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RAILWAYS

Reasons for the Growth of Railways

1.
The rapid growth of industry in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.  This increased the amount of goods being moved around the country, moving of these goods was heave and bulky, like coal.

2.
The Problems of using Roads.  They were slow, many were in bad repair, and in winter some roads were impassable.  Road transport was expensive.

3.
Canals were also slow and expensive to build and maintain.

4.
The rapid growth in population increased the demand for goods and food to 
be transported.

5.
Improvements in steam engine technology by men like Richard Trevithick and later George Stephenson, made railways possible.

6.
The growing wealth of Britain, due to its industry, Empire and trade meant the 
vast sums of money needed to build railways was there.

George Stephenson
1781 – 1848

George came from a very humble background.  He worked in a colliery repairing engines but soon found ways of improving them.  Over the years he worked in collieries developing engines.  He developed the skills he needed to build his first railway.

1825 Stockton and Darlington Railway

The original idea was to build a railway from the mines in Durham to the River Tees.  Originally it was intended to use horses to draw the wagons.

Why is this early Railway important?

1.
George Stephenson is employed as the chief engineer.

2.
He persuaded the owners to give locomotives a trial.

3.
The railway was a great success.  The cost of transporting coal fell, and the amount of coal being moved increased dramatically.

However, horse drawn vehicles were still pulled along the line, but passengers had started to be moved on the railway as well.

1830 
Liverpool – Manchester Railway

Also built by Stephenson.  Again he persuaded the owners to use locomotives by holding trials to see if they could do the job.  The famous ‘Rainhill trial’ was held with a prize of £500 to the best engine.  The ‘Rocket’ an engine designed by George’s son Robert won the trial.

Why is the Railway important?

1.
It was the first purpose build railway to carry passengers as well as goods – designed 
with stations, etc.

2.
It overcame many of the early technical difficulties with building railways.  These 
were:-

a) Edgehill Tunnel

This tunnel was bored through 2 km of solid rock.  The entrance to the tunnel was marked by a grand ‘Moorish’ arch.  This notion of grand architecture was copied by many of the later railway companies.  They liked to ‘show off’ how great their railway was.

b) Olive Mount Cutting

The cutting was 24 m deep at one point. It was the first extensive cutting on any railway.

c) Sankey Brook Viaduct

This great viaduct was built to carry the railway over the Sankey Brook Canal.  It had a clearance of over 60 ft (18 m) so that masted barges could sail underneath it.  It cost £45,000.
d) Chat Moss

Chat Moss was boggy moorland near Leigh.  In order to cross it, Stephenson cut drainage ditches to dry out a strip approximately 15 m across.  Over this he build a raft of wooden hurdles and leather.  Sand and gravel were laid on top of this and then the rails themselves.

3.
The problems of how to run a railway were thought out for the Liverpool and 
Manchester Railway and copied by others.

4.
It showed that railways could make vast profits.

5.
It reduced transport costs; some canal companies lost business and closed.

6.
Large numbers of passengers used the railway, this had not been expected and showed how successful railways could be.

7.
The Liverpool and Manchester railway led to the development of other railways because it proved railways could be successful.

8.
It increased the transport opportunities for the working class.  The far could be as little as one penny per mile.

George Stephenson’s role in this success

1.
Overcame engineering problems.

2.
Promoted the cause of locomotives over horses or stationary steam engines.

3.
Came up with the railway gauge (width between rails) 4 ft 8½ inches.

4.
Stephenson was the chief engineer on the London – Birmingham and Manchester – Leeds lines.

5.
He was an outstanding engineer who overcame many problems.

Problems with George Stephenson

1.
He did not work out which was the best gauge for engines to run on – he simply used a gauge from a coal mine he had already build engines for – 4 ft 8½ inches.

2.
He was not good at getting his ideas across to investors whose money he needed to build his railways.  His son Robert helped him with this.

Isambard Kingdom Brunel

He was the engineer of the Great Western Railway.  What Stephenson did for the north of the country, Brunel did for the south.  He built the Bristol – London line.

Some of his great achievements were:-

1.
He scientifically worked out the best gauge for his railway, which he made 7 ft – not 
using Stephenson’s 4 ft 8½ inches.

2.
This gauge made his railway more comfortable and he calculated his trains would be able to run faster.

3.
He built the Box tunnel, which took 2½ years, but was a great engineering achievement.

4.
He completed the Royal Albert Bridge over the River Tamar in Cornwall in 1859.  A unique design, demonstrating his flair for innovative design and radical ideas.

5.
Brunel was a visionary who could see how railways might develop in the future.  The reason he made the 7 ft gauge was because he could see a time when food would be served on long train journeys. He designed steamships to take people to the USA, because he saw the opportunity to take people from London to New York by going on his railway to Bristol and then his ship to New York.

Problems with Brunel

1.
He said himself, ‘I won’t build you the cheapest railway, I’ll build you the best’.  His railways were expensive.

2.
The 7 ft gauge was expensive to build, but the larger engines needed to run on it, at first used a lot more coal and were a little slower, though Brunel would improve this later.

3.
He lost the battle of the gauges.  Stephenson’s gauge would win the day.

4.
His Royal Albert Bridge was brilliant, but expensive and difficult to build – it was never copied, whereas Robert Stephenson’s Railway Bridge to Anglesey was simpler and its design is still copied today.

5.
Brunel could be a difficult man to work with, believing himself to always be right.

Opposition to Railways

1.
Snobbery
Some towns even partitioned Parliament to keep railways away.  The position of railway stations in many towns today, at the far end of town and away from the ‘better’ class districts shows how railways were disliked by some people.  (Bridgwater station was at the edge of the town at the time it was build and far away from the ‘better’ housing then on the west side of the town).

2.
Ignorance
Some people thought travellers would be suffocated in tunnels, the noise of trains would stop cows giving milk and people would be deafened (Yes, deafened!) by the appalling speeds!

3.
Landowners, turnpike road trusts, canal companies all bitterly opposed railways.  Landowners charged fantastic prices for their land if they had to sell it to the railway companies.

4.
The rich didn’t always like the idea of the poorer classes being able to travel around cheaply.

1843 – 1847

The ‘Railway Mania’
In these years there was a sudden and massive outburst of railway company promotion and buying and selling of shares.  The number of railway Bills before Parliament (you needed Parliament’s permission to build a railway) rose from 24 in 1843 to 248 in 1845 (that is 248 companies being set up to build 248 railway lines).  This growth was caused because many people saw railways as a way to get rich quick.  They always seemed to make money and so people wanted to build them.

How Railway Mania helped railways

1.
Lots of railways were built in a short space of time, building a national network across the country quickly.

2. Tens of thousands of people were employed building and running them.

3. Other industries – like iron and coal boomed, supplying the railways with what they needed.

4. The transport system of the UK was improved.

Why Railway Mania caused problems

1.
In the rush to build railways some were built in areas that would not be very profitable or sometimes a second line was built to a town that already had a railway.

2.
Some of these new lines failed to make money, and the investors lost large amounts of cash.

3.
A third of new railways were abandoned in 1847 and left unfinished or derelict.  These problems scared off some future investors, from now on progress in building railways would be slower.

George Hudson ‘ The Railway King’

He was a leading figure in the ‘ Railway Mania’.  Having been left some money - £30,000 – he invested it in railway shares.  He made a great deal of money doing this.  He went on to promote other railway developments.  In 1844 his companies controlled 1630 km of railway track.

For a time George Stephenson became his partner but left as a result of suspicions over Hudson’s business methods.  Hudson certainly used bribery and some of his deals were not recorded in company books.  Hudson began to use his influence to manipulate the price of shares, the price of shares became overvalued and when they began to fall in 1847 so did George Hudson’s reputation.  The fall in share prices ruined him and he spent some time in a debtors’ prison.

How George Hudson helped railways

1.
He encouraged the building of large amounts of railway line.

2.
He amalgamated (joined together) many smaller railway companies to make a larger company (The Midland Railway).  This was more efficient and the way forward.

How he made problems for railways
1.
His corruption, when it came to light, put off some investors.

2.
Many people lost money as a result of his corrupt share dealings.

Who built Railways?

Four sets of people were involved in the building of each railway line.

1.
Promoters – they were men who financed the railway companies.  They made the case for building railways and persuaded others to invest in it.  Two such men were Edward Pease and George Hudson.

2.
Engineers – they were the men who designed the railways – people like George Stephenson and Isambard Kingdom Brunel.

3. Contractors – they were the men who organised the building work.  Men like Thomas Brussey.  They made sure all the equipment and materials were there to build the railway and then used sub-contactors to hire the labour (Navvies) to do the actual work.

4.
Navvies – these were the men who actually did the building of the railway.  
About 100,000 men worked for 20 years building 16,000 km of railway.

The Results of the Coming of the Railways

- You have a booklet on this topic, which has this in more detail.  Below are some brief points.

1.
They gave Britain a unified and efficient transport system, uniting the whole country.

2.
Cost of transport reduced, by a third for goods and half for passengers.  This meant the price of goods fell, so people could afford more of the, and sales increased causing growth in other industries.

3.
The growth of towns was accelerated, more people moved into them.

4.
Holidays grew as people could afford to travel.

5.
Newspapers grew.

6.
Growth of Chain Stores – like Boots, Woolworth and W H Smith.  It was now easier to have lots of stores throughout the country.

7.
Greater choice in the shops as goods could be moved around the country people did not have to buy locally made produce.

8.
Enormous demand for steel plates, locomotives, coaches, trucks, etc-created lots of jobs.

9.
New towns grew up around railways, servicing and building them, like Swindon and Crewe.

10.
Agriculture benefited – farmers and market gardeners had a much wider market for their produce.

11.
Canals were badly hit.  Many closed.  Some roads were effected; the great days of the stagecoach and coaching inns were over.  Within two years of opening the London – Bristol Railway no coaches left London for Bristol.  As a result there would be some job losses.

How Did the Electoral System Work before 1832?
How Britain was governed

Britain was governed by a combination of the monarchy, the House of Lords and the House of Commons.

The House of Commons: controlled finances and was central to the system.  Its power came from the fact it was elected.  There were 685 MP’s.  The voters in a particular area, known as a constituency, elected them.  Only certain people held the franchise (were allowed to vote.  The poorest people had no vote.  Nor did women.  Who could vote varied from one constituency to another.  In England there were two main types of constituency – counties and boroughs – plus the two universities Oxford and Cambridge.

English County Seats 

The English counties elected 82 MP’s.  In these counties all the men who owned freehold property worth over 40 shillings a year were allowed to vote.

English Borough Seats
The English boroughs or towns elected 394 MP’s.  There were different types of franchise in some boroughs.  Over half of these boroughs had fewer than 600 people allowed to vote.  Many industrial cities such as Birmingham and Manchester had no MP’s to represent them.

Boroughs with fewer voters were often open to corruption and were often called rotten boroughs.  Others which were under the influence of aristocratic landowners who either employed the voters or owned the property they lived in, or both!, were called Pocket boroughs.  In other words in the pocket of their owners.  

Example  Cornwall had twenty boroughs represented by 40 MP’s in 1830.  All of these had fewer than 200 voters and members of the aristocracy or other local landowners influenced every one of them.

How Elections were Conducted

1.
Elections were held every 7 years.

2.
In some Pocket boroughs the landowner was in such control there was no need for a campaign.

3.
In other constituencies elections could be influenced by bribery – this was acceptable even though illegal.

4.
Bribes could include money payments, food, free drinks or other treats.

5.
All voting was done in the open – not in secret.

6.
Open voting could lead to physical intimidation since people would know who you voted for and could ‘get’ you later.

Who were the MP’s?

1.
You had to be fairly rich to be an MP as the job was unpaid.

2.
There were not the same political parties as today.  There were two main parties – the Whigs and the Tories, but not all MP’s belong to them.

Types of Franchise for English Borough Seats 

1.
Burgage boroughs
The vote depended on owing a particular type of property called a ‘Burgage Pot’.  The worst example was ‘Old Sarum’, which had 2 MP’s and just 7 voters!  There were 29 Burgage boroughs.

2.
Corporation boroughs   the right to vote here belongs to members of a local council.  All 25 boroughs in this category had fewer than 70 voters.

3.
Freeman boroughs 
the right to vote was given to any freeman.  How you became a freeman varied.  There were 92 such boroughs, 40 had fewer than 200 voters.

4.
Putwalloper
the right to vote depending on owning a property with a hearth (fireplace) and lockable door!  There were 12 such boroughs; five had less than 200 voters.

5.
Scot and lot boroughs
The right to vote was directly linked to paying certain local rates and taxes.  Often the electorate was large.  Westminster had 11,576 voters.  However Gatton was the worst example.  It consisted of 6 houses and the owner had the right to elect 2 MP’s.  In 1830 the owner sold them £180,000 – a truly massive amount of money.

What was wrong with the electoral system

1.
Electors were influenced by rich landowners.

2.
Corruption, both in elections and in Parliament.

3.
No secret ballots.

4.
The middle and working classes were not represented.

5.
The growing towns in the north of England were not represented.

Why did some people support the system?

1.
Some argued that the system had worked well in the past.  Those who owned land (the landowners) were the best people to run the country.

2.
The recent French Revolution (1789 – 1815) had frightened many richer people.  They feared that if they changed the system then Britain might have a revolution like France.

3.
Those who had power were often unwilling to give it up or share it with others.  The Duke of Wellington was in this group; he argued that those in power did represent the ‘interests’ of the nation.

Why some people wanted change

Upper-class reformers
These people feared that without change there might be a revolution.

Middle-class reformers
Many middle-class people were quite wealthy – factory owners, etc – but still did not qualify for the vote.  The banker Thomas Attwood founded the Birmingham Political Union in 1829.  The purpose was to campaign for change.  In 1832 it had 25,000 members.  Most wanted the vote for other middle-class people – not necessarily the poor.

Working-class reformers
Some political unions wanted the vote for all men.  Many working-class people realised to get change – say the better working conditions, they needed Parliaments help.  Parliament did not represent their concerns. So to get change they needed to change Parliament.  To do that they needed the vote.

Why was the Reform Act Passed?
1.
Political Unions
In 1828 the banker Thomas Attwood founded the Birmingham Political Union.  Its aim was to campaign for reform by organising public meetings and petitions.  By 1830 it had 25,000 members.  This shows how many people supported reform in Birmingham.  The success of Attwood encouraged others to set up Political unions.  These were a powerful force that the government could not ignore.  They had money, they were well organised and had some MPs who were sympathetic to their aims.  Some working class groups set up Political unions, however, it was those with middle-class support who were most listened to by MPs.

The Press

The Press helped reformers argue their case.  The Times was certainly in favour of some reform.  At a local level, newspapers like the Manchester Guardian were much stronger supporters.

The Growing Pressure for Reform

Between 1829 – 1832 a number of events combined to increase the pressure for reform.

1.
Poor harvests in 1828, 1829 and 1830 led to higher food prices which meant greater hardships for the poorer classes.

2.
Economic slumps in 1829 and 1831 led to increased unemployment and financial problems for some working and middle classes.

3.
The first great cholera epidemic swept the country from 1831 – 1832.

4. In the General Election of 1830 many pro-reform MP’s were elected, the Tory government led by the Anti-reform Duke of Wellington fell from power.  A new ‘Whig’ Government led by Earl Grey came to power.

Attempts to pass the Reform Bill

There were many attempts to get the reform bill passed.  Another election was held in 1831 and the Whigs won again.  The reform bill was passed by Parliament but then rejected by the House of Lords.  There were many riots – as in Nottingham where Valentine Marshall was arrested and eventually transported to Australia.

The Bill was debated a third time, and again the House of Lords rejected it.  Earl Grey threatened to make new Peers – supporters of reform – who would then vote in favour of the Bill.  Some middle classes threatened to take their money out of banks causing a financial crisis.  Finally the government got its way.  The Reform Bill became an Act of Law on 7 June 1832.

The 1832 Reform Act

1.
Changes to the franchise.  The right to vote still depended on owning property.  In the counties the vote was now given to all men who rented land worth £10 a year, and to all leaseholders of land worth £50 a year.


In the boroughs the vote was given to all men who rented property worth £10 a year.  This did not have the same effect everywhere.  In London where property prices are high, there were lots of people who could now vote, but in other parts of the country where property prices were low, fewer people could vote.

2.
Redistribution of Seats

There was a fairer distribution of seats (constituencies) throughout the country.  Some boroughs gained 2 MPs, while other areas lost MPs.  This was better but it was still not perfect.

Opposition to the New Reform Act

Reasons to oppose the new act.

1.
Before the act only about 1 in 10 people could vote after the act it was still only 1 in 5 men who could vote – better but most working class men could not vote.

2.
Even after the act, 70% of MP’s still represented the interests of the landowners.

3.
About 50 seats were still in effect pocket boroughs.

4.
The working class and some middle class were disappointed the act did not go far enough.  Out of this disappointment grew the Chartist Movement.

Positive Aspects to the New Act

1.
The middle class were better represented.

2.
The interests of the northern towns and industry were better represented in Parliament.

3.
The combination of the old landowners and the new factory owners worked to tackle the many problems Britain faced, like the Poor Law, public health, etc.  Sometimes they worked together, sometime they worked against each other.

4.
It was the first major constitutional change.  It did not lead to revolution.  It became harder for those opposed to change to argue against it.  It was at least a step in the right direction.

THE CHARTIST MOVEMENT

It was a political movement, an attempt to remedy social and economic evils by changing the character of Parliament and giving to the working class the privileges the Reform Act of 1832 had given to the middle class.

Causes of its Rise

1.
The new Poor Law Act of 1834 was bitterly hated in the north.  The northern factory worker resented the idea of having to go into the workhouse in times of unemployment.  Factory workers joined the chartists as a protest against the Act.

2.
The Reform Act of 1832 had given the vote to the middle class – many of the working class were bitterly disappointed at the denial to them of political reward (the vote) for political labour (the work they put in to try and bring about change) and turned to Chartism for further reform.

3.
The trade union movement had suffered a severe setback in 1834 when the ‘Grand National’ failed.  Many trade unionists turned their attention to politics and so caused the rapid growth of the chartist movement.

4.
The working class had expected great things from the Whig governments of the thirties, elected after the 1832 Reform Act, but except for the 1833 Factory Act and the first state aid for schools, no real major reforms affecting the working class had been attempted.

5.
Poverty, hunger, disgusting living conditions, the feeling that their standard of living would not improve; all these things bred Chartism.  The movement flourished most during the times of greatest economic distress. People realised the way to improve their living and working conditions was to change the law; the way to do that was to get the vote.

Centres of Chartism

Chartism grew up in three main centres:

1.
In London.  Here the leader was William Lovett who in 1835 – 6 had formed the London Working Men’s Association.


Its aims were political equality and social justice for all.  Lovett was a moderate, not an extremist, and he addressed his appeal to the better off members of the working class.  He hoped to achieve his aims by constitutional methods.  Francis Place, a London tailor, helped Lovett draw up a list of demands for which the working class should fight.  These formed the basis of the People’s Charter, published in 1838.

2.
In Birmingham.  Thomas Attwood, a banker, was the leader of the Birmingham Political Union, which had agitated for political reform in 1832.  He united with Lovett to draw up a national petition embodying the aims of the charter.  This group was interested in the reform of currency and the introduction of paper money.

3.
In the north.  The chartists here were the hand-loom weavers and factory workers who hated the Poor Law of 1834.  They were led by John Fielden (a factory owner), Richard Oastler (land agent) and Feargus O’Connor.

Feargus O’Connor was the Irish editor of a Radical newspaper The Northern Star.  He soon became the most influential leader in the north and, eventually, of the whole movement.  O’Connor was an extremist and a very powerful orator who addressed his appeal to ‘the unshaven chins, the blistered hands and fustian jackets of the genuine workman’.  He was prepared to use force to secure the six aims of the Charter. 
Moral and Physical Force Chartism

Chartism was split into two factions. Moral force chartists led on the whole by Lovell believed in using peaceful means to achieve their goals. Physical force chartists led by O’Connor were not afraid to use violence to achieve their aims. Lovell opposed violence because he felt it would be counter productive. The authorities would;

1. Come down hard on the chartists, arresting it’s members

2. The government would argue that the working class were not fit and responsible to have the vote.

Six Points of the Charter

1. Manhood suffrage

2. No property qualifications for a Member of Parliament

3. Annual Parliaments

4. Payment of Members of Parliament

5. Equal electoral areas

6. Vote by secret ballot.

In 1839, a chartist convention (meeting) assembled in London to discuss the methods of securing these demands and it decided to send a petition to Parliament.  Later the convention moved to Birmingham.  Here the extremists under O’Connor soon got the upper hand and passed a resolution whereby if the petition was rejected there was to be a general strike and chartists were to procure arms.

The petition was rejected but the plans for a general strike fizzled out and the convention broke up.

Lord John Russell, the Home Secretary, took strong measures, and a number of leading chartists were imprisoned for subverting the peace of the realm (causing unrest).  An armed insurrection in Newport, Wales, resulted in the leader there, John Frost, being transported for life.  He and two others served 17 years before they were permitted to return.

1841

Chartism Revived

O’Connor, who had been imprisoned, came out of gaol and he and his ‘Physical Force’ group became the leaders.

In 1842 a second petition was drawn up with 3 million signatures, but it also was rejected; riots followed in the north and troops were called out.  Peel’s government arrested hundreds of chartists and imprisoned them.  This really broke up Chartism.

It was also breaking up internally as its middle-class supporters were being frightened off by all the strikes and violence.  Lovett left the movement to concentrate on promoting working-class education, while O’Connor became involved in a scheme to place men on the land, forming the Chartist Co-operative Land Society in 1845 with the first estate being named O’Connorville.  Other leaders opposed the idea and the scheme soon ran into difficulties; rents were unpaid and the workers were townsmen and ignorant of farming.  Finally, the government declared the Society illegal and it was disbanded in 1849.

Meanwhile the years 1842 – 7 had been fairly peaceful and chartist agitation had died down, partly because of the reform legislation passed by Parliament, e.g. Corn Laws were repealed 1846, Factory Acts were passed in 1844 and 1847.

1848

The Year of Revolutions

In this year revolutions broke out in nearly every European country, and O’Connor thought it a good moment for a demonstration.  He had entered Parliament in 1847 and planned another monster petition.  At the same time, 1847 – 8 was a time of slump and there was much distress.

Third Petition

It was supposed to contain 5½ million signatures, but many of them were false.  Signatures included ‘Pug Nose’ and ‘No Cheese’.  The Duke of Wellington was supposed to have signed seventeen times, the Queen ten.

O’Connor boasted that half a million men would bring the petition to Parliament.  A force of 170,000 special constables and troops were enrolled under Wellington, but the actual procession numbered only 30,000 and was not allowed to cross Westminster Bridge.  The petition was sent to Parliament in a cab.  There it was ridiculed and so ended Chartism.  The movement split up into trade union and cooperative movements.  O’Connor went insane and died in 1855.

Causes of failure
1.
The working classes were becoming more prosperous.  Distress was passing away.  The Corn Laws were gone (these laws had made the price of corn expensive and benefited the rich landowners and were hated by the poor) and duties on food reduced.  Peel’s reforms helped.  Content due to prosperity was the major cause of its failure.

2.
The employment problem was being solved by the construction of the railways.

3.
The growth of population increased demands for food and goods.  All this helped in reviving trade and prosperity.

4.
Their ideas of parliamentary reform were too radical for the time.

5.
They were not well led but were too often an undisciplined mob of uneducated workers who could not hope to succeed against the wealthy manufacturers and landowners and afraid to take strong measures to preserve order.

6.
The chartists were divided among themselves.  There were rivalries and jealousies among their leaders and different groups had different aims, e.g. Attwood wanted currency reform, O’Connor was prepared to use force, Lovett was not.

7.
Many trade unions, to which large numbers of workers belonged, were hostile to the movement.  Their members concentrated on the trade union movement itself or on the new co-operative movement.  Chartist violence horrified many respectable working class people.

Results of the Chartist Movement

1.
It showed the workers what could be done by organisation and stimulated the growth of trade unions and movements for education.

3. It made the ruling classes realise the extent of the discontent and so stimulated the reform legislation of the 1840’s.  Also an endeavour was made to improve the amenities of towns by providing parks and recreation places, paying more attention to sanitation and lighting, etc.

THE POOR LAW

Latter Stuart policy

Administration of the Poor Law was left to the local justices of the peace with little central supervision.

1662

The Act of Settlement

As every parish was responsible for its own poor, its parishioners did not want any others drifting into the area.  Newcomers might be removed within 40 days unless they gave security that they would not become liabilities on the parish.  The Act was originally intended to operate against ‘squatters’ – poor who had erected huts on wasteland.

Its effect was to prevent workmen leaving home to find work. The poor were compelled to remain in their place of settlement (the area they were born).  They dared not leave in case no other parish would admit them.  An attempt was later made to soften the harshness of the system by the issue of a certificate acknowledging that the worker’s own parish was liable for his support if he became destitute.  He could not acquire a settlement in a new parish unless he became wealthy enough to rent a house work £10 per annum.

1722

Workhouse Act

This Act extended the system of workhouses.  Parish authorities were empowered to provide them, and paupers who refused to enter might be refused relief.  This was known as the ‘Workhouse Test’.

Some workhouses were let to a contractor who set the inmates to work and made what he could from them.  Naturally they suffered, as the contractors tried to make as much as possible.

This Act managed to reduce the cost of poor relief, but is caused a great deal of suffering among the poor.  The idea behind it was that Parliament wanted to make the administration of the Poor Law stricter.

The Poor Throughout the 18th Century
Throughout the greater part of the 18th century, Britain was fairly prosperous and the textile industry provided a second income for the peasant, but towards the end of the century, industrial developments and changes ended the domestic system.

Reasons for Distress in the Late 18th Century
1.
There was considerable hardship among skilled craftsmen when machines took 
away their work.

2.
The new factories grew up in the north and midlands leaving the once-prosperous cloth-making counties in the south and south-west in a bad way.  To migrate (move from one part of the country to another) was difficult because of bad roads and a poor transport system.  Added to this there may have been a reluctance to leave the place of birth.

3.
Agricultural changes also added to distress.  The enclosure movement (rich landowners taking the common land away from the poor) brought with it the loss of common pasture rights.  The competition of wealthy farmers all went against the small farmers.  Hundreds were ruined and became farm labourers or factory workers.

4.
As Britain became industrialised she was forced to rely more and more on overseas markets for the sale of her products.  The demands of these markets are variable and depend on numerous factors.  As a result of a fall in demand, a slump can occur at home, and bring with it unemployment.  An example of this was the depression that followed the Napoleonic Wars in 1815.

5.
The price of food was rising steadily but wages were note.

6.
The population was increasing, which meant that unless employment opportunities were expanded proportionately and prosperity was continuous, it was difficult to find work for all the people.

1782

Gilbert’s Act

It was passed, as the result of the work of a reforming MP named Gilbert.  It was an optional Act.  Fewer than a 1000 parishes adopted it.

1.
It relaxed the severity of the Poor Law administration, the workhouse test being abolished in those parishes which adopted the Act.

2.
The workhouse was limited to the aged, the sick and infirm, and children.  If alternative accommodation was available, children could be placed in foster homes.

3.
Paid guardians of the poor were appointed by justices of the peace to distribute relief and provide work for the able-bodied.  They were empowered to supplement such wages with relief if necessary.

4.
Justices, as well as guardians, could grant relief.

5.
Parishes were permitted to combine for the greater efficiency of administration.

The Act is to be commended for enlarging the administration areas and for its more humane treatment of children, but the principle of supplementing wages by relief had unfortunate results.  Also, the powers given to justices of the peace were too extensive and liable to abuse.  The abolition of the test increased the cost of poor relief and, as the Act was only optional, it did not reduce the number of paupers.

This was the state of the law till the French Revolutionary War broke out in 1793.  The war produced a crisis in which the system broke down, for, in 1793, high priced created a position so desperate that it was universally recognised that something must be done for the agricultural labourer.

1795

Speenhamland Decision

The justices of the peace of Berkshire met in the village of Speenhamland and decided to grant relief to supplement wages, acting under the powers conferred on them by Gilbert’s Act.  The amount of relief was to vary with changes in the price of bread and the size of the family.  When the price of the 4 lb load was 1s. the scale of relief was to be 3s. per week for a man, 1s 6d for his wife and each child.  The novelty of the scheme lay, not only in the sliding scale, but in the idea of getting relief while still at work.

Parliament gave permission for the scheme to be adopted and it spread rapidly throughout the south and east of England where there was no new industry and farm work was the only employment available.  It was never fully adopted in the north because here the wages of farm labourers were higher; otherwise they would have left the land for the factories.

Various Types of Relief were Granted in the Period

1.
The allowance system, just described.

2.
Relief was sometimes granted without any work being demanded.

3.
‘The Roundsman System’ the pauper was given a ticket by the parish and he took this round to a farmer who employed him.  The parish paid two-thirds of the wage, the farmer one-third.

4.
Direct employment such as breaking stones or repairing the roads was sometimes provided by the parish.

5.
‘The Labour rate’ under which farmers were compelled to employ a certain number of paupers according to their assessment for poor rate.

6.
Sometimes labourers were put up for auction and had to work for the highest bidder.

Appreciation of the System

For
1.
The need for relief was immediate and the system did preserve the poor from starvation.

2. It was impossible to develop a properly considered scheme in the midst of the French War.  Some historians argue that liberal treatment of the poor was the price paid by Britain to prevent the spread of revolutionary ideas, but after the war the weakness of the system was exposed.

Against
1.
It degraded the working class.  Labourers stopped looking upon the receipt of poor relief as a stigma or disgrace but as a right, and they were accused of entering into early and marriages, secure in the belief that the family would be maintained.  After all, every child was worth 1s. 6d.
2.
Wages remained low.  Employers had no desire to increase them because they still had to pay a heavy poor rate.

3.
There was no incentive to work harder.

4.
The administration of the relief was in the hands of local officials, some of who grew corrupt, as there was too much money involved.

5.
Some of the traditional severity of the Poor Law administration disappeared.  It was easier to get relief.  If refused by officials it was usually granted by the justices.  The poor rate trebled between 1795 and 1834.  In some places the rate was so high that small farmers could not afford to work their land and went bankrupt.  In the north of England and Scotland the system was not open to such abuses; industrial and agricultural changes had affected the south most.

1832

Royal Commission

It was appointed by Parliament to inquire into the administration of poor relief.  Three commissioners were appointed with Edwin Chadwick as their secretary.  These commissioners refused to admit that the distress and poverty was due to causes beyond the control of the poor.  They decided, therefore on a ‘get tough’ policy to stop the lazy poor from sponging on the industrious classes, and they recommended the abolition of the Speenhamland system.  They also recommended two principles:

1.
The principle of the ‘Workhouse Test’.  All outdoor relief for the able-bodied persons should be abolished and relief should be given only in the workhouse.

2.
The principle of ‘less eligibility’, which meant that the position of the able-bodied person receiving relief in the workhouse was to be made less desirable (less eligible) than that of the humblest worker outside the workhouse.

The recommendations of the Commission were accepted by Parliament which passed:

The Poor Law Amendment Act
1834

1.
The Poor Law was to be administered by three paid Poor Law Commissioners.  Chadwick was their secretary.  The commissioners had power to enforce their orders and regulations on local authorities.  The Commission was established for 5 years originally, but it lasted till 1847 when it was converted into a government department.

2.
Parishes were to be grouped into unions, in each of which a board of guardians, elected by the ratepayers, was to be set up.


The guardians had little independent power as they worked under the strict supervision of the commissioners.

3.
In these unions, workhouses were to be built.  All outdoor relief was confined to the sick and old.  All able-bodied paupers had to go into workhouses where conditions were deliberately made hard.

4.
The system of relying on unpaid overseers was stopped.  Paid officials, experts in Poor Law administration, were appointed.  They could not be dismissed by the guardians without consent of the Commissioners.

The Settlement Laws

At the same time changes were made in these laws making it easier to move about the country.  Originally the laws had been passed to stop vagrancy, but the Industrial Revolution made migration inevitable as people moved from declining centres to fast-growing ones.  There were now frequent cases of people living in one parish in the north being maintained during unemployment by a parish in the south.  As a result, endless confusion and disputes were caused.  The laws were, therefore, amended, but it was not until much later in the century that the right of settlement in any parish became completely free.

The Results of the Poor Law Reform

1.
It caused great hardship at first among the labouring classes, particularly the farm labourers, until the level of their wages rose to subsistence level.  Workhouses were hated and became known as ‘bastilles’ (the name of a terrible French prison).

2.
If, indeed, there had been voluntary pauperism then labourers were forced to recover their self-respect.  The principle that a man must look after himself by his own efforts was re-affirmed.

3.
Pauperism declined noticeably after 1834 and the burden on the rates was lowered.  This was due in part to the Act, but it was more to the fact that an economic recovery was taking place.


Industry was expanding, harvests were good in the mid thirties and the building of railways provided plenty of work.

Criticism of the Act

1.
No attempt was made to find work for the unemployed.

2.
No examination was made of the causes of poverty. The Commissioners assumed that the poor were poor through their own laziness and that pauperism was solely the result of a bad system of poor relief that encouraged people to be paupers.  It was their job, therefore, to improve this administration of poor relief.

3.
No account was taken of the effects of the agrarian and industrial revolutions on the lives of the people.

4.
The Act was dreadfully inhuman.  Workhouses were terrible places.  Families were separated, meals were eaten in silence and discipline was harsh.  In the course of time, some relaxation of the rule against outdoor relief took place.  The workhouses were not big enough to hold everybody in need of relief.

The Change in the Nature of the Problems of Pauperism

England, in 1834, was still nearly able to feed herself.  Agriculture was still the main industry and the pauper problem was mainly rural.

By the end of the 19th century Britain had become a nation of city dwellers and the pauper problem was urban.  As the population increased, so in proportion did the number of paupers, and workhouses could not deal with the situation.  There was no classification of paupers; the sick, the healthy, the old, children and lunatics were crowded together with undesirable results.  There was an urgent need for more scientific treatment of the problem.

Conditions inside the Workhouse

As you will recall conditions inside the workhouses was supposed to be worse than the conditions for people outside doing the worst kinds of low paid jobs.

Negative aspects of the workhouse

1. Families were split up, men, women and children were separated

2. Food was plain

3. Work inside the workhouse was hard, repetitive and sometimes pointless

4. Poor management of the workhouses often led to terrible conditions inside, with dirty clothes and bedding, little or no heating in winter

5. Inmates could be punished for not following one of the many workhouse rules, such as not speaking at lunch time or playing cards

6. Many people preferred to take their chances on the streets rather than go inside a workhouse

7. The system punished the old and sick who perhaps couldn’t work but were treated the same

8. In times of high unemployment the workhouses could not cope with the extra numbers of people

Positive aspects of the workhouse

1. Poor children got some education

2. The diet though plain was often better than that of poor people outside the workhouse

3. Workhouses has hospital wings which provided the inmates with medical treatment, treatment they would not be able to afford on the outside

4. The cost of administrating the new system was considerably less than the old system as people did everything they could to find work rather than go inside the workhouse

