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IN 1834 the Poor Law Amendment Act attempted to establish 
some uniformity in the administration of poor relief through 

out the land, just as the Reform Act of 1832 had decreed that 
the conduct of parliamentary elections must follow the same 
pattern in every city and borough in the country. These two 
measures illustrate one of the interesting features of nineteenth- 
century legislation, much of which aimed at increasing the 
power of the central authority and at the same time, in the 
interest of efficiency, swept away or remodelled local practices 
and institutions. In introducing this new measure the reforming 
whigs of 1834 lifted the burden of the poor's affairs from the 
shoulders of the parish and placed it in the hands of three 
commissioners who issued periodically to the various "unions" 
general and particular orders which had all the force of law. 
At local level responsibility for administering the act fell upon 
"boards of guardians" whose members included the elected 
representatives of the townships embraced by the union, and 
also the justices of the peace resident in the area. For the first 
five years the new law was regarded purely as an experiment, 
and both commissioners and guardians proceeded by trial and 
error. It was renewed for twelve months in 1839, and again for 
another year in 1840. In 1841 it was renewed once more for 
six months and then finally for a further five years.

The men who framed the new act found their inspiration in 
the teachings of Jeremy Bentham, adapting that philosopher's 
ideas to suit the circumstances of the day. They agreed with him 
that good government should aim at promoting "the greatest 
good of the greatest number", and that the state must some 
times intervene in local affairs if this ideal was to be achieved. 
But whereas Bentham would have restricted legal action to 
social and political spheres, the whigs of 1834 decided that state 
interference was even more necessary in the economic life of the 
nation, especially as the general public was alarmed at the ever- 
increasing size of the poor rate. Hence, in drawing up the Poor 
Law Amendment Act the whig government sought to come to 
the relief of the rate-payer, in this case the "greatest number", 
and it penalised the able-bodied pauper, who, for whatever
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reason, was unable to support himself without help from parish 
funds.

The new statute was born after the publication in 1834 of a 
government report on poor law administration, and at first it 
was enforced in the southern part of the country. For two years 
the parish officials and the ordinary citizens of Preston lived in 
hope that the new medicine for poverty prescribed in the report 
would not be administered in the immediate area. But in 
December 1836 Mr. Power, one of the nine assistant commis 
sioners appointed to aid the central authority in its gigantic 
task, arrived in the borough, and, says the Preston Chronicle:

"Without in the first place making his mission known, he went with one of 
the overseers to visit the workhouse every part of which he minutely examined, 
and made sundry inquiries respecting the treatment of the inmates. We under 
stand . . . that he appeared dissatisfied with the rule which has always been 
followed in this place, of allowing the people as much food as they cared to 
eat at mealtimes!"

Shades of Oliver Twist! Mr. Power's stern comment augured 
ill indeed for the future.

After his visit to the workhouse the assistant commissioner 
requested the immediate election of a board of guardians who, 
under the provisions of the new Registration of Births and 
Marriages Act, would appoint a superintendent registrar for 
the area. Then, to the consternation of the assembled company, 
he announced that Preston was to be the administrative centre 
of a new union of parishes which would include twenty-eight 
townships, and, for the convenience of the poor law officers 
who had yet to be appointed, the townships themselves would be 
grouped into four districts, as follows:

PRESTON UNION
District Townships 
Preston .. .. .. Including Fishwick.
Alston . . .. . . Dutton, Ribchester, Dilworth, Alston, Hothersall,

Grimsargh, Elston, Ribbleton. 
Walton .. .. .. Walton-le-Dale, Samlesbury, Cuerdale.
Broughton .. .. .. Broughton, Barton, Fulwood, Lea-Ashton-Ingol

and Cottam, Haighton, Woodplumpton, Whitting-
ham, Goosnargh. 

Longton .. .. .. Farington, Little Hoole, Much Hoole, Howick,
Hutton, Longton, Penwortham.

The first official board of guardians came into being in April 
1838, and took up its duties in the following June.

I OPPOSITION TO THE POOR LAW

In the union of Preston opposition to the government's plans 
for the reduction of the poor rate merely took the form of
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spoken and written protest. From the very outset it was obvious 
that there existed both in the borough and in the outlying 
districts a deep distrust of the act of 1834. In the town itself an 
influential progressive party with radical views condemned the 
measure outright; a reactionary group, composed mainly of 
the wealthier members of the community, welcomed it in the 
hope that it would reduce the rates and improve the morale of 
the "working man", while a third class, depressed and deprived, 
remained hopeless and strangely mute throughout the period. 
The progressive party's views found vociferous expression week 
after week in the pages of the Preston Chronicle. The editor, 
Wilcockson. had poured scorn on the tactics adopted by Henry 
Hunt and his followers during the electoral campaign of 1830-2. 
Now, in 1838, he is launched on a new crusade. He looks back 
with nostalgia at the kindly treatment meted out to the pauper 
in the days before 1834. The old poor law, he says, "was framed 
in a spirit of benevolence, the inherent spirit of the new law is a 
spirit of frugality". He is unable to restrain his indignation at 
the over-riding power possessed by the central authority:

"The act is an invasion of the just rights of Englishmen. ... [It places] a 
triumvirate of three commissioners to preside with absolute sway over the 
destinies of the poor, to control the local arrangements of every township in 
the kingdom; to dip their fingers into the pockets of every rate-payer."

Wilcockson bitterly attacks the theories of the utilitarian philo 
sophers which formed the basis of the 1834 act. "Men," he says, 
"cannot be worked like automatons, upon calculations that 
would give the same results for all parts of the country alike 
under all circumstances for every day of the year." Finally, he 
thunders against the inhumanity of the act, condemning in 
particular the intolerable discipline exerted in the "Bastilles", as 
the workhouses were called, and the cruelty shown in separating 
men from their wives, and mothers from their children.

Unfortunately, Wilcockson, like the rest of his contem 
poraries, could offer no remedy for the existing state of affairs. 
It was not until the twentieth century that any serious attempt 
was made to discover the real causes of poverty. Then, and only 
then, could the problem be tackled with any chance of success. 
All that Wilcockson could suggest was that the public should 
endeavour to elect only those guardians who would make some 
attempt to mitigate the sufferings of the poor.

Both progressive and reactionary parties had their representa 
tives on the board of guardians who administered the act. So 
arbitrary, however, was the manner in which the "three kings 
of Somerset House" carried out their functions that every now 
and then the guardians closed their ranks and presented a united
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front to the common enemy, as for example, when the commis 
sioners insisted on dismissing, somewhat unfairly, it was 
claimed, a trusted and well-liked assistant overseer, whose ser 
vices the Preston board as a whole were anxious to retain.

As for the deprived classes, even the Chartists who so 
strongly opposed the poor law failed in their attempts to induce 
them to raise the banner of revolt. True, the convention had 
succeeded in winning the allegiance of the cotton operatives, 
who, in April 1839, had armed themselves with pikes and other 
weapons, in order to be able to support the political measures 
adopted by Lovett and O'Connor. But when, in the following 
May, the Chartists arranged a demonstration in the town there 
was proof beyond all doubt that the main mass of workers were 
not in the least interested in the frantic efforts of Oastler and 
Stephens to secure political and social rights for the working 
classes. In May 1842 the Chartists made a second attempt to 
create trouble in Preston. The misery which had followed in the 
wake of the new poor law had been made worse by a rise in the 
price of bread and a heavy fall in wages. On this occasion the 
Chartists seized the opportunity to exhort and encourage the 
mob, which turned out several of the mills. There ensued a 
general melee in which both military and police were involved, 
but the Preston Chronicle assures us that "the large majority of 
the operatives denounced the proceedings and took no part in 
them". It was possibly the sobering influence of a spinners' 
union dating from the 1830s which explains the orderly beha 
viour of the cotton workers not only during the period of 
Chartist agitation but also during the seven months' strike of 
operatives in 1853-4. (1)

If the poor of Preston suffered in silence, their neighbours in 
the rural areas to the north of the town at least made their 
presence felt. The inhabitants of Alston, for example, asked 
permission to secede from the union. Alston consisted largely 
of a wild undulating expanse of territory, sparsely populated 
and difficult of access. It appears that the inhabitants were too 
illiterate to understand why their lives were so rudely disrupted 
by the new poor law, and the sprinkling of gentry who dwelt 
among them were too ill-qualified to enlighten them. Alston's 
request was not therefore granted, but the guardians suggested 
to the commissioners that, owing to difficulties of administra 
tion, it might be advisable to hive off the whole rural district to 
the north of Preston. After further debate, however, the project 
was finally abandoned.

111 H. Felling, History of British Trade Unionism.
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II THE GUARDIANS
The board included all the justices of the peace who belonged 

to the area covered by the union. To these were added a number 
of elected members, six for Preston itself, two for Walton-le- 
Dale, and one for each of the remaining townships, making in 
all thirty-four. There were no women guardians. All rate 
payers, including women, had votes, and guardians had to have 
a certain property qualification. Only those guardians who lived 
within a reasonable distance of Preston were able to make 
regular attendance at board meetings, and the country gentlemen 
were often absent. Not that they were always welcome when they 
did attend, for, being for the most part farmers, they naturally 
knew more about cows and crops than about public administra 
tion. Indeed, the justices of the peace mockingly referred to 
them as "great lumbering fellows". As has been said, the 
guardians split into two rival parties, the one ardently sup 
porting the poor law and its aims, the other opposing the new 
measures with might and main. In fact, the two factions were 
so nearly equal in number that business was often delayed, for 
no sooner was a motion proposed by one side than it was skil 
fully nullified by an amendment proposed by the other. Con 
sequently, the guardians' meetings in their little room above 
the overseers' office were often noisy and chaotic.

The leader of the pro-poor-law party was Thomas Batty 
Addison, recorder of Preston. As a county magistrate he had 
striven to enforce the introduction of the 1834 poor law into 
Oldham and Rochdale, and in Preston he gave it his whole 
hearted support. Both Addison and those who followed his lead 
were children of their age, preaching with evangelistic fervour 
the puritan virtues of abstinence, self-reliance and self-discipline. 
The leader of the rival faction was Joseph Livesey, one-time 
weaver, later cheese factor, founder of the Preston Guardian and 
temperance reformer. After his retirement from the board, 
Livesey continued to act as a sort of watch-dog over the 
activities of his former colleagues, and in the pages of his news 
paper to denounce their niggardliness in the distribution of 
out-relief to those in dire need.

Feelings between the two parties often rose to fever pitch 
when the results of the annual elections to the board were 
declared. Unfortunately, the manner in which the elections 
were conducted was more than slipshod. Forms other than 
those printed for official use were sometimes distributed to those 
eligible to vote, and signed voting papers often passed through 
several hands, being tampered with before they reached the
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returning officer, in this case the clerk to the union. At the 
stormy election of 1842 the chairman alleged, possibly with 
reason, that seven guardians had been illegally returned, and he 
was afterwards accused of exercising the veto for no other 
purpose than to rid himself of certain of his opponents on 
the board.

It must be confessed, unhappily, that not all guardians were 
worthy of their office. Some, says a correspondent to the 
Preston Chronicle, attended the guardians' meeting only when 
a new officer was to be appointed, and, the meeting over, they 
fled "with indecent haste to the nearest hostelry to feast at the 
expense of the newly-appointed candidate". Another letter- 
writer implies that certain guardians took advantage of their 
position to feather their own nests, for it was their practice to 
"smuggle in contracts", and many tradesmen did not get 
sufficient chance to compete. Yet in spite of the obloquy 
attached to the task of administering an act which was so widely 
condemned, a fair proportion of the Preston guardians at this 
period gave of their very best without hope of return, shoulder 
ing their burden with courage, though sadly unaware of the 
many pitfalls in the road which lay before them. ;:

III THE OFFICERS OF THE UNION AND THE POOR RATE

The first task to be undertaken by the newly-appointed 
guardians was the election of officers. These included a clerk, a 
treasurer, an auditor, poor rate collectors, relieving officers, 
masters and matrons of workhouses, and medical officers. The 
commissioners themselves exercised firm control over the 
appointment and salaries of poor law personnel.

The mainstay of the administration was, of course, the money 
paid into the hands of the treasurer of the union. According to 
the act of 1834 the poor rate was now to be calculated on the 
average rate paid by each township over the preceding five years. 
Each township was debited in the union ledger with the amount 
it had drawn from the common fund in order to relieve its own 
poor, whether in or out of the workhouse. Unhappily, the 
amount spent on relief for each individual pauper varied from 
union to union, and this was the main cause of the never-ending 
litigation which cases of settlement so often brought in their 
train. Before 1834 the overseer of each township had at his 
disposal the services of an assistant overseer who collected the 
rate. After the formation of the Preston union in 1838, the 
parish overseer still remained in office, but the township assistant 
overseers were replaced by six district assistant overseers, that



PRESTON UNION 1838-1848 151

is to say, two for Preston itself, and one for each of the remain 
ing four districts into which the townships were grouped. The 
assistant overseers now became paid servants of the union. As 
before, it was the legal responsibility of the overseers to see 
that the full rate was paid, when due, into the coffers of the 
union. In fact, the overseers of Preston were actually brought 
before the justices for non-payment in 1842. It must be noted 
that the poor rate returns give a false impression of the amount 
actually spent on the poor, for they include all the items which 
made up the county roll, the cost of roads, bridges, prisons, 
lunatic asylums and the constabulary. There were many bitter 
complaints in Preston about what was said to be the extravagant 
sums spent by the county magistrates on this very necessary 
work.

There is ample evidence that the Preston guardians were 
negligent in the management of their financial affairs. For 
example, on at least two occasions they overdrew on the funds 
available for the corning quarter, and it was only thanks to the 
loyalty of the treasurer, who met the resulting deficit with a 
loan from his own pocket, that the union was saved from 
temporary insolvency. If the guardians were lax, more than a few 
of their officers were fraudulent. Workhouse masters exag 
gerated the number of paupers in their charge, presumably in 
order that they might requisition larger quantities of food and 
clothing than was their due. But the least trustworthy of all 
union officials were the assistant overseers. There was no lack 
of applicants for these posts, but few men could be found with 
the necessary qualifications. Methods used in accountancy were 
still rudimentary. Single entry only was used and fraud was all 
too easy. For example, James Hall, assistant overseer for 
Preston, misapplied £210 of the funds which passed through his 
hands, and was brought to justice. Joseph Townshend, the 
collector for Longton, also yielded to temptation. Parishioners 
who could not pay their rate on demand often invited him to 
meet them at a later date at some public house, where they 
plied him with so much drink that he went home intoxicated. 
Possibly he was waylaid and robbed as he walked or rode back 
through the dark lanes in his befuddled condition, and later 
made good the deficit out of union funds. Later he was con 
victed of fraud.

IV OUT-RELIEF

To deal with the administration of out-relief, Preston 
guardians divided themselves into two committees, one coping
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with applications from paupers resident within the borough, the 
other with similar applications from the surrounding districts. 
Attendance at these weekly meetings was poor, as most members 
of the board found any discussion bearing on out-relief an 
intolerable bore, and disappeared "like swallows at the begin 
ning of October" as soon as the question was mooted. Indeed, 
on several occasions the clerk had to issue the warning that "in 
law" no fewer than three guardians must be present at the 
meeting of any relief committee. The fate of the applicant for 
out-relief depended on the individual guardians who turned up 
at the committee meeting. If Addison was present, as was often 
the case, the pauper was likely to fare badly, for the pro-poor- 
law guardians claimed that relief was merely a loan, and there 
fore should be given only sparingly. If, on the other hand, the 
anti-poor-law guardians were in the majority, the applicant 
might hope for kindlier treatment, since the progressive and 
more liberal members of the board held the view that because 
the poor were "destined to the same career of immortality" as 
the rich, their claim to relief should be considered as a "sacred 
and inalienable right".

The union was divided into five districts for the purpose of 
distributing out-relief. In the south of England the commis 
sioners had issued an order that no out-relief was to be given 
to any unemployed able-bodied man except in the case of sick 
ness or emergency. Nevertheless they realised that this policy 
was not practicable in the industrial north, where it was a sheer 
impossibility to find enough accommodation in the existing 
workhouses for the ever-mounting numbers of able-bodied men 
who were thrown out of work during times of economic distress. 
It was therefore left to the discretion of the guardians to decide 
when it was wiser to offer the workhouse and when the better 
course was to grant out-relief; so, in the Preston area, no 
peremptory order forbidding relief to the able-bodied man was 
ever issued. Indeed, the commissioners themselves wrote to the 
Preston guardians during the economic crisis of 1842, desiring 
them to point out any obstacle "that impeded the administra 
tion of out-door relief so as to cause any difficulty in reducing 
the numbers of inmates in the workhouses".

The method of distributing relief probably followed the same 
pattern throughout the country. It was given partly in kind 
and partly in money. The work of the relieving officer was both 
arduous and unrewarding. His duty led him through the foetid 
slums of the town, where he had to listen to countless applica 
tions for relief. To those paupers whose places of settlement lay 
outside the union he gave only "emergency rations" pending
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their possible removal. In addition, he had to keep accounts 
and post up on church and chapel doors the names of those who 
had received parish relief during the previous month. He was 
continually harassed, for the recipients of relief sometimes 
stopped him in the street to complain that he had given them 
too little money or short weight in meal, all of which he knew 
to be quite untrue. But let him lose his temper and he was 
liable to be arraigned before a court of inquiry, for the com 
missioners had openly said that any instance of harshness, 
severity or inattention on the part of the officer could be met 
with instant dismissal. The Preston "food house", where relief 
was distributed, was cramped, noisy and insanitary. On one 
side was a stable where the manure lay heaped against the walls. 
On the other was a workshop where a lathe turned all day long. 
The officer was assisted in his task by two paupers, one deaf- 
and-dumb and the other a mere boy, while outside the building 
the hungry poor waited their turn in an uncovered yard to 
collect their pittances.

V THE WORKHOUSE AS A DETERRENT

It is difficult today to understand the attitude adopted during 
the early Victorian era by the wealthier members of the com 
munity towards their poorer brethren. Only too often the 
destitute were regarded almost as outcasts of society. Even 
Thomas Batty Addison, recorder of Preston and county magis 
trate, a man of sterling worth who was highly respected in his 
own circle, gave vent to torrents of unrestrained abuse in his 
condemnation of those who dared to seek parish relief. Here is 
one of his tirades:

"Many paupers were the slaves of debased habits, clothed in rags, covered in 
filth, and without funds to provide for the purposes of cleanliness. Their children 
were uneducated and were thus brought up ignorant of the duties which they 
owed to God and man . . . He rejoiced to know that many places of worship 
were numerously attended, but he was painfully convinced that the congregations 
did not include many of the outdoor poor. On the contrary he too well knew 
that their filthy habits rather drove them to beer shops and gin shops and to 
the indulgence of a practice which he deemed quite as pernicious the wasting 
of their limited funds on tobacco, indeed he thought it the greatest abuse of all."

Yet at no great distance from Preston town hall, and within 
sound of the bells of that very parish church which Addison 
himself attended, there lay the miserable dwellings of the 
Preston factory workers. The front windows of these houses 
faced on to rows of privies and unswept, evil-smelling courts. 
Piped water was the privilege of those who could afford to pay 
the subscription demanded by the water company. The poor 
had to buy a pailful at a time from the carts which passed daily
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through the streets. A summons and a fine awaited those who 
were discovered stealing water from the company's supply pipes. 
Small wonder that the pauper was attired in filthy rags, and 
that the death rate in Preston was said to be the highest in the 
kingdom. At this period the fortitude and dogged perseverance 
of the "working man" went sadly unappreciated. The span of 
his useful life was reduced by the conditions of his employment, 
his wages were too low to allow him to save and he lapsed into 
poverty while still young in years. Yet men of Addison's com 
plexion hardened their hearts and welcomed the policy of the 
government as outlined in the act of 1834.

The commissioners, kindlier if only in intention than Addison 
himself, had decided that the able-bodied pauper was suffering 
from an ailment which was characterized by moral apathy. It 
was on him that they mainly focussed their attention when they 
framed the new law and for his redemption they prescribed a 
peculiarly bitter tonic. It was decided that the able-bodied man 
was, when this was practicable, to be refused all out-relief, and 
instead, offered the choice between starvation and residence in 
a "well-regulated" workhouse. Here, dietaries would be meagre, 
and the work more arduous and unpleasant than that likely to 
be offered by any outside employer. In other words, "the work 
house must be the hardest taskmaster". In the opinion of the 
commissioners, the able-bodied pauper was a man who, faced 
with a difficulty, always took the easiest way out. When thrown 
out of work, he applied at once for parish relief. After a spell 
in the workhouse, it was hoped, he would again take the easiest 
way out and find a job. Mr. Mott, the assistant commissioner, 
described the beneficial effects of the workhouse regime to the 
Preston guardians in 1841:

(The policy of giving indoor relief) "to the able-bodied man has proved to 
be attended by the best possible results, not only as regards the pecuniary 
interests of the rate-payers, for that would be a secondary consideration, but 
in the great moral improvement of the paupers themselves."

Addison echoes much the same sentiments in one of his speeches 
to the guardians:

(It has been said) "that the workhouses do not provide the mode of relief 
the poor require. The question is not of the feelings and opinions of the poor 
but of their real good. The poor ought not to be the judges of what is the best 
mode of relief. I cannot disguise the fact that indoor relief is more expensive, 
but [out-relief] tolerates a shocking kind of existence."

In fact, Preston guardians, probably under pressure from 
the commissioners, usually offered the workhouse to all 
who were destitute, and this in spite of the fact that the average
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cost of indoor relief was 2s. 6d. per head per week, whereas 
the maximum out-relief allowed was 2s. Od. only.

The pauper's wife and children of course followed him into 
the workhouse. There husbands and wives were separated, 
partly lest they should breed a family of little paupers, and 
children were removed from the supposedly corrupting influence 
of their parents and given their own living quarters.

It goes without saying that the act of 1834 brought much 
suffering in its train, but it must be emphasized that the work 
house was not meant to serve a penal purpose; the main object 
of its severe regime was to rehabilitate the pauper. The com 
missioners admitted that some able-bodied paupers were more 
deserving than others, but, in their passion for efficiency, they 
declared that "it was impossible to distinguish in the mode of 
relief between the various shades of character that led to 
pauperism".

Doubtless the harsh policy of the "three kings of Somerset 
House" had a certain salutary influence in that it laid stress on 
the value of self-discipline and self-restraint, but its conse 
quences were not those which the commissioners had expected. 
The normal self-respecting man entered the workhouse only 
when he was starving, and, asking no more than to be allowed 
to do an honest day's work, left it at the earliest opportunity. 
It was the ne'er-do-well who stayed behind, the man who took 
his discharge whenever he wished and wandered about at his 
own sweet will, begging or stealing his food en route. The work 
house doors were always open to him whenever he cared to 
return. All too often Preston housewives found him on their 
doorsteps soliciting alms.

Grim comments on the evil effects of the workhouse regime 
find their way into the Preston Chronicle. The inadequate diet 
left a man debilitated, so that when at last he found a job he 
had difficulty in completing a full day's work. Often a man 
would accept any wage, however low, if only he could regain his 
precious freedom. Worst of all, far from rehabilitating the 
pauper, the workhouse could have exactly the opposite effect. 
More than one fine fellow who had entered its gates with a 
sense of shame and degradation finally settled down for good 
within its walls, only too glad to be relieved of all the responsi 
bilities which had been his lot in the outside world. True, the 
food left much to be desired, as regards both quality and 
quantity, but he did not actually starve, and, with the con 
nivance of the other inmates, he could dawdle over any task 
he was asked to perform. In the "Bastille" men deteriorated, 
mentally, morally and physically. Indeed, farmers living on the
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outskirts of Preston preferred to engage Irish immigrants to 
"lead" their hay, rather than employ labourers fresh from the 
workhouse, who, in their view, were incorrigible idlers. Addison 
declared that the women in Preston workhouse were the laziest 
he had ever met and he set them to carry water from the 
neighbouring farms when the supply in the institution ran short. 

As an alternative to the workhouse a task of work could be 
set in exchange for relief. The "out-door labour test order" was 
issued in 1842 and was put into force in Preston union, the tasks 
imposed including flour-milling, stone-breaking and digging.

VI WHICH TYPE OF WORKHOUSE?

In 1838 Preston guardians learnt that there were available 
to the union on rental nine different workhouses. All were 
"mixed" institutions. The merits and demerits of the nine 
buildings were assessed, and it was decided to retain five; one 
in Walton-le-Dale and one in Penwortham, each of which was 
near a factory and a school, and possessed the great advantage 
of being within easy reach of Preston itself; one in Wood- 
plumpton because it was pleasantly situated near a canal, was 
served by good roads and was near a school; one in Ribchester, 
which, though at some distance from Preston and two miles 
from any school, was nevertheless on the whole very suitable 
for a workhouse; and lastly, of course, one in Preston itself. 
This building was Preston's second workhouse, erected in 1788 
on land north of the town, called "the moor". It had been 
originally built "to train the children of the poor to habits of 
industry, religion and virtue, and to furnish employment for the 
poor of all ages". With the workhouse Preston union rented 
from the overseers the nearby "house of recovery" which had 
been built shortly after a vestry meeting had decided in 1827 
that all Preston residents who were suffering from contagious 
diseases should be accommodated in a separate institution. 
Paupers were carried from the workhouse to the house of 
recovery in a sedan chair. A building near by was taken to 
provide shelter for the large number of vagrants and men and 
women in search of work who passed through the town. It 
was known as the "pass house" and was rarely warmed, in 
spite of the fact that it was open to the rafters.

Committees of four or five guardians were set up to supervise 
the administration of the several workhouses, and in the autumn 
of 1838 they set to work to establish the new regime. Out went 
the looms from the long weaving sheds, though a few were 
retained at Ribchester and Woodplumpton; and with the looms
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went some of the former inmates who had made the workhouse 
their home for months and even years, plying a remunerative 
craft and keeping a portion of their earnings for themselves. 
To some of these folk the Preston guardians gave financial help 
in order to enable them to set up homes of their own. It was to 
be their last opportunity to provide generously for the poor of 
the parish. For example, James Green, who had a wife and 
four children, was to be allowed two-thirds of his earnings till 
the day of his discharge, when he was to receive looms and 
bedding and also 2s. out-relief per week; Stephen Wignall, who 
had a wife and five children, was to be allowed two-thirds of his 
earnings in the meantime with an allowance of 4s. a week. He 
was afterwards to be entered on the relief list for Penwortham; 
and Jonathan Gregson, with his wife and six children, were to 
be allowed two beds, bedding and bedsteads.

A survey of the workhouses in use in different parts of the 
country reveals the existence of three types. The first was the 
"mixed" workhouse which was in general use under the old 
poor law. Here, as in Preston union, the well-conducted pauper, 
the wastrel, the criminal, the lunatic and the semi-lunatic, the 
women and the children, were all herded together. It was 
difficult to segregate the sexes, and almost impossible for any 
master or matron to exercise control over such a motley crowd. 
In the report of 1834 the royal commission recommended a 
second type of workhouse, which they thought would remedy 
the abuses of the old. It suggested that all the paupers in a 
given union should be grouped into classes according to age 
and sex and that a separate building should be assigned to 
each group. It was realised that a third type of institution was 
feasible, that is to say a large single workhouse to serve the 
whole union but which would nevertheless contain separate 
departments for each type of pauper. The commission found 
that this system was not altogether acceptable. On first taking 
up their duties, the commissioners appointed under the act 
decided to adopt the recommendations of the report, but with a 
modification; classification by workhouse, that is to say the 
provision of a separate building for each class of pauper, was 
not always possible, so it was sometimes found necessary to 
house more than one class in the same building and to classify 
in the workhouse by allotting each type of inmate to a different 
department. However, this arrangement appears to have proved 
inefficient in practice, for, after two or three years, we find 
that the commissioners, without warning, and without justifying 
in any way their change of policy, have for some reason de 
parted from the advice given in the report, and have finally
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decided that the third type of institution, that is to say, the 
large single workhouse, with separate departments for each 
class of pauper, would in the long run give the best results.

In Preston itself, in 1837, Mr. Power, the assistant commis 
sioner, pointed out that, as a temporary measure, the guardians 
must content themselves with a number of mixed workhouses; 
but, with the "missionary zeal" which was said to be a marked 
characteristic of all assistant commissioners, he expressed the 
hope that Preston union would aim at setting up in the near 
future one single workhouse to replace the five which had 
already been selected. Later, Mr. Mott, a second assistant 
commissioner who succeeded Power in 1840, went to the trouble 
of making lengthy mathematical calculations in order to prove 
that if the Preston guardians would only adopt the policy of 
"one union, one workhouse", they would ultimately find that 
they had benefited financially. In 1842, Mott took a delegation 
of the guardians on a conducted tour of the large single insti 
tution at Chorlton-on-Medlock, which he regarded as a model 
of perfection.

In the event, the central bureaucracy found itself at logger 
heads with the Preston guardians as to which type of workhouse 
it was best to adopt. Having given the local board every 
assistance in setting up the administrative framework of the 
union, the commissioners waited and watched for a while. Then, 
in the spring of 1841, Mr. Mott arrived on a tour of inspection, 
and in May of the same year, he said in a long letter to the 
guardians:

"I have examined the Preston workhouse minutely and I regret to say that 
it is not creditable to your respectable union ... I could not take upon myself 
the responsibility of allowing your workhouse arrangements to remain in their 
present inefficient state." He continued ominously, "It would not become me 
to hold out threats of the power of the commissioners. I am sure that any 
interference on my part will be unnecessary."

The real purpose of the letter, however, is to be found in these 
lines:

"Hence boards of guardians are sure to come to the conclusion that it is 
absolutely necessary in order to obtain all the advantages of the new law for 
the rate-payers to provide classification for the pauper in accordance with the 
extent and circumstances of the union."

It was therefore the will of the commissioners that classification 
should be adopted as the first step towards the desired goal of 
"one union, one workhouse."

In the autumn of 1841, owing to a trade depression, the 
numbers of paupers in the workhouses were steadily increasing 
and the guardians appealed to Somerset House to allow them
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to re-occupy Penwortham, which had been vacated in 1839. 
The medical officers of the union had already expressed concern 
at the conditions in the over-crowded mixed workhouses. At 
Walton disease was rampant. The commissioners ignored the 
request but in November Mott, at the desire of the commis 
sioners, wrote to Preston once more, alleging that the problems 
of the union would not be solved by simply providing additional 
room for its paupers in a fifth mixed workhouse. He said:

"Every separate establishment increases the evil. Without proper classification, 
discipline and cleanliness, workhouses are worse than useless. Under the present 
arrangements of the workhouses of the Preston union, the paupers live just the 
life that suits them and twenty workhouses might be filled without lessening 
the demand for relief."

The guardians continued to remain unmoved by Mott's 
strictures, but the minutes do not reveal why they objected to 
classification. Between 13 October and 23 November 1841 they 
addressed five successive letters to Somerset House requesting 
an answer to their previous communication on the subject of 
Penwortham. Again there was no reply, but on 11 December 
Mott appeared once more before the board, obviously deter 
mined to enforce classification. Pointing out that the conditions 
in the Preston mixed workhouses endangered not only the 
health but also the moral welfare of the inmates, he added 
threateningly that "if the abuses were not remedied by the 
commissioners, he had no doubt the magistrates would feel 
themselves called upon to apply a remedy by indictments." In 
the face of this threat, the chairman, Lomas, an almost rabid 
opponent of the poor law, announced with some choler that 
"such conduct in the commissioners fully convinced him that 
they were neither omniscient in their wisdom nor immaculate 
in their motives, and therefore he could not bring himself to 
believe that the board was bound to pay implicit obedience to 
their dicta". Mr. Mott apparently retired discomfited, and the 
battle between the board and the commissioners continued by 
correspondence for yet another five months.

Meanwhile the guardians had set to work to re-organise their 
workhouses and the alterations they had proposed were finally 
approved by Somerset House. They are certainly revealing. For 
instance, the visiting committee for Walton workhouse recom 
mended:

"that the weaving shop adjoining the men's room be converted into the women's 
washing room which will also be large enough for the mangle now in a bedroom, 
and also for the airing of all the clothes, and also for breaking sand and peeling 
potatoes therein and in every other respect it will be a most useful room for 
general purposes as the women now wash in the men's room during most part 
of the week rendering it impossible for the room to be kept clean or for the



160 PRESTON UNION 1838-1848

men to have any comfort in it. The clothes are also obliged to be aired in different 
parts of the house where the family are."

In Preston workhouse it was suggested:

"That the males retire to bed at least five minutes before the females; that the 
schoolmaster have a new suit of clothes; that the door at the top of the back 
stairs be always locked until bed time; that the school windows be made to 
open at the top."

In May 1842 the despairing guardians informed Somerset 
House that there were actually 1,036 inmates crammed into 
the four houses of the union, and at long last the commissioners 
were forced to give a grudging consent to the re-occupation of 
Penwortham, as, according to the report of the medical officers, 
the buildings in current use should have accommodated 
only 796.

Round one of the fight had gone to the guardians. They were 
to lose round two, for even while the struggle for Penwortham 
was in progress a second quarrel was in the offing. In February 
1842 the commissioners had sent to the board a "general order 
of workhouse rules", which was to come into force on 19 
March. The order stated that the classification of paupers 
according to age and sex was to become law throughout the 
country and listed the various classes as follows:

Class I 
Class II 
Class III 
Class IV 
Class V 
Class VI 
Class VII

Men infirm through age or other cause.
Able-bodied men and youths above 15 yrs.
Boys 5-7 yrs.
Women infirm through age or other cause.
Able-bodied women and girls above 15 yrs.
Girls 7-15 yrs.
Children under 7 yrs.

Details are shown in the Table on facing page.

In addition the commissioners asked to be informed on an 
official form how the several classes of paupers were for the 
time being distributed among the "mixed" workhouses then in 
use. The pro-poor-law guardians were only too anxious to obey 
the order, but the opponents of the law refused even to discuss 
it, and they carried the day. Again and again the Preston board 
ignored letters from the commissioners asking for the informa 
tion which they required. Finally, on 7 September 1842, a letter 
from Mr. Mott referring once more to the discreditable state 
of the workhouses of the Preston union, and also to the fact 
that demands for information made by the commissioners had 
been entirely ignored, announced that Somerset House had 
issued a new order which was addressed in particular to Preston
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DISTRIBUTION OF THE VARIOUS CLASSES OF PAUPERS AMONG 
THE WORKHOUSES OF PRESTON UNION, APRIL 1842

CLASS
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6
2
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7
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c

£ £> 
Ui-

6
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125
33
24
30
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^2s

69
496

565
177
102
123

967

(The figures show that less than 16 per cent of the total number of inmates 
were classed as able-bodied men.)

and was to be in force in the union: the following classification 
was to be adopted:

HOUSE
Preston and House of Recovery . 
Walton-le-Dale and Ribchester 
Woodplumpton and Penwortham

INMATES .
Women, children and sick. 
Able-bodied men. 
Aged and infirm men.

Even after the receipt of this order the guardians remained 
recalcitrant. They appealed to the commissioners to modify 
their scheme of classification so that married couples over sixty 
years of age should escape compulsory separation, but in 
November 1847 Somerset House replied that they declined 
either to suspend or modify their order, and that as the 
guardians possessed entire discretion as to the distribution 
of out-relief, no aged or infirm couple to whom they wished 
to show any indulgence need be compelled to enter the 
house.

The reluctance of the Preston guardians to accept classifica 
tion seems at first sight somewhat surprising, since their work-
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houses were in such an unsatisfactory state. Possibly they felt 
that the policy was not altogether practicable. If so, their fears 
were groundless. On the whole, classification gave the guardians 
the opportunity to improve the situation in their workhouses. 
More indulgence in matters of diet and general comfort could 
be extended to the children and the aged when they no longer 
shared the same building and therefore the same discomforts 
as the able-bodied men.

Having at last, in 1842, enforced classification in the work 
houses of the Preston union, the commissioners continued 
without respite to urge the guardians to replace their five 
institutions by one central workhouse. Time and again at the 
meetings of the board it was asserted that this policy was the 
only one capable of solving all the problems which had followed 
in the wake of the 1834 act. Nevertheless, the majority of the 
guardians doubted the wisdom of making any change in the 
existing arrangements, without, however, revealing on what 
grounds they had adopted this attitude. Finally, the very fact 
that the workhouses were a crying disgrace led the members 
of the board, in the course of a quiet chat, to discuss the pros 
and cons of the matter. Undoubtedly, it was conceded, a large 
single workhouse would have many advantages. A special 
chaplain could be appointed whose sole duties would be to 
bring spiritual comfort to all the paupers in the union. The 
children who were separated from their parents could be given 
proper moral, industrial and religious education. A well-built 
workhouse would be cleaner and easier to administer than the 
existing buildings, and more attention could be given to the 
invalids. And yet, it was all too evident that once the guardians 
had embarked on this new venture, they might find themselves 
involved in irksome litigation not only with the overseers on 
whose land the workhouse stood, but also with two neighbour 
ing landowners and with the railway company whose line ran 
near by.

There, for the moment, the matter rested. Indeed, it was not 
until the year 1867 that a large single workhouse was finally 
erected for Preston union, the great Thomas Batty Addison 
himself laying the foundation stone. (All the old buildings were 
abandoned, except that at Ribchester, which was, however, 
incorporated with Whittingham Mental Institution at a later 
date.) The large single workhouse had, by this time, been finally 
approved throughout the country. However, the system came 
under fire from the commission which reviewed the administra 
tion of the poor law in 1909. The chief defect of the single 
workhouse was that it was impossible within its walls to give
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certain special classes of paupers all the attention they needed. 
Here is what the "masters' and matrons' association" had to 
say in their evidence before the commission of 1909:

"If you give us classes to look after as we have at present, you want expert 
knowledge on every point and expert administration on every point, and it is 
impossible, in the one house, with the one staff of officials, to get it. That is 
one reason, why we request so strongly classification by workhouses as well as 
in workhouses."

A study of the struggle between the commissioners and the 
guardians of Preston would seem to lead to the conclusion that 
the local authority was gradually gaining ascendancy over the 
central bureaucracy. The commissioners, to their disadvantage, 
had no parliamentary head. Consequently, they were unable to 
defend themselves against attacks which were liable to be made 
on them in both houses of parliament, and therefore flinched 
and hesitated before enforcing stringent measures of reform in 
unions where there were signs of determined opposition. This 
explains the variety of tactics they employed in their attempts 
to introduce "classification" into the workhouses of the Preston 
union. But guardians as well as commissioners had weapons to 
hand, and in Preston they seem to have had recourse to passive 
resistance, quietly flouting "orders" without any indication in 
their minutes that they had ever intended to do so. To give but 
one example, we may mention the fact that when the assistant 
commissioner visited Preston workhouse in 1844 he complained 
that the yard was "common alike to girls, women and men." 
Now, by the classification order of 1842 able-bodied men were 
to be sent to Walton and Ribchester. Why were they now to be 
found in Preston? The minutes reveal nothing, but they mention 
an almost casual remark made by one member of the board to 
the effect that there was not enough work of a kind suitable for 
paupers in Walton-le-Dale itself. As the commissioners, when 
framing the classification order, had not taken the trouble to 
investigate local conditions, the guardians had taken the matter 
into their own hands, or at least so it would seem. It is difficult, 
therefore, to avoid the conclusion that the influential members 
of the board met at times in solemn conclave outside the board 
room, there to make vital decisions in secret, out of earshot of 
the press reporters so much detested by Addison, for the 
assistant commissioners sometimes perused the local journals 
in order to unearth information about the activities of the 
Preston guardians.

By the year 1846 the machinery set up by the act of 1834 to 
deal with the poor seemed likely to grind to a halt, in Preston 
at least. In 1845 the Irish potato crop had failed, there was a
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poor corn crop in England in 1847, and there was at the same 
time unemployment in the mills owing to the high price of 
cotton. These three disasters, as might be expected, had serious 
repercussions on the state of the poor in the union. An influx 
of Irish labourers, followed possibly by the arrival of agri 
cultural workers from the rural areas of Lancashire, increased 
the number of men in search of work, while at the same time 
the new poor law removal act had made hundreds of additional 
paupers chargeable to the union. To add to the difficulties of 
the guardians, the population of Preston had increased in the 
previous fifteen years from 33,000 to 62,000. The situation in 
the town was unprecedented, and was aggravated by the 
startling numbers of tramps who appeared every night. Actually, 
5,026 were accommodated at the "pass" house during the June 
quarter of 1847.

The guardians were faced, therefore, with two major prob 
lems: firstly, how to grapple with their financial difficulties, 
and secondly, how to cope with the hordes of paupers in the 
grossly over-crowded workhouses. According to statistics 
published by the Chronicle, the poor rate increased from £2,800 
in the June quarter of 1846 to roughly £8,500 in the same 
quarter of 1847, and in the same period the amount paid in 
out-relief increased from £1,700 to £3,200. It must be added 
that these figures may not be quite accurate, and certainly they 
are misleading, as the poor rate returns include not only the 
fees for registering births, marriages and deaths but also the 
county roll which rose steeply from £190 in 1846 to £2,314 in 
1847. The burden of the poor rate grew ever more oppressive. 
A leader in the Chronicle declares:

"It is but a few weeks since a poor rate amounting to 3/- in the pound was 
granted to meet the heavy claims of the unemployed operatives upon the fund 
formed for the relief of destitution, and already, before the last call is collected, 
an order is made for such a sum as will, we believe, render necessary a new and 
still higher demand upon the resources of the inhabitants: a second call within 
six months of 3/- in the pound equivalent to 12/- in the pound or upwards 
for the year."

A week later the Chronicle announces:

"Several of the townships in this union are resisting payment, while the 
workhouses are overcrowded, and the guardians are dubious of their ability to 
go on with their administration of the law, for lack of the necessary funds."

As early as March 1847 the stalwart and devoted Addison 
had been in despair, lamenting that owing to overwork he was 
no longer able to spend as much time in the distribution of 
out-relief as he had in previous years, adding that the business
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was getting too heavy for the board to do, and also that the 
administration of the new poor law was breaking down from 
being over-loaded with work, especially when the guardians 
attended gratuitously.

In May 1847, the mayor of Preston, in company with two of 
the leading citizens of the town, appeared before the board to 
represent to the guardians "the great extent of the existing 
distress, the large number of persons out of work or insuffic 
iently employed, and the high price of provisions", and they 
expressed a hope "that the board would take these important 
subjects into their consideration in the relief of the poor in 
the present crisis."

To make matters worse, the union had in 1847 only four of 
its five workhouses in current use, for in January 1846 the 
number of able-bodied men in Walton and Ribchester had 
fallen so low that it was decided to transfer all the inmates of 
Ribchester to Walton. Ribchester itself was offered on lease as 
a temporary lunatic asylum to the visiting justices of the county. 
In June 1847, sixteen months after the negotiations had started, 
the project was still in abeyance. Meanwhile, the situation in 
the workhouses was deteriorating, the medical officers having 
reported 172 cases of typhus therein, together with 74 cases of 
other types of fever. Fortunately for the guardians, just when 
the crisis reached a climax one of the overseers of Ribchester 
refused to sign the lease and the deed was not executed. The 
guardians immediately entered into possession. All the old men 
who were mobile were turned out of Penwortham and granted 
out-relief, while the impotent were despatched by "fly" to Rib 
chester. The convalescent from the house of recovery took the 
place of the aged at Penwortham.

By 1847 the days of the poor law commission were numbered. 
A government inquiry had revealed many of the abuses which 
had followed upon the act of 1834, and the commission was 
replaced by a poor law board in December, 1847. On 30 
January 1847 Wilcockson in the Chronicle commented that 
under the new act "the administration of the poor law would 
never again be allowed to become so stringent or so obnoxious 
as under the existing commission." The prophecy was to be 
fulfilled.
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