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Teachers Notes: Poor relief

Important Dates
1601

An Acte for the Reliefe of the Poore

1662

An Act for the better Relief of the Poor of this Kingdom [The Settlement Act]

1723

Knatchbull's Act [The Workhouse Test Act]

1782

Gilbert’s Act [outdoor relief]

1834

Poor Law Amendment Act [new poor law]

1908

Children’s Act [separate arrangements for children]

1929 
Local Government Act [end of Poor Law]
Background information to the New Poor Law of 1834
· After the new poor law act was passed in 1834 workhouses were provided and run by a Board of Guardians appointed locally for each union. 
· Money came from rates collected from local ratepayers.
· The 1834 Act and subsequent Orders laid down the basis of how workhouses would operate but decisions were also made by the local boards of guardians.

· The Board of Guardians had to keep minutes of their meetings and answer to the centrally based Poor Law Commissioners. There was regular correspondence between the boards and the Commissioners. The Commissioners regulated and inspected the workhouses. 
· The day to day running of the workhouse was done by a Workhouse Master who supervised the males. Generally his wife was the matron and supervised the females

Resources on the Heritage Explorer website
· Images by theme Poor relief – gives details of how workhouses operated

· The extracts from the Wolverhampton Workhouse Masters Journal [see also worksheet] - record his actions and decisions but don’t actually spell out the motives and attitudes behind them. 
Sources on the web
Peter Higgins Workhouse website contains a wealth of information both national and local and is extremely well researched.  Look at his bibliography for further sources.
Additional sources available locally 
· Archives or local studies libraries have sources that will provide more direct comments on motives. Find your nearest one by searching on the National Archives website.
· Sources available include; 

· Locally written and researched books, pamphlets or dissertations on the Poor Law.
· Old local newspapers – find the date when your local workhouse was opened [use the Workhouse website] and search for the newspaper account of the opening – they often record lengthy quotes from civic leaders

· Board of Guardians Minute books – invariably longwinded and full of accounts - it can take a while to find a ‘nugget’ – try looking at the period prior to the building of the new workhouse – discussion re provision and design can often be very revealing of attitudes.

· A special committee may have been set up to organise the building of the New Workhouse with its own committee minute book - if so try that first.

· Workhouse masters’ journals. Not every archive will have one [if not use the Wolverhampton one]. Selected extracts will allow pupils to consider if

· He was a cruel man

· He was an ordinary man doing a difficult job 
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