the 
Bridgwater workhouse? — I did not attend again until the 
19th of May.

During that whole period was anything stated to you 
with respect to any diarrhœa being in that house? — 
Certainly not.

Did you see during that time a letter dated the 25th of 
October, from Mr. King, on the subject of there being 
diarrhœa in the house, and proposing a change of diet for 
the children? — Not being at Bridgwater I did not. I had no 
records sent me from the then chairman of the board of 
Page 56 having been sent from guardians; I knew nothing 
of the diarrhœa till the minute of April 21st I reached me, 
which was on the 16th of May.

If the letter of the 25th of October had been brought to 
your notice should you have thought it your duty to have 
visited the workhouse, and to have seen the state in which it 
was?— Undoubtedly. The very moment any disease is 
known to prevail in any workhouse in my district, or in any 
part of the district, I have thought it my duty to inquire into 

it. The most malignant disease this country has been 
afflicted with, the cholera, broke out in one of my unions; 
immediately on hearing of it, I went to the village where it 
prevailed, and to the houses where it prevailed, for the 
purpose of instituting an inquiry into the cause of the 
disease, going in that instance beyond the line of my duty.

If that letter had been forwarded to you, you would have 
visited the workhouse and investigated the cause? — 
Undoubtedly. I consider it an important part of the duty of 
an Assistant Poor Law Commissioner to visit and to 
ascertain the state of the workhouse.

We here have the Assistant Poor Law 
Commissioner of the district admitting that he 
never visited the Bridgwater workhouse from the 
30 th of August 1836, to the 19th of May, 1837. 
During this long interval, in which it appears from 
the obituary, that 39 helpless creatures perished, 
this functionary declares that “certainly nothing 
was stated to him with respect to any diarrhœa 
being in that house.” He knew nothing of Mr. 
King’s letter, of the 20th of October, complaining 
that the dietary was producing diarrhœa, but he 
says, “if it had been brought to his notice, he 
should undoubtedly have thought it his duty to 
have visited the workhouse, and to have seen the 
state in which it was.” He further swears that he 
knew nothing about the number of persons in a 
bed, and that if he had, he should undoubtedly 
have taken upon himself to recommend to the 
board of guardians “rather to hire another place to 
have put the paupers in than to have gone on so.” 
Thus he seems to have reposed in the most blissful 
state of ignorance on all matters relating to the 
condition of the perishing poor. Mr. Weale further 
says —” The first intimation given to me that the 
inmates of the workhouse had not been generally 
healthy, and that the dietary was supposed to have 
been the cause of producing sickness, was by a 
letter from Mr. Underdown, dated the 13th of May, 
which reached me on the 16th. In this letter Mr. 
Underdown says — ‘I beg to state that the inmates 
of the workhouse have not been generally healthy 
for a long time, which has been attributed in some 
measure to the present dietary.’

Now, although Mr. Weale was put in 
possession of this fact on the 16th of May, and 
visited the workhouse on the 19th, he writes as 
follows, more than two months afterwards to one 
of the Poor Law Commissioners, denying all 
knowledge of the circumstance: —

“(PRIVATE.)
“Clifton, July 22, 1837.
“My dear Sir, — Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet was put into my 

hands the day before yesterday.
* * * * The allegations in it surprised me 

exceedingly; nor do I now believe them.
* * * * I assure you I am not aware from any 
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official information obtained, either on my visits or from 
any communication, that a more than ordinary degree of 
sickness prevailed in the workhouse of this union during the 
late very unhealthy season.* * * *

“To George Nicholls, Esq.
This broad denial of any knowledge of “a more 

than ordinary degree of sickness prevailing in the 
workhouse” — these expressions of surprise and 
disbelief — he addresses to his official superior on 
the 22nd of J uly, while he admitted before the 
committee that he had been informed on the 16th of 
the previous May that the inmates of the 
workhouse had “been generally unhealthy for a 
long time,” and that the disease had been 
“attributed to the dietary.” He admitted, too, that 
he visited the house on the 19th of May, when he 
not only had the death – book, the medical report, 
and other official documents to refer to, in proof of 
the ravages of that fatal disease which has been 
“attributed to the dietary,” but, in addition to these 
records of pestilence and mortality, he had the 
evidence of his own senses. He saw the pitiable 
condition of the wretched survivors, and 
fortunately for the ultimate triumph of justice, that 
condition has been deposed to on oath by Page 57
the then chairman of the board of guardians.

“I visited the house” said Mr. Warry “towards the end of 
May, 1837, when the diarrhœa was raging, and then the 
disease made certainly great impression upon 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 1 had no idea till then of the existence of 
diarrhœa to such a degree.”

But in addition to this “raging diarrhœa” deposed to by 
Mr. Warry — these “thin emaciated appearances,” which 
made such “great impression” upon the mind of the 
chairman, Mr. Weale actually applied for documentary 
proof of the ravages of the pestilence. He directed the clerk 
of the union to prepare an abstract of the workhouse 
admissions, discharges, and deaths, from the 28th of 
September 1836, when the first victim to diarrhœa perished, 
up to that very 19th of May when he visited the workhouse; 
and the following is a copy of the document so prepared for 
him, at his own special request: —

“BRIDGWATER UNION.
Admissions, Discharges, and Deaths, from the 28th of 

September, 1836, to the 18th of May 1837, furnished to Mr. 
Weale, by Mr. Underdown, the Clerk of the Union.

Admitted into the Workhouse from September 28th, 
1836, to May 19th, 1837 155

Discharged from the Workhonse, from September 28th, 
1835, to May 19th, 1836. 111

Died in the Workhouse, from September 28, 1836, to 
May 19, 1837 39

“R. UNDERDOWN, Clerk to the Union.”

In the face of all these corroborative cir-
cumstances, in the face of the clerk’s letter, the 
records of the board, and the knowledge afforded 
by his own eyes — in the face of the above fatal 
death-list, prepared for him at his own special 
request, by the clerk on the 19th of May, he declares 
on the 22nd of the following July, in a 
communication to his superiors marked “private,” 
that “he does not know that a more than ordinary 
degree of sickness prevailed in the workhouses of 
the Bridgwater union.” Mr. Bowen’s allegations 
surprise him exceedingly;” he does not “believe 
them,” and claims to know nothing whatever of 
the fatal events of the last 12 months during which 
the frightful number of 54 persons had perished in 
one union under the workhouse regulations of the 
Poor Law Commissioners.

But the time was now approaching when these 
audacious denials of the truth could no longer be 
persevered in. In a communication to the Poor 
Law Commissioners, dated August 29th, 1837, and 
brought to light by an order of the House of Lords, 
Mr. Weale thus fully admits that which he had 
before so 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.”

Thus that alleged destruction of the poor which 
“surprised him exceedingly” in my pamphlet — 
that mortality of which an official statement was 
rendered to him on the 19th of May — those 
ravages of diarrhœa which he affected to be “sur-
prised” at, and to disbelieve on the 22nd of July, are 
reluctantly but fully admitted on the 29th of 
August. “The diseases producing death are,” he 
says, “stated in the pamphlet; and it is a truth that 
these deaths occurred in eight months. I admit in 
my report” (says he) “I admit that the diarrhœa 
has existed, and that the number of deaths has 
been great. I express my regret that it was so great, 
and I do not impugn the statement that there was 
that number of deaths.” He further admits that he 
knew nothing whatever about the matter, and that 
if he had, he should have considered it his duty to 
have inquired into it! Such are the denials, admis-
sions, and confessions of one of the hired 
protectors of the poor under the new law, and 
such the fate of a crowd of helpless victims whose 
lives were formerly under the protection of the law 
of the land.

Mr. Weale having admitted the ravages of 
diarrhœa and the number of deaths as stated in 
my pamphlet, and having pleaded his utter 
ignorance of the fact, while he admitted before the 
Page 58 committee, that he “considered it an 
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important part of the duty of an Assistant Poor 
Law Commissioner to visit and to ascertain the 
state of the workhouse,” — having admitted these 
points, lie endeavours to set up, in palliation of the 
crime (assuming for an instant that killing in an 
union workhouse is criminal), the existence of 
diarrhœa in the neighbourhood of the workhouse. 
To effect this he ransacks the medical returns of 40 
parishes, and extracts the names of 122 persons, 
who are said to have suffered from diarrhœa 
between the 1st of August, 1836, and the 1st of June, 
1837. Now, admitting all these to be genuine cases 
of diarrhœa, they do not for the whole 10 months, 
amount to 1 in 240 of the population, and are 
somewhat less than 3 cases a week in a population 
of more than 30,000 persons, one half of whom are 
perhaps in a state to require medical relief in case 
of illness. So absurd a document requires no 
further notice than a mere reference to the relative 
numbers; but, as this statement is the only atom 
which has been urged in extenuation, it shall not 
be so summarily disposed of. Mr. Abraham King, 
the surgeon of the Bridgwater district, was 
questioned by the committee as follows: —

Was there any diarrhœa out of the house at that time? — 
There were a few cases, but nothing in comparison to the 
cases in the house.

When did it manifest itself out of the house? — I. think 
during the autumn of 1836 we had some diarrhqpa out of 
the house, but no fatal cases that 1 recollect.

Were there no cases out of the house before it appeared 
in the workhouse at ail? — I cannot recollect.

You are not sure that there were not? — No.
You do not remember how many cases of diarrhœa you 

attended yourself out of the house at that period? — Taking 
my parish patients out of the house, I should say not more 
than 1 in 30.

How many had you in the house? — One in every 4 or 5.
You say those out of the house were not fatal? — No.
Do you know whether it was a prevalent disease in the 

town and the country round? — Not more than it is every 
autumn.

It does prevail every autumn? — Generally speaking, in 
time of ripe fruit, it prevails out of doors.

Was it prevalent out of the workhouse before the 
autumn and after the autumn had terminated?— There were 
some few cases. If I were to say I had 00 patients or more 
out of the house, 1 might find among them two or three 
cases of diarrhœa.

What proportion of your patients in the house were 
there with the diarrhœa? — One in four or five.

MR. JOHN EVERED POOLE.
You are a surgeon by profession? — Yes.
Where do you reside? — In the town of Bridgwater.
In the year 1836 were you a medical officer in any of the 

districts of the Bridgwater union? —I was, in the 
Cannington district.

You attended the workhouse during the time the 
diarrhœa was prevalent there, did you not? —I did.

What was the occasion of that diarrhœa?— I attribute 
the diarrhœa in the house to the diet, and the house being 
too thickly populated.

Was the diarrhœa at the period you have been speaking 
of confined entirely to the house, or was it in the town? — I 
had very few cases of diarrhœa; scarcely any in the country; 
a few cases in the town. It was not a prevalent disorder at 
the time in the neighbourhood. It was not in my practice.

In addition to the foregoing evidence of the 
medical attendants of the union workhouse, the 
principal medical men of the district depose as 
follows: —
“Edward Anstice Stradling, of Bridgwater, in the county of 
Somerset, surgeon, maketh oath and saith, that he is a 
surgeon and apothecary, and hath practised as such in 
Bridgwater aforesaid and the neighbourhood about 24 years. 
Saith, that he attended the poor persons in the old poor or 
workhouse at Bridgwater aforesaid, as surgeon and 
apothecary about 10 years, that is to say, from the year 1814 
to the year 1824; that during the said period of time, 
diarrhœa or any similar disease did not prevail in the said 
poor or workhouse, but the poor persons therein were 
generally healthy, and that to the best of deponent’s belief, 
the average number of patients therein who required 
deponent’s advice and assistance at one and the same time 
during the period aforesaid amounted to about five or six. 
Saith that, between the months of September, 1836, and 
April, 1837, diarrhœa was not a prevalent disease among 
deponent’s patients, and that no case of diarrhœa which 
Page 59  came under deponent’s knowledge or care 
during the period last aforesaid terminated in death.

“E. A. STRADLING. “Sworn at Bridgwater aforesaid, 
the 28lh day of May, 1838, before me, Richard Anstice, a 
Master Extraordinary in Chancery.”

――
“James Havilland, of Bridgwater, in the county of 

Somerset, surgeon, maketh oath and saith, that he is a 
surgeon and apothecary, and hath practised as such in 
Bridgwater aforesaid and the neighbourhood about 26 years; 
saith that he attended the poor persons in the old poor or 
workhouse in Bridgwater aforesaid as surgeon and 
apothecary about 10 years, that is to say, from the year 1811 
to the year 1826; that during the said period of time 
diarrhœa or any similar disease did not prevail in the said 
poor or workhouse, but the poor persons therein were 
generally healthy; and that to the best of deponent’s belief 
the average number of patients therein did not exceed five 
or six at one and the same time during the period aforesaid; 
saith that, between the months of September, 1836, and 
April, 1837, diarrhœa did not prevail amongst deponent’s 
patients more than usual at that period of the year, and that 
no case of diarrhœa which came under deponent’s know-
ledge or care during the period last aforesaid terminated in 
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death,

“JAMES HAVILAND. ‘Sworn at Bridgwater in the 
county of Somerset, the 25th of May, 1838,

“Thomas Symes, a Master Extraordinary in Chancery
――

“Henry Axford, of Bridgwater, in the county of 
Somerset, surgeon, maketh oath and saith, that he is a 
surgeon and apothecary, and hath practised as such in 
Bridgwater aforesaid, and the neighbourhood about 33 
years; saith, that in conjunction with other medical men, he 
attended the poor persons in the old poor or workhouse in 
Bridgwater as aforesaid as surgeon and apothecary about 25 
years — that is to say, from the year 1811 to the year 1836; 
that during the said period of time diarrhœa or any similar 
disease did not prevail to any extent in the said poor or 
workhouse, but the poor persons therein were generally 
healthy, and that to the best of deponent’s belief the average 
number of patients therein who required deponent’s advice 
and assistance at one and the same time amounted to about 
four or five; saith that, between the months of September, 
1836, and April, 1837, diarrhœa was not a prevalent disease 
amongst deponent’s patients, and that no case of diarrhœa 
which came under deponent’s inspection or care during the 
period last aforesaid terminated in death,

“HENRY AXFORD.
“Sworn at Bridgwater, in the county of Somerset, the 

30th day of May, 1838, before me,
“T. Symes, a Master Extraordinary in Chancery

――
“Jonathan Toogood, of Bridgwater, in the County of 

Somerset, John Giles Toogood, of the same place, and James 
Coles Parker, of the same place, surgeons, make oath and 
say, that they are the surgeons of the Bridgwater Infirmary, 
which has been established about 25 years for the relief of 
sick persons, and is supported by voluntary contributions; 
that the number of indoor patients admitted into the said 
Infirmary between the 1st day of September, 1836, and the 
21st day of April, 1837, was 115, of whom2 only died during 
that period, 1 of scarlet fever, and the other of general 
dropsy; that the number of outdoor patients of the said 
Infirmary between the said 1st day of September, 1836, and 
the 21st day of April, 1837. was 421, of whom 2 only died, 
both of them of phthisis. And these deponents say, that 
from the 1st day of September, 1836, to the said 21st day of 
April, 1837; no indoor or out-door patient of the said 
Infirmary was to their knowledge and belief affected with 
diarrhœa to any extent, and that no patient died of that 
disease.

“JONATHAN TOOGOOD, “JOHN GILES 
TOOGOOD, “JAMES COLES PARKER.

“Sworn at Bridgwater, in the county of Somerset, by the 
deponents, Jonathan Toogood, John Giles Toogond, and 
James Coles Parker, the 28 th day of May, 1838, before me,

“Richard Anstice, a Master Extraordinary in Chancery.

――
These highly respectable men, whose practice 

extends into every part of the district, Page 60 
unanimously depose “that diarrhœa was not a 
prevalent disease in the neighbourhood,” and that 
“not a single Case which came under their 
knowledge terminated in death,” although, in ad-
dition to the general practice of the district, their 
experience included the diseases of 535 poor 
persons who were infirmary patients during the 
period that the workhouse was so ravaged by 
diarrhœa.

This part of the case may well rest on the above 
evidence, but the serious attention of both Lords 
and Commons should he specially called to the 
manner in which the Poor Law Commissioners 
garble the public records for the purpose of stilling 
inquiry and arresting the arm of justice. The list 
brought forward by Mr. Weale to prove the 
prevalence of the diarrhœa out of the Bridgwater 
workhouse actually included the names of such 
victims ol infection as the Bindons, the Woolcotts, 
&c., were, whose distressing cases have been 
detailed in the evidence of Amy Ellis and Harriet 
Bindon. Thus the names of poor children who are 
said “never to have had a day’s illness” before 
they caught the diarrhœa in the Bridgwater 
workhouse, and who are proved to have been sent 
out of that pesthouse in a dying state, “reduced to 
nothing,” as the matron says — the names of those 
withered atomies are actually paraded by Mr. 
Weale in proof of the prevalence of diarrhœa in 
the neighbourhood of that house in which these 
victims were infected by the pestilence, and from 
which they were only removed to swell the 
obituary of another parish. This Poor Law Com-
missioner pounces upon them in their brief 
progress from the pesthouse to the grave, dots 
their names down in his list, and produces it to the 
committee in proof of the ravages of diarrhœa 
beyond the walls of the Bridgwater workhouse.

But there are other points connected with the 
solitary specimen of documentary evidence this 
Poor Law commissioner ventured to bring 
forward, which are of still more importance to the 
cause of public justice. He is asked —

“Have you ever ascertained that any of the cases out of 
the workhouse terminated fatally? — I have no means of 
ascertaining that; there is no register of the deaths of the 
out-door paupers.

“Have you ever ascertained how far persons said to be 
affected with other diseases were also at the time affected 
with diarrhœa? — 1 had nothing hut the medical men’s 
books to refer to: in the whole there were 113 cases of 
diarrhœa out of the workhouse, at the time the diarrhœa 
prevailed in the workhouse.

“Have you examined the books? — Yes; these extracts are 
taken by me from the books; I will give the name of every 
individual extracted from the hooks.

“Have you looked through the books? —I have, and have 
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examined every name myself with the medical books.

“You undertake to say that that is the result of the 
entries which will be found there? — I do positively.

Here he swears that the extracts were taken by 
himself, and that he examined every name with 
the medical hooks, but that he had “no means of 
ascertaining whether any of the cases out of the 
workhouse terminated fatally.” Such are the 
unqualified statements of this commissioner! Now, 
what are the facts? Why, that the principal medical 
books, which are kept in a form prescribed by the 
Poor Law Commissioners, are kept for the avowed 
purpose of furnishing that identical information 
which he swears he “had no means of 
ascertaining.” These books are professed to he 

kept for the express purpose of registering the 
duration, treatment, and termination of diseases. 
Their very title proves the object: they are lettered 
“Register of Sickness and Mortality,” and they 
contain a column headed “Event,” in which the 
medical men are directed to enter the event of each 
case. In this column the termination of the diarrhœa 
cases brought forward by Mr. Weale in proof of 
the prevalence of the disease out of the workhouse 
are recorded, with some exceptions, which 
principally occurred during the illness of one of 
the medical officers. A few examples copied from 
the register will exhibit the “means” which Mr. 
Weale possessed of ascertaining whether these 
out-door cases “terminated fatally” or not.

Page 61 BRIDGWATER UNION.
Extracts from the Medical Weekly Return of Districts Nos. 2, 3, and 4, comprising 19 Parishes, with a Population of 9,916, 

showing the names of Paupers attended for diarrhœa from the commencement of the Union to the 23rd of June, 1837.

Return as given to the Lords Commissioners by Mr. Weale.

Column in the 
“Register of 
Sickness and 
Mortality” 

withheld by Mr. 
Weale.

NAME OF PAUPER. AGE. DATE OF ATTENDANCE. EVENT.
1836.

Viner, Robert, jun 11 Sept. 28, 29, Oct. 1. Well.
Viner, Mary 40 Oct. 12, 13, 15, 18, 21 Well.
Walls, Mary, boy 1 Oct. 28, 29, 30. 31 Well

1837.
Martin, Hannah 69 Jan. 12, 13, 16 Well.
Moore, Charles.. 45 Jan. 23, 24, 26, 28 Well.
Viner, Mary ,. Jan. 24, 26, 28 Well.
Pople, Jane. 42 Feb. 22, 25 Well.
Cox, Job 7 April 16, 19 Well.
Cox’s, John, daughter 11 April 14, 16, 19 Well.
Reynolds, Thomas 74 April 23,25,28, May 2 Well.
Walls, Mary, child 2 April 28, 29, May 3 Well.
Gould, Mary April 29, May 1, 2. 3, 4 Dead*
Adams, Margaret 24 June 4, 8, 10, 12, 19 No report

1836.
Brencer, Anthony August 21, 24, 27 Not entered
Pitman, John 30 Nov. 13 Cured.

1837.
Perratt, Joan 64 Feb. 14, 16 Cured.
Martin, Elizabeth 48 March 5 Cured.
Pitman, Jacob 34 April 8 Cured 

80 May 22 Cured.
* It appears from the “Register of Sickness and Mortality,” that Mary Gould was successively 

attacked with influenza, inflammation of the eyes, and extreme debility: from the latter she is reported 
to have died.
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Similar returns are made for the other districts 

of the union. In the face of such returns — in the 
face, too, of about 70 outdoor deaths recorded in 
the medical weekly return, of which only two are 
ascribed to diarrhœa — this Poor Law 
Commissioner conceals the registered “event,” 
declares the extracts so mutilated to have been 
taken by himself, and then deliberately swears that 
he had no means of ascertaining whether any of 
the cases of diarrhœa out of the workhouse ter-
minated fatally!

I shall not stop at this point to inquire by what 
terms such audacious misstatements as the 
foregoing should be designated; my present object 
not being the punishment of the guilty, but a 
reconsideration of that law under the operation of 
which a number of my helpless brethren have 
been brought to an untimely death, through a 
course of suffering most loathsome and torturing, 
inflicted without cause and persisted in without 
pity. A recapitulation of the evidence would be 
superfluous, as the principal facts connected with 
this series of killings have been admitted either 
directly or indirectly by the parties implicated, 
who have urged nothing whatever against the 
charge which is not resolvable into “I did not 
know,” or “I do not remember.” Had such a course 

been wilfully persisted in for eight months under 
that law which has been called “the accursed 
statute of Elizabeth,” the plea of “I did not know,” 
or “I do not remember,” would hardly have saved 
the responsible parochial authorities from a 
shameful & violent death. Responsibility was then 
direct and absolute, easily understood and so 
utterly frittered away between the Page 62 
commissioners who make regulations, the 
guardians who apply those regulations in secret, 
and the authorities who have to carry them into 
effect, under the penalty of fine and imprisonment, 
that there does not appear to be an atom of 
responsibility which may practically stand 
between the helpless poor and destruction. In such 
a state of things it becomes an important point for 
the authorities of the land to determine whether 
killing in an union workhouse, under such 
circumstances as the foregoing, is criminal? And if 
so, who are involved in the criminality? I am 
aware that these questions may as well be decided 
on one case of killing as on a hundred; still it is 
desirable to ascertain whether the deaths by 
diarrhœa have been overstated. The list as pub-
lished by me, and republished by order of the 
House of Lords on the 11th of April, 1838, stands 
as follows: —

(Lord’s Paper, No. 133, paper 76.)
Names of Persons who were carried off by the immediate operation of diarrhœa, and of those who laboured under it 

previously or subsequently to their being attacked by other Disease to which their Death may be ascribed in part.

Names. Age Reported 
disease.

Remarks From Sept. 1816, to 
May, 1837

Brown, E. 2½ measles These were cases of diarrhœa  coming; 
within the remarks contained in the letter 

of the medical attendant. “Many of the 
children were affected with the white 
mouth, the result of irritation of the 

stomach and bowels; in this state they were 
seized with measles

died Oct. 21
Palmer, E 2 measles died Oct. 26
Symes, J. 1 measles died Oct. 29 
Bown, J. 1 measles died Oct. 29
Vokins, M. A. 4 measles died Nov. 2
Hoyle, E. I measles died Nov. 5

Davey, J. 2 inflammation

These were cases preceded by, or 
accompanied with, severe diarrhœa

died Jan. 2

Wride, J. 1
of lungs 

inflammation
died Jan. 4

Cox, G. 2
of lungs 

tubercles on
died May 4

Wilkins, F. 2
the lungs 

ulcer in the
died May 16

Woolcott, G. ½
bowels.

marasmus
died Feb. 8

Woolcott, T. 4 marasmus died Feb. 11 

Furber, J... 1½ marasmus died March 27 

Stacey, M 78 natural decay

Excessive debility from diarrhoea

died Oct. 18 

Mullins, S. 23 consumption died Nov. 11 

Partridge. 62 died May 18 

Cogle, J. 41 rupture of died April 16
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Sheppard M. 68
blood-vessel

diarrhœa

Some of these cases died at the North-
Petherton Workhouse, where many 

persons afflicted with diarrhœa were sent 
from the Bridgwater house

died Mar. 14 

White, M... 38 diarrhœa died May 21 

Arthur, W. 1 diarrhœa died Sept. 28

Pyke, W... 67 diarrhœa died Nov. 7 

Diment, H. 2½ diarrhœa died Nov. 21 

Farthing, G, 60 diarrhœa died Nov. 27

Biss, L. 2½ diarrhœa died Jan. 21

Adams, W. ¼ diarrhœa died Jan. 23 

Dowden. M. 26 diarrhœa died Feb. 28 

Binden, J 1½ diarrhœa died Mar. 2

Page 63 Mr. Abraham King, the medical at-
tendant of the Bridgwater district, is asked —

Will you look at page 33 of Mr. Bowen’s pamphlet; you 
will there see a list of persons whom he states to have died 
either of diarrhœa, or the consequences of diarrhœa, 
between the months of September, 1836, & May, 1837. The 
first six of those are stated to have died of measles; is it true 
that those persons were afflicted with diarrhœa, and that 
that diarrhœa made the measles so dangerous to their lives 
that it was fatal in consequence? — I cannot say that as to all 
of them, it may be as to some few of them.

Which would those be? — I cannot remember the 
names, it is so long since.

The report of the disease was made by you in the 
book? —’Yes, some of the number I know.

That was a true report? — Yes.
That was the final cause of their death? — Yes. Some of 

them that had the diarrhoea.
That aggravated the disorder of the measles? — Yes.
There were some attacked with marasmus and 

inflammation of the lungs, and tubercles on the lungs, were 
there not? — Yes, 1 recollect George Cox, he had the 
diarrhœa, and Flora Wilkins, & Woolcott.

What is marasmus? — General wasting.
Would diarrhoea aggravate the symptoms of inflamed 

lungs? — It would so reduce the system that any exposure to 
cold would bring on inflammation.

You apprehend the inflammation of the lungs and 
tubercles of the lungs were produced or aggravated by 
diarrhoea?— The constitutions were so reduced that they 
did not rally as they ought to have done.

Do you observe the ages of those persons?-Yes.
Do you think, on observing those ages, that they were ro 

weakened by the diarrhoea that the measles in the one case, 
and the inflammation of the lungs in the other was the cause 
of their death? — The immediate cause of death I 
considered at the time to he that I have stated here.

But the remote cause might have been the diarrhœa ? — 
Yes.

The diarrhœa might so weaken the whole system, that 

the other disorder would have greater power and produce 
death? — Yes. This name, Woolcott, recurred to my mind 
since I was before your Lordships’ committee. I met one of 
the sisters, and spoke to her mistress on the subject, and her 
statement is that the poor creature could not sit at her 
meals without her foeces running away from her. She is 
living now at Bradley’s Green in Cannington parish.

Which is the one who is suffering now ?— I do not know 
her name.

Was she in the workhouse? — Yes.
Had she the diarrhoea? — Yes.
Flora Wilkins you represented as dying of ulcerated 

bowels; is that likely to be produced by diarrhœa? — She 
had the diarrhœa.

Does diarrhoea frequently produce ulcers in the 
bowels? — Yes; ulcers are formed.

JOHN EVERED POOLE : —
Were many of the patients removed from the 

Bridgwater workhouse to any other during the time of the 
diarrhœa? — Many were removed to the North Pctherton 
workhouse.

They went away from the workhouse with the 
diarrhœa? — Yes.

Did they all go with the diarrhœa? — I really cannot say.
Do you apprehend all those cases stated as measles were 

cases of measles, and not cases of diarrhœa, or do you 
suppose they were cases of diarrhœa followed by measles? — 
I should imagine from this return they were cases of 
measles.

Supposing that they had the diarrhœa before, and that 
they were then attacked by – measles, were they not more 
likely to die? — Undoubtedly.

This evidence must speak for itself. I place 
more reliance on my own notes, taken down at the 
time, than I do on any man’s recollection 18 
months after an event occurred; but if two or three 
of the measle cases be struck off, on the imperfect 
recollection of Mr. King, whose integrity I fully 
admit, the actual number of deaths by diarrhœa 
will still be greater than the alleged number. It was 



NEW POOR LAW.
THE BRIDGWATER CASE.

by John Bowen, 1839
Digitised & edited by Tony Woolrich 19/09/2021

57
proved before the committee, that after Mr. King 
ceased to be the medical attendant of the 
workhouse, and the poor mere consigned to the 
care of a stranger, a Mr. John Rodney Ward, 
several of the old inmates died of diarrhœa, whose 
deaths were falsely ascribed ill the obituary to 

other causes. I will take three such false entries 
only, and those, not for the sake of making up the 
alleged number, but to show the tricks which may 
be practiced to conceal the’ real causes of death in 
an union workhouse under the regulations of the 
Poor Law Commissioners. 

Page 64

Date of Death Names. Age. Alleged cause of Death in 
medical weekly Return.

Alleged cause of Death in 
Obituary.

1837. July 25. Pocock, James 80 Debility of old age. Natural death.

28. Tucker, Mary 76 Debility of old age. Natural death.

October 11. Perry, Henry 86 Old age. Natural decay.

Believing that these entries did not truly record 
“the cause and circumstances” of the deaths of 
these poor old creatures, I applied to the governor, 
the Matron, and the woman who had attended 
them up to the time of their deaths, for their 
account. From the united evidence of those 
persons, in which there was not the smallest 
discrepancy, it appeared that diarrhœa had 
returned with great violence on these miserable 
sufferers, and carried them off. The matron’s 
account was to the following effect, and fully 
borne out by others: —

Mr. Ward said, for some time, that there was no such 
thing as diarrhœa in the house; then he said they w’ere all 
cases of diarrhœa returned, and that he would send me some 
astringent powders, of which I was to give two or three-a-
dav, as occasion required. I did do so, until Mr. Ward told 
me not to give any more, as the powders had lost their 
effect, and that he would send something else. After that he 
sent some draughts, which I gave occasionally.

I told him Mary Tucker’s was an old case of diarrhœa 
returned. He ordered me to give Tucker powders, which he 
called astringent powders. I used sometimes to give them 
twice or three times a-day; at last they lost all power. 
Tucker was quite lost in her head, lay in a terrible mess 
without knowing it; and was changed continually by Mary 
Reed.

James Pocock. too, died of a return of the diarrhœa; 
confined to his bed, unable to help himself. He was lost to 
every thing; his motions passed without his knowing it; for 
some time before his death we used to change him three or 
four times a-day.

Henry Perry died in a horrible state, from a return of 
diarrhœa. He was very bad indeed; confined in bed by 
diarrhœa some weeks. As soon as he was clean it was only  
to clean him over again.

On these cases, so palpably misrepresented in the 
official returns, Mary Reed the nurse, was thus 
questioned by the committee: —

Do you know James Pocock and Mary Tucker, and 

Henry Perry ? — Yes.
They have all died? — Yes, they had the diarrhœa all of 

them.
Did they get well of the diarrhœa? — No, they did not; 

that was the cause of their deaths.
The diarrhroea went on with them till they died? — Yes.
Here we see that these poor old creatures 

perished in diarrhœa; while the real cause of their 
death was studiously concealed in the register, and 
the official entries so framed as to delude the 
public into a belief that they died of “old age.” It 
would he easy to produce equally unquestionable 
evidence, applicable to a greater number of 
victims, but I am not disposed to do so, examples 
of official misrepresentation and concealment 
having been already exhibited from which a still 
more compendious destruction may be inferred. 
To follow up an enquiry into the total number of 
deaths by diarrhœa can answer no public purpose, 
for whether the number of those who thus 
perished by an untimely death be 20 or 30 or 40, 
the principle involved in this most horrible 
destruction of human life is the same. In reference 
to the actual number of victims, be it sufficient to 
have shewn that the melancholy catalogue of 
deaths and statement of. facts, as published by me 
and republished by order of the House of Lords, 
have been amply sustained, after an investigation 
unusually searching and protracted, and that even 
the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner admits that 
he cannot impugn that statement.”

The great leading facts having been thus 
established, it only remains to notice the defence 
Page 65 which has been set up by the Poor Law 
functionaries, who in a blundering anxiety to save 
themselves, have laboured to shift the blame on 
others. Their first bulwark, behind which they all 
rush, pell-mell, is a bylaw, made by themselves, 
declaring that any guardian making a motion 
should do so on his legs, and that such motion 
should be submitted to the board in writing. This 
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bylaw, they say, was not complied with by any of 
the guardians, and therefore the guardians 
collectively are not guilty. The board was not 
moved in the prescribed form by either of its 
members, and therefore was not “officially” 
cognizant of the ravages of diarrhœa, and 
consequently not called upon to take any notice of 
the subject beyond “merely talking.” Not satisfied 
with protesting their own individual innocence, 
they thus labour to set up the innocence of the 
board collectively, under the cover of their own 
bylaw.

Had such a contemptible proceeding been 
resorted to under the old law of the land, had the 
overseers of a parish, if brought up to receive 
judgment in a similar case, replied to the usual 
question why sentence should not be passed upon 
them, “we are all innocent, my lord; for we made a 
bylaw declaring that all resolutions should be 
written out and moved in a prescribed form by 
one of the overseers, and as it does not appear in 
the vestry book that either of us complied with our 
own bylaw, we submit that we are all in-
nocent,” — in such a case the overseers would 
have been told that their defence was an 
aggravation of the crime; that official 
responsibility could not be shuffled off by a bylaw; 
that if public authorities, intrusted with the lives of 
the helpless poor, were to be considered collectively 
innocent because they had individually neglected 
their duty, a license would be given to murder on 
a more compendious scale than the world has 
hitherto witnessed.

Their second ground of defence is equally 
contemptible with the first; of which indeed it is a 
mere variety. “I had no record sent me from the 
guardians.” said the Assistant Commissioner, “I 
know nothing of the diarhoea, or I should have 
considered it an imoportant part of my duty to 
have inquired into it.” “It so happened,” said the 
chairman, “that whenever diarrhœa was 
mentioned I was not present. My attention was 
never called to the death-book, and I never even 
by chance looked at the medical weekly report. 
“I,” said one of the vice-chairmen, “lieai’d the 
unhealthy state of the house mentioned at the 
board, but I did not think at. the time the 
conversation was meant to go further than merely 
talking!” Others declare that they rode to 
Bridgwater market, went a visiting, and talked to a 
great many persons without having heard 
anything on the subject.

Such is the wretched defence set up by the Poor 
Law authorities, who are the immediate 
representatives of that mysterious impersonal 
creation, the board of guardians, which thus 
claims through its organs, to have neither eyes, 
cars, nor feeling, for any matter connected with the 

condition of the perishing poor! The board of 
guardians claim to know nothing of the deadly 
disease which ravaged the workhouse 
fromSeptember to the following ApriI, killing off 
crowds of helpless creatures by the most frightful 
torture. They knew nothing of it officially! The 
subject was never before the board!

To go over the evidence of these functionaries 
again, separately would be equally tedious and 
humiliating, I shall therefore confine myself to the 
most prominent parts of the chairman’s denial, as 
a fair specimen of the mass. His general assertion 
that he did not hear of it at the board, can be best 
met by a reference to the evidence of nearly all the 
other witnesses, Mr. Axford, Mr. Baker, Mr. Buller, 
Mr. Coltlmrst, the Rev. Mr. Starkey, and others, all 
depose to its having been heard of at the board.

The Rev. Henry Parsons, an ex-officio guardian deposes 
as follows

Did you attend the meetings of the guardians at the 
latter end of 1836, and the beginning of 1837 ?— Yes; I have 
been a regular attendant during the whole time; sometimes I 
have been absent, but I believe there has never been a 
month without my being there at least once.

Page 66  During that time did you ever hear it mentioned 
at the board, that there was diarrhœa in the house?  Oh yes; 
I have seen it in the medical books

Did you ever hear it mentioned at the board and can you 
recollect by whom you have heard it mentioned? — It was a 
topic of conversation with the members of the board, when 
they met, that there was this complaint and they wished to 
alter the diet; there was a complaint of the medical men.

How early was it that you heard it mentioned to the 
board of guardians that there was diarrhœa 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 these who were 
well? — Yes; I recollect that.  * * * I recollect perfectly 
well being there when it was stated that no alteration could 
take place in the diet without an application to the 
commisssioners above.

When was that? — Very soon after the complaint was 
made. I think Mr. Warry, the chairman, at that time, stated 
that the medical persons had a power, whenever a case 
presented itself of sickness, of altering the diet; but no 
alteration with respect to the healthy inmates could be 
made unless with the sanction of the commissioners.

Did you ever hear of a complaint being in the house that 
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was infectious? — A great many times.

To the foregoing evidence of the Reverend 
gentlemen who proposed Mr. Warry as chairman, 
may be added that of the vice-chairman of the 
year.

MR. RICHARD KING MEADE KING.
Did you attend the board during the existence of the 

diarrhœa? — Yes; I was there very constantly at that time, 
and I heard the subject often mentioned. Sometimes it was 
said there was diarrhœa, and then probably the next week 
there would be reports that the inmates were much more 
healthy, and so it varied from time to time.

There was a visiting committee of the workhouse was 
there not?— Yes.

Did they make their report in a book? — Yes; that was 
read every day at the meeting of the board.

Had you no verbal communications with the members 
of the visiting committee? — I have heard members of the 
visiting committee sometimes say there was a good deal of 
diarrhœa in the house, and perhaps on the next board-day 
the same gentlemen might say, we are happy to say the 
house is in a much better state. It varied a great deal.

So much for the matter not having been heard 
of at the board. And now for Mr. Warry’s next 
denial.

If frequent complaints had been made upon the subject 
of the diarrhœa, you would have heard of them? — Yes; the 
visiting committee’s book does not contain any such 
statement.

Nor any complaint of the diarrhœa? — No.
You never heard any complaint of the gruel? — No. A 

gentleman, of the name of Baker had mentioned once or 
twice that the house was in an unhealthy state, and he 
wished the board to bear that in mind, and not to order so 
many in; but that is the only circumstance I can remember 
affecting the health of the workhouse.

There is no complaint about the diet or the diarrhœa? — 
On the 27 th of September the diarrhœa appears to have been 
mentioned; I was not in the chair; there is no mention of 
diarrhœa in the visiting book for some considerable time 
afterwards, so that the disease of diarrhœa was never before 
the board.”

Thus he says, there was no statement in the 
visitor’s book! The disease of diarrhœa was never 
before the board!” Why the disease was brought 
before the board, by the following entry in the 
visitor’s hook soon after the gruelling system 
commenced: —

“Sept. 27th. — The aged poor are affected with colic and 
diarrhœa, and the children are suffering from the same com. 
plaint.”

It was again brought before the board by Mr. 
King’s letter of the 25th of October, declaring that 
the diet had produced diarrhœa, and by the entry 
in the visitor’s book which follows: —

“October the 25th. — For some days I watched the result 
(of the gruel) which was given to the visiting com – inittce 
as producing diarrhœa” Signed by the medical officer. 
“There is much sickness amongst the children and the old 
people. There are 33 cases under the care of the medical 
gentleman. 96 inmates in the house.”

Visitor’s Book.
Page 67  The minutes of this day’s proceedings at 
which the Honourable P. P. Bouverie, the brother 
of Lord Radnor was present, are signed GEORGE 
WARRY, CHAIRMAN, as well as the minutes of the 
ensuing week, when the subject was again brought 
before the board, in a letter from Mr. J. E. Poole, 
one of the medical attendants. So much for the 
second form which Mr. Warry’s denial assumes. 
The third, and the last which I shall notice, is 
precisely of a similar character — “The visitor’s 
book, “he says” is the only book that I could 
officially get information from,” How much of 
truth there is in this assertion shall be 
demonstrated by his own evidence.

MR. GEORGE WARRY — The visitor’s book of the 
workhouse is laid before the board of guardians in each 
week? — Yes, it is.

Besides that, is not the medical officer’s book laid before 
the board of guardians each week? — Yes, it is.

Is that examined by the board? — It lies for examination 
before the board, but it does not come before me to read 
out of it.

Have the goodness to state how many indoor paupers 
are put down by the medical officer as suffering from 
diarrhœa in the week ending the 29 th of November? — 
Twelve.

Will you look at the week ending the 16th of 
December? — Sixteen.

The week ending the 20 th? — Eight.
The 27th? — Eleven.
The 5th January, 1837? — Eleven.
That book was lying on the table in the board room? — 

It was.
If the book remained there was it lying open for the 

guardians to examine! — Yes.
Was it the practice for one of the guardians to look over 

the book while the business proceeded? — That was the 
practice.

If they saw anything to which it was necessary to call the 
attention of the chairman would they call his attention to 
it? — They would, of course.

Having sworn that the visitor’s book was the 
“only book” he could officially get information 
from, on the subject of diarrhœa, he is obliged to 
admit that there was another book which he could 
have got “official information from.” That such 
other book was the “medical officers’ report,” 
which was weekly laid before the board. He is 
called upon by the Lords’ Committee to read his 
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own condemnation, and that of the board out of 
that “other book.” And what is he obliged to read 
when so called upon? Why the medical officers’ 
official report, to the board that there were in the 
workhouse twelve sufferers from diarrhœa in the 
weekending the 29th of November! That there were 
sixteen in the next week! Eight in the next week 
but one! Eleven in the following and so on! And 
this black catalogue of suffering and guilt; this 
official record of pestilence and death is admitted 
by him to have been placed weekly on the table in 
the board room, of that very board, who are said 
to have had no official information of the existence of 
diarrhoea!

He is further asked: —
Did you look by chance at the medical weekly return? — 

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.”

Here he swears that he never even looked at the 
medical weekly report by chance. But what is the 
fact? Why that that very book, that record of pesti-
lence which he sweat’s he never looked into, even 
“by chance,” contains the following entry in his 
own handwriting.

“The board particularly desire that the “nature of the 
disease may always he stated, “in order that they may judge 
of the necessities of each case; and if the surname were 
“written before the Christian name instead “of after it, it 
would afford greater facility “of reference.

(Signed) GEORGE WARRY, chairman.
November 8th, 1836.
This, I again say, was written by Mr. Warry in 

that very medical report, which he swears he 
never looked at even by chance! It was written in 
that very medical report, which brought the names 
of the sufferers under diarrhœa, weekly before that 
identical board, which is stated on the solemn 
oaths of the parties to have been without any 
official information on the subject of diarrhœa, and 
never to have had that disease brought before it.

And here I close the evidence on this series of 
horrors; which whether it be contemplated, in 
reference to the number of victims sacrificed; — to 
the excruciating tortures inflicted on these victims; 
Page 68 or, to the lamentable perjuries by which 
these enormities have been defended or denied, 
this destruction of my helpless fellow creatures, 
under the regulations of the Poor Law 
Commissioners, may he recorded among the most 
pitiless inflictions to which poor suffering human 
nature has ever been subjected. It is on this 
destruction of human life as detailed in the 
foregoing evidence, given on oath before the 
Lords’ Committee, that I ask the people of England 
to determine,

WHETHER KILLING IN AN UNION WORK-
HOUSE IS CRIMINAL IF SANCTIONED BY THE 
POOR LAW COMMISSIONERS.

To answer the above question satisfactorily, it is 
necessary to know how far these Commissioners 
did sanction this most horrible destruction of 
human life, and such knowledge can only be 
acquired by a reference to the course which these 
authorities pursued, when I brought be – lore the 
public the appalling facts that 30 persons had died 
in the Bridgwater union workhouse in eight 
months; — that a nauseous and fatal disease, 
which at length became infectious, ravaged that 
house; — that this disease was ascribed to the diet-
ary by the medical attendants; and that the board 
reckless of the fatal consequences, wilfully poured 
month after month a new stream of victims into 
that pest house, to be subjected to the operation of 
the gruel system, and exposed to the deadly 
pestilence which raged there. On the appearance 
of this statement in the Times Newspaper, the 
Commissioners directed certain enquiries to be 
instituted, of which notice was given to the 
guardians by the following circular. —

BRIDGWATER UNION.
Sir, — I am instructed by the Poor Law Commissioners 

for England and Wales, to call the attention of the Board of 
Guardians to the article purporting to be “some account of 
the working of the new Poor Law in the Bridgwater Union,” 
contained in the Times Newspaper of the 21st instant, which 
is a copy of a pamphlet lately published by Mr. Bowen, one 
of the Guardians for Bridgwater parish.

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

I am sir, your obedient servant, 
ROBERT UNDERDOWN,

Bridgwater, July 27th, 1837. Clerk.
Thus the authorities who had perpetrated all 

these atrocities, were actually constituted Judges in 
their own case! Strongly impressed with the 
pernicious character of such a proceeding, and 
convinced that its only possible corrective was the 
public voice. I addressed the following letter to the 
Poor Law Commissioners: —

Bridgwater, July 29, 1837
Gentlemen,
I learn by the enclosed letter, from the Clerk to the 

Bridgwater Union, that Mr. Weale, Assistant Poor Law 
Commissioner, has been directed by you, to institute an 
inquiry into the allegations contained in a Pamphlet pub-
lished by me, purporting to be some account of the working 
of the New Poor Law, in the Bridgwater Union.
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It is alleged, in the Pamphlet to be so enquired into, that 

many of our unfortunate fellow-creatures have been 
brought to an untimely death iu the Bridgwater workhouse. 
An enquiry, on so grave a charge, cannot, it is submitted, be 
conducted to a satisfactory termination with closed 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 
enquiry.

I am gentlemen,
Your obedient humble servant, JOHN BOWEN.
To the Poor Law Commissioners for England and Wales.
This application was refused, and the guilty 

party thus constituted Judges in their own case, 
and left in possession of all doors, locks, bolts, and 
bars, which were necessary for shutting out the 
public, sat in judgment on themselves, and of 
course, brought in a verdict of not guilty. The Poor 
Law Commissioners express their “satisfaction,” at 
the acquittal, and then request that “they may be 
furnished with copies of the depositions taken by 
the board of guardians during the investigation.” 
Thus they acknowledge their utter ignorance of 
the matter, with which they avow themselves to be 
Page69 so perfectly satisfied* They commit 
themselves to an unqualified approval of the 
verdict, and then ask for a sight of the evidence! 
Considering it of vital importance to the poor that 
some official expression of opinion, on the 
enormities charged, should be recorded at the 
board of guardians; and having waited more than 
a reasonable time for such an official declaration, I 
addressed the following letter to the Poor Law 
Commissioners.

Bridgwater, Dec. 2nd, 1837.
Gentlemen,
Mr. Weale, Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, having 

been directed by you to institute an enquiry 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 July; said to be a copy of a 
Pamphlet published by Mr. Bowen, one of the Guardians for 
Bridgwater Parish ;” and your Assistant Commissioner 
having appointed the 4th of August last for the 
commencement of such enquiry; I have been for some time 
in expectation of obtaining his report on the subject. — 1 
cannot learn that any copy of such report has been received 
by the Board of Guardians of the Bridgwater Union; and as 
the allegations, to be enquired into, involve matter of the 
most serious nature; I am induced to request that you would 
be pleased to furnish me with a copy of the report or 
reports of your assistant commissioner on the subject of the 
said allegations.

I am, Gentlemen,
Your obedient humble servaut, JOHN BOWEN,

One of the Guardians of the Poor of the Parish of 

Bridgwater.

After the authorities at Somerset-house had taken 
nearly a week to consider this request, I was 
favoured with an answer of which the following is 
a copy.
_____________________________________________
*Lord Wharncliffe footnote
Lord Wharncliffe declared, in bis place in the House of 
Lords, that he had seen the result of the enquiries and that 
he was not satisfied with the conduct of the Board of 
Guardians, and that even on the shewing of the Assistant 
Commissioner, by whom the investigation had been 
conducted, ‘the enquiry was not to him satisfactory’. Lord 
Wynford, too, in remarking on the same subject, said; ‘with 
respect to the case of the Bridgwater Union, it had been 
stated that the Guardians had sent a great number of per-
sons into a Workhouse in which an infectious disease had 
prevailed. He was told that an enquiry 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 themselves!’
___________________________________________________________

To the Poor Law Commissioners for England and Wales.
Poor Law Commission Office, Somerset-house.
9th Dec., 1837. ‘Sir, — I am directed by the Poor Law 

Commissioners for England and Wales to acknowledge the 
receipt of your letter of the 2nd inst. and to inform you that 
they do not furnish copies of their official documents, and 
that they decline complying with your request for a copy of 
the report from their Assistant-Commissioner adverted to 
in your communication.

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

(Signed) E. CHADWICK,
Secretary.

To John Bowen, Esq.,
Bridgwater.
Such was the character, and such the result of 

this iniquitous proceeding!
1st. The parties charged with killing their 

helpless fellow creatures, were converted into 
judges for deciding on their own criminality, by 
the Poor Law Commissioners.

2nd. The parties charged with killing their 
helpless fellow creatures, were permitted to sit in 
judgment on themselves, in secret conclave with 
closed doors, by the Poor Law Commissioners.

3rd. The parlies charged with killing their 
helpless fellow creatures, were allowed to record a 
verdict of acquittal in their own favour, by the 
Poor Law Commissioners.

4th. The verdict of self acquittal, so given, was 
received with expressions of “satisfaction,” and all 
information on the fatal transaction officially 
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denied by the Poor Law Commissioners.

So far did these Commissioners sanction the 
killing of a crowd of helpless creatures in the 
Bridgwater Union Workhouse! But not satisfied 
with all this, their conduct in this black transaction 
has to be contemplated in a still darker aspect, if 
that be possible. Among the papers which were 
produced on Lord Wharncliffe’s motion, and 
ordered to be printed by the House of Lords, on 
the lltli of April, 1S38, is a letter from Mr. Weale to 
one of the Poor Law Commissioners. This 
Assistant Commissioner, who is directed to 
institute an enquiry into the horrors which have 
been detailed, thus writes to his official superior:*
________________________________

Footnote
* Lords’ Paper, No. 133, page 23.

________________________________
Page 70  “In what way would you advise me to 
“conduct the enquiry ? Would it not be “desirable that I 
should request the attendance of the guardians, the 
large “majority ol whom are*favourable to us?’”

Thus these Commissioners not only, become 
accessories after the fact, but under the semblance 
of an official enquiry, into a pitiless destruction of 
the helpless poor, the very parties delegated to en-
quire, enter into a conspiracy to defeat the ends of 
their own enquiry. Such is the justice administered 
to the poor, under the New Poor Law! An 
Assistant Commissioner suggests, in a letter to a 
Poor Law Commissioner, “that it would be 
desirable for the guardians, to attend an enquiry 
which he was directed to institute on a matter of 
life and death, because a “large majority of these 
guardians are favourable” — not to the helpless 
poor, — not to the cause of outraged justice, — not 
to an impartial and searching enquiry into this 
compendious destruction of human life, but 
because they are “favourable to us!” And this 
infamous suggestion from a public servant, eating 
the bread of the people, was not only favourably 
received at Somerset House, but implicitly 
adopted. To this extent did these Poor Law 
Commissioners sanction the killing of a crowd of 
helpless creatures, in the Bridgwater Union 
Workhouse!

――――
The first series of killings having been so far 

traced to the Somerset House authorities, I 
purpose to detail other series which appear to 
have been the natural result of that impunity with 
which the first had been perpetrated. To be 
enabled to inflict injuries with impunity seldom 
fails, it is said, to engender, in vulgar minds, a de-
termined perseverance in wrong. The truth of this 
apothegm was strikingly evinced by the magnates 

of the Bridgwater board of guardians. They 
boasted that the authority of the Commissioners 
was unlimited; that they left every thing to Mr. 
Weale, and that he could manage any thing for his 
good friends at the board. This reliance on the 
protection of absolute being connected with the 
administration of medical relief in the Bridgwater 
union renders it desirable to refer to a statement 
on that subject which I have already published, 
and which has been a subject of enquiry before the 
Lords’ Committee.

“On the formation of the Bridgwater union, the resident 
practitioners of the town and neighbourhood were 
employed to attend the poor, at a low rate, with an 
understanding that, the experience obtained in the first 
year, should be a guide for determining the amount of their 
future remuneration. At the end of their engagement, in 
June 1836, the medical officers declared that they could not, 
in justice to the poor and to themselves, continue their 
charge at the salaries proposed, and required a more liberal 
remuneration for their further services. This the board 
thought proper to refuse, and advertized, throughout the 
Kingdom, for strangers to come and oppose the established 
professional men of the district, who had received the 
public commendation of that board for their zealous and 
able services. One stranger, who was brought from the other 
extremity of the Kingdom, by these advertisements, was 
employed for the Bridgwater district, including the union 
workhouse, at £17. 11s. 9d. per annum less than was asked by 
resident medical men. The person so employed, produced 
the following epitome of his pretensions, as his card; from 
one of which, duly treasured among the documents of the 
board, the following is copied.

‘Mr. John Rodney Ward, Graduate in Medicine and 
Surgery of the University of Leyden, and Member of the 
Worshipful Society of Apothecaries in London; late 
Consulting Surgeon Accoucheur to the Royal Maternity 
Society Doctor’s Commons; Surgeon to the Royal Infirmary 
for Diseases of Children; Consulting Surgeon Accoucheur 
to the Southwark Childbed Society, Guy’s Hospital, and 
Honorary Member of the Physical Society, Guy’s Hospital, 
&c. &c. At home for Consultation on all Diseases incident 
to Women and Children every morning from 8 till 12 
o’clock, and evenings after 7 o’clock. Advice gratis, on 
Tuesdays and Saturdays, from 8 till 10 o’clock. 60, Pilgrim-
street, Newcastle-upon-Tyne.’

The managers of the Board plumed themselves beyond 
measure, at having attracted to Bridgwater this 
constellation of dignities, from Newcastle, by the tempting 
bait of. £130. per annum. Thus, to add £17  11s. 9d. a year to 
their savings, they deprived the diseased poor of the 
important advantages to be derived from a united Medical 
Page 71 staff, well known to the whole neighbourhood, 
generally disposed to assist each other, and intimately 
acquainted with the wants, habits, character, and 
circumstances of the labouring population.”

In addition to the above, I remarked that, the 
British Medical Almanack, which professes to give 
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a list of the medical officers of the Metropolitan 
Institutions, does not associate Mr. Ward’s name 
with the distinctions which he claims. I likewise 
proceed to show, that the Bridgwater workhouse, 
while under the management of this dignitary, 
was ravaged by a malignant fever, which carried 
off several old persons in a few days without his 
having made an entvy of the event in t he hooks 
which were specially provided for that purpose. 
As I shall have to deal with the second point in 
detail, I purpose to confine myself to the first for 
the present; and I shall principally deal with this 
matter on his own evidence, as given on oath 
before the Lords’ Committee.

MR. JOHN  RODNEY WARD examined.
You are a Surgeon? — I am.
Now residing at Bridgwater? — I am.
You are in charge of the Bridgwater district of the union 

and the workhouse? — I am.
You have passed the Apothecaries Company ?—-Yes, 

and am duly licensed; this is that license.
Have you passed the College of Surgeons? — No; and do 

not intend it. I have no protection from the College more 
than I have now. intend to matriculate in the London 
University as soon as the Law is established.

How do you mean as soon as the Law is established? — 
The College of Surgeons is not a legally constituted College. 
I am not more legally qualified by passing it; and will not 
pass it, there being no Act of Parliament to compel me.

After having passed those examinations, where have you 
been subsequently ? — I then resided in the Old Kent Road 
for ten years, and in Bermondsey street for about two years.

After your leaving the Kent Road where did you go? — I 
went to Newcastle.

How came you to leave the Kent Road? — I ruptured a 
blood vessel a great many times, and my profession went 
back, and I was confined to my bed, or to the house, for two 
or three years at times.

Your health did not permit you to continue practice in 
London? No; I was in hopes by trying the northern air that 
it might brace my chest, but it had the contrary effect. I was 
anxious then to go to the south of France or to Devonshire 
when I saw this advertisement.

When did you go to Newcastle? — In March or April, 
1837.

What induced you to go to Newcastle; did you go merely 
for the sake of getting northern air? — Not altogether; I had 
a relation there, or at least Mrs. Ward had.

You have stated that after you studied at Guy’s Hospital 
and Saint Thomas’s Hospital you went to live in the Kent 
Road in the Borough? — In Bermondsey street first, and 
then in the Kent Road.

You have said that your health induced you to leave that 
residence? — In a great measure my health.

Was there any other reason? — That was the cause, — 

my health declining; my practice fell some little off.
It is stated that you were in the Insolvent Debtor’s Court 

for an action for slander? — Yes; because my commission 
was opened only a few days before they could obtain final 
judgment. I compromised.

When was that? — That must have been in the year 1825 
or 1826; I think 1826.

It is stated that you were sent to the Queen’s bench 
prison on the 24th of January, 1829, is that so? — It must be 
in 1829, then, I should say.

You stated before that it was in 1825, or 1826; then it is 
stated that you went before the Insolvent Debtor’s Court, 
on your petition, on the 15th of April, 1829, and were 
remanded for nine calendar months within the walls under 
the forty-ninth section of the act, at the suit of John 
Thomas, but that you settled with the plaintiff’, and were 
discharged in consequence the 7th of July following; that is 
the statement? — That must be correct then.

Then there is a copy of the Record: “Discharged after 
nine calendar months custody within the walls of the prison 
at the suit of John Thomas, late of Earl-street, Lisson-grove, 
Paddington, Middlesex, being indebted to him in the sum of 
£191 for damages recovered in an action for slander. Amount 
of property belonging to himself, wife, and child, „£14, 19s. 
6d.?” — Then that contradicts itself; it says I was discharged 
in July, having been remanded in April; then how could I 
have remained nine calendar months?

You were sentenced to nine calendar months, and were 
discharged after three months in consequence of settling 
with the plaintiff? – Yes
Page72 When you went to Newcastle you lived in 
Pilgrim street? — Yes.

You gave out cards, did you not? — I never gave a card 
out.

What was the use of those cards which were printed? — 
They were only printed a few days before I saw this 
appointment was vacant.

Have you not practised at all at Newcastle?— I had 
perhaps hardly a dozen patients under my hands.

How came you to go to Bridgwater? Did you see the 
advertisement at Newcastle? — I did:

In the card which it appears was delivered in to the 
board of guardians you state yourself to be first of all a 
Licentiate in medicine and surgery of the University of 
Leyden? — That does not touch my foreign qualifications; 
no foreign qualification touches my practice in London.

Are you a licentiate in medicine and surgery of the 
university of Leyden? — No; I have kept my time there; I 
was educated there, but in consequence of my parents 
leaving I did not graduate, as I intended to have done.

Were you a Licentiate of medicine and surgery of the 
university of Leyden; that is the first thing you state yourself 
to be ?—I was educated at Leyden College.

At what time of your life were you in Leyden College? — 
It must have been 1818 to 1820.
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What age were you then? — I was about fifteen or 

sixteen to the best of my belief.
You attended Leyden College? — I did.
You studied medicine ?— I was studying more the 

classics than medicine at that time.
At Leyden you did not study surgery or medicine, but 

generally attended the University? – Yes; and I attended the 
Hortus Siccus and Medicus there.

Are you, in point of fact, a Licentiate in medicine or 
surgery of that university? — I have not submitted to an 
examination.

Are you a Licentiate, or have you taken any degree 
there? — I have not taken a degree there.

You know that you state yourself to be a Licentiate of 
medicine and surgery of the University of Leyden? — I 
cannot see that there is any crime in it, having intended so 
to do.

What was your object? — There were a great many in 
the neighbourhood who styled themselves physicians, 
indeed three or four in Newcastle, and I know they were not 
so, neither had they the opportunities I have had of gaining 
experience in my profession.

Why did you state that which was not the truth; it was 
to introduce yourself with greater advantage probably? — I 
quite acknowledge the error of doing it.

That was your reason for doing it? — It was.
You admit it was wrong? — It was wrong.
And that you followed a very bad example set by other 

men? — Yes.
Such were the grounds on which this person 

represented himself to he “a graduate in medicine 
and surgery of the University of Leyden!” On his 
other assumed distinctions, the evidence of Dr. 
Ramsbotham was put in before the Committee to 
show that he (Ward) was not as he had represent-
ed himself to be, “late Consulting Surgeon to the 
Royal Maternity Society” while Dr. Ashwell, the 
Obstetrick Physician and Lecturer at Guy’s 
Hospital writes, “I have no hesitation in replying 
distinctly to the question put to me as to Mr. John 
R. Ward. “He is not in any way attached to the 
“Obstetrick Department of Guy’s Hospital “or 
School.” As to his being Surgeon to the Royal 
Infirmary for the diseases of children, the written 
evidence of Mr. Dendy, the Surgeon of that 
Institution, was put in before the Lords’ 
Committee to the following effect. “No person of 
“the name of Ward has ever been a Surgeon of the 
Establishment, which would “be proved by any’ 
reference to the “Records. Our Infirmary is the 
oldest “establishment of the kind in London. 
“Some years since, another was founded “near 
Golden Square, “the Royal Metropolitan 
Infirmary.” These, you may be “assured are the 
only two which are entitled to the epithet ‘Royal.’ 
A Mr. Ward “may have seen patients at his house, 

“and called that a Royal Infirmary; this “of course 
is usurpation, and very great “presumption to say 
the least.”

However decisive the foregoing evidence may 
be as to Mr. Ward’s pretensions, justice could not 
be done to this part of the case without permitting 
him to speak for himself. His own answers to the 
Lords’ Committee afford the best comment on his 
pretensions.

Mr. John Rodney Ward further examined.

Page 73 The next (statement on your card) is “Surgeon to 
the Royal Infirmary for Diseases of Children.” Where was 
that formed ?— It was formed at my own house, where we 
attended children from eight to ten.

Are you aware that there are such things as local 
Infirmaries for diseases of children?’ — We established 
medical institutions on our own responsibility.

Was there any one besides yourself engaged in this? — 
Not continuously; it was for the education of my pupils.

Are you aware that there are Infirmaries for the diseases 
of children; one in the Waterloo road? — Yes, there is.

That has a regular set of officers and so forth? — It has.
If any one saw you spoken of as surgeon to the Royal 

Infirmary for the diseases of children, would not that induce 
him to suppose you were connected with one of those public 
bodies! — I cannot help what people may suppose. It was 
quite a young institution and intended to establish a set of 
officers.

In fact, you were not connected with any public 
society? — Never but that and the others before mentioned 
in evidence.

Can you take upon yourself to state that this institution 
which you set up yourself was called the Royal Infirmary for 
diseases of children? — It was an Infirmary for the diseases 
of children; I called it so myself.

On what authority did you give it a Royal 
designation? — I do not know that Royalty is any particular 
credit; it is merely matter of form.

When you gave it that designation had any permission to 
assume the title of Royal been obtained? — I do not feel that 
I am obliged to ask for such a thing; I might have called it by 
any other name.

What was your object in doing it? — To give my pupils 
an opportunity of seeing practice, and benefit the poor.

What object had you in putting the term “Royal?” — I 
had none.

Why did you then make use of the term “Royal” with 
respect to that Institution? — Because it pleased me.

Such was the person to whom the helpless poor 
of the Bridgwater district were consigned, to effect 
an annual saving of £17. lls. 9d. It has been already 
shewn, that several persons, who died in the most 
miserable state from diarrhœa, while under his 
charge, were reported by him to have died of 
“debility of old age.” Pocock, Tucker, and Perry, 
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whose cases are given in page 64, are examples of 
this. I am now to enter on another series of facts, 
connected with the wholesale destruction of life in 
the Bridgwater union workhouse, and exhibiting a 
falsification of public documents, and a neglect of 
duty on the part of the Poor Law authorities which 
are, I hope without a parallel. The statement as 
originally published by me, is as follows.

“Having seen several pauper funerals pass my window, I 
called at the old workhouse to obtain some information on 
the subject. I was there informed that some frightful disease 
had, in a short time, swept off many of the old inmates, On 
inspecting the Minutes of the Board, the medical weekly 

return, and the visitor’s book, I found that not the slightest 
allusion had been made to this terrific visitation. Even the 
obituary, out of eleven deaths, consecutively recorded, only 
contained two entries in the column headed “Reference to 
Surgeon’s book,” and in one of these two cases, the death 
was ascribed to natural decay! On enquiring into all this 
suspicious concealment, it appeared tbat on the 3rd of 
November the inmates of the House were unusually free 
from disease. On the 4th, a wandering vagrant, lousy, itched, 
and in a high fever, described as follows, appears for the first 
time in the “Medical Weekly Return,” among the helpless 
old inmates of the workhouse, who had no opportunity of 
escaping beyond the reach of infection.

NAME. AGE. DISEASE, s OBSERVATIONS.

Briffet, John,.. 28 congestion of brain This man will in all probability not recover.

Briffet did however ultimately recover; but James 
Rowsell, a poor man who was appointed to attend on him, 
was seized with the same disorder, and died after a few day’s 
illness. Another poor man, GeorgeParish, who nursed 
Rowsell, was seized in his turn, and was carried off with 
four other persons; all declared by the Governor, the 
Matron, and the woman who^ssistcd in nursing, to have 
been seized in nearly the same manner.

Page 74 It providentially happened that this terrific dis-
ease, so wantonly introduced, broke out among the aged 
poor just as the board were on the point of removing the 
inmates to the new union workhouse, otherwise the 
consequences might have been too frightful to contemplate, 
as all who were seized perished, with one exception. The 
dates of seizure and of death are as follows.

NAMES. AGE. WHEN SEIZED. DIED.

Rowsell, James, (nursed Briffet).. 57  November 24th December 14th.
Jarman Edward, 75  November 29th December 24th.
Gill, William,.. 76  December 2nd December 7th.
Watts, Esau, 74  December 4th December 11th.
Starkey, Nicholas, 85  December 4th December 7th.
Parish, George, (nursed Rowsel).. 58  December 19th December 27th.

It will scarcely he believed that, the records of the board 
contain no observations, directly or indirectly, hearing on 
this appalling visitation; by which six of our unfortunate 
fellow creatures were carried off in twenty days. Thus, while 
the regulations, under which the poor were gruelled to 
death, were declared from the Chair to be imperative; those, 

unfavourable to the ravages of pestilence, were considered a 
dead letter. The destruction of a litter of curs could not 
have been passed over with more indifference. No enquiry, 
either by Inquest or otherwise, was instituted, and the 
seizure of the poor victims is merely noticed in the medical 
weekly return, as follows.

NAMES. NATURE OF DISEASE. DAYS WHEN ATTENDED. OBSERVATIONS.

Rowsell, Congestion of the head. From Nov. 24 to Dec. 13 Dead.

Jarman,.. 
Gill,..

Determination of blood to the head.
— — —

Nov. 29 to Dec. 21
Dec. 2nd to the 7th

— — —

Watts,.. Ague. Dec. 4th to the 12th Dead.
Starkey, No disease. Dec. 4th to the 7th —_—

Parish, Inflammation. Dec. 19th to the 27th Dead.

It should be observed that in the cases of Rowsell, Jarman, Watts, and Parish, there are 
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second entries under the head of “nature of 
disease.” The other two victims have not another 
word given to them, neither is the existence of that 
unsparing pestilence by which, the Governor, 
Matron, and Nurse, declare these victims were 
carried off, alluded to in any manner whatever! 
The order for the medical attendant “to record and 
to report without delay to the board of guardians, 
the cause and circumstances of every death which 
may take place in the workhouse,” is thus treated 
with profound contempt. Out of the above six 
deaths which took place in 20 days, under such 
appalling circumstances, only three of them are car-
ried out in the column for “observations” as being 
“dead.” The other three are managed to be lost 
sight of by this monopoliser of Metropolitan 
distinctions. One of the victims, poor Gill, a 
decayed tradesman, who was nearly blind, has 
neither disease nor death marked against his 
name, and another, who was seized on the 4th of 
December and died on the 7th, has, marked against 
him, “no disease,” but not the slightest notice is 
taken of his death in that return where the death, 
the “cause and circumstances” are directed to be 
entered by the Medical Attendant. Thus while the 
savings of the board are secured by all the 
elaborate contrivances of treble inspection, check 
and vouchers, there are no vouchers considered 
necessary, by the Managers of that board, for the 
due expenditure of the lives of these helpless 
creatures. They are first immured beyond the 
reach of public controul, exposed to the poison of 
malignant fever, consigned to the care of any 
Page 75 stranger who happens to be the lowest 
bidder; and then passed to their graves without a 
reckoning”!

On the above statement and remarks, I was examined by 
the Lord’s Committee as follows: —

“Will you state any observations you have to make upon 
the cases of the men referred to in page 51 of your 
pamphlet? — “Towards the end of December last, having 
seen several pauper funerals pass my window, I called at the 
old workhouse to obtain some information on the subject. I 
was there informed that some frightful disease had in a 
short time swept off many of the old inmates.”

Who told you that? — The governor of the workhouse.
When was that? — It was towards the end of December.
In what year? — Last year, 1837 – On inspecting the 

minutes of the board, the medical weekly return, and the 
visitor’s book, I found that not the slightest allusion had 
been made to this terrific visitation.

The visitation of which six persons had died? — Yes. 
Even the obituary, out of eleven death consecutively 
recorded, only contained two entries in the column, headed 
‘Reference to surgeon’s book.”’

The book is shown to the witness.
Is the book in the same state in which it was? — It is not; 

The book has been filled up since that time.
Will you show how it has been altered? — This book was 

examined by me in January, and at that time there were only 
two names against which there were entries of the disease of 
which they were stated to have died.

Do you swear to that? — Yes.
At the time you made this memorandum did you take 

your statement from the book? — Yes.
You swear that it was not filled up at that time? — Yes.
State distinctly how it has been altered since that time; 

what has been filled in since? —-There are entries, “7th of 
December, William Gill, inflammation of the bowels,” and 
“Nicholas Starkey, natural decay;” those two I am now 
reading were filled up previously’, but there are eleven 
deaths now recorded, of which the disease of only those two 
were recorded at the time I examined the book.

Read the names of those that have been since filled 
up? — The first that was not then entered is, “Mary Sage, 
consumption.”

Was the name entered? — Yes; but the disease was not 
filled up, “Sellick, Martha, Hydrothorax;’’ the disease was 
not filled up at the time. “Pollard, Edward, putrid fever.”

Was that filled up at the time? — No. “Gregory, Sarah, 
putrid fever,” not filled up; “Clark,” (no Christian name) 
“Convulsions;” the same as to the next two; “Watts, Esau, 
ague and debility.,’

Was that filled up? — No. “Rowsell, James, congestion 
of the brain.”

Was that filled up? — No. “Jarman, Edward, hemiplegia.”
Was that filled up at the time? — No. “Parish, George, 

pneumonia.”
Was that filled up? — No. The next was “Francis, James, 

mortification of feet.”
I am bound, in justice to the Committee, to 

state, that this falsification of the Register of 
diseases and death, by the Poor Law authorities 
who were in charge of this most important public 
record, elicited a strong expression of astonish-
ment and indignation. On this subject, Mr. John 
Rodney Ward was examined as follows: —

Do you keep the Register of deaths? — No; that is kept 
by the governor.

Do you put the diseases of which they die to it? — No; I 
do that occasionally; it is his business to do it; but I do it 
occasionally when he has not time.

If a man dies in the workhouse do you report what he 
dies of? — I do in my weekly report.

Have you done that with respect to William Gill? — It is 
usual for me to do so, but I am deprived of a book to-day in 
which I have made a great many entries, which Mr. 
Underdown has left at his lodgings.

Have you made any return of the cause of death? — I 
have not; for this reason; I intended to submit bis body to a 
post-mortem examination. I did so; it having been reported 
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that he had taken poison on account of injured pride in 
putting on the workhouse clothes. I resolved to ascertain 
that point; and on examining his body’, I found no poison, 
or anything like poison, either mineral or vegetable, taken, 
but that he had laboured for many years under an inflam-
matory affection of the arterial system.

What is your reason for not entering the disorder? — I 
had not ascertained the nature of the disease.

Do you mean that you had not ascertained the nature of 
the disease when Mr. Bowen came and looked at the book?-
— That is the case; I had not made up my mind.
Page 76 Why did not you enter it at the time?  I wanted 
to know whether the man was actually the cause of his own 
death, or it had pleased Providence to remove him.

How long did it take you before you knew that? — It 
took me to the day after.

Why did you not enter it the day after when you did 
know it?— Because the book was not made up to the end of 
the week.

Have not you the medical return for December before 
you? — Yes, I have.

Have the goodness to see on what day William Gill 
died? — William Gill is entered as coming under my 
attendance the 4th, 5th, 6th, and 7th of December, under which 
I have not made the entry of the disease, my mind not 
having been sufficiently made up to enter it.

Is there at the present moment any entry of the cause of 
his death in that book? —He was under me only a few days.

Is there in the book before you any entry of the cause of 
that man’s death? — No, there is not.

His death took place on the 7th of December? — It must 
have taken place on that day.

Is it not usual for you to state the cause of death? — Yes; 
that is my usual course.

Can you give any reason why the cause of that man’s 
death is not entered? — Not the slightest reason whatever; it 
must have been an error.

You keep the register of the sickness from one quarter to 
another? — Yes.

From what book do you enter that in the medical 
report? — From the book before me, but I had so much 
doubt about this man’s malady; he had constipation of the 
bowels of a most troublesome character; I treated him for 
that; and as soon as I got the man’s bowels open I thought 
he would do well.

At what period did you make up that book? — In 
January.

You state that that book is made up from the book 
before you; how came there to be a cause of death in this 
book, which purports to be from the other, and yet not in
the other? — I am happy to inform your Lordships I never 
had a patientbut I made an entry respecting the nature of 
the complaint.

You say that bonk is made up from the other which lies 
before you? — Yes, generally it is so.

How came the cause of death to be stated in the one 
book, and not in the other? — That is so trifling an error 
that I think your Lordships will overlook it; I have made it

Is it a copy from that book ? — Not altogether but it is 
in a great measure from this.

How could you fill up this from that, if you put an entry 
into this which does not appear in that? — It is from a 
private note book.

Where is that private note book? — I have not it by me 
at present.

Thus the Records to which the Poor Law 
Commissioners vauntingly refer, as authority in 
questions of life and death are filled up months 
after they are professed  to be, and then, not from 
any public document, but from “a private note 
book,” which is not forthcoming! The Poo-Law 
Commissioners affect to direct the medical 
attendant, “to ascertain and report, without delay, 
to the Board of Guardians, the cause and 
circumstances of every death, which may take 
place in the workhouse.” In the case now under 
consideration, there were several helpless old 
creatures carried off’ in the course of a few days, 
without their deaths having been inserted in the 
medical report, or even alluded to; while the 
obituary is filled up months after the deaths 
occurred. At this point I resume my own evidence 
as given before the Committee.

Is the book (the obituary) in the same state in which it 
was? — It is not, the book has been filled up since that time.

Will you show how it has been altered? — This book was 
examined by me in January, and at that time there were only 
wo names, against which there were entries of the disease, of 
which the parties were stated to have died.

“On inquiring into all this suspicious concealment, it 
appeared that on the 3rd of November the inmates of the 
house were “unusually free from disease that is entered in 
the medical book. “On the 4th a wandering vagrant, lousy, 
itched, and in a high fever, described as follows, appears for 
the first time in the ‘Medical Weekly Return,’ among the 
helpless old inmates of the workhouse, who had no 
opportunity of escaping beyond the reach of infection.” 
What was the name of that man? — The entry is “Briffet, 
John, aged twenty-eight. Disease: — congestion of the brain. 
Observation: — This man, will in all probability
not recover.”

Did he recover?  He did ultimately recover; but James 
Rowell, a poor man who was appointed to attend on him, 
Page77  was seized with the same disorder, and died after 
a few days illness. Another poor man, George Parish, who 
nursed Rowsell, was seized in his turn, and was carried off 
with four other persons.

With the same complaint? — Yes; all declared, by the 
governor, the matron, and the woman who assisted in 
nursing, to have been seized in nearly the same manner.

After this diseased man had been brought into the 
workhouse? — Yes.
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What was his complaint? — It is described by the 

matron, the nurse, and the governor as a malignant fever. It 
is not entered as fever but as congestion of the brain.

How are the others entered? — Rowsell was said to have 
died of congestion of the head, which I suppose means the 
same thing as congestion of the brain; Jarman was said to 
have died of determination of blood to the head; Gill they 
have not ventured to give any cause of death, or to carry out 
his death at all; it says, William Gill, with two or three 
figures carried out, there is no disease nor is his death 
carried out; Watts is said to have been seized with ague, 
afterwards “Extreme debility.”

He died? — He did. The next man Starkey, has written 
against him, “No disease.”

He was eighty-five years of age? — Yes. But the evidence 
of those persons whom I have named goes to the fact that all 
those six poor persons were seized with precisely the same 
disease. I would wish to say there is no disease written 
against Starkey’s name. He was seized on December the 4th, 
and he died on the 7th; but in the doctor’s book, which 
ought to have recorded his death, there is no notice of his 
death at all.

Who is the doctor? — Mr. Ward. The next is Parish; 
there is “Pneumonia” written against him, and he is entered 
as dead. The point I would wish to bring before your 
Lordships is this, that between the 7th of December and the 
27th of December, that is twenty day’s, those six poor old 
men died, and the persons who had to attend them say they 
all died of fever.

Who were those persons? — James Gover, Jane Gover, 
the matron, Mary Reed, the nurse, and James Barnard, a 
pauper who assisted in nursing. There were seven persons 
seized, and six of them died in a few days.

Do you impute blame to the surgeon for not making out 
a proper return, or to the authorities for admitting a 
vagrant with an infectious disease? — I impute no blame 
individually. I only say that in the workhouse, a man said to 
labour under an infectious disease was brought in, and six 
persons died of that infectious disease, and the deaths of 
those persons are not entered, or are entered in a very 
suspicious manner.

And that the entries in the obituary have been made 
since your inspection of the book? — Yes. There is an entry 
in the visiting book dated the 24th November, 1837, the next 
entry, with an observation, “Rather offensive in the sick 
wards;’’ this entry is neither dated nor signed, and I have no 
means of knowing who made it.

By whom is that usually entered? —-By the visitor of the 
day. But I would call your Lordships’ attention to the fact 
that the last entry is dated November 22d; there is therefore 
no entry for the greater part of the period during which 
those six persons who died were lying ill. There does not 
appear on the visitors book any entry of such disease 
existing in the house, or any notice taken of it.

The medical attendant, who was in charge of 
the workhouse, and the medical register during 
the period in which these frightful events and 

fraudulent entries occurred, was examined on the 
foregoing statement and deposition, and it is now 
to he seen how far the crimes charged are 
supported or disproved by his evidence.

MR. JOHN RODNEY WARD examined.
Do you remember a man of the name of Briffet, who 

came in on the 4 th of November? — I remember the man.
The disease you have put opposite to him is congestion 

of the brain; is that a brain fever, or what does it mean? — 
The seat of that fever is in the brain; it is a determination of 
blood to the head, or other functional derangement.I cannot 
say how things might turn out: it put on this character at 
first.

Was the man in a very wild state? — The man was in a 
deplorable state; worn down by disease before he was 
admitted.

Was he in a very violent and wild state? — He was not 
labouring under a disorder of the brain to make him 
deranged; he was not furious.

Who attended upon that man? — Rowsell.
Is this tendency of the blood to the head infectious? — 

No.
Briffet recovered? — He did, after goig through the 

putrid form of fever; he had fever. Congestion of the brain 
is the cause at times of fever, invariably according to the 
habit of body and the life led; this is the. racier of the fever: 
it coes on till it goes into its last stage or typhoid.
Page 78  He was attended by Rowsell? — Yes, principally.

You say Briffet had the typhoid fever upon him? —He 
had towards the close of the disease.

And Rowsell attended upon him? — Yes
It. is to be specially remembered, that in tlie 

medical report, a column is provided in which the 
medical man is directed to enter, against the name 
of each patient, the nature of the disease. In this 
column Mr. Ward entered against Briffet’s name, 
“Congestion of the Brain,” without alluding even 
in the slightest manner to Typhus fever. lie says, 
“it put on this character congestion of the brain at 
first; he could not say how things might turn out, 
hut towards the close of the disease, Briffet had 
Typhoid lever upon him.” On a subsequent day he 
was again pressed on this point, when he 
confessed that Briffet laboured under typhus fever 
when lie was admitted.

What sort of fever had that man; had he the typhus fever 
before he came in? — Decidedly; he was worn down by care 
and want of food.

What was that man? — He was a vagrant.
You say he had typhus fever upon him at the time? —He 

had.
How soon after he came in did you see him? — I believe 

immediately.
In what sort of state was he? — He was in the worst of 

states.
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Was he lousy? — I do not know whether he was lousy, 

for it was not my place to examine into that. I examined his 
state, and found him not labouring under cutaneous disease, 
but under the middle stage of typhoid fever.

Thus after having described in the medical 
report, the patient’s disease as congestion of the 
brain, and having solemnly sworn that typhoid 
fever came on “towards the close of the disease,” 
we at length obtain an admission, that Brilfet had 
“decidedly” typhus fever when he came in; and 
again that he was “labouring under the middle 
stage of typhoid fever.” Thus we have the 
important fact admitted, that a vagrant suffering 
under typhus fever, was placed among the 
helpless old inmates of the workhouse who had no 
opportunity of escaping beyond the reach of 
infection; and that the medical report, was so 
framed as to conceal the fact of this terrific disease 
being in the house The frightful consequences 
having been already detailed; I shall proceed with 
the evidence of Mr. John Rodney Ward.

“You say Briffet had typhus upon him at the time? — He 
had.

Do you remember who it was that nursed him? — No.
He was attended by Rowsell? — Yes, principally.
Rowsell was taken ill of the fever too, was not he? — 

Yes; not of the fever, he was taken ill of a complaint very 
similar to that under which Briftet was labouring, he was 
labouring under congestion of the brain certainly.

It is called in the book congestion of the head? — It is 
the same thing.

Rowsell died? — He did; the disease put on a more 
dangerous form.

Is he entered as dying of Paralysis? — He had paralysis, 
the result of the brain disease.

Did he die of that? — The brain never put on an healthy 
action after being taken.

Had he any typhus or putrid fever upon him? — It put 
on a slight typhoid character, but not a decided typhus 
character.

He had nursed a man who had tvphoid? — Yes.
Can you take upon you to say ho did not catch this 

typhus fever in consequence of his attendance on the man 
who had it? — Yes. It was not typhus fever he laboured 
under; but, from frequent watching, the man’s system was 
predisposed to disease; the same as any perfect stranger 
would be.

Did he or not catch this fever from the man on whom he 
attended? — It was a different disease though it put on the 
same character as that of the man he attended at one time.

He had congestion of the brain? — Yes. Congestion of 
the brain is not contagious.

You said he had also typhoid fever? — At last it put on 
the character of typhoid, when the system was giving up.

The man he attended had also had the typhoid fever? — 

Decidedly.
Do you give it as your opinion that he had caught the 

typhus fever from the other man? — No; for this reason, 
Rowsell laboured under congestion of the head almost from 
the beginning of my taking office, and had before, as 
reported, been subject to it; and he was complaining of 
perpetual headaches.

When did he first come under your care? — The 21st of. 
June, he was not taken with congestion of the brain till the 
Page 79  14th of December. My note at the time was this: 
“This man was labouring under congestion of the brain 
when I took office.” Fatigue from nursing several of the sick 
might have brought on the disease to which he was pre-
disposed; and he died.

Whether it was congestion of the head, or whatever it 
was, it was brought on by attending the sick ? — He had it 
before he nursed Briffet, and was cured of it for the time.

You say it was brought on again hy fatigue from nursing 
the sick? — Yes. There was no appointed nurse. He attended 
daily to all the men. I frequently cautioned him.

You say Briffet had the typhoid fever upon him? — He 
had towards the close of the disease.

Rowsell nursed Briffet, did not he? — I believe he did.
Did he catch the fever from him? — No: no such thing. I 

will swear he did not.”
The medical attendant of the workhouse 

labours to prove, that this poor man, who is said to 
have been subject to “congestion of the head,” and 
to complain of “perpetual headaches” died, in an 
union workhouse, under the regulation of the Poor 
Law Commissioners, from the fatigue consequent 
upon “nursing several of the sick,” there being no 
appointed nurse! He however admits that Rowsell 
nursed Briffet; — that he “was taken ill of a 
complaint very similar to that under which Bri/Fet 
was labouring,” and further admits that Briffet 
was brought into the workhouse “in the middle 
stage of typhoid fever,” and that he went through 
“the putrid form of fever.” He admits that Rowsell 
was attacked with “congestion of the brain” and 
typhoid fever, but swears he did not catch it from 
Briffet, whom he was nursing when seized! To add 
another word of comment on this self-evident case 
would be to insult the common sense of English-
men, beyond the mere fact that George Parish, a 
pauper who nursed Rowsell, was seized with the 
fever, and carried off in a few days. I shall now 
proceed with further extracts from Mr. Ward’s 
evidence.

One man, Starkey, it is stated, died from no disease? — I 
saw that man many times; he had a determination of blood 
to the head; he died at last from no disease.

Why did you state that he died of no disease – He died a 
natural death; he lay down without a groan or symptom of 
disease.

What was his age? —He was either Ninety-eight or 



NEW POOR LAW.
THE BRIDGWATER CASE.

by John Bowen, 1839
Digitised & Edited by Tony Woolrich 19/09/2021

70
Eighty-nine.

He appears to have been Eighty-five? That is a time 
when every Man ought to have sunk into his Grave in the 
ordinary Course of Nature.

Here determination of blood to the head is again 
admitted; agreeing with Mary Reed’s deposition, 
that Starkey was “taken in his head,” but he was 85 
years of age, Mr. Ward says, “and that is a time 
when every man ought to have sunk into his grave 
in the ordinary course of nature!”

The next victim to this fever, which Mr. Ward 
calls “congestion of the head,” appears to have 
been 75 years of age. The medical attendant of the 
workhouse, has not told us whether this poor old 
man ought to have sunk into the grave or not. On 
this case he gave the (allowing evidence: —

There was a man of the name of Edward Jarman? — He 
was seventy-five years of age; he was admitted with a 
formidable skin disease, the worst state of cutaneous disease 
he could be labouring under. His body was quite scabby. He 
was admitted the 13th of October 1837 – I will read my note I 
made at the time: “Entered the house, labouring under 
Lepra Vulgaris, Leprosy, mixed with rank itch: in a beastly 
state.” That was a kind of cutaneous disease, of which he was 
cured; immediately afterwards he became hemiplegistic; he 
became paralyzed.

When did he become paralyzed? — Immediately the 
cutaneous disease was removed.

What did he die of ultimately? — He died from paralysis 
hemiplegica on the right side.

When did be die? — He died the 24th of December, I 
think.

Had he nursed this unfortunate man? — No.
Had not he lived with him? — No, to the best of my 

recollection he had not. It is worthy of observation on this 
occasion, and I hope it will be observed, that though cuta-
neous diseases may be cured, or relieved to a considerable 
extent, much mischief may accrue in curing a man labouring 
under cutaneous disease, nature frequently making an effort 
to the skin to throw off the obnoxious quality of the blood. 
This man died.

Who forced you to cure this itch? — It is the plan with 
the profession; it is the practice pursued to cure cutaneous 
diseases , whenever they occur, indiscriminately and 
Page 80 immediately

Did you interfere with that? — No. I merely mention it 
on this occasion to show how divine providence acts 
frequently in setting up a disease of no danger which is very 
obnoxious and troublesome certainly to the human race; we 
are exceedingly anxious to get rid of the disease, but when 
we get rid of it, after it has prevailed a long time, another 
disease invariably follows, the consequences of which are a 
determination to some important organ, and death ensues.

This “Lepra Vulgaris,” which is read from a 
private note, is entered as “Itch,” in the medical 
report of November the 9th, where the entry stands 

as follows: — “Jarman Edward, 75, eruption, had 
the Itch when he came in.” “To the best of Mr. 
Ward’s recollection” Jarman had not lived with 
those men who are said to have died of 
“congestion of the brain.” Fortunately there is the 
evidence of Mary Reed who nursed him on that 
point. “There were,” she deposed, “plenty of them 
had in the room at the same time, Rowsell and 
Briffet and Jarman, and George Parish, &c.* *
“I must know, for I bided with him,” (Jarman) 
“live nights out of six.” Such is the evidence of 
Mary Reed! So much for Mr. Ward’s “best 
recollection” and now for his new theory on which 
the death of this poor man is attempted to be 
accounted for.

“It is worthy of observation,” he tells the Lords 
“that though cutaneous diseases may be cured, or 
relieved to a considerable extent,. much mischief 
may accrue in curing a man labouring under 
cutaneous disease, nature frequently making an 
effort to the skin to throw off the obnoxious 
quality of the blood. This man died.” Their 
Lordships very naturally enquire “who forced him 
to cure” this man’s itch, with such a fatal result, 
according to his own theory, staring him in the 
face? He informs them that, “it is the practice 
pursued to cure cutaneous diseases, whenever 
they occur, indiscriminately and immediately,” 
although when such diseases have long prevailed, 
“another disease invariably follows, the conse-
quences of which are a determination to some 
important organ, and death ensues!” If this be the 
practice pursued, indiscriminately, and another 
disease invariably follows from which “death 
ensues,” why then those who pursue that practice 
should be wiped off the face of the earth as 
wholesale destroyers of mankind; unless indeed a 
clause be added to the New Poor Law, reserving 
such practitioners for the special purpose of 
operating on the suffering poor under the 
regulations of the Poor Law Commissioners. But 
their Lordships, not satisfied with the new theory 
of curing the itch, by cutting off the patient, 
questioned Mr. Ward on a subsequent day as 
follows: —

There was a man of the name of Jarman also?— I believe 
I went through his case on Friday.

He is stated to have died of determination of blood to 
the head? — He died from more important mischief than 
that.

How came it to be entered in that way then? — Because 
it was in that state he died.

What do you say Jarman died of? — He died from 
Hemiplegia; half the body paralysed.

Is this your entry, “died from determination of blood to 
the head”?-— It was a determination of blood to the head; 
the unequal balance of blood set up the disease of the brain.
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Why did you state a fictitious cause of the disease, not 

the real cause? — I have not an Almighty Power; I cannot 
know what shall occur; I have no means of looking iuto 
futurity when a disease appears.

You have reported that he died of congestion of the 
brain? — Quite so. I did not know how next week he might 
be; but I found that the determination of the blood had 
done considerable mischief; it had destroyed a certain 
function of the brain.

Did you not know this before you made this entry? — 
No; I have no omnipotent power.

After such a display it can be scarcely necessary 
to trace these cases further individually, but on the 
general question of Briffet’s having introduced an 
infectious disease into the house, the evidence of 
this medical attendant may again be referred to.

You are quite positive that at the time those deaths took 
Page 81 place so near to each other, from the 28th of 
November to the 14th of December, there was no infectious 
disorder in the house? — No; and I would say, from every 
man’s observation it must be known that a greater number 
of old men die, as will be seen by memorials of public 
characters, from November to January than at any other 
period.

Some of them were not old people; Martha Sellick was 
only fifty-five, and there are several others much 
younger? — I think all the old people died about this period; 
none have died lately.

Do you mean to say there was no putrid fever in the 
house? — There was a putrid fever in the house, but it was 
not the actual putrid fever from infection in its first state; it 
had run from inflammatory fever into the typhoid.

Is not that called putrid fever? — We mean putrid fever 
when it comes in a different manner, with putrid spots, high 
delirium, sordes about the feeth and tongue, which is typhus 
gravior or mitior.

Is not the typhus fever infectious? — It is iu certain 
stages.

It is typhus gravior or mitior? — Yes; one is nervous 
fever, the other is putrid fever; the same fever becomes 
putrid from its origin.

What is mitior? — That is a nervous fever, which is 
milder.

You say there was typhus fever in the house at that 
time? — Typhus fever not of a contagious character.

Is not typhus fever always contagious? — Typhus fever, 
such as prevails in London, is typhus from its origin, but this 
was not.

Supposing a person to have a low fever upon him which 
becomes typhus, would not that typhus be infectious? — It 
might be the same as all putrid diseases are in their last 
stages.

You are still able to say that during that time there was 
no infectious fever in the house? — There might have been 
infectious fevers, as some persons call them; I say there is no 
such thing as contagion.

There was, he says, typhus fever, anti putrid 
fever, and I know not how many other fevers 
among these unhappy sufferers, “but I,” said this 
evidence, say there is no such thing as contagion.” 
The practice founded on this convenient doctrine 
was fully ratified by the Poor Law authorities. The 
statement of these cases, published by me and 
since so amply substantiated is thus referred to by 
Mr. Weale, in a letter to the Poor Law 
Commissioners, published by order of the House 
of Lords.

“In the letter which appeared in the “Times’’ on the 24th 
instant, a violent attack is made by Mr. Bowen, on the 
Board of Guardians for introducing a medical officer (Mr. 
John Rodney Ward) into the district, and many severe 
remarks on the professional character of that gentleman.”

It is due to Mr. Ward, placed as he is in so difficult a 
situation, that I should inform you that he has performed 
his arduous duties in such an efficient manner, as to secure 
the approbation of the Board of Guardians, and the entire 
confidence of the poor entrusted in his charge.

Mr. Weale having come forward to cover Mr. 
Ward, with the invulnerable shield of an Assistant 
Poor Law Commissioner, the magnates of the 
Board of Guardians who had selected Mr. Ward, 
consider themselves bound in their turn to 
panegyrise Mr. Weale. Mr. Meade King who was 
vice-chairman, during the first series of killings by 
diarrhœa, proposed the following resolution at the 
board: —

“Moved by Richard King Meade King, Esq. and seconded 
by Mr. Phillips, That this Board cannot allow itself to dis-
solve without offering to Robert Weale, Esq. 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 24 th 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.

“Moved by Mr. King, and seconded by Mr. Phillips, That 
one copy of the foregoing resolution be transmitted to the 
Poor Law Commissioners, another to the Secretary of State 
for the Home Department, and a third copy to Robert 
Weale, Esquire.”

This was of course carried, and subsequently 
followed by the following resolution likewise 
proposed by Mr. Meade King, on another 
occasion.

It was moved by Richard King Meade King, Esquire, and 
seconded by Mr. Somers That this Board has at present no 
reason to complain of the conduct of Mr. Ward in his 
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capacity as Medical Officer of this Union.”

Honourable P. P. BOUVERIE,
August 10, 1838. In the Chair. 
Page 82 Such were the efforts these functionaries 
made to back up each other, by laudatory 
resolutions and panegyrics, while crowds of 
helpless victims were hurried to an untimely 
grave. The last desperate effort at keeping the 
wretched poor of the district in the hands of Mr. 
Ward was made by Mr. Wnrry, who was chairman 
during these series of killings, but this effort was 
not attended with the usual success. The. 
publication of the evidence given before the Lords 
Committee had produced its effect on the public 
mind; Mr. Ward and his panegyrists were defeated 
at the Board of Guardians on this occasion by a 
majority of 30 to 12.

The reference made by these persons to myself, 
I pass as altogether unworthy of notice. I need 
scarcely say that in discussing this most 
momentous public question, it was no part of my 
object to make “violent attacks on the Board of 
Guardians,” or severe remarks on the character of 
Mr. Ward. My object was to bring before my 
countrymen the appalling fact, that a number of 
helpless creatures wore swept off by malignant 
diseases in an Union Workhouse, under the 
regulation of the Poor Law Commissioners; and 
that the “cause and circumstances” of these 
premature deaths, were either entered falsely, or 
not entered at all. With that object in view it 
became my duty to show that the records of the 
Board which the Assistant Commissioner, the 
Chairman, and Vice-Chairman, were bound to 
refer to, and to see correctly kept, were little better 
thin masses of falsehood, fraudulently filled up in 
some cases, months after they were stated to have 
been.

Such was my object, not a petty personal 
contest in which not an atom of credit could be 
gained by victory; while the most indelible 
disgrace would be the result of defeat. But while I 
thus disclaim all personal hostility, I have not 
shrunk, I will not shrink, from such reference to 
the public acts, and recorded evidence of these 
Poor Law authorities, who have thus combined to 
support each other, as may be necessary to a clear, 
decisive, ample proof of the atrocities charged. 
That Messrs. Weale, Warry, and King should 
combine to chant the praises of the medical atten-
dant of the workhouse is natural enough, for if the 
authorities had done their duty, the ravages of the 
malignant fever introduced by Briffet might have 
been checked, if not altogether prevented. The 
Poor Law Commissioners direct that —

“The Guardians shall appoint a visiting Committee from 
their own body, whose duty it shall be to examine the 

workhouse or workhouses of the union once every week at 
the least, and, after a careful inspection, to write such 
answers as the facts may warrant to the following queries, 
which are to be printed in a book, entitled the “Visitor’s 
Book,” to be kept for that purpose, and submitted regularly 
to the Board of Guardians at their weekly meeting.”

One of the questions to he so answered is the following:
“Are the inmates generally healthy, or “is there any 

sickness prevalent among “them? — If so, state particulars, 
and especially if any dangerous or highly infectious “case of 
illness exists in the house?”

In the course of Mr. Warry’s examination, he is 
asked —

Is not the Visitor’s book laid before you weekly? — Y es.
And that purported to give an account of the state of 

the house? — Yes.
And that was read every week at the board? — Yes; read 

by me from the chair.
He here swears that the Visitor’s book was laid 

before him weekly, and read by him every week from 
the chair. Did he read the Visitor’s Weekly Report 
from the 24th of November to the 22nd of the 
following December? He could not have done so, 
for the best of all possible reasons, — there was no 
report made. While poor Rowsell, and Jarman, and 
Gill, and Watts, and Starkey were hurried off to 
their graves, there was no report made. The 
visitor’s hook had been regularly kept, up to that 
fatal period, but while this malignant fever was 
sweeping off these poor old creatures, that book 
was a mere blank! There is not only no reply to the 
particular question respecting infection, but there 
is no entry except an anonymous one, without 
date, which merely says, “rather offensive in the sick 
ward,” Thus whether we turn to the medical 
weekly report; to the death book or to the
Page 83 visiting committee’s reports, which Mr. 
Warry swears he read weekly from the chair, we 
find no observations, directly or indirectly bearing 
on this appalling visitation by which six of our un-
fortunate fellow-creatures were carried off in 
twenty days. The destruction of a litter of curs 
could not have been passed over with more 
indifference. No enquiry either by inquest or 
otherwise, was instituted; although it has been 
admitted by the medical attendant, in the course I 
of his examination before the Lords’ Committee, 
that a vagrant, labouring under typhus fever, was 
placed among the helpless old inmates of the 
workhouse, who had no oportunity of escaping 
beyond the reach of infection. Thus the helpless 
poor are first immured beyond the reach of public 
controul, exposed to the poison of malignant fever, 
consigned to the care of any stranger, who 
happens to be the lowest bidder; and then passed 
to their graves without a reckoning!

Such-is the second series of killings, on which 
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the question has been raised, IS KILLING IN AN 
UNION WORKHOUSE CRIMINAL, IF SANCTIONED 
BY THE POOR LAW COMMISSIONERS?

――――
The third and last series of killings which I 

purpose to notice, is detailed in the following 
deposition and statement.

The Lord Wharncliffe in the Chair. Mr. John 
Bowen is called in and further examined as 
follows: —

To what other point are you about to speak? — The 
other point I would wish to bring before your 
lordships, is connected with setting up the poor 
house as a test of destitution. My observations on that 
subject commence at page 53 of the paper before your 
lordships, and are extended over part of 54. The 
statement is as follows: —

The New Union Workhouse, although it has only 
been in operation a few weeks, has contributed 
liberally towards the savings of the Union by the 
death of no less than thirteen helpless creatures 
between the 17th of January last and the 1st of March! 
Upwards of fifty persons have been returned at one 
time, as laboring under various diseases; exclusive of 
a still greater number of concealed cases, being 
mostly those of children confined to their beds by a 
violent eruption.*

_______________________
Footnote:*Extract from the Visitor’s Book.
Question. — Are the inmates generally healthy, or 

is there any sickness prevalent among them! January 
5th — They are generally healthy.

JAMES SOMERS.
Under this entry is written by a visiting Magistrate,
“I went round the house with Mr. Ward, the 

Medical Officer, on the 31st of December, and found 
that no less than 63 children were afflicted with the 
Itch, some of them in a great degree.

H. PARSONS.”
Thus, the regular Visitor of the day declares the 

inmates to be “generally healthy,” and the Medical 
Attendant conceals the existence of a disease in 
which, it is discovered by a casual Visitant, that no 
less than SIXTY THREE poor children are laid up!

Mr. Ward is asked by the Lords —
Did you make any entry in your book of these sixty 

three persons having the itch, or having any other 
disease? — Itch and skin diseases are cured in a very 
few days; after one board day is over, and before 
another board day arrives; and therefore they are not 
entered; they are seldom a week on hand.

Mr. Weale, as usual, comes forward to cover the 
Medical Attendant he says, in one of the Papers, 
published by order of the House of Lords,

“Many of the children who were brought from 

one of the old workhouses, in which, owing to its 
imperfect construction, it. was impossible altogether 
to prevent contamination, were on their first 
introduction to the new workhouse found to be 
suffering from Itch; but active steps were 
immediately taken for eradicating this disease, which 
I am happy to add were effectual, and a strict 
observance of your Workhouse Regulations, will, I 
trust, prevent the recurrence of this disease.”

This document was dated 29th March, 1839.
On the 19th of the following September, the 

following entry appears in the visitor’s book:
“Col. A’Court, Assistant Poor Law 

Commissioner – much gratified with the general 
management of the establishment. — A separation of 
the children infected with the Itch appears highly 
desirable.”

So much for the steps taken to eradicate this 
disease, and to prevent its recurrence! Even this entry 
of Col. A’Court’s appears to have produced no effect, 
for a Committee of professional men were appointed 
in the following January to examine, and to report on 
the subject. These gentlemen reported as follows.

We the undersigned having been appointed by 
the Board of Guardians to visit the inmates of the 
workhouse, and report what measures should be 
pursued to arrest the cutaneous diseases at present 
existing there, have met and examined minutely the 
subject referred to us, and find one hundred and 
eleven cases of disease, many of them of an infectious 
character, Itch and Ringworm for example, mingling 
with the clean inmates without any order or 
arrangement for their separation.” This was while the 
unhappy poor were under the care of the Mr. Ward 
who swore that “itch and skin diseases are cured in a 
very few days, and therefore they are not entered in his 
report.”

Bridgwater, January the 20th, 1839.
Such was Mr Weale’s “strict observance of the 

Workhouse Regulations.” One hundred and eleven 
of llic suffering poor, infected with Itch and 
Ringworm
________________________________

The Nurse which the Board was at length induced 
to hire, (only on the 26th of January last;) lies at this 
moment in Typhus Fever, caught in the performance 
of her duty. In addition to Inflamatory Sore Throat 
and Congestion of the Brain, terminating fatally, 
there are, entered in the weekly reports of Mr. John 
Rodney Ward, a sufficient variety of fevers to furnish 
employment for a new School of Nosologists. There 
is “fever’’ “fever (simple).”
Page 84 “INFLAMMATORY FEVER” “SCARLET 
FEVER.” “FEVER WITH ERUPTION.” “FEVER 
WITH COUGH”, FEVER WITH DEBILITY.” 
“FEVER WITH GREAT DEBILITY.” “TYPHUS 
FEVER.” “PUTRID FEVER.’, &c  &c.
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And, to the eternal disgrace of human nature, 

be it stated, that into a house thus infested with 
some of the most formidable plagues which ever 
assailed humanity, the helpless poor of the 
Bridgwater Union, containing forty Parishes, were 
ordered, when in a season of terrific pressure, they 

implored relief from the united attacks of cold and 
hunger. Thus, a fraudulent advantage was taken of 
starvation wages and a winter of awful severity, to 
set up the apprehension of pestilence as one of the 
tests of destitution. The operation of this infamous 
system may be conflated in the following abstract.

Week’s ending. Persons ordered into the 
House. Persons-admitted. No. on the Sick List. No. in the House.

1838
21
50
54
35
37
59
12

January    19th 41 9 200
          26th.. 25— 8 195

February 2nd 16 6 191
    9th 73 14 191

          16th.. 17 18 206
         23rd.. 13 11 223

March      2nd.. 15 6 225

203 75

Thus, with an unexampled variety of Fevers, with an 
average of nearly 50 on the Sick List, and no less than 
thirteen heaths in about six weeks, upwards of 200 of the 
suffering poor who asked for bread, were ordered into a 
house so infested! Here we have the true “Workhouse test of 
destitution,” sanctioned by authority, and reduced to 
practice! The requisite instructions are equally brief and 
compendious. Employ the cheapest Medical aid you can 
procure; — get the Typhus Fever, and an assortment of 
other Plagues into your Workhouse; — he careful that no 
Medical survey be allowed; call no second advice or 
assistance; thus may your Fevers stand a better chance of 
having a clear course, and your returns he easily managed. In 
addition to the direct savings of this system by deaths, you 
will find, if your fevers happen to work well, that even 
under the pressure of the most inclement season, out of 2 (13 
applicants for bread, 128 may be so terrified, bv your 
offering them this new test of destitution, that they’ will 
prefer begging, pilfering, or famishing out of the house, to 
the more immediate destruction by pestilence which 
threatens them within.

Have you heard from the medical officer, or do you 
know of your own knowledge, whether any of those paupers 
died of this disorder? — Yes; they died of the disease which 
was raging in the house. On the statement I have just read 
Mr. Weale makes an observation in a letter to the poor law 
commissioners: he says, “Mr. Bowen, in the letter before 
adverted to alludes to the number of deaths in the 
workhouse and the prevalence of disease existing in it from 
the 1st of January to the 13th of March, and made a violent 
attack upon the Guardians for offering the workhouse to 
several applicants for relief.” The gentleman goes on to say, 
“On this I have only to observe, that many persons in a state 
more or less diseased, and frequently at a very advanced age, 
are ordered into the workhouse for the purpose of receiving 
that care and superintendence which it would be impossible 

for them to receive at their own homes; but 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 se-
parated from the convalescent, and the healthy in such a 
manner as to prevent the possibility of infection.”

Do you know whether any healthy persons were sent 
in? — I applied to the noble lord in the chair for a return of 
the names and descriptions of persons applying for relief 
and ordered into the Bridgwater workhouse, to see whether 
they were persons of advanced age, as Mr. Weale stated 
them to be. I have analyzed that return, and I find that, 
instead of there being “many persons in a state more or less 
diseased, and frequently at a very advanced age, ordered into 
the workhouse for the purpose of that care and 
superintendence which it would be impossible for them to 
receive at their own homes,” there were twenty-two men 
and their wives.

It does not appear whether they were aged or not? — 
No; but it generally will be found that they were men and 
their wives with children: — Children of ditto, forty-one; 
widows and women deserted by their husbands, twenty-
nine; children of such women, forty-eight; orphans and 
deserted children, eight; unmarried women sixteen; children 
of ditto, seven; single men, thirteen. The greater part of 
those were men with disease.

The Medical Attendant, Mr, John Rodney 
Ward, was examined as follows, on my statement 
and deposition.

Page 85  After the paupers were removed to the 
workhouse had you fever in the house at all ? — We had 
shortly after.

What sort of fever was it? — It was of a typhoid 
character.

That is typhus is it not? — Typhus when established.
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There are different descriptions of fever referred to in 

your book? — Yes; not half as many as there are.
Why do you make those remarks? — A pamphlet has 

been written by one who knows nothing about fevers, and 
that is my reason; I must answer his observations.

Who is that? — Mr. Bowen.
You put them under fever, fever simple, inflammatory 

fever, scarlet fever, fever with eruptions, fever with cough, 
fever with debility, fever with great debility, typhus fever, 
putrid fever; had you all those in the house at once? — No; it 
is well known that fever passes through divers forms 
according to the system.

The medical attendant admits the existence of a 
variety of fevers in the new union workhouse, at 
the very time when under the pressure of a most 
inclement season. 203 half-famished applicants for 
bread, from 40 parishes were ordered into that den 
of disease as a test of destitution! On the subject of 
the nurse, who was lying in typhus fever, when 
my statement appeared, Mr. Ward deposes as 
follows: —

Has any nurse been laid up with the typhus fever? — 
Yes; Charlotte Allen.

How did she catch it? — She was predisposed to it.
She did not catch it in the house? — No.
How do you know that she was predisposed to it? — 

From observation I have made.
Observation of the progress and nature of the 

complaint?— No; observation of her character.
Of the woman’s character and disposition? No; I may 

look at a person’s face and say such a person may die of 
apoplexy, and such a person may be predisposed to fever.

Has this woman got well? — Quite well; better than ever 
she was.

How soon after she was in the house did she fall ill of 
this fever?— A couple of months after.

And she brought the seeds of the fever into the house 
with her? — She was predisposed to fever.

Were the seeds visible? — No; those things are not 
visible; atoms are not visible.

You say you can tell from looking into a person’s face? — 
That is a different thing; it is not from the observation of 
the seed of the embryo that I judge.

There are 19 fever cases entered in the medical 
report, about the time this nurse was hired. She 
nursed these victims to the new lest of destitution, 
and other typhus fever cases for ‘a couple of 
months’, and was then seized by typhus herself; 
but this typhus was not caught in the house Mr. 
Ward says. He knows this from observation he has 
made! He can look at a person’s face and say such 
a person may die of apoplexy, and such a person 
may   he predisposed to fever.”; but “it is not’”     
he says “from the observation of the seed or the 
embryo that I judge.” The assistant Commissioner 

was of course ready to support the doctrine of this 
modern Sidrophel Mr. Weale says,in a letter to the 
Poor Haw Commissioners, published by order of 
the House of Lords “that any healthy or 
convalescent person, “were likely to stiller from 
admission to “the house I totally deny, for the 
work– “house now used is a new and commo- 
dious building, in which the sick are separated 
from the convalescent, and the “healthy, in such a 
manner as to prevent “the possibility of infection.” 
Thus while the existence of fevers, under the 
different designations of Typhus, Inflammatory, 
Scarlet, Putrid, &c. &c., is admitted by the Poor 
Law authorities, it is asserted that there was no 
infectious or contagious disease in the house; and 
“that no healthy or convalescent persons were 
likely to suffer” from being driven into that house.

I will not oppose such evidence, either by an 
appeal to the common sense, and general practice 
of mankind, or by the testimony of men of 
acknowledged science and ability. Mr. Ward 
himself shall destroy the whole fabric, which he 
and the other poor law authorities attempted to set 
up for the purpose of covering that destruction of 
the poor which was consequent on making the 
Union Workhouse the test of destitution, when that 
house was ravaged by malignant lever. On the 3d 
of August 1838, this very Mr. Ward applied to the
Guardians to erect an infirmary; the existing 
accommodation, he says “not being “sufficiently 
ventilated for the well doing ‘of the sick; whilst it 
Page 86 would to afford accommodation, if, on 
the approach of winter, many sick should be 
“admitted, and any malignant disease “should 
prevail among them.” This application was not 
attended to, and on the 18th of the following 
October he writes again as follows.

“The attention of the Board is now directed to 
the inconvenience, which exists from the want of 
proper apartments for the sick, labouring under 
different diseases. The cases of small pox were 
placed in the fever 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 small pox cases, the 
inmates of the house 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 likclv to terminate in typhus, &c.

The mens’ sick ward is now so full as it can be 
with a prospect of their doing well; it is filled with 
a variety of cases from Syphilitic Rheumatism, and 
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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.

This document is signed by that very Mr. Ward, 
who exclaimed before the Lords, “I say there is no 
such thing as contagion.” The Mr. Ward who 
swore there was no infectious disease in the house. 
Having sworn this before the Lords’ committee, he 
tells the Board of Guardians in a communication 
written months after he had thus sworn, that a 
fever threatens to assume “a malignant and 
contagious character,” and that the inmates of the 
house are threatened with the introduction of a 
fever similar in character to that which was prevalent 
last year. So much for his previous testimony, on 
non-contagion and that of his friend the Assistant 
Commissioner who reports on the commodiou-
ness of the house and “totally denies” that any 
healthy or convalescent persons were likely to 
suffer from being sent into that house.

But there is other testimony to the 
accommodation afforded to the suffering poor in 
this “commodious building.” A committee of three 
medical men were appointed to inspect the 
workhouse, months after the above evidence was 
given on its salubrity and commodiousness, and in 
the report of that committee is the following 
passage. “We cannot refrain from calling attention 
“to the size of the children’s apartments, we 
consider that a room of the dimensions of 27 feet 
by 15 is much too small “for the accommodation of 
50 children: “and there are other rooms which we 
find “hear similar proportions.”

Mr. Ward, although indignant at the 
appointment of a committee, so far agrees with 
their report as to write as follows to the Board.

“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 have retired to rest. It only requires 
one visit to be satisfied, that the foetid air, which they arc 
obliged to breathe, is highly calculated to introduce disease 
where it does not exist, and to aggravate it where it does.

“(Signed) J. R. WARD.”
Having thus shewn that the helpless poor of the 

Bridgwater Union, comprising 40 parishes, were, 
when they implored relief from the united attacks 
of cold and hunger, ordered into a house infested 
by some of the most formidable plagues which 
ever assailed suffering humanity — into a house 
where 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.” Is have only further to show the fatal 
result of thus setting up residence in a Pesthouse as 
a test of destitution, and this can be most 
satisfactorily done by contrasting the mortality in 
the workhouse with the mortality outside the 
walls of that house in the same district.

The Bridgwater Registrar’s District comprises 
five parishes, the population of which in 1831 was 
8833; it may now be computed at 10,000, exclusive 
of the inmates of the Union workhouse, which 
form a fluctuating population of less than 250. The 
Page 87  deaths registered in this district in March 
and April, 1838 amounted according to the 
Registrar’s return to the order of the House of 
Lords, to 54, of which no less than 16 appear to 
have occurred within the walls of the workhouse. 
The number of deaths as registered from the 20th 
of Marchi to the 20th of April inclusive, among 
10,000 persons without the walls of the house was 
21; while the registered number of deaths within 
the house was 13! being in the ratio of520 to 10,000; 
thus the deaths in the workhouse during this 
period, were 25 times as many as the deaths 
without, in proportion to the relative numbers of 
the population.

Not any of the 13 deaths returned as having 
taken place in the workhouse were of old or 
decrepit persons; but of persons in the prime of 
life, and children carried off by diseases which 
either did not prevail in the district beyond the 
walls of the workhouse, or were only fatal to one 
person in ten thousand.

Deaths in the Workhouse ascribed to the undermentioned Diseases on the Register.
DIED. NAMES. AGE. DISEASE.
March 23,
 25,
 26, 
31,

..

..
April 2,
 6, 

Underhill, Robert ….
Day, Mary-Ann
Macey, Anthony
Veering, Rhoda
Winn, Jane
Coles, Rebecca
Price, Johanna
Darch, Mary-Ann ….

10 months 
10 months 
7 months 
1 year 
3 years 
1 year 
14 months 
10 months 

inflammation of lungs 
ditto ditto 
ditto ditto 
marasmus 
inflammation of lungs 
diarrhœa 
inflammation of lungs 
inflammation of ditto 
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9, 
20,

Sage, Henry
Winn, Daniel

7 months 
6 months

ditto ditto 
ditto ditto

Deaths out of the Workhouse ascribed on the Register to the above Diseases.
April 30th, Bell, Mary Jane 9 months inflammation of lungs

Thus it appears that in the workhouse 10 children were 
carried off in 28 days by diseases which were only fatal out 
of the house in the proportion of 1 to 10,000 while within 
the walls of the house they were fatal in the proportion of 
400 to 10,000.

From that you infer that those persons who were stated 
to have died of inflammation of the lungs died of something 
else? — No; they either died from an infectious disease 
raging in the house, which was correctly described as 
inflammation of the lungs, or else they died from some 
other disease not correctly described.

You say they must have either died of some other disease 
or the disease spoken of was an infectious disease? The 
disease which existed in the house, and not out of it.

Was it an infectious disease? — I think it clear there was 
an infectious disease, which was described as inflammation 
of the lungs.

What was your reason for supposing that disease 
infectious? — The number of persons who died of it.

Do you suppose it was from the atmosphere, or from the 
local situation of the workhouse, or that they caught it one 
from another? — I cannot give an opinion upon that; I only 
know that a number of deaths is returned in that house and 
that only one death from a similar cause is entered out of 
the house.

And that they are returned as dying of the same 
disorder, and that that shows that one must have 
communicated it to another? — That one may have 
communicated it to another, but I give that with a distinct 
declaration that I will not give an opinion on a medical 
subject.

Your suspicion arises from the number of persons who 
are stated to have died of inflammation of the lungs? — My 
suspicion arises from this return; there having been a 
number of persons returned as having died in the house 
from a disease which was there fatal, I presume that one of 
two things must be clear, either that there was a deadly 
disease raging in the house which was not fatal out of it, or 
that the deaths were not ascribable to that disease.

So far from any inquiry having been instituted on this 
destruction of human life within the workhouse, the 
Assistant Commissioner Congratulates the Poor Law 
Commissioners on the house being “even now more free 
from disease than it was at his last visit.”.

He thus writes: —
Bridgwater Union, 2nd. April, 1838.
***And I have the happiness of informing you, that the 

medical officer last evening reported to me that the 
workhouse is even now more free from disease than it was at 
the 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 heen suffering have almost disappeared.

1 have the honour &c.,
(Signed) HUBERT WEALE,
Assistant Poor Law Commissioner.
The Poor Law Commissioners.
At this time the following eight persons stand in the 

registrar’s return as having died in the workhouse within 
twelve days. Five of them appear to have been lying dead in 
the house, while the Assistant Commissioner was writing 
his bulletin of health; at least they are returned as having 
died within four days of this very second of April inclusive.

DIED. NAMES. DISEASE.
March 23, Underhill, Robert inflammation of lungs
25, Day, Mary-A nil inflammation of lungs
26, Macey, Anthony ditto ditto
30, Coate, George apoplexy
31, Veering, Rhoda marasmus

Winn, Jane inflammation of lungs
Coles, Rebecca diarrhœa

April 2, Price, Johanna inflammation of lungs

Thus, while the Assistant Commissioner congratulates 
the Commissioners on the workhouse being “even now 
more free from disease than it was,” the mortality lor the 
previous 12 days had been at the rate of 100 per cent per 
annum: while the rate of mortality among tile 10,000 

persons without the walls was materially less than 3 per cent 
per annum. And I w ould again call attention to the horrible 
fact that five persons were lying dead, when this Assistant 
Commissioner and his Medical Attendant had the 
“happiness” of congratulating the Poor Law Commissioners 



NEW POOR LAW.
THE BRIDGWATER CASE.

by John Bowen, 1839
Digitised & Edited by Tony Woolrich 19/09/2021

78
on the state of the house!

Such masses of wretchedness are difficult to estimate. 
They are less distinctly perceived than individual cases, and 
consequently are less likely to rouse men to a proper sense 
of their duty towards their perishing fellow creatures. I will 
therefore submit the case of one family which was forced 
into the house during the period above referred to.

MR. JOHN BOWEN further examined:
Do you know that any of those (persons who were 

forced into the house while it was ravaged by malignant 
disease^) died of disease? — I threw my eye over the list of 
deaths to see how far it was likely that any persons brought 
to the house suffered under those circumstances; knowing, 
as I did, that disease raged in the house.

If your lordships will be pleased to turn to page 12 of the 
printed return, you will find Drusilla Winn, — her children, 
William six years of age, Elizabeth three, Jane one and 
three – quarters, and an infant of two months.

What became of her ?— In about two months three of 
her children died; the other child was attacked in the same 
way, and she left the house with it. I never saw this woman 
in my life; but I requested a prudent and discreet 
gentleman, a gentleman not likely to agitate the neighbour-
hood and the town, to call upon her, and get her own 
account of what occurred. This is the account given me by 
this gentleman.

What is his name? — His name is Colthurst; he was a 
member of the previous. Board of Guardians.

On Friday the 18th May, 1838, I went to North 
Petherton, to enquire the particulars of the case relating to 
Drusilla Winn, when she gave me the following account in 
the presence of Miss S. Crudge: —

That she principally supported herself by washing, and 
had been receiving from the board for herself and four 
children, under seven and a half years of age, four and 
sixpence per week.

That on the usual day of pay she was told the whole of 
the four and sixpence was taken off, and an order made to 
go into the Union House, she did not get her weeks pay.

That she was in the habit of going to trust for a week’s 
provision, consequently the shopkeeper has not been paid 
for that week then due.

That she would have willingly remained out of the house 
with her pay of four and sixpence week
Page 89 That her children were in perfect health at 
the time she went into the union house.

That her eldest child seven and a half years of age was 
immediately taken from her, and she thinks he was very 
unhappy.

That his first complaint to her was of a pain in his head. 
After remaining in bed for two days, the nurse drove him 
down the stair case without shoes or stockings, through the 
chapel which was wet, having just been washed, saying he 
was not ill, she shall always say the nurse was the cause of his 
death.

That the school-master who is very kind to the children, 
immediately tarried him back to his bed, he never got out of 
it after, he died in a few days.

That she saw him on the morning of the day he died, she 
spoke to him three times, but he made no answer, she then 
put her hand into the bed and found that his legs were cold, 
she then called the mistress and told her the child was 
dying, he was put into a very hot bed by the nurse. He died 
in the afternoon of the same day.

That she does not know why he died, the doctor never 
told her. He was in the fever ward.

That she does not know why the second child died, the 
doctor did not say.

That the doctor said the third child died from 
inflammation of the lungs.

That she then left the house with her only child who was 
very ill, and had on a blister under each ear.

(Signed.) R. J. COLTHURST.
Here is a wretched mother, subjected to the 

workhouse test of destitution, when that house was 
ravaged hv a malignant disease. She is forced into 
the house, with four healthy children under seven 
years of age.; three of whom are rapidly carried 
off, and she escapes with the fourth, “very ill, and 
a blister under each ear.” If such a frightful event 
had been said to have occurred in the hold of a 
slave ship, as the death of three children out of 
four, we should have had floods of indignant 
eloquence poured forth on the occasion. But these 
workhouse victims were of a proscribed race; they 
were English poor. Their blood with that of a 
crowd of others, has sunk into the earth, 
unnoticed, under the iron domination of sordid 
charlatans. To appeal to such would he little better 
than the mere drivelling of idiotism, but I ask 
others, on the facts so amply proved by oral and 
documentary evidence: Is KILLING IN AN 
UNION WORKHOUSE CRIMINAL, IF 
SANCTIONED BY THE

Poor Law Commissioners? I further ask both 
Lords and Commons to remember the sentence 
passed on those who, without an active 
participation in the crime, passively’ consent to the 
persecution and share in the spoil.

If thou forbear to deliver them that are drawn unto 
death and those that are ready to be slain;

If thou sayest, Behold we knew it not; Doth not he 
that pondereth the heart consider it? And he that 
keepeth thy soul, doth not he know – it? And shall not 
ho render to every man according to his works?

Prov. 24th.
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