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Worksheet  - Were the people who built and ran workhouses cruel people?

	Task - Use the sources listed below to look for evidence to support the idea that the people who built and ran workhouses were cruel people and evidence that could be used to argue that they were not. Use the evidence you find to fill in the chart below




.

Step 1

Look at the Image by Theme - Poor Relief on Heritage Explorer and use the information in the captions about how workhouses operated to decide if they are evidence of cruelty or not. Add evidence to the relevant column of the chart.
Step 2

For more information on the history of the workhouse visit www.workhouses.org.uk. Follow the links under ’Workhouse Life’ including ‘Inside the Workhouse’ and ‘Changing Times’. Add any new evidence to your chart

Step 3

Read the extracts from a workhouse master’s journal at the end of this worksheet. They are taken from Wolverhampton Workhouse 1842-1845. These show actions taken by the master – try to work out what his reasons were for taking these actions – are they evidence for cruelty or not? Include this information in your chart.

	Evidence that workhouses were run by cruel people
	Evidence that workhouses were not run by cruel people

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Step 4

Decide if your evidence supports the statement or does not support the statement.

Write a paragraph beginning either;

- I believe that the people who built and ran workhouses were cruel people because or
- I do not believe that the people who built and ran workhouses were cruel people because
Step 5

Choose what you think are the 3 most important pieces of evidence from your chart that support your point of view. Write a sentence for each explaining how it does so.
Extracts from the Journal of the Master of Wolverhampton Workhouse 

1842-1845 [ref PU/WOL/U2]
By kind permission of Wolverhampton Archives & Local Studies 
A transcription of the whole journal is available 

http://www.wolverhamptonarchives.dial.pipex.com/pdf.files/masters_journal.pdf 

Introduction

· The extracts give a glimpse into the lives of people who spent time in Wolverhampton Union Workhouse, through the words of the Workhouse Master and Matron.

· The Master’s Journal includes a weekly record of the number of inmates within the workhouse. 

· He also made notes about the behaviour of the workhouse inmates, day to day problems, contagious diseases and deaths.

· It shows how he tried to apply the rules for workhouses set out in the 1834 New Poor Law Act and implement new orders such as increased ventilation. 

Notes: 
· Abbreviated words and names are exactly as they were written. e.g. “Thomas” is written as “Tho’s”. 

· Unreadable words have been replaced by ****.

Extract 1 - March 1842
We have now another case of Typhus Fever in the house (in the Lying-In Ward) rendering it, in the opinion of our Medical Officer indispensably necessary that we should have Fever Wards built detached from the other buildings, as he is fearfully apprehensive it may otherwise go through the House.

Extract 2 - May 1842 
It was last week ordered that 2 rooms viz. the Girls Schoolroom & the aged women’s Sleeping room sh’d be ventilated as a trial for others, But no order was made as to whom sh’d be employed to do it. Shall be glad to be informed.

John Blower will attend to it under Mr. Meyrick’s directions.

Extract 3 - May 1842 
I have again to complain of the irruption’s made by a vagabond class of fellows over the Garden walls into the garden – the walls being so low they make a complete lounging places of them & females cannot pass without being insulted.

Clerk will apply to Commissioners.

Extract 4 - May 1842 
In’ Lemner, whose wife is confined [given birth] desires the permission of the Board to go out and leave her and his family till she is well enough to follow him, as he has the promise of work.

-Permission given.-

Extract 5 - May 1842 
We are badly in want of ½ doz. bedpans they had better be tin or pewter as earthen ones are liable to break. – We have now only one for the whole establishment.

Ordered ½ dozen Bed pans.
Extract 6 - June 1842 
I beg to recommend that a different plan be adopted in the employment of the Stone Breakers – At present, or by the present plan you have no measures of rewarding the industrious nor any efficient mode of punishing the redolent. Seeing that they are all paid alike, taking their families into consideration. The plan in operation in Birm’ham and the adoption of which I advice appears to me will do both. It is simply to put any man to what he may earn specifying a limit beyond which he must not go. This plan will save the pockets of the rate payers, whilst at the same time it will enforce the habits and character of the men

Extract 7 - June 1842
I beg to call to the attention of the Board to the state of the House in regard to  numbers. We are now more than full and classification, strictly speaking, we are now compelled to disregard. If more be sent in we cannot find room for them unless more be allotted to a bed than is the case now, and for the want of ventilation during the night disease may be induced.

.

Extract 8 - February 1843 
We are sadly in want of an oven or some quick mode of destroying the vermin with which too many enter are covered. Owen Porter complains that they are increasing by thousands through the want of some efficient mode of destroying them.

Extract 9 - April 1843
Between the first signal for standing up & the second grace, the Master, amidst the most profound silence proceeded slowly from the top of the hall to the centre, & then, said these few words “I wish it to be clearly understood, I shall never be offended at any one to requesting to have their [bread] allowance weighed, if it be done in a proper & respectable manner; but what I do expect & what I will exact is order & subordination.

Extract 10 - July 1844 

That Daniel Dawson, who absconded with another Pauper on the 21st March last, taking with them the Union Clothes, was apprehended in the Fair on Wednesday. He is to be taken before the Magistrate this afternoon – & the Master with the sanction of the Board intends to proceed against him under the 55th. Geo. 3rd. which upon conviction, subjects him to 3 months imprisonment & hard labor.

This activity relates to the History: Poverty and Poor Law Teaching Activity
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