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Time period:

This document pack and associated activity are designed to support 
students with their depth study of Poverty, Public Health and the 
State in Britain c1780 - 1939. The period of 1834-55 has been chosen 
to allow focus on the Poor Law Amendment Act and its impact on 
society. 

The letters provided in this pack are largely from paupers or 
interested parties writing to the Poor Law Commision, the Poor Law 
Board or local authorities in regards to the act, as such they offer 
genuine contemporary reactions to the Act. 

The letters have been presented as photographs with transcripts 
available (printed on the reverse if this pack is printed double-sided). 
An accompanying powerpoint has been provided which can be 
edited to suit your needs. Teachers notes have been provided within 
the powerpoint with suggested activity instructions. 

This lesson was created as part of the Teaching the Voices of the 
Victorian Poor Teacher Scholar Programme.

Teacher’s Notes



Hint: 
Look at documents 1 & 6-8. Look at the 
collection as a whole too- where are these 
documents from? Widespread across  the 
UK?

Protesting the New Poor Law, 1834-55
You are going to investigate the opposition to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 through the use of archival material. The MH12 collection from 
the National Archives consists of correspondence of the Poor Law Commission, the Poor Law Board and the Local Government Board with Poor Law 
Unions and other Local Authorities. Your task is to piece together information from some of the letters within this collection to determine the reasons 
for, nature of, extent and effectiveness of the opposition to the Poor Law Amendment Act.

Why did people oppose the New Poor Law? i.e. fears/rumours/morality What was the nature of the opposition? i.e. Who? Why? Actions taken?

What was the extent of opposition? i.e. geographical spread, size of protest What was the aim of the opposition? What did they want?
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Starter: 
Ask students to come up with a definition of ‘protest’ in pairs. Then, discuss the different types of 
protest; think about methods, nature, intentions etc. 
Allow class 5- 10 minutes to discuss and feedback. 
Teacher can facilitate discussion by giving examples of protests, either from History or more recent 
examples. Be prepared to discuss the merits of peaceful vs. violent protest, as well as the different 
methods including petitions, marches, letter writing, lobbying, riots, strikes etc.

Main Document task:
Ask students to work in groups to find evidence within the document pack and complete the 
table provided. Students should use specific examples from the document content and context. 
Students may wish to use highlighters to colour code information relevant to the four key areas of 
investigation: reasons, nature, extent and effectiveness. In groups of four each student can focus 
their reading on a particular area i.e. student 1 looks for reasons for protest, student 2 looks for the 
nature of protest etc.

Final task:
Ask students to write a paragraph answering the question: 
• How would you characterize the actions of protest taken against the Poor Law Amendment Act 

of 1834 – are they more moral or political? Is this a useful distinction?

Students should refer to their previous studies as well as the documents in this lesson to answer. 

They may also like to use our interactive map to explore the geographical spread of protest in the 
MH12 collection across the 3200+ letters displayed within our maps.

Tasks
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Document One (Letter)
Catalogue Ref: MH 12/9356/98
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The first item is a catalogue entry detailing the contents of a lengthy letter from the Poor Law 
Commissioner, referring to the threat of violence and an angry mob complaining about the new 
way relief would be offered:

Archive reference: MH 12/9356/98.
Date of Letter: 21 July 1837
Poor Law Union: Mansfield Poor Law Union

21 July 1837
Letter from Edward Gulson, Poor Law Commissioner, to the Poor Law Commission. He attended the 
Mansfield board meeting where he met with the threat of violence and an angry mob. During the 
preceding week considerable disorder had taken place among the workmen. At the previous board 
meeting the officers were directed to feed these 70 men and their families, three meals a day, the 
same as the workhouse diet. He reports that 85 men, 55 women and 142 children have been fed 
three times a day and each man ordered 5d a day or 2/6 a week with which to buy coats or other 
necessities. This did not satisfy the men who through threats of violence extorted double pay from 
the relieving officer. A committee has been formed to take measures for the employment of the 
people at cutting down a hill near the town and another committee to assist in feeding the people. 
During the meeting a mob of about 200 to 300 people collected outside. He met with a deputation 
from the mob and discussed the Poor Law, the need to stop stocking making in return for relief as 
it reduced wages, and how the people were to be relived and in what way set to work. He goes on 
to describe an attempted attack on him by the mob when he left the meeting. He recommends that 
the guardians be offered protection because as the stocking frames go out of work, the number 
of men to be relieved will rise from 85 to 365 and as the Duke of Portland’s committee stops the 
frames in Sutton this will create a body of 500 or 600 men, who with their families will require relief. 
He suggests the use of a regiment of soldiers at Nottingham who might be quartered in Mansfield 
to help the guardians maintain order. He notes that some of the pressure may be alleviated if the 
men move into hay making, harness work and field work.

Document One - Transcript
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Document Two (a)
Catalogue Ref: MH 12/11198/83
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Two letters, the first a complaint from an inmate of the Wolstanton and Burslem Poor Law Union 
workhouse, the second a response to that complaint:

Archive reference: MH 12/11198/83.
Date of Letter: 30 December 1848
Poor Law Union: Wolstanton and Burslem Poor Law Union

Chell Workhouse 
December, 30, 1848.
Gentlemen
I am desirous of directing your attention to the following report of the conduct of the Baker of this 
union, whose name is William Stubbs:- as follows
Whereas on the 15 instant the said William Stubbs, did in the most outrageously insulting manner, 
threaten, suiting the action to the words, to “Knock my bloody head off”; the Governor being 
present, and but for his (The Governors) influence would unquestionably have put his savage threat 
into execution.  As a matter of course the case as been laid before The Guardians, on the 19 instant.  
And on the following day to my astonishment the decision of the Guardians has reported to me by 
the Governor that they (The Guardians) “did not consider the case of sufficient importance to be 
investigated”. On this ground, and viewing such decision as wholly unsatisfactory, I appeal to your 
superior judgement, trusting you will forthwith institute such inquiry into this matter as will [had] to 
more satisfactory results
I am Gentlemen Your very Obedient and very devoted Servant,
John Cartwright. Inmate

Document Two (a) - Transcript
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Document Two (b)
Catalogue Ref: MH 12/11198/92

Protesting against the New Poor Law, 1834 - 1855 What can archival material tell us about protest?



10

Two letters, the first a complaint from an inmate of the Wolstanton and Burslem Poor Law Union 
workhouse, the second a response to that complaint described in the catalogue entry below:

Archive reference: MH 12/11198/92.
Date of Letter: 30 December 1849
Poor Law Union: Wolstanton and Burslem Poor Law Union

12 Jan 1849. 
Letter from Joseph Lowndes, Clerk to the Guardians of the Wolstanton and Burslem Union, to the 
Poor Law Board in reply to their letter of 4 January 1849 enclosing a copy of a letter from John 
Cartwright, an inmate of the union workhouse, complaining about the baker and asking for the 
guardians’ observations. 
The guardians regard the matter as closed now that Cartwright and [John] Hawley, an inmate of 
the union workhouse, have been removed from the bakehouse. He encloses copies of statements 
from Charles Wellum, the Master of the Workhouse, John Cartwright, the complainant and 
William Stubbs, the Baker. Stubbs regards Cartwright as a ‘scoundrel’ constantly abusing those in 
authority and ‘of thorough Chartist principles and a dangerous man’. Cartwright accuses Stubbs 
of threatening violence to him, and Wellum has no doubt that the principal reason for Stubbs’s 
complaint was to get Cartwright out of the Bakehouse, regarding him as dangerous and a Chartist.
Annotated: by H B Farnall [Poor Law Inspector], that he visited the workhouse on 16 January 1849 
and recommends the matter be permitted to rest.

Document Two (b) - Transcript
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Document Three
Catalogue Ref: MH12/14674
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A letter written by Isaac Ironside, who wrote a number of letters as an advocate for the Poor. Isaac 
Ironside was an English Chartist and socialist politician, whose activities were centred in Sheffield:

Archive reference: MH12/14674.
Date of Letter: 6 May 1850
Poor Law Union: Sheffield Poor Law Union

Sheffield 1850 May 6th
My Lords and Gentlemen    I duly received yours of 23rd ult in reply to mine of the 18th ult. Poor 
Mrs Mitchell came to me and I am forced to see that “hope deferred maketh the heart sick”. She 
wept bitterly this morning, and said she feared her brother will not live many days and then, said 
she “he will be out of their way, they will have finished him”. She heard a few days ago that he was 
very ill: unattended except by his poor neighbours who were in his house expecting his death. – She 
has 2 of his children as I before informed you, and she still [prides/provides] herself and them and 
struggles, but it is very hard.
You may not be aware that [I] hate the centralizing tendency with a most perfect hatred. I do not 
believe in [Malthus] nor do I wish to see the poor people starved to death by law. This case is not 
likely to lessen my hatred. If I could see anything like moral responsibility on the part of the central 
authorities, I should be inclined to view centralization with more favour. But there is nothing of 
the kind. Stump orators make perfect laws, and legal response is all that is ever thought of. For 
instance, you have acted legally I suppose in this case. Lorimer would no doubt say the same, Ditto 
the Board of Guardians at Barnsley. My first letter to Lorimer was on the 18th Jany. my first letter to 
you was on the 1st of March, the poor wretch starving all the time – more than 16 weeks.
You breakfast every morning and transact your business with the perfect consciousness that 
you will also dine in due course. Not so the poor who have not sufficient interest to get an appeal 
to you. Those who have discover what a task they undertake. Carlisle is not far wrong in his 
description of what has to be done in Downing St.
Good heavens how I shudder at the cold hearted official red tapism which governs (?) this country.
 Yours faithfully   Isaac Ironside

Document Three - Transcript
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Document Four
Catalogue Ref: MH12/1527/32
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A letter from a pauper in Truro, Cornwall, to Edwin Chadwick, expressing his intention to commit 
individual acts of vandalism in protest at his treatment under the New Poor Law. This was the 3rd 
letter that Mr Ford wrote about his relief:

Archive reference: MH12/1527/32
Date of Letter: 14 August 1835
Poor Law Union: Truro Poor Law Union

Mr E Chadwick
Sir
I humbly supplicate you of your goodness, to convey me, those documents, I enclosed in a letter 
some time Since, addressed to the Commissioners, as they may be to me of material consequence, I 
once more beg to inform the Board that since my arrival from Penzance Dispensary about a month 
since, I received on the Parish account, one pound and half of dry bread alone and that quantity, 
but for one week, during that time, they Select Vestry assembled yesterday. I [n]<entreated> them, 
to only to assist me to a few Shillings, to again go to the Penzance Dispensary but they would 
^not^ neither give me a farthing nor admit me to the Work House, last Evening a Humane person 
represented my Condition at the house of the overseer, but to no purpose, so in order to prevent 
starvation and an increase of disease, I must and do intend this day to break the windows of the 
Overseer, Mr Hicks, if I do so he says, he will immediately, write your Honour and Endeavour to get 
me Transported which I can assure your Honour ^that^ a life of banishment, would be preferable 
to perishing in the Streets, I believe the Law does not allow any one to Die for want, if they are able 
to work and refuse so to do, they have no more to do, but to make a complaint to a Magistrate 
as [if] the Justices, have previously, told them, and then commit, me to prison, for refusing to be 
employed, if they would do this I would break no Glass, but no, they will not do it, they well knows, 
by undergoing an examination [from] the Surgeon of the County would pronounce me to be a 
disabled person
I am Sir
Your Most Obedient
Humble Servant
John Ford

Truro Post Office 
August 14th 1835

PS, To prove Gentlemen that it is alone for want, I violated or must violate the Laws of my Country, I 
told the Overseer what I intended Doing, and have also, allowed this Letter to be read, by Mr Rowe 
Constable,, opposite the House of Mr Hicks, he certainly advises me not to do so but cannot tell, 
how I may get cured of my disease, or relieved of my wants, he says he will speak to the Keeper of 
the Town Prison. To let me lie there, in Prison, rather than I shall remain at night in the streets

Document Four - Transcript
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Document Five (a)
Catalogue Ref: MH12/9361/231
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This letter shows a Mansfield magistrate questioning the strict application of the law in regards to 
the treatment of tramps:

Archive reference: MH12/9361/231
Date of Letter: 2 March 1846
Poor Law Union: Truro Poor Law Union

2 March 1846

My dear Sir,
Three tramps have just been brought before me charged with breaking the lamps in the town street 
and windows in the Workhouse of Mansfield.  I have committed them to the House Of Correction 
at Southwell for various terms: this I have done in obedience to the strict letter of the law.  I feel 
however very dissatisfied with the position in which the acts of the Board of Guardians and their 
employee’s so frequently place me.  The above tramps in their defence stated as follows:- that they 
applied at the Workhouse on Saturday for admission, that it was refused – that they went to the 
Police Office – that they were there told they must go to the Overseer – that he turned them out 
of his shop & told them they must go to the Workhouse – that they again went there, were refused 
admittance, and that they then broke the lamps so as to secure themselves a night’s lodging and 
some food.  The Porter of the Workhouse and Police corroborated the foregoing statement, the 
former saying the Board had ordered him not to admit any able bodied tramps.  Will you have 
the kindness to enquire into the case, for if the Guardians have stretched their authority too far, I 
should not wish to lose any time in obtaining an order for the release of the prisoners.  I will grant 
that the men have the appearance of professional tramps, and I have no doubt that one or two of 
them have been at Mansfield before this time; but still I think that the men have a case against the 
Board of Guardians which will not bear the light.  I had written thus far when Winter called with a 
copy of the Board’s resolution as to refusing admittance to any but the really destitute and infirm. 
Truly I think the order at variance with the spirit of the Poor Law Amendment Act.  Having only 
returned from London (after an absence from home of a month) late on Saturday evening, I write in 
great haste and perhaps somewhat confusedly, but I trust you will be able to arrive at the sense of 
my letter, and Believe me to be Very faithfully yours (Signed) E J Coke

Document Five (a) - Transcript
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Document Five (b)
Catalogue Ref: MH12/9361/243
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After a series of letters back and forth about the matter of vagrants in Mansfield, Robert Weale, 
the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner visited the union and met with the guardians to address the 
problem. The following is the catalogue entry concerning their meeting:

Archive reference: MH12/9361/231
Date of Letter: 2 March 1846
Poor Law Union: Truro Poor Law Union

Report from Robert Weale, [Assistant Poor Law Commissioner], to the Poor Law Commission. Today 
he attended a meeting of the Guardians of the Mansfield Poor Law Union to suggest a remedy 
to complaints made by Major Coke [E T Coke, Magistrate], concerning admission of vagrants to 
the workhouse. The master believed that he was to refuse all able bodied male vagrants in good 
health, but now accepts that this was a misunderstanding. The order was originally made because 
vagrants had attempted to set fire to the building in which they were housed. The guardians have 
agreed to rescind the order and vagrants will be admitted as previously, after a strict examination. 
It was suggested that the guardians should visit the vagrant wards of Derby Poor Law Union and 
Nottingham Poor Law Union Workhouses where the accommodation is much better than in most 
unions. ‘Bad and depraved as persons of this class are usually found to be, they certainly seem 
capable of appreciating acts of kindness & consideration shewn them’. One of the overseers was 
present and so that he was aware of his duties, Weale read out a letter the Commission recently 
addressed to the Clerk of the Southwell Poor Law Union, 11 March 1846

Document Five (b) - Transcript
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Document Six
Catalogue Ref: MH12/15467
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A handbill advertising a pamphlet by Samuel Roberts from Sheffield. He was successful 
manufacturer of silver and plated goods and who took up a number of benevolent causes.  Having 
been an overseer of the poor under the Old Poor Law he became very opposed to the New Poor 
Law. The text is a transcript of annotations from the document:

Archive reference: MH12/15467
Date of Letter (in which the handbill was enclosed): 15 March 1846
Poor Law Union: Sheffield Poor Law Union

If we commence to notice this man’s publications we shall have enough to do. It will be observed 
that there has been an Inquest and that none of the Newspapers of wh. there are 3 in Sheffield wd. 
give insertion to the article. No date is given so it may have taken place some time ago.

Handbill: [Stamp: Received P.L.C. Aug 24 1844]  [Stamp: Received P.L.C. Aug 21 1844]

Just published. Price one penny.
The case of WM. Whitaker, The Lunatic pauper,
who perished in the Sheffield Union Workhouse, as related by his widow.

The above case has been offered to the editors of each of the three Sheffield Newspapers for 
insertion, and has been rejected by all of them - why?

No Poor Law Commissioners!!
Britons will not be slaves!!

Men of Sheffield, what are you about? 
Form at once an anti new poor law committee!
Under the law you have Paid more than £100,000 beyond what the Old Law would have required, 
while the Poor have been ten times more oppressed.

“Whoso hath this world’s goods, and seeth that his brother hath need, and shutteth up his bowels 
of compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?” - 1st John, iii. 17.
“He that hideth his eyes from the Poor, shall have many a curse.” - Proverbs xxviii, 27. 

Sold by W.M.Ford, Printer, York-Street, Sheffield.

Document Six - Transcript
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Document Seven (a)
Catalogue Ref: MH12/15158/140
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A letter sent to Edwin Chadwick, discussing the Keighley Poor Law Union, whose rate payers elected 
a Board of Guardians who were anti-poor law in 1842. This could be seen as an act of protest in 
itself:

Archive reference: MH12/15158/140
Date of Letter: 6 April 1842
Poor Law Union: Keighley Poor Law Union

Castlefields nr Bingley Yorkshire
April 6th 1842
To E Chadwick Esqr
Sir
The Board of Guardians recently Elected for the whole of the Kighley Union are I fear, (with one 
or two exceptions) opposed to the New Poor Law. I attended with a Brother Magistrate, Mr Edwin 
Greenwood, the first Meeting of the New Board on Wednesday last.  Having acted for two years on 
the first establishment of the union, as chairman of the Board I was able to inform the New Board 
upon one or two important points & that appeared to me to be necessary to be known.  Having 
other public engagements to attend to did not stay till the Board broke up.  Happens that after 
I left an order was made on the Motion of Mr Richard Metcalfe (solicitor) and Mr Josa Cowling, 
calling an extraordinary Meeting of the Guardians on the 2nd of April to read over all the orders 
and instructions & Rules received from the poor Law Commissioners from the establishment of 
the Union – such was the substance. I have thought it my duty to send a letter to the Board this 
day of which you have a copy on the other side.  I Enclose also two documents recently issued – 
one written by myself – In the present distressed state of this union, for want of Employment to 
withhold out Door Relief would produce the most deplorable distress – the workhouses at Kighley 
& Bingley being full to overflowing 
I remain Sir
Your Mo obSt
Wm Ellis

Document Seven (a) - Transcript
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This poster is related to the letter- take note of the names against the repeal of the New Poor Law 
and compare to the author of the letter.

Archive reference: MH 12/15158/140, 4050/B/1842

Glorious defeat of the friends of the New Poor Law in the Keighley Union.

The Board of Guardians have this Day decided to Petition Parliament for the REPEAL of this unjust 
and tyrannical Law by a Majority of 10 to 5.

For the repeal.
W Busfeild Ferrand } Ex officio Guardians
Joseph Greenwood }
John Wright, Vice Chairman.
James Hulbert.
James Greenwood.
Isaac Skirrow Smith.
James Berwick.
George Feather.
Robert Murgatroyd.
Joseph Heaton.

Against the repeal.
William Ellis. } Ex officio Guardians.
Frederick Greenwood, }
Edwin Greenwood, }
Rodger Shackleton.
Samuel Smith.

Keighley, Feb 2nd, 1842.

J. & R. Aked, Printers and Stationers, Low-Street, Keighley.

Document Seven (b) - Transcript
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Document Eight
Catalogue Ref: MH12/6039
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An extract from a transcription of a newspaper report from Manchester of an “anti-poor law 
convention” involving various speakers including famous names in the anti-poor law movement 
such as Richard Oastler and Feargus O’Connor (the Chartist leader). 

Archive reference: MH12/6039
Date of Letter: February 1839
Poor Law Union: Keighley Poor Law Union

Mr. OASTLER was received with enthusiastic cheering. When the applause had subsided, in a 
most solemn and emphatic tone he spoke as follows: - Mr Chairman and fellow-countrymen, - In 
appearing before you on this occasion, I beg that you will consider that you are listening to a man 
who may not, perhaps, very often have again to address his fellow-subjects at public meetings on 
any occasion. I beg, therefore, that you will be attentive to what I say, because I do know that the 
government of this country is now thirsting for my blood, and I do know that I will not run out of 
the cause. – (Hear, hear.) The expressions which I have made use of with reference to the new poor-
law, and with reference to the factory question, have alarmed men in high places; and they thought 
that I have been the organ of incendiarism – that I have been the promoter of assassination. They 
have thought it to be their duty, in accordance with the oaths which they have sworn to her majesty 
the queen – they have thought it to be their duty, in season and out of season, to put down such 
a turbulent wretch as myself…… The people ought to tell her majesty, that they no longer had any 
confidence in her ministers friendly to the new poor-bill. I know, said he, in conclusion, that the 
oppression of this accursed law is handed over to us on the bayonets and sabres of the soldiery. I 
know that this horrible oppression is now sinking deep into the heart of Britain; and though the lion 
may have been sleeping under the laudanum of reform, they know that he now begins to feel his 
limbs quivering - they see him, in imagination, rising from his lethargy; and I know that when the 
men of wealth,- I know that when the ministers of her majesty look at him - for he is their master 
– they will feel that if he does rise in the majesty of his strength, they will be as burned tow in his 
paws, - ay, “will be as chaff before the wind.” – (Great cheering.)

Document Eight - Transcript
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