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Abstract 

From 1837 the Poor Law Commission sanctioned temporary relief, at 

workhouses, for poor wayfarers, heralding a departure from historic attempts 

to control the wandering poor with criminal vagrancy legislation.  A modern, 

detailed account is lacking, and the thesis addresses gaps in the 

historiography, such as the significant underestimation of women using the 

system, the influence of penal separation upon casual relief, and the changing 

attributes of recipients. 

 The origins of casual relief are traced to local initiatives, c.1800-1830, 

adopted, subsequently, in the reformed Poor Law system.  The assumption, 

by administrators, that the justice system would retain the mandate for the 

suppression of vagrancy, was never eradicated, partly because criminal 

legislation remained in force, alongside casual relief.  The deterrent principle 

of the New Poor Law was applied in casual wards, characterized by an 

absence of rehabilitative elements.  The reluctance of Poor Law officials to 

engage fully with vagrant relief was reflected in repeated attempts to transfer 

responsibility to the police. 

 Contemporary views are examined to ascertain whether Poor Law 

vagrancy policy was based upon rational assessment, or was the product of 

myth and prejudice.  Ignoring evidence that the majority of casual relief users 

were in search of employment, and that others were rendered destitute by 

age or ill health, officials insisted upon the intrinsic deviancy of recipients.  

The traditional belief in the ‘undeserving’ poor was undiminished.   

 Phases in casual relief are identified, summarized as a gradual transition 

from primitive provision (‘stables and straw’) to purpose-built cells. However, 

notwithstanding the strengthening of central regulation, from 1871, uniform 



3 
implementation of policy was never achieved.  Casual relief remained a 

protean experience for applicants in this period.  Inasmuch as most itinerant 

poor avoided the wards, New Poor Law deterrence succeeded; as a measure 

to control vagrancy, it failed. 
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Definitions 

Terminology 

In the period under discussion, those persons perceived to be vagrants 
generally were regarded with contempt, loathing and - often - fear, by officials 
and members of the public alike.  The terminology used to describe vagrants 
was commonly degrading and frequently abusive. 

In considering contemporary responses to vagrancy, inevitably some of this 
discriminatory language appears in the text of the thesis.  The inclusion of 
such terms does not signify that the author shares Victorian and Edwardian 
perceptions of vagrancy. 

Gender 

Purely for convenience the vagrant is mainly referred to as male in the text.  
While this is not overly misleading, as the majority of persons ‘on the road’ in 
this period were male, it should be emphasized that, at various times and 
places, females formed a significant proportion of the users of casual relief.  
Female vagrancy is addressed in the thesis, particularly in Chapters 4 & 5. 
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Introduction   

It has always been held a fair presumption that if a man 
had no local habitation, but was simply loose on the 
world, it was for a bad reason. 1 

In the 1960s a postman produced a study of the Peregrine that has become a 

natural history classic.2  The bird, a powerful fast-flying falcon, is a winter 

visitor to the coastal marshes of Essex.  Experiencing difficulty in locating 

Peregrines as they roamed for considerable distances across this flat, empty 

landscape in search of prey, Baker taught himself to find them by studying the 

reactions of other birds.  Flocks of waders and wildfowl, erupting into the sky 

in panic, often signalled the presence of the falcon.  Historians of vagrancy 

encounter similar difficulties.  The vagrant, by definition mobile, is elusive, 

leaving little personal trace in the historical records.  However, there is 

abundant evidence of reactions to vagrancy, captured in Parliamentary 

debates and legislation, court and prison records, Poor Law documentation, 

newspaper files, the writings of social reformers, in the reports of Royal 

Commissions, Select Committees and other organizations, and in the 

archaeological evidence from workhouse sites.  In search of the vagrant in 

England and Wales in the Victorian and Edwardian years, this thesis 

examines evidence of the new civil response to vagrancy, the national system 

of casual relief.   Although only a minority of the mobile poor used the casual 

relief at any one time, the contemporary, civil response to vagrancy, including 

estimates of the scale of the problem, centred upon the structure and 

operation of this system.  Consequently, because casual relief was quite well 

documented, the system has been chosen as the most reliable way to 

1  Editorial, The Times, 15 May 1882 (hereafter, Times). 
2 J.A. Baker, The Peregrine (Harmondsworth; Penguin, 1970) (first published 1967). 
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examine vagrancy in this period.3  

 Across the centuries, numerous individuals became involved in a process 

of marginalization that accorded them the status of ‘vagrant’.  Perceived as a 

threat to the established social order by successive ruling administrations and 

propertied classes in many countries, vagrants were vilified, criminalized, and 

punished, with few prospects of regaining acceptable social status.4  

Throughout the nineteenth century, and the early years of the twentieth, 

vagrants in England and Wales were regarded by many contemporaries as a 

significant social problem.5  The subject was not narrowly political in that there 

were no major differences of opinion among politicians, reformers, and 

officials about either the status or treatment of vagrants.6  Periodically, 

perceptions of the threat were heightened by apparent increases in numbers.7 

Efforts to suppress vagrancy by criminal legislation continued in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries through the operation of the 1824 

Vagrancy Act.8  However, building upon local initiatives in the opening 

decades of the nineteenth century, a formal, civil response was adopted in the 

1830s by the central Poor Law authority.  Casual wards were established, 

under Poor Law administration, mainly on workhouse sites, from 1837, 

offering overnight accommodation and food to mobile, destitute persons who 

3 The judicial response to vagrancy offers another such lens but is not the main focus here. 
4 The term ‘propertied classes’, denoting persons possessing the means for a  stable 
existence in society, is used here in preference to ‘upper’, ‘middle’, and ‘lower’ classes, with 
their connotations of superior and inferior status. See below, Ch. 3. 
5 ‘...scarcely any subject had occupied to a larger extent the attention of the Legislature’.  The 
Earl of Kimberley, Second Reading of Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Bill, House 
of Lords, 27.2.1871 Hansard, 204, cc 920; ‘...they [vagrants] represent one of the gravest 
social problems’. ‘Inspector Bagenal’s Report’, Thirty-ninth Annual Report of Local 
Government Board (LGB) 1909-1910 (Cd. 5260) p.88. 
6 Few dissenting voices were raised: these are examined in Ch. 2. 
7 For example, during the 1860s, the mid-1890s, and from c.1904 to c.1912. 
8 ‘For the more effectual Suppression of Vagrancy and Punishment of Idle and Disorderly 
Persons, and Rogues and Vagabonds, in that part of Great Britain called England’ 1824 (5 
Geo. IV. c.83) (henceforth: 1824 Vagrancy Act). (Summarized in Appendix C, below).  
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lacked the residential qualifications for admission to the workhouse itself.  The 

system was based upon disciplinary deterrence, offering minimal diet and 

Spartan accommodation in return for a work task such as stone-breaking.  In 

the later years of the nineteenth century, periods of detention were increased 

and individual, prison-style cells were introduced. 

 The modern historiography of vagrancy in this period, reviewed in the 

next chapter, is sparse and important aspects of the civil response have not 

been addressed.  Many questions remain.  Who were the people identified as 

vagrants?9  Why were vagrants perceived as a threat?  How did the casual 

relief system arise, develop, and evolve?  Why was the system based upon 

disciplinary deterrence rather than rehabilitation?  What was the relationship 

between the application of the criminal Vagrancy Act and the operation of 

casual relief?  Were casual wards staging posts for migratory labour 

movements to and from settlements and work settings?10  Is there evidence 

that the wards later became refuges for older or disabled persons, casualties 

of industrialization?  These questions should be viewed in the overarching 

context of the growth of government in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.  It is tempting to accept the development of an official, civil 

response to vagrancy, operated by a central bureaucracy, as an example of 

MacDonagh’s concept of a nineteenth-century ‘revolution’ in government, in 

which social problems force out the same type of administrative answers.11  At 

first glance, the evolution of the casual relief system seems to be explained by 

this model of the discovery of a ‘social evil’, of legislation, of the emergence of 

9 There were no extensive contemporary surveys of why people were on the road, but much 
can be deduced from who they were. 
10 Settlement laws remained in place during the first two decades of casual relief. 
11 O. MacDonagh, ‘The Nineteenth-Century Revolution in Government: A Reappraisal’, The 
Historical Journal, 1, 1 (1958) 52-67 
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a superintending central body, of the growth of expertise, and of further 

legislation and specialized administration.  However, a critical interpretation of 

the response to vagrancy suggests that there was a reluctance to confront the 

central problem of the itinerant poor, that policy failed and uniform practice 

was never achieved.  As systematic analysis of vagrancy by government was 

not attempted, state regulation of the problem could not be satisfactorily 

implemented within the rationale of a Poor Law system that attributed 

unemployment to the fecklessness of individuals.  

 Some space is devoted to the immediate years before the introduction of 

the Poor Law reforms, when local initiatives to assist the mobile poor formed a 

prototype for later development.12  This new wave of development in the 

treatment of the mobile poor, much of which continued after 1834, suggests a 

degree of continuity between the Old and New Poor Laws.  However, the 

research chronology is principally focused on the period 1834-1919, with 

three, successive central Poor Law administrations providing convenient 

markers of phases in the history of casual relief.13  This particular period was 

selected for analysis because the emergence of a national system of casual 

relief in the 1830s marked a significant departure from previous, official 

responses to vagrancy.14  Subsequently, casual relief provision evolved only 

slowly, with much local variation, shifting over decades from rudimentary 

provision to a more strictly regulated, purpose-built system, which was still 

being developed at the close of the nineteenth century.  By then, though, the 

12  Earlier, informal responses to vagrancy, which did not involve the criminal justice system, 
are discussed below, and in Ch. 6. 
13 i.e. Poor Law Commission (PLC) 1834-1847; Poor Law Board (PLB) 1847-1871; Local 
Government Board (LGB) 1871-1919.        
14 ‘Periodization is an analytical device’: A. Marwick, ‘Two Approaches to Historical Study: The
Metaphysical (Including ‘Postmodernism’) and the Historical’, Journal of Contemporary 
History,  30, 1 (January 1995), 5-35 (p.11).  
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system was perceived to be failing insofar as numbers of vagrants appeared 

to be rising.  Considerable support developed for replacing casual wards with 

penal labour colonies, although changes in social policy and the advent of war 

prevented implementation.  During the years of the First World War, there was 

a significant decline in the use of casual relief, and many wards were closed 

in 1917-1918.  The end of the war, which was followed almost immediately by 

the transfer of responsibility for casual relief, in 1919, from the Local 

Government Board (LGB) to the Ministry of Health (MoH), thus provides a 

natural closing point for the study.  Thereafter, the continuation of casual 

relief, in the context of enormous rises in unemployment, developments in 

social welfare, and the eventual abolition of Poor Law Unions, requires 

separate research.15 

Meanings and Identity  

The term ‘vagrant’ presents historians with a problem inasmuch as its precise 

meaning is open to interpretation.  The dictionary definition suggests that, as 

well as wandering, the vagrant supported him, or her, self by questionable 

means: 

One of a class of persons who having no settled home or regular 
work wander from place to place, and maintain themselves by 
begging or in some other disreputable or dishonest way; an 
itinerant beggar, idle loafer, or tramp.16 

 There are other words historically associated with vagrancy, which share 

this meaning wholly, or in part, viz. vagabond, rogue, wanderer, wayfarer and 

mendicant.  Vagrancy has also been defined in statute over the centuries, 

15 Casual wards, reduced in number, continued to function until after the Second World War, 
when they were replaced by reception centres. 
16 Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2nd edition 1989 (Oxford; OUP, 2009) [consulted 7 
November 2009]. 
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with specific legal meanings attached to criminal classifications of ‘rogue’, 

‘vagabond’, ‘idle and disorderly’, ‘sturdy beggar’ and, from the eighteenth 

century, ‘vagrant’, to determine levels of punishment.  Fear of the ‘sturdy 

beggar’, begging with menace, was widespread, particularly in rural areas.  

The fear was an old one, firmly rooted in the past.17  Much concern with the 

sturdy beggar or vagabond was expressed in Tudor legislation.  Although not 

all beggars were vagrants, nor all vagrants beggars, across the centuries a 

general belief in a common identity largely eliminated the distinction.18 

 From the Tudor period onwards, criminal vagrancy legislation was 

extended to encompass a very wide range of itinerant persons, who were 

regarded by the authorities as a threat to the social order of the day.  The 

1824 Vagrancy Act, and its subsequent amendments, maintained the historic 

classification of vagrants, while also applying the same legislation to many 

other public order offences, such as prostitution, public gambling, riot, going 

equipped [to commit burglary] and indecent behaviour.  Brantlinger et. al. add 

another dimension, declaring that vagrancy should not be defined only as a 

violation of specific laws, but also as ‘...a symbolic reminder of a whole range 

of activities lying beyond the pale of Victorian property relations’.19  The 

complexity of definition is compounded by the intertwining of criminal 

17 The advent of aggressive begging has been attributed to the disappearance of the 
traditional humility of poor beggars seeking alms, which was lost by the end of the fifteenth 
century as vagrant numbers rose across northern Europe: O. Grell & A. Cunningham, ‘The 
Reformation and changes in welfare provision in early modern Northern Europe’ in: Grell & 
Cunningham (eds.) Health Care and Poor Relief in Protestant Europe 1500-1700 (London; 
Routledge, 1997) pp.1-42 (3). Emsley places ‘sturdy begging’ in the context of many others  
(harvest gangers, casual labourers, mummers, and ‘roughs’) who extracted ‘largesse’ by 
using intimidation and coercion: C. Emsley, Crime and Society in England 1750-1900 
(Harlow; Longman Group, 1987), pp.84-85. 
18 However, beggars sought ways to differentiate themselves from ‘the disastrous label of 
“vagrant”…’:T. Hitchcock, ‘Begging on the Streets of Eighteenth-Century London’, Journal of 
British Studies, 44, 3 (July 2005), 478-498 (p.495). 
19 P. Brantlinger et. al., ‘Policing Nomads: Discourse and Social Control in Early Victorian 
England’, Cultural Critique, 25 (Autumn 1993), 33-63 (p.40). 
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vagrancy legislation with Poor Laws.  Although Poor Law was eventually 

separated from vagrancy statute, and legislation sanctioned the occasional 

relief of itinerant, destitute persons, a robust connection between the systems 

of criminal justice and casual relief remained.  The construction of cells at 

workhouses, that began in the later years of the nineteenth century, to hold 

vagrants receiving casual relief, is an example of the linkage.20          

 Surviving evidence, recorded in documents and newspapers, of the social 

meaning of the term ‘vagrant’, that is the everyday, common use, indicates 

that it was judgemental and pejorative across all periods.21  Widely regarded 

as worthless, criminal, and lacking in conventional morality, the vagrant was 

mostly despised, frequently loathed, and often feared.22  Finally, itinerant 

persons with legitimate purpose, such as seasonal labourers, gypsies, 

hawkers, pedlars, and navvies, were commonly labelled ‘vagrant’ by officials, 

police, and members of the public, which complicates attempts to understand 

the meaning of the term.  These meanings, etymological, legal, and social, 

display a remarkable resilience over the centuries and, to a large extent, are 

interwoven, forming a recognizable current of adverse opinion and evaluation.  

It would be cumbersome to qualify the term ‘vagrant’ on every occasion that it 

is used in the text and the word should be understood as a convenient précis, 

embracing a range of meanings that are open to interpretation. 

20 From 1868, the central authorities recommended that persons receiving casual relief should 
be detained in purpose-built, individual, prison-like cells, attached to workhouses, to replace 
the shared wards.  The period of detention specified in the ‘Poor Law Amendment Act’, 1842 
(5 & 6 Vict. c. 57) was extended by the Pauper Inmate Discharge and Regulation Act’, 1871 
(34 & 35 Vict. c.108) and further increased by the amending ‘Casual Poor Act’, 1882 (45 & 46 
Vict. c. 36). (henceforth, respectively: 1871 Act; 1882 Act). The 1871 and 1882 Acts are 
summarized in Appendix C. 
21 There is little reliable evidence as to how those labelled as vagrant may have interpreted its 
meaning.  
22 The vagrant ‘threat’ in the period is assessed in Ch. 3. 
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 Vagrants (however defined) left few traces of their life stories and a 

history ‘from below’ is hardly viable.  I have argued elsewhere that the vagrant 

was largely voiceless in historical terms, passing through Victorian and 

Edwardian society unrecorded and silent except when coming into contact 

with the institutions of the era, such as the police, court, casual ward, infirmary 

or asylum.23  On such occasions, the recorded contact invariably reflects the 

official perspective.  Transient glimpses of the views of individual vagrants 

occasionally surface in the records - a letter of complaint; testimony of ill-

treatment; a statement in a court case - but are too rare to permit 

generalization.  And although offering some detail about conditions in the 

casual wards, contemporary accounts by ‘social explorers’ and others provide 

little information about vagrants themselves.24   

 Inevitably, vagrancy history based upon Poor Law documentation is 

partial.25  To temper that bias, the thesis analyses data collected from 

admission registers of the casual wards which, while insufficient to reconstruct 

individual biographies, provide an overview of the general attributes of users 

of the system.26  The overview acts as a corrective to contemporary 

perspectives of the worthless vagrant.  Although records of the identity and 

condition of vagrants are scarce, there has been little attempt to compare the 

extant evidence of their age, gender, heath, and employment histories with 

contemporary depictions of them as young, able-bodied, dishonest, and idle 

23 B.M. O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy; an ‘intractable’ social problem for Poor Law administrators in late 
Victorian and Edwardian England? Vagrancy in North Devon, 1870-1914’ , (M.A. dissertation; 
Open University, 2007) p.24.  A frequently quoted account of vagrant graffiti may not be 
representative: ‘Vagrancy’: Reports on Vagrancy made to the President of the Poor Law 
Board by Poor Law Inspectors (3698) 1866, pp.47-73 (henceforth: Reports on Vagrancy 
1866).  
24 The value of the accounts provided by ‘social observers’ is considered in Ch. 1.  
25 The limitations of the sources ‘…push work in a certain direction’: R. Samuel (ed.) Village 
Life and Labour (London; Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975) p.xv. 
26 See below, Ch. 5. 
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men who had deliberately chosen the lifestyle.  Was there a substantial core 

of ‘professional’ vagrants, as contemporaries believed?  Or were the majority 

social casualties, victims of economic change, of poor health, of the ageing 

process, of personal circumstances, or of some combination of these factors?  

Historians have underestimated the numbers of female vagrants (which 

showed considerable variation) and little has been written about vagrant 

children.  While substantial research has been undertaken to explain the 

mobility of labour and seasonal migration within the British Isles, there has 

been scant use of the findings in the search for potential explanations of 

vagrancy.    

 The problems of definition ensure that the question of vagrant identity is 

equally complex.27  There is no evidence to suggest that vagrants constituted 

a distinct sub-group or minority within society, with the distinguishing qualities 

of (say) shared ethnicity, or a specific disability.  There are few indications that 

men or women chose to live as vagrants, or thought of themselves as such, 

even though there was a generalized belief to the contrary among 

contemporaries.  Individuals, through living in the manner described as 

vagrancy, may have acquired some shared knowledge and behaviours, and 

these seem likely to have been learned elements of survival - ‘makeshift’

27 The complex problem of identifying vagrants led overseers and constables to exercise 
discretion in their dealings with ‘outsiders’, who were frequently relieved and allowed to move 
on: S. Hindle, On the Parish? The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England 1550-1750 
(Oxford; OUP, 2009) p.358.  Some discretion continued to be exercised in the Victorian and 
Edwardian years, by Poor Law officials and police, although the introduction of formal casual 
relief altered the nature of negotiations with ‘outsiders’. 
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rather than strategic attributes.28  

 The intricacy of what constitutes social identity also needs consideration.  

As with any other person in a given society, individuals who acquired vagrant 

status in this period had been previously socially defined, through composite 

and varying social roles, such as gender, marital status, parenthood, work, 

and religious activity.29  For those so labelled, it is likely vagrant identity 

became the dominant role, shaping the expectations of both the person in that 

role and those perceiving him or her as a vagrant.30  However, even though 

we are unable to recover the ‘pre-vagrant’ social identities of persons labelled 

as vagrants, it would be wrong to assume that their earlier roles were no 

longer of importance to them. 

 Historically, vagrant identity is explicable as a social act; a status 

bestowed upon persons functioning at the margins of society, lacking 

accommodation or the means to procure it, and living, perforce, by an uneven 

mix of begging, casual work, charity, and occasional use of official relief, 

perhaps interspersed with bouts of imprisonment.  Official images of vagrancy 

were filtered through the casual wards, courts, and prisons, based upon 

‘evidence’ gathered by officials working in these systems, amended or 

reinforced by the opinions of politicians, newspaper editors, and social 

reformers.   

28 ‘Makeshift’ is adopted here as shorthand for informal methods of survival used by vagrants, 
such as begging, pilfering, sharing, odd jobbing, and obtaining casual relief.  The term is more 
usually associated with the labouring poor and is described in: Hindle, On the Parish? pp. 15-
95. See also T. Hitchcock et. al. (eds.) Chronicling Poverty: The Voices and Strategies of the
English Poor 1640-1840 (Basingstoke; Macmillan, 1997); S. King et. al. (eds.) The poor in 
England 1700-1850: An economy of makeshifts (Manchester; Manchester UP, 2003). The 
contemporary view that vagrants shared inherent attributes is considered in Ch. 3, below. 
29 Although gender has a physical basis, it is included here because of the contemporary 
social and cultural expectations that bore so differently upon male and female roles. All of the 
roles would have been influenced by external factors such as cultural mores, nationality, and 
economic circumstances. 
30 Individuals cast into the vagrant role were marginalized as ‘outsiders’, losing their former 
social roles in the eyes of the beholder.   



24 
Vagrant identity was allocated officially through the application of the 1824 

Vagrancy Act, by functionaries of mendicity charities, and by workhouse 

officers.31  Late in the period, one official distinguished between the vagrant, 

defined as all persons without fixed habitation, and the casual - any destitute 

wayfarer or wanderer applying for or receiving relief.32  A conviction for 

sleeping out; application for casual relief; tramping a country road; begging for 

alms: the figure of the vagrant was construed in different situations, labelled 

by others.  Vagrant identity was thus a situational construct, a pliable 

designation allocated at a particular time and place by other participants in 

that social transaction.  As officials (and possibly, members of the public) 

seemed to have shared similarly critical perceptions of vagrancy, the process 

of designation was reinforced by cultural and ideological mores.33   

 The process of designation within the casual relief system ensnared 

wayfarers regarded as legitimately itinerant.  For some, vagrancy was a 

temporary exigency; others - migrant labourers - resorted to the road 

seasonally; and there were those who shifted in and out of the lifestyle 

according to employment opportunities.34   

 Poor Law administrators, although acknowledging the existence of 

‘honest wayfarers’, such as men seeking employment, were unable to devise 

a reliable identification system and tended to treat all applicants for casual 

31 Vagrant status was also applied informally, by members of the public. The role of mendicity 
charities is described in later chapters. The criminal status imposed by the application of the 
1824 Vagrancy Act was less negotiable although the uncertainties of nineteenth-century 
identification technology allowed some leeway. 
32 Inspector Preston-Thomas, Report of Departmental Committee on Vagrancy, 1906, Vols. I -
III (Cd. 2852/2891/2892) II, Q.297, p.12 (henceforth: Report of DC). 
33 In the absence of contemporary opinion surveys, it is difficult to gauge whether the lay 
person shared the views of officials.  Repeated criticism, by officials, of public willingness to 
provide alms, may suggest that the lay person did not always condemn vagrants. 
34 It has been asserted that all wandering poor were automatically suspected of criminal intent 
because of their unsettled existence, and therefore were subject to the 1824 Vagrancy Act: R. 
Humphreys, No Fixed Abode: A History of Responses to the Roofless and the Rootless in 
Britain (Basingstoke; Macmillan, 1999) p.85. 
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relief as vagrants.35  Inevitably, official estimates of vagrant numbers, 

predominantly based upon statistics of casual relief, were misleading.36 

The Historical Context

The apprehension about vagrancy was not unique to the Victorian and 

Edwardian years.  Vagrants had been viewed as problematic much earlier, 

particularly in the sixteenth century, when ‘masterless’ men appeared to 

threaten the stability of the social order.37  Enforced labour for the ‘wilfully 

idle’, as both retribution and reform, originated with Thomas Cromwell’s 

statute of 1536 and attained institutional form in the bridewells and houses of 

correction from 1576.38  Attempts to deter, control, and punish vagrants were 

formulated in legislation of varying severity, yet many of the earlier statutes 

combined measures against vagrancy with provision for relief of the poor.39  

The development of parochial poor relief in the sixteenth century has been 

described as ‘...a collateral to vagrancy legislation…’.40  This combination may 

35 Contemporaries used a variety of terms to describe unemployed persons travelling in 
search of work, e.g. bona fide working man; honest wayfarer; genuine working man in search 
of employment; honest work-searcher.  In the absence of an official term, I have adopted the 
phrase ‘honest wayfarer’ unless quoting from original documents.  
36 Estimates of vagrant numbers are discussed in Ch. 3. 
37 The point has been made that all vagrants were masterless, but not all masterless were 
vagrants.  Whereas vagrants were one aspect of unease about social order in early modern 
England, the masterless ‘...challenged the fundamental social doctrines of the period…’ : D. 
Underdown, untitled review of A. L. Beier, Masterless Men, Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History, 18, 2 (1987) 353-355. 
38 ‘For Punishment of Sturdy Vagabonds and Beggars’, 1536 (27 Henry VIII c.25); ‘For Setting 
of the Poor on Work, and for the Avoiding of Idleness’, 1576 (18 Eliz. I c. 3)  Bridewells and 
houses of correction are briefly described in the Glossary, below.  For detailed discussion, 
see S. McConville, A history of English prison administration, Vol. I, 1750-1877 (London; 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981) pp.26-48; S. Peyton, ‘The Houses of Correction at Maidstone 
and Westminster’, English Historical Review’, 42 (April 1927) 251-261 (pp.253-254).  
39 E.g. ‘For Punishment of Sturdy Vagabonds and Beggars’, 1536 (27 Henry VIII c.25) which 
also promoted voluntary alms collections for the impotent poor; ‘For the Punishment of 
Vagabonds and for Relief of the Poor and Impotent’, 1572 (14 Elizabeth 1 c.5); ‘Ordinances of 
Parliament for the Relief and Employment of the Poor and the Punishment of Vagabonds and 
other disorderly Persons in the City of London’, 1647-49 (Commonwealth Ordinances).    
40 T. Hitchcock, ‘Paupers and Preachers: the SPCK and the Parochial Workhouse Movement’, 
in: L. Davison et. al. (eds.) Stilling the Grumbling Hive: the Response to Social and Economic 
Problems in England 1689-1750 (Stroud; Alan Sutton, 1992) pp. 145-166 (147). 
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have reflected administrative ambiguity about the relative status of the 

deserving and undeserving.41  The difficulty of separating those regarded as 

possessing legitimate claims to assistance from those alleged to be 

intentionally vagrant would add confusion to the operation of relief over the 

coming centuries.  Nonetheless, the statutes testify to the intention of 

sixteenth and seventeenth-century administrations to subject vagrancy to the 

sanctions of criminal justice, and an erratic process of separating criminal 

vagrancy legislation and Poor Laws, commencing towards the end of the 

Tudor period, was completed by the early eighteenth century with the passing 

of the 1713 Vagrancy Act.42   

 Prior to the New Poor Law reforms of 1834, occasional relief consisted of 

amounts of money or kind (such as medical care, rent, fuel and clothing) 

issued to poor residents of a parish who, mostly, were not in receipt of a 

regular pension from the overseers.43  Historians have described such 

recipients as ‘the casual poor’, although this term was rarely used by 

contemporaries, who referred to ‘occasional poor’, ‘extraordinaries’, 

‘extremes’, ‘payments above book’, ‘the second poor’, and ‘accidentals’.44  At 

times, occasional expenditure outweighed the amount spent on regular Poor 

41 The origins of the distinction between the deserving and undeserving poor are said to lie in 
Scripture; refined by medieval theologians and Tudor humanists, the distinction became moral 
orthodoxy: Hindle, On the Parish, p.2.  Others trace the roots of the distinction to the 
Protestant belief that poverty was assigned by their God: Grell & Cunningham, ‘The 
Reformation and changes in welfare provision’, p.3.  On the ‘desanctification’ of the poor after 
1300, see A.L. Beier, Masterless Men; The Vagrancy Problem in England 1560-1640 (London; 
Methuen, 1985) pp.4-7 
42 ‘An Act for reducing the laws relating to Rogues Vagabonds sturdy beggars and Vagrants 
into One Act of Parliament and for the more effectual punishing such […] and sending them 
whither they ought to be sent’, 1713 (13 Anne c.26). 
43 That these were occasional payments did not mean that they were never repeated. 
44 Hindle, On the Parish, pp.262, 426. However, Bentham used the term ‘casual relief’ in  
1797: J. Bentham, ‘Tracts on Poor Laws and Pauper Management’ (1797) in: J. Bowring (ed.) 
The Works of Jeremy Bentham, Vol. VIII (Edinburgh; William Tait, 1843) pp. 358-439 (365). 
References to the ‘relief of the casual poor’ are found in: Report from His Majesty’s 
Commissioners for inquiring into the Administration and Practical Operation of the Poor Laws; 
Appendix (E.) Vagrancy (44) 1834 (hereafter, Appendix E 1834). 
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Law pensions.45  Vagrants sometimes received small amounts of occasional 

relief, usually as an incentive to move on to another parish when officials 

wished to avoid the expense of criminal prosecution.  When being ‘passed’ 

through a parish, if circumstances warranted, they were lodged and fed.46  In 

the early nineteenth century, local forms of institutional relief for destitute, 

itinerant persons were opened in many urban settings across England, in 

diverse locations such as Cambridge, Derby, Exeter, Liverpool, Manchester 

and Ripon.47  As this provision was already in existence prior to 1837, there 

are grounds for proposing that the introduction of a national casual relief 

system was an evolutionary process, stemming from local initiatives.  Statute 

followed local practice.48   

 A deliberately discouraging form of poor relief for the residents of a 

parish, based upon admission to a workhouse, while not universal, had 

become quite widespread during the eighteenth century.49  In the nineteenth 

century, the 1834 reforms of the Poor Laws introduced more rigorous 

deterrence for the settled poor.50  Vagrants, though, were seemingly excluded 

from the provisions of the 1834 New Poor Law reforms, when legislators 

45 Hindle, On the Parish, p.262.  These payments (or equivalent in kind) are listed separately 
from regular payments to the ‘Out-Poor’ and records show that they continued to be made 
into the 1840s -for example, at Coventry, Exeter and Liverpool: Correspondence PLC-
Coventry PLU 1834-1843, TNA/MH12/133377; Correspondence PLC-Exeter Corporation of 
the Poor, 1834-1845, TNA MH12/2238; Correspondence PLC-Liverpool PLU, 1834-1840, 
TNA/MH12/5966. 
46 on ‘passing’, see below, p.31, n.68, and Ch.6. 
47 Such initiatives were characterized by considerable local variation, differing nomenclature, 
and attempts to restrict the relief to the ‘deserving’ mobile poor. See Ch. 6. 
48 M. McIntosh, ‘Local responses to the poor in late medieval and Tudor England’, Continuity 
and Change, 3, 2 (1988), 209-245 (p.234).  McIntosh refers to the Elizabethan Poor Laws of 
1598 and 1601, but the principle also applies to later legislation. The notion that statute 
follows development had earlier advocates: see S.A. Peyton, ‘The Houses of Correction’. See 
also Hitchcock, ‘Paupers and Preachers’, who argues that central and local government 
played little part in the development of the workhouse movement prior to 1834.  
49 It is not suggested that vagrants were generally admitted to these workhouses. See below, 
Ch. 6. 
50 The distinction between the differing types of deterrence, employed, respectively, in the 
administration of the Old and New Poor Law, is made by Hitchcock, ‘Paupers and Preachers’
p.156.
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anticipated that the sanctions of the 1824 Vagrancy Act would continue to be 

applied to them.51  The recommendation of the Royal Commission, that the 

Central Board should frame and enforce regulations for the relief to be 

afforded to vagrants, was ignored. However, a clause was included in the 

1834 Act permitting the provision of temporary assistance in kind, in cases of 

urgent necessity, to persons not settled nor usually residing in a parish.52  

After several years of confusion, the Poor Law Commissioners began to 

clarify the legal obligations of Guardians towards vagrants and the mobile 

poor.53

 The post-1837 system of casual relief has been viewed as an adjunct to 

the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, introduced by Poor Law Commissioners 

reacting to reports of deaths in cases where relief had been refused.54 It is 

unlikely, though, that the Poor Law Commission (PLC) in the 1830s, intended 

to establish a permanent relief system for vagrants; their objective was the 

prevention of mendicity.  Basing their arguments on an interpretation of 

Elizabethan Poor Law (1597, 1601) the Commissioners concluded that there 

was no adequate statutory provision for destitute persons seeking 

subsistence by means of alms or mendicity but, as their suppression was part 

51 ‘An Act for the Amendment and better Administration of the Laws relating to the Poor in 
England and Wales’ (4 & 5 Will. IV c.76) (henceforth: Poor Law Amendment Act 1834). 
52 Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, 1834, reprinted in: S. G. & E.O.A. 
Checkland (eds.) The Poor Law Report of 1834 (Harmondsworth; Penguin, 1974) p.469 
(henceforth: Poor Law Report 1834); Poor Law Amendment Act,1834, s.54. This clause also 
allowed a Justice to overrule an Overseer who refused such assistance, and to empower 
medical relief for sudden and dangerous illness; S. & B. Webb, English Local Government, 
Vol. 10, English Poor Law Policy (London; Longmans, Green & Co, 1910) p.14. The role of 
Overseer remained significant after 1834 - the post was not abolished until 1927: K.D.M. 
Snell, Parish and Belonging: Community, Identity and Welfare in England and Wales 1700-
1950 (Cambridge; CUP, 2006) pp.339-365. 
53 The newly created central Poor Law administration was tasked with interpreting the 1834 
Poor Law Amendment Act, and devising its policies and regulations.  
54 For example, M. A. Crowther, The Workhouse System 1834-1929; the History of an English 
Social Institution (London; Methuen, 1983) p.247 (First published 1981); Humphreys, No 
Fixed Abode, pp.86-87; R. Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy and the New Poor Law in Late-Victorian and 
Edwardian England’, The English Historical Review, 92, 362 (January 1977), 59-81 (pp. 60-
61). The Webbs’ account is more nuanced: English Poor Law Policy, pp.33-35. 
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of official policy, legal entitlement to relief should be introduced to remove any 

justification for begging.55  Although the Commissioners emphasized the legal 

obligation to relieve casual and mendicant paupers, they also stressed that if 

an apparently destitute applicant was found, upon examination, to be ‘a 

common vagrant’, he or she should be taken before a magistrate for 

punishment under the 1824 Vagrancy Act.56  The Commissioners sanctioned 

the establishment of relief for vagrants, in separate accommodation at 

workhouses, perhaps inducing confusion among Guardians as to which 

approach was required.57  By 1841, the Commissioners acknowledged that 

there was great pressure upon workhouses from a class of paupers known as 

‘mendicant vagrants’.58  Now, Guardians were reminded that the 

Commissioners had previously recommended the establishment of wards in 

workhouses, for vagrants, in 1837.59  The Commissioners also ruled that 

recipients of casual relief at workhouses should be detained and set a work 

task, instituting a pattern of deterrence that would unfold, gradually, over the 

next four decades.60

 Between 1837 and 1842, the Poor Law Commission thus established, in 

principle, an official relief system, for destitute, itinerant persons.  The system, 

55 ‘For the Relief of the Poor’, 1597 & 1601 (39 Eliz. I, c.30 &  43 Eliz. I c.2) referred to in:Third 
Annual Report of the PLC 1837 (546 i/ii) pp. 43-44. 
56 ‘Regulations with relation to the Relief of Casual and Mendicant paupers, sanctioned by the 
Poor Law Commissioners’, No. 10, Regulation and Correspondence of Mendicity, Third 
Annual Report of the PLC 1837, p.80, clause 14. Guidelines on how to identify a vagrant were 
not included in the regulations. 
57 ibid. pp.80-83.  The separate accommodation would become known as the casual wards, 
often referred to colloquially as the vagrant or tramp wards. 
58 ‘Circular Letter of the PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’; 15 
February 1841 (149) pp.1-2. 
59 ibid. p.2. 
60 Powers of detention and task setting were established legally in 1842, through the Poor 
Law Amendment Act (5 & 6 Victoria c.57). Refusal or failure to complete work, destruction of 
clothing, or damage to workhouse property, automatically entailed prosecution under the 1824 
Vagrancy Act - see below, Ch. 3.  A General Order in the same year established workhouse 
rules that specified separate accommodation for vagrants: ‘No. 3: General Order - Workhouse 
Rules’, 5 February 1842, Article 9, Eighth Annual Report of PLC 1842, Appendix A, pp.48-49; 
‘No. 4: Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 1842, ibid. p.62. 
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based upon relief at workhouses, offering temporary, separate 

accommodation and basic food, but imposing conditions of detention and 

labour, replaced the informal, irregular, and protean occasional relief 

previously given to non-resident, destitute persons in rural and urban 

parishes.61  The development of formal casual relief was consistent with an 

administrative interpretation of the New Poor Law, which had introduced a 

national system of relieving destitution based upon the deterrent workhouse 

model that had been inaugurated in many areas in the eighteenth century.62  

However, the question arises as to whether casual relief arrangements, that 

were introduced between 1837 and 1842, were based upon the strategic 

thinking of the PLC, or whether they were a pragmatic rationalization of a 

series of varied, pre-1834 schemes.  Notwithstanding the legislative drive 

towards uniformity, tensions between local and central government, 

resistance to the New Poor Law reforms (particularly in northern England) 

differences in the relative pressures experienced by rural and urban Unions, 

and some continuity of pre-1837 provision, ensured that the institution of 

casual relief was characterized by variation and change throughout this 

period.63   

 As well as examining these developments, the research will weigh the 

influence of contemporary penal doctrine and practice upon the casual relief 

61 The provision of casual wards at workhouses was not immediately or uniformly undertaken; 
as late as the end of the nineteenth century, a significant minority of Poor Law Unions (PLUs) 
lacked casual wards. See Chs. 6-8. 
62 By 1777, almost 2000 workhouses were being used as a deterrent to those residents 
considering applying to their parish for relief: Hitchcock, ‘Paupers and Preachers’, p.145. 
63 The warning that it is undesirable to interpret the history of the Poor Law through legislation 
because there is ‘…no guarantee that the contents of the statute book relate in their entirety 
to what was actually done in many localities’ seems equally applicable to New Poor Law 
history: J.D. Marshall, The Old Poor Law 1795-1834 (London; Macmillan, 1968) p.11. 
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system, a relationship largely overlooked by modern historians.64  The theory 

of separation, which was developed in the eighteenth century, and which 

dictated the shape of the convict and, latterly, the local, prison administrations 

in the nineteenth century, became a central feature of vagrancy policy in this 

period.65  The grim conditions in the casual wards, especially from 1868 

onwards, with the advent of cells and increased detention, emphasized the 

carceral purpose of casual relief, suggesting that historical notions of 

punishing vagrants continued to dominate official responses.66

 The forbidding regime of the casual wards was intensified in numerous 

Unions where casual ward regulations, governing diet, allocation of space, 

hygiene, and work-tasks, were ignored or misapplied; in some locations, 

Guardians and their officials imposed humiliation and stigma, forcing 

recalcitrant recipients to wear sacking or brightly coloured clothing.67  Extra-

mural deterrence was employed in many Unions to deny casual relief to 

applicants.  The historic practice of moving on alleged vagrants, expelling 

them to another locality to avoid responsibility and expense, survived into the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.68  A similar exercise involved ‘sending on’ 

by workhouse officials, namely directing applicants to apply for casual relief at 

another location.  An unofficial practice, this involved smaller, mostly rural 

Poor Law Unions sending on sick, sometimes contagious, applicants to larger, 

64 An exception is to be found in: L. Radzinowicz  & R. Hood, A History of English criminal law 
and its administration from 1750, Vol. 5: The Emergence of Penal Policy (London; Stevens, 
1986). See Ch. 1, below. 
65 Separation is discussed in Chs. 2, 7 & 8. 
66 Complexes of individual cells were still commonly referred to as casual wards by officials. In 
many places the original ‘associated’ casual wards were maintained alongside individual 
cells, used for overflow purposes at busy times. See Ch. 8. 
67 Evidence of methods by which official levels of deterrence in the casual wards were 
increased is cited in Chs. 7 and 8. 
68 Moving on was distinct from the ‘passing’ of vagrants, that is, the official system of returning 
them, following criminal justice proceedings, to their purported parish of settlement. Passing 
had legislative origins in the sixteenth century - ‘Concerning Punishment of Beggars and 
Vagabonds, 1531 (22 Henry VIII, c.12).  For further discussion, see below, Ch. 6. 
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urban workhouses with more facilities.69  Central administrators did not 

endorse such practices; indeed, workhouse officials risked disciplinary action 

for refusing relief to the destitute.70  Nevertheless, casual relief was intended 

to deter and exclude vagrants, on the grounds that they were to be controlled 

by the criminal justice system.  

Controlling vagrancy: criminal justice, separation, and surveillance

Most contemporaries regarded vagrants as criminals, and there were 

repeated calls, throughout the period, for responsibility for vagrant relief to be 

handed over to the police.  Appointed in many places as Assistant Relieving 

Officers (AROs) police officers were involved in casual relief, often to a 

considerable extent, blurring the demarcation between civil responses and the 

judicial.  That demarcation was further obscured by legislation that entailed 

automatic criminal prosecution, under the Vagrancy Act, of misdemeanours 

committed within the relief system.71  The 1824 Vagrancy Act maintained the 

centuries-old criminality of vagrancy, ensuring that wilfully refusing or 

neglecting to maintain oneself, or one’s family, by work or other means, 

wandering abroad, or begging in a public place, were offences inviting the 

classification of being ‘an idle and disorderly Person’, punishable by 

imprisonment and hard labour.72  Reclassification as a ‘Rogue and 

Vagabond’, for subsequent offences such as sleeping out, or repeated 

69 Known, colloquially, as a ‘casualty union’, the receiving workhouse was not notified in 
advance. Bristol was one such destination. See below, p.222, n.98 and Chs. 6-8. 
70 For example, ‘Circular to Boards of Guardians as to the illegal removal of casual paupers’, 
No. 7, 13 February 1839, Fifth Annual Report of the PLC, 1839 (239) pp.51-52. 
71 See below, Ch. 3, pp. 167-172 
72 S.III of 1824 Vagrancy Act. 
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‘idleness’, increased the tariff of punishment.73  A final reclassification, as an 

‘incorrigible Rogue’, with lengthier imprisonment, awaited those with a history 

of convictions who resisted arrest or escaped confinement.74  ‘Rogues and 

Vagabonds’, and ‘incorrigible Rogues’ were also eligible for punishment by 

whipping during imprisonment, at the discretion of examining Justices.75

 Underlying and informing official responses to vagrancy, there was a 

belief that vagrants were part of the so-called ‘dangerous classes’.  In 1797, 

Bentham, in his proposed classification of paupers in workhouses, had used 

the concept of the dangerous classes to describe a range of criminals, 

suspected criminals, gypsies and deserters.  Habitual beggars, unmarried 

mothers, and prostitutes were assigned to the ‘disreputable classes’.76  In 

Paris, by 1840, the concept depicted professional criminals as the most 

dangerous, but also embraced ‘nomads’ and ‘vagabonds’ among others of the 

undeserving poor, perceiving them all as a distinctive group.77  Whether it was 

a realistic assumption is considered in a later chapter.  Concern about 

numbers of vagrants oscillated, in reaction to pressures upon the relief 

system, related to factors such as severe weather, seasonal movement, and 

unemployment.78  Among the elements of the alleged threat from vagrants 

73 S.IV of 1824 Vagrancy Act. 
74 S.V of 1824 Vagrancy Act. 
75 S.X of 1824 Vagrancy Act. Whipping of vagrants continued into the twentieth century. See 
below, Ch. 8. 
76 Bentham, ‘A Table of Cases Calling for Relief’ in: Bowring,Vol. VIII, between pp.360-361. 
77 R. Tombs, ‘ Crime and the Security of the State: The ‘`Dangerous Classes’ and Insurrection 
in Nineteenth-Century Paris’ in: V. Gatrell et. al. (eds.) Crime & the Law; The Social History of 
Crime in Western Europe since 1500 (London; Europa, 1980) pp.214-237 (215; 226-227).  In 
England and Wales the ‘dangerous classes’ were viewed as a moral threat: G. Himmelfarb, 
The Idea of Poverty; England in the Early Industrial Age (London; Faber & Faber, 1985) 
pp.371-400 (first published 1984). Tombs questions the assumed uniformity of the ‘dangerous 
classes’, ibid. p.237. They are also described as the ‘threat from below’, largely synonymous 
with the criminal classes: D.  Taylor, ‘Beyond the Bounds of Respectable Society: The 
“Dangerous Classes” in Victorian and Edwardian England’ in: J. Rowbotham et. al. (eds.) 
Criminal Conversations: Victorian Crimes, Social Panic and Moral Outrage (Ohio; Ohio State 
UP, 2005) pp.3-22 (4-5). 
78 The pressures are examined in greater detail, in Ch. 4 & 6. 
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was the belief that they were morally and physically contagious; that contact 

between them and other sections of the ‘lower’ classes - paupers, the mobile 

poor, labourers - led to the latter’s contamination through bad moral example 

and the spread of contagious diseases.

 The concept of the contagious vagrant was prevalent among Poor Law 

officials from the late 1830s, and was reflected in arrangements for separate 

casual wards, hygiene precautions and, from 1868, cells.79  The putative 

threat posed by allegedly contagious and degenerate vagrants would remain 

an overarching theme among officials well into the twentieth century, 

continuing to shape the provision of relief.  In the history of degeneration 

theories, two separate but interrelated concepts predominate, that of the 

degenerate, a given individual whose physiognomy was distinguishable from 

the healthy, and that of degeneration, a process of decline that threatened 

society.80  Urban physical degeneration among the English population had 

been identified as a problem as early as the 1850s, and received further 

attention in the 1860s, when the poor standards of army recruits became 

known.81  Factual evidence of this kind, though, was collected only 

spasmodically in the nineteenth century and, as discussed below, precise 

contemporary knowledge of the condition of vagrants was non-existent.  On 

the other hand, the moral degeneracy of the vagrant was widely assumed; to 

79 The ‘contagious vagrant’ was much feared in earlier centuries - see below,  Ch.3,  and 
Appendix G. 
80 D. Pick, Faces of Degeneration: A European disorder, c.1848-c.1918  (Cambridge; CUP, 
1989) p.9. 
81 ibid. p.191; J. Harris, ‘Between civic virtue and Social Darwinism; the concept of the 
residuum’ in: R. O’Day et. al. (eds.) Retrieved Riches; Social Investigation in Britain 1840-
1914 (Aldershot; Ashgate Publishing,1998) pp.67-88 (73).  Arguably the concern with physical 
degeneration commenced in the 1840s, with the publication of the report of the Select 
Committee on the Health of Towns, and Chadwick’s Report on the Sanitary Condition of the 
Labouring Population of Great Britain.  These (and other reports) drew attention to the 
diseases and slum conditions that affected the health of sections of the urban populace. See, 
for example, Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty, pp.356-362.  
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be a vagrant confirmed one’s status as worthless and dissolute and, in the 

absence of reliable evidence, moral and physical degeneracy were conflated.  

The alleged moral depravity of the vagrant needs to be viewed in the context 

of an extensive contemporary usage of the term evil in a wide range of 

discussions of social problems.82         

 In the struggle to control vagrancy, Poor Law officials attempted to 

introduce various schemes of surveillance.83  Historic methods, such as 

vagrant passports, specifying origin and destination, and badging (wearing a 

special badge or token) were replaced by more bureaucratic processes, 

including case records maintained by mendicity societies and, later, casual 

ward registers.84  Proposals were also made to issue identity cards and, 

towards the end of the century, to introduce finger-printing.85  In the early 

years of the nineteenth century, arising from the activities of anti-mendicity 

societies and Poor Law officials in various locations, committee members and 

ratepayers were issued with tickets to give to beggars instead of alms.  The 

82 E.g. at a conference on destitution, in 1911, where debates ranged across the fields of 
education, public health, mental deficiency [sic] and unemployment, there were no less than 
sixty-seven instances of the use of the term ‘evil’: Report of the Proceedings of the National 
Conference on the Prevention of Destitution, 30 May-2 June 1911 (London; P.S. King & Son, 
1911) passim. 
83 Such schemes were additional to the surveillance by police officers and others using the 
clauses of the 1824 Vagrancy Act. Poor Law identification schemes were not confined to 
vagrants but, at various times, included, inter alia, almsmen, paupers, prostitutes and single 
mothers. 
84 The prominent role of the London Mendicity Society in the policing and prosecution of  
metropolitan vagrants is discussed in: M. J. Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship; The 
London Mendicity Society and the suppression of begging 1818-1869’, International Review 
of Social History, 36, 2 (1991), 201-231.  As late as 1899, magistrates relied upon the 
Society’s register of over 70,000 street beggars and impostors to identify repeat offenders : 
‘London Mendicity Society’, Times, 22 June 1899.  Longer sentences for vagrants were more 
likely in London because of the identification of repeat offenders by the Mendicity Society: 
Report of  DC, I, p.58. The identification schemes of earlier periods are discussed in Beier, 
Masterless Men;  in S. Hindle: ‘Dependency, Shame and Badging: Badging the Deserving 
Poor c.1550-c.1750’, Cultural and Social History, 1 (2004), 6-35; idem., ‘Technologies of 
identification under the Old Poor Law’ The Local Historian, 36, 4 (November 2006), 220-236.  
See below, Ch. 8, for examples of ‘badging’ vagrants by special clothing in the 1800s.
85 On the difficulties of identification see: T. Stanford, ‘Who Are You? We Have Ways of 
Finding Out! Tracing the Police Development of Offender Identification Techniques in the Late 
Nineteenth Century’, Crimes and Misdemeanours, 3, 1 (2009), 54-81 
>http://www.pbs.plymouth.ac.uk/solon/journal/issue> [consulted 23 June 2011].  
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tickets entitled the bearers to a meal and, sometimes, small sums of money or 

lodgings at vagrant offices, parish lodging houses, or workhouses, and were 

often associated with identification schemes.86   

 Identification schemes were also frequently associated with stratagems to 

impose controlled routes of travel.87  The Poor Law Board (PLB) suggested 

the use of identification certificates in 1848, for honest wayfarers to obtain 

better treatment.  Later attempts were linked to local initiatives to introduce 

way-ticket schemes, which gradually spread across parts of England from the 

late 1860s.88  The schemes varied in design and never became national.89   

Some were intended to control movement and prevent begging, by providing 

casual wards users with a midday meal ticket for use on a specified route 

between workhouses; others were reserved for honest wayfarers, to assist 

them in their search for employment.90  The way-ticket was advocated by 

some as a passport, with those who sought relief without one to be treated as 

‘professional’ vagrants.91   

The official recording system for casual ward users, the admission and 

86 See, for example ‘Mendicity of the Metropolis’: Commons Sitting, Hansard, 8 June 1815, 
vol. 31, cc 0- 690.  Ticket systems were approved by the PLC: Third Annual Report of PLC 
1837 (546 i/ii) pp.43-44. 
87 An early proposal for a national scheme to control the movement of all vagrants by issuing 
‘mendicity tickets’, restricting relief to workhouses along designated routes, was suggested in 
1837 by Assistant Commissioner Gulson.  The proposal was not implemented. Third Annual 
Report of PLC, 1837 (546 I/II) p.83. 
88 The PLB recommended discrimination, using the tickets to identify the ‘deserving wayfarer’, 
who would be spared the casual ward task. ‘Vagrancy’, Circular No. 14, 28.11.1868, Twenty-
first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4169) Appendix A, p.75. Way-ticket schemes are more 
fully considered below, Ch. 8. 
89 Humphreys, No Fixed Abode, p.110, provides a summary but does not distinguish between 
types of schemes.  
90 Vorspan suggests that way-ticket schemes were intended for the benefit of wayfarers 
seeking employment or travelling for other, legitimate purposes: Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.70. 
See Ch. 7 for further discussion. 
91 The notion of a passport was challenged by the Earl of Kimberley, in the debate on the 
1871 Act as he thought that it would undermine the Poor Law principle that all destitute 
persons should be relieved: House of Lords, 27.2.1871, Hansard, 204, cc 922.  Passports 
had been issued in Elizabethan London, in the 1560s, to direct the return of convicted 
vagrants to their home parishes: F. Aydelotte Elizabethan Rogues and Vagabonds (Oxford; 
Clarendon Press, 1913) pp.63-64.  
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discharge registers introduced in 1871, did not require workhouse staff to 

include a description for identification purposes.92  In 1906, a Departmental 

Committee recommended that finger-printing and a ‘habitual vagrants’ register 

should be used to overcome the difficulty of identifying offenders.93  Two 

years later, addressing the issue of the wandering population of ‘mentally 

defective’ persons, who were thought to constitute an imprecise but large 

proportion of vagrant numbers, a Royal Commission concluded, inter alia, that 

systematic notification ‘of identification, if necessary by finger-prints and some 

authoritative control’ was required.94  

 The attempted regulation of vagrants in this period, through identity 

checking and control of movement, is discussed in more detail in the body of 

the thesis.  Surveillance lacked effective national co-ordination but local 

responses modified casual relief and, at times, had a considerable, if 

restricted, impact.  National evidence of low occupancy rates in the casual 

wards, discussed in later chapters, may partly reflect the impact of local 

surveillance schemes, but also suggests that the policy of deterrence 

discouraged potential applicants and, in that limited sense, was successful. 

92 Earlier examples of registers are discussed in Ch. 5. 
93 The Committee was referring to those convicted under the Vagrancy Act, 1824.  The 
proposal was compared to the Habitual Criminals Registry at New Scotland Yard and was 
said to be feasible. Report of DC, I, p.60.  See also Ch. 3 for pressure from medical 
authorities for registration and identification schemes for vagrants, in order to control 
contagious diseases. 
94 Report of the Royal Commissioners on the Care and Control of the Feeble-Minded, 1908 
(Cd. 4202), VIII, p.133. (henceforth: Report on the Feeble-minded). 
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Policy and Implementation: a national casual relief system? 

The history of Poor Law administration was marked by problems of local 

compliance, shifting legal interpretations, and weak central enforcement.95  As 

historians have sought to interpret Old and New Poor Law strategies, a 

substantial historiography has developed, incorporating ‘...a range of 

overlapping and contradictory perspectives’.96  A detailed examination of that 

debate lies beyond the scope of this thesis, but it is important to locate casual 

relief in the context of the overall administration of the Poor Laws.  Although a 

central, specialist, Poor Law bureaucracy evolved after 1834 and, inter alia, 

attempted to enforce casual relief regulation by endorsement, legislation, and 

inspection, problems of compliance persisted, especially in rural areas.97  

Long after the passing of legislation, in 1871, which finally defined the casual 

relief system, Boards of Guardians in many areas continued to resist full 

implementation.  The complexities of local and central government 

relationships, and the enduring reluctance of Poor Law officials to fully engage 

with vagrant relief, ensured that implementation was problematic.  Although 

local practice influenced national vagrancy policy, and had a significant impact 

upon the construction of legislation and central regulations, there are many 

examples of refusal to implement standing orders, particularly in rural areas.  

As noted above, there were campaigns, too, originating among Poor Law 

95 See, for example, Hindle, On the Parish,  pp.3, 172-186, 229. 
96 S. King, Poverty and Welfare in England 1700-1850: a regional perspective (Manchester; 
Manchester UP, 2000) pp.49-70. 
97 The permissive features of legislation, and limited powers of enforcement, were not peculiar 
to central Poor Law administration. For example, the history of Victorian public medicine 
reveals similar difficulties. See R. MacLeod, ‘The Anatomy of State Medicine: Concept and 
Application’ in: F. Poynter, Medicine and Science in the 1860s, (London; Wellcome Institute, 
1968) pp.199-227; M. Worboys, Spreading Germs; Disease Theories and Medical Practice in 
Britain 1865-1900 (Cambridge; CUP, 2000) p.25. 
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Unions, which sought to pass responsibility for vagrancy to the police.  These 

aspects of vagrancy will be considered in the chapters that follow.   

 Given the unsettled lifestyle associated with vagrancy, it is unsurprising 

that vagrants themselves were not involved in political activity.  Some 

vagrants reacted to casual relief regulations, protesting about conditions, 

food, and treatment, breaking workhouse property, tearing up clothes, and 

occasionally assaulting staff, but whether these acts amounted to informed, 

organized resistance is questionable.98  Most such breaches appear to have 

been  spontaneous individual acts, although there are examples of group 

involvement.  For workhouse staff, Poor Law officials, police and justices, 

non-cooperation, aggression, or violence on the part of casual relief recipients 

were deemed part of the vagrant threat.99  However, it is possible that such 

actions constituted ‘easing behaviour’, described by modern sociologists.100 

   There were appreciable variations in implementation and provision of 

casual relief across time and location.  For economic, political and 

administrative reasons, there were differing local and regional responses to 

the 1834 Poor Law reforms that affected the pace of new workhouse building, 

which, in turn, had an impact upon provision for vagrants.101  London, affected 

by greater numbers of vagrants than elsewhere, stood apart; while the relief 

provided was similar in content, its organization developed separately, 

eventually being united in a single casual Union.  There were considerable 

98 One study suggests complex motivation for breaches of workhouse discipline: D. Green, 
‘Pauper protests: power and resistance in early nineteenth-century London workhouses’, 
Social History, 31, 2 (May 2006) 137-159. 
99 See Ch. 3 for discussion. 
100 At the risk of simplification,‘easing behaviour’ consists of actions taken to relieve 
monotony,  reduce work pressures, or improve conditions. One typical example is the 
sabotage of a factory production line, to ease the relentless flow of work.  Breaking a window 
in a casual ward would lead to a court appearance and (probably) imprisonment, involving a 
change of routine and often better food and conditions. Easing behaviour is analysed in: H. 
Beynon, Working for Ford (London; Allen Lane, 1973). 
101 Casual ward construction is discussed below, Chs. 6-8. 



40 
differences between urban and rural provision.  Smaller, rural Unions were 

notably reluctant or unable to build specialist, expensive resources for 

vagrants.  And in some locations, relief facilities, such as vagrant offices, 

developed prior to the advent of the official casual wards, continued in 

operation for many years after 1837.  

 The debate about policy implementation also needs to be examined in 

the context of other social issues of the time.  In particular, we should 

question whether vagrancy discourses of the first part of this period, which 

produced the definitive 1871 Act, were forerunners of the concern with social 

discipline that is said to have emerged in the later nineteenth century, or 

whether they were a reaffirmation of long-standing endeavours to control a 

specific social problem.102  Additionally, vagrancy may be considered in 

relation to the everyday experience of the majority of the propertyless, who 

were exposed to challenging living and working conditions, infectious 

diseases, and exploitation.  The boundary between vagrancy and poverty 

appears permeable.  

The Structure of the Thesis103 

The thesis is designed to address the unanswered questions identified at the 

beginning of this Introduction.  The sparse, modern historiography of vagrancy 

in this period is reviewed in the following chapter.  Chapter 2 examines 

102 The ‘disciplinary deficit’ is discussed in D. Garland, ‘The Birth of the Welfare Sanction’, 
British Journal of Law and Society, 8, 1 (Summer 1981), 29-45 (p. 37). 
103 Following the practice of contemporary officialdom, the word ‘vagrant’ has been used as 
the main descriptor in the thesis.  Exceptions will be made for quotations from contemporary 
sources that use other terms.  Phrases such as ‘casual relief applicant’ and ‘casual ward user’
will also be used to emphasize that not all of those using the casual relief system were 
regarded as vagrants.  While not completely accurate in historical terms, to avoid confusion, 
here, ‘occasional relief’ describes informal relief provided to the mobile poor before 1834; from 
1834 onwards ‘casual relief’ is employed.     
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whether vagrancy relief was the product of a rational system of ideas, or 

arose from shared moral codes and prejudices held by officials, politicians, 

and reformers.  It is proposed that, while an explanation of the historical 

development of the civil response to vagrancy is usefully served by a multi-

layered approach, drawing upon several modern schools of thought, a full 

understanding may only be obtained by exploring the contemporary ideology 

that produced the casual relief system.  An outline of methodology and 

sources is given.  Chapter 3 is devoted to the vagrant threat, examining 

contemporary fears of the ‘vagrant army’, of moral and physical contagion by 

vagrants, and of their purported degeneracy and criminality.  Chapters 4 and 

5 assess what is known about the identity of casual relief recipients, and 

attempts to construct a portrait of their ages, gender, health, employment 

records, and mobility, which is compared to contemporary notions of the 

vagrant profile.  The origins and development of the casual relief system are 

explored in chapter 6; its subsequent course, its embodiment of deterrence, 

its policing, and its links with penal practice, are investigated in chapter 7.  

Chapter 8 examines the implementation of a revised, carceral system of 

casual relief that was endorsed by legislation in 1871.  Political aspects of 

vagrancy policy, including the relationship between central and local 

government, social discipline, and the problems of enforcement, are 

discussed in Chapters 6 - 8.   A final chapter summarizes the arguments and 

findings, and advances ideas for future exploration.

 Given the different cultural and political experiences of Ireland and 

Scotland, and the latter’s separate legislative history, the study is restricted to 

England and Wales.  Much of the illustrative case material in this thesis is 

drawn from the south-west region of England.  This is not to underestimate 
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the significant impact upon the relief system of the mobile poor of Scotland 

and, especially, Ireland, who, travelling within England and Wales, were 

frequently identified and treated as vagrants, and who will feature in these 

pages.104  References to migrants in the text mainly concern seasonal 

movements within England and Wales, and not rural-urban migration, or 

emigration overseas, although the picture is complicated by substantial 

seasonal migration from Ireland, and the impact of the Irish Famine.105

 The LGB Departmental Committee on Vagrancy, 1904-1906, undertook 

the most extensive investigation of the subject during this period and, while its 

recommendations were largely ignored for reasons discussed in a later 

chapter, the Report of the Committee forms a particularly valuable 

resource.106  Statistics of vagrancy are almost exclusively derived from casual 

ward occupancy figures, which poses difficulties that are addressed in the 

section on vagrant numbers in chapter 3.  From 1913, the workhouse was 

officially entitled the ‘Poor Law Institution’; here, the term ‘workhouse’ is used 

throughout.  The suffix ‘shire’ was used for certain counties in this period, 

such as Devonshire and Somersetshire; here the shorter, modern names of 

counties are used unless the old name appears in a quotation.  One of the 

general phases used by contemporaries to describe those lacking settled 

accommodation was ‘the houseless poor’, and ‘houseless’ is used here rather 

104 See, for example: Reports and Communications on Vagrants, 1847-1848 (987) passim 
(henceforth: Reports & Communications 1848); Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.20; 
Correspondence of LGB Inspectors, 22.2.1881 TNA/MH 32/46  (henceforth: Inspectors 
Correspondence); P. Leese et. al., The British Migrant Experience 1700-2000; An Anthology 
(Basingstoke; Palgrave, 2002) p.6.   
105 While Ireland was the main source of migration into Britain in this period, Britain was not 
the main destination for Irish emigrants.  Between 1876-1921, only eight per cent of Irish 
emigration was to Britain; eighty-four per cent was to the USA, and seven per cent to 
Australia and Canada: S. Glynn, ‘Irish Emigration to Britain 1911-1951: Patterns and Policy’, 
Irish Economic and Social History, 8 (1981), 50-69 (pp.50-51). 
106 For the sake of brevity, references in the text are shown as ‘the Departmental Committee’
or, simply, ‘the Committee’.  References to other committees of the time are given in full.  
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than our modern term, the homeless.107  Measurements in the text follow the 

pre-metric system used in Victorian and Edwardian England and Wales.  

Modern estimates of contemporary costings have been obtained from the 

Bank of England’s inflation calculator, showing 2012 prices.108  Official 

Committee Reports, and the Annual Reports of the various central Poor Law 

administrations are substantial documents, often hundreds of pages in length; 

at some point, either a hand-written or stamped sequence of numerals has 

been added to many of them, overriding the original page numbers.  Here, all 

references are to the original, printed, page numbers of the documents.  In 

calculations for the tables and charts, numbers and percentages have been 

rounded up or down to the nearest whole number.  Finally, all dates quoted in 

the thesis are Common Era (CE).

Summary

Vagrants have left few personal traces in historical records.  In contrast, 

official reactions to vagrancy in Victorian and Edwardian England and Wales  

are extensively documented, offering the researcher an opportunity to 

investigate contemporary perceptions of an allegedly significant social 

problem.  Vagrancy in this period has received limited attention from modern 

historians and the thesis examines a range of unanswered questions 

concerning the nature of the threat apparently posed by vagrants, the 

identities of the mobile poor who sought assistance, and the evolution of a 

107 The term ‘homeless’ was used on occasion in the nineteenth century, for example in the 
press and in census reports: ‘The Homeless Poor’, Daily News, 26 December 1866; ‘ England 
and Wales, Vol. IV, General Report 1881’, Online Historical Population Reports, p.14, 
www.histpop.org  (consulted 23 December 2011); ‘The Homeless Poor’, Lancet, 130 (3341) 
19 September 1887. 
108 www.bankofengland.co.uk/education/Pages/inflation/calculator/index1.aspx (consulted 22 
April 2013). 
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national system of response.  Among the matters to be considered when 

examining these questions are the varying gender and age distributions of the 

casual ward population; labour migration; penal influences upon the system; 

changes in the physical condition of relief applicants; the nature of the 

disciplinary regime; and the reluctance of the Poor Law authorities to accept 

responsibility for vagrant relief.  The questions also need to be considered in 

the wider context of the growth of government in the nineteenth century.  Is 

the civil response to vagrancy explained by MacDonagh’s model of a process 

of legislation, regulation, and developing expertise that results in specialized 

administration, or - as contended here - does the evidence suggest another 

interpretation in which the inability or unwillingness of government to analyse 

a social problem resulted in reluctant administration and policy failure? 

 The research explores local initiatives in the first three decades of the 

nineteenth century, which constituted a prototype for casual relief, but mainly 

focuses upon the period 1834-1919 when the official system was developed 

in a series of phases that culminated in the adoption of a carceral regime.  

Tensions between central and local government, and demographic, 

economic, and social change across the period, ensured that the institution of 

casual relief was mutable.     . 

 The definition of the term ‘vagrant’ is open to interpretation and is used in 

the thesis as convenient shorthand embracing a range of etymological, legal 

and social meanings.  Similarly, the identities of the mobile destitute who 

sought relief are not reducible to a single description; the status that they 

shared was a situational construct, bestowed upon those functioning on the 

margins of society who came into contact with the relief and criminal justice 

systems.  Begging in a public place; sleeping out in a shed, outhouse or barn; 
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applying for relief at a casual ward; being prosecuted under the 1824 

Vagrancy Act; wandering without means of material support; using a common 

lodging house or charitable shelter, are all examples of situations in which an 

individual might be labelled vagrant, by others, informally or officially. 

 The historical context of casual relief is summarized, emphasizing that 

the centuries-old response to vagrancy, criminal legislation, intended to 

control and suppress, continued to be applied alongside the new, Poor Law 

system.  Several years after the 1834 Poor Law reforms, casual relief was 

added to the stipulated framework of a national system of deterrent 

workhouses.  The vagrant was now entitled to temporary poor relief; 

conversely, vagrancy remained a criminal offence.  The continued use of 

criminal legislation formed one part of the attempt to control and suppress 

vagrancy.  As well as actively redirecting recalcitrant users of casual wards 

into the penal system, the Poor Law authorities also experimented with 

various schemes of surveillance of the users of casual relief.  Such schemes 

lacked effective, national co-ordination, but may have had significant, local 

impact at different times.    

 Implementation of a national, uniform system of deterrent casual relief 

was uneven because many Unions resisted central regulation.  A significant 

minority baulked at the expense of providing specialist facilities for vagrants.  

Underlying resistance, a widespread belief that responsibility for vagrancy 

was purely a matter for the police was recurrent in the discourses of the later 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  The research investigates the 

differing responses of local officials over the period, as well as revealing 

substantial variation of demand for relief across time and place.  Whether 

misdemeanours committed within the casual wards were a form of protest 
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against conditions is debatable.  Evidence of low occupancy rates, and of the 

penal nature of relief, suggest that, notwithstanding the considerable degree 

of local variation, deterrent discipline was achieved in much of the system. 

 The structure of the thesis is explained, with chapters devoted to a 

literature review, theory and methodology, the alleged vagrant threat, and the 

identities of those who sought casual relief.  A further three chapters examine 

the origins and phases of development of the casual relief system, and a 

concluding one summarizes the findings and discusses ideas for future 

research in this field. 
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Chapter 1: The historical problem of vagrancy: review of current 
       literature  

…in any vision of a brighter England the elimination of these waste
products of humanity must take its place.  It is almost hopeless to 
attempt to reclaim adult vagrants,and arguments in favour of hiding 
them in refuges and asylums, under pretext of caring for them, 
should be regarded with great mistrust.1 

The literature review is subdivided into three, nominal historical periods: the 

early modern; the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; and the Victorian 

and Edwardian years.  Many of the later responses to vagrancy have their 

origins in earlier history.  The findings of research on the Tudor and Stuart 

years, and on the eighteen century, are germane to our understanding of 

Victorian and Edwardian responses to vagrancy.   

 From a national perspective, the modern, specialist historiography of 

vagrancy in the Victorian and Edwardian years is quite limited.  A major study 

has not been produced.  A small number of local studies of vagrancy, at 

regional or district level, have supplemented our knowledge although, by 

definition, this body of research is less concerned with the broader themes 

under consideration here. These studies, national and local, constituting the 

specialist, modern, social and economic historiography of vagrancy in 

England and Wales in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, will form 

the main part of the review.   

 Additional to the research devoted to vagrancy, there exists a substantial 

but disparate range of what may be described as associated literature.  By 

this is meant research in other fields, for example, penology, criminology, 

welfare history, legal studies, public health, and epidemiology, in which is 

found material directly or indirectly concerning vagrancy.  It would be difficult 

1 ‘The Return of the Vagrant’, Editorial, Times,  4 August 1919. 
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to undertake a thorough review of such a broad span of work.  Instead, 

relevant themes are briefly highlighted and evidence that is pivotal to the 

present research will feature in the main body of the thesis. Articles and 

books on vagrancy in the historical sections below are reviewed in 

chronological order, by date of first publication.  There is no agreed date for 

the beginning of modern historiography; here, the end of the Second World 

War is loosely adopted as a starting point, thus excluding the work of authors 

such as F. Aydelotte and the Webbs. Finally, theoretical perspectives in the 

literature are examined separately, in the following chapter. 

1.1 The modern historiography of vagrancy: 
The Tudor and Stuart years 

In 1956, C. P. Ketchley described the importance of examining the legislative 

regulation of vagrancy to illustrate continuity of policy.2  Subsequently, C.S. 

Davies analysed ‘the most savage act in the grim history of English vagrancy 

legislation’, the Vagrancy Act of 1547, which imposed slavery for the refusal to 

work.3  Although the Act was short-lived, severity of attitudes towards what 

was perceived as wilful idleness remains a theme of later legislation.  The first 

overview of early modern vagrancy appeared in 1971, when Pound’s study 

placed vagrancy within the context of the social and economic problems 

associated with poverty.4 

 In contrast to approaches that emphasized the socio-economic and the 

legislative contexts, Salgado produced an anthology of contemporary textual 

2 C.P. Ketchley, ‘Vagrancy’, Amateur Historian, 2, 10 (February/March 1956), 309-311.
3 C.S.L. Davies ‘ Slavery and Protector Somerset: the Vagrancy Act of 1547’, EHR (New 
Series) 19, 3 (1966), 533-549. Beier states that there is no evidence that the provision for 
enslavement of vagrants was enforced: Masterless Men, p.161.
4 J. Pound, Poverty and Vagrancy in Tudor England (London; Longman, 1971).
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interpretations of Elizabethan vagabondage and roguery.5  These literary 

explanations, of ‘types’ of vagrants (and other ‘underworld’ denizens) and of 

the differing behaviour peculiar to each ‘type’, acquired a semi-formal status 

that had a lasting and powerful influence on perceptions of vagrancy.6  The 

influence may be detected in the works of nineteenth-century observers, like 

Mayhew and Dickens, as well as in the modern writings of authors such as 

Chesney and L. Rose, whose books contain elaborate glossaries of colloquial 

and ‘cant’ language.7  The literary interpretation of vagrant behaviour, with its 

emphasis on deliberate attempts to cozen, intimidate, or steal, swayed 

contemporary policy makers.8 

 In 1974, two authoritative articles appeared.  Paul Slack focuses on 

records demonstrating the long-distance mobility of vagrants, and also 

investigates the contemporary literary notion of a vagrant sub- or counter-

culture.9  He suggests that contemporary desires to define vagrancy imposed 

stereotypes and, foreshadowing Crowther (q.v.) notes a possible 

5 G. Salgado, Cony-Catchers and Bawdy Baskets: An Anthology of Elizabethan Low Life 
(Harmondsworth; Penguin, 1972)  Salgado also produced a more general work: The 
Elizabethan Underworld (London; J. Dent, 1977).  Although mainly based upon original 
sources, the latter book was not intended for an academic audience and is not reviewed here.
6 There were antecedents. In Piers Plowman, there is a long list of vagrant types - ‘guilers, 
lubbers, lollers, gadelings, false hermits...’ etc. : G. Shepherd, ‘Poverty in Piers Plowman‘ in: 
T. Ashton et. al. (eds.) Social relations and ideas: essays in honour of R.H. Hilton 
(Cambridge; CUP, 1983) pp.169-190 (173). However, the Elizabethan writers seem to have 
laid the foundations for literary construals of vagrant identity.
7 K. Chesney, The Victorian Underworld (London; Temple Smith, 1970); L. Rose, ‘Rogues 
and Vagabonds’; Vagrant Underworld in Britain 1815-1985 (London; Routledge, 1988). Cant 
is used here to mean the language peculiar to a class, profession or sect etc.  It has been 
defined as ‘ the language of the world of professional thieves and itinerant criminal beggars’: 
J. Green, Cassell’s Dictionary of Slang (London; Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 2005, 2nd edition) 
p.240.   Evidently there were at least three types of cant: V. Gatrell, ‘ The Decline of Theft and
Violence in Victorian and Edwardian England’, in Gatrell el al (eds.) Crime & the Law, pp.238-
338 (263, n.35). This meaning should be distinguished from another use that was widespread 
in Victorian England - cant signifying insincere pious or moral talk.  I am grateful to Professor 
J. Melling for drawing my attention to the latter point.
8  Official perceptions of vagrant criminality, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
are explored in later chapters.
9 P. Slack, ‘Vagrants and Vagrancy in England, 1598-1664’, EHR (New Series) 27, 3, (August 
1974), 360-379.
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romanticization.10  A.L. Beier questions the reliance on contemporary 

interpretations of vagrancy and examines arrest documentation to test 

assumptions that vagrants were wilfully idle, criminal, and a serious threat to 

the state.11  Beier found that most vagrants did not travel long distances, that 

most movement was guided by economic forces, and that repression of 

vagrancy derived partly from concerns about the security of the state, and 

partly from anxiety about the challenge of the ‘masterless’ to a paternalistic 

social hierarchy.  Vagrants were ‘seeking some “privy way” to help 

themselves in a world that was doing the same’.12  Beier’s article generated a 

lively debate with Pound, concerning the identity of Elizabethan vagrants, their 

alleged dangerousness, and their treatment.13   

 Beier and Slack’s use of documentation has been criticized as selective, 

leading to conclusions about vagrants in general that misleadingly suggest 

their criminality.14 It is also claimed that Beier failed to differentiate between 

vagrants, migrants and masterless people.15  Elsewhere, it is argued that 

Beier conflated poverty and vagrancy, and did not fully investigate how a 

person was labelled ‘vagrant’.16  However, Beier, Pound, and Slack 

established a socio-economic analysis of vagrancy that countered the 

10 For the view that vagrant ‘sub-culture’ was ‘the imaginative creation of an elite’, see C. Lis & 
H. Soly, Poverty & Capitalism in Pre-Industrial Europe (Hassocks, Sussex; Harvester Press, 
1979) pp.82-83.
11  A.L. Beier, ‘Vagrants and the Social Order in Elizabethan England’, Past and Present, 64 
(August 1974) 3-29.
12 ibid. p. 28. This may constitute an early reference to the strategy of ‘makeshift’ - see above, 
Introduction.
13 J. Pound, ‘Debate: Vagrants and the Social Order In Elizabethan England’, Past and 
Present, 71, 1 (1976) 126-129; A.L. Beier, ‘A Rejoinder’, op. cit., 130-134.
14 Lucassen, ‘A Blind Spot: Migratory and Travelling Groups in Western European 
Historiography’ International Review of Social History, 38 (1993) 209-235 (pp.214-215).  
Lucassen accepts Beier’s major point that most vagrants were not criminal but looking for 
work (p.215).
15 Underdown, ‘Review’, Beier’s Masterless Men, 353-355. 
16 J. Boulton, ‘The Counting of the People and the People that Counted’, The Historical 
Journal, 31, 3 (September 1988) 713-719 (pp.718-719.
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historical legacy of the moral inferiority attributed to vagrants through 

contemporary stereotyping.  Their discourse recognized the need for further 

research and posed questions that are relevant to later periods of vagrant 

history. 

 Another significant study appeared in 1974, of poverty in eighteenth- 

century France.17  Although conditions in France could not be compared 

directly with the social, economic and political environment of these islands, 

Hufton’s research encouraged historians to perceive differences - for 

example, in migration, and in social policy - which helped to clarify 

understanding of domestic poverty and vagrancy in Britain.  Her 

conceptualization of the ‘economy of makeshift’ opened up a fresh area of 

research, which has implications for understanding the survival strategies of 

vagrants.18 

 In 1980, Houston proposed that neither Slack nor Beier had questioned 

contemporary stereotyping sufficiently.19  He emphasizes the need to set 

vagrants ‘in their correct cultural perspective’ and seeks to show that their life 

experience was little different from the ‘lower levels’ of rural society.  Houston 

identifies a dichotomy between the official perspective and popular attitudes, 

suggesting that vagrants were not a ‘sub-cultural element’, but seen at local 

level ‘as a normal part of the conventional cultural setting’ (p. 28).  The article 

is noteworthy because it appears to be the first application of modern 

deviancy theory by a historian seeking to interpret vagrancy’s past.20  In 

17 O. Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France, 1750-1789 (Oxford; OUP, 1974).
18 See above, Introduction.
19 R. Houston, ‘Vagrants and Society in Early Modern England’, Cambridge Anthropology, 25 
(1980) 18-32.
20 I exclude the work of sociologists who examined the historical antecedents of modern ‘skid 
row’. See, for example, H. Bahr (ed.) Disaffiliated man: essays and bibliography on skid row, 
vagrancy, and outsiders (Toronto; University of Toronto Press, 1970).
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stressing that the concept of vagrancy was not monolithic, Houston accurately 

predicted that further research at the micro level of parish life would reveal 

considerable variation in attitudes and treatment. 

 Beier expanded upon his original article with a book that would become 

the standard exposition of Elizabethan and Stuart vagrancy.21   Beier’s 

observations pertaining to policy, identification schemes, enforced reforming 

labour, punitive imprisonment, impressment, and transportation to colonies, 

anticipate later research on responses to vagrancy in this and subsequent 

periods. 

 Slack also developed his work on vagrancy, but incorporated his research 

into a wider-ranging study of poverty in another work now regarded as 

seminal.22  His earlier findings are reiterated, suggesting that the majority of 

vagrants were not ‘professional rogues’ but victims of economic 

circumstances caught between ‘criminality and respectability’.  In a further, 

shorter work on the Old Poor Law, Slack provides a useful précis of the 

statutes.  The gradual separation of legislation governing the relief of poverty, 

from the penal Vagrancy Acts, is conveniently summarized.23 

 A recent collection of papers, spanning the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 

early nineteenth centuries, drawing together research in various specialisms, 

such as cultural geography, social and medical history, poetry, criticism, and 

art history, illustrates the vibrant academic discourse that characterizes earlier 

vagrancy history.24  One paper that is particularly relevant to the chronology of 

casual relief concerns the crisis in London of the 1780s, when ‘the system for 

21 Beier, Masterless Men.
22 P. Slack, Poverty and Policy in Tudor and Stuart England (Harlow; Longman, 1988).
23 P. Slack, The English Poor Law 1531-1782 (London; Macmillan Education, 1990). 
24 David Hitchcock, (ed.), ’Poverty and Mobility in England, 1600-1850’, Rural History, Special 
Issue 01, 24 (April 2013) 1-100.
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the punishment and removal of vagrants […] broke down’; the vagrant system 

was reconfigured, becoming ‘an essentially non-carceral process’.25  It is 

probable that the resultant changes, with a greater emphasis on medical care 

and transport (to settlements) helped to create the environment in which 

mendicity societies and vagrant offices, the prototypes of casual relief, would 

be developed in the first decades of the nineteenth century.26  By the end of 

the 1980s, a substantial, macro-investigation of Tudor and Stuart vagrancy 

had been undertaken, and its main findings remain unchallenged.  The focus 

of the discourse now shifted to the exploration of the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. 

1.2 The modern historiography of vagrancy: 
The eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 

 M.J. Roberts studied the use of the Vagrant Act of 1822 in redefining and 

sharpening the boundaries of private and public space, and whether such 

legislation amounted to a form of social control that replaced communal and 

customary restraints on the behaviour of urban populations.27  The policing of 

such legislation, while intended to control a range of behaviours such as 

indecency, had considerable implications for vagrants using public space to 

beg, sleep out, or even just ‘be’.  

 Roberts subsequently examined the movement to suppress begging, 

which commenced around the beginning of the nineteenth century with the 

25 Tim Hitchcock, ‘The London Vagrancy Crisis of the 1780s’, Rural History, Special Issue 01, 
24 (April 2013) 59-72 (pp.63, 68).
26 For discussion, see below, Ch. 6.
27 M.J. Roberts, ‘Public and private in early nineteenth-century London: the Vagrant Act of 
1822 and its enforcement,’ Social History, 13 (1988), 273-294. The 1822 Act amended and 
consolidated earlier vagrancy legislation and, in turn, was duly amended and replaced by the 
1824 Vagrancy Act: ibid. passim.



54 
founding of mendicity societies.28  The study concentrates upon the London 

Mendicity Society in the years to 1869, when its functions were largely 

superseded by the COS.29  However, Roberts shows that mendicity societies, 

formed early in the century in Bath, Oxford, Colchester and Edinburgh, with 

the intention of eradicating begging by policing, had shifted within a few years 

to a welfare-providing role.30  The London society, although also involved in 

welfare, maintained a strong policing role, even after the formation of the 

Metropolitan Police in 1829, and ‘contributed to a significant proportion of 

vagrant prosecutions […] until at least mid-century’ (p. 219).31  The London 

Society’s early attempts to discriminate between the deserving and 

undeserving, including a work test imposed in 1821, developed precedents 

that would be incorporated in New Poor Law institutions.32  

 Rogers’s analysis of the eighteenth-century vagrancy laws in London 

demonstrates that the broad, discretionary legal powers available to 

magistrates facilitated a ‘policing of the poor’.33  The majority of those 

appearing before the bench for vagabondage were women, who were more 

vulnerable to destitution because their employment was more precarious than 

28 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’.
29 The Charities Organization Society; see below, Glossary.
30 Such provision formed part of the informal relief to vagrants that preceded and influenced 
the casual ward system. See below, Ch. 6.
31 This does not mean that other societies ignored policing of mendicity - but none developed 
the policing role as comprehensively as the London society.
32 The Report from the Select Committee on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis 1816 
(396) had endorsed the need to distinguish between worthy and unworthy beggars - p.13. 
This point is owed to Lynn MacKay, ‘The Mendicity Society and Its Clients: A Cautionary 
Tale’, Left History, 5, 1 (Spring 1997) 39-64 (p.40) (on-line edition:York University, 
Toronto: www.yorku.ca/lefthist ; download date: 14 January 2010) The idea of an institution 
for such discrimination arose from the work of Matthew Martin, who undertook investigations 
of London beggars in 1796, 1800 -1803, and again between 1811-1815, and who was 
involved in the subsequent founding of the London Mendicity Society in 1818.   
33 N. Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor in Eighteenth-century London: The Vagrancy Laws and their  
Administration’, Histoire sociale – Social History, XXIV, 47 (May 1991) 127-147.
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that of men (p. 133).34  Of the men so charged, a greater proportion than 

women were older (over fifty years of age) constituting more than half of male 

vagrants in most of the researched years (p. 136).  Low numbers of young, 

male vagrants may be explained by their enlistment in the armed forces (p. 

137).  Rogers argues that, by the late eighteenth century, immigration 

pressures, the economic dislocation of war, rising poor relief expenditure, and 

the inefficiencies of the vagrant ‘passing’ system led to a move away from 

local, discretionary policy to the ‘anticipation of deviancy’. The introduction of 

pre-emptive ‘suspected person’ clauses in vagrancy legislation, from 1802 

onwards, made perpetual in the 1824 Vagrancy Act, resulted in a 

considerable growth in the imprisonment of vagrants.35  ‘The age of 

incarceration had begun’ (p. 146). 

 Rogers portrayed the eighteenth-century vagrancy laws as one aspect of 

regulatory machinery governing the relationships between master and worker; 

another was impressment.36  Settlement laws after 1660, and economic 

expansion, reduced the role of the vagrancy acts in disciplining labour, but 

some of the twenty-eight statutes on vagrancy, passed between 1700 and 

1824, substantially enlarged the purview of such legislation. Impressment for 

the navy, particularly between 1710 and 1833, included the periodic rounding-

up of vagrants from the streets and bridewells. 

34 By the late nineteenth century, the majority of casual relief applicants were male -  see Chs. 
4 & 5, below.
35 Rogers states that in 1882, in Middlesex, the proportion of vagrants committed to prison 
exceeded fifty per cent…’the others generally being handled by the workhouses’. He provides 
no details aside from noting that they were ‘relieved by the parishes’: ‘Policing the Poor’, p. 
146.
36 N. Rogers, ‘Vagrancy, Impressment and the Regulation of Labour in Eighteenth-century 
Britain’ in: P. Lovejoy & N. Rogers  (eds.) Unfree Labour in the Development of the Atlantic 
World (Ilford; Frank Cass, 1994) pp.102-113.
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 Brantlinger and Ulin apply a Foucauldian interpretation of the relationship 

between state and deviant, to analyse the ways in which two early, influential 

Victorian authors perceived the status of vagrants.37  Two texts, by Chadwick 

and Mayhew respectively, concerning the establishment of a police force in 

England and Wales, and London’s ‘underworld’, are described as ‘social 

scientific’, ostensibly aiming at social control, but full of ‘contradictoriness’.  

The vagrant, the ‘outsider’ who is ‘beyond the norm’ of regular living, wanders 

away from ‘fixed laws’ and yet, paradoxically, is subject to state control.  

Vagrants are more dangerous than actual thieves because of their uncertain 

status; more dangerous than striking workers because they are ‘beyond the 

pale of work, productivity, respectability, legality’ (pp. 41; 46).  For both 

Chadwick and Mayhew, crime - including vagrancy - was predetermined by 

the physical make-up of the individual (pp. 46-47).38  The article pinpoints 

some early Victorian perceptions of the vagrant threat.39  

 Returning to earlier centuries, but with relevance for the Victorian period, 

Ben-Amos studied networks of informal support, noting that Protestant 

preachers, invoking the distinction between the deserving and undeserving, 

familiar from the late medieval period, recommended public control of poor 

relief by channelling impulsive giving through institutions.40  The sustained 

campaigns of the Tudor and Stuart state against the ‘shiftless poor’

sanctioned withdrawal of some types of informal support (p. 337) as did the 

37 Brantlinger et. al., ‘Policing Nomads’.
38 Chadwick, with his emphasis on environmental and hereditary causation, and Mayhew, with 
his racial typology of the wandering and civilized tribes, prefigure the eugenic theories of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
39 A somewhat different appraisal of Mayhew as ‘the most perceptive investigator of his day’
is proposed by Eileen Yeo: ‘Mayhew as a Social Investigator’ In: E.P Thompson and E. Yeo 
(eds). The Unknown Mayhew: Selections from the Morning Chronicle 1849-1850 (Pontypool; 
Merlin Press, 2009) pp.51-95 (p.90 & passim) (first published 1971).
40 I.K. Ben-Amos, ‘Gifts and Favours: Informal Support in Early Modern England’, Journal of 
Modern History, 72, 2 (June 2000), 295-338.
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settlement laws, especially in rural areas (p. 334).  However, help to vagrants 

did not vanish completely, surviving into the nineteenth century (p. 320).41 

 Rogers further developed the subject of impressment in 2007.42  At the 

end of the eighteenth century, many of those seeking help from mendicity 

societies were married women whose husbands had been impressed (p. 3).  

Vagrancy was fuelled by the extensive demobilizations of 1814-1816.43  As 

steam replaced labour-intensive sail, impressment declined although, even as 

late as 1870, young male vagrants were swept up to be placed on naval 

training ships (p. 133).  The loss of the sanction of impressment may have 

been perceived by those in authority as a reduction in the range of disciplinary 

responses to vagrancy. 

 A recent study examines the repeated adjustments in vagrancy legislation 

during the 1700s, emphasizing the complex relationship between that 

legislation and settlement law.44  Eccles detects an eighteenth-century shift in 

the management of vagrancy, from parish to county, and a separation from 

the Poor Law, albeit that links remained through settlement (p.3).  The history 

of vagrancy law is examined in detail (Ch. 1) a survey that reveals information 

relevant to nineteenth-century studies, such as the fact that neither the 1822 

nor 1824 Vagrancy Acts explicitly abolished the passing system (p. 21).  The 

creative interpretation of vagrancy legislation by magistrates and parish 

officials (and, perhaps, the poor themselves) to ‘plug gaps’ in provision for 

poor travellers (p. 65) may help to explain why it was local elites, in the early 

41 By the early nineteenth century, informal institutional support was being provided by some 
mendicity societies - see below, Ch. 6.
42 N. Rogers, The Press Gang: Naval Impressment and its opponents in Georgian Britain 
(London; Continuum, 2007).
43 110,000 men were laid off between 1814 and 1816: ibid. p.122.
44 A. Eccles, Vagrancy in Law and Practice under the Old Poor Law (Farnham; Ashgate, 
2012).
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nineteenth century, who initiated the development of casual civil relief, 

through mendicity societies and vagrant offices.45  Eccles’s findings illustrate 

the complexity of eighteenth-century responses to vagrancy, and the historian 

of New Poor Law casual relief needs to be aware of a legacy of Old Poor Law 

management that helped to shape nineteenth-century attitudes and practice. 

1.3.1 The modern historiography of vagrancy: 
The national perspective: 1834-1919  

Before considering modern work, mention should be made of a book 

published in 1887.  Ribton-Turner’s voluminous study provides an allegedly 

comprehensive history of British vagrancy and begging from 368 to 1886.46 

However, Ribton-Turner was the Secretary of the COS, at a time when the 

suppression of vagrants was under consideration at the Home Office.47  Given 

the unremitting hostility of the COS towards vagrancy, and Ribton-Turner’s 

belief in a residuum of ‘moral lepers’ among vagrants, historians have reason 

to exercise caution when consulting his polemical work.48 Additionally, 

although he was well informed about legislation, official records, and the more 

literary aspects of the subject, the volume is largely unannotated, and lacks a 

bibliography.  Nevertheless, it has been used widely as a primary source 

rather than as a contemporary document illustrating certain attitudes towards 

vagrancy.  Among the authors discussed below, Vorspan, Crowther, and 

Rose quote Ribton-Turner to support some of their arguments.  Humphreys 

45  See below, Ch. 6.  Eccles notes that these offices may have served as models for the 
post-1834 casual wards but does not develop the argument: Vagrancy in Law, p.xii.
46 C. Ribton-Turner, A History of Vagrants and Vagrancy and Beggars and Begging (London; 
Chapman and Hall, 1887) (reprinted,USA; Legacy Reprint Series, Kessinger Publishing, n.d.).
47 Report of Special Committee on Vagrancy and Mendicity, COS, 1873, 
TNA/HO45/9340/22208D.  See also: L. Rose, ‘Rogues and Vagabonds’: Vagrant Underworld 
in Britain,1815-1985 (London; Routledge, 1988) p.226 n.47. For a brief description of the 
activities of the COS, see below, Glossary.
48 Ribton-Turner, A History of Vagrants, p. 668.  Lucassen includes Ribton-Turner among 
historians who believed that the wandering poor were innately criminal; ‘A Blind Spot’ (210).
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uses the work even more freely, with at least seven references to the book in 

his chapter on Victorian vagrancy.  Only Crowther is critical, acknowledging 

that, purportedly scholarly, the book uses literary and anecdotal evidence.49  

The modern historian would be better advised to consult the original 

sources.50      

 A book on the mid-nineteenth-century underworld, by Chesney, published 

in 1970, while not devoted to vagrancy, contains two relevant chapters.51  The 

chapters - ‘The wanderers’ (pp. 60-90) and ‘Beggars’ (pp. 196-228) - provide 

broadly sketched introductions.  The author relied upon the published 

literature of contemporary writers, such as Mayhew, Chadwick and Dickens, 

and upon a small selection of works by later historians, such as Hobsbawm, 

the Webbs, and G.M. Young.  Chesney’s work is almost entirely unreferenced 

and, inevitably, contains unsupported assertions, for example concerning the 

operation of the casual wards.  It is tempting to dismiss the book as popular 

history, but the relevant chapters appear to be the first modern attempt to 

describe contemporary concerns about begging and vagrancy.52   

 The Victorian criminal vagrant in Wales was the focus of a 1977 article.53  

Using local and national Poor Law records, Jones’s article is one of two 

49 M.A. Crowther, ‘The Tramp’ in R. Porter (ed.) Myths of the English (Cambridge; Polity 
Press, 1992) pp.91-113 (100-101).
50 It is a trap for the unwary: I confess to a ‘Ribton-Turnerism’ myself, incorrectly using him as 
a source in: ‘Vagrancy in North Devon, 1870-1914’, The Local Historian, 39, 4 (November 
2009), 287-299 (p.291).
51 Chesney, The Victorian Underworld.
52 During the 1960s and 1970s, influenced by sociologists working in the field of deviancy 
studies, such as Becker, Bahr, and Cohen, there was a revival of interest in the modern 
problem of vagrancy. See P. Archard, ‘Vagrancy - A Literature Review’, in T. Cook (ed.) 
Vagrancy: Some New Perspectives (London; Academic Press, 1979) pp.11-28.
53 D.J.V. Jones, ‘“A dead loss to the community”: the criminal Vagrant in mid-nineteenth-
century Wales’, Welsh History Review, 8 (1976-1977), 312-343.  A chapter on vagrants and 
crime, in a later publication by Jones, covers similar ground and is not reviewed here: Crime, 
protest, community and police in nineteenth-century Britain (London; Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1982).
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pioneering studies devoted to vagrancy in this period.54  Jones provides 

information about casual relief in Wales but does not attempt a systematic 

account.  In places his chronology is confusing, such as when he dates the 

introduction of vagrant cells to the 1840s (p. 321).55  He also fails to consider 

the refusal of casual relief to the able-bodied as a shift in central policy, that is 

the Buller Minute of 1848.56  He relies on a Poor Law Board (PLB) Report of 

1848 to answer the question as to who were the vagrants, but does not 

interrogate its impressionistic methodology (p. 317).57  The Irish are identified 

as ‘the heart of the vagrancy problem in mid-nineteenth-century Wales’ (p. 

317) but Jones does not provide specific links to vagrant crime (p. 324).  He 

draws attention to different types of offences committed, or allegedly 

committed, by vagrants, to a wave of arson largely attributed to vagrants, and 

to ‘workhouse crimes’ but does not cite the linkage between casual relief 

legislation and the criminal law.  Jones concludes that ‘a good number’ of 

vagrants were victims of economic change, recessions, or industrial action 

(p.320).  He also stresses that vagrants were not offered rehabilitation, that 

the idea of helping the vagrant was ‘rarely considered’ (pp. 324; 341).  

Jones’s article, describing both Poor Law and criminal justice responses to 

vagrancy, posed some leading questions about vagrant identity and 

criminality. 

 Vorspan delineates an inventory of contemporary concerns and beliefs 

about vagrancy, and identifies a number of dilemmas encountered by 

54 The other is by Vorspan - see below.
55 He may be referring to the use of police cells, rather than workhouse casual ward cells that 
became official policy from 1868, but his meaning is unclear.
56 If there were local initiatives in Wales that prefigured Buller, Jones does not identify these. 
‘Minute of the Poor Law Board’, 4 August 1848, Letters from the PLB to boards of guardians 
1847-48 (599) 1848 (henceforth: ‘Buller Minute’).
57 Jones acknowledges our ignorance of the character of non-Irish vagrants in Wales (p.318).
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administrators and politicians seeking to respond.58  Who were the 

undeserving vagrants and how could they be identified and separated from 

deserving honest wayfarers? (p.60).  How could regulations be enforced when 

leniency led to increased demand for casual relief, and severity pushed 

vagrants to beg and sleep out? (pp. 61; 64).  How did casual ward occupancy 

oscillate in relation to factors such as economic conditions, weather, and 

availability of charity? (pp. 62-63).  Important aspects of responses to 

vagrancy are discussed, such as the employment of police as relieving 

officers, the weakness of official estimates of numbers, the introduction of 

isolating cells, and way-ticket schemes to control movement (pp. 69-71). 

 The article considers contemporary beliefs that vagrants (‘professional 

idlers’) morally contaminated the virtuous working man, which Vorspan links 

to the debate on ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’, and to proposals for the 

compulsory detention of the latter (pp. 68; 72-79).  She contests Stedman 

Jones’s suggestion that the fear of the contaminating influence of the 

‘undeserving’ subsided in the 1890s, asserting that the literature on vagrancy 

shows that this was ‘...a consistent phenomenon from (at least) the 1870s, 

through the early twentieth century’(p. 80).59  Vorspan neglects the 

development of the casual relief system, claiming that cells were introduced in 

large midland and northern cities to mitigate contagion (p. 69).60  Given that 

the casual ward system, supported by ticket systems and police activity, was 

the major Poor Law response to vagrancy, Vorspan does not document and 

58 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’.
59 G. Stedman Jones, Outcast London: A Study in the Relationship Between Classes in 
Victorian Society, (Milton Keynes; Open University, 2002) (first published 1971).  Vorspan 
does not provide a specific reference, but may be referring to Stedman Jones’s observations 
in Ch. 18, p. 327. 
60 It is highly likely that Vorspan based her comments about cells in large midland and 
northern cities upon the statement by the Webbs in the Minority Report of the Royal 
Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress 1909 (Cmd. 4499) p.1082.
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analyse the changes in its nature, and its very uneven development, during 

the years 1870-1914.61 

 Vorspan’s opening claim that vagrancy ‘...remained the most intractable 

problem confronting Poor Law administrators in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries’ (p. 59) is not sustained by any comparison with the 

difficulties of maintaining substantial workhouses, or managing public health.62  

Vorspan gives weight to contemporary views that vagrancy was degenerate 

and hereditary, but these findings have not been pursued in subsequent 

studies of eugenic theories of the period (pp. 72-74).63 

 In places Vorspan’s chronology is misleading, suggesting, for instance, 

incorrect dates for the origins of the cellular system and way-tickets (pp.69-

70).  Her claim that Victorians distinguished only two types of able-bodied 

vagrant, the ‘respectable working man in search of employment’, and the 

‘habitual tramp’, reiterates the binary classification used in official Circulars 

and Orders.  However, Inspectors, Guardians, Medical Officers, and Masters 

often showed an informed understanding of the multiplicity of causes of the 

mobility of the poor and destitute.64  Vorspan statements that women…‘never 

composed more than ten per cent of the nomadic population’ (p. 60) and that

‘..at least 85 per cent of vagrants were demonstrably adult men under sixty-

five years of age’ require closer scrutiny.  While adult males constituted the 

majority of those using casual relief by the late nineteenth century, female 

61 This criticism was originally levelled by K. Williams, From pauperism. For discussion, see 
below, Chs. 2 & 6.
62 The claim has not been tested from a national perspective.  A  local study suggests that 
vagrancy, while causing episodic difficulties, was not a consistently intractable problem: 
O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy in North Devon’
63 On this subject, see  Ch. 3.
64 Vorspan cites the Minority Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws.  The 
Departmental Committee on Vagrancy had expressed a similar view in 1906: Report of DC, I, 
p.24. For evidence of more complex classification, see below, Chs. 4 & 5.
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applications varied considerably and frequently exceeded ten per cent.65 

 Vorspan’s findings have been utilized in almost all subsequent research 

on the subject and, though the article was innovative, its largely uncritical 

acceptance is illustrative of the paucity of the modern discourse on Victorian 

and Edwardian vagrancy. 

 The publication of Crowther’s book on the workhouse system, in 1981, 

provided readers with the most useful single volume introduction to the 

institutions of the New Poor Law.66  References to vagrancy are threaded 

throughout the book, with one short chapter devoted to the subject of the 

casual poor.  Crowther emphasizes the shift in attitude towards institutions, 

across the years of the nineteenth century, noting the increase in 

specialization, and the scaling up in size of prisons, asylums, workhouses, 

and hospitals, in the ‘trend towards incarceration’ (pp. 56-58; 64).  The 

‘massive investment’ in bricks and mortar, which Crowther identifies as the 

legacy of this period, included the casual wards and their cells (p.58).67  In the 

later Victorian and Edwardian years, as categories of the ‘deserving poor’

were transferred to separate institutions, vagrants, along with other 

‘undeserving poor’ such as unmarried mothers, were offered official relief only 

at workhouse sites (p. 3). 

 Crowther notes that although the New Poor Law permitted emergency aid 

to non-resident poor, policy was not clarified until 1837 (pp. 32-33).  However, 

65 In the 1860s, in many North Western PLUs, bed numbers for female applicants matched or 
almost matched provision for males - for example at Barnsley, Blackburn, Bolton, Bradford, 
Manchester, Stockport and Wigan: Reports On Vagrancy 1866, p.132.  As late as 1904, 
twenty-five per cent of casual ward beds were designated for females -see below, Chs. 4 & 5.
66 Crowther, The Workhouse System.  The main arguments of an earlier article by Crowther 
are reflected in her book, and that article is not reviewed here, viz. M.A. Crowther, ‘The Later 
Years of the Workhouse 1890-1929’ in P. Thane, (ed.) The Origins of British Social Policy 
(London; Croom Helm, 1978) pp.36-55.  For a critical reading of the article, see Williams, 
From pauperism, p.95.
67 The casual ward infrastructure is described in Chs. 6-8, below.  The resistance to building 
casual relief facilities on grounds of expense, particularly in rural areas, is also discussed.
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a methodical account of the formation and development of the casual wards is 

lacking.  The problems of establishing national uniformity in casual relief 

practice are acknowledged but not pursued (p. 250). Crowther pinpoints the 

problem of the ‘Ins and Outs’, the regular inmates of the main workhouse 

who, frequently and legally discharged themselves and sought readmission 

shortly afterwards, creating administrative nuisance and annoyance (p. 208).  

Crowther does not note that Guardians often treated the Ins and Outs, 

illegally, as vagrants.68  Her chapter on discipline reminds us that workhouse 

offences were committed by pauper inmates as well as vagrants (pp. 193-

221).  The criminalization of breaches of casual ward regulations through 

direct linkage with clauses of the 1824 Vagrancy Act is not mentioned. 

 Statistical modelling for the years 1880-1930 is employed in search of a 

relationship between unemployment and vagrancy (p. 252).  Crowther 

acknowledges the difficulties posed by the weaknesses in the available 

records, but suggests that her calculations reveal that fluctuations in vagrancy 

‘...tend to follow similar fluctuations in the number of unemployed’ (p. 254).  

The brief discussion of the relationship mainly focuses upon the statistical 

elements, and increases in vagrancy are attributed to a ‘downward’ effect on 

the labour market, as unemployed skilled workers competed with the less 

skilled for casual employment (p.252).  This explanation overlooks the 

methodology used to compile vagrant statistics; simple head counts of users 

of the casual wards did not necessarily reflect a rise or fall in unemployment; 

other factors, such as weather, local police actions against begging or 

sleeping out, public works, and seasonal work opportunities, affected changes 

in ward use and, hence, overall estimates of vagrant numbers.  Although a 

68 On this point, see below, Ch. 3.
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relationship between unemployment and vagrancy may seem likely, the 

connection is more complex than Crowther indicates.69  

 Like Vorspan before her, Crowther suggests that women (and child) 

vagrant numbers were low and declining (p. 256).70  Other findings of the 

Departmental Committee are identified as a major weakness, namely that the 

Committee did not undertake a detailed survey of the health and age of 

casuals (sic), arbitrarily deciding that most were of working age, to be forced 

into employment (p. 256).  The Committee collated information from existing 

sources which, it claimed, demonstrated that, at that time (c. 1905) the 

majority of vagrants receiving relief were of working age.71  The Committee 

also recognized that, among casual ward users, there were wandering, 

unemployable, old and infirm persons, many of whom were said to be ‘crazy’

or ‘weak-minded’; it concluded that the latter should be detained for treatment 

but deferred recommendations to the newly formed Royal Commission on the 

Feeble-Minded.72  The Committee acknowledged that those classed as 

vagrants differed greatly; that it was a very elastic term, with no precise 

meaning.73    

 Reliable surveys of the condition of vagrants would not be undertaken 

until much later in the twentieth century (p. 257).74  The political agenda of the 

69 Radzinowicz and Hood suggest that swings in vagrancy numbers exceeded rises and falls 
in unemployment because fluctuations hit hardest those most marginal to the labour market.  
They also suggest that it is impossible to disentangle the effects of the state of trade and the 
effects of the stringency of the regulations applied to casual relief; when numbers seeking 
relief rose, more stringent regulations were applied to deter applicants: Radzinowicz & Hood, 
A History of English Criminal Law, V, p.346.  Given that casual ward statistics were used to 
estimate vagrant numbers, a rise in unemployment could lead to lower vagrant numbers in 
official statistics, when deterrence was increased, e.g. following the Acts of 1871 and 1882.
70 For a more detailed appraisal, see below, Chs. 4 & 5.
71 Report of DC, I, p. 25; III, p.27.
72 ibid. pp.25; 106; Report on the Feeble-minded.
73 Report of DC, I, pp.16; 24. 
74 On contemporary knowledge of the condition of vagrants, see the discussion in later 
chapters, below.
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Committee, however, ignored the evidence of uncertainty about identity and 

motivation to conclude that the vagrant required ‘special’ treatment for ‘...his 

mode of life and his disinclination to do honest work’, thus justifying proposals 

to transfer responsibility for relief to police authority, and establish labour 

colonies for habitual vagrants.75    

 In an essay on tramp mythology in 1992, Crowther contributed to a 

volume examining ‘the functions of public parable’.76  Expanding upon 

remarks concerning the imagery of the tramp in her earlier book on the 

workhouse system, the essay explores the myths of vagrancy in the 

transitional period from the mid-nineteenth-century to the First World War, 

with an emphasis on the ‘romantic and sentimental tramp of the 

Edwardians’(p. 92).77 

 The apparent interchangeability of a number of descriptors in the text is 

confusing: terms such as tramp, vagrant, wanderer beggar, sturdy beggar, 

homeless poor, vagabond, tinker, gypsy, are freely used.  Some explanations 

are provided, for example, Hobsbawm’s account of the tramping artisan (p. 

96).78  Only one sentence, though, is devoted to a cursory examination of the 

etymology of the words, vagrant, vagabond, and tramp (p. 97).  The assertion 

that ‘tramp’ entered the language in the late seventeenth century to describe 

men moving purposefully in search of work overlooks the association of the 

word with the notion, from the same century, of going on foot aimlessly, as a 

vagabond.79  

75 Report of DC, I, pp.118-120.
76 Crowther, ‘The Tramp’.
77 Crowther is developing a point identified in The Workhouse System, pp.249-250.
78 E. Hobsbawm, ‘The Tramping Artisan’,  EHR (New Series) 3, 3 (1951), 299-320.
79 C. Kay et. al., Historical Thesaurus of the Oxford English Dictionary, 2 vols. (Oxford; OUP, 
2009) Vol. 1, pp.790; 1535-1539.
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 She contends that, by the late nineteenth century, tramps were not seen 

as ‘a serious menace’ because society was relatively well-policed (p. 92).  

That explanation does not accord with the evidence of the perceived vagrant 

threat that was commonly expressed at the time.80  The claim that the British 

policy of dealing with tramps through the Poor Law was unique, in contrast to 

the use of charity or the criminal law in Continental countries and the United 

States, obscures the lengthy history of criminal vagrancy legislation that, 

through the 1824 Vagrancy Act, continued to be applied in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries (p. 92).81  The claim also disregards the formal links 

between the New Poor Law and the 1824 Act that automatically entailed 

criminal penalties for those vagrants found guilty of breaching workhouse 

regulations. Surprisingly, Crowther uses the derogatory term ‘social refuse’

without qualification, to describe an assortment of abandoned children, Irish 

immigrants, disabled vagrants, and unspecified others (p. 97).  There is no 

indication of whether this was a contemporary expression, or her own 

description. 

 Vorspan described a ‘resurgence of middle-class vagrant impersonators’

in the 1880s, and Crowther depicts Mayhew as the precursor of all the 

‘fearless investigative journalists’ who ventured into ‘the vagrant 

underworld’.82 Vorspan thought that these explorers may have deliberately 

visited the worst casual wards, to ensure that the findings would be sufficiently 

lurid for publication.83  Crowther notes that the observers concentrated less on 

80 The vagrant threat is discussed in Ch. 3 below.
81 The 1824 Vagrancy Act  is mentioned on a later page (p. 98) where it is noted that it ‘...was 
capacious enough to include almost any type of action which might be committed by a 
vagrant’, but this is not related to the earlier claim of the unique Poor Law response to 
vagrancy.
82 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, pp.67-68;  Crowther, ‘The Tramp’, pp.99-101.
83 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.68.
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the vagrants themselves than on the physical condition of the casual wards; 

the nature of vagrancy was not usually the main issue (p. 101). 

Three emotions supposedly aroused by vagrants, fear, pity and envy, are 

identified (pp. 92; 102).  As noted above, the first is dismissed as no longer 

serious; the second is said to be a function of the state of the economy; the 

third, envy, is ‘the most characteristic nineteenth-century contribution to the 

literature of vagrancy’ (p. 103).  The long-standing envy of the labourer, of the 

(allegedly) better material existence of the vagrant, is joined by middle-class 

envy of ‘vagabond freedom’ (p. 105).  The romanticization of vagrancy, 

through the works of such authors as W.H. Davis, Francis Thompson, and 

George Borrow, disguised the harsh reality of vagrant life (p. 107). 

 Rose’s book on vagrancy in the period 1815-1985 was dismissed as ‘a 

popular account’, with anecdotal material ‘...full of jolly beggars and colourful 

characters’; Rose had failed to save vagrancy from ‘mythology’.84  Anecdotal 

material is interwoven with the factual and Rose sometimes misinterprets 

evidence; he fails to pursue subjects in sufficient depth.  His statement that 

vagrancy is a phenomenon to be ‘cured’ (p. 13), and an indiscriminate use of 

terms such as ‘dosser’, ‘scrounger’, and ‘tramp’ suggest a judgemental view.  

There are many unsupported statements, for example, that the potential 

casual ward inflow was siphoned off into the Army during the Boer War (p. 

84), and that casual wards were used as venues for plotting crime (p. 112). 

However, while scholarly precision is lacking, Rose draws attention to the 

nature and extent of the passing of vagrants, and its consequential burden for 

certain towns and cities, such as Bristol and Liverpool (Ch. 2); to the 

84 Rose, ‘Rogues and Vagabonds’; M.A. Crowther, ‘Untitled Review: ‘Rogues and 
Vagabonds’: Vagrant Underworld in Britain, 1815-1985 by Lionel Rose’, The English 
Historical Review, 107, 422 (January 1992), 239-240.
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widespread practice of the discretionary relief of vagrants prior to 1837 (Ch. 

3); to a link between the separate system of prisons and the introduction of 

cells in casual wards (Ch. 10); and to the concerns about diseases spread by 

vagrants (Ch. 12).  He provides a good if general account of casual wards 

conditions (pp. 77-79); has lots to say about the role of the police (Ch. 17 & 

passim); and notes the importance of lodging houses in vagrancy history 

(Chs. 7 -9).       

 In a compact volume, Humphreys presents a history of homelessness in 

Britain that emphasizes how attitudes of individuals, families, and 

establishment ‘...have intertwined with economic, ideological and political 

change to affect numbers who were homeless’ (p. 2).85  Even though 

homelessness increases as a direct result of economic difficulties, war, or 

climatic catastrophe, the response of authority is to clamp down ‘ever harder’

on those affected, notwithstanding the validity of their reasons for being 

homeless (p.15).  Official concerns about the dangers posed by the homeless 

in any period are reflected in the extent of legislation and regulation (pp. 7; 

167). 

 The account of the Edwardian years is thinner than that of the Victorian 

era and mainly devoted to London.  There are numerous instances in the text 

where suppositions and conclusions are not supported by evidence.  The 

deterrent strategy of the 1848 Buller Minute is discussed but no mention is 

made of the direction that able-bodied applicants should be denied casual 

relief (p. 89).  The text conveys the impression that, post-Buller, until the 

1860s, vagrants commonly received relief in police cells but no corroboration 

85 Humphreys, No Fixed Abode’. He uses the term ‘homeless’, and that is replicated in this 
review.  Elsewhere in this thesis, the contemporary term ‘houseless’ is preferred to avoid 
modern connotations of the word homeless.
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is offered (p. 91).86  Following a description of the tasks undertaken by 

vagrants in casual wards - stone-breaking, oakum-picking, and cleaning - 

Humphreys states that Joseph Chamberlain’s Circular of 1886 condemned 

the work as degrading (p. 105).87  Chamberlain was referring to the 

exceptional needs of the distressed working classes temporarily devoid of 

employment, who were to be offered work free of ‘the stigma of pauperism’, 

such as the workhouse labour test.88  There is no mention of vagrants (or 

casuals) in this Circular.89  Humphreys claims that the possibility that 

economic factors contributed to changes in the numbers ‘tramping the roads’

had long been ‘incontrovertible’, but the authorities (largely) suppressed this 

idea (p. 93).  A link between casual ward occupancy and unemployment is 

also suggested (pp. 116-117) albeit acknowledging that the evidence is 

circumstantial. 

 Humphreys quotes unsubstantiated material from other authors, such as 

the claim that the bodies of ‘hard-core’ vagrants, who had been kept barely 

alive by charity and casual wards, were sent, unidentified, to the anatomy 

schools (p.111).90  In places he relies on extracts from brief, unannotated  

86 Vagrant wards were provided at police stations in Amesbury, Marlborough and Tisbury but 
this seems to have been exceptional: Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.8. For discussion, see 
below, Ch. 7.   
87 In this paragraph, the terms, vagrant, casual, and casual pauper are used confusingly, 
without qualification.
88 The workhouse labour test - see Glossary, below.
89 ‘Pauperism and Distress’: Circular addressed by the President of the Local Government 
Board to the several Boards of Guardians, 15 March 1886, reproduced in: ‘Return of Copies 
of Circular Letters addressed by LGB to Boards of Guardians, Ordered by House of 
Commons’, 1886 (69) pp. 154-156 (henceforth Chamberlain Circular, 1886).
90 Crowther, The Workhouse System, p. 249. Legislation consigning unclaimed bodies to the 
anatomist was passed years before casual wards were officially established.  For a 
discussion of the controversial 1832 Anatomy Act, and the debate about the appropriation for 
dissection of unclaimed bodies of those who died in workhouses, hospitals, and other 
charitable institutions, see R. Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute (London; 
Phoenix Press, 2001) p.121, 270-271 (first published 1988). At Exeter in 1832, the 
Corporation of the Poor resolved that unclaimed bodies of vagrants should be given up for 
purposes of dissection: 3 December 1832, DRO/Exeter Corporation of the Poor/ Court Book 
18/1832-1839.
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entries in an encyclopedia (pp. 86,111).91  Like Vorspan and Crowther, 

Humphreys subscribes to a binary classification; the ‘tough’ vagrant, unwilling 

to work and ready to commit crime when necessary; and the ‘relatively well-

meaning destitute’ searching for subsistence but incapacitated by age, 

disablement or ‘general inadequacy’ (p. 87).  

 Freeman discusses the incognito social observation of the vagrant in the 

period 1866-1914.92  The subject had been previously explored, by Keating,  

who emphasized that this literature represented exploration, analysis, and 

reporting by one class of ‘...another class lower in the social order’, which 

described journeys into ‘an alien culture’.93  Jones briefly drew attention to the 

‘new brand of social investigators’.94  Vorspan cited the numerous casual 

ward exposés of individuals impersonating tramps.95  Crowther, too, observed 

that life on the road attracted ‘many disguised journalists, clergymen, novelists 

and reformers of all kinds’.96  As we have seen, subsequently she explored 

the literary aspects of the romanticization of vagrancy.97  And Rose drew 

heavily upon contemporary observers for his study.98  Freeman’s article 

91 M. Neuman, ‘Beggars and Vagrants’, and ‘Poor Law’, in S. Mitchell (ed.) Victorian Britain: 
An Encyclopedia (London & New York; Garland Publishing, 1988) pp.71-72; 612-614. These 
articles are derived almost exclusively from secondary sources, namely the work of 
Hobsbawm, M. Rose, Stedman Jones, Vorspan, and the Webbs.
92 M. Freeman, ‘”Journeys in Poverty Kingdom”; Complete Participation and the British 
Vagrant,1866-1914’, History Workshop Journal, 52 (2001), 99-121, passim. Such journeys 
were not new; records exist of explorations in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
although it is difficult to separate the factual from literary fiction: Beier, Masterless Men, pp. 7-
8. 
93 P. Keating (ed.) Into Unknown England 1866-1914; Selections from the Social Explorers 
(Glasgow; Fontana, 1976) p.13 & passim. Freeman has also edited a collection of texts: M. 
Freeman et. al. (eds.) Vicarious vagrants; incognito social explorers and the homeless in 
England 1860-1910 (Lambertville, USA: True Bill Press, 2008) The latter book has been 
described as ‘a concentrated version of Keating’: R. Crone, ‘Review Essay: Reading the 
Victorian Underworld’, Crime, Histoire & Sociétés, 14, 1 (2010) 95-101 http://chs.revues.org 
(consulted 5 July 2011).
94 Jones, Crime and Protest,  p.179.
95 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, pp.66-68. 
96 Crowther, The Workhouse System, p.249.
97 Crowther, ‘The Tramp’.
98 Rose, Rogues and Vagabonds.
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provides a more considered analysis of the nature and extent of participant 

observation, but social exploration of vagrancy has to be placed in context.  

Investigations ranged from the merely casual to intensive social work in the 

slums.99 

 Freeman distinguishes between the surveys conducted by researchers 

such as Booth, Rowntree, and Bowley, and the literary accounts of incognito, 

participant observers (pp. 99; 101).  The latter, usually spending short periods 

‘on the road’ and taking precautions for their safety, had not ‘...truly 

experienced life as the tramp did’ (p. 110).  Their uncorroborated accounts at 

best offer ‘glimpses into the abyss’ (p. 110).  Freeman explores Vorspan’s 

view that the investigations of these observers were unrepresentative 

because they deliberately visited the most notorious casual wards.100  He 

suggests that, although their methodology was impressionistic and relied on 

anecdote, regardless of the location visited, they identified many of the 

common realities of vagrant life (p. 114).  Freeman concludes that such 

investigations were able to describe the treatment and conditions experienced 

by casual paupers (p. 118).  However, in deducing that incognito exploration 

gave an unusual kind of contact with the poor, he admits that encounters were 

not representative of ‘underworld life’ (p. 117).   

 In 2008, a collection of papers appeared, discussing vagrancy from a 

global perspective and suggesting some common ground in official  

99 S. Koven, Slumming: Sexual and Social Politics in Victorian London (Woodstock; Princeton 
UP, 2006) pp.10-14 and passim (first published 2004).
100  Vorspan suggests that the observers may have acted thus to ensure that their reports 
were sufficiently lurid for publication: ‘Vagrancy’, p.68.
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responses.101  The essays illustrate the importance of local, cultural context to 

interpretations of vagrancy.  Beier provides a useful exploration of the 

relationship between labour laws and vagrancy statutes in England, during the 

period 1350-1800.  However, Victorian and Edwardian responses to vagrancy 

are not specifically addressed in any of the papers, and there are several 

factual errors in the brief mention of the casual ward system that appears in 

the book’s general introduction by Obocock. 

1.3.2 The modern historiography of vagrancy: 
The local perspective: 1834-1919 

An account of vagrancy in the North Riding of Yorkshire is, evidently, the first 

modern local study.102  Although providing valuable empirical material, 

covering the transition in responses to vagrancy, from the Old Poor Law to the 

New, the essay has been largely overlooked in the historiography.103  The 

evidence that, in some locations, vagrants were relieved in workhouses, prior 

to 1837, is of particular relevance to this thesis, which traces the formation of 

a loose, informal network of temporary relief in the early 1800s.  The analysis 

of an early register of vagrant admissions to a workhouse (1826-1829), 

revealing that a large proportion were younger males in search of work, also 

matches the findings of this research (see below,  Ch.5).    

 A study of Worcestershire vagrancy examines the impact of legislation 

and local schemes.104  Matthews highlights the variability in vagrant numbers, 

101 A.C. Beier & P. Ocobock (eds.) Cast Out; Vagrancy and Homelessness in Global and 
Historical Perspective (Athens, USA; Ohio UP, 2008).
102 R.P. Hastings, ‘Vagrancy’ in: Hastings, Essays in North Riding History 1780-1850 
(Northallerton; North Yorkshire County Council, 1981) pp.152-169.
103 Only Eccles mentions this essay, and it is to her recent book that I owe this important 
reference: Vagrancy in Law, p.63.
104 G. Matthews, ‘The Search for a Cure for Vagrancy in Worcestershire, 1870-1920’, Midland 
History, 11 (1986), 100-116.
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the difficulties of estimation, the problem of identity, and challenges Vorspan’s 

assertion that women never comprised more than ten per cent of the nomadic 

population.105  The statements that separate cells were introduced by the 

1882 Act (p. 108) and that ‘few Unions complied with this directive’ (p.114, 

n.56) are misleading.106  The claim that vagrant’s clothing was ‘stoved’ in the 

casual wards, leaving stigmatizing scorch marks, is unsupported (p. 107).107  

Nonetheless, the article provides interesting information about local 

responses to vagrancy, and Matthews lists a range of underlying causes, 

including poverty, homelessness, mental and physical illness, and 

unemployment and he is convinced of the poor physical condition of most 

vagrants. 

 Fowler provides an introduction to the Guardians of Richmond PLU’s 

response to vagrants passing through, many en route to London.108  

Increased deterrence to discourage requests for admission to the casual 

wards, included a reduction in diet and the use of a police constable as an 

ARO.  Fowler concludes that the Guardians’ provision was minimal, providing 

basic overnight relief and (then) passing the problem ‘to some other authority’

(p. 68).

105 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.60 n.3.
106 The 1882 Act amended that of 1871, and enlarged the powers of Guardians to detain 
casual ward users for longer periods; it did not mention cells.  Separate cells were first 
mentioned officially, by the PLB, in 1868: ‘Vagrancy - Circular Letter No. 14, PLB to Boards of 
Guardians’, 28 November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) p.75.  
Cells were not specified in statute in this period but, by 1904, complying with central 
directives, 434 Unions had introduced the cellular system: Report of DC, I, p.27.
107 A possible source is the contemporary social observer, Mary Higgs, who described 
meeting vagrants whose clothes had been crumpled and burnt by the process of disinfecting, 
quoted in: Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.70. See also Glossary, Disinfection.
108 S. Fowler, ‘Vagrancy in mid-Victorian Richmond, Surrey’ The Local Historian, 21 (1991), 
66-69.
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 A study of female vagrants, based upon an incomplete series of casual 

ward Admission and Discharge Registers of Bedford PLU, for 1881-1891, 

adopts a binary classification of ‘professional travellers’ and those who 

travelled to find work.109  Fillmore reveals the harsh treatment of female 

vagrants, which often involved stone-breaking, and analysizes their patterns 

of travel in the area, but repeats Vorspan’s statement that adult women never 

exceeded ten per cent of the nomadic population110.   

 Hunter’s study of vagrancy in the late Victorian period examines how the 

Local Government Board (LGB) and its local Inspectors sought to influence 

Boards of Guardians in Yorkshire.111  The York Board’s MO sought to 

persuade the LGB that better health care of vagrants would increase their 

ability to work.  The familiar binary classification is restated - professional 

tramps and beggars, and unskilled workers travelling in search of employment 

- although Hunter does note the existence of other wayfarers, such as 

demobbed soldiers, and coal miners on strike or locked out by bad weather, 

who were sent on ‘a cruise round the Unions to be maintained’.112  A Vagrant 

Office, opened in York in 1822, was used to assess and accommodate 

vagrants until the late 1860s.  

 Important details of vagrancy history are to be found in the literature of 

associated academic fields, although only a brief, selective review is feasible 

here.  

109 J. Fillmore, ‘The female vagrant pauper’, The Local Historian, 35, 3 (August 2005), 148-
158. The same edition contained an appeal for more local research on vagrancy: A. Crosby, 
‘Editorial’, 146-147. See below, Ch.5 for discussion of admission registers.
110 Several errors need correction. The Vagrancy Act became law in 1824 and not 1835.  The 
task of work in the casual wards was centrally endorsed in 1837, and made a statutory 
requirement in 1842, not 1882.  The title of the 1882 Act was the Casual Poor Act and not the 
Vagrants Act. 
111 D. Hunter, ‘Vagrancy in the East and West Ridings of Yorkshire during the late Victorian 
period’, The Local Historian, 36, 2 (May 2006), 185-194.
112 He incorrectly associates the introduction of ‘cellular wards’ with the 1882 Casual Poor Act.
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1.4 Associated Historiography 

Locating relevant information and ideas in the associated literature helps to 

position civil responses to vagrancy within the broader economic, social and 

political contexts of this period.  The following are the most prominent topics 

which have relevance for the subject matter of this research.  

 The principle of ‘less eligibility’, which informed both penal and Poor Law 

policy and practice, influenced the treatment of casual relief recipients.113  

That treatment was also permeated by ideas of penal separation, which 

probably persuaded many Guardians to adopt a cellular system within the 

casual wards.  Criminological studies of ‘social deviants’ have included 

vagrants as part of the threat to the propertied classes, and the long-standing 

perception of the criminality of the vagrant dominated the operation of the 

casual relief system.  Provision of casual relief was the responsibility of 

successive, central, Poor Law administrations, and may be set in the context 

of what has been termed ‘the welfare debate’.114  Theories of spatial 

exclusion, deriving from the field of human geography, could also help to 

explain the disciplinary exile of those perceived to be vagrants.  The 

implementation of casual relief policies was neither universal nor particularly 

effective, and the specialist literature on the relationship between central and 

local government offers some insight into those failings.  While vagrancy has 

not been a focus of epidemiological research, studies in the history of 

medicine may cast some light upon contemporary fears of contagion.  In the 

113The principle was stated in the 1834 Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws as 
‘... his situation [of the person relieved] on the whole shall not be made really or apparently so 
eligible as the situation of the independent labour of the lowest class.’:The Poor Law Report 
1834, p.335.
114 The phrase ‘welfare debate’ describes ‘the many overlapping and contradictory 
perspectives’ characterizing the Old and New Poor Laws and welfare strategies: King, 
Poverty & Welfare, Ch. 3., p.48.
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minds of many observers, the fears of vagrant diseases linked to their 

supposed degeneracy.  Historians of the eugenics movement have not 

focused upon vagrancy per se, but the literature helps our understanding of  

official responses to vagrancy.  Finally, in seeking to identify the attributes of 

those persons deemed to be vagrants in this period, accounts of the mobility 

of labour need fuller consideration than has been accorded hitherto, by 

historians of vagrancy. 

Summary 

The review highlights the sparsity of the modern historiography of nineteenth 

and early twentieth-century vagrancy.  There are substantial gaps in the 

specialized literature, which lacks a reliable account of the origins and 

development of the casual wards, and of the association between penal 

ideology and the civil response to vagrancy.115  An accurate chronology has 

not been established, theoretical explanations of the responses to vagrancy 

have been largely ignored, and there has been little analysis of the local 

implementation of central policy.  The identity of vagrants, and the nature of 

the threat that they allegedly posed, have not been subjected to close 

scrutiny.  There is limited scholarly debate, and many historians replicate 

some unstated assumptions about Victorian and Edwardian vagrancy. 

  Pioneering studies of the early modern period, by authors such as Beier 

and Slack, provide a foundation for students of later periods of vagrancy 

history.  Research in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries has 

115 The connection between the penal and casual relief systems has been identified by 
Radzinowicz and Hood in their monumental history of English criminal law but, as they 
acknowledge, ultimately the story of the response to vagrancy belongs to the field of social, 
and not penal, policy, and their study of this topic, while illuminating, is necessarily restricted 
in scope. 



78 
focused upon the policing of vagrancy, including the use of impressment, and 

upon the changing nature of relief.  The first quarter of the nineteenth century 

witnessed the patchy but widespread development of embryonic forms of 

occasional relief for vagrants.  These early forms of relief preceded and, in 

some places, subsequently operated alongside, the formal, casual relief 

system introduced after the 1834 reforms, a feature somewhat neglected in 

vagrancy studies of the nineteenth century.  

 Studies in associated academic fields, such as criminology, highlight salient 

topics which will be discussed in the appropriate chapters.  Theoretical 

explanations of responses to vagrancy in the period are now considered in the 

following chapter, which includes an account of the sources and methodology 

employed in the research.
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Chapter 2   Theory, sources and methodology 

‘I believe a vagrant vastly above the condition of a beast and I 
would treat him as a man’.1  

This chapter considers whether vagrancy relief was fashioned by a rational 

system of ideas, based upon general principles, or whether officials, 

politicians, and social reformers largely drew upon shared moral codes and 

prejudices to interpret their perceptions and formulate a course of action.  

 The principal methodology employed here is that of searching Poor Law 

sources, with a focus upon the fundamental question of how ideas and 

information shaped the policies, institutions, and treatment that formed the 

contemporary civil response to vagrancy.  In contrast to the long-standing 

debates on the Poor Laws, or on penal reform, contemporary thinking about 

vagrants was essentially empirical.  Changes in the treatment of vagrancy 

were largely a product of measures that addressed other perceived social 

problems, such as the reform of the Poor Laws, the introduction of urban and 

county police forces, modifications of penal regimes, and the development of 

public health measures.  Collection of data on vagrancy was confined to 

returns of casual ward use and crime statistics covering Vagrancy Act 

offences; a limited amount of census material was also available to officials.2  

At irregular intervals across the period, extensive reports on vagrancy were 

produced but these compilations were lacking in methodological precision, 

and largely reinforced conventional wisdom that vagrants were criminal, and 

1 Sir John Lambert, Vagrancy Laws and Vagrants: a lecture delivered to the members of the 
Salisbury Literary and Scientific Institution,  23 March 1868 (London; Knight & Co., n.d.) p.46. 
2 These statistics are considered in more detail in Ch. 3. 
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beyond reform.3  Quantitative data about the identity and condition of 

vagrants, and the causes of vagrancy were not analysed. 

 Modern academic analysis pertinent to vagrancy includes sociological 

theories of labelling, deviancy and social control; social anthropological 

explanations of stigma, scapegoating and outcasting; human geography’s 

analysis of spatial control; the Foucauldian interpretation of the rise of the 

institution; and legal studies.4  To utilize one particular theory or set of 

theories from any of these disciplines would be to deny the complexities of 

vagrancy.  Instead, a selection of theories is used to signpost ways in which 

contemporary sources may be analysed.  There is no single or simple modern 

explanation of the civil response to vagrancy in this period, which was driven 

by a complicated mixture, of myth, prejudice, and ignorance, by pioneering 

local initiatives, and by the deterrent principles of the New Poor Law.   

3 Prior to the opening of the casual wards, the significant reports were: Report from 
Committee on the State of Mendicity in the Metropolis 1814-1815 (473); Report from the 
Select Committee on the State of Mendicity in The Metropolis 1816 (396) (henceforth: 
Mendicity Report 1814-1815//1816); Report from the Select Committee on the Existing Laws 
Relating to Vagrants, PP, 1821 (543) (henceforth Select Committee, Vagrancy 1821). Report 
from His Majesty’s Commissioners for Inquiring into the Administration and Practical 
Operation of the Poor Laws; Appendix E, ‘Vagrancy’, 1834 (44) (henceforth: Appendix E 
1834). Thereafter, Inspectors produced two collective reports, viz. Reports and 
Communications1848 and Reports on Vagrancy 1866, and, in 1906, the Local Government 
Board Departmental Committee published the extensive Report of DC, Vols. I-III.  
4 H.S. Becker, Outsiders; Studies in the Sociology of Deviance (New York; Free Press, 1997; 
first published 1963); W.J. Chambliss, ‘A Sociological Analysis of the Law of Vagrancy’, 
Social Problems, 12, 1 (Summer 1964), 64-77; L. Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past: A 
Socio-Legal History of the Poor Law (London; Routledge, 2010);  S. Cohen, Folk Devils and 
Moral Panics; the Creation of the Mods and Rockers (Abingdon; Routledge Classics, 2011; 
first published 1972); S. Cohen et. al. (eds.) Social Control and the State; historical and 
comparative essays (Oxford; Robertson, 1983); M. Douglas, Purity and Danger; An Analysis 
of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London; Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966); D. Downes 
et. al., Understanding Deviance (Oxford; OUP, 2011, sixth edition; first published 1982); E. 
Goffman, Stigma; Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (London; Penguin, 1990; first 
published 1963); M. Foucault, (trsl. A. Sheridan) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison (London; Penguin, 1991) (first published 1977); D. Sibley, Geographies of Exclusion; 
Society and Difference in the West (London; Routledge, 1995). 
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2.1 Theoretical perspectives 

The principal modern texts of Victorian and Edwardian vagrancy, reviewed in 

the previous chapter, are by Humphreys, Vorspan, and Crowther.5  Each 

offers a theoretical perspective.  Humphreys applies a broad subdivision to 

distinguish between explanations that relate to weakness of character and the 

failure of the individual, and those appertaining to structural or environmental 

deficiencies in an economy or society.6  The majority of contemporary views 

were based upon perceptions of the moral characteristics of vagrants. 

Nineteenth century discussions were conducted in ‘a social economic and 

political vacuum’ because ‘theories of vagrancy were informed by […] 

preconceptions about human nature’.7  Such preconceptions involved the 

criminality of the vagrant; the spread of infectious disease and the moral 

contamination of the independent working classes by vagrants; and, once 

adopted, the irreversibility of the vagrant life.  In contrast to the contemporary 

view, Humphreys prefers ‘structural economic imbalance’ as the major 

explanation for vagrancy.8   

 Vorspan’s analysis hinges upon the contemporary distinction between the 

‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ wayfarer.  The latter was to be subjected to far 

greater penalties. The most common criticism of the casual ward system was 

its failure to distinguish between the ‘legitimate’ wayfarer and the ‘ordinary’

vagrant.9  Evidence from Poor Law administrators, discussed below, indicates 

that the distinction between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ was central to 

New Poor Law ideas concerning vagrancy. 

5 Humphreys, No Fixed Abode; Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’; Crowther, Ch. 10, ‘The Casual Poor’ in: 
The Workhouse System. 
6 Humphreys, No Fixed Abode, pp.1-15, 172-180. 
7 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.74. 
8 Humphreys, No Fixed Abode, p.6. 
9 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, pp.71-72.  
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 Crowther discusses the casual ward in the context of an institutional 

history of the workhouse - ‘the first national experiment in institutional care’.  

She provides a convincing explanation of the nineteenth-century reform and 

development of the workhouse as an institution, concluding that it 

‘accommodates well to Foucault’s arguments’ (of control by discipline).10  She 

also stresses the importance of the ‘bricks and mortar’ legacy of Poor Law 

institutions; as discussed below, that legacy was shaped by contemporary 

theories of ‘moral architecture’, very visible in the casual ward system.  

However, she describes the treatment of ‘casuals’ as an anomaly: ‘the 

casuals are the most mysterious of all workhouse inmates’.11   

 The work of Vorspan and Crowther has been critiqued by Karel Williams, 

who questions the assumption that the choice of strategy, such as the 

‘splitting’ of deserving and undeserving, or the nature of institutional forms, 

remained unchanged across the nineteenth century.12  For Williams, the 

primary task of Poor Law historiography is to differentiate between the various 

strategies that were applied at different times in the period, as well as 

specifying how the ‘ends and means of pre-1914 Poor Law were not 

modern.’13  Williams was also critical of the conceptual frameworks which 

were (then) emerging in Poor Law historiography, namely the new models 

using sociology, particularly social control, and the technology of power 

developed in Foucault’s texts.14  He stresses the abstract nature of social 

control, questioning its viability in historical studies, and also rejects 

10 Ibid. pp.65-66. 
11 Crowther, The Workhouse System, pp.3, 248, 266. 
12 Williams, From pauperism, pp.94-95.  Williams critique of assumptions of unchanging 
strategy extends to other authors, including Stedman Jones, Outcast London. Humphreys 
work was published at a later date. 
13 Williams, From pauperism, pp.95-96. 
14 Ibid. p.136. 
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Foucault’s analysis because it ‘conjures away’ the complexity of the Poor Law 

apparatus.15 

 Rather than reject Foucault’s analysis, Driver emphasizes its value to 

historians of social policy.16  According to Driver, Foucault’s use of discourse 

encourages enquiry about ‘the way social policies are located in relation to 

economic and political institutions’; his focus on ‘the realm of practices’ offers 

avenues for further investigation; and his attention to questions of space and 

spatial strategies opens up previously neglected areas of research.17  Driver 

suggests moving beyond Foucault’s methodology and concerns, to focus 

more specifically upon ‘the actual workings of different institutional regimes’

and the ‘complex relationships’ between institutions and the host 

communities.18  He proposes an analysis of the geography of state regulation 

- a historical geography of the workhouse system to expose the spatial 

dimensions of the institutions of social control.19 

 Driver’s central theme, ‘the polycentricity of power’, relates to the first four 

to five decades of the Poor Law reforms.  Towards the end of that period, by 

the 1880s, a major shift in governance had commenced.  By then, according 

to Hall and Schwarz, a ‘crisis of liberalism’, in which liberal policies and 

practices could no longer ensure the regulation of civil society, was initiating a 

transition from laissez-faire individualism to ‘new “collectivist” forms of state 

organization and social regulation’.20  The machinery of state began to be 

transformed and reorganized, ‘intervening against the logic of the market and 

15 ibid.  pp.136-144. 
16 F.  Driver, Power and pauperism: The workhouse system 1834-1884 (Cambridge; CUP, 
2004) (first published 1993) p.15. 
17 ibid. 
18 ibid. p.16. 
19 ibid. pp.16-17. 
20 S. Hall et. al., ‘State and society, 1880-1930’ in: M. Langan & B. Schwarz (eds.) Crises in 
the British State 1880-1930 (London; Hutchinson, 1985) pp.7-32 (7-9). 
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of individual interest in the course of social reform’.21  The ‘fractured, 

dispersed nature of governance’ that Driver associates with the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries was gradually replaced by an interventionist state, 

albeit one that functioned in a partial, uneven fashion.   

 Part of the purpose of this thesis is to explore whether the development of 

New Poor Law casual relief reflects that transition, from a polycentric model to 

a centrally controlled, universal form of provision.  Driver’s modification of 

Foucault’s perspective highlights the way in which ideas may be adapted and 

refined, rather than rejected.  However, the foregoing, brief survey suggests 

that, rather than view them in isolation, a synthesis of ideas may be useful.  

The central themes of this thesis, that officials never fully accepted that the 

itinerant poor should be assisted with Poor Law provision, that the principal 

form of relief, the casual ward, was a deterrent institution that perpetuated 

vagrancy, and that the recipient population changed over time, reflecting 

economic and demographic trends, indicate a complexity of subject that 

extends beyond the boundaries of a single explanation.  Section 2.2 of this 

chapter explores a range of contemporary and modern ideas about vagrants 

and their treatment. 

 The records of Poor Law administration, central and local, in the shape of 

minutes, correspondence, reports, regulations and circulars, are examined for 

evidence of contemporary thinking, supplemented by other sources such as 

newspaper reports and editorials, the writings of reformers and critics, and the 

publications of campaigning societies including the COS, Fabians, and the  

21 Ibid. p.20. 
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Howard Society.22  In respect of day-to-day documentation, extensive use 

was made of Guardians Minute Books, the majority of which are extant, 

although in many there is little or no mention of casual relief.  For the earlier 

decades, the Minute Books from key periods were examined, for example that 

of the introductory phase of the Poor Law reforms, 1834-1842.  For the period 

of the Local Government Board (LGB) administration, which introduced 

greater central control of a reformed casual relief system, systematic sampling 

was used, based on census and mid-decade years.  When records for a 

selected year were not extant, the nearest available year was substituted.  

Where an issue or theme emerged that required more attention, it was 

pursued across the intervening years.  

 Inevitably, the research mainly focuses upon the attitudes and 

actions of those in authority although there is little clear evidence of 

strong boundaries between official perceptions of ‘the vagrancy problem’ 

and the prevailing, everyday, ‘common-sense’ views of vagrants held by 

local administrators and others.23  Those attitudes and actions appear 

central to the social construction of vagrant identity; responses to 

vagrancy transformed the plight of the destitute, houseless poor into a 

social threat, typified, in the minds of contemporaries, by moral and 

physical degeneracy, and criminality. 

22 Almost all centrally held, post-1900 Poor Law records were destroyed by enemy action in 
World War II. Where possible, local records and official reports have been consulted. 
Fortunately the annual reports of the Local Government Board, 1871-1919, are extant.  Some 
local Poor Law records, such as those of Bristol, were also destroyed in the war. 
23 As acknowledged earlier, it is not easy to discern a public view in this period, particularly as 
there were many ‘publics’ rather than a homogenous, single body. 
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2.2 Civil responses to vagrancy: contemporary ideas, values 
 and practices 

Among the harsh responses to vagrancy in the centuries preceding the 

nineteenth, schemes to impose labour upon those deemed to be wilfully idle 

were prominent, including imprisonment in houses of correction, enslavement, 

galley service, transportation with indenture, and impressment into the armed 

forces.24  Houses of correction were the most durable schemes (modelled on 

the original London Bridewell) and intended, in principle, ‘... to redeem the 

thriftless through the transforming power of work’.25  Whether the original 

reformatory aims of the houses of correction were achieved in practice has 

been questioned.26   

 After centuries of the (attempted) suppression of vagrancy through 

criminal legislation, the post-1834 casual wards apparently offered destitute, 

itinerant persons an official system of relief that, in our terms, amounted to 

partial decriminalization.  In practice, the application of the principle of 

disciplinary deterrence within the casual wards ensured that decriminalization 

was undermined, potentially increasing Vagrancy Act offences, as well as 

other forms of crime.27  Post-1834 relief of destitute, itinerant persons was 

24 Various schemes to employ vagrants in the Elizabethan and Stuart periods, originating with 
Thomas More’s Utopia, are described in Beier, Masterless Men, pp.149-152. Beier questions 
whether some Acts, such as enslavement, were ever enforced: above, p.48, n.3. 
25 R. Evans, The Fabrication of Virtue: English Prison Architecture 1750-1840 (Cambridge; 
CUP, 1982) p.50. 
26 The employment aims of the houses of correction failed, mostly through poor management, 
and they became ‘lock-ups’ akin to goals: Beier, Masterless Men, pp.164-169.  The bridewell 
may have been insignificant as a regulatory institution but the threat of commitment to the 
institution may have had an important, coercive impact upon the poor: J. Innes, ‘Prisons for 
the Poor: English Bridewells 1555-1800’ in: Synder, F., & D. Hay (eds.) Labour, Law and 
Crime: An Historical Introduction (London; Tavistock Publications, 1987) pp. 42-122 (102-
107). 
27  Vorspan describes the paradox as ‘an inescapable dilemma’; lenient regimes in casual 
wards attracted more users, increasing costs to local ratepayers; strict regimes reduced 
usage but allegedly increased crime: ‘Vagrancy’, p.64.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
Unions which adhered to the disciplinary regulations experienced less demand for casual 
relief.  
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regulated through a centralized bureaucracy established by the Poor Law 

Amendment Act.  From 1837, central administrators acknowledged, however 

reluctantly, that provision for destitute, itinerant persons should be made 

available at workhouse sites.  The theoretical principles underpinning the New 

Poor Law, of disciplinary deterrence applied through classification, moral 

architecture, enforced labour, and minimal subsistence, were employed in 

casual relief.  By 1839, Poor Law Commissioners acknowledged that vagrants 

were a ‘class of cases’, to be provided with separate accommodation at 

workhouses, and thus included in the disciplinary classifications of the New 

Poor Law.28  Poor Law principles were only a partial explanation, though, for 

the ways in which the casual relief system developed.   

 Legally, if not always in practice, the itinerant poor had been regarded as 

criminals, subject to harsh vagrancy legislation, and largely excluded from Old 

Poor Law provision.29  Even after New Poor Law administrators introduced 

national regulations, belief in the criminality of vagrants persisted, reinforcing 

the reluctance of officials to fully engage in the operation of casual relief.  

While the PLC admitted the ‘class’ of vagrants to Poor Law classification, 

Chadwick remained convinced that once a national and uniform system of 

police was established, ‘out-door and professional delinquency’, which 

included mendicancy and vagrancy, would be ‘within hand’.30 

28 Humphreys notes the recognition of the vagrant ‘class’ by the PLC in 1839, but not its call 
for separate accommodation, which he dates later, to 1842: No Fixed Abode, p.87.  Some of 
the PLUs pioneering casual relief introduced separate accommodation at the outset, in 1837-
1838 - see  Ch. 6. 
29 Exceptions, whereby some workhouses admitted vagrants, or where other forms of relief 
were offered, are discussed below, in Ch. 6. 
30 First report of the commissioners appointed to inquire as to the best means of establishing 
an efficient constabulary force in the counties of England and Wales, 1839 (169) 1839, pp. 
139; 181; 185-186.  The report distinguishes between ‘migratory depredators’ and vagrants, 
the latter allegedly associated with rural crime in particular: pp.30-37.  Chadwick’s remarks 
are cited in: Radzinowicz & Hood, A History of English criminal law, V., p.355. 
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 The institutional provision of occasional relief to the wandering poor had 

developed in the opening decades of the nineteenth century, through local 

initiatives in urban centres, and adapted versions were introduced 

subsequently, in several of the new PLUs, from 1837.31  Notwithstanding the 

initial position of the central administration, that vagrancy would be 

suppressed through criminal law enforcement, Commissioners endorsed 

these nascent arrangements in 1837-1838, subjecting the initiatives to central 

regulation, and promulgating casual relief as national policy thereafter.32  

Nevertheless, the concept of the ‘undeserving poor’ remained central to the 

New Poor Law casual relief system, and its schemes to impose labour on the 

‘wilfully idle’ also shared historical antecedents.  Poor Law administrators 

sought to exclude vagrants from casual relief, through discrimination and 

deterrence, while promoting support for the ‘honest wayfarer’ in search of 

work.   

 The contemporary notion of the deserving and undeserving poor derived 

from medieval interpretations of poverty.33  The historical legacy of legislation 

and administrative measures was grounded in the supposition that vagrants 

were undeserving because they had deliberately chosen idleness, crime and 

immorality as a lifestyle.  The concept of the undeserving vagrant was 

delineated by his idealized opposite, well illustrated by a Guardians’ scheme 

to reward ‘the most deserving labourers’ in the parishes of a south-west Union 

in 1838.  The character of the candidates, in a competition open to men and 

31 For details, see below, Ch. 6. 
32 From a modern perspective, the stance of the Commissioners appears defensive in 
claiming - in 1837 - that it had been their original intention that casual relief should be 
provided under the Poor Law Amendment Act,1834, s.54 - see Introduction, p. 28. 
33 Introduction, pp.25-26,n.41. 
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women, former paupers as well as non-paupers, was to be certified according 

to the following criteria: 

1. Having kept himself independent of the Parish
2. Having brought up a large Family independently
3. Never having being convicted of an offence
4. Not being a Frequenter of the Ale House
5. Living a long time with the same Master
6. Having a good Character for Honesty, Cleanliness and Sobriety
7. Keeping his Children at School
8. Being a Member of a Sick Club
9. Being a Member of a Clothing Club
10. Not being a Member of any combination or Union for excluding

Labourers not being Members from Employment
11. Regularly attending some place of Public Worship
12. Having Money in the Savings Bank 34

The character of the idealized, deserving labourer was the antithesis of that 

attributed to the vagrant.  The ideal model of the former was extended to 

include ‘honest wayfarers’ in search of employment, ostensibly underpinning 

efforts to discriminate in their favour. 

 The roots of the practical application of a model of the deserving and 

undeserving, that would eventually govern civil relief of vagrants, are to be 

found in the deterrent workhouse idea.  Expanding demand for parochial relief 

in the late seventeenth century had put ‘tremendous pressure’ upon the old 

Poor Law system, and - from the early eighteenth century - institutional relief 

in parish workhouses, combined with the discipline of labour,  was employed 

increasingly to discourage ‘the undeserving poor’ from seeking relief.35  The 

threat of loss of independence, and a disciplinary regime, constituted a 

deterrent to the poor, even if only small numbers of parishioners resided in 

workhouses.36  The eighteenth-century workhouse was not designed to 

accommodate vagrants, who were either moved on, perhaps after receiving 

34 Extract from official notice for the competition in the Poor Law Union of Plympton St. Mary, 
October 1838, Inspectors Correspondence 1837-1845, TNA/MH32/27. 
35 Hitchcock, ‘Paupers and Preachers’, pp.147, 156. 
36 ibid. p.161. 
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vestigial assistance, or committed to a house of correction under vagrancy 

legislation before being returned to their place of settlement.37  In some 

locations, workhouse and house of correction were combined, or adjacent, on 

the same site, with some shared functions.38   

 In 1723, the principle of deterrence was enshrined in Poor Law 

legislation.39  Although there has been debate as to whether eighteenth- 

century workhouses were wholly deterrent institutions, reformers, such as 

Jeremy Bentham, and the Nottingham quartet of Becher, Barnett, Lowe, and 

Nicholls, were influential in reviving the principle of disciplinary deterrence in 

the first decades of the nineteenth century.40  During these years, the informal 

development of occasional relief to the destitute, itinerant poor offered some 

basic assistance.41  In principle, such schemes sought to discriminate 

between the ‘deserving wayfarer’ and the ‘undeserving vagrant’, though in 

practice most applicants received comparable treatment.  Following the 

introduction of official casual wards from 1837, those seeking casual relief 

were subjected to a punitive regime designed to deter applications.  

Discrimination between the deserving, destitute wayfarer, and the 

‘professional’ vagrant, was an oft-proclaimed policy of the central 

37 By 1777, 1,916 workhouses had been built: ibid. p.145. Some vagrants may have been 
taken up and placed in Corporation workhouses - see below, Chs. 6 & 7. 
38 Until the early 1700s, houses of correction were commonly called workhouses: ibid. p.165, 
n.44. For such interweaving of function in the nineteenth century, see the examples of  pre-
1834 Cambridge and Exeter, in Ch. 6, below. 
39 ‘For Amending the Laws relating to the Settlement, Employment and Relief of the Poor, 
1723’ (Workhouse Test Act) (9 Geo. I c.7);  D. Marshall, ‘The Old Poor Law 1662-1795’ EHR, 
8, 1 (1937) 38-47, reprinted in: E.M. Carus-Wilson, Essays in Economic History, I (London: 
Edward Arnold, 1954) pp.295-305 (p.300).  Hitchcock argues that the eighteenth-century 
workhouse movement was the work of local government, at the level of the parish vestry, and 
that the 1723 Act was ‘entirely insignificant’ except insofar as it permitted parishes to decline 
relief to anyone refusing to enter the workhouse: ‘ Paupers and Preachers’, pp.146, 158. 
40 U. Henriques, Before the Welfare State; Social Administration in Early Industrial Britain 
(London; Longmans, 1979), pp.22-23; J. D. Marshall, ‘The Nottinghamshire Reformers and 
their contribution to the New Poor Law’, EHR (New Series) 13, 3 (1961), 382-396, passim; 
J.R. Poynter, Society and Pauperism; English Ideas on Poor Relief, 1795-1834 (London; 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969) pp.192-193; Slack, The English Poor Law, pp.40-42. 
41 See below, Ch. 6. 
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administrations, the former to be assisted, the latter discouraged or turned 

away.  In practice, discrimination was impossible to enforce as 

implementation relied upon interpretation of identity by local Guardians and 

their officials, who mostly treated all applicants for casual relief as 

undeserving vagrants.42  

 Pauper inmates of the new workhouse system received relief calculated 

to provide less attractive living conditions than those available to ‘the 

independent labourer of the lowest class’.  The Poor Law Commission of 1832 

adopted Bentham’s concept of ‘less eligibility’, advocated in his Pauper Plan 

of 1796-1797.43  Some historians have stressed that the principle of ‘less 

eligibility’ did not necessarily mean that workhouse pauper inmates were to be 

treated more harshly, in worse conditions, than the poorest independent 

labourer.  Less eligibility was to rest on discipline rather than material 

conditions - ‘the strict discipline of well-regulated workhouses’ - which would 

subject the able-bodied to labour, deprive inmates of the comforts of family 

life, and luxuries, and thus deter applicants.44  Administrators, seeking to 

apply the principle of less eligibility in the casual wards, were convinced that 

vagrants should be treated less favourably than pauper inmates but faced the 

dilemma of how to impose harsher conditions, such as reduced diet, that were 

not harmful to life.  Their answer to the puzzle, applied incrementally during 

the years 1837-1871, and more rigorously from 1871, was to ordain greater 

                                         
42 Initially, identification of ‘habitual vagrant’ and ‘honest wayfarer’ was left to local officials. 
Later, attempts were made to introduce certification and, subsequently, endorsed way-tickets. 
See Chs. 6-8. 
43 Poynter, Society and Pauperism, pp.46, 108, 125.  
44 Crowther, The Workhouse System, pp.40-41; Williams, From pauperism, pp.57-58.  The 
Poor Law authorities did not comment upon whether the poorest independent labourers could 
afford ‘luxuries’ such as tobacco and alcohol. The condition of the pauper relieved in the 
workhouse ‘may well have been more eligible’ than that of the recipient of outdoor relief: M. 
Rose, ‘The Allowance System under the New Poor Law’, EHR, 2nd series, 29, 3 (December 
1966), 607-620 (p.620). 
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levels of constraint and separation in the casual wards.  In that sense, the 

Victorian concept of deterrent provision of casual relief was consistent with 

the principles of 1834. 

 Debates about less eligibility and discipline were also taking place among 

penal administrators and reformers during the late eighteenth, and nineteenth 

centuries, with oft-expressed fears that prison conditions, viewed as more 

favourable than those in workhouses and casual wards, attracted ‘voluntary 

prisoners’ from slums, workhouses, and the ranks of vagrants.  As McConville 

states: ‘In the harsh social and economic conditions of the poor, the 

relationship between the prisons and the no less deterrent system of 

workhouses was uneasy, and remained so well into the twentieth century.’45  

Penal ideology and practice, designed to prevent moral and physical 

contamination, and to achieve reform of the recalcitrant individual while 

imposing institutional restraints, had considerable impact upon the New Poor 

Law reforms.  An Assistant Commissioner noted that ‘Our intention is to make 

the workhouses as like prisons as possible’.46  While the post-1834 

workhouse system was influenced by the separation of classes already 

introduced in larger prisons, by the use of standardized dietary, labour, and 

silence during meals, it was in the casual wards that the application of 

separation was to have the greatest impact, more particularly from the late 

1860s.47  

 The prison separation system, in its first main phase of application  

c.1835-1855, and the 1834 New Poor Law, were driven by reformatory ideas - 

45 McConville, A history of English prison administration,  p.239. 
46 Quoted in E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondsworth; 
Penguin, 1968) p.295 (first published 1963). 
47 The transmission of separation ideology, the development of separate casual wards, and 
the later introduction of the cellular system, are discussed in Chs. 7 & 8, below. 
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the use of rationalistic, social administrative systems ‘to reform the morals of 

the poor’.48  Reformatory ideology was absent, though, whether in its 

economic or spiritual manifestations, in the establishment and operation of the 

casual wards.  Accommodating a temporary, ever-shifting population, the 

wards offered only a discouraging form of provision.49  Applicants were 

required to move on after relief and, eventually, punished with additional 

detention and labour for repeated applications to the same Union.  On 

Sundays, casual ward occupants were barred from attending religious 

services in the workhouse and usually locked in for the day.50  In the latter 

part of the period, one critic described casual relief recipients being locked in 

their cells on Sundays: 

While on Sundays the ordinarily hale inmates of the Union House 
are sociably uniting within their attractive Chapel in the Church’s 
beautiful devotional service, our neglected casual visitors are 
locked up the live long day in bare, miserably cramped cells.51 

Whether this was common practice is not known as, by that date, Unions 

were required to provide day rooms to obviate the need to keep casual relief 

recipients locked up in cells for lengthy periods.52    

There is fragmentary evidence of a Tramps Mission Society, which 

48 W. Forsythe, The Reform of Prisoners 1830-1900 (London; Croom Helm, 1987) p.28. 
49 The 1906 Departmental Committee accepted that the casual relief system made no attempt 
to reform the vagrant: Report of DC, I, p.120. 
50 Workhouse regulations specified compulsory prayers and in-house services for pauper 
inmates. Guardians could allow attendance at a parish church or chapel (unless the person 
was a mother of an illegitimate child). Dissenters could attend a dissenting chapel. A chaplain 
oversaw the spiritual needs of pauper inmates and staff.  Users of the casual wards were not 
included in these arrangements. ‘No. 3: General Order - Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 1842, 
Articles 31-33, Eighth Annual Report of PLC 1842, Appendix A, pp.50, 56; see also ‘No. 4: 
Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 1842, Eighth Annual. 
51 W.H. Syme, Honour All Men; A Plea for the Vagrant (Watford; Michael, 1904) (LSE 
Pamphlet Collection) pp.4-5.  On day rooms, see below, Ch. 8.  
52 As late as the 1930s, vagrants were locked in a crowded workhouse room for ten hours on 
a Sunday, ‘half-mad with boredom’: Orwell, Down and Out, pp.172-175.  
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offered a small library and scripture wall cards to at least one casual ward.53  

In London, large association casual wards, opened in one Union in the 1860s, 

prominently featured scripture texts, prayer, and the ten commandments, 

printed on the walls and rafters.54  These examples may have been 

exceptions for the evidence suggests that, in Union casual wards, there was a 

surprising absence of the evangelical reform attempted with prisoners 

between the 1830s and 1850s.55 

 A contemporary concept of ‘moral architecture’ may be discerned in the 

planning of the new prisons, such as Pentonville, the workhouses of the New 

Poor Law, and the county asylums.56  Heavily influenced by Panopticism, 

segmented spaces of ‘disciplinary partitioning’ were utilized to control, and to 

facilitate reform.57  However, the casual wards of the first, central Poor Law 

administrations, the Poor Law Commission (PLC) and Poor Law Board (PLB) 

were mostly extemporized, providing barely adequate facilities that were all 

too frequently overcrowded, insanitary, and barely conducive to the 

maintenance of order.58  From the 1870s, following the introduction of the 

cellular system, and more rigorous legislation governing casual relief, the built 

53 Torrington Guardians Minutes 1901-1905, 20 April 1901, NDRO/Torrington PLU/17. Other 
evidence of the Tramps Mission Society was not found. 
54 ‘The New Casual Ward at Marylebone Workhouse’, St. Marylebone PLU, Middlesex, 
London: Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk (consulted 30 September 2010).  The wards 
were temporary, replaced by a three-storey block of cells in 1878: ibid. 
55 Vagrants using shelters provided by organizations such as the Salvation and Church 
Armies were subjected to religious services.  There were also evangelical initiatives, such as 
a tea given to 200 vagrants and other inmates of five common lodging houses in Bristol in 
1885; the company was addressed by religious speakers and each person given a copy of 
the New Testament: Mercury,  9 January 1885. 
56 Moral architecture is used here in the sense of the relationship between social and cultural 
forms on the one hand, and built and spatial forms on the other, as distinct from urban 
sociology, which addresses ‘the political economy of cities and regions’: A. King (ed.) 
Buildings and Society: Essays on the Social Development of the Built Environment (London; 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980) pp.3-5. 
57 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p.198.  
58 See Chs. 6 & 7 for discussion of the ‘stables and straw’ approach. 
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environment of the casual wards imposed ‘disciplinary partitioning’.59  

Nevertheless, the constantly shifting population of the wards, its constituents 

rarely remaining for more than one or two nights in the same Union, and the 

individual freedom to choose whether to seek admission, ensured that the 

architectural constraints imposed in other institutions were less achievable in 

the casual relief system.  Freedom to avoid entry was tempered by the 

varying abilities of destitute individuals to survive outside the system although 

contemporaries noted that, at any one time, a majority of destitute, itinerant 

persons avoided the casual wards.60  Such an outcome was consistent with 

deterrence, however, and the architecture of the casual wards, whether in its 

initial, perfunctory forms, or in its later, more structured configuration, was 

designed to deter.  The ‘honest’ wayfarer would be supported while seeking 

employment; the ‘habitual’ vagrant, deterred by the regime, would be exposed 

to the judicial system; and the less able destitute could avoid starvation and 

gain relief without challenging the principle of less eligibility.61  Because the 

vagrant was viewed as worthless and incorrigible, a reformatory approach 

was thought unnecessary.62   

59 The architecture of the casual wards is described in Chs. 6 - 8, and Appendices D, E, & F. 
The cellular system, and the regulations of the 1871/1882 Acts, were never universally 
imposed. See Ch. 8.  
60 E.g. ‘this great majority, who avoid all wards…’: Vagrancy and mendicancy: a report based 
on a general inquiry instituted by the committee of the Howard Association, with 
communications from Earl Stanhope, Sir Charles Trevelyan, T. Barwick L. Baker et. al. 
(London; Howard Association,1882) LSE/Selected Pamphlets 1882, p.10. A substantial 
under-occupancy of the casual wards appears to have been the norm - see Ch. 8.  
61 ‘If mendicants are really destitute (of which their acceptance of the prescribed condition is a 
test) then they receive the relief… If they are not destitute, but impostors, the probability is 
that they will not accept the relief on such conditions…’: Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 
(546.I/II) July 1837, p.43. 
62 ‘These are the mendicant paupers, who are known to be generally persons of dissolute 
character, to lead habitually a life of laziness and imposture...’: ‘Circular Letter of the Poor 
Law Commissioners to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 
February 1841, PP 1841, I (149) p.1 (Italics in original). 
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 The subsequent record of casual relief supports the proposition that the 

PLC, and its successor administrations, never fully accepted that vagrants 

should be assisted in Poor Law operations.  Throughout the history of the 

casual wards in this period, the prevailing beliefs of both local and central 

Poor Law administrators were reflected in attempts to involve police forces in 

vagrant relief operations and, ultimately, to seek to devolve full responsibility 

to them.63  As the central authorities realized that those they deemed to be 

‘habitual’ vagrants were among applicants using the casual relief system, that 

efforts to discriminate against them within the system had not succeeded, and 

that numbers were apparently increasing, the disciplinary regulation of the 

casual wards was tightened to impose greater levels of deterrence, 

particularly from 1871 onwards.64  

 Although individual PLUs had triggered the change in policy that 

introduced a national system of casual relief, Guardians were generally 

unwilling to invest in provision for vagrants when they were already struggling 

to fund the new workhouses.  However, by the 1860s, growing concern about 

managing the behaviour of increased numbers of vagrants using casual relief 

resulted in local development of cellular provision, modelled on ‘the separate 

system’ of the penal world.  Once again, pioneering local initiatives were 

endorsed by the central Poor Law administration, and adopted as national 

policy.  By that time, the original reform movement that had inspired 

separation in prisons had been discredited, and a revised cellular system was 

being used primarily to impose punishment and discipline.  Similarly, the cells 

that were introduced in many workhouse casual wards from the 1870s, while 

requiring a greater degree of capital investment than the simple provision of 

63 See Chs. 6-8 below. 
64 Changes in the levels of deterrence are described in Chs. 6-8. 
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the 1830s and 1840s, were intended to punish, control, and deter, rather than 

to reform.65  

 Ignorance of the nature of vagrancy, and of the physical and mental 

health of vagrants, prevailed across this period, perpetuating the myth of the 

young, able-bodied vagrant who - contemporaries believed - relished 

idleness, and was not amenable to rehabilitation.66  Although recognizing that 

the vagrant had ceased to be regarded simply as a criminal to be repressed, 

having become entitled to Poor Law relief after 1834, the Departmental 

Committee still recommended that the casual wards be placed ‘under the 

control of police authority’.67 

 The Victorian and Edwardian perspective, that those deemed to be 

vagrant were inherently criminal, or semi-criminal, is primarily a continuation 

of an age-old belief, reflected in punitive vagrancy legislation over the 

centuries.  However, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

contemporaries also regarded vagrants as a threat to the social order 

because they were thought to morally contaminate the ‘honest and 

independent poor’.68  While the casual relief regime was driven by contrary 

motivation - the perceived need to manage vagrant recipients of relief 

conflicting with the desire to deter and devolve all responsibility to police 

65 The introduction of casual ward cells is considered in Chs. 7 and 8, below.  Administrators 
believed that ‘honest wayfarers’ welcomed the cells because they were thus separated from 
contaminating association with ‘habitual vagrants’.  
66 Local surveys by individual Medical Officers (MOs) began to challenge the myth in the 
closing decades of the period, but were insufficiently influential to alter policy.  The surveys 
are described in later chapters.  
67 Report of DC,  I, p.118.  Even persons ‘bona fide in search of work’ were to be placed 
under police control: ibid. 
68 Bailey locates vagrants among the ‘marginal people’ of the Victorian urban poor, who 
included ‘street-folk, prostitutes and thieves’, and were thought by contemporaries to 
constitute the main danger to the social and moral order: V. Bailey, ‘The Fabrication of 
Deviance: “Dangerous Classes” and “Criminal Classes” in Victorian England’ in: J. Rule & R. 
Malcolmson (eds.) Protest and Survival: The Historical Experience (London; Merlin, 1993) pp. 
221-256 (p.230). 
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authority - fear of moral contamination of workhouse inmates was a major 

factor at the outset in the development of separate casual wards.69  Similar 

fears of the moral impact of ‘habitual vagrants’ associating with ‘honest 

wayfarers’ in the casual wards influenced the decision to introduce cells from 

1867-68.70 

 Did the Poor Law authorities seek to use the casual wards as a form of 

social control, through the application of disciplinary methods, in order to 

induce conformity to social norms?71  Historians have long debated the value 

of various theories of social control, which have been described as 

ambiguous, as an elastic concept, as overworked jargon, and accusations of 

imprecise or casual use have been levelled against practitioners.72  From the 

perspective of vagrancy research, the central issue is whether there is a valid 

distinction between ‘the apparatus of law enforcement, and its sanction of 

force, punishment and prison’, and the less ‘coercive instruments of public 

opinion, suggestion, social religion, art, belief, ceremony and ritual, education 

69 For example, at Spalding, ‘Especial care will be taken that the parties in question are not 
allowed to mix with the regular paupers of the house.’: Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 
(546.I/II) July 1837, p.83.  
70 ‘The deserving but destitute wayfarer […] should, for obvious reasons, be exempted from 
the necessity of association with the idle and the profligate who are to be found in the vagrant 
ward’: ‘Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from the Poor Law Board to Boards of Guardians’, 28 
November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB, 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, p.75.  
Earlier, the PLB had recommended that the ‘honest but destitute wayfarer’ should receive 
better accommodation but there is no evidence of general concurrence by Guardians: Buller 
Minute 1848, p.2. 
71 Forsythe, for example, describes the use of the workhouse ‘to reform the morals of the 
poor’: see above, pp.92-93, n.48.  Contemporary views of ‘social policing’ are reviewed in: 
A.P. Donajgrodzki, ‘Social Police’ and the Bureaucratic Elite: A Vision of Order in the Age of 
Reform’ in: A. P. Donajgrodzki (ed.) Social Control in Nineteenth Century Britain (London; 
Croom Helm, 1977) pp.51-76 . 
72 See, for example: J. Brown, ‘Social Control and the Modernization of Social Policy, 1890-
1929’ in: Thane, P. (ed.) The Origins of British Social Policy (London; Croom Helm, 1978) 
pp.126-146; Cohen, Social Control and the State; Gatrell, ‘The Decline of Theft and Violence’, 
passim; Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty; p. 41; G. Stedman Jones, ‘Class Expression versus 
Social Control? A critique of recent trends in the Social History of “Leisure”’ in: Stedman 
Jones, Languages of Class: Studies in English working class history 1832-1982 (Cambridge; 
CUP, 1983) pp.76-89. Williams criticizes the confusion arising from the borrowing of very 
different concepts of social control from sociology: From pauperism, pp. 136-139. 
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and illusion’.73  Thompson argues that the mere presence of police forces, 

once established between 1829 and the 1850s, acted as a form of social 

control over and beyond active law enforcement.74  Yet it has been claimed 

that vagrants existed beyond the boundaries of social norms and were not 

amenable to non-coercive social control.75  Outwardly, the casual wards 

appeared to provide ‘walls and cages’ but vagrants chose whether to enter 

these establishments, and were constrained for only limited periods of time.76  

That the majority of vagrants did not use the wards is one indication that the 

casual wards could not have provided effective social control.77  Conversely, if 

the disciplinary regime of the wards was intended to deflect vagrants towards 

the coercive apparatus of law enforcement, casual relief may have acted as 

an indirect form of control.  Out of the wards, vagrants were very visible in 

public space, while travelling or begging, and thus were exposed to ‘the direct 

discipline of the police and the magistrates court’.78 

73 F.M.L. Thompson, ‘Social Control in Victorian Britain’, EHR, 2nd series, XXXIV, 2 (May 
1981)189-208 (p.197).  For Foucault, there is no distinction but a continuum, which is applied 
by the whole of society to every individual ‘through innumerable mechanisms of discipline’: M. 
Foucault (trsl. A. Sheridan) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London; Penguin, 
1991) p.303 (first published 1977).  The idea of ‘a disciplinary society’ is challenged in: D. 
Garland, ‘Review: Foucault’s “Discipline and Punish” – An Exposition and Critique’, American 
Bar Foundation Research Journal, 11, 4 (Autumn 1986), 847-880 (p.872). 
74 Thompson, ‘Social Control’, p.197. 
75 Brantlinger et. al. discuss the notion that vagrants were deviants who had not internalized 
the norms of social discipline and who required ‘outward walls, material asylums and cages’: 
‘Policing Nomads’, passim. 
76 The wards represented coercive control (discipline, locked doors, regulations, enforcement 
of labour) but admission was technically non-coercive, as applicants entered of their own free 
will.  
77 Garland criticizes Foucault’s failure to recognise that elements of the penal system are 
ineffective as control measures: ‘Review: Foucault’s Discipline’, p.873. 
78 Roberts, ‘Public and private’, p.293.  As noted, it was not just vagrants who were subject to 
the use of vagrancy legislation to control public space.  The enforcement of vagrancy 
legislation depended on local factors, such as police priorities, magistrates’ attitudes, and 
public opinion.  Larger urban centres may have offered greater anonymity and less 
surveillance - the concept of the ‘reach’ of institutions like police and courts is discussed in: J. 
Melling et. al., ‘The road to the asylum; institutions, distance and the administration of pauper 
lunacy in Devon, 1845-1914’, Journal of Historical Geography, 25, 3 (1999), 298-332 (p.302). 
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 The introduction of formal casual relief appears to fit a Foucauldian 

schema of institutional transformation, with the ‘formulation of explicit, general 

codes and unified rules of procedure’.79  For the most part, though, vagrants 

escaped the processes of institutionalization.  The deterrent nature of the 

casual wards, which often included denial of relief, the freedom to move on, 

and the existence of alternatives, such as sleeping out or staying in lodging 

houses or shelters, meant that the vagrant was not institutionally dependent.80  

Some contemporary reformers certainly viewed the casual wards as part of ‘a 

framework of deterrent institutions’ which included prisons and workhouses.81  

If that framework is broadened to include common lodging houses, night 

shelters, favourable begging locations, soup kitchens, and - until the 1870s - 

the surviving vagrant offices, a much more restricted lifestyle emerges for the 

vagrant circulating among such institutions.82  Although this lifestyle may not 

be strictly comparable to that experienced by the long-term occupants of the 

‘total’ institutions of prison, asylum and workhouse, nevertheless it imposed 

quite rigid social and cultural boundaries upon its participants, which seem 

institutional in nature.83 

 Adopting an aspect of Foucault’s thinking about the use of space, namely 

heterotopias of deviation, in which to place individuals whose behaviour 

79 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 7. 
80 Possibly some older or disabled vagrants, unable to fend for themselves, led a precarious 
existence by circulating among casual wards, and were thus exposed to institutionalization. 
There are hints of such dependency in the doctors’ surveys of casual ward occupants towards 
the end of the period - see below, Chs. 4 & 5. 
81 U. Henriques, ‘The Rise and Decline of the Separate System of Prison Discipline’, Past and 
Present, 54 (February 1972), 61-93 (p.92). 
82 In a later chapter, examples are given of a few vagrants who constantly alternated between 
prison and casual ward. 
83 Crowther depicts the workhouse as a ‘total’ institution, and identifies a major shift in the 
nineteenth century, from the single deterrent institution, to the specialist ‘many-faceted, 
compulsory and curative institutions’ of later years:The Workhouse System, pp.4-6, 56-58.  
Williams describes a similar process of ‘finer classification’, although specialized institutions 
on separate sites were still outnumbered by general workhouses in 1908: From pauperism, 
pp.107-128, esp.126-127. 
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deviated from the required mean or norm, it may be argued that the casual 

ward functioned as heterotopic space.  With restricted entry to a location 

removed from the ‘normal’ world, rituals of admission (bathing, disinfection, 

removal of clothing), and special treatment therein (work-task, diet, detention, 

criminal law sanctions, and - later - separation in a cell) the casual ward had a 

‘precise and determined function’ and it juxtaposed incompatible purposes 

(relief, deterrence, and punishment).84  Admission required time, a break from 

mobility in which the individual was locked down; the site was not freely 

accessible, like a public space.  Architecturally, the wards, beyond their first, 

informal phase of ‘stables and straw’, were designed spaces, ordered and 

functional, that contrasted with ‘life on the road’.85  Vagrants were channelled, 

via the heterotopic space of the casual ward, to the periphery of orderly 

society, where they existed in a form of domestic exile, subject to surveillance 

and policing to regulate their activities.  Regulations punished those who 

sought repeated casual relief at the same location, with additional periods of 

detention and work.  Applicants were expected to walk up to twenty miles a 

day between workhouse sites, constantly moved on to perform disciplinary 

ambulation before temporary readmission to heterotopic space after fresh 

purification rituals.86  The deterrent regime of punitive work and inadequate 

diet, with its degrading rituals, the possibility of cross-infection, and lengthy 

tramping between sites, may have reduced the capacity of applicants to 

                                         
84 M. Foucault et. al., ‘Of Other Spaces’, Diacritics, 16, 1 (Spring 1986), 22-27 (p.25).  The 
quality of the ritual of purification was dubious, as it was often part of the process of 
deterrence -see below, Appendix G. 
85 ibid. pp.26-27. 
86 ‘Poor Law (sic) finding their persons ragged and unkept, hounds them on from town to town 
and county to county, without the smallest attempt at remedial measures’: Syme, Honour All 
Men, p.3. 
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function in competitive labour markets.87  Disciplinary ambulation was the 

domestic equivalent of overseas transportation and, like the latter, ‘sought to 

remove the source of contamination from the otherwise decent bosom of the 

lower classes’.88  Surveillance of spatial exile was undertaken by the use of 

police as gatekeepers to relief, by circulation of names and descriptions 

among police forces, by attempts by central and local Poor Law 

administrators to introduce certificates of identification and travel passes, and 

through specification of routes for walking between casual wards.89 

 As with social control and institutionalization, there are problems with 

using a modern model, disciplinary ambulation, to explain historic processes 

of casual relief.  Casual wards were an afterthought of New Poor Law 

provision, mainly added to workhouse sites already established through inter-

parish negotiation, a process heavily influenced by the existence of pre-1834 

infrastructure.  Over time, as vagrants developed walking circuits between 

PLUs in search of relief, administrators may have perceived advantages in 

formalizing the exile of applicants to the social and geographical fringes of the 

public sphere.  The desire to exclude those perceived to be vagrants was 

reinforced by the growth in regulation of public space, particularly once the 

new police forces provided the means to achieve these aims.90  However, the 

casual wards were not used by the majority of mobile destitute persons who 

seem to have preferred to sleep elsewhere whenever possible.  The central 

87 For contemporary versions of this view, see below. 
88 R. Hughes, The Fatal Shore: A History of the Transportation of Convicts to Australia 1786-
1868 (London; Pan Books, 1988) p.168 (first published 1987). The final aim of transportation 
‘...was less to punish individual crimes than to uproot an enemy class [the criminal class] from 
the British social fabric’: ibid. 
89  Details of surveillance methods are discussed in later chapters.  For a wide-ranging 
discussion of modern forms of socio-spatial exclusion, see Sibley, Geographies of Exclusion. 
90  Roberts describes the early restrictions applied in London: ‘Public and Private’. For a 
penetrating analysis of the (modern) conflict between the needs of homeless persons to be ‘in 
a place’ and the growing restriction of public space, see J. Waldron, ‘Homelessness and the 
Issue of Freedom’, UCLA Law Review, 39 (December 1991) 295-324. 
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administrations were unable to construct a universal system of surveillance; 

neither were they successful in enforcing casual ward regulations in every 

PLU.  Consequently, many individuals adopted routes that circumvented 

surveillance and utilized the least oppressive wards.  The existence of routes 

between urban centres, with their attractions of begging opportunities, 

accommodation, and charitable doles; of routes to temporary employment 

sites offering casual work, such as infrastructure projects; and of seasonal 

flows, for example to the hop-fields, ensured that ambulatory patterns were 

not confined to social and geographical fringes.91  The policy of requiring 

applicants for casual relief to tramp between Poor Law Unions, in a form of 

spatial exile, may have been rendered partly ineffective by circumvention,  but 

its employment as a disciplinary system helped to perpetuate the vagrant 

status of many of the destitute poor.   

 Although new houses of correction were still being built in the late 

eighteenth century, by the 1800s ‘the idea of the corrective prison had been 

taken up and adapted for extensive use in the mainstream of the criminal 

justice system’.92  In the 1820s, rationalization and consolidation in the prison 

system led to the closing of many houses of correction, even though 

commitments under the Vagrancy Act were (probably) rising.93   

 Generally, the new wave of local initiatives that, in the early decades of 

the nineteenth century, provided occasional relief through mendicity societies 

91 Vagrant ‘tourism’ also distorted the circuits - see below, Ch. 8. 
92 Innes, ‘Prisons for the Poor’, p.107. 
93 Offences involved a wide variety of idle and disorderly behaviour, and not just those 
committed by vagrants per se: Innes, ‘Prisons for the Poor, p.109. Goals and houses of 
correction were amalgamated to form local prisons in 1865, ibid. 
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and vagrant offices, did not impose a work requirement.94  The London 

Mendicity Society may have been the exception.95  At Exeter, c. 1830, to 

reduce the expenditure of ‘passing’, Scots and Irish vagrants were committed 

to the workhouse and ‘...worked as our parishioners’.96  In Birmingham, 

vagrants were provided with food and lodging at the workhouse and, in return, 

required to grind corn for two hours.97  In 1837-1838, those PLUs involved in 

post-New Poor Law, local initiatives to provide casual relief required 

applicants to perform a task of labour, for example at Hatfield, Windsor, and 

Spalding.  It is probable that these initiatives were influenced by pre-New Poor 

Law practice at Birmingham, Exeter, and perhaps, other centres.98  From the 

outset, the PLC endorsed the Hatfield regulation that specified that the 

admitted, destitute person should be ‘set on such work as may be provided for 

the able bodied, or for the partially disabled’.99  Subsequent endorsements of 

similar regulations in other Unions followed until the requirement of a labour  

94 The development of proto-casual relief in the period 1800-1834 is described in Ch. 6. 
below. Typically, the relief amounted to a minimal provision of food or money, or a night’s 
lodging, linked to a requirement to move on immediately afterwards.  
95 The Society imposed a three hour ‘work test’ in 1821: Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift 
Relationship’, p.220.  He gives no details. Another historian describes the work as ‘short-term 
employment’, first in stone-breaking and then in flour grinding, from 1822, with payment set 
below the market rate to encourage applicants to seek properly paid employment: MacKay, 
‘The Mendicity Society’, p.44. 
96 R. Tozer, Assistant Treasurer to Corporation of the Poor of Exeter, Appendix E 1834, p. 67.  
Other vagrants were also treated in this way, but occasional relief at Exeter involved several 
options -  see Ch. 6.  
97 Appendix E 1834, p.35. 
98 See below, Ch. 6.  The PLC encouraged a general adoption of the regulations devised by 
the local initiators of casual relief schemes, such as Hatfield, advising that a labour task 
(grinding) had already been introduced at Birmingham and Coventry: Third Annual Report of 
PLC, 1837 (546. I/II)  Appendix A, p.83.   
99 Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 (546. I/II)  Appendix A, pp.44, 80. The PLC was 
concerned that ‘mendicant vagrants’ were evading the principle of less eligibility by obtaining 
casual relief without subjection to ‘the system of labour, discipline and restraint’: ‘Circular 
Letter of the PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the relief of vagrants’, 15 February 
1841, PP 1841, 1 (149).  
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task was included in general workhouse rules, and in statute, in 1842.100  The 

statute restricted the requirement to a maximum of four hours on the morning 

succeeding the admission of ‘the occasional poor’; refusal or neglect of the 

task of work (suited to age, strength and capacity) rendered the person liable 

to Vagrancy Act proceedings.  

 Inasmuch as the accommodation elements of pre-1837 schemes were 

intended, in principle, to meet the temporary needs of destitute wayfarers 

searching for employment, it seems that the imposition of labour was not 

considered essential except, perhaps, by the London Mendicity Society.  In 

contrast, the (attempted) imposition of a policy of enforced labour in casual 

relief, from 1837, may indicate that Guardians, under pressure from rising 

numbers of itinerant poor, and conscious of the inadequacies and closures of 

houses of correction, viewed casual wards as a civic replacement of the 

latter.101  The PLC linked the introduction of casual relief to the Elizabethan 

policy for ‘setting to work all such persons’.102 

 The tasks imposed in the casual wards were guided by a concern for 

punishment and economy, with the former designed to deter, the latter to 

assist Guardians with the costs and maintenance of the wards.  Deterrent 

labour typically involved arduous, unpleasant work, such as stone-breaking 

and making oakum by unpicking old rope.103  Economic labour involved work 

100 ‘General Order - Workhouse Rules’, No. 3; ‘Letter Accompanying General Workhouse 
Rules’, Eighth Annual Report of PLC 1842, (389) pp.49, 65. ‘An Act for the Amendment and 
better Administration of the Laws relating to the Poor in England and Wales, 1842’ (5 & 6 Vict. 
c. 57) (Poor Law Amendment Act, 1842). 
101 The historic links between houses of corrections and workhouses may have been 
influential.  The close relationship of Guardians with the judiciary is another likely factor. It is 
clear, from the early examples of Hatfield, Spalding, Coventry and Birmingham, that 
Guardians expected applicants to work in exchange for assistance - the Hatfield Master 
threatened to lock up vagrants until a work task was completed: Third Annual Report of PLC, 
1837 (546.I/II) July 1837, Appendix A, p.80.  
102 ibid. pp.43-44. 
103 See Appendix I, below, for details of casual ward work tasks. 
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such as cleaning, pumping water, digging, gardening, milling, and wood-

chopping.  The boundaries of deterrence and economy overlapped, with the 

products of stone-breaking and oakum production sold by Boards to raise 

funds, and a punishment element involved in the physical labour entailed in 

economic tasks.104 

 Tasks performed by recipients of casual relief, deterrent and economic, 

were distinct from schemes to provide employment for those in distress ‘from 

want of labour’.105  Public finance to assist enterprise and fund public works 

(in the broadest sense) was employed in the eighteenth century and, following 

an Act of 1817, governments made regular use of such loans.106  The 

economic benefits of the Act, and its successor legislation, and the impact on 

employment, remain a matter for debate.107  Government interventions to 

provide employment were not targeted at vagrants but such schemes may 

have assisted some individuals to avoid drifting into vagrancy.108  While a 

limited awareness of a possible causal link between want of employment and 

vagrancy may have existed, the absence of a coherent strategy is 

unsurprising.  Economic theories of unemployment only began to gain 

104 Usually allowance was made for capacity imposed by gender, disability or age. (But note 
the employment of women in stone-breaking in at least one location -above, p. 75.) 
Exceptionally, officers utilized the specific skills of those relieved: at Dulverton a recipient 
listed as a window-cleaner was given the task of cleaning windows: Casual Ward Admission 
and Discharge Book, Dulverton, January 1913, SRO/D/G/d/121/1.   
105 Paupers resident in workhouses were also required to work, and many Boards of 
Guardians demanded temporary labour from unemployed working men claiming out-relief in 
times of economic distress.  In PLUs where separate facilities for the casual relief task had 
not been developed, vagrants worked alongside these men.   
106 M.W. Flinn, ‘The Poor Employment Act of 1817’, EHR (New Series) 14, 1 (1961), 82-92 
(pp.82-83): ‘An Act to authorize the Issue of Exchequer Bills and the Advance of Money out of 
the Consolidated Fund, to a limited Amount, for the carrying on of Public Works and Fisheries 
in the United Kingdom and Employment of the Poor in Great Britain, in manner therein 
mentioned’ (57 Geo.III c.34). 
107 Flinn,’ The Poor Employment Act’, pp.91-92.  The many Acts issued after 1817 were 
consolidated in the Public Works Loan Act of 1875: ibid. p.92. 
108 E.g., the Chamberlain Circular, issued by the LGB in 1886, and reissued in later years, 
promoted public employment schemes for the distressed working classes, not vagrants - see 
above, p.70. 
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credence in the closing decades of the nineteenth century, and these 

assumed that vagrants were ‘unemployable’.109   

 In houses of correction, over time, the basic practice of reform through 

labour had been eroded; in the new casual ward system of the 1830s and 

1840s, official thinking did not embrace reformatory ideas.  As the casual 

ward system developed, the imposition of deterrent discipline became more 

clearly defined by the evolving regime and its associated architecture, which, 

it is argued here, were pervaded by penal ideology and practice.  The strategy 

of successive Poor Law administrations was reinforced by continued belief in 

the criminality of vagrants, partly reflected in frequent demands from 

Guardians, Inspectors, and other commentators that casual relief should be 

managed solely by police forces.110  In the closing decades of the century, 

and the early years of the twentieth, as it became evident to contemporaries 

that the casual ward system was having little impact upon the perceived 

problem of vagrancy, proposals for an alternative strategy, of enforced labour 

in special colonies, achieved greater currency.111   A penal labour colony, to 

be located in geographical isolation, offered a more secure form of spatial 

exile.  Although Home Office staff did not wish to accept responsibility, it is 

possible that a national system of penal labour colonies would have removed 

responsibility for vagrant relief from the Poor Law authority.112  After several 

109 See Ch. 3. 
110 See below, Chs. 6 -8 for discussion of police involvement in casual relief, and the demands 
for transfer of responsibility. 
111 See Ch. 8.  The penal structure of the proposed colonies, heavily influenced by European 
models of controlling vagrancy, was the dominant theme. 
112 Within the Home Office it was argued that men travelling in search of work were a problem 
of destitution and not of crime.  “We don’t want a Tramp Department in the H.O.” is the well-
known official view stated by Sir Edward Troup, Assistant Under-Secretary of the Home 
Office, 13 April 1906, TNA/HO/10520/138276/2. Efforts to excise vagrant relief from the Poor 
Law are discussed below, Ch. 8. 
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centuries, the concept of reforming ‘the thriftless’ through work continued to 

shape thinking about vagrancy. 

 Can the development of casual relief, however reluctantly administered, 

be understood as an inevitable consequence of nineteenth-century 

governmental responses to social problems?  MacDonagh argues that the 

primary factor was the ‘vast social and economic hinterland’ that set 

preconditions for change; that once one had identified the revolution in forms 

of society, one also discovered the inevitable, corresponding revolution in 

government.113  By responding to the problem of the destitute, mobile poor in 

the early decades of the nineteenth century, the founders of the mendicity 

societies and vagrant offices established a precedent.  The ‘social evil’ of 

vagrancy had been (re)exposed and viewed as intolerable; criminal vagrancy 

legislation was reformed, in 1822 and 1824.  The early experience of the post-

1834 Poor Law Unions, faced with the continuation of this ‘social evil’, 

highlighted the need for a central supervising body and fresh legislation.  

From 1837 the PLC incorporated casual relief as part of Poor Law provision, 

aligning it with existing policy designed to tackle the social problem of 

pauperism.  The growth of expertise, among Inspectors, Guardians, central 

officials followed, with further legislation and attempts to systematize casual 

relief. 

 The development of this dynamic model of government, ‘a new sort of 

state’, was applied by MacDonagh to the half century 1825-1875.114  The 

official casual relief system, formed between 1837 and 1871, fits within this 

time frame and his model would suggest that the central administration of 

casual relief evolved as an inevitable consequence of the existence of the 

113 MacDonagh, ‘Nineteenth-Century Revolution’,  p.55. 
114ibid. p.61. 
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social problem of vagrancy in these years.  Therefore it may be argued that 

the growth of a national casual relief system forms part of the ‘genuine 

historical process’ of the nineteenth-century reforms in government.115  

However, this argument does not stand up to closer scrutiny.116 

    At the time of the New Poor Law reforms, government had ignored 

recommendations about vagrants, and the casual relief system was 

introduced several years afterwards, and only when local Unions had 

established precedents.  Subsequently, despite collection of considerable 

quantities of data, there was no clear, consistent, empirical basis for the 

formulation of policy or legislation, which continued to be driven by local 

initiatives, and by episodic moral panics when casual relief applications were 

rising.  The expertise acquired by Poor Law officials was generally shallow, 

characterized by an absence of considered observation and analysis of 

vagrancy, partly explicable because casual relief formed only a small part of 

their work.117  During a period when government was growing and 

restructuring and, eventually, intensifying efforts to resolve social problems, 

there was no systematic attempt to confront vagrancy.  As late as 1906, 

despite hearing voluminous evidence, the Departmental Committee’s analysis 

lacked clarity, reiterated moral condemnation of the vagrant, and proposed 

the removal of casual relief from Poor Law operations.  The Department’s 

conclusions amounted to a tacit admission that Poor Law administration of 

casual relief had failed to control or suppress vagrancy.  The Majority Report 

115 ibid. p.63. 
116 Harrison applied MacDonagh’s model to the nineteenth-century drink question and, while 
he found it lacking in places, he argued that the model should be extended not abandoned: B. 
Harrison, Drink and the Victorians; The Temperance Question 1815-1872 (London; Faber, 
1971) pp.28-29.  
117 Officials were ‘under chronic pressure’; the ‘overload of its staff is well-documented’: C. 
Bellamy, Administering central-local relations 1871-1919; The Local Government Board in its 
fiscal and cultural context (Manchester; Manchester U.P., 1988) p.139 
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of the subsequent Royal Commission on the Poor Laws relied upon the 

findings of the Departmental Committee, and did not offer an alternative 

analysis.  By that time, focus was shifting to the welfare measures being 

introduced by the Liberal government, and casual relief continued to be 

administered, without reform, within the framework of the Poor Law, albeit that 

Guardians and others continued to campaign for its removal from that 

framework.   

 It may be argued that MacDonagh’s model, of the ‘internal dynamism’ of 

government producing a flywheel effect that propelled other developments, 

and of a self-reinforcing cycle of ‘expertise’, provides a persuasive 

interpretation of the 1834 Poor Law reforms, and their administrative history, 

and that the phases of the model can be  reconciled with Williams’s 

differentiation of the various strategies applied at different times in the 

period.118  However, for the reasons outlined above, the model provides an 

insufficient explanation of the evolution of a casual relief system that was 

always reluctantly and weakly managed by successive Poor Law 

administrations. 

  When applied to casual relief, Driver’s ‘polycentric’ model, which stresses 

the political tensions between local and central administrations in the 

formulation of the New Poor Law, suggests how provision was pioneered by 

urban elites responding to local problems.  The successive central 

administrations, lacking the ability or willingness to construct a national 

perspective of vagrancy, adopted local initiatives, formulating them as policy 

without considered analysis.  The concepts of the separate ward, of work in 

118 The ‘flywheel’ and ‘cycle of expertise’ are used to summarize MacDonagh’s model in: R. 
MacLeod (ed.) Government and Expertise: Specialists, administrators and professionals, 
1860-1919 (Cambridge; CUP, 1988) ‘Introduction’, pp.1-26 (p.5) 
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return for relief, of co-operation with the police, of the use of cells, and of 

longer periods of detention, all emanated from measures introduced by 

individual or small groups of Unions.  The geography of the institutional 

discipline applied in the casual relief system reveals greatly varying 

interpretations of official regulations, as well as widespread disregard of them 

by the Unions.   Although a greater degree of uniformity was achieved after 

1871, with the advent of a strengthened central bureaucracy, provision 

remained heterogeneous.119  The transformation of the machinery of state, 

introducing new, ‘collectivist’ forms of organization and regulation that 

occurred in the later years of the period had limited impact upon the civil 

response to vagrancy. 

 As indicated earlier, the history of the origins and development of casual 

relief, in the Victorian and Edwardian years, is complex.  Williams’s emphasis 

of the differing strategic phases of the Poor Law, Driver’s analysis of the 

‘fractured, dispersed nature of governance’, and his modification of Foucault’s 

work on spatial matters, provide several avenues by which to explore aspects 

of that history.  Even MacDonagh’s ‘revolution in government’, while not 

satisfactorily explaining the development of casual relief administration, 

provides a baseline against which to identify divergency.  However, while 

these and other strands, from an array of ideas, may form a useful synthesis 

for exploring the processes which produced civil responses to vagrancy, the 

full explanation of their history is to be found in contemporary perceptions and 

prejudices.  The concept of the undeserving, itinerant poor, with its underlying 

conviction that vagrants were worthless and criminal; the willingness to apply 

disciplinary methods associated with prisons; and the unwillingness to 

119 see below,  Ch.8. 
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confront the causes and consequences of vagrancy, when combined, indicate 

why central and local officials were reluctant to provide assistance, eschewed 

reformative methods, and campaigned to pass responsibility for vagrant relief 

to the police. 

 The introduction of National Insurance in 1911, by the ‘new sort of state’, 

opened up provision for unemployed persons, and heralded the beginnings of 

a shift away from Poor Law provision for the destitute.120  The ‘double 

weapon’ of a maximum limit to benefits, and a minimum contribution (initially 

restricted to workers in specific trades) was hailed as a safeguard 

automatically excluding ‘the loafer’.121  The abandonment of worker 

contributions after the First World War, and their replacement by a ‘seeking 

work’ test from 1920, lie beyond the chronology of this thesis.122  However, it 

is noteworthy that fears of exploitation of benefits by ‘scroungers’, very much 

a concern of governments and the media, then and now, are historically linked 

to earlier theories of the undeserving vagrant and the ‘honest wayfarer’, and 

to the deterrent policies expressed in the Poor Law casual relief system. 

2.3 Contrasting views 

In contrast to prevailing views that vagrants were unworthy, idle, and evil 

beings, to be suppressed, some social commentators and, indeed, a few Poor 

Law officials, urged that they should be treated humanely.  While such 

sentiments were typically expressed in terms of Christian morality, often of an 

120 ‘National Insurance Act 1911’ (1 & 2 Geo. V c.15). 
121 A. Deacon, In Search of the Scrounger: The administration of Unemployment Insurance in 
Britain 1920-1931, Occasional Papers on Social Administration No. 60, The Social 
Administration Research Trust (London; Bell & Sons, 1976) pp.10-11. 
122 ‘Genuinely seeking whole-time employment but unable to obtain such employment’: 
‘Unemployment Insurance Act 1921’ (11 & 12 Geo. V c.1).  The test clause is quoted in 
Deacon, In Search of the Scrounger, p.21. 
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evangelical nature, that sought salvation for beggars and the wandering poor, 

in some instances there is evidence of more radical efforts to understand 

vagrancy.  In 1824, for example, an anonymous author circulated a critical 

and radical pamphlet denouncing the new Vagrancy Act; while strongly urging 

that British legislation should uphold the tenets of Christianity, the author 

stressed the socio-economic causes of poverty, highlighted the impact of the 

stigma arising from vagrancy convictions, and lambasted the use of the notion 

of ‘the public good’ to justify oppression of the destitute.123  In the section on 

vagrancy of the 1834 Poor Law Report, an Assistant Commissioner asserted 

the need to provide subsistence to those in need, condemned the moral 

‘contamination’ of the travelling poor in lodging houses and prisons, and 

recommended the establishment of safer places for their reception, to be 

managed by parochial or police officers.124  Poor Law Inspector Graves 

believed that the system of vagrant relief ‘could scarcely be made more 

scanty and deterrent’ and that it drove men to crime and mendicity; to prevent 

the latter, he recommended that public assistance should be given ‘at a stage 

of destitution somewhat short of extreme urgency’.125 

 Sir John Lambert, a Poor Law Inspector, formerly President of the Poor 

Law Board (PLB) Mayor of Salisbury, and subsequently (joint) Permanent 

Secretary of the Local Government Board (LGB) rejected the idea that 

vagrancy was a disease, arguing that it was ‘a symptom of something wrong, 

either in the character of the individual, the condition of society, or the 

123 Anon. Protest against the spirit and practice of modern legislation, as exhibited in the new 
Vagrant Act (London; Harvey & Barton, 1824) (LSE Pamphlet Collection). 
124 H.G. Codd, Appendix E 1834, pp. 36-40.  Codd also strongly condemned indiscriminate 
alms-giving, ibid. pp.39-40. 
125 J.T. Graves, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.39. 
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institutions of the State’.126  Although Sir John regarded vagrants as semi-

criminals, to be subjected to discipline and surveillance, he opposed 

measures that would add to their degradation.127  Barwick L. Baker, a 

Gloucestershire Guardian, was critical of the ‘hard, definite line’ used by 

official statisticians to separate vagrants from others in the population: 

Most of them have been working men, and sunk by slow degrees 
to their present wretched state; and to attempt to draw a clear line 
as to when each one of them ceases to be an honest traveller, and 
becomes a hopeless scamp, is as vain as to fix the minute when 
Summer ends and Winter begins.128 

Baker thought that harsh treatment over the centuries had failed to resolve the 

problem of vagrancy and expressed sympathy for men ‘becoming weaker and 

more degraded in mind and body’ as they searched for work.129  

Nevertheless, he was in favour of measures to deter vagrancy - as a duty to 

vagrants themselves, to keep them from its evil temptations.130 

 At a meeting of Bristol Guardians in 1881, the belief was expressed that the 

majority of those ‘on the road’ were unable to work but should not be denied 

shelter; guardians ought to deal with them in a humane and proper manner.131  

In the next decade, Bedminster Guardians, receiving a report from a regional 

conference on vagrancy, were told that the relief system kicked men when 

they were down, and that those using the casual wards were the most weak in 

126 Lambert, Vagrancy Laws, p.46.  More radically, in mid-century India, the commander in 
chief of the Indian Navy, W. R. Mansfield, blamed capitalism for the rise of European 
vagrancy in India, ‘...one of the results of large industrial development in India’: A. Ganachari, 
‘“White Man’s Embarrassment’; European Vagrancy in 19th Century Bombay’, Economic and 
Political Weekly, 37, 25 (22-28 June 2002) 2477-2486 (p.2479). 
127 Lambert, Vagrancy Laws, pp. 39-40. 
128 T. Barwick L. Baker, ‘On Vagrants and Tramps’, 10 March 1869, Transactions of the 
Manchester Statistical Society, Session 1868-1869 (Manchester; J. Roberts, 1869) 47-66 (pp. 
48-49). 
129 Barwick L. Baker, ‘On Vagrants and Tramps’, p.59. 
130 ibid. p.61. 
131 Mercury, 5 November 1881. 
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mind and body.132  A Times reporter found that a considerable proportion of 

vagrants were old, decrepit and mentally deficient, and suggested that they 

should receive humane treatment in the main workhouse.133  E.D. Court, an 

LGB Inspector, argued that even if casual wards could not be expected to 

improve morally, physically or financially, they ‘should not […] drive persons 

further down and to make it harder for them to find employment’.134 

 Unusually, rehabilitation was identified as the underlying principle of 

responses to vagrancy in one discussion of the use of way-tickets in 

Gloucestershire, in 1882: 

For it must be constantly borne in mind […] that the object of a 
good vagrant system is not simply to scare away those who now 
infest our roads and crowd into our casual wards […]; it aims at no 
less than to alter the lives of these men, and to lead them into 
some less degraded, less pitiable form of existence.135 

Equally unusually, Christian Socialists expressed an overtly political 

viewpoint, declaring that the source of ‘the tramp difficulty’ lay in: 

the privileged exemption of plutocracy from the common toil, and in 
the cruelly mischievous conditions of labour and of unemployment, 
which are the necessary accompaniments of a competitive system 
of production. It lies […] in the unjustifiable sacrifice of a large class 
for the benefit of a small class.136 

Also adopting a secular perspective, George Lansbury, a member of the 

Independent Labour Party, later an MP, questioned the assumption in the 

1906 Report of the Departmental Working Party that vagrancy was a crime of 

the individual, and not society, and was highly critical of the proposal for 

labour colonies governed by penal laws. Lansbury argued that labour colonies 

should be rehabilitative, used to train destitute persons to enable them to 

132 Mercury, 27 November 1895. 
133 Times, ‘The Legal Poor of London’, 26 December 1905.  
134 Thirty-fourth Annual Report of LGB 1904-1905 (Cd. 2661) p.185. 
135 ‘Treatment of Vagrants’, Gloucestershire Easter Quarter Sessions, Gloucestershire 
Chronicle, 8 April 1882 (LSE Pamphlet Collection reprint). 
136 Syme, Honour All Men, p.7.  
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make ‘a new start’.137  Such opinions were held by a minority, who did not 

combine to form a campaigning opposition to official views, and there was no 

discernible impact upon policy or practice. 

Summary 

The limited modern historiography of Victorian and Edwardian vagrancy has 

not prompted vigorous academic debate.  The principal texts, of Vorspan, 

Crowther, and Humphreys, offer theoretical perspectives but these have not 

been debated except in the wider context of New Poor Law historiography.  

Williams has criticized historians’ assumptions of an unchanging strategy.  

Driver, while also critical, has opted for expansion of the Foucauldian 

analysis, focusing upon the precise workings of institutional regimes and 

exposing their spatial dimensions through an historical geography of state 

regulation.  Polycentrism, favoured by Driver as an explanation of eighteenth 

and nineteenth-century governance, weakened in the late Victorian and 

Edwardian period when, according to Hall and Schwarz, a ‘crisis of liberalism’

provoked a growth in state intervention.  However, the history of casual relief 

administration is not fully explained by MacDonagh’s ‘revolution in 

government’ or the subsequent advent of the interventionist state.  The Poor 

Law administration of casual relief was neither efficient nor effective, 

characterized by uneven provision, disregard of regulations, and a failure to 

analyse vagrancy.  Historiographical and sociological debates elucidate 

whether the casual wards acted as a form of social control; whether casual 

relief fits the Foucauldian schema of institutional transformation; whether 

wards functioned as heterotopic space to channel vagrants into domestic 

137 G. Lansbury, ‘Report of the Vagrancy Committee’, The Economic Journal, 16, 62 (June 
1906), 303-307 (pp.304, 307). 
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exile; and whether there were changes in the system over the period that 

reflected the transformation of governance.  Although a synthesis of elements 

of various modern theories, interpreting the development of Poor Law 

institutions and administration, is useful in clarifying our understanding of the 

processes involved in casual relief history, the essential components of an 

explanation are to be found in contemporary perceptions and prejudices.  

 The main methodology employed involves exploration of Poor Law 

administrative records, using local and central sources, supplemented by 

material from national reports, parliamentary debates, and articles in 

contemporary journals and newspapers.  The analysis of contemporary ideas, 

values, and practices, examines the civil responses to vagrancy, which were 

based upon local initiatives and spread, subsequently, through the 

mechanism of central endorsement and regulation.   As precise definitions 

were lacking, apart from the somewhat perfunctory information entered in 

casual ward admission registers, official data concerning the identity and 

condition of vagrants were not collected.  The itinerant population was an 

amorphous, mutable body, and vagrancy policy was largely based upon 

conjectural perceptions, received opinion, and shared moral codes, rather 

than upon a rational system of ideas formed from the expertise of officials. 

 Some social commentators in the period expressed contrasting and even 

radical views of vagrancy.  However, a minority held such opinions and there 

is no evidence of concerted opposition to official or public views that 

influenced policy.  Despite some acknowledgement of, and even sympathy 

for, the plight of vagrants, and awareness of the economic forces that could 

precipitate an individual into vagrancy, the civil responses developed in this 

period rested upon the simplistic but convenient concept of the undeserving 
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poor.  Even in the late 1800s and early 1900s, when knowledge of the 

predominantly poor health and physical condition of those deemed vagrant 

was emerging, the relief regime of the casual wards remained one of 

disciplinary deterrence and control.  Responses to vagrancy were dominated 

by attempts to achieve suppression through a combination of police 

surveillance and intervention, a deterrent regime including imposed labour, 

and spatial exclusion.  Ultimately, techniques and architecture were 

introduced that had been adapted locally from contemporary penal practice.  

The disciplinary rigours of the system were undermined, however, by the 

inability of central administration to enforce compliance, and by persistent 

attempts to pass responsibility for casual relief to other agencies.  

 In the following chapters, empirical evidence is presented which allows 

further scrutiny of the theoretical analysis and extends some of the 

perspectives discussed here.  Contemporary fears of vagrancy that governed 

civic responses are analysed; the identities of those using casual relief are 

investigated; and a detailed history of the system is developed.  The 

questions of how ideas and information shaped policies, institutions, and 

treatment, and how casual relief strategy and use may have varied in place 

and time, are central to the investigation.  
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Ch. 3 The Vagrant Threat            

…and though the Vagrant as to moral qualities stands generally
very low on the social scale, still when destitute he has a legal 
claim to substantial relief… 1

Societies develop mechanisms, formal or informal, for exclusion of those 

perceived to be a threat, ranging from physical or spiritual outcasting 

accompanied by ritual, to the codified apparatus of modern judicial systems 

that may impose sanctions of imprisonment or even execution.  In any given 

society, lifestyle and behaviour are generally constrained by shared mores, 

which are revealed in the social and economic roles performed by those living 

within it.  Initial, informal stigmatization for minor infringement may be followed 

by the allocation of formal, deviant status to those perceived by the majority to 

persistently challenge or reject conventional norms and roles.2  Such status 

as an ‘outsider’ may be temporary, with a prospect of rehabilitation, or 

permanent; in the early nineteenth century, a person convicted of petty theft 

might be transported to Australia for a set period of years; someone regarded 

as a ‘lunatic’ could be consigned to an asylum indefinitely.  In Victorian and 

Edwardian England and Wales, it was widely believed that vagrants had freely 

chosen to ignore normal social and economic constraints, preferring to live in 

an idle, immoral state.3  A major consequence of labelling a destitute, itinerant 

person as a vagrant was to make it almost impossible for him or her ‘to 

continue the normal routines of everyday life’, thus provoking recourse to 

‘abnormal actions’, such as begging and petty crime.4  This chapter is devoted 

to an examination of the complex and interrelated components that - in the 

1 ‘Report of W. Hawley, Poor Law Inspector, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.8. 
2 The classic text explaining the process by which the deviant from group rules becomes ‘the 
outsider’ is: Becker, Outsiders. 
3 The belief in the deviancy of those designated as vagrants was not peculiar to Victorian and 
Edwardian society - it had a considerable history, and would persist well beyond this period.  
4 Becker, Outsiders, p.179. 
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eyes of contemporaries - constituted the vagrant ‘threat’ and justified the 

permanency of ‘outsider’ status allocated to those who had apparently chosen 

to disregard the conventions of ordered society.   

 There was a general, intermittent fear that vagrant numbers were very 

large and increasing. Secondly, many - perhaps the majority - of those in 

government and administration viewed vagrants as moral outcasts, as a 

source of moral contamination, setting a dangerous example to ordinary 

working men, who were felt to be inherently susceptible to the temptations of 

life on the road.  Thirdly, vagrants were believed to carry infectious diseases, 

such as smallpox.  Fourthly, the supposed ‘army’ of vagrants aroused 

forebodings among the propertied classes, touching upon long-standing fears 

of civil unrest.5  Such insecurity was reinforced by a widespread belief in the 

criminality of vagrants.  Lastly, in the later years of the period, official 

perceptions of vagrants were influenced by eugenic theories.  Characterized 

by some commentators as physically degenerate as well as morally inferior, 

vagrants were assumed to be a signifier of the deterioration of the nation.  

These concerns are examined in turn, but this should not distract us from 

viewing them as a complex, interwoven mixture of fact, speculation, ignorance 

and prejudice. 

5 Fear of riot, of those frequenting the streets, and of all the ‘lower classes’, was a dominant 
feature of London’s public life in the eighteenth century: R. Shoemaker, The London Mob: 
Violence and Disorder in Eighteenth-Century England  (London; Hambledon & London, 2004) 
pp.xii-xiii, 10. Subsequently, the rural agitation of the 1830s, political change in Europe, the 
Chartist movement, and the social crisis of 1880s London fueled such forebodings 
periodically.   
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3.1.1  The ‘Vagrant Army’ 

The historian attempting to quantify vagrancy encounters two major problems, 

namely the extent, accuracy and survival of contemporary records, and the  

obscure quality of vagrant identity.  With the advent of a central Poor Law 

administration in the 1830s, the number of persons receiving casual relief was 

recorded, providing some statistical base for the estimate of vagrant numbers.  

In practice, post-1837 estimates of vagrant numbers are beset with problems 

similar to calculations for earlier periods.6

 In 1841, the decennial, national census recorded persons sleeping in 

barns, tents, pits, and the open air on census night; another category was 

recorded as ‘travelling by night’.  Although similar counts were made for 

subsequent censuses, the classifications changed across the decades. By 

1861, ‘vagrants and gypsies’ counted as one category; by 1881, the vagrant 

population was described as ‘travellers in caravans, shelterers in barns and 

sheds, and homeless persons in the open air’.  The 1881 census report 

acknowledged that ‘such persons are […] likely to escape the enumerator’. An 

unknown proportion of those enumerated as ‘not living either in houses or 

ships’ were not vagrants; some were gypsies, travelling with their homes; 

others were peripatetic dealers or showmen living in caravans, moving 

between urban and industrial centres.  Counted as part of the ‘nomad 

population’ in 1891, others were living in caravans around coalfields, as well 

as in the agricultural counties of East Anglia and the south-west.  Direct 

comparisons across the decades are difficult because of the variance in 

classification and enumeration practice.  In 1891, census administrators 

6 See, for example, comments in Beier, Masterless Men, p.14. See below for discussion of 
contemporary calculations based on casual ward usage. 
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assumed that those using barns and sheds were  ‘tramps’, a small part of the 

mobile population.  This smaller total may also be discerned in some of the 

other census totals shown here.  Administrators also drew attention to the 

male: female ratio, suggesting that the more proportionate distribution in 

caravans was because these offered better protection for women than the 

casual shelter of a barn or shed.  The terms used - vagrant, gypsy, nomad - 

were not defined, but the comment that many if not most of the ‘nomads’ 

sheltering in barns and sheds ‘doubtlessly belonged to the class of tramps’, 

suggests that classifications were fluid.7 

7 Census data for England and Wales, Online Historical Population Reports: General Report, 
IV, 1891, p.24, www.histpop.org (consulted May 2011-December 2011). 



123 

Table 3.1 Persons classified as vagrants and/or  ‘nomads’,
sleeping in barns, sheds, the open air, tents, and caravans:
census data, England & Wales, 1841-1911 (a) 

Census 
year

Category of 
enumeration

Male Female Total Total Vagrant 
population 

according to 
1881 census 

(d)

1841 (b) “Other Persons” 22,303 

1851 (c) “Vagrants and others 
in Barns, & c.” 

11,538 6,117 17,655 

1861 (c) “Vagrants & Gypsies” 1,718 285 1,903 11,444 

1871 (c) “Vagrant, Gypsy” 3,437 853 4,290 10,383 

1881 (c) “travellers in 
caravans, shelterers 
in barns & sheds, 
homeless in open air” 

10,924 10,924 

1891 (c) i) in barns & c 

ii) caravans, tents or
open air 

i) 
2,458 

ii) 
6,921 

i) 
601 

ii) 
5,913 

i) + ii)

15,983 

1901 (c) i) barns & sheds 

ii) caravans, tents &
open air 

i) 
1,317 

ii) 
6,858 

i) 
328 

ii) 
5,716 

i) + ii)

14,219 

1911 (c) “in barns, sheds, 
caravans & c. or in 
the open air” 

19,948 10,694 30,642 

Notes:
a) The figures do not include those sleeping in casual wards, or vagrants in prison, on the
night of the census. There do not appear to be census totals for these categories.  Prior to 
1871, it would seem that - in most workhouses - casual ward occupants were not separately 
classified but included in the overall count of paupers in the workhouse on census night.
b) adults only
c) all ages
d) The General Report of the 1881 Census provided estimates for the ‘vagrant class’ in 1861
and 1871 for purposes of comparison. It is not clear why there was such disparity between 
the totals for 1861 and 1871, and the figures provided in1881, but the original estimates seem 
low and there may have been a later revision of census data.
Sources: 
Census data for England and Wales, Online Historical Population Reports: Occupation 
Abstract, 1841; Population Tables, II, 1851; Population Tables II (i) 1861; Population 
Abstracts, III, 1871; General Report, IV, 1881; General Report, IV, 1891; Summary Tables, 
1901; Summary Tables, 1911.   www.histpop.org (consulted May 2011-December 2011) 
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 The census data for those enumerated as vagrants or ‘nomads’ may be 

contrasted with changes in the total population of England and Wales, shown 

in Chart 3.1. 

Chart 3.1 Vagrant/nomadic and 
 total populations for England and Wales: 
decennial census trends, 1841-1911

(Linear Scale) 

Sources:
Census data for England and Wales, Online Historical Population Reports: Occupation 
Abstract, 1841; Population Tables, II, 1851; Population Tables II (i) 1861; Population 
Abstracts, III, 1871; General Report, IV, 1881; General Report, IV, 1891; Summary Tables, 
1901; Summary Tables, 1911.
www.histpop.org (consulted May 2011-December 2011)
‘Population and Vital Statistics 2. United Kingdom Population, 1801-1951; A. England & 
Wales’, B.R Mitchell & P. Deane, Abstract of British Historical Statistics, Monograph 17 
(Cambridge; CUP, 1971) p.6 (first published 1962) 
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As noted, the Census figures shown here do not appear to include the casual 

ward population, or vagrants in prison, but they do include non-vagrants, such 

as gypsies.8  In 1881, Census officials stated that the vagrant population (as 

recorded in the census) had not increased in the same ratio as the 

population.9  However, sharp rises across the decade 1881-1891, and 

particularly from 1901-1911, may have partly reflected the growth in 

population.  The police undertook specialist, national censuses of vagrants in 

1867 and 1868.  These censuses included those using the casual wards and 

common lodging houses, as well as anyone sleeping outdoors, and the police 

were instructed to record all vagrants known to them as ‘professional tramps’, 

or as being without subsistence or any fixed place of residence.10  The results 

are shown in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2          Police censuses of vagrants on the nights of 1st April,  
 and Poor Law Returns for casual wards on 1st January, 

    1867 and 1868, England and Wales 

Year Police censuses: 
total number of vagrants 
including those in casual 

wards on night of 
1st April 

Poor Law Returns for 
casual wards on 1st 
January 

(1)

1867 32,528 5,027 

1868 36,179 6,129 

Notes:
1) day-time counts which included double counting -see Table 1, Statistical Appendix B
Source:
adapted from: Twenty-second Annual Report of PLB 1869-1870 (C.123) pp. xxx-xxxi 

After 1868 the police censuses were discontinued because Home Office 

officials found that the categories ‘vagrant’ and ‘tramp’ were vague and open 

8 See below, for casual ward returns.  Adding the casual ward figures to these census totals 
does not alter the trends shown in Chart 3.1. 
9 ‘England & Wales, Vol. IV, General Report 1881’, p. 14 Online Historical Population Reports, 
www.histpoporg. (consulted 23 December 2011). 
10 Report of Departmental Committee, Local Government Board, 1906, I, p.21 (Report of DC). 



126 
to different interpretations.  The results conflicted with PLU returns, which only 

recorded casual ward usage.11  Notwithstanding their limitations, these 

particular censuses were to remain remarkably influential.

 It was accepted that the casual wards of workhouses housed only a 

minority of vagrants at any one time.  Officials therefore estimated overall 

numbers by comparing the police census totals from 1867 and 1868 with the 

recorded casual ward occupancy for the nights in question, to produce a 

crude ‘multiplier’.  By the 1880s, it was said to have been known for years that 

the numbers relieved in the casual wards formed only a sixth of those at large 

in the UK.12  Between the police censuses of the 1860s, and one in 1905 

(requested by the Departmental Committee) there are no comparable national 

data.13  Local censuses were conducted in some areas; in Worcester (1881, 

1882); Gloucestershire (annually, from 1885); Northumberland (1905); and in 

London (1904, 1905).14  These surveys did not share a common methodology 

- the Northumberland one, for example, assessed travellers passing through 

checkpoints on specified roads on one day - and, while the Committee may 

have been influenced by the various findings, it based its calculations upon 

the formula established in 1869, namely that the total vagrant population was  

11 ‘Judicial Statistics 1869. England and Wales. Part 1 -criminal proceedings’, 1870 (C.195) 
pp.vii-viii. 
12 Tenth Annual Report of LGB 1880-1881 (C.2982) p. xviii, which referred back to the 
Twenty-second Annual Report of PLB 1869-1870  (C.123) pp.xxx-xxxi. 
13 Emphasizing the uncertainty of numbers, partly owing to the existence of ‘a class of 
vagrants who do not, or rarely, enter casual wards’, the Master of the Supreme Court, J. 
MacDonnell, concluded that ‘from 20,000 - 50,000 men, women, and children live either in 
casual wards or common lodging houses’: Judicial Statistics, England and Wales, 1899, Pt. 1 
(89) 1901 (Cd. 659) pp.50-51. 
14 Matthews, ‘A Safe Cure’, p.102; Report of DC, I, pp.19-22, and II, Q.1776, Q.7546.  A 
twice-yearly census was undertaken in Scotland: Report of DC, II, Q.8550-1. 
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six times that of the casual ward population on any one date.15  Using the 

multiplier of six, the Committee estimated total vagrant numbers to be 

between 50-60,000 in 1904 and 1905, whereas the 1905 police census result, 

added to casual ward occupants and vagrants in prison, produced a figure of 

almost 74,000.16  Criticism of the police census, and the acknowledged 

difficulties in obtaining reliable statistics, led to a revised estimate, by the 

Committee, of 70-80,000 in times of trade depression, and between 30-

40,000 in times of ‘industrial activity’17. The ‘habitual vagrant’, described as a 

class unaffected by trade conditions, was thought to number an ‘irreducible’ 

minimum of between 20-30,000.18  Other estimates, made by officials and 

others involved with vagrancy, such as Chief Constables and the head of the 

COS, ranged from a conservative 7- 8,000, to 165,000; one claimed that, if 

those in ‘low’ lodging houses were included, the figure was nearly a million.19

 The fragility of estimates using a multiplier was increased by limitations in 

the recording of casual ward occupancy.  Until 1897, the practice of recording 

relief given at any time of the day led to ‘double counting’ of vagrants who had 

journeyed between two Unions on the same day.  When the day count was 

replaced by a night count to eliminate double-counting, vagrants who received 

only day-time relief may have been missed.20  For the years when both day 

15 Report of DC, I, p.22.  The Committee did not directly acknowledge the origin of the 
formula.  Humphreys notes that, subsequently, a multiplier of four or five was favoured: No 
Fixed Abode, p.108.  For the Webbs, the number sleeping outside the casual wards was a 
somewhat vague ‘five to ten times as many’: S. & B. Webb, History of English Local 
Government: English Poor Law History, 2 - The Last Hundred Years (London, 1929) n.403, 
quoted in: Matthews, “A Safe Cure’,102. 
16 Report of DC, I, p.22. 
17 ‘Industrial activity’, used in the Report of DC, might be interpreted as a buoyant economy in 
modern terms. 
18 Report of DC, I, p.22. 
19 Quoted in Radzinowicz & Hood, who caution that none of these figures should be accepted 
without grave reservations: Emergence of Penal Policy, pp.347-348.  
20 A small number according to Williams, From pauperism p.195 n.24. The LGB gave 1897 as 
the start date for night counts, the Departmental Committee, 1896. 
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and night counts are available, the difference between the figures is 

substantial, as shown in Table B1 (Appendix B, below).  These are the only 

regular series of statistics available for the period.  Using these figures, and 

applying the ‘multiplier’ discussed above, we can calculate likely Local 

Government Board (LGB) estimates of the total population of vagrants for 

England and Wales for 1st January 1871-1919 (Table B2, Appendix B).

 Correlations have been attempted to explain the trends, such as the 

impact of increased deterrence, in 1871 and 1882, which was said to reduce 

casual ward applications temporarily.21  A second correlation concerns 

unemployment.  There are profound difficulties in testing such a relationship, 

not least because of the limitations of the unemployment figures, which are 

only available for skilled workers for certain trade unions in these years.22  

Crowther found that fluctuations in vagrancy tended to follow similar 

fluctuations in unemployment, concluding that while the data did not prove 

that unemployment caused vagrancy, a relationship between the two was 

very likely.23  The correlation appears to hold for the late 1880s, following the 

trade depression 1884-1888; again for the years 1895-1899, following the 

depression of 1892-1895; and for the period 1905-1911, when casual ward 

numbers reached their peak in this period.24  As early as 1842, the Poor Law 

Commission (PLC) cautioned Guardians to prepare for the pressures caused 

by ‘stoppages of work’ arising from the ‘disturbed state of a large portion of 

21 ‘...the vagrant appears to be always sensitive to Circulars from Headquarters’ Royal 
Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress, 1909 (Cd. 4499) p.569, quoted in 
Humphreys, No Fixed Abode, p.192, n.32. 
22 J. Harris, Unemployment and Politics: A Study in English Social Policy 1886-1914 (Oxford; 
Clarendon Press, 1972) pp.371-374. 
23 Crowther, Workhouse System, p.252-254.  
24 ibid.; O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an intractable social problem’, Appendix A, Table 1; Appendix B, 
pp.7-8. 
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the Manufacturing Districts’.25  By 1894, Poor Law officials could be more 

specific:  

a long period of depression in staple industries, combined with a 
vast increase in population, unchecked and uncontrolled, must add 
to the army of unemployed, especially of the feeblest and worst 
descriptions of the labouring classes, and swell the ranks of 
vagrants.26 

 A third possible relationship is that between population increase and 

vagrant numbers, which would also affect any correlation between 

unemployment and vagrancy according to whether and how economic 

opportunities expanded.  The figures for population growth between the 

census years of 1871 and 1911 (Table B2, Appendix B) amount to 158 per 

cent for males and 159 per cent overall.  For those using the casual wards, 

the growth between 1871 and 1911, the high point in this period, was almost 

three-fold; between the low point of 1875 and 1911, almost five-fold.  These 

calculations suggest that growth in vagrancy, based upon casual ward use 

was nearly double that of population in the period 1871-1911 - almost three 

times if the low of 1875 is used as the base year.   

 The apparent growth in vagrant numbers could be interpreted as an 

indication that the economy was unable to absorb the population growth of 

these decades, but many other factors need to be considered, such as 

technological change in agriculture and industry, trading patterns, net 

migration, improving living standards, and a falling death rate.  Although the 

25 Correspondence PLC-Poor Law Unions, 18 August 1842, TNA/MH10/10.  By the 1870s, if 
not before, officials recognized a relationship between unemployment and an increase in the 
numbers of people wandering the country in search of work; an example is quoted in Fourth 
Annual Report of LGB, 1874-1875 (C.1328) p.xxl. 
26 Inspector Longe, Inspectors Correspondence 1894 TNA/MH32/52.  Humphreys contends 
that the relationship between economic factors and vagrancy had long been ‘incontrovertible’
but was largely kept under wraps by the authorities for most of the nineteenth century.  
However, he offers no evidence to support this claim: No Fixed Abode, p.93. 
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evidence suggests an upward trend in vagrant numbers, particularly in the 

first decade of the twentieth century, it should be stressed that calculations 

were based upon casual ward occupancy, which was affected by the 

foregoing variables and by other factors, such as severe weather conditions, 

changes in the application of regulations, disease, staff attitudes, and local 

policing methods.27  Numbers appeared to be in decline after 1911, and fell 

sharply in the war years, before rising again, rapidly, in the 1920s.28  Again, 

there appeared to be a significant relationship with unemployment during the 

war years.29  

 While contemporaries had an inexact knowledge of vagrancy numbers, 

they did not doubt that the problem was formidable.  There are frequent 

references to the ‘vagrant army’.30  Concerns about ‘enormous increases’ in 

vagrancy surfaced at different times.  Growing anxieties in the 1860s triggered 

the introduction of the 1871 Act.  Guardians lobbied the LGB, notably in 

organized campaigns in 1881-1882, and in 1895 and, while the central 

authority successfully deflected numerous calls for an inquiry for many years, 

eventually it responded with the Departmental Committee 1904-1906.31  

Insofar as we may rely upon the available data, these episodes of raised 

27 It is important to note that by choosing other base years, different results may be obtained.  
For example, between 1870 and 1914, the increase in vagrancy, using casual ward figures for 
the calculation, was forty per cent, well below population growth between 1871 and 1911: 
O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an intractable social problem’, Appendix B, p.7. 
28 A large number of casual wards were closed in 1917-1918 - see below, Ch. 8. 
29 Crowther, Workhouse System,  p.253.  Initially, contemporary expectations may have been 
different. At Bristol, the authorities feared war would create large-scale unemployment and, as 
early as August 1914, began planning public works; J. Lyes, Bristol 1914-1919 (Bristol; 
Historical Association, 2003) p.7. 
30 ‘the vast army of vagrants who were swarming all over the country’- J. Fielden, ‘Pauper 
Inmates (Discharge and Regulation) Bill, House of Commons Committee, 21 April 1871 
Hansard, 205, cc 1540; ‘ the present vagrant army’ - Sir Baldwyn Leighton, ‘Observations’, 
House of Commons, 12 May 1882, Hansard, 269, cc 580; ‘ the great army of tramps’ - 
Admiral Hickley, Chairman, Bridgwater Board of Guardians, ‘The Vagrancy Question in 
Somerset’, Conference of PLU Guardians, 17 February 1883, Mercury, 19 February 1883; 
ditto,  Keir Hardie, MP, speaking in Bradford, Mercury, 4 March 1895; ‘the army of vagrants’ - 
Report of DC, 1, p.1. 
31 The campaigns are summarized in Ch. 8, below. 
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anxieties seem to have corresponded with growing numbers of vagrants, and 

followed periods of economic depression. 

 Towards the end of the period, a contrary view of vagrant numbers 

became apparent among some LGB Inspectors.  In 1895 ‘the popular belief’ 

that thousands of vagrants were wandering about south-western counties was 

questioned.32  Inspector Fleming also challenged accounts of the ‘great flood’ 

of vagrants in this part of England; for his District (Wiltshire, Hampshire, 

Dorset, and part of Surrey) a census had revealed that no more than 250 

vagrants were present on one night.33  In 1901, the Inspector for the 

Metropolis asserted that the numbers of vagrants quoted in correspondence 

and discussions ‘are exaggerated’, while a colleague concluded that the 

official returns were not a safe basis for estimating prevalence as ‘the same 

individual [vagrant] may be reckoned many times over as admissions for the 

whole year’.34  In  1904, the Inspector for the South-western District described 

tramps as ‘a stage army, appearing again and again’; aggregates were greatly 

exaggerated because of the publication of totals which included repeat 

admissions, and the tally of admissions was so often interpreted as the actual 

number of tramps.35  A further reference to the ‘stage army of tramps’ 

occurred in 1910, when an Inspector suggested that a body of men moving 

about, from one Union to another, inflated numbers.36  A colleague claimed 

that vagrants were counted seven or eight or even more times as they 

32 ‘Inspector Fleming’s Report’, Twenty-fourth Annual Report of LGB 1894-1895 (C.7867) 
Appendix B., p.34. 
33 Inspector Fleming, addressing Bridport Union Board of Guardians, 19 December 1895, 
Mercury, 20 December 1895. 
34 ‘Inspector Lockwood’s Report’; ‘Inspector Jenner-Fust’s Report’: Thirtieth Annual Report of 
LGB 1900-1901 (Cd. 746) pp.83; 142. 
35 Evidence of H. Preston-Thomas, Inspector, Report of DC, II, Q.197-198, p.8.  
36 ‘Inspector Court’s Report’ Thirty-ninth Annual Report of LGB 1909-1910 (Cd. 5260) pp. 53-
54.
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travelled across a District.37  Although LGB administrators acknowledged that 

the recording of daytime casual relief (standard practice until 1897) included a 

notable element of double-counting, that correction did not address the 

problem of repeated admissions of individual vagrants.38 

 Another factor affecting numbers was the cumulative effect of informal 

decisions by individuals working in, or alongside, the relief system.  Porters at 

workhouse gates were often selective, turning away some applicants for 

casual relief.39  Policemen, patrolling the streets, made individual decisions 

whether to arrest beggars and vagrants, send them to a casual ward, or move 

them on, and those appointed as AROs made similar decisions about issuing 

relief tickets or arresting.  In some towns and cities, beadles were employed 

to drive beggars and vagrants away.40  The consequences of such decisions 

simply may have been to push the ‘vagrant problem’ to other localities.41 

 The uncertainty over numbers places the vagrant question among the 

‘...many historical problems [that] are not amenable to quantification’.42  On 

the other hand, the attempt to quantify does bring some typicality to past 

37 ‘Inspector Duff’s Report’, ibid. p.71. 
38 ‘Vagrants’,Twenty-sixth Annual Report of LGB 1896-1897, (C.8583) p. lx.  See also notes to 
Table B.1, Appendix B, below. Charities operated registers of known vagrants and beggars in 
some cities, e.g., the COS listed 208 ‘recurrent’ vagrants in Bristol in 1884, names available 
on application, Mercury, 13 January 1885.  On the London Mendicity Society, see above, 
p.36, n.84; p.54.  The role of the charities is considered below, Chs. 6-8.
39See below, pp.168, on powers of porters and other officials to take casual relief recipients
before a magistrate, without any summons or warrant, for misbehaviour. 
40 Examples of vagrants being turned away are described in Chs. 6-8 below.  The ARO role 
and the legal powers of workhouse officials are examined in Ch. 7. Many vagrants may have 
been moved on by local Poor Law officials when they encountered difficulties in tracing their 
origins, but that would seem to have been more likely in earlier periods, before the Settlement 
Laws were revised: J. Melling et. al., ‘Families, communities and the legal regulation of lunacy 
in Victorian England: Assessments of crime, violence and welfare in admissions to the Devon 
Asylum, 1845-1914’ in: P. Bartlett & D. Wright, Outside the Walls of the Asylum; The History 
of Care in the Community 1750-2000 (London; Athlone Press, 1999) pp.153-180 (177). 
41 The ‘moving on’ of vagrants was a centuries-old practice: see pp.31-32, above. 
42 G. Stedman Jones, ‘From Historical Sociology to Theoretical History’ British Journal of 
Sociology, 27, 3 (September 1976), 295-305 (p.303). 
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events, reducing the risk of impressionistic conclusions.43  Vagrancy 

estimates may be likened to the ‘dark figure’ familiar to criminologists, who 

regard criminal statistics as a phenomenon in themselves, regardless of 

actual events.44  Vagrant identity was ill-defined and the sheer range of 

contemporary estimates of numbers, from between 7-8,000 to 165,000, and 

that improbable one million, confirm the difficulties of calculation.  The 

contemporary belief in the vagrant army, held by many of those in authority, 

was based upon prejudices.  

3.1.2 Moral Contagion and the Evil Vagrant 

Vagrants were widely regarded as morally depraved and the ‘evil of vagrancy’ 

was almost a stock phrase in the period.  The phrase seems to have been 

more commonly used in national debates; the language of local authorities, 

such as Guardians, was generally more pragmatic.  In 1870 the President of 

the Poor Law Board (PLB) acknowledged that the Home Office and his 

department had been in constant communication, seeking a solution ‘by which 

the evils […] might be remedied’.45  The Times, reporting on the work of the 

Dorset Mendicity Society, cited ‘the great evil of vagrancy’.46  Part of the 1871 

Act was designed to curb ‘the evil of frequent discharges’ of workhouse 

inmates, the ‘Ins and Outs’.47  Outrelief was seen as an evil, for ratepayers, 

and the poor themselves.48  The Bedminster Guardians described vagrants as 

43 Rogers, The Press Gang, p.38. 
44 R. SIndall, ‘The Criminal Statistics of nineteenth-century cities: a new approach’ Urban 
History, 13 (1986), 28-36 (p.34. 
45 ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, House of Commons, 13 May 1870, Hansard, 201, cc 632-
670. 
46 ‘The Suppression of Vagrancy’, Times, 20 October 1871. 
47 ‘Vagrancy’, Circular No. 18, 18 November 1871, First Annual Report of the LGB 1871-1872 
(C.516) Appendix A, p.54.  The Ins and Outs were not vagrants - see above, p.64 
48 Flying Post, 9 June 1875; G. Lubbock, Some Poor Relief Questions (London; John Murray, 
1895) p.16. 
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‘an incubus upon the respectable hard-working members of the community’, 

suggesting that if employment could be found for tramps ‘the evil would be 

lessened’.49  The Kent Mendicity Society acknowledged the value of 

repressive measures, but stressed that ‘the evil of vagrancy will remain’.50  In 

the parliamentary debates upon the 1882 Act, there are references to ‘the 

long-established evil of vagrancy’ and an evil that had become ‘deeper and 

deeper year after year’.  There was even a mention of the ‘terrorism which 

they [vagrants] exercised over orderly and respectable persons’.51  At the end 

of the century, a medical journal portrayed vagrancy as ‘an evil which is one 

of the most difficult and pressing of our social problems’.52  And, during the 

deliberations of the Departmental Committee on Vagrancy, hope was 

expressed that a new plan would be adopted for ‘getting rid of the evil’.53

 The public perception of the morally depraved vagrant was amplified by 

disease imagery.  Using metaphor and fantastical language, officials, 

politicians, and newspaper editors depicted vagrancy as a contagious social 

disease throughout the period.54  Bath was said to be ‘infested with vagrants’ 

in 1832, as were Unions in 1840.55  In 1870, Sir Charles Trevelyn described 

vagrancy as ‘a social disease as fatal to the nation as black death and 

49 The Tramp Question’ Mercury,  9 November 1881. 
50 ‘Earl Stanhope on Vagrancy’, Times,  28 January 1882. 
51 ‘Vagrancy (England and Wales)’, House of Commons, 12 May 1882, Hansard, 269, cc 580-
594 (580, 583);  ‘Second Reading (1882 Act)’, House of Lords, 6 July 1882, Hansard,  271, cc 
1577-1580 (1579).  The Times emphasized ‘the terrorism’ of the vagrant in an editorial: 15 
May 1882. 
52 ‘The Duties of Boards of Guardians’, Lancet, 150, 3868 (16 October 1897) 995. 
53 ‘The Legal Poor of London’, Times, 26 December 1905. 
54 The disease analogy was not new.  A medical model of national problems (including 
vagrancy) was in use in the fifteenth and sixteen centuries - ‘sores to be cured’: P. Slack, 
From Reformation to Improvement: Public Welfare in Early Modern England (Oxford; 
Clarendon, 1990) pp.8-9, 14-15. 
55 Appendix E 1834, p.79; Letter from Sir John Walsham, Assistant Poor Law Commission, to 
PLC’, 15 September 1840, TNA/MH12/‘8976/215. 
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sweating sickness’.56  A West Country editorial referred to vagrancy as ‘a 

pernicious social leprosy’.57  An unprecedented number of vagrants was said 

to be ‘infesting’ Kent in 1895.58  A radical MP and social reformer included 

vagrants in a classification of the unemployable, likening the latter to an 

‘infectious disease’.59  In 1911, vagrancy was said to be ‘a plague’.60

 Such tendentious representations, imprecise but alarming, heightened 

the fear of moral contamination and underpinned reforms in both the penal 

and Poor Law systems. The atmosphere in pre-1834 workhouses and houses 

of correction was viewed as promiscuous, and there were grave concerns that 

attempts to reform them would be undermined, as the ‘vagabond and idle’ 

would corrupt ‘the morals of the better sort’.61  Moral pollution and contagion 

interested the reformer, John Howard, as much as contemporary anxieties 

about the spread of infectious disease by ex-prisoners.62  The belief in moral 

contamination extended beyond vagrants and prisoners, encompassing the 

poor and the ‘dangerous classes’.63  The Poor Law Report decried the 

degradation imposed upon claimants and also cited the contamination, spread 

among the poor, by the example of the ‘idle and dissolute’ who received 

assistance.64  It was alleged  ‘...that large masses of the population placed 

56 Flying Post, 8 June 1870. 
57 Mercury, 9 January 1885. 
58 Flying Post, 17 August 1895. 
59 P. Alden, The Unemployed: A National Question, (London; P.S. King & Son, 1905, 2nd 
edition) p.18. 
60 Report of the Proceedings of the National Conference on the Prevention of Destitution 
(London, P.S. King, 1911) p. 3. 
61 Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’ pp.140-141. 
62 S. McConville, A History of English prison administration, p.85. 
63 For definitions of the ‘dangerous classes’, see above, pp.33-34. According to one historian, 
the extent of class fear has been exaggerated; Victorians were more concerned with 
‘deficient moral restraint’ among the marginal people of the urban poor than with a 
collective social breakdown: Bailey, ‘The Fabrication of Deviance’, passim. 
64 Checkland, Poor Law Report, 1834, pp.117; 172; & passim. 
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within the same walls [of the workhouse] would be contaminated.’65  The 

perception that younger persons were more susceptible to pernicious moral 

examples underpinned the 1838 PLC instruction that required the separation 

of youths, of good disposition and habits, from able-bodied paupers in 

workhouses, to prevent ‘injury by association’.66  However, segregation in the 

workhouse was also an integral part of the deterrent disciplinary system.67  

Architectural divisions were imposed to facilitate the principle of less 

eligibility.68  The Victorian and Edwardian propertied classes suspected a 

widespread disposition to vagrancy that was easily triggered by exposure to 

‘professional’ vagrants.69  The ‘temptations to a strolling life’ were thought to 

prey on the minds of those in steady employment.70    

 Attempts to prevent moral contamination were introduced in both the 

prison and workhouse systems in the 1830s; in the former through a 

separation system using individual cells; and in the latter via the spatial 

separation of inmates in special wards at workhouse sites.71  For prisoners, 

complete individual separation was thought necessary to prevent those of bad 

character corrupting the good.72  For vagrants admitted to the casual wards 

from 1837 onwards, the separation was not from one another but from the 

other inhabitants of the workhouse.  From the late 1860s, anxious to prevent 

65 Sir Henry Willoughby, ‘Poor Laws’ Amendment - Third Reading’, House of Commons, 1 
July 1834 Hansard, 24, cc 1027-1061. 
66 Correspondence PLC to Unions, 23 July 1838, TNA/MH10/8. 
67 Crowther, The Workhouse System, pp.40-41. 
68 ‘Workhouse Construction’, Circular Letter No.6, Twenty-first Report of PLB 1868-69 
(4197);  Williams, From pauperism, p.92. 
69 Vorspan,’Vagrancy', pp.73-74. 
70 J. Graves, Inspector, Inspectors Report, 1866, p.39. 
71 Forsythe, The Reform of Prisoners, pp.25-26; Henriques, ‘The Rise and Decline’, pp.64, 68, 
77; Driver, Power and pauperism, pp.64-65.  Separation had been tried in a Sussex prison in 
the 1780s - see Ch. 7, below. 
72 M. Ogborn, ‘Discipline, government and law; separate confinement in the prisons of 
England and Wales 1830-1877’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 20, 3 
(September 1995), 295-311 (p.301). The prison separation system was originally designed to 
facilitate reform -see Chs 6-8. 
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supposed contamination of the honest wayfarer through association on the 

casual wards, the authorities urged Guardians to build a system of separate, 

individual cells for vagrants.73  In the 1871 debates concerning the tighter 

regulation of vagrant relief, an opponent of the Bill cited the contamination 

experienced by the ‘honest poor man’ and his family, when travelling in 

search of work and forced to associate with vagrants in lodging houses and 

workhouses.74  Subsequently, protection against such association in 

workhouses was endorsed in the regulations accompanying the 1871 Act.75  

 In the closing years of the nineteenth century, and the early part of the 

twentieth, as explanations of unemployment were underpinned by economic 

theories, replacing the Victorian moral model of individual responsibility, the 

need to segregate the ‘criminal and vicious vagabond’ from the honest 

wayfarer continued to be articulated, with growing support for a more secure 

system of separation, the labour colonies.76  Vagrants were generally thought 

to constitute a particularly feckless and undeserving portion of the dependent 

poor.  By virtue of a conspicuous lifestyle, they were very visible in social 

spaces, such as the streets and highways; ‘by definition, vagrants are beyond 

the pale of work, productivity, respectability, legality’.77  It is not surprising that 

they were readily labelled as a source of moral contamination, nor that 

substantial efforts were made to segregate those who sought casual relief.  

Whether the evil of vagrancy, including the ‘threat’ of moral contamination, 

73 The history of the separate casual wards and the cellular system is traced in Chs. 6-8 
below. 
74 Mr. Newdegate, ‘Pauper Inmates (Discharge and Regulation) Bill’, Committee stage, House 
of Commons, 21 April 1871, Hansard, 205, cc 1538-1547. 
75 ‘Vagrancy’, Circular Letter No. 18, 18 November 1871, First Report of LGB 1871-1872, 
(C.516) Appendix A, pp.56-57. Protection against association was never enforced: see Chs. 
6-8. 
76 Alden, The Unemployed, pp.17-18; A. Komine, ‘The Making of Beveridge’s Unemployment 
(1909): three concepts blended’, European Journal of the History of Economic Thought, 11, 2 
(Summer 2004), 255-280 (pp.257, 263, 270).  Labour colonies are discussed in Ch. 8. 
77 P. Brantlinger et. al., ‘Policing Nomads’, p.46. 
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was thought greater than other social evils is debatable.  For some, it was one 

of the dominant social problems of the period.

3.1.3 The Infectious Vagrant 78 

The hindsight afforded by advances in biology and medicine tempt and warn 

us to be wary of modern, deterministic interpretations of contemporary 

observations of disease, just as retrospective diagnosis may also ignore the 

socio-cultural contexts of disease.79  For contemporaries, the fear of moral 

contamination by vagrants also included deep-seated anxiety about the 

spread of infectious diseases, particularly smallpox.  In the eighteenth 

century, there had been justified fears that ex-prisoners, particularly vagrants, 

spread diseases such as plague, smallpox, and ‘goal distemper’.80  Massive, 

unregulated urban expansion in the nineteenth century, coupled with 

expanding national and international transport systems, altered the pre-

industrial patterns of infectious diseases, providing more potent breeding 

grounds; workhouses and common lodging houses were viewed as reservoirs 

of contagious diseases, tramps as disease carriers.81  A survey in 1840, by 

the PLC, found evidence that the spread of contagious diseases, particularly 

78 The health of vagrants is considered in Chs. 4 & 5 below. Here, the emphasis is on 
contemporary fears of the infectious vagrant. The term infectious ‘…follows that of nineteenth-
century doctors and public health officials who reserved it for conditions that are directly or 
indirectly communicable’: F. Condrau et. al., ‘Second Opinions: Final Response, Epidemics 
and Infections in Nineteenth-Century Britain’, Social History of Medicine, 22,1 (2009), 165-171 
(p.167). 
79 J. Arrizabalaga, ‘Problematizing Retrospective Diagnosis in the History of Disease’, 
Asclepio,  LIV, 1, 2002, 51-70, passim; Condrau et. al., p.170. 
80 McConville, A History of English prison administration, p.85, esp. n.29. S & B. Webb, 
English Local Government Vol. 6, English local prisons under local government (London; 
Cass, 1963) p.20 (reprint of 1922 edition). Goal fever was a form of typhus: Henriques, ‘The 
Rise and Decline’, p.62. 
81 P. Harling, ‘The centrality of the locality; the local state, local democracy and local 
consciousness in late-Victorian and Edwardian Britain’, Journal of Victorian Culture IX 
(2004), 216-234 (p.218); A. Hardy, The Epidemic Streets; Infectious Diseases and the Rise 
of Preventive Medicine 1856-1900 (Oxford; OUP, 1993) pp.243-244; Report of D C, II, p.99; 
First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C.516) Appendix A; ‘Second Reading (1882 Act)’, 
House of Lords, 6 July 1882, Hansard, 271, cc 1577-80; R. Hedley, Inspectors 
Correspondence, 20 February 1882, TNA/MH32/46. 
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typhus, was facilitated by the extreme filth of the lodging houses used by 

mendicants and vagrants.82  An 1841 Circular noted that vagrants had 

introduced diseases to workhouses.83  Subsequently, the PLC decreed that 

vagrants were to be kept entirely separate from other workhouse inmates, as 

a precaution against the introduction of infectious and contagious diseases.84  

The successor authority warned that a great part of the casual poor, acquiring 

the character of ‘professional mendicants’, were introducing infectious 

diseases to workhouses.85  The 1848 Report, submitted to the PLB by 

Inspectors and Boards of Guardians, contains extensive references to 

diseases associated with vagrants, including itch, venereal disease, smallpox, 

fever, typhus, and dysentery.86  Numerous examples were given of deaths in 

workhouses resulting from the introduction of diseases by vagrants.87  

 Later in the century, the hitherto separate functions of medical, sanitary, 

and poor relief inspection and regulation were assimilated into a unitary 

authority, which - inter alia - led to a more emphatic articulation of the dangers 

82 PLC to Unions, May-June 1840 TNA/MH10/9.  The survey also noted the involvement of 
others in the spread of disease - ‘the lower portion of the poorest class […] butchers, 
labourers and Jews’.  For Chadwick, there was a connection between pestilence and moral 
disorder: G. Pearson, The Deviant Imagination: Psychiatry, Social Work and Social Change 
(London; MacMillan, 1975) p.170. On the confusion of typhus with other diseases, see below. 
83 ‘Relief of Vagrants’, PLC Circular 15 February 1841, PP 1841 (I) (149) p.2. 
84 ‘Workhouse Rules Order’ PLC to Unions 1842-1843, 5 February 1842, TNA/MH10/10. 
85 PLB Circulars, Vol. 1, 20 January 1848, TNA/MH10/12. 
86 Reports & Communications 1848, passim. For an explanation of ‘itch’, see below. 
87 For example, at Axminster Union (Devon) where at least fourteen inmates died in late 1847 
after smallpox was introduced by ‘tramps’: Reports & Communications 1848, p. 55. 
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of diseases being spread through the casual wards.88  It has been argued, 

though, that the LGB ‘was never organised for the integration of public health 

and Poor Law policy’.89  The growing emphasis on links between vagrancy 

and disease reflected the increasing sophistication of medical understanding 

rather than the change in administration per se. 

 The LGB warnings mostly concerned smallpox; of the infectious diseases 

likely to have been spread through vagrancy, this was the one that caused 

contemporary authorities the most anxiety in this period.  Control of smallpox 

had become possible from the late eighteenth century, and was increasingly 

effective from the mid-1870s, through programmes of vaccination, re-

vaccination of adults, and isolation of infected persons.90  Vagrants, living 

beyond the boundaries of stable communities, were very easily missed in 

vaccination programmes - especially adult re-vaccination - and were regarded 

as a primary cause of spreading the disease.  The ‘promiscuous herding of 

vagrants into casual wards’ was said to be the ‘best system’ for spreading 

disease.91   A doctor’s study, of a smallpox outbreak in Newcastle in 1891, 

concluded that the disease was largely spread by vagrants.  He estimated 

that, within two years, vagrants were responsible for the first introduction of 

88 E.g. ‘An epidemic of Small-pox in 139 Unions’, Report No. 41, Second Annual Report of 
LGB 1872-1873 (C. 748) p.121; ‘Hop-pickers and Smallpox’, Circular No. 16, 28 July 1881, 
Eleventh Annual Report of LGB 1881-1882 (C. 3337) p. 77; ‘Casual Paupers Suffering from 
Small-pox’, Circular No. 4, 17 March 1882 and ‘Infectious Diseases in Workhouses’, Circular 
No. 8, 19 June 1882, Twelfth Annual Report of LGB, 1882-1883 (C. 3778) pp.4 & 11; ‘Casual 
Paupers and Small-Pox’, Circular No. 16, 13 February 1893 and ‘Casual Wards, Small-Pox, 
Metropolis’, Circular No. 17, 21 February 1893, Twenty-third Annual Report of LGB 1893-
1894 (C. 7500) pp. 63-65; ‘Small-pox & c  in Casual Wards and Workhouses’, Circular No. 43, 
30 July 1895, Twenty-fifth Annual Report of LGB 1895-1896 (C.8212) pp.129-130; ‘Small-pox 
in Casual Wards and Workhouses’, Circular No. 2, 22 January 1902, Thirty-second Annual 
Report of LGB 1902-1903 (Cd. 1700) p.2 ; ‘Smallpox.-Casual Paupers’, Circular No. 4, 9 
February 1903, Thirty-third Annual Report of LGB 1903-1904 (Cd. 2214) p.11. 
89 Bellamy, Administering central-local relations, p.127. 
90 Hardy, Epidemic Streets, pp.110-111.  Action against smallpox was the clearest example of 
success in disease prevention in the nineteenth century, ibid. p.291. 
91 ‘Vagrancy’, Lancet, 121, 3111 (14 April 1883) 646-647. 
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smallpox in thirty-seven (fifty-nine per cent) of outbreaks in sixty-three urban 

districts, and that they were also responsible for a high percentage of 

secondary infections in these areas.92

 In 1893 the LGB extolled the ‘considerable advantage [of] a systematic 

daily medical inspection of casual wards’.93  In January 1894, Dr. Armstrong 

repeated his findings, noting that vagrants carried other infectious diseases, 

such as typhus, and recommended preventative measures.94  Another doctor 

asserted that ‘the health of the country is menaced’ and urged that vagrants 

should be registered and required to carry identification.95  Within months a 

conference was held in London to consider the prevention of the transmission 

of infectious diseases by vagrants, while the Medical Officer of Health (MOH) 

for Manchester suggested compulsory re-vaccination and individual identity 

books containing disease history.96  In the same year, a call for a national 

system of daily medical inspection of vagrants using casual wards was 

inspired by the example of an (unnamed) northern PLU.97

 In 1896, an extensive smallpox outbreak was linked to the rise in vagrant 

numbers.98  By the early twentieth century, MOs were undertaking daily 

inspections of vagrants in a large number of workhouses, offering vaccination. 

92 Dr. H. Armstrong, ‘Small-pox and Vagrancy in England and Wales’, Public Health, 5 (Oct. 
1892-Sept. 1893) 305-307. 
93 ‘Casual Wards, Small-Pox, Metropolis’, Circular No. 17, 21 February 1893, Twenty-third 
Annual Report of LGB, 1893-1894 (C. 7500) p.65. A Circular on smallpox issued one week 
earlier, for national distribution, did not mention daily inspection, suggesting, perhaps, that 
outside London at that date, the disease was not viewed as a major threat: ’Casual paupers 
and Small-Pox’, Circular No. 16, 13 February 1893, ibid, p.63. 
94 Dr. H. Armstrong, ‘Vagrants and the Dissemination of Disease’:- Address to the 
Incorporated Society of Medical Officers of Health, January 1894,  Public Health, 6, (Oct. 
1893-Sept. 1894) 131-133. 
95 Dr. E. Sergeant, ‘Vagrancy and Small-pox’, Public Health, 6 (Oct. 1893-Sept. 1894) pp. 
133-134. 
96 ‘The London County Council’, Lancet, 144, 3699 (21 July 1894) 160; ‘Note on the Spread of 
Infectious Disease by Vagrants’, Lancet, 144, 3700 (28 July 1894) 191-192. 
97 ‘Daily Inspection of Vagrants’, Lancet, 144, 3711 (13 October 1894) 868. 
98 ‘Vagrants’, Lancet, 147, 3789 (11 April 1896) 1006. 
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Linked to relief from the task, and a better diet, many vagrants were re-

vaccinated.99  The need for compulsory measures continued to be debated in 

the early 1900s, and, a national conference in 1904 heard that individual 

liberty should be sacrificed in the interests of public health.100  The conference 

recommendations were presented to the 1906 Departmental Committee on 

Vagrancy by Dr. Armstrong, who quoted his earlier research and gave 

evidence of a more recent survey of 205 provincial towns and cities, which 

revealed that 111 had been affected by smallpox in the epidemic of 1901-

1903; fifty-seven (fifty-one per cent) noted that vagrants had first introduced 

the disease.101  Nevertheless, the Departmental Committee did not support 

the suggestion of compulsory powers but, instead, emphasized the need to 

administer the existing laws, on general vaccination and re-vaccination, more 

strictly.102  Although smallpox was not fully eradicated, in the early 1900s the 

clamour for compulsory measures against vagrants gradually subsided.103

Poor Law authorities were less concerned with typhus in the period of this 

99 ‘Smallpox in Casual Wards and Workhouses’, Circular No. 2, 22 January 1902, Thirty-
second Annual Report of LGB, 1902-1903 (Cd. 1700) p.2; Public Health, 15, (Oct.1902 -Sept. 
1903) 599-600.  Circular No. 2 didn’t specify daily inspection but the Annual Report referred 
back to the 1893 Circular.  Rose describes financial inducements being offered, which were 
abused by tramps returning for repeated vaccinations to multiply the reward: Rogues and 
Vagabonds, p.102.  See also Ch. 8, below, for evidence that Guardians used the threat of 
vaccination to deter applications for casual relief. 
100 ‘The Spread of Smallpox by Tramps’, Lancet, 164, 4232 (8 October 1904)1034-1035. 
101 Evidence of Dr. Armstrong, Report of DC, II, Q.3043-3234, pp.107-113.  According to the 
LGB, the diffusion of smallpox was still ‘largely due’ to tramps in 1903: ‘Smallpox.-Casual 
Paupers’, Circular No. 4, Thirty-third Annual Report of LGB 1903-1904 (Cd. 2214) p.11. 
102  Report of DC, I, p.101; ‘ The Report on Vagrancy’, Lancet, 167, 4308 (24 March 1906) 
841-843. 
103 The disease was eradicated in London by 1902 and became rarer in the provinces: Hardy, 
Epidemic Streets, pp.147-148. 
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study as the disease was in decline by then.104  The epidemiology of typhus 

was not fully understood until 1909.  As late as the 1870s relapsing fever was 

still being confused with typhus, and was associated with the vagrant poor.105  

However, later nineteenth-century disinfection practice apparently contributed 

to the gradual disappearance of typhus in the closing years of the century.106  

The available evidence, from LGB Circulars and local records, and from 

informed medical opinion, suggests that, despite the favourable conditions 

afforded by vagrant lifestyles, typhus had ceased to be a major concern by 

the end of the nineteenth century.107  When the Departmental Committee took 

evidence on disease spread by vagrants, it noted that the witnesses confined 

themselves to examples of smallpox outbreaks.108  Notwithstanding the 

decline, medical opinion remained troubled by links between typhus and 

104 Ibid. pp.191-192, 205.  Rose claims that typhus was ‘probably the most feared tramp-borne 
contagion before the 1860s’ but provides little evidence: Rogues and Vagabonds, p.100. 
Typhus was a generic name for all kinds of fever until mid-century - Hardy, Epidemic Streets, 
p.152.  Separate statistics for typhus and typhoid were not collected until 1869: B. Luckin,
‘Evaluating the sanitary revolution: typhus and typhoid in London 1851-1900’ in: R. Woods & 
J. Woodward, Urban Disease and Mortality in Nineteenth-Century England (London; Batsford 
Academic, 1984) pp.102-119.  Luckin examines theories of the decline in both diseases.  
105 ‘Vagrancy and Relapsing Fever’ Lancet,  95, 2426 (26 February 1870) 323; ‘Report on 
Relapsing Fever in Liverpool’, Lancet, 96 (2463) 12 November 1870, pp.674-676; ‘Relapsing 
Fever and the Registration of Disease’, Lancet,  97, 2486 (22 April 1871) 544.  Modern 
authorities describe relapsing fever as an infectious disease caused by bacteria of the genus 
Borrelia, which is transmitted by ticks or lice, resulting in recurrent fever.  Typhus may be any 
one of a group of infections, variously transmitted by ticks, lice, rat fleas or mites, and is 
caused by a different group of parasitic bacteria, rickettsiae.  The typhus discussed above is 
(now) known as epidemic typhus, also as classical or louse-borne typhus. E. Martin (ed.) 
Concise Colour Medical Dictionary (Oxford; OUP, 2002, 3rd edition) pp.87, 591, 601-602, 713; 
Hardy, Epidemic Streets, p.192. 
106 Hardy, Epidemic Streets, pp.192-194, 204-210.  Improved public cleanliness also may 
have been a factor in the decline: S. Sheard, ‘Profit is a Dirty Word: The Development of 
Public Baths and Wash-houses in Britain 1846-1915, Social History of Medicine, 13 ,1 (April 
2000) 63-86 (pp.63-64 & passim). 
107 Luckin suggests that, from the 1870s, the English conurbations were increasingly isolated 
from foci of infection and hence from regions in which there were high concentrations of body 
lice, such as in Ireland.  He links remission to short term fluctuations in Irish migration to 
England rather than to a national sanitary revolution: ‘Evaluating the sanitary revolution’, pp. 
115-116. 
108 Report of DC, I, p.99. 
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vagrancy, particularly in London.109  In principle, the disinfection arrangements 

in the casual wards were such that the typhus vector, the human louse, 

should have been eliminated.  However, disinfection practice in casual wards 

was dubious, and absent in common lodging houses and shelters.110  Typhus 

spread rapidly in common lodging houses, establishing itself among the 

mobile population using them.111  Reviewing the work of one social observer 

in 1906, the editors of The Lancet concluded that the common lodging houses 

were a much greater source of public danger [because of insanitary 

conditions] than ‘tramp wards’.112    

 Tuberculosis (TB) has much in common with typhus inasmuch as it is a 

disease of similar transmission, flourishing in overcrowded work and domestic 

settings.113  It has been described as the biggest killer among the diseases of 

the nineteenth century.114  Studies in the 1850s revealed military barracks as 

an ideal breeding ground for TB, shocked public opinion, and led to measures 

to improve ventilation and reduce overcrowding.115  Comparable steps to 

improve the often overcrowded association casual wards were not given 

similar priority, even though the risk of TB among vagrants must have been 

high.  The relatively slow progression of the most common forms of TB in 

109 ‘Typhus in London’, Lancet, 115, 2945 (7 February 1880) 199; ‘The Homeless Poor’, 
Lancet, 130, 3341 (19 September 1887) 533. 
110 Disinfection methods are discussed in Appendix G, below. 
111 Hardy, Epidemic Streets, p.201.  Hardy links epidemic typhus in London, 1862-1870, with 
the clearance of housing for railways, which forced many people into overcrowded slums and 
lodgings, ibid. p.201. The LGB drew attention to the dangers of epidemic diseases in common 
lodging houses in 1900: ‘General Memorandum on the proceedings which are advisable in 
places attacked or threatened by epidemic disease’: Circular No. 26, Thirtieth Annual Report 
of LGB 1900-1901, (Cd. 746), pp.56-61. 
112 Review of Mary Higgs, Glimpse into the Abyss (London; P.S. King, 1906) in: ‘The Perils of 
Vagrancy’, Lancet, 168, 4335 (29 September 1906) 833-834. 
113 Hardy, Epidemic Streets, p.191. 
114 G. Cronjé, ‘Tuberculosis and mortality in England and Wales 1851-1910’ in: Woods & 
Woodward, Urban Disease, pp.79-101 (79).  However, Hardy warns that TB statistics have to 
be treated with great caution because of diagnostic issues, social taboos on reporting TB, and 
recording mechanisms: Epidemic Streets, ‘Appendix: Statistical Note’, p. 297. 
115 Hardy, Epidemic Streets, p.231. 
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adults, and the transiency of casual ward users, are likely to have masked the 

extent of the disease among vagrants.  As with typhus, there seems to have 

been a strong association with the poorer lodging houses, where there may 

have been a disproportionate percentage of cases.116  Given the association 

of TB with deficient hygiene, inadequate nutrition, and overcrowding, we may 

surmise that the disease was present among vagrants, but the extent is 

unknown.117 

 Vagrants were occasionally blamed for the spread of other diseases, 

such as diphtheria.118  Records, though, mainly cite instances of smallpox 

spread by individual vagrants, as in Scotland, in 1892-1893, when an infected 

tramp stayed in a navvies’ hut, leading to twelve cases and two deaths, and at 

Derby in 1895, when sixty cases resulted in three deaths.119  No statistics are 

available but it is clear that many vagrants were infected with skin diseases, 

particularly scabies, known to contemporaries as ‘the itch’.120  The problem of 

vagrants introducing itch to workhouses had been identified as early as 1841, 

although subsequent records do not suggest that vagrant-borne itch was 

paramount among health concerns of the successive Poor Law 

administrations.121  Because scabies was not a ‘killer’ disease, like smallpox 

or typhus, the central authorities may have concluded that the separation of 

116 ibid. p.298. 
117 For discussion of the problems with records of TB, ibid. p.297. Later in the twentieth 
century, a series of specialist hostels were opened in London for homeless persons with TB, 
who remained in residence until their lengthy course of medication was completed.  At least 
one such hostel remained in operation into the 1980s. (personal observation). 
118 ‘Our Casual Poor’, Lancet, 133, 3421 (23 March 1889) 589. 
119 Dr. J. McVail, ‘Control of Smallpox in the Present Day’ - the Milroy Lectures, British Medical 
Journal, 3040 (5 April 1919) 408-412; Mercury,  11 June 1895.  The McVail lecture provides 
an excellent summary of contemporary control measures. 
120 It is possible that the more serious and highly contagious ‘crusted’ or ‘Norwegian’ scabies 
was the prevalent form among destitute, itinerant persons.  For a modern account, see entry 
on scabies at: The American Centre for Disease Control and Prevention: 
www.cdc.gov/parasites/scabies (consulted 7 December 2011). 
121 ‘Relief of Vagrants’, PLC Circular, 15 February 1841, PP 1841 (I) (149) p.2. 
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the casual wards from the main workhouse population was an adequate 

preventive measure.122  Although the itch did not appear to be of much 

concern to the central authorities, there are many references in local records, 

including descriptions of fumigation practice.123 

 Finally,  although some contemporaries were aware that contagious 

diseases were spread not just by vagrants, but by many ‘wayfarers’, including 

navvies, hawkers, travelling musicians, tinkers, casual labourers, showmen, 

harvesters, and hop and fruit pickers, it was the vagrant who was feared.124  

3.1.4 The Residuum and the Vagrant 

The concept of the residuum is a familiar paradigm to the student of 

nineteenth-century social history.125  The pioneering work of Stedman Jones 

on the economic and social crisis of the mid-1880s has since been modified 

and refined by other authors, who have identified earlier perceptions of a 

‘derelict residuum’, and have offered other dates for the watershed in social 

theory.126  Nevertheless, there is broad agreement about the main outlines of 

the residuum - that throughout the nineteenth century, the more affluent 

sections of society were beset with fear of the ‘propertyless masses’, a fear 

that was ill-defined, fed by rumour and speculation and, over time, assumed 

different forms.127  Stedman Jones suggests that contemporaries defined the 

122 Paupers admitted to the main workhouse and found to be affected by infectious disease 
were placed initially in separate accommodation - the sick ward, the foul ward or, in some 
Unions, the itch ward.   
123 Fumigation and bathing practices in the casual wards are discussed in Appendix G, below. 
124 ‘Vagrants and Smallpox’, Lancet, 164, 4238 (19 November 1904)1431-1432; Report of DC, 
I, p.99. 
125 Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’, p.67. 
126 ibid. p.67; E.P. Hennock, ‘Poverty and Social Theory in England: The Experience of the 
1880s’ Social History, 1 (1976), 67-91; Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty, pp.350-370;  
Stedman Jones, Outcast London,  pp.281-314; J. Welshman, ‘The concept of the 
unemployable’ EHR, LIX, 3 (2006), 578-606, passim. 
127 The term ‘propertyless’ appears in Harris, ‘ Between civic virtue’, p.76. 
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residuum as ‘a residual enclave’ of the working class. Certain endemic forms 

of poverty were particularly associated with casual labour, especially in 

London.128  Variously referred to as ‘the dangerous class’, the casual poor, or 

most characteristically as ‘the residuum’, contemporaries like the economist 

Alfred Marshall thought that ‘the problem was not structural but moral’.129   

 From the perspective of this research, the key questions are whether 

vagrants formed part of the residuum and, if so, were they a significant 

element?  Was the fear of the residuum related to the fear of vagrancy?  Of 

particular relevance is the apparent urban nature of the residuum, suggesting 

that in rural areas, there may have been little direct experience of the 

pressures of population, mass unemployment, and extensive slum quarters, 

which inspired these particular fears. However, Guardians, workhouse 

officials, police officers, magistrates and others in rural authorities, may still 

have been influenced by an urban-centric discourse, assimilating residuum 

ideology through which they interpreted the ‘threat’ of vagrancy. 

 Although the term ‘residuum’ was not (then) in use, the concept has been 

traced back to Chadwick’s idea of an unknown country in the 1840s, and to 

Mayhew’s revival of a Malthusian image of an irredeemable class of the poor - 

‘depressed, degraded, averse to labour’.130  A European dimension, the 

lumpenproletariat of Marx, has also been identified.131  In later years, Marx 

and Engels hardened their ideas, viewing the lumpenproletariat as ‘the scum 

of the demoralized elements of all classes’, who could not be assimilated.132  

128 Stedman Jones, Outcast London, pp.1-16. 
129 ibid. pp.4-16. 
130 Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty, pp.356, 365. 
131 Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’, p.74; Stedman Jones, Outcast London, p.281.  Himmelfarb
notes that the earliest English translation of lumpenproletariat was rendered as ‘the mob’: 
Idea of Poverty, p.387. 
132 Himmelfarb, Idea of Poverty, pp.390-392. 
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Harris, tracing the first British use of the term residuum to debates in 1867, on 

the Second Reform Act, stresses that the issue was as much a political and 

constitutional phenomenon as a sociological one, based upon a  desire to 

exclude the propertyless from an extended franchise.133  However, in the 

1860s, the concept functioned as an unreasoned depository for vague fears, 

based upon the supposition that pauperism was freely chosen because 

mendicity was more attractive as a lifestyle than working.134  The residuum 

was regarded as dangerous because it was degenerate and a source of 

contamination for those in work.135

 In London, with its abundant casual labour force and extensive slum 

housing, the residuum was synonymous with the social problems of the East 

End.  According to Stedman Jones, vagrants differed from casual labourers 

by habit and economic attitude; although they ‘swelled’ London’s casual 

labour market at certain times of the year, ‘the vagrant was not generally 

interested in economic security or the promise of regular employment’.136  The 

basis of such claims remains unclear and rooted in contemporary perceptions 

of the ‘professional’ vagrant.137  Probably a majority of those classified as 

vagrants by contemporaries travelled widely in search of employment and, 

notwithstanding the presence of ‘a normally immobile’ casual labour force in 

London, work opportunities, however temporary, are certain to have attracted 

many applicants from outside the area.138  Whether there were realistic 

133 Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’, pp.74-77. 
134 Stedman Jones, Outcast London, pp.285-286. 
135 ibid. p.289. 
136 ibid. pp.88-89.  
137 Conclusions regarding the motivation of vagrants, based upon judgemental views 
expressed by contemporaries such as Mayhew, and COS leaders, should be treated as mere 
speculation; we lack firm evidence and need to be wary of explanations dependent upon the 
stereotype of the ‘professional’ vagrant. 
138 See Chs.4 & 5. On the ‘normal immobility’ of London’s casual labour force, see the 
discussion in Stedman Jones, Outcast London, p.88. 
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prospects of employment for those travelling in search of work is another 

question since many on the road were disadvantaged by age, poor health, or 

disability.139  It is predictable that many of those entering London’s casual 

labour market in search of work joined the circuit of casual wards, common 

lodging houses, and charitable institutions, and were yoked with casual 

labourers, beggars, navvies, itinerant traders, discharged servicemen, and 

other ‘out of works’, in the amorphous mass known as the residuum. 

 By the 1880s perspectives among some social reformers were shifting 

towards theories of urban degeneration.  Attempts to analyse poverty (not just 

pauperism) and unemployment were made.  Booth’s analysis was the most 

influential, which, despite its methodological flaws, provided a practical 

classification system that seemed to dismiss contemporary fears of the 

overthrow of civilization by ‘barbarians’ from the slums.140  By identifying 

classes with forms of labour, Booth illustrated that his Class A - the lowest 

class of occasional labourers, loafers, and semi-criminals - constituted a small 

population; ‘a disgrace not a danger’.141  Booth’s Class B, the very poor, living 

on casual earnings, which included the unfit, the helpless and the 

incompetent, might exert downward economic pressure on Classes C and D, 

the poor who lived on intermittent and small regular earnings.142    

 There is no firm evidence with which to locate vagrants in Booth’s 

schema.  His analysis was based upon London, with its particular problems, 

and it is impossible to apply his classifications to significantly different settings 

139 See below, and Chs. 4 & 5. 
140 Hennock, ‘Poverty and Social Theory’, pp.75-76. 
141 D. Englander, ‘Comparisons and contrasts; Henry Mayhew and Charles Booth as social 
investigators’ in: Englander and O’Day, Retrieved Riches, pp.123-124; Hennock,‘Poverty and 
Social Theory’, p.75. 
142 Englander, ‘Comparisons and contrasts, pp.123-124; Hennock, ‘ Poverty and Social 
Theory’, p.76. 
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such as rural areas.  However, the public impact of his findings cannot be 

doubted inasmuch as government ministers, leaders of the Poor Law 

administration, and national newspaper editors, absorbed such information 

and utilized it in debate and policy formulation.  The perceived ‘threat’ 

emanating from the denizens of the metropolitan residuum filtered across the 

nation.  The itinerant applicant for casual relief, in (say) a small market town, 

was burdened by a reputation that preceded his arrival. 

 While there are many references to the ‘evils’ of vagrancy, local 

commentary on the residuum was less common.  Nevertheless, there was a 

degree of awareness, including fear of social upheaval.  The Guardians of the 

Bedminster Union, concerned about the increase in vagrancy in 1881, 

addressed the LGB with a lengthy memorial, warning that ‘...so large a body 

of men as these, amounting in the aggregate to many thousands, may 

present a very considerable element of danger in time of popular 

excitement’.143  An investigation, in Bristol, in 1885, identified the fifty common 

lodging houses in the area as the centre of the local residuum as, 

predominantly, these housed ‘...the tramp, the professional beggar and the 

well-defined nomad’.144  The report of that investigation concluded that 

outdoor relief had made Bristol a home for malingerers and tramps;‘...it has 

made whole regions of it a Serbonian [sic] bog’.145  Six years later, more than 

250 people living in Bristol’s common lodging houses were described as 

143 ‘The Tramp Question’, Mercury, 9 November 1881.  The Bedminster Memorial was one of 
a number sent from around the country, to the LGB, in late 1881/early 1882, which influenced 
the shape of the 1882 Act.  The participation of south-west Unions in the ‘71 Memorials’
campaign is discussed in chapter 8, below. 
144 ‘The Bristol Poor - by our own Commissioners of the Homes of the Poor’, Mercury, 3 
March 1885. 
145 ‘The Condition of the Bristol Poor’, Mercury, 4 June 1885. 



151 
belonging to General Booth’s ‘submerged tenth’.146  At the end of 1891, the 

chairman of the Bedminster Guardians warned that, while there had been a 

decrease in pauperism, to refuse outrelief would raise discontent and 

‘possible revolution’.147   

 Ratepayers took a dim view of the ‘residuum of the population incapable 

of helping themselves’. Opposing the building of council houses in Newcastle 

in 1891, an alderman stated that ‘the residuum was the result, to a large 

extent, of hereditary causes, but mainly the result of a life of debauchery, sin 

and often crime…’.148  While local examples of such sentiments are limited, 

they appear to show that residuum ideology survived, regionally, into the 

1890s. 

 The emergence of the residuum concept in the 1880s has been 

challenged on the grounds that Booth and others were reasserting long-held 

ideas about the distinction between a respectable working class and the 

‘chronic casual residuum’, which were originally hammered out in the reform 

debates of 1866-1867.149  However, in his emphasis on classification by 

labour, Booth’s work reflects the shift in thinking which, by the late 1880s if not 

before, identified the problem of employability.  By the 1890s, the term 

‘unemployable’ had become a synonym for the residuum.150  Gradually, as 

economists and government officials subjected unemployability to greater 

scrutiny, thinking about the residuum became permeated with concerns about 

146 ‘The Prevailing Distress’, Mercury, 24 January 1891. William Booth, founder of the 
Salvation Army, estimated that there were three million starving poor in England - his 
‘submerged tenth’. His estimate was a selective, sensationalized version of Charles Booth’s 
statistics: G. Himmelfarb, Poverty and Compassion: The Moral Imagination of the Late 
Victorians (New York; Vintage Books, 1992) p.226 (first published 1991). 
147 ‘Decrease of pauperism’: Address to National Poor Law Conference, London, Mercury, 19 
December 1891. 
148 Quoted in N. McCord, ‘Ratepayers and Social Policy’ in: Thane (ed.) The Origins of British 
Social Policy, pp.21-35 (p.26). 
149 Hennock, ‘Poverty and Social Theory’, p.78. See also  Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’, p.68. 
150 Welshman, ‘The concept of the unemployable’ p.586. 
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deterioration and degeneracy which, in turn, were heavily influenced by 

eugenics151.  Explanations of vagrancy, and the accompanying suggestions 

for official responses to the ‘threat’, shifted accordingly. 

3.1.5  The Degenerate Vagrant  

In the first half of the nineteenth century, drawing upon a tradition of the use of 

statistical data for social and economic purposes, there was a considerable 

expansion in social enquiry with, for example, over a hundred royal 

commissions held between 1832 and 1846.152  Many members of statistical 

societies were involved in reform, and there were links between empirical 

investigations and a desire to solve social problems.  By modern standards, 

nineteenth-century investigations lacked precision and scope and were partial 

in all senses of the word.  Surveys of vagrancy, undertaken in 1847-1848 and 

1865-1866, provided information, patchy and uneven, about the varying 

pressures of vagrancy upon PLUs, and about conditions in the casual wards 

(or their substitutes) but revealed very little about the physical condition of 

vagrants.  Lack of detail is unsurprising given that, prior to the 1860s, 

Victorian concerns with race and national character were dominated by  

151 On the cycle of rediscovery of residuum concepts and modern theories of ‘an 
intergenerational underclass’, see J. Macnicol, ‘In Pursuit of the Underclass’, Journal of Social 
Policy, 16, 3 (1987) 293-318 (p.296). See also:  P. Bagguley et. al., ‘Idle Thieving Bastards? 
Scholarly Representations of the ‘Underclass’ ’, Work, Employment and Society, 6, 1 (March 
1992), 113-126; J. Welshman, Underclass: a history of the excluded 1800-2000 (London; 
Hambledon, 2006). 
152 D. Englander & R. O’Day, ‘Introduction’, Retrieved Riches, pp. 3-11; S. Gunn, ‘From 
Hegemony to Governmentality; Changing Conceptions of Power in Social History’ Journal of 
Social History, 39, 3 (2006) 94-110 (p. 101). 
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philology, constitutional tradition, and political culture.153 

 At the outset of casual relief, the Poor Law Commissioners had deemed 

vagrants to be ‘persons of dissolute character’.154  The status of (moral) 

degeneracy was confirmed by the President of the newly-formed PLB in 1848, 

when he described the ‘habitual’ vagrant as ‘worthless’ and lamented the fate 

of those temporarily and unavoidably in distress who were subjected to ‘the 

demoralizing fellowship of the thief, the mendicant and the prostitute, who 

crowd the vagrant wards’.155   

 It had been intended that the relief system should repel the vagrant of 

dissolute character, a policy clarified by the PLB President, who enjoined 

Relieving Officers to refuse casual relief to ‘able-bodied and healthy men’, 

only offering shelter in inclement weather to the ‘really destitute’.156  While 

qualifying the duty to refuse by stressing the need to assist those ‘whose 

urgent destitution gives them a claim to relief’, the PLB President emphasized, 

in his 1848 letter to Guardians, that the habitual tramp or vagrant ‘who 

simulates destitution’ was evil, dishonest, criminal, a member of a 

demoralizing fellowship, and was not entitled to relief.157  Inspectors 

commented upon the ‘low moral qualities’ of the vagrant, upon their 

‘depraved’ and ‘dissipated’ characters, upon their ‘worthlessness’, and upon 

their status as ‘the lowest class of the community’: 

153 J. Urry, ‘Englishmen, Celts and Iberians; the ethnographic survey of the United Kingdom 
1892-1899’ in: G. Stocking (ed.) Functionalism Historicized; Essays on British Social 
Anthropology (London, University of Wisconsin of Press, 1984) pp.83-105 (p.84); J. Harris, 
Private Lives, Public Spirit: Britain 1870-1914 (London; Penguin, 1994) pp.233-234 (first 
published 1993). Harris stresses that mid-Victorian social inquiries were full of racial 
stereotypes, ibid. p.234. 
154 ‘Relief of vagrants’, Circular Letter of PLC to Boards of Guardians 15 February 1841, PP 
1841, 1 (149). 
155 Buller Minute, p.2. 
156 ibid. passim. 
157 ibid. p.3. 
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Some tramps have been from birth in the lowest grade, and have 
never been able to surmount the obstacles arising from early 
vicious association, or ignorance, or inferior bodily or mental 
organization.158 

Despite official concerns about the alleged criminality of vagrants, and the 

belief that they spread infectious and contagious diseases, it was their 

reputed ability to corrupt the morals of the ‘honest working man’ that 

dominated contemporary assessments of vagrancy in the early decades of 

the casual relief system.159

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the fear that vagrants spread 

disease became linked, in the minds of contemporaries, to their supposed 

degeneracy.  Numerous descriptions in contemporary accounts emphasize 

the dishevelled and filthy appearance of vagrants, and impute physiognomic 

differences that were assumed to signal moral inferiority and physical 

degeneracy, which should not be allowed to contaminate healthy society.160  

These views were part of wider concern about degeneration and national 

decline that became prevalent towards the end of the nineteenth century.  

Historians have examined these concerns, producing narratives and 

evaluations of degeneration anxiety and of the eugenics movement.161  None 

158 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.8; 38; 55; 59. 
159 Note, though, the contemporary reference to deaths of ‘decayed vagrants’ in Exeter prison, 
in 1845, in: W. Forsythe, A system of discipline; Exeter Borough Prison 1819-1863 (Exeter; 
University of Exeter, 1983) p.71. 
160 For example, Arnold White described a significant percentage of vagrants as ‘physically, 
mentally, and morally unfit’, who should be left to die out as nothing could be done for them: 
‘The Nomad Poor of London’, Contemporary Review,  47 (May 1885), 714-726 (p. 715). 
161 S. Morris,‘”Human dregs at the bottom of our national vats”; The inter-war debate on 
sterilization of the mentally deficient’ in: D. M. Turner et. al. (eds.) Social Histories of 
Disability and Deformity (Abingdon; Routledge, 2006) pp.142-160; Pick, Faces of 
degeneration; D. Porter, ‘“Enemies of the Race”: Biologism, Environmentalism and Public 
Health in Edwardian England’, Victorian Studies, 34, 2 (1991),159-178; G. Searle, The Quest 
for National Efficiency: A study in British politics and British political thought 1899-1914 
(Berkeley & Los Angeles; University of California Press, 1971); idem., Eugenics and Politics 
in Britain 1900-1914 (Leyden -The Netherlands; Noordhoff, 1976); Stedman-Jones, Outcast 
London, Ch. 6; D. Stone, ‘Race in British Eugenics’, European History Quarterly, 31, 3 (July 
2001), 397-425; idem., Breeding Superman; Nietzsche, Race and Eugenics in Edwardian and 
Interwar Britain (Liverpool; Liverpool UP, 2002); Urry, ‘Englishmen, Celts and Iberians’. 
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of these investigations focus upon what - to contemporaries - was one of the 

most visible examples of alleged degeneracy, the vagrant who lived outside 

the constraints of social norms, and whose very appearance marked him or 

her as ‘different’.162   

 Notions of biological causation of degeneracy appeared as early as the 

1870s with, for example, the Oxford Anti-Mendicity Society arguing that ‘the 

nomad class’ was hereditary because children were bred to a life of begging, 

cheating and pilfering.163  Biology and physical anthropology began to have a 

significant influence upon social thinking, and coordinated forms of 

measurement and statistical techniques were introduced.  The measurement 

of height, weight and other physical characteristics of inhabitants of the British 

Isles was undertaken by an Anthropometric Committee of the British 

Association that purported to show, inter alia, that lunatics and criminals were 

deficient in height and weight, that there were differences in height among 

social classes, but that there was no evidence of the supposed degeneracy of 

the populations of manufacturing towns.164  Despite the findings of the British 

Association, ideas about hereditary urban degeneration, influenced by social 

Darwinism, and expanding upon concepts first mooted in the 1850s and 

1860s, loomed large in the minds of the ‘respectable’ classes by the end of 

162  The poor, in both rural and urban settings, endured wretched living conditions and they 
appeared dirty, dishevelled, and potentially threatening to the propertied classes.  However, 
unlike vagrants, the settled poor were known in their communities, and had the social status 
of established roles that explained their presence and appearance. That social acceptance 
might break down in specific circumstances is illustrated in Stedman Jones’s study of the 
casual poor in London: Outcast London. 
163 Times, 3 December 1873. Other, late nineteenth-century views asserting the hereditary 
character of vagrancy are quoted in Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, pp.72-73. 
164 Annual Meeting of the British Association, Times,  24 September 1883.  However, the 
Medical Congress Report of 1889 revealed a strikingly high incidence of a deficiency disease, 
rickets, among children in industrial areas: S. Pollard & D. Crossley, The Wealth of Britain 
(London; Batsford, 1968) pp.242-243. 
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the 1880s.165  Those ideas, in various forms, influenced the discourse on the 

casual poor, offering biological and ecological explanations of growing 

degeneracy.166   

 The concept of the unemployable, especially prevalent in the period 

1890-1911, ‘...drew upon the theories of evolution and degeneracy evident in 

the earlier notion of the residuum’.167  By 1895, a doctor involved in a national 

delegation to the LGB was posing the question as to ‘how far vagrants were 

mentally, morally, and physically sound human beings.’168  The numbers that 

sought relief were said to include not just the professional vagrant, but a large 

class ‘...who greatly from want of will and possibly a little feebleness of body, 

were not wanted in the labour market but driven into the casual wards’.169  

And, according to one Inspector, there had been ‘...a vast increase in the 

population, especially of the feeblest and worst descriptions [sic] of the 

labouring classes’.170  Such observations suggest that at least some officials 

involved with vagrant relief had been influenced by the eugenic 

categorizations of the later nineteenth century. 

 The evolutionary terminology that seeped into the language of social 

reform during the 1880s and 1890s has been described as ‘emblematic 

verbiage’ rather than precise social science; Charles Booth was not a Social 

Darwinist.171  Nevertheless, by the early 1900s, Booth’s analysis of Class A 

had been transformed; the unemployables had become the physically, 

165 Stedman Jones, Outcast London, pp.127-151; Pick, Faces of Degeneration, p.200. 
166 ibid. pp.286-287. 
167 Welshman ‘The concept of the unemployable’, p. 593. 
168 Times, 12 June 1895.  The delegation is described in Ch. 8, below. 
169 Report of Bedminster Guardians, Mercury, 5 December 1895. 
170 ‘Inspector Bircham’s Report’ (Wales & Monmouthshire) Twenty-fourth Annual Report of 
LGB 1894-1895 (C. 7867) p.62. 
171 Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’ pp.79-80. 
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mentally and morally deficient.172  Underpinning biological theories of decline 

were fears of racial deterioration.  The assumption of racial superiority (the 

codification of racial prejudices according to Brendon) had been fed by the 

acquisition of empire, technological progress, and naval supremacy.173  By the 

turn of the nineteenth century, not only was technological and naval 

supremacy being challenged by other powers, particularly Germany, but fears 

of racial deterioration, of a decline in ‘national efficiency’, were greatly 

increased by the revelations from army recruitment for the South African 

War.174  Forty per cent of recruits were rejected (up to sixty per cent in some 

areas) because of physical disabilities.175  The allegations of ‘the deterioration 

of certain classes of the population’, as revealed by recruitment officers, 

formed the basis for the establishment of the 1904 Committee on Physical 

Deterioration; the terms of reference were expanded, subsequently, to provide 

periodical data for an accurate comparison of health and physique, to 

establish causes of physical deterioration, and to find a means of diminishing 

such.176  However, this Committee specifically excluded vagrants from its 

deliberations since (by then) the LGB’s Departmental Committee on Vagrancy 

had commenced work.177  Vagrancy was discussed by several of those giving 

172 Welshman, ‘The concept of the unemployable’, p.593. 
173 P. Brendon, The Decline and Fall of the British Empire 1781-1997 (London; Vintage, 2008) 
p.146 (first published 2007).
174 Stone, Breeding Superman, p.116; Searle, Eugenics and Politics, p.32; idem., The Quest 
for National Efficiency, passim. 
175 Pollard & Crossley, The Wealth of Britain, pp.242-243.  Similar figures were found when 
conscription was introduced, during the First World War; ibid. p.243. Pollard & Crossley give 
1917 as the date but conscription was introduced in early 1916 by the Military Services Act (5 
& 6 Geo. V. c.104).) See above, p.35, for earlier evidence of rejected recruits. 
176 Report of the Inter-Departmental Committee on Physical Deterioration, Vol. 1, 1904 (Cd. 
2175) p.v  (henceforth: Report on Physical Deterioration). 
177 ibid. I, p.84. 
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evidence but no information on the physical condition of vagrants was 

submitted.178 

 The Committee on Physical Deterioration’s Report noted that the majority 

of witnesses provided no satisfactory evidence of hereditary physical 

deterioration; causes of defect were traceable to neglect, poverty and 

ignorance.179  There was, though, evidence of a stratified population.  At the 

bottom existed an aggregate of slum population, ill-nourished, poor, ignorant, 

and badly housed; ‘...they are the degenerates’.180  Concerns about 

deterioration and degeneracy had not entirely replaced residuum ideology.181 

 Although the Committee on Physical Deterioration had excluded 

examination of the condition of vagrants, some awareness of their health 

problems was beginning to emerge around this time.182  Nevertheless, the 

LGB’s Departmental Committee, charged with a detailed examination of 

vagrancy, did not undertake a survey of the condition of those using the 

casual wards and decided that most were of working age, to be forced into 

employment.183  The Committee offered a somewhat contradictory account, 

suggesting that casual ward users were well nourished, better clad, and much 

cleaner than of yore, but admitting elsewhere in their Report that ‘the vagrant 

178 Report on Physical Deterioration: Minutes of Evidence, Vol. II, 1904 (Cd. 2210) Q. 10363-
67, p.379; Q. 11531-11582, pp.423-424. 
179 Report on Physical Deterioration, I, p.13.  Other bodies, such as the Army Medical Service 
and the Royal College of Surgeons, also found no evidence of physical deterioration; Searle, 
Eugenics & Politics, p.23. 
180 Report on Physical Deterioration, I, p.15.  Despite the terms of reference, this conclusion 
was qualified by the observation that ‘there were no data for a comparative estimate of the 
health and physique of the people’; ibid. p.13. 
181 Porter notes that the Victorian residuum continued as a special problem for Edwardian 
public health reformers; ‘“Enemies of the Race”’, p.167.   Also, it has been suggested that 
‘...combating the physical “degeneration” of the urban “residuum” became something of a 
national obsession in the wake of the Boer War.’: Harling, ‘The centrality of locality’, p.226. 
182 See Chs. 4 & 5. 
183 Crowther, Workhouse System, p.256. 
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is seldom wholly sound in body’.184  The Committee also acknowledged that 

there was ‘a numerous class of vagrants’ wandering aimlessly, ‘to their own 

hurt’, on circuits of the casuals wards; many suffered from ‘weak legs’ and 

many were ‘weak-minded’.185  Others were said to be wandering ‘by reason of 

mental weakness’; the question of whether the latter were to be detained for 

treatment was referred to the Royal Commission on the Feeble-minded, which 

reported in 1908.186  The Poor Law Inspector for the South-west described the 

majority of vagrants as able-bodied, but acknowledged that an ‘enormous 

proportion’ were handicapped; some by alcoholism; some were partly 

paralysed; and some have ‘this or that disability’.  Dismissively, he added that 

most had the great disability of hating work of any kind.187  In other evidence, 

the Medical Officer of Pentonville Prison testified that a majority of imprisoned 

vagrants were of a lower grade of intelligence, and in poorer physical 

condition than the general prison population; ‘…[tramps] are the lowest thing; 

there is nothing lower’.188 

 Although the eugenics movement had gathered pace by the early 

twentieth century, there was also resistance to such ideas.189  The 

Departmental Committee did not dwell upon the possibility of hereditary 

184 Report of DC, I,  pp.26, 57.  This contradiction was first identified by Crowther, Workhouse 
System, pp.256-257. 
185 Report of DC, I, p.105. 
186 ibid. 
187 Evidence of H. Preston-Thomas, Inspector, Report of DC, II, Q.287, p.12. 
188 Evidence of J.H.P. Wilson, Report of DC, II,  Q. 9281-2, p.314; Q.9337-9343, p.315.  His 
evidence was based on a sample of 100 men imprisoned for offences under the Vagrant Act, 
1824, during the year ending March 1905.  The sample was taken from 2,041 males 
imprisoned for breach of workhouse regulations, begging, and sleeping out.  Dr. Wilson was 
not able to satisfactorily explain how the sample was compiled; nor did he distinguish 
between workhouse paupers and users of the casual wards. Much of his evidence appeared 
to derive from personal impressions: ibid. Q.9176-9370, pp.311-316. 
189 According to Porter, the resistance centred on opposition from the existing public health 
movement, which was highly involved in public policy making, particularly the development of 
preventive medicine: ‘Enemies of the Race’, pp. 164-167.  The eugenic movement was, in 
fact, a broad church, containing an extensive variety of views and ideas: Stone, Breeding 
Superman, p.125. 
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causes, simply stating that the current, common supposition that ‘tramps 

breed tramps’ was not true because so few became parents.190  The 

Committee seems to have largely ignored eugenic interpretations, focusing on 

pragmatic resolutions of the perceived problem of vagrancy.  While there was 

no concerted attempt to establish anthropological differences between the 

habitual vagrant and the honest wayfarer, by inference, vagrants were 

included in the more general category of the biologically ‘unfit’.  The term 

‘unfit’ lacked precision, but - to contemporaries - usually described a 

conveniently amorphous grouping of the socially dependent, that included the 

chronic sick, mental and moral ‘defectives’, residual ‘idlers’ and recidivist 

criminals.191  At times of labour unrest, to challenge the cohesion of trade 

unionists, some eugenicists sought to persuade skilled workers to abandon 

the needs of their ‘inefficient’ unskilled colleagues, broadening the category of 

the ‘unfit’.192  The similarity to the concept of the residuum is striking, even 

though contemporaries were careful to distinguish between the casual poor 

and the feeble-minded.193  Indeed, eugenicists may have revived fears of the 

residuum.194 

 During the Edwardian years, as a growing belief that mental defect 

provided a pathological explanation for many of those regarded as ‘unfit’, 

people existing on the margins of society, notably vagrants, were assumed to 

include a substantial proportion of feeble-minded within their ranks.195  In 

190 Report of DC, I, p.26. 
191 Porter, ‘Enemies of the Race’, p. 161. Searle defines the socially dependent as men 
unable to maintain an independent existence: Eugenics and Politics, pp.60-61. 
192 Searle, Eugenics and Politics, pp.60-61. 
193 Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’ p.70. 
194 Searle, Eugenics and Politics, p.54. 
195 ibid. pp.30-31. Medical Investigators claimed that between 4% & 10% of the ‘dependent’
institutional and wandering population was mentally deficient, Report on the Feeble-minded, 
pp.131-133.  
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1911, a leading member of the Eugenics Education Society asserted that the 

vigour of the nation was being undermined by the breeding of the degenerate 

- ‘the hereditarily tainted, the feeble-minded, the insane, the epileptic, the 

habitual criminals and paupers, and other degenerate creatures’.196  While the 

Departmental Committee had not considered the physical and mental 

condition of vagrants in any depth, studies appearing later in the decade 

revealed that many casual ward users, although looking for work, were 

adversely affected by age, infirmity, or illness.197  The studies had limited 

influence, though, and notwithstanding the rejection of hereditary 

degeneration, the association of vagrancy with degeneracy continued.198  

Despite the findings, none of those involved in the management of the casual 

relief system appear to have acknowledged the fundamental point that, 

notwithstanding industrialization, physical labour was still in great demand for 

‘the arduous work of sheer human muscle’, in areas not yet fully mechanized - 

mines, docks, brick-works, gasworks, building, canal and railway construction, 

and in cartage and porterage.199  However, the casualties of such arduous 

work were often regarded as idle and degenerate, and included in the ranks of 

the ‘unfit’.200  In 1910, an Inspector could acknowledge that a considerable 

proportion of vagrants were old, or physically incapacitated, and unable to 

196 A. Tredgold, ‘Hereditary as a factor in Mental Defect, with special reference to the Feeble-
minded’ in: National Conference on the Prevention of Destitution, p.581. 
197 See Chs. 4 & 5. 
198 Harris seeks to ‘supplement and recast’ residuum theory, suggesting that there was a 
majority belief, even among eugenicists, that change could be secured through environmental 
improvement and conditioning, that irreversible racial degeneracy was an unsound argument: 
‘Between civic virtue’, pp.68, 72, 83. 
199 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, pp.345-346. 
200 Poor working and living conditions, a male-dominated lifestyle that involved alcohol and an 
unhealthy diet, took their toll.  Some of the work involved was simply highly dangerous, with 
many casualties.  For the concept of a ‘frontier’ of industrialization, see below, Ch.4. 
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function independently, yet also opine that ‘the greater number, of course, are 

men who have degenerated and dislike regular work’.201 

   The limited achievements of the eugenics movement in Britain have been 

highlighted by modern historians, who cite the Mental Deficiency Act of 1913, 

which enabled compulsory segregation of the feeble-minded, as the sole 

example of legislation acknowledging irreversible degeneracy.202  However, it 

has also been argued that the success of the movement should not be 

measured by legislative influence, which was restricted by the powerful public 

health lobby, but ‘...in the way in which eugenic ideas of decay, degeneration, 

struggle and selection pervaded social and cultural life in the period’.203  The 

influence may be seen clearly in the findings of the Committee on Physical 

Deterioration which, while rejecting the idea of degeneracy of the race, 

assumed the existence of persons of the lowest type, a ‘feckless and 

hopeless stratum of the poor’ who were an ‘undesirable class’.204  The 

Departmental Committee, while rejecting hereditary explanations, 

recommended the compulsory segregation, through penal measures, of 

‘habitual’ vagrants in labour colonies, thus supporting, too, the notion of a 

‘type’.205 

 It has been suggested that most eugenicists of the period would have 

acknowledged the existence of an ‘army of degenerates’, recruited from the 

201 ‘Inspector Wethered’s Report’, Thirty-ninth Annual Report of LGB 1909-1910, (Cd. 5260), 
p.65. His comment mirrors that of Preston-Thomas, several years earlier - above, p.159. 
202 Harris, ‘Between civic virtue’, p.72; Porter, ‘Enemies of the race’, p.162; Searle, Eugenics 
and Politics’, pp.32, 71, & Ch. 9 passim. 
203 Stone, ‘Race in British Eugenics’, p.403.  Pick suggests that degeneration theories 
remained influential until the end of the Second World War; Faces of Degeneration, pp.237-
239. 
204 Pick, Faces of Degenration, pp.185-186. 
205 Report of DC, I, pp.76-77, p.118-119.  Demands for labour colonies are considered in 
detail in Ch. 8, below. 
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ranks of the lower classes.206  Conversely, it has been noted that, in England, 

more moderate views held sway, although the language of degeneracy 

persisted - for example, in the Report on Physical Deterioration.207  Vagrants, 

in England and Wales, do not seem to have been the specific focus of 

degeneration theories in these years, but there is no doubt that they were 

viewed as members of ‘the army of degenerates’.  The neglect of vagrancy by 

eugenic and degeneration theorists is puzzling.  Perhaps vagrants 

represented such patent examples of degeneracy as to need no comment.  

Some involved in vagrant relief seem to have adopted degeneracy ideology, 

perhaps obviating the need for debate.  By the Edwardian years, evidence of 

the hapless state of perhaps the majority of vagrants - single men, in older 

age groups, weakened by physical labour, isolated, and living on the fringes 

of conventional society - suggested that they were unlikely to constitute a 

grave danger to the genetic health of the nation.208  Notwithstanding such 

evidence, the destitution of the vagrant continued to be interpreted as an 

indication of degeneracy, inefficiency, and personal worthlessness.209 

206 The purported army of degenerates was identified in 1910, by the assistant medical officer 
of Claybury Asylum, C. T. Ewart: Stone, ‘Race in British Eugenics’, p.405. 
207 Pick, Faces of Degeneration, pp.184-185. In Germany during the 1930s vagrants and 
other ‘asocials’ were rounded up in national campaigns and placed in concentration camps, 
an extreme version of labour colonies; ‘asocials’ were among those later selected for 
euthanasia: R. Gellately, Backing Hitler; consent and coercion in Nazi Germany (Oxford; 
OUP, 2002) (first published 2001) p.96; M. Burleigh, Death and Deliverance: Euthanasia in 
Germany c.1900-1945 (Cambridge; CUP, 1994) p.250. The idea of the ‘lethal chamber’ as a 
solution to social problems was being promoted by some British eugenicists decades before 
Nazi euthanasia programmes: Stone, Breeding Superman, Ch. 5 passim, esp. p.125. 
208 See Chs. 4 & 5 below. 
209 The Vice-President of the National Council of Public Morals, referring to vagrants, 
inebriates, prostitutes and petty criminals in 1914, suggested that there was a strong 
possibility of a genetic basis: C.W. Saleeby, ‘Eugenics and the Human Derelict’ in: T.N. 
Kelynack (Ed.) Human Derelicts: A Collection of Medico-Sociological Studies for Teachers of 
Religion and Social Studies (London; C.H. Kelly, 1914) p.333.  
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3.1.6  The Criminal Vagrant 

Belief in the criminality of the vagrant is a familiar contemporary theme, as 

discussed by modern historians of crime and the penal system.210  As with 

other aspects of vagrancy history, such belief was not new.211  The notion of 

vagrant criminality ranged from a widespread belief that ‘the vagrant class 

was a criminal class’, to one that divined that large numbers of convicted 

felons were ‘inextricably woven’ with the vagrant population.212  Some 

Members of Parliament thought that it was necessary to separate the 

‘accidental poor from the professional vagrant living by crime’, asserting that 

vagrants lived ‘by robbing’, that a large proportion of tramps travelled the 

country ‘for the purposes of plunder’.213 

 Although this thesis is primarily concerned with the casual relief of 

vagrants, and not their treatment within the criminal justice system, as 

previously acknowledged the structures were contiguous.  Studies of 

vagrancy legislation have illustrated a remarkable degree of continuity in the 

attempts of central authorities to control vagrants (and others viewed as 

potentially dangerous) although there is disagreement as to whether the 

motivation was class-based economic suppression of crime and mobility, or a 

response to poverty that threatened the social order.214  The policing of 

210 For example, Emsley, Crime and Society, pp.28, 132-133, 193, 237; Jones, Crime, 
protest, pp.192-209; Radzinowicz & Hood, The Emergence of Penal Policy, pp.339-344; C. 
Steedman, Policing the Victorian Community; The formation of English provincial police 
forces, 1856-80 (London; Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984) pp.25, 56-58, 62. 
211 Beier, Masterless Men, p.123. Beier and Emsley challenge the equation of vagrancy with 
crime. 
212 However, the Master of the Supreme Court doubted that vagrants were ‘essentially a 
criminal class’, believing that only a small number of those using casual wards had been 
subject to criminal law proceedings: Judicial Statistics, England and Wales, 1899, Pt. 1, p.55. 
213 These and similar opinions were discussed in Parliament in 1870: ‘Police Regulation of 
Vagrants’, Resolution, House of Commons, 13 May 1870, Hansard, 21, cc 632-670. 
214 Chambliss, ‘A Sociological Analysis’; J .Adler, ‘A Historical Analysis of the Law of 
Vagrancy’, Criminology, 27, 2 (1989), 209-229; L. Charlesworth, ‘Why is it a crime to be 
poor?’, Liverpool Law Review, 21, 2/3 (May 1999), 149-167; idem., Welfare’s Forgotten Past. 
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vagrants, through the application of criminal law, has received some 

discussion by historians.215  Usually, the problem of vagrancy has been 

considered within a spectrum of ‘social deviants’ - criminals, prostitutes, 

casual labourers, and others who, collectively, appeared to pose a threat to 

the propertied classes.  Steedman emphasizes the importance of 

contemporary belief in vagrant crime in the passing of the County and 

Borough Police Act of 1856, and draws attention to police involvement in the 

relief system.216  As noted earlier, the original criminal laws relating to 

vagrancy were intermixed with poor relief legislation but were separated by 

1714.  In this period, the Vagrancy Act 1824 governed behaviour in public 

spaces, and the amended New Poor Law, and the subsequent statutes of 

1871 and 1882, regulated casual relief.  Pressure to involve the police in the 

casual relief system was considerable, even in the early days of the new 

police forces and, over the latter part of the nineteenth century, there were 

campaigns for its control and provision to be wholly transferred to them.217  

Concomitantly, there was a readiness in many Unions to deny relief to those 

viewed as potentially recalcitrant, leaving these applicants vulnerable to police 

action.218 

 Little has been written about the re-criminalization of vagrants who, in 

breach of casual ward regulations, faced prosecution under the 1824 

Vagrancy Act.219  When issuing the General Workhouse Rules, in 1842, the 

215 For example: Jones, Crime, protest ; Steedman, Policing the Victorian Community; 
Radzinowitcz & Hood, A History of English criminal law, V, pp.355-362; Emsley, Crime and 
Society; M. J. Wiener, Reconstructing the Criminal; Culture, law and policy in England, 1830-
1914 (Cambridge; CUP, 1990). 
216 (19 & 20, Vict. c. 69). Steedman, Policing the Victorian Community, pp.25-26; 56-58. 
217 ibid. pp. 56-58; Radzinowicz and Hood, A History of English criminal law, V, pp.358-362. 
See also Chs. 6-8 below. 
218 The Buller Minute 1848, recommending that able-bodied applicants should be denied 
relief, may have had a similar impact in those PLUs that complied. 
219 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, XV, XLII. 
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PLC advised that its disciplinary powers were supported in statute.  Casual 

ward users (and workhouse inmates) could be prosecuted for failing to 

conform to ordinary discipline, such as refusing to work, for stealing 

workhouse property, and for committing wilful damage.220

 In 1871, the newly formed Local Government Board (LGB) adopted an 

equivocal position, suggesting that many vagrants held an indeterminate 

place between the criminal and pauper classes.221  During the parliamentary 

debates preceding the introduction of the 1882 Casual Poor Act, which 

increased detention periods for casual ward users, the subject of vagrant 

criminality was raised again.   

 Among other condemnations of vagrant offending, it was claimed that at 

least one half of vagrants using the casual wards were criminal or semi-

criminal and that, if they were not already detected, they were ‘criminals in 

will’, ready to lay their hands on anything they encountered.222  Although the 

Departmental Committee emphasized the automatic criminal status of anyone 

using the casual wards, its Report contained contradictions. On the one hand 

the vagrant ‘may constitute a serious public danger’; on the other, the vagrant 

class as a whole was ‘not addicted to the worst form of crime’, although 

committing many minor offences.223  In its final observations, the Committee 

recognized that partial decriminalization had occurred, noting that, post 1837, 

220 ‘Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 1842, Eighth Annual Report 
of PLC, 1842 (389) Appendix A, pp.62-75. 
221 ‘Vagrancy’, Circular No. 18, 18 November 1871, LGB First Annual Report 1871-1872  
(C.516) Appendix A, p.55. 
222 J. Talbot, MP and Chairman, Kent Vagrancy Committee, ‘Vagrancy’ - Observations, House 
of Commons, 12 May 1882, Hansard, 269, cc 589-594.  The semi-criminal status of the 
professional vagrant was still being expounded in evidence to the Departmental Committee, 
years later - for example, Report of DC, II, p.39. 
223 Report of DC, I, p.25. 
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the vagrant had ceased to be regarded simply as a criminal to be 

repressed.224  However, treatment had not followed general principles: 

Between the Poor Law and the police the vagrant has flourished.  It 
has been well said that the police authorities treat the vagrant as a 
criminal but do not punish him, while the Poor Law authorities treat 
him as a pauper but do not relieve him.225 

The Committee concluded that the habitual vagrant should not be treated as a 

criminal but, as far as possible, ‘as a person requiring detention on account of 

his mode of life’, recommending that such vagrants should be sent to labour 

colonies for between six months and three years.226    

 In fact, the ‘offence’ of mode of life had long been a characteristic of 

vagrancy history, identified in the Tudor and Stuart years, if not earlier: 

Vagrancy is perhaps the classic crime of status […].  Offenders 
were arrested not because of their actions but because of their 
position in society.  Their status was a criminal one, because it was 
at odds with the established order.227 

 If simply to be a vagrant was an offence, criminal status was an inevitable 

consequence for being ‘on the road’ without some proof of destination or 

livelihood, although Poor Law records do not suggest that Guardians routinely 

prosecuted casual ward users for failing to support themselves.228   

224 ibid. p.120.  Decriminalization is used here in its modern sense. It is not being suggested 
that it was a term known to the Departmental Committee. 
225 ibid. 
226 Report of DC, I, pp.59, 118.  
227 Beier, Masterless Men, p.xxii. Half a century before the Departmental Committee Report,  
Mrs. Gaskell noted that: ‘...a man may be sent to prison for being a vagabond; for no specific 
act but for his general mode of life’: Elizabeth Gaskell, My Lady Ludlow: The Cranford 
Chronicles (London; Vintage Books, 2007) p.308 (first published 1858). 
228 For example, in a six month period ending in 1874, Totnes (Devon) was the only south-
western Union to act, prosecuting three able-bodied casual ward users ‘for neglecting to 
maintain him or herself’: Workhouses (commitments to prison). Return of the number of 
persons (inmates and casuals) committed to prison from each union workhouse (England and 
Wales) for the half-year ended 25 March 1874, stating their age, the offence alleged, and the 
period for which they were committed, PP (60) 1875. 
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 The 1866 Reports contain a litany of offences committed by vagrants in 

casual wards.229  As in 1842, the 1871 Act specified that breaches of 

regulations constituted 1824 Vagrancy Act offences.230  The offences now 

included: destroying clothes, refusing or neglecting to work, absconding, 

giving a false name or statement, refusing to leave the workhouse, or wilfully 

damaging the property of the Guardians.231  The 1871 Act also empowered 

the Master, or porter, or officer in charge of the casual wards, to take a casual 

ward user (or workhouse inmate) before a justice for ‘any disorderly conduct, 

offence or misbehaviour therein’, punishable upon summary conviction 

without summons or warrant.  The Union official was given all the powers and 

authorities of a constable and, in the absence of the latter, permitted to 

convey a convicted prisoner to goal.232    

 Surviving records from the Metropolitan Police Courts of London illustrate 

the types of offences for which casual ward users were prosecuted.  Covering 

the period 1873-1910, the majority concerned refusing or neglecting to work, 

followed by the destruction of clothes (Tables B3 and B4, Appendix B).  The 

numbers prosecuted for breach of workhouse regulations, in London, was far 

greater in the later years, which is likely to be a function of the significant rise 

in the numbers using the casual wards in the mid-1890s, and after 1905.233  

The Pentonville M.O. found that the number of ‘incorrigible rogues’ dealt with 

229 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, passim; in particular, the evidence of A. Doyle, who lists 
extensive comments from workhouse Masters and police officers, ibid. pp.47-62. 
230Poor Law Amendment Act, 1842, s.V; Pauper Inmates Discharge & Regulation Act, 
1871,(1871 Act). s. 7 of the 1871 Act referred a casual ward offender for prosecution under 
the 1824 Act - s. 3 as an idle and disorderly person, or s. 4 as a rogue and vagabond. 
231 1871 Act, s. 7 & s. 8. 
232 Ibid. s. 8. 
233 The rise may be attributed to several factors.  London’s population increased by thirty-eight 
per cent between 1871 -1911: Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, pp. 20-23. Employment 
opportunities oscillated over the period, especially for London’s large casual labour force; and 
many ex-soldiers may have become vagrants after the South African War. On ex-servicemen 
using the casual wards, see Ch. 4. 
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in London Quarter Sessions in 1903 was 170, compared to 240 for the whole 

country (including London).  He suggested that outside London, cases were 

more likely to be dealt with at petty sessions, implying that there were more 

‘recidivist’ vagrants in London or that, elsewhere, the justice system was less 

severe.234  These records cover the London area only, and similar figures for 

other regions were not usually published.235  Newspaper reports of court 

proceedings in 1881, in Bristol, Bedminster, Chipping Sodbury, Keynsham, 

and Long Ashton, described twenty cases: two of vagrants absconding with 

Union clothes, seven who tore clothes, and eleven who refused work.236  The 

eleven who refused work were all from the same PLU, appearing on court on 

the same day, perhaps indicating a coordinated action.237  In 1885, in police 

courts in Cross Hands, Bridgwater, Keynsham, Littledean, Stroud, Thornbury, 

and Warminster, eleven cases were reported: three of tearing clothes, four of 

refusing work; three of damage; and one of assault.  Two of the defendants 

had broken every pane of glass in the casual ward at Warminster, and one 

had assaulted the porter.238  Sentences in 1881 and 1885 ran from seven 

days to six weeks imprisonment with hard labour, and of between fourteen 

234 ‘Evidence of J.H.P. Wilson’, Report of DC, II, Q. 9193-9199, p.312.  According to the 
Committee, more vagrants were dealt with as ‘incorrigible rogues’ because the London 
Mendicity Society records provided better identification of the habitual vagrant: Report of DC., 
I, p.58. 
235 An exception is the 1875 Return, cited above, p.51. This report reveals that in Cornwall 
and Bristol, no casual ward users were convicted in these six months to March 1874; in 
Devon, five were convicted; in Somerset, fourteen: Return (60)1875, pp.5-7, 11, 36-37. 
236 Mercury, 1881: 5, 12 March; 10, 20 September; 16, 29 October; 19 November.  Tearing of 
clothes was said to be ‘now regular’ at Bedminster in 1881. The punitive response of the 
Guardians there, and elsewhere, is discussed in Ch. 8. 
237 Twenty-seven ‘casual poor’ were involved in a riot at Christchurch workhouse in 1846: 
Green, ‘Pauper protests’, p.141. There are numerous instances of small groups in casual 
wards refusing to work, or tearing up clothing, who were subsequently convicted - for 
example, two instances (in separate Unions) of nine men destroying their clothes in 1843;  a 
group of four destroying clothes in 1865; and the same action by a group of three women also 
in 1865, who appeared to treat the charge as ‘a joke’: Morning Post, 5 April 1843; Times, 27 
March and 29 December 1865. These are examples from London casual wards. 
238 Mercury, 1885: 5 January; 10 February; 18 March; 29 August; 2, 21 September; 7 
November. 
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days and one month’s imprisonment - apparently without hard labour.

 The lives of many vagrants were governed by a cycle of admissions to 

casual wards, breaches of regulations (mainly refusing work or tearing 

clothes) imprisonment with hard labour, and - upon discharge - readmission to 

casual wards.  For others, less inured to casual ward protocol, a dispute with 

a workhouse official might lead to the new experience of imprisonment and 

the acquisition of a criminal record.  The Departmental Committee published 

details of the metropolitan convictions, for casual ward breaches, of eight 

‘habitual’ vagrants, including one with thirty-three offences committed 

between 1890 and 1904.  Of the 215 convictions listed for the eight, the 

overwhelming majority (186) were for refusing or neglecting work.239  Such 

breaches were described as ‘minor but numerous’ in the Committee’s 

Report.240 

 Vagrants were frequently accused of intimidating workhouse staff and, 

occasionally, of assaulting them, particularly in small rural Unions, where only 

one male officer might be on duty.  There are frequent references to such 

behaviour in the 1866 Reports. The Congleton Master reported that he and 

the porter had had stones thrown at their heads, and been struck at with  

‘most deadly’ weapons.  Enforcing the work task in casual wards at small rural 

Unions was often impossible.  In some Unions, the vagrants ‘had completely 

beaten [intimidated] the officers’.  And police assistance was often 

239 ‘Particulars of Convictions of Eight Habitual Vagrants for offences in Metropolitan Casual 
Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XI, pp.69-75. 
240 Report of DC, I, p.25.  Nevertheless, the penalties for these breaches of regulations could 
be severe.  One man, aged 25 yrs. in 1894, received eight sentences of twelve months 
imprisonment with hard labour between 1896 and 1904, interspersed with similar but shorter 
sentences of hard labour - all incurred for refusing work and/or destroying clothes; Report of 
DC, III, Appendix XI, p.74. 
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necessary.241  In 1891, Honiton magistrates dealt with a case of a vagrant 

who had committed ‘a violent assault’ on the workhouse Master.  The 

newspaper report of the case noted that : 

Brutal assaults by tramps on inmates in Workhouses and a 
refusal to do any work for the food and comfort supplied 
them, is [sic] on the increase […] in Devon.242 

Another Inspector commented that enforcement of the regulations of the 1882 

Act depended upon the fortitude of the officer involved: 

It requires considerable courage and special knowledge of the 
vagrant class to enable an officer to do his duty satisfactorily.  The 
sturdy and violent tramps have often been known to successfully 
break down the nerve of experienced officers by persistent violence 
and abuse.243 

 Could breaches of regulations in the casual wards be construed as ‘acts 

of resistance’, by groups or individuals, protesting at their harsh treatment?  

Or were such breaches circumstantial, spontaneous reactions?  In an analysis 

of offences in early nineteenth-century London, the various kinds of 

‘misbehaviour’ are described as a ‘repertoire of tactics by which all types of 

paupers questioned authority’.244  Statistics from one later year (1874) are 

used to support a claim that ‘the most troublesome group […] was the casual 

poor and, wherever vagrant wards existed, maintaining disciple was a 

241 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.50, 60, 69, 104, 130. 
242 Flying Post, 18 April 1891.  It is not clear whether ‘inmates’ refers to regular pauper 
inmates, or to workhouse staff. The cellular system should have prevented or reduced 
assaults on regular inmates but, as will be seen in Ch. 8, below, only eleven out of twenty 
Devon Unions had introduced cells by 1904. 
243 ‘Inspector Bagenal’s Report’, Thirtieth Annual Report of LGB 1900-1901 (Cd. 746) p.163.  
Conversely, there are notorious instances of the poor treatment of vagrants who tore up their 
clothes in casual wards - see below, Chs. 6-8.  There is little doubt that vagrants were 
themselves subjected to aggression and violence, by other vagrants, and by workhouse staff.  
The official records are largely silent but there are sufficient comments from ‘social explorers’
to verify the often brutal nature of the casual wards. See, for example, Orwell’s description of 
being treated ‘like cattle’: Down and Out, pp.127-132, 179.  Vagrants were also subjected to 
arbitrary police conduct, physical assault, and misuse of charges: Jones, Crime, Protest, p. 
207. 
244 Green, ‘Pauper protests’, p.138. 



172 
constant battle’.245  Without further evidence, it is difficult to accept that the 

transient population of the casual wards participated in ‘pauper protests [that] 

drew on a set of customary expectations, adopted a language of rights and 

enlisted Christian morality in order to challenge the legitimacy and authority of 

the Poor Law itself’.246  Although sufficient documentation exists to confirm 

that the workhouse rules were breached frequently, and often repeatedly, 

testimony concerning the motivation of offending casual ward users is lacking.  

With hindsight, it may seem apparent that some vagrants destroyed their 

clothes to obtain better quality replacements - but that might have been a 

rational form of makeshift, of survival strategy, rather than protest.247  There is 

also a strong possibility that at least some of the breaches of regulation 

amounted to ‘easing behaviour’, as casual ward users sought to counter the 

harshness of the regime.248 

 Aspects of ‘normal’ vagrant behaviour outside the workhouse - typically 

begging and sleeping out - could be prosecuted under the 1824 Act. The 

establishment of police forces, from the 1830s, inter alia, produced increases 

in the numbers of persons prosecuted for public order offences, such as 

vagrancy, and specific directives to individual forces also had an impact on 

local prosecution rates.249  Wiener links the development of police forces and 

the expansion of magisterial summary jurisdiction, in mid-nineteenth century, 

to a trend towards less discretion and tolerance, which brought many more 

minor offenders within the purview of the justice system, often through the 

245 ibid. p.146. However, the terms ‘casual poor’ and ‘paupers’ are used interchangeably in 
Green’s paper. 
246 Ibid. p.159. 
247 Jones asserts that (some) vagrants destroyed clothing in order to be sent to prison, 
especially in the winter months, for shelter and medical treatment but no evidence is cited: 
Jones, Crime, protest, p.202. On makeshift, see above, pp.22-23, n.28. 
248 On ‘easing behaviour’ see Introduction, p.39, n.100. 
249 Emsley, Crime & Society, p.23. 
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application of the 1824 Vagrancy Act.  Acts of 1869 and 1871, containing new 

powers to control and punish, rendered previously unconvicted vagrants, 

among others, ‘...liable to criminal sanctions without the need [of the 

prosecution] to prove an unlawful act’.250  Commitments under the Vagrancy 

Act became more common in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.251  Partly this was due to the wider application of the vagrancy 

legislation as a means of controlling public disorder.  Data from 1903, shown 

in Table 3.3, illustrates the incidence of prosecution for the offences typically 

associated with vagrancy, begging and sleeping out: 

250 Habitual Criminals Act, 1869 (32 & 33 Vict. c. 99); Prevention of Crimes Act 1871 (34 & 35 
Vict. c. 112).  Wiener, Reconstructing the Criminal, pp.50, 148-151. 
251 On the increased use of the Vagrancy Act in the latter half of the nineteenth century, see 
Jones, Crime, protest, p.129 ; Innes, ‘Prisons for the Poor’, pp.110-114. 
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Table 3.3 Number of persons prosecuted for 

begging and sleeping out in selected 
counties in England and Wales, 1903 

County Population 
in 1901

persons 
prosecuted 
for 
begging, 
1903 

persons 
prosecuted 

for 
sleeping 
out, 1903

Total Total as 
percentage 
of county 
population 

(1)

The South-
West

Cornwall 322,334 252 34 286 0.08 

Devon 662,196 186 110 296 0.04 

Somerset 434,950 105 93 198 0.04 

Adjacent 
counties

Dorset 202,063 35 30 65 0.03 

Gloucs. incl. 
Bristol 

708,439 592 305 897 0.12 

London 4,536,541 3,079 303 3,382 0.07 

National 
Totals 

32,527,843 19,283 10,349 29,632 0.09  (2) 

National 
Total - 
Males aged 
15 yrs. and 
above 

10,463,400 29,632 0.28  (2) 

Notes
1) Percentages are of total county population, which includes women and children who, at this
date, were far less likely to be vagrant than in earlier periods. If women and children are 
excluded from the population figures, total percentages remain low, as shown at the bottom of 
the table.                     . 
2) Total as percentage of National Population
Source:
Adapted extract from: 
‘Table 2: Number of Persons Prosecuted for Begging and Sleeping Out in Each County in 
1903’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIX, p. 11 
Total Male Population, aged 15 and above, calculated from: Population and Vital Statistics 4.’, 
Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, p.12 
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Of the counties shown here, only Gloucestershire recorded figures above the 

national average, perhaps because of the inclusion of Bristol.252  Table 3.3 

provides only a snapshot of prosecutions; the figures for a single year may be 

atypical, particularly given the varying enforcement of vagrancy legislation by 

local police, fluctuations in vagrant numbers, and factors such as weather.  

However, these figures indicate that, in the south-west counties, such 

prosecutions were below the national average, and lower than those recorded 

in some northern and north-western counties.  The figures do not reveal how 

many individual vagrants were involved.   

 Fear of the ‘sturdy beggar’ - begging with menace - was widespread, 

particularly in rural areas, and was noted in Devon in the 1850s: 

Numbers of sturdy beggars, particularly in summer, invade our 
farmhouses and cottages and in the absence of the men extort 
money or provisions from the women whom they find at home.253 

In the mid-1860s, Masters depicted vagrants, generally, as men travelling 

about the country to ‘beg, intimidate and steal’, often in gangs.254  Reports 

from the Bristol press in sampled years in the 1870s and 1880s attest to 

cases of threats, damage, and assault by vagrants denied alms; in a case at 

the Surrey Sessions, in 1881, a well-known vagrant, ‘most violent and 

abusive’ to anyone refusing him alms, was sentenced to twelve months hard 

labour and twenty strokes of the birch rod.255  In the early twentieth century, 

evidence from many witnesses persuaded the Departmental Committee that 

252 Other areas in the country with above average figures included the West and North 
Ridings of Yorkshire (0.12 and 0.15 respectively) Lancashire (0.12) Cheshire (0.16) and 
Merionethshire (0.40). 
253 Lord Fortescue to Palmerston, 17 January 1853, TNA/HO45/4609, quoted in Emsley, 
Crime & Society,  p.84, n. 31.  Persons other than vagrants were involved in extracting 
‘largesse’ by intimidation - see above, Introduction, p.19, n.17. 
254 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, for example, pp.48, 50, 57-58, 60.  There were earlier 
complaints about ‘gangs’ of vagrants in Bideford: Appendix E 1834, p.52. 
255 Mercury, 29 October 1870; 17 December 1870; 3 January 1881, 25 June 1881; 13 
September 1881.   
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extorting alms by threats remained a considerable problem in some areas of 

the country.256  While many contemporaries attested to the threat of the 

‘sturdy beggar’ some officials were not convinced of their existence.  An 

Inspector opined that, with ragged clothing, downcast look, and unhealthy 

complexion, the vagrant was lucky ‘to extract a crust of bread or potato’ from 

the grudging and misgiving pity of the cottager, or a few pence from the 

passing carriage.257  The evidence from the Edwardian surveys of the 

physical condition of vagrants suggests that the majority were far from 

sturdy.258   

 The crime of arson in rural areas has been linked to vagrants acting out 

of spite or revenge.259  The Departmental Committee noted that rick-firing was 

often ‘attractive’ to vagrants.260  At Knutsford (Cheshire) in 1862, twelve 

vagrants were committed for trial after setting the casual ward alight.261  In 

Wales, arson was problematic, particularly in the 1860s, when, of eighty-two 

cases brought before the North Wales Assizes in that decade, at least forty-

nine involved vagrants.262  In an analysis of arson offences in North Wales 

and the adjacent counties, Jones concluded that, in the great majority of 

cases, there was little doubt about the guilt of the indicted, and that while in 

some instances the crime was a desperate plea for help, in others it was a  

256 Report of DC, I, p.25. 
257 ‘Inspector Grave’s Report’, Reports on Vagrancy 1866 , p.39. 
258 See Chs. 4 & 5. 
259 Emsley quotes Ribton-Turner to support this claim, but the latter offers no specific 
evidence: Emsley, Crime & Society,  p.81;  Ribton-Turner, A History of Vagrants, p.313. 
260 Report of DC, I, p.25. 
261 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.54. 
262 Jones, Crime, protest,  pp.202-203. 
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protest at treatment received from Poor Law and police authorities.263  Arson 

cases were reported in West Country press articles.  In 1870 and 1871, 

farmers were advised how to protect ricks from ignition ‘by lads or vagrants’; 

at Leamington Spa, two tramps were committed for trial accused of wilfully 

setting fire to a haystack; the Somerset Assize heard a case in 1885, when a 

haystack was set alight at Bridgwater; at Trewern (near Cardiff) in 1885,  two 

tramps ‘with blackened faces’ entered and set fire to a house, which was 

gutted; two young tramps were committed for trial for allegedly setting fire to 

an unoccupied farmhouse near Gloucester, also in 1885; at Salisbury, in 

1895, a tramp was committed for setting fire to a rick of hay; and at Midsomer 

Norton (Somerset), in 1895, a large and costly fire in a storage shed was 

attributed to the actions of a tramp who had spent the night there and thrown 

a match down after lighting his pipe.264 

 Press coverage for Devon in the sampled years revealed no reported 

cases of arson per se, although police evidence suggested that there were 

incidents.  In one case, concerning a fraudulent claim on a burnt out dwelling, 

the defendants (unsuccessfully) blamed a tramp.265  In another case, a male 

vagrant was charged at Cullompton in 1900 with sleeping under a haystack.  

The police regarded this as serious ‘because of the many ricks becoming 

263 ibid. pp.203-206. As in Emsley, Jones relies upon the same, unsubstantiated claim by 
Ribton-Turner that arson remained a favourite method of vagrants venting spite during the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century. An Inspector recorded that he had heard of cases of 
vagrants committing crimes when refused relief: ‘Inspector Graves’ Report’, Reports on 
Vagrancy 1866, p.39. 
264 Mercury, 6 August 1870; 19 August & 9 September 1871; 21 January, 30 June, & 20 
November 1885; 24 November, 12 & 17 December 1895. 
265 Flying Post, 24 November 1891. In an 1885 case, at Gloucester Quarter Sessions, a 
labourer, charged with stealing a gun and ammunition, claimed to have purchased them from 
a tramp; Mercury,  10 April 1885.  Jones records a strong suspicion that, in some cases, 
vagrants were apprehended for other people’s crimes, and that the police obtained 
‘improbable’ confessions: Crime, protest, p.203. 
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ignited’ in various parts of Devon.266  Tramps were said to be the cause of 

such fires because of their habit of lighting pipes.  The magistrates agreed 

that tramps should be stopped from sleeping in such places.267 

 The interpretation of allegedly widespread incidents of arson involving 

vagrants is difficult.  Evidently the frequency of arson cases involving vagrants 

in North Wales, the border counties of England and Wales, and the Midlands, 

in the 1860s, occasioned comparison, by contemporaries, with the earlier 

outbreaks of the 1830s and 1840s.268  However, earlier research found that 

arson was a ‘genuine expression of the [rural] labourer’s grievance’ but a 

fringe protest, and not linked to vagrancy.269  The wide range of the possible 

causes of fires, and the difficulties (then) involved in establishing whether they 

were accidental or started deliberately, raise questions about the veracity of 

reported cases of arson by vagrants.270  Jones suggests that the arson 

incidents in North Wales and adjoining counties in the 1860s are attributable 

to young vagrants, some of whom had recently lost their jobs.271  As noted, 

though, Jones relies on Ribton Turner as a source, and provides only limited 

evidence.   

266 An early example (in this period) of a vagrant allegedly setting fire to a rick in Devon, by 
smoking a pipe underneath it, is in: Gilbert, 1837, Inspectors Correspondence, TNA/MH32/27. 
267 Flying Post, 15 December 1900. 
268 Jones, Crime, protest, p.203. 
269 E. Hobsbawm & G. Rude´, Captain Swing (London; Lawrence & Wishart, 1969) pp. 202-
203. 
270 C. Griffin, ‘Knowledgeable geography? The reporting of incendiarism in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth-century press’, Journal of Historical Geography, 32, 1, (2006), 38-56 (p.47). 
271 Jones, Crime, protest, p.203. 
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Although focused upon an earlier period, Griffin’s research indicates that while 

newspaper reports of arson are the most important source of evidence, the 

geography of reporting and publishing, the precarious economics of the rural 

press, plagiarism of London newspapers, and the hierarchy of 

newsworthiness, combine to cast doubts upon the accuracy of the material.272  

Incendiary crime attributed to vagrants may have been a chance mixture of 

protest by local, unemployed, itinerant labourers, accidents stemming from 

the use of ricks and barns for sleeping, and spontaneous attacks by 

individuals denied relief for one reason or another.  The notion that arson by 

vagrants amounted to revenge, or formed part of rural protest, requires 

thorough reappraisal. 

 Vagrants were accused of other forms of crime.   A sampling of court 

hearings reported by the Bristol press in 1885 reveals a range of offences 

from theft and burglary to being violent and disorderly in the street; a female 

vagrant was committed for trial after twice attempting to commit suicide, and 

another was detained on suspicion of being involved in the death of her 

vagrant partner.273  In a more unusual case, a vagrant living in a common 

lodging house appeared at Wandsworth (London) police court charged with 

sending a letter to the Right Hon. W. Gladstone, threatening murder in an 

attempt to extort money.274  The Lord Bishop of Gloucester and Bristol 

complained that churches in the archdeaconry had had to be closed during 

272  Griffin, ‘Knowledgeable geography?’, passim.  A detailed, contemporary investigation of 
arson exculpated vagrants and attributed most incidents to young farm labourers embittered 
by low pay and insecurity, following the demise of yearly hiring: ‘The Incendiary Fires in 
Suffolk and Norfolk’; ‘Incendiarism in Suffolk and Norfolk’: Times, 7 and 10 June, 1844. 
273 Mercury, 1885: 14 February, 11 July, 17 & 22 August, 7, 10, & 12 December. 
274 Mercury, 15 April 1885. 
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daytime because of sacrilegious acts allegedly committed by wayfarers and 

tramps.275   

 In instances such as the case of attempted suicide mentioned above, it 

was likely some vagrants prosecuted for offences were affected by what 

contemporaries described as lunacy.  Vagrancy legislation had been used 

from the eighteenth century for the committal of those ‘who by lunacy or 

otherwise’ were furiously mad and dangerous.276  Such committals were few 

and, until mid-nineteenth century if not beyond, the poor who experienced 

mental illness remained outside institutional control.277  There is no reliable 

evidence concerning diagnoses or incidence and we may but speculate that, 

having lost or rejected informal care arrangements provided by relatives, or -

perhaps - parish officials, some individuals adopted a wandering lifestyle with 

its attendant hazards of arrest for Vagrancy Act offences.    

 Following the introduction of a national system of casual relief in 1837, 

and particularly after mid-century legislation requiring the building of county 

asylums, vagrants admitted to casual wards who displayed overt signs of 

mental illness could be transferred to the lunatic ward of a workhouse and, 

ultimately, to an asylum.278  Certainly the proportion of paupers categorized as 

insane rose considerably in the latter half of the nineteenth century.279  

However, research on the Devon County Asylum, if representative of national 

275 Mercury, 21 October 1885. 
276 ‘An Act for reducing the Laws relating to Rogues, Vagabonds, sturdy Beggars and 
Vagrants into One Act of Parliament and for the more effective punishing such Rogues, 
Vagabonds, sturdy Beggars and Vagrants and sending them whither they ought to be sent’
1713 (12 Anne c. 23) (sometimes aka 13 Anne c.26). The authority to commit under vagrancy 
legislation was re-enacted in 1743 (17 Geo II c.5).  Bartlett cites these statutes as the first to 
authorize committals of the poor by the state, emphasizing that they were Poor Law 
legislation and may have codified pre-existing practice: P. Bartlett, The Poor Law of Lunacy; 
The administration of pauper lunatics in mid-nineteenth-century England (London; Leicester 
UP, 1999) pp.34-36. 
277 ibid. p.35. 
278 ‘The Lunatic Asylum Act’ 1853 (16 & 17 Vict. c. 97). 
279 Williams, From pauperism, p.214; Table 4.31, p.215. 
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trends, suggests that few vagrants passed into asylum care.280  By the early 

twentieth century, the Departmental Committee concluded that many 

unemployed, old, and infirm vagrants were ‘crazy’.281  Although surveys of the 

condition of vagrants started to appear from the early 1900s, little or no 

attention seems to have been paid to their mental health.  Melland’s small-

scale but intensive study of vagrants in Prestwich Union ‘tramp’ ward in 

1912/1913 categorized three per cent as ‘mentally defective’; evidently he 

was using the term in the contemporary sense of ‘feeble-mindedness’.282 

 Given the lack of contemporary data concerning the general and 

mental health of vagrants, it is unsurprising that a specialist study has not 

been forthcoming.  Many questions remain unanswered.  There may be 

grounds for a reinterpretation of the hypothesis that the authorization to detain 

insane persons under the 1713 and 1744 Vagrancy Acts were contained 

within the Poor Law.283  These Acts were the culmination of a gradual process 

of separating criminal vagrancy legislation from the welfare functions of the 

Poor Law.  The authorization to detain insane persons under vagrancy 

legislation may be more accurately viewed as a prototype of later, forensic 

responses to seriously mentally ill offenders posing danger to others. 

280 R. Adair et. al., ‘A Danger to the Public? Disposing of Pauper Lunatics in late Victorian and 
Edwardian England: Plympton St. Mary and the Devon County Asylum, 1867-1916’, Medical 
History, 42 (1998), 1-25 (pp. 13,17, 25): quoted in O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy; an intractable 
problem’, p.29 
281 Report of DC, I, p.25.  The statement was not supported by evidence. 
282 C.H. Melland, ‘The Vagrant’ in: T.N. Kelynack (ed.) Human Derelicts: pp.106-113.  His 
earlier, less intensive study, of almost 4,000 vagrants in the casual wards of Manchester in 
1906, identified just over three per cent as ‘mentally defective’: Report on the Feeble-Minded, 
p.131.  On the definition of mental defect see Ch XXVIII of this Report, p.186.
283 Bartlett, The Poor Law of Lunacy, pp.34-35. 
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Summary 

In this chapter, the several constituents of the vagrant ‘threat’ have been 

analysed separately.  Across the period, contemporaries were convinced of 

the existence of an ‘army’ of vagrants who posed a threat to the social order.  

Concern varied in intensity.  The imprecise methodology employed to 

estimate vagrant numbers, and the sweeping inclusiveness of the 

classification, which assigned vagrant identity to most mobile poor, almost 

certainly significantly exaggerated totals, fuelling belief in such an ‘army’.  

There are no reliable statistics to illustrate whether numbers of vagrants were 

proportionately greater than in previous centuries.  As then measured, 

numbers appeared to grow over the period, particularly so in the late Victorian 

and Edwardian years.  However, it was also a time of substantial growth in 

population, as well as of economic and social changes which, inter alia, 

radically affected employment  opportunities, and changed the composition of 

the ‘vagrant army’.

 Fears of moral contamination of ‘ordinary’ working men, by vagrants, 

were never absent in these years although, towards the end of the period, 

they were subsumed under concerns with degeneracy and national efficiency.  

The treatment of vagrants within the casual relief system was founded upon 

the perceived need to segregate them to prevent contagious association with 

pauper inmates of the workhouse.   

 The notion of the contagious vagrant included a belief that he or she was 

also a carrier of infectious diseases, reinforcing segregation policy.  From 

studies of the major infectious diseases of the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, tentative hypotheses may be constructed to explain the likely types 

of contagion associated with itinerant lifestyles, in which participants were 
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frequently exposed to inadequate sanitation, overcrowding, and poor 

nutrition.284  Although there are dangers in retrospective diagnosis, the 

evidence indicates that some vagrants were implicated, at times, in the 

spread of diseases such as smallpox.  However, if considered in the context 

of the mobility of labour, and the use of casual wards, common lodging 

houses, and hostels, it is probable that the role of vagrants in the dispersal of 

contagious diseases was exaggerated. 

 Long-standing but ill-formed anxieties concerning the threat posed by the 

‘dangerous classes’ coalesced in residuum theory in the last half of the 

nineteenth century, but it is doubtful whether vagrants played other than a 

minor role.  However, contemporary perceptions of the alleged threat posed 

by the residuum spread far beyond London, and were associated with 

persons designated as vagrants.  By the 1880s, as residuum ideology was 

partly (but never wholly) replaced by theories of urban degeneration, vagrants 

were included, arbitrarily, in the ranks of those deemed to be ‘biologically 

unfit’.  In this country, though, eugenic theorists paid little attention to 

vagrancy per se although numbers of ‘feeble-minded’ persons were located 

among the vagrant population.  As evidence was gathered in the early 

twentieth century of the physical condition of persons classified as vagrants, 

revealing that they were predominantly single, older males, frequently in poor 

health, it is possible that eugenicists dismissed them as a threat to the 

‘genetic health’ of the nation.  The Departmental Committee concluded that 

‘tramps do not breed tramps’.  Nevertheless, vagrants were regarded as 

degenerate by some doctors and Poor Law officials.  Vagrancy formed part of 

the perceived but nebulous threat to national efficiency. 

284 F. Condrau et. al., ‘Second Opinions’, passim. The article summarizes an extensive debate 
about infectious disease and the epidemiological transition. 
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 In the absence of a comprehensive survey of criminal justice records, it is 

not possible to say whether crimes committed by vagrants were 

proportionately higher than for the general population.  The data suggest that 

most vagrant crime was minor, consisting of offences under the 1824 Act, and 

of breaching workhouse regulations.  There is some evidence of vagrant 

involvement in arson, although it is unclear how much was accidental or 

committed by other wayfarers.  Aggressive begging seems to have been of 

some significance, but needs to be considered alongside the evidence of the 

poor physical condition of many, if not most, vagrants.  Vagrants inhabited 

‘public space’, conspicuous by their presence in streets and roads, market 

places and, in the countryside, in barns, lanes and outhouses, and were open 

to scrutiny by officials, police officers, and the community.  Even the common 

lodging houses, perhaps the nearest substitution for a domestic sphere for 

many vagrants, were subjected to increasing levels of surveillance.285  The 

visibility of vagrants was a constant reminder of the threats associated with 

them, including criminality.  The increased monitoring of the conduct of the 

urban poor, introduced by the Vagrancy Act and the formation of regular 

police forces, ensured that vagrants continued to be selected for processing 

through the justice and penal systems, maintaining their criminal reputation.286

 Confusion of vagrancy with labour mobility and the movements of the 

unemployed in search of work; ignorance of the poor condition of many, if not 

most, vagrants; fear of the urban mob; and the turn of the century belief in 

national decline, convinced contemporaries that the ‘threat’ was a grave one.  

285 T. Crook, ‘Accommodating the outcast’, pp.428-430. 
286 Changing standards of public decency in the early nineteenth century, influenced by the 
introduction of such artefacts as private water closets and street lighting, gave prominence to 
the distinctive behaviour of the houseless, rendering them more vulnerable to intervention.  
The sharpening definitions of ‘public’ and ‘private’ space had implications for the regulation of 
the mobile: Roberts, ‘Public and private’, pp.281-282, 293. 
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While there was an underlying rationality to some of the concerns - the spread 

of contagious diseases, the nuisance of minor crime, and the intimidation of 

some begging methods - the failure to grasp and analyse the multi-layered 

nature of the vagrant ‘threat’ engendered tension in which social panic 

flourished, episodically.  Vagrants were regarded as deviant ‘outsiders’ and, 

for those who used it, the casual ward system reinforced that status, denying 

rehabilitation and consigning them to ambulatory discipline on the periphery of 

society. 

 Generally, modern historians of vagrancy have not examined the 

identities of those who were perceived to constitute the vagrant threat.  In the 

next two chapters, surviving empirical evidence of the attributes of those who 

sought casual relief is investigated to ascertain whether contemporary fears of 

vagrancy were based upon significant evidence or experience.
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Chapter 4: In pursuit of the vagrant  

We know too little about the actual habits, motives, and earnings of 
the vagrant class […] to feel any confidence as to how best to set 
about their transformation from drones into worker bees.1      

Contemporary perceptions of the alleged threats posed by vagrancy, 

discussed in the preceding chapter, often appear based upon speculation and 

prejudice, rather than upon quantifiable information and analysis.  Throughout 

the period, the individual identities of those perceived to be vagrants were 

reduced by stereotyping to the generic persona of the worthless, disease-

laden, criminal, habitual loafer.  Even the recognition that ‘honest wayfarers’

used the casual wards was tempered by the belief that they, too, would 

inevitably descend into vagrancy.  The stereotype of the Victorian and Edward 

vagrant or tramp persists.  Influenced by authors such as Mayhew, Dickens 

and London, and the artwork of Luke Fildes and Gustav Doré, or even the 

collective folk memory of the workhouse, we may readily conjure up an image.  

Usually male, of indeterminate age, wearing greasy, stained clothing and 

battered boots, slightly hunched and vaguely threatening, with a weather-

hewn face masked with grime and, perhaps, carrying a bundle of possessions 

on a stick, the portrait has become familiar.2    

 In this and the following chapter, an attempt is made to unpick this 

stereotype of ‘the other’, to relocate the vagrant within the strata of Victorian 

and Edwardian society by establishing an evidential framework of the 

attributes shared by the destitute, itinerant poor who sought casual relief.  

1 Inspector Kennedy’s Report, Twentieth Annual Report of LGB, 1890-1891 (C.6460) p.253. 
2 Dickens identified numerous ‘types’ of vagrant: Charles Dickens, ‘Tramps’, All the Year 
Round, 16 June 1860, reprinted in: M. Slater & J. Drew, (eds.) Dickens’ Journalism, Vol. 4; 
The Uncommercial Traveller and Other Papers, 1859-1870 (London; J. Dent, 2000) pp. 126-
137. 
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There was a broad consensus among contemporaries that most persons 

deemed vagrant were adult males, and evidence from Poor Law records 

confirms that the majority of casual relief applications were made by men.  

Additionally, over the period, the proportion of men in the casual wards 

increased substantially.  Conversely, perhaps because of that male 

predominance, most historians of Victorian and Edwardian vagrancy have 

underestimated the numbers of women and children using casual relief.  To 

rectify that anomaly, the gender section of this chapter focuses upon adult 

female recipients, with a separate section devoted to children.  The 

ascendancy of adult males in the casual wards is readily illustrated in the 

discussion of female recipients, and is further highlighted in the later section 

on age.

 Here, national and regional data are considered.  In Chapter 5, selected 

records of casual ward admissions are examined to ascertain whether local 

data support or challenge the general trends identified below.  Among those 

trends, particular attention is paid to the decline in the use of casual relief by 

women and children after mid-nineteenth century, and the increasing numbers 

of older, less able, single men to be found in the wards from the late 

nineteenth century onwards.  

  We lack a continuous series of records.  Some Unions recorded personal 

information about applicants for casual relief in the early years of casual relief; 

such recording became obligatory from 1871 although comparatively few 

registers survive.  Paradoxically, notwithstanding the development of a 

substantial bureaucracy that accumulated increasing quantities of data from 

PLUs, the successive Poor Law authorities failed to analyse the material 

concerning casual relief, making scant use of the information and publishing 
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little.  A provisional, national sketch has to be constructed from random sets of 

data; the occasional local survey;  and chance observations by Inspectors.  

Even the social observers, intent upon conditions in the casual wards, mostly 

failed to record the personal details of individual vagrants.

 As noted earlier, vagrant identity was a situational construct arising from 

the social processes to which the itinerant poor were exposed.  Predominantly 

there were two processes, the criminal and the civil, although there were 

powerful links between them.  For persons convicted of Vagrancy Act 

offences, vagrant status was assigned through the criminal justice system, 

although the uncertainties of contemporary identification techniques allowed 

some individuals to evade the permanency of a criminal record.3  Assignment 

of vagrant status in the Poor Law system, from c.1837, resulted from a 

successful application for casual relief (usually at a workhouse) where all 

users of the service were counted officially as vagrants, and where - typically - 

all received the same treatment.4  Because of the rudimentary nature of 

casual relief records, especially before 1871, persons using casual wards did 

not necessarily acquire permanent vagrant status, particularly if they made 

only occasional applications for relief.5 

 Individuals (or groups) seen begging, or sleeping out, or tramping the 

roads and lanes, might be labelled vagrant by those observing them, but such 

a designation was informal, lacking an official record unless an arrest was 

made.  Beadles were employed in some towns and cities to expel beggars 

3 Many 1824 Vagrancy Act convictions concerned other public order offences, rather than the 
typical acts of sleeping out and begging associated with vagrancy.  As noted, some urban 
mendicity societies, especially in London, maintained records of individuals that were used in 
criminal prosecutions to secure harsher penalties for repeated vagrancy. 
4 There were occasional exceptions in treatment, when workhouse officials sought to 
distinguish ‘honest’ wayfarers from ‘habitual’ vagrants. See below, and Chs. 6-8. 
5 The recording system changed over time - see Ch.5. 
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and those discharged from casual wards; again, no record was made.  

Similarly, police officers might choose to move on those begging or sleeping 

out, rather than arrest them.  Many mobile persons, including men tramping in 

search of work, were often labelled as vagrants by members of the public and 

the press, considerably inflating estimates of numbers.6  The mobile poor also 

used charitable facilities, such as night-shelters and hostels in urban centres, 

and formed the main clientele of common lodging houses.  Again, vagrant 

status was frequently applied to the users of these establishments, even 

though this may have masked a range of social identities. 

 Vagrant lifestyles varied, but shared at least some common elements: 

sleeping out; begging; odd-jobbing; sporadic use of casual wards, common 

lodging houses or shelters; and, in some instances, occasional bouts of 

imprisonment.7  The number of those wholly dependent upon this way of 

subsistence fluctuated as men and women ‘became vagrant’ through changes 

in personal circumstances, such as loss of employment, illness, or disability.8  

In the early twentieth century, evidence to the Departmental Committee 

proclaimed the existence of ‘an irreducible minimum’ of ‘habitual’ vagrants, 

whose numbers increased in times of trade depression.9  However, once a 

person had become a vagrant, the route out of the lifestyle was difficult, 

particularly if poor health, ageing, or disability had precipitated entry.  While it 

6 The Departmental Committee concluded that gypsies, hawkers, pedlars, and hop-pickers 
were not ‘true’ vagrants, even though nomadic, asserting that this ‘class’ consisted of 
‘ordinary’ vagrants but, because engaged in work, such as hop-picking, should not be counted 
as vagrants at that time. Report of DC, I, pp.109-110. 
7  Vagrants were alleged to commonly commit minor offences, e.g. Report of DC, I, p.25.  
However, statistical evidence is lacking. On breaches of regulations within the casual wards, 
of accusations of arson, and of offences of sleeping out and begging, see above,  Ch.3. 
8 For younger, able-bodied persons, an itinerant lifestyle was often a temporary response to 
cyclical or structural unemployment.  For older persons, or those afflicted by disability or ill-
health, itinerancy may have represented the ultimate stage of a life-cycle of poverty and 
destitution. 
9 Their number was estimated to lie between 20,000 to 30,000. See above, Ch. 3. 
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is easy to imagine the processes through which vagrant numbers increased, it 

is harder to conceive of the opposite.10  Nevertheless, use of casual relief 

declined significantly during the First World War.11 

 The most thorough of the contemporary investigations concluded that 

vagrancy was an elastic concept, with no precise meaning.12  If the Victorians 

and Edwardians were unable to successfully distinguish between those whom 

they considered ‘honest’ wayfarers, and those described as ‘habitual’

vagrants, it seems improbable that, at this distance in time, a precise 

definition could be attained.  There is, though, extant evidence that enables a 

tentative reconstruction of the gender and ages of those using the casual 

wards.  A mid-century report affords a glimpse of their national origins, and 

later records provide limited information on health.  National and regional data 

of occupational status and mobility were not published but there is local 

evidence, considered in the following chapter.  These reconstructions offer an 

empirical overview of those persons sufficiently destitute to have sought the 

dubious comforts of the casual wards, although whether they are fully 

representative of the itinerant population at large is debatable.   

 The period in question, c. 1800-1919, overlaps the two centuries of ‘the 

demographic transition’ in Britain, from a time in which both birth and death 

rates were high, with the latter constituting the main variant, to when both 

rates declined and the birth rate became the main agent of population 

10 The Departmental Committee was convinced that the mobile casual labourer inevitably 
descended into permanent vagrancy; ‘once on the road, always on the road’. Report of DC, I, 
p.24. 
11 See below, Chs. 5 and 8 for discussion of this point. 
12 The Departmental Committee described the vagrant as ‘...a wayfarer, as an inmate of 
casual wards, common lodging houses or shelters, as an occasional worker, as an offender 
against the law, and as an inmate of prisons…’: Report of DC, I, pp.1, 24. 
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change.13  It is a complex relationship, with many variables, but changes in 

use of casual relief over the period are partly due to demography, one of the 

‘silent forces’ affecting the history of vagrancy.14 

   The subject matter has been sub-divided here into separate discussions 

of gender, age, health, mobility and national origins.  The sections are of 

varied length, reflecting the differing amounts of information available to the 

researcher.  Often the ages of children were not defined in contemporary 

records; in the following tables and charts, unless otherwise indicated, it is 

assumed that all are aged under sixteen.  Inevitably there is a degree of 

overlap, as in the account of female use of casual wards that was associated 

with seasonal mobility.15      

4.1     The Identity of Vagrants: An Overview 

4.1.1  Gender   

The 1834 Poor Law Report does not mention the single, independent woman, 

and ‘the wife is throughout treated exactly as is the child’ with an assumption 

that ‘she follows her husband’.16  However, in the period spanned by the New 

Poor Law, women constituted the majority of adult recipients of relief.17  

Marriage breakdown, widowhood, longer life expectancy, dependency of 

children or other relatives, more limited work opportunities and lower 

earnings, and poorer health associated with the rigours of childbearing and 

13 R. Mitchison, British Population Change Since 1860 (London; Macmillan Press, 1977) p.20. 
14 E.g. the rise of a surplus labour force - see below. 
15 Seasonal variation in male casual ward use was less consistent.  Occupancy was affected 
by variables such as weather, the opening of winter shelters, local employment opportunities, 
the magnetic affect of a charitable fund, the location of, and relative ‘attractiveness’ of, 
different  wards.  The assumption that wards were more heavily used in winter is not always 
supported by the evidence.  Seasonal migration meant that some wards were busier in spring 
or autumn.  In winter, many vagrants retreated to lodging houses or shelters. 
16 Webbs, English Poor Law Policy, p.6. 
17 P. Thane, ‘Women and the Poor Law in Victorian and Edwardian England’, History 
Workshop, 6 (Autumn 1978), 30-51 (p.30). 
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inadequate nutrition, were the principal causes of poverty among women.18  

Thane discusses the distinction between ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor 

women, although female vagrancy and female use of casual relief are not 

described.19  Other historians have neglected the female experience of the 

Poor Law; for example, women per se are not afforded separate chapters, or 

an index entry, by either Crowther or Humphreys.20  Possibly Vorspan’s 

statement that ‘women never comprised more than ten per cent of the 

nomadic population’ has persuaded modern historians that female vagrancy 

was insignificant.21  Here, and in the following chapter, it is demonstrated that 

female use of casual relief was significant, particularly in the first half of the 

nineteenth century.  While the picture was a varied one, it would have been 

more accurate to have stated that the proportion of women on the road 

reduced over the nineteenth century, less commonly exceeding ten percent of 

casual ward occupancy after 1900 but that, even then, twenty-five per cent of 

such beds remained designated for female use.22

 National statistics of the gender distribution of those using the casual 

wards were being collected by the 1840s but were not published.  However, at 

the outset of the Poor Law Board (PLB) administration, data on gender from 

the mid-1840s was published.23  These returns, from Unions in England and 

Wales, covering one week of December in 1845, 1846, and 1847, have been 

combined and averaged in the following chart, to provide an overview. 

18 ibid. pp.33-35.  Inadequate nutrition arose from women allowing their husbands and 
children the better food: ibid. p.34. 
19 ibid. passim. 
20 Crowther, The Workhouse System; Humphreys, No Fixed Abode. 
21 Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.60, n.3. Fillmore, who has produced the only local study of female 
vagrants, accepted Vorspan’s dictum - above, Ch. 1. 
22 See below, p.206. 
23 Reports and Communications 1848. 
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Chart 4.1 Gender and adult/child ratios of persons   

receiving casual relief, England and Wales   
third week of December 1845, 1846, 1847 (a) 

Notes
a) Average of combined daily totals from third week in December 1845, 1846 & 1847
b) Children under 16 years
Source       
Chart compiled from statistics in: ‘Summary of Returns from 603 Unions and Places under 
Local Acts in England and Wales of the Number of Vagrants and Tramps relieved in 
Workhouses on each night of the Week ending 20 December 1845, and also on each night of 
the corresponding Week end 19 December 1846’; ‘Summary of Returns from 596 Unions and 
places under Local Acts in England and Wales, of the Numbers of Vagrants and Trampers 
relieved in Workhouses on each night of the Week ended 18 December 1847’: IV. Tables 
Relating to Vagrancy, Reports and Communications on Vagrancy 1847-1848 (987) pp.98-99 
24

The summary conceals some changes occurring across these three years.  

The proportion of children increased from twelve per cent in 1845, to 

seventeen per cent in 1846 and 1847.  The percentage of male recipients 

dropped, from seventy-one per cent in 1845, to sixty-four per cent in 1847; 

that of females increased slightly, from seventeen per cent in 1845, to 

nineteen per cent in 1847.  Probably the increase in children and female 

recipients was a consequence of the Irish Famine, and this is discussed 

24 Calculations of the daily totals published in the original Table for 1845 are incorrect and 
have been recalculated here. 

66%!
18%!

16%!

Percentage of all recipients!

Male! Female! Children (b)!
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below and in Chapters 5 and 7.     

 National information on gender would not be published again until the 

early twentieth century when, retrospectively, the Departmental Committee 

published information extending back into the 1890s.  The Local Government 

Board (LGB) produced breakdowns for the Metropolis but, even in the 

twentieth century, did not provide a regular, national analysis of gender in its 

annual reports.  For indications of gender distribution before the 1890s, we 

rely upon regional accounts prepared by individual Inspectors, and upon 

extant Casual Ward Admission and Discharge Registers.

 In 1866, Inspectors provided information on their respective districts, in 

varying detail, in a few instances recording gender of those obtaining casual 

relief.25  Statistics for West Country PLUs are available for the half-year to 30 

June 1865.  In the Unions selected for this research, adult female recipients of 

casual relief ranged from six per cent at St. Thomas (Exeter) to twenty-four 

per cent at Bristol (Stapleton), with an overall average of over thirteen per 

cent.26  The figures exclude Bath where, at this date, applicants were 

accommodated in a Refuge and lodging houses by the police.27  Applications 

by adult females were noticeably higher in the urban centres of Bristol, Exeter, 

and Truro.28  The only other District in the 1866 Report offering comparable 

data, for a mainly rural area, incorporated the eastern counties and thirteen 

Unions in Kent: 

25 Reports on Vagrancy 1866. 
26 ibid. p.4. 
27 See Chs.6-8 for details of casual relief at Bath. 
28 The south-west was not the focus of a seasonal migrant labour system - see below. There 
was no great cyclical demand, in south-west England, for large numbers of labourers in any 
particular industrial locality: J.S. Taylor, ‘A Different Kind of Speenhamland: Non-resident 
Relief in the Industrial Revolution’, The Journal of British Studies, 30, 2 (April 1991),183-
208 (p.189). 
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Table 4.1  Gender and adult/child ratios of

 persons receiving casual relief 
 half-year to 30 June 1865,       
Eastern England and Kent (a) 

County 
& population 
1861 Census 

(000s)

Male  
(No.)

Female 
(No.)

Children ) 
(No.) 

(b) 

adult females 
as 

percentage of 
total

Cambridgeshire (176) 646 97 133 11 

Essex (405) 6339 1703 1020 19 

Norfolk (435) 1836 234 165 10 

Suffolk (337) 1267 167 169 10 

Kent (546) (c) 5306 1372 902 18 

Notes:
a) Figures include unknown proportion of individuals admitted on more than one occasion
during the half-year
b) The gender of children not given.
c) Relief figures for thirteen Unions only; population for Kent as a whole
Sources: 
adapted from unnumbered Table in: Inspectors Report, 1866, pp. 33-35; ‘Population and Vital 
Statistics 7. Population of the Counties of the British Isles -1801-1951’, Mitchell & Deane, 
Abstract, p. 22 

The data suggest that, in rural counties at this date, while the ratios varied 

from Union to Union, roughly ten to thirteen per cent of adults receiving casual 

relief were female, and that in counties with a large urban centre, such as 

Bristol, the ratio was higher.  For counties on the fringes of London, such as 

Essex and Kent, a much higher proportion of applicants were females, at 

around eighteen per cent.29  There were higher numbers of children receiving 

casual relief in these fringe counties, too.  The data refer to the summer 

months and it seems likely that for Essex and Kent (and other home counties 

not mentioned here) they reflect use of the casual wards by families and 

29 The proportion of females was even higher in places like Liverpool and Manchester - 
approximately 30 per cent in the mid-1860s. Provision for females in the North West was 
high, often matching that for males: Reports on Vagrancy 1866,  pp. 165-166. This ratio may 
have arisen from the pressure of Irish families: see below, Chs. 5 & 7. 
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others involved in a seasonal exodus from London and other urban centres, 

who went into the countryside to engage in a variety of temporary agricultural 

work.30

 A snapshot of casual relief in the south-west is obtained from an analysis 

of one week’s applications in June 1872.31  Drawing again from those Unions 

selected for the research, adult females constituted between ten and 

seventeen per cent of casual relief applicants.32  In the immediately ensuing 

years, there are no surviving national or regional data concerning the gender 

or age of persons claiming casual relief.  Occasionally, local records provide 

details, as at Clifton/Barton Regis in 1874 and 1880.33 

30 ‘Rough women’, from the East End of London, worked summer months in Essex market 
gardens before crossing to Kent for hop-picking: R. Samuel, ‘Comers and Goers’ in: Dyos, 
H.J. et. al. (eds.) The Victorian City, Vol. I (London; Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973) pp.123-
160 (p.135).  He emphasizes the scale of movement, stressing the ‘constant state of flux’ in 
which individuals assumed different working identities at different seasons and stages of their 
lives; ‘...the tramp, the navvy and the pedlar might be one and the same person’: ibid. p.152.  
In the rural west vagrant children were ‘on the road’ chiefly during the pea and hop-picking 
seasons: ‘Inspector Wethered’s Report’, Thirty-fourth Annual Report of LGB 1904-1905 (Cd. 
2661) p.231. 
31 Inspector Wodehouse’s ‘Analysis of Weekly returns, Form A, First Week of June 1872’ in: 
Inspectors Correspondence 1871-1879, TNA/MH32/91. 
32 Overall, low numbers claimed relief, with only one male listed for the whole of Cornwall in 
that week. The low rate of applications in Cornwall is addressed in later chapters. 
33 Clifton PLU was renamed Barton Regis in 1877.  See below, Ch.8. 



197 
Table 4.2 Gender and adult/child ratios of

persons receiving casual relief               
in the half-years to 
September 1874 and September 1880
Clifton/Barton Regis PLU (Bristol) 34 

Half-year to 
September

Male 
(Number)

Female 
(Number)

Children 
(Number)

adult females as 
percentage of total

1874 521 117 71 17 

1880 1596 212 130 11 

Notes:
a) Gender of children not given
Source: 
Table compiled from half-year accounts in:
Correspondence LGB-Clifton PLU 1875, TNA/MH12/4019, Correspondence LGB-Barton 
Regis PLU 1881, TNA/MH12/4024 

 At the end of the 1870s, LGB Inspectors began to collect limited data on 

bed provision and occupancy in PLUs, which distinguished gender in the 

casual wards.  The inspection statistics for the sampled south-west Unions 

are fragmentary but support the conclusion that, generally, the numbers of 

females seeking casual relief were low, proportionate to males and in 

absolute terms.35  However, at times, in some locations, use of casual wards 

by female applicants was significantly higher, with examples ranging up to 

twenty per cent or more of the total.

 In contrast, Fillmore’s study of females using the casual wards of Bedford 

Workhouse, in the years 1881-1891, found a low ratio of women to men.36  

Fifty-one per cent of the women admitted at Bedford travelled with a family 

member, forty-nine per cent alone, and the ‘...great majority were charwomen, 

34 The original documents use the terms ‘tramps’ and ‘tramp wards‘. Cells were in use here 
by 1873 - possibly the earliest in the West Country. See below, Ch. 8. 
35 Provision and occupancy rates are discussed in Chs. 6-8. 
36J.  Fillmore, ‘The female vagrant’. Fillmore does not provide statistics but states that 
numbers in the Bedford casual wards reflected Vorspan’s conclusion that women never 
represented more than ten per cent of the nomadic population of England and Wales: ibid. 
p.151.
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fieldworkers, and those involved in sewing, seamstressing … laundry… or 

washing work’.37  No clear link was found between admission and local 

seasonal work opportunities.  In another location, Lancaster, casual ward 

returns for occupancy on 1st January, in the years 1891-1895, reveal that 

female admissions amounted to an average of just over eight per cent of the 

totals for this period.38

 In the early years of the twentieth century, the Departmental Committee 

on Vagrancy compiled a large body of data for its 1906 Report, which 

included limited information on the gender ratios of those claiming relief.  The 

Committee held strong moral views on female vagrants, stating that ‘...it is 

altogether wrong to recognize a class of vagrant women at all’, asserting that 

they should not be tramping with their husbands.39  One of the Committee’s 

recommendations was that the casual wards should be closed to female 

vagrants, who should be admitted, instead, to the main workhouse.40  It was 

proposed that the supposedly small number of habitual female vagrants 

should be sent to a labour colony reserved for women.41

 The Departmental Committee’s Report suggests that, proportionate to 

males, there may have been a decline in females receiving casual relief in the 

period 1890-1905, although their evidence is not conclusive.42  There are 

indications that numbers of females claiming relief were higher in summer, 

which supports the finding that some women (and children) left towns and 

37 ibid. p.156. 
38 ‘Mr. Jenner-Fust’s Report’, Twenty-fifth Annual Report of LGB 1895-1896 (C. 8212) p.209. 
39 Report of DC, I, p.111.  That wives should be ‘in their proper sphere at home’ was a widely 
held view: E. Hunt, British Labour History 1815-1914 (London; Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1981) 
pp.23-25.  
40 The Committee assumed that if a woman was ‘decent’, she would prefer admission to the 
latter; if, conversely, the woman was an ‘habitual’ vagrant, she would be deterred from 
applying for relief in the main workhouse: Report of DC,  pp.111-112, 119. 
41 Report of DC, p.112. On labour colonies, see below, Ch. 8. 
42 See Ch. 5 for evidence that illustrates a significant reduction over a longer period. 
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cities in these months, to undertake agricultural work, and often used casual 

wards.43

 A short sequence of tables and a chart, shown below (Tables 4.3 - 4.6, 

Chart 4.2) provides a national picture of adults receiving casual relief at the 

turn of the nineteenth century, regional data for East Anglia and Yorkshire in 

the same period, and summarizes a police census of vagrants sleeping 

outside casual wards in 1905.44 

43 See above.  A higher proportion of women and children used the casual wards in the 
summer because it was easier for them ‘to go about the country’ - and ‘a good many […] go 
hop-picking and so on’: ‘Evidence of Mr. H. Preston-Thomas, LGB Inspector’, Report of DC, 
II, Q. 283-289, p.12. 
44 The data also show numbers of children receiving casual relief, which are discussed later in 
the chapter. 
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Table 4.3  Gender and adult/child ratios of

persons receiving casual relief  
England and Wales  
nights of 1 January & 1 July 1890-1905 

Year

No.

1st 
Jan. 

No.

(a) 

No.

adult 
female 

as 
percentage 

of total No.

1st 
Jul. 

No.

(a) 

No.

adult 
female 

as 
percentage 

of total

M. F. Child % M. F. Child %

1890 (b) (b) (b) 4105 697 255 14 

1891 4204 553 164 11 4384 758 281 14 

1892 5253 748 306 12 4669 823 344 14 

1893 5096 662 182 11 6220 887 411 12 

1894 7045 918 334 11 4640 903 321 15 

1895 7631 879 297 10 (b) (b) 300 

1896 7546 { (c) 313 6287 { (c) 381 

1897 6626 { (c) 296 4929 { (c) 265 

1898 7530 { (c) 356 5087 { (c) 251 

1899    
to 
1903 

(b) (b) (b) (b) (b) (b) 

1904 7618 731 170 9 5770 805 173 12 

1905 8693 887 188 9 7554 813 189 10 

Notes: 
a) gender of children not given
b) no information available
c) { female figures included in male totals
Source:
adapted from unnumbered table in: Report of DC, III, Appendix V, p.26 
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 Chart 4.2  Gender and adult/child ratios of persons 
 receiving casual relief: England and Wales, 
1 January 1891 and 1905 

Source 

Constructed from data in: Report of Departmental Committee on Vagrancy, 1906, I, (Cd.2892) 
p.18
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Table 4.4    Gender and adult/child ratios of

persons receiving casual relief
East Anglia, 1899 and 1900 (a) 

County 
& population 
1901 Census 

(000s)

1899 
(Number)

percentage 
of total

1900 
(Number)

percentage 
of total

Essex (1,084)

Male 18237 80 12989 77 

Female 2821 12 2561 15 

Children (b) 1754 8 1344 8 

Totals 22813 16894 

Norfolk (476)

Male 13881 92 8931 92 

Female 760 5 542 6 

Children (b) 454 3 216 2 

Totals 15095 9689 

Suffolk (373)

Male 15436 87 11208 87 

Female 1296 7 1119 9 

Children (b) 923 5 511 4 

Totals 17655 12838 

Notes: 
a) Figures include unknown proportion of individuals admitted on more than one occasion
during the year
b) Gender of children not given
Source:
Adapted from: ‘Inspector Hervey’s Report’, Thirtieth Annual Report of LGB 1900-1901 (Cd. 
746)  p.101; ‘Population and Vital Statistics 7. Population of the Counties of the British Isles -
1801-1951’, Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, p.22 
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Table 4.5     Gender and adult/child ratios of

persons receiving casual relief
Yorkshire, 1896, 1898, and 1900 (a) (b) 

1896 
(No.)

percent 
 of total

1898 
(No.)

percent 
of total

1900 
(No.)

percent 
 of total

Male 156134 86 137081 86 92755 86 

Female 17227 10 15227 10 11208 10 

Children 
(c) 

8095 4 7632 5 3615 3 

Totals 181,456 159,840 107,578 

Notes: 

(a)  Figures include unknown proportion of individuals admitted on more than one occasion 
during the year
(b)  County Population in all Ridings, 1901 Census, 3,605,000
(c)  Gender of children not given
Source:
Adapted from: ‘Mr. Bagenal’s Report’, Thirtieth Annual Report of LGB 1900-1901 (Cd.746) p. 
163; ‘Population and Vital Statistics 7. Population of the Counties of the British Isles -1801-
1951’, Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, p.22 

Table  4.6          Police Census of persons designated vagrant 
      sleeping in Common Lodging Houses and
      locations other than casual wards
      England and Wales, 7 July 1905 

CLHs 
(Numbers)

Other Locations 
(Numbers)

Male 41,439 10,750 

Female 4,869 2,436 

Children 1,280 1,438 

Totals 47,588 14,624 

adult females as 
percentage of total 

10 17 

Source:  adapted from: Report of DC, I, p.18 
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The slight decrease in the proportions of women and children using the wards 

between 1891 and 1905 is illustrated in Table 4.3 and the accompanying 

chart but it is unclear whether the decrease was due to greater vigilance 

about school attendance, or to increased concerns with child protection.45  

There is little evidence on gender ratios for the south-west around the turn of 

the century, but figures obtained for another mainly rural District (West 

Midlands) which consisted of parts or the whole of Gloucestershire, Hereford, 

Somerset, Staffordshire, Wiltshire and Worcestershire, show that females 

claiming relief averaged just below fifteen per cent of the male totals in that 

area, in the years 1904 to 1909.46   

 The comparative material for the years around the turn of the century for 

East Anglia and for the Ridings of Yorkshire reveal a somewhat lower ratio of 

females than in the District just cited.  The exception is Essex, where 

seasonal migration of women (and children) for agricultural work seems to 

have been significant, as, perhaps, it was in the West Midlands District (Table 

4.4).  The information from West Midlands District, from East Anglia, and from 

Yorkshire, suggests that, as a proportion of the total, female occupancy levels 

of casual wards mostly ranged between eight and fifteen percent at the end of 

the nineteenth century, which accords with national data (Table 4.3).   

45 See below, on child vagrancy, and attempts to protect children of vagrants. 
46 G. Matthews, ‘The Search for a Cure’, Appendix, p.116.  Information from St. Austell, for 
1904-1905, provides contrasting evidence - see Ch. 5. 



205 
The variation seems to have been at least partly due to the local availability of 

seasonal agricultural work - e.g. the ratio of females to males in Norfolk was 

noticeably lower.47

 In the early twentieth century, at the request of the Departmental 

Committee, a special police census was undertaken in order to locate 

vagrants outside casual wards, which also identified women and children 

(Table 4.6).  The results from ‘other locations’ closely mirrored the findings of 

the 1901 national census, but the Committee concluded that the police 

census was unreliable because of the problems of enumeration in lodging 

houses, and because many vagrants were in temporary summer work and not 

counted.48  Nevertheless, even allowing for a substantial margin of error, the 

police census figure for ‘other locations’ is another indication that the female 

vagrant population was often higher than Vorspan’s limit of ten per cent.

 The few national statistics that are available indicate that, between 1845-

1847 and 1905, the actual number of adult females using the casual wards 

had almost doubled, in proportional terms, relative to the increase in 

population.  As a percentage of all persons receiving casual relief, women 

claimants decreased, however, from nineteen per cent to nine per cent.49  The 

fall coincided with a small decline in the proportion of adult females in paid 

occupations between 1851 and 1911 but, as that was at least partly due to 

‘the transfer of work from home to factories and workshops’, it is unlikely to 

47 Evidently migrant labour never played a major part in Norfolk agriculture. The rural 
population grew until the 1860s, but was increasingly employed as a casual workforce; 
thereafter, rural depopulation, and the introduction of harvest machinery created more regular 
employment for a small, resident workforce: A. Howkins, Poor Labouring Men: Rural 
Radicalism in Norfolk 1870-1923 (London; Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985) pp.8-10. 
48 Report of DC, I, p.22. Locating ‘rough sleepers’ is a problem familiar to modern surveyors of 
homeless persons. 
49 See below, Tables 4.10 and 4.11. 
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have been a factor in the drop in women’s use of casual relief.50

 The national figures are stark summaries and allowance must be made 

for local variation.  For example, the figures for 1845-1847 were almost 

certainly distorted by an increase in adult female and child applications from 

victims of the Irish famine.  Nevertheless, historians, particularly in the first 

half of the period, have underestimated adult female use of casual relief.  

Despite the fall in the relative proportion of female applicants, the allocation of 

beds for them remained remarkably high: in 1904, twenty-five per cent of the 

total number of casual ward places in England and Wales were allocated to 

‘women’ and ‘women with children’, a figure that may well be representative of 

most of the Edwardian years.51  

4.1.2  Vagrant children and the children of vagrants 

Studies of children’s lives in the period include specialist accounts of ‘criminal’ 

children, and more general work on the treatment of infants and youngsters in 

the workhouse system.52  Less attention has been paid to children receiving 

casual relief, who usually accompanied a parent, relative or informal guardian 

in the casual wards.53  Others, orphaned or deserted, were taken into the care 

of Guardians, becoming workhouse inmates.  A third segment, those 

described as ‘street children’, if not taken into the workhouse, were likely to 

50 Hunt, British Labour History,  pp.17-18. 
51 ‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards (From Replies furnished by Boards of 
Guardians)’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, p. 81. The replies concerned bed state in 1904. 
Most casual wards had been completed by then. The male/female ratio of beds may have 
changed after 1904 but was not recorded as a national statistic in this period.  
52 For example:  Crowther, The Workhouse System, pp.201-207 & passim; B. Daniels, ‘Street 
Children and Philanthropy in the second half of the Nineteenth Century’ (PhD thesis; Open 
University, 2007); J. Duckworth, Fagin’s Children: Criminal Children in Victorian England 
(London; Hambledon, 2002); S. Fowler, Workhouse: The People, The Places, The Life 
Behind Doors (Kew; The National Archives, 2007) Ch. 5; P. Wood, Poverty and the 
Workhouse in Victorian Britain (Stroud; Alan Sutton, 1991) passim.
53 There is a distinction between vagrant children - living rough, by themselves, or under the 
loosest of adult supervision  - and children who accompanied vagrant parents or, in some 
cases, other vagrant adults.  
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enter the criminal justice system, appearing before the courts for begging, 

vagrancy, or having ‘bad and neglectful’ parents, or were rescued by 

philanthropic organizations.54  Here, our main interest is in the first group, 

those children using the casual relief system.

 The legal definition of a child varied according to circumstances (as it 

does today).  Usually only the age of infants (birth to two years) was specified 

in Poor Law inspection documents.55  If a child was maintained (because the 

parents had deserted, were dead, or unfit) the Guardians retained parental 

rights to age eighteen.  Children under fourteen, appearing before a court for 

begging, vagrancy, or having neglectful parents, were sent to industrial 

schools; those aged between twelve and sixteen, convicted of crimes for 

which an adult would have been imprisoned, could be detained in a 

reformatory for up to five years.56   

 Children designated vagrant, those accompanying adult vagrants, those 

in the care of Guardians or charities, and those in the industrial schools and 

reformatories, were selected for migration.57  Vagrant children from London 

had been sent to the colony of Virginia as early as 1618.58  From the middle of 

the nineteenth century, British philanthropic and religious organizations were 

54 Estimates of the number of children living on the streets varied widely; Lord Shaftesbury 
gave a figure of 30,000 for mid-nineteenth-century London, and there were said to be large 
numbers of vagrant children in cities like Birmingham, Bristol and Liverpool: Daniels, ‘Street 
Children’, Ch. 3, pp.35-49.  
55 For an exception, see Table 4.7 below. 
56 D. Garland, Punishment and Welfare: A History of Penal Strategies (Aldershot; Gower, 
1985) p.8; ‘Industrial Schools Act 1857 (20 & 21 Vict. c.48).  At Exeter, a School of Industry, 
‘arising from the need to support a very considerable portion of the young poor of the City’ 
was proposed as early as 1821: Exeter Corporation of the Poor, 18 October 1821, 
DRO/Court Book 16, 1818-1824. 
57 The Poor Law Amendment Act, 1850 (13 & 14 Vict. c.101) enabled emigration of orphan 
and deserted children, under the age of sixteen, at public expense, providing the child 
consented. 
58 Minutes of Evidence: ‘Memorandum by the Department of Health: Child Migrants’ (CM129) 
House of Commons Select Committee on Health, 1998, p.3: 
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/199798/CMSelect [consulted 21 July 2011]. 
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rescuing children from poverty, vagrancy and neglect, and arranged migration 

for many.  Between 1868 and 1925, some 80,000 British children were sent to 

work in Canada under indentures, although it is not known how many had 

been vagrants, or children accompanying vagrants.59   From 1868, Guardians 

had legal powers to institute proceedings against parents who neglected their 

children, but were reluctant to use them.60  The central authorities continued 

to support the principle of parental authority until the late 1880s; thereafter, 

Guardians gradually acquired growing powers to intervene and adopt.61  

There is some evidence that, following the passing of legislation to prevent 

cruelty to children in 1889, workhouse staff co-operated in a system of 

surveillance, which involved keeping registers of children admitted to the 

casual wards, to alert officials of the National Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) who took cases to court.62  

 Concern for the welfare of the children of vagrants became more focused 

in the final years of the nineteenth century, and Guardians of various PLUs 

petitioned the LGB, requesting an investigation, and increased powers to 

detain and educate them.63  Six attempts were made between 1899 and 1906 

to introduce new legislation to imprison unemployed adults wandering in the 

59 Probably about ten per cent were from Poor Law Unions; a third of the total were orphans: 
ibid. p.4. 
60 Webbs, Poor Law Policy,  p.180: ‘Poor Law Amendment Act’, 1868 (31 & 32 Vict. c.122). 
61 Webbs, Poor Law Policy, pp. 203-206.  Guardians appear to have used these powers for 
children in Poor Law institutions; it is unclear whether children of vagrants were adopted.  
Reformatories and industrial schools could also assist children to emigrate if they consented: 
‘Reformatory & Industrial Schools Act’, 1891 (54 & 55 Vict. c. 23). 
62 ‘Evidence of R. Parr, Director of NSPCC to Departmental Committee’, 12 September 1905, 
Report of DC, II, Q. 10927-11058, esp. 10954-10956.  Prosecutions by the NSPCC of vagrant 
parents were few, ranging between six and seventeen cases per annum in the years 1900-
1905, ibid. Q. 10957. 
63 R. Hall, ‘Vagrant Children - without education or protection’ (unpublished paper, 6.12.2009). 
I am grateful to Rosemary Hall for allowing me access to her work. See also: ‘Inspector 
Fleming’s Report’, Twenty-fourth Annual  Report of LGB 1894-95 (C.7867) Appendix B, p. 36; 
he asserted that ‘many vagrants would be only too glad to get rid of their children’.  Another 
Inspector described children being dragged round the country by vagrants who may or may 
not be the parents: ‘Mr. Jenner-Fust’s Report’, Twenty-fifth Annual Report of LGB, 1895-1896 
(C. 8212) p.209.  
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company of a child aged under sixteen, the latter to be placed in a workhouse 

or industrial school.64  Existing legislation permitted Guardians to detain and 

adopt children relieved in the casual wards, but placed a heavy charge upon 

local rates.65  The various Vagrant Children Protection Bills proposed that the 

maintenance charges should fall upon counties.66  The 1903 and 1906 

versions of the Bill also advanced powers for Guardians to assist emigration 

of such children to a British colony.67  Although the Bills had widespread 

support among Guardians, Members of Parliament, and children’s charities, 

all six attempts to pass them failed.68

 The national records identifying children claiming casual relief are scanty 

but reveal a clear, overall trend, albeit with local variation.  In the early 

decades of casual relief, substantial numbers of children accompanied their 

parents (or other adults) on the roads, with data from 1845-1847 indicating 

that some sixteen per cent of recipients were aged under sixteen (Chart 4.1 

above; Table 4.10 below).69  Given that child labour participation rates 

increased during the ‘classic’ era of industrialization, to 1850, it is possible 

that some of the children using casual relief were already involved in the 

64 Broadly similar Bills to protect the children of vagrants were introduced in Parliament in 
1899, 1900, 1901, 1903, 1904 and 1906. 
65 Poor Law Act, 1899 (62 & 63 Vict. c.37). 
66 E.g. Vagrant Children Protection Bill 1899 (299) (62 & 63 Vict.). 
67 Vagrant Children Protection Bill, 1903 (167) (3 Edw. 7);1906 (142) (6 Edw. 7). 
68 Within the Home Office, the Bills were regarded as potentially oppressive and muddled, 
particularly as the children of ‘honest wayfarers’ would be vulnerable: ‘Vagrant Children 
Protection Bills, 1899-1906’, TNA/HO45/10182/B30306. ‘The mere fact of being on the tramp 
with a child should not be considered an offence’: Report of DC, I, p.117.  Both Home Office 
officials and the Committee believed that existing legislation offered sufficient protection, viz. 
Industrial Schools Act 1866 (29 & 30 Vict. c.118); Elementary Education Act 1876 (39 & 40 
Vict. c.79); Poor Law Act 1899 (62 & 63 Vict. c.37) ; Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act 
1904 (4 Edw. VII c.15).  The legislation is reviewed in: Report of DC, I, pp.114-117. 
69 Other adults included relatives (such as older siblings) but precise relationships were not 
always stated in the records: see Ch. 5. 
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labour market.70  By the century’s end, the actual number of children receiving 

casual relief had decreased by over half while, as a proportion of all 

recipients, the percentage had fallen from sixteen to around two per cent 

(Chart 4.2 above, Table 4.11 below).71  An analysis for the years 1895-1898 

classified children into three age groups: 

Table 4.7      Numbers of Children relieved in Casual Wards,    
 England and Wales,
 nights of 1 January & 1 July, 1895-1898 

Age groups 
(a)

1st 
Jan

do. do. do. 1st 
Jul

do. do. do.

1895 1896 1897 1898 1895 1896 1897 1898 

between 
birth and 2 
years

  (b) 43 57 60 59 53 47 43 

between 
2 and 7 
years

(b) 108 99 140 109 151 93 98 

between 
7 and 16 
years

(b) 167 138 153 132 175 125 105 

Totals  (b) 313 296* 356* 300 381* 265 251* 

Notes:
a) Age groups reproduced from original
b) information not included in original
* includes a few children whose age could not be given
Source: 
adapted from unnumbered table in: Report of DC, III, Appendix V, p. 27 

The figures in Table 4.7 show a lower total number of children in the youngest 

age cohort using casual wards on the cited dates, which may suggest that it 

70 J. Humphries, ‘Childhood and child labour in the British industrial revolution’, EHR, 66, 2 
(2013), 395-418, passim.  One of the factors associated with a younger working age was 
poverty as indicated by contact with Poor Law authorities: ibid. p.415. 
71 The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children estimated three per cent of 
the total number of vagrants. The police census of 1905 found four and half per cent of 
vagrants outside the casual wards were children: Report of DC, I, p.113.  
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was more difficult for adults to travel around with infants and smaller children. 

The Departmental Committee concluded that the numbers of vagrant children 

had been grossly exaggerated and that there were ‘...fewer vagrant children 

now’, giving a probable estimate of three per cent of all vagrants.72  One 

historian has claimed that women and children were less likely to use the 

casual wards ‘because they had more success as beggars’.73  It seems more 

certain that the combined effect of the use of industrial schools and, 

subsequently, the introduction of compulsory education, together with a 

gradual decline in the demand for seasonal labour, explains why fewer 

children were claiming relief by the end of the nineteenth century.74 

4.1.3  The ages of casual ward users 

Few sets of quantifiable, national data on the ages of recipients of casual 

relief appear in the records, and there is an interlude of some sixty years 

between the first summary in the 1840s and the next.  The national data for 

the research period are shown in the following charts and tables, together with 

a contemporary record of relief at Exeter purporting to show that vagrants 

using casual wards were of working age. 

72 Report of DC, I, p.113.  The Committee seems to have been describing children of 
vagrants. National estimates conceal local variation, e.g. in Essex, the percentage of children 
using casual wards in 1899-1900 was almost eight per cent -above, Table 4.6. 
73 Crowther, The Workhouse System, p.256.  No evidence is cited to support this claim. 
74  A Northumberland police census of 1905 found very few women or children using the 
roads: Chief Constable of Northumberland, evidence to Departmental Committee, Report of 
DC, II, Q. 7531-7536. See also Ch.5. 
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Chart 4.3 Ages of persons receiving casual relief   

England and Wales
third week of December 1845, 1846, 1847 (a) 

Notes
a) age groups as shown in original document
b) Average of combined totals third week of December 1845, 1846, & 1847
c) Gender of children not shown in original
Source
Chart compiled from statistics in: ‘Summary of Returns from 603 Unions and Places under 
Local Acts in England and Wales of the Number of Vagrants and Tramps relieved in 
Workhouses on each night of the Week ending 20 December 1845, and also on each night of 
the corresponding Week ending 19 December 1846’; ‘Summary of Returns from 596 Unions 
and places under Local Acts in England and Wales, of the Numbers of Vagrants and 
Trampers relieved in Workhouses on each night of the Week ended 18 December 1847’: IV. 
Tables Relating to Vagrancy, Reports and Communications on Vagrancy 1847-1848 (987) pp. 
98-99 75 

75 See Chart 4.1, n.24 regarding accuracy of original source. 
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Chart 4.4  Ages of persons receiving casual relief

England and Wales
night of 1 January 1905  (a) (b)

Notes:
a) Age groups as selected by LGB
b) includes 293 applications for casual relief relieved otherwise than in workhouses and
casual wards
c) Gender of children not given
Source:
adapted from: Report of DC, I, p.18, and unnumbered table in III, Appendix V, p.27 
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Table 4.8 Casual relief recipients aged over 65 years        

England and Wales, on nights of
1 July 1899, 1 January 1900, 1 January 1905 (a) 

Male 
(Number)

Female 
(Number)

Total Total as 
percentage 

of all 
casual 

applicants 
relieved 

Total as 
percentage 
of Adult 
casual 
applicants 

relieved 

1 July 1899 368 94 462 9 9 

1 Jan. 1900 224 (b) 59   (b) 283 5 5 

1 Jan. 1905 394 95 489 5 5 

Notes: 
a) Age groups as selected by LGB
b) includes 48 men and 19 women aged 70 and over
Source:             
adapted from Report of DC, III, Appendix V., p.27 

Table 4.9      Age of casual relief recipients
 Exeter PLU
1 April 1903 - 31 March 1904 (a) 

Age  in years 
(b)

Male 
(Number)

Female 
(Number)

Children (c) 
(Number)

0-16 45 

16-25 143 } 

26-35 650 } 

36-45 760 } 

46-55 471 }       99  (d) 

56-65 533 10 

over 65 130 2 

Totals 2696 111 45 

Notes: 
(a)   Evidence of Inspector Preston Thomas to Departmental Committee
(b)   Age groups as cited in original         
(c)   Gender of children not given      
(d)   Age groups of females 16-55 conflated in original
Source:
adapted from Report of DC, II, Q.272, p.11 
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Table 4.10  Comparison of ages of persons receiving casual relief 

third week of December, 1845-1847 (a) (b)
with Census data 1851 (c)  England and Wales 

Persons 
receiving 
Casual Relief 
1845-1847 

Total 
Population 
England and 
Wales  
Census 1851 

percent. 
of average 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
December 
1845-1847 

0-15 years

percent.        
of average 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
December 
1845-1847 

16-60 years

percent.        
of average 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
December 
1845-1847 

60 + years

Total 
percentage 
in receipt 
of 
Casual  
Relief 
December 
1845-1847

percent. of 
different 
groups in 
Total 
Population 
England 
and Wales 
Census 
1851

Adult males 
receiving casual 
relief 

64% 2% 66% 

Adult Male 
population 
Census 1851 

28% 3% 31% 

Adult Females 
receiving casual 
relief 

18% 1% 19% 

Adult Female 
population 
Census 1851 

29% 4% 33% 

Adults receiving 
casual relief 

85% 

Adult population 
Census 1851 

65% 

Children 
receiving casual 
relief 

16% 16% 

Child population 
Census 1851 

35% 35% 

Notes
a) Age groups as selected by PLB; Census data matched to PLB selection
b) Average of combined totals of third week of December 1845, 1846, & 1847
c) 1851 census chosen as nearest to 1845-1847
Sources 
Percentages calculated from statistics in: ‘Summary of Returns from 603 Unions and Places 
under Local Acts in England and Wales of the Number of Vagrants and Tramps relieved in 
Workhouses on each night of the Week ending 20 December 1845, and also on each night of 
the corresponding Week ending 19 December 1846’; ‘Summary of Returns from 596 Unions 
and places under Local Acts in England and Wales, of the Numbers of Vagrants and 
Trampers relieved in Workhouses on each night of the Week ended 18 December 1847’: IV. 
Tables Relating to Vagrancy, Reports and Communications on Vagrancy 1847-1848 (987) pp. 
98-99, and from Census data in: ‘Population and Vital Statistics 4. Population by Sex and 
Age-Groups (Quinary)’, Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, p.12 (extract of figures for England and 
Wales only) 
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Table 4.11   Comparison of Ages of Persons receiving casual relief 

night of 1 January 1905 (a) (b) 
with Census Data 1901, England and Wales (c) 

Persons 
receiving 
Casual Relief 
1905 

Total 
Population 
England and 
Wales  
Census 1901 

percent. of 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
1905 

0-15 years 

percent. of 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
1905 

16-34 
years 

percent. of 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
1905 

35-64 
years 

percent. of 
total 
receiving 
Casual 
Relief, 
1905 

65 & 
upwards 

Total 
percent. 
in receipt 
of 
Casual  
Relief 
1905 

percentage 
of different 
groups in 
Total 
Population 
England and 
Wales, 
Census 
1901 

Adult males 
receiving 
casual relief 

22% 63% 4% 89% 

Adult Male 
population 
Census 1901 

17% 13% 2% 32% 

Adult Females 
receiving 
casual relief 

1% 7% 1% 9% 

Adult Female 
population 
Census 1901 

19% 14% 3% 36% 

Adults 
receiving 
casual relief 

98% 

Adult 
population 
Census 1901 

68% 

Children 
receiving 
casual relief 

2% 2% 

Child 
population 
Census 1901 

32% 32% 

Notes
a) Age groups as selected by LGB; Census data matched to LGB selection
b) includes 293 applications relieved otherwise than in workhouses or casual wards
c) 1901 census selected as nearest to1905
d) all percentages rounded up or down to nearest whole number
Sources 
adapted from: Report of DC, I, p.18, and unnumbered table in III, Appendix V, p.27
and from  
Census data in: ‘Population and Vital Statistics 4. Population by Sex and Age-Groups 
(Quinary)’ Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, p.12 (extract of figures for England and Wales only) 
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Although the age groupings are restricted, the mid-century figures reveal a 

high proportion of children (Chart 4.3, Table 4.10).  It will be shown in the next 

chapter that, in the first half of the nineteenth century, at a time of high labour 

mobility and when education for children was not yet compulsory, many family 

groups, of varying composition, were using occasional and, from 1837, casual 

relief facilities.76  Most of the 1905 data (Chart 4.4) are not exactly comparable 

with the mid-century figures, because of differences in the adult age 

groupings; additionally, the 1905 figures are for only one night.  However, the 

age grouping for children was almost the same and shows a large fall in 

numbers receiving casual relief, from sixteen per cent in 1845-1847 to two per 

cent in 1905, an outcome explained by the introduction of compulsory 

education (to age twelve by 1899) and by a decrease in labour mobility that 

had commenced by the end of the nineteenth century.77  Few family groups 

were now using the wards.

 The predominance of adults aged thirty-five to sixty five in 1905 (seventy 

per cent) cannot be compared directly with the 1845-1847 figures, but 

suggests a rise in the ages of the casual relief population by the early 

twentieth century.  This male age group was disproportionately represented in 

the casual wards when compared to the general population.  Insignificant 

numbers of persons aged over sixty (three per cent) received casual relief 

during the 1840s (Chart 4.3, Table 4.10) but, by 1905, those over sixty-five 

had reached five per cent, reinforcing the supposition that ages were rising 

(Chart 4.4, Table 4.11).  The afore-mentioned decline in labour mobility and 

the significant decrease in children receiving casual relief reduced the 

76 Labour mobility ‘almost certainly’ increased between 1830 and 1860: Hunt, British Labour 
History,  pp.148-9. 
77 ibid. pp.152-153. 
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numbers of younger persons in the wards.  The gradual decline in the overall 

death rate for England and Wales, which accelerated from the 1890s 

onwards, also may have had an impact.78  However, even as late as 1900-

1902, the comparative mortality rate for general labourers, by then the 

commonest recorded occupation of male applicants for casual relief, was over 

twice the average for all occupied males, only marginally lower than the rate 

for the most dangerous occupation, tin mining.79  The high proportion of males 

aged between thirty-five and sixty-five years receiving casual relief may reflect 

that, for unskilled labourers, the ageing process, accompanied by increased 

sickness and falling earnings began in their forties.80  Additionally, Britain had 

become a ‘labour surplus’ economy, particularly from the 1870s, when 

population expanded more rapidly among the poorer sections of the working 

classes, outstripping demand for labour.81   

 Contemporaries in mid-century believed that ‘the supply of labour had 

overstocked the market in skilled trades’.  However, demographic 

explanations for the newly discovered problem of unemployment, from          

c.1870 onwards, seem to have been absent from contemporary discussion.82  

Prior to the twentieth century, those persons who survived the hazardous 

early years had a good chance of living to their later fifties or sixties, 

especially if female although, due to a high birth rate in the nineteenth 

78 ‘Population & Vital Statistics 12. Crude Death rates and Infant Mortality’, Mitchell & Deane, 
Abstract, pp.36-37. 
79 Hunt, British Labour History, p. 43; P. Johnson, ‘The Employment and Retirement of Older 
Men in England and Wales, 1881-1981’, EHR (New Series) 47, 1 (February 1994), 106-128 
(pp.119-120). 
80 Hunt, British Labour History, p. 8. Even in the twentieth century, the onset of ageing was 
assumed to commence in the fifties: P. Thane, Old Age in English History: Past Experiences, 
Present Issues (Oxford; OUP, 2002) p.4. (first published 2000). 
81 Hunt, British about History,  pp.54-55, 172. 
82 J. Burnet, Idle Hands; The Experience of Unemployment, 1790-1990 (London; Routledge, 
1994) pp.90-91, 158. 
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century, the proportion of older people was historically low.83  While older 

applicants may have become more numerous in the casual wards by the 

1900s, those in their sixties and seventies were still a distinct minority.  In an 

age when most men worked for as long as they could, few reached what is 

now regarded as conventional retirement age.84  Working conditions and 

lifestyle for most of the (male) mobile labour force may have reduced life 

expectancy but, nonetheless, in 1905, four per cent of males in the casual 

wards were aged sixty-five and over, double the rate in the general population 

(Table 4.11).  Sixty-five was an ‘important employment threshold’ even prior to 

the introduction of pensions and welfare benefits; labour force participation of 

those aged sixty-five and above was falling throughout the nineteenth century, 

and quite rapidly by the early 1900s.85  The majority of ‘non-occupied elderly’ 

were in receipt of Poor Law assistance between 1881-1909 and the 

disproportionate percentages in the wards suggest that casual relief became 

a refuge for itinerant, impoverished, older males who did not qualify for 

admission to the main workhouse or outrelief.86

 Despite such evidence, the Departmental Committee claimed that the 

majority of those relieved were of working age, and published the information 

shown in Table 4.8.  Additionally, figures from Exeter  (Table 4.9) were cited 

to emphasize the Committee’s conclusion that the majority of vagrants were in 

83 Thane, Old Age, p.3 
84 Hunt, British Labour History, p.8.  The separation of physical capacity and retirement from 
paid work at a fixed age (on grounds of old age) was a twentieth-century innovation for the 
majority of the population: Thane, Old Age, p.5. 
85 Johnson, ‘Employment and Retirement’, p. 111, Table 1, p.112.  According to the 1895 
Royal Commission on the Aged Poor, Guardians used sixty as the age above which a man 
(or woman) was thought to be no longer able-bodied - but local research suggests that old 
age for men ‘appeared to be based upon the ability to work’: A. Ritch, ‘English Poor Law 
Institutional Care for Older People: Identifying the ‘Aged and Infirm’ and the ‘Sick’ in 
Birmingham Workhouse, 1852-1912’, Social History of Medicine,  27, 1 (February 2014), 64-
85 (pp.66, 78). 
86 The calculations for Poor Law assistance are in Johnson, op. cit., pp.122-123. 
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the ‘able-bodied period of life’. Nevertheless, these figures reveal that the 

majority of males claiming relief at Exeter in 1903-1904 were aged over thirty-

five (seventy per cent) which accords with the national position (Chart 4.4, 

Table 4.11).  The probability that, by the late nineteenth century, the casual 

wards were a repository of (mainly) older men, in decline after a lifetime of 

physical labour, is further discussed below. 

4.1.4  The health of casual ward users 

In the latter half of the eighteenth century, records indicate that, in some 

years, forty per cent or more of male vagrants in London were over age fifty; 

prospects of employability were reduced by old age, injury, and poor health.87  

Many of the Victorian urban poor were weakened and sickly after surviving 

childhood diseases and malnutrition, and unable to find employment; slow, 

non-fatal illness forced others into unemployment; and unhealthy conditions in 

certain trades created a pool of survivors unable to work.88  From 1837, there 

was recognition by administrators of casual relief that some recipients  were 

disabled or elderly, and that work tasks should be adjusted accordingly.89  In 

the original regulations issued by the central Poor Law authority, it was stated 

that ‘it is scarcely necessary to add that the medical officer should be called in 

to visit any vagrant alleging that he is sick; and that immediate attention 

should be paid to his wants’.90  However, there does not appear to have been 

87 Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’, p.136. 
88 A. Wohl, Endangered Lives: Public Health in Victorian Britain (London, Dent, 1983) pp. 10-
13, 257-284.   
89 The recognition is found in the first circulated regulations from Hatfield PLU: Third Annual 
Report of PLC 1837 (546, I/II) Appendix A, p.80. 
90 ‘No. 4. Letter Accompanying Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 1842, Eighth Annual Report of 
PLC 1842 (389) Appendix A, p.65. The instructions were repeated in the revised regulations 
of 1871 and 1882, viz. Article 11, ‘Vagrancy”, General Order No. 19, 18 November 1871, First 
Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C.516) Appendix A, p.60; Article 13, ‘Regulations with 
respect to Casual Paupers’, General Order No. 31, 18 December 1882, Twelfth Annual 
Report of LGB, 1882-1883 (C. 3778) p.68. 
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any attempt by central authorities to construct formal accounts of the health of 

users of casual wards.91  Poor Law officials did not venture beyond 

expressing concern about the dangers of infectious disease being passed on 

from those admitted to the wards.

 It is likely that, throughout this period, many of those classified as vagrant 

had experienced, in varying proportions, malnutrition, childhood diseases, 

poor living conditions (including exposure to adverse weather) and adult 

infections; the toll of physical labour and ageing further undermined their 

health.  One rare glimpse of illness among recipients of casual relief in 596 

Unions in December 1847 reveals that seven per cent were suffering from 

‘fever’, and almost two per cent from other (unspecified) infectious diseases.92  

However, it was not until the later Victorian years that some MOs working in 

PLUs began to publish findings confirming that many vagrants suffered from 

ill-health and required better treatment.  To a large extent, such enquiries 

arose from continuing, underlying concerns about the risks posed by vagrants 

afflicted with infectious disease.93  Many cases of relapsing fever were found 

among the vagrant poor, although there was disagreement as to whether the 

infection was spread through use of casual wards and common lodging 

houses.94  At Leicester in 1871, more than 300 vagrants using the casual 

wards needed rest and medical attention, with many taken to the infirmary ‘for 

91 In Essex, in the 1890s, a way-ticket system was used to assess vagrant health and 
character, but was soon discontinued: G. Cuttle, The Legacy of the Rural Guardians: A Study 
of Conditions in Mid-Essex (Cambridge; Heffer & Sons, 1934) pp.279-280. 
92 ‘Summary of returns from 596 Unions’, week ending 18 December 1847, Reports and 
Communications 1848, p.99. Possibly a significant proportion were Irish Famine victims. See 
below, Chs. 5 and 7. 
93 See, for example: ‘Our Wandering Tribes and Disease’, Lancet, 109, 2794, 17 March 1877, 
p.399; ‘Typhus Fever’, Lancet, 115, 2945, 7 February 1880, p.199; ‘Vagrancy’, Lancet, 121,
3104, 24 February 1883, p.331; ‘Vagrancy’, Lancet, 121, 3111, 14 April 1883, p.646; ‘Small-
Pox in Great Britain’, British Medical Journal, 11 February 1893, p.318. See also Ch. 3, 
above, ‘The infectious vagrant’. 
94  For a description of relapsing fever, and its confusion with typhus, see above, pp.143, 
n.105.
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lengthened treatment’.95  At York, in the 1880s, the MO, Dr. North, contended 

that neglect of vagrant health increased ‘chronic conditions including lung 

disease, heart disease, leg ulcers and syphilis’, while failure to detain itch 

cases for compulsory treatment spread the contagion.96  He condemned the 

system that sent them tramping next morning, arguing that, if vagrants were 

entitled to relief and were ill, they should be treated.97

 Applicants for casual relief who were thought to be infectious, or in need 

of treatment for other conditions, were sometimes turned away from Unions, 

forced to move on after one night, or ‘sent on’ to other, larger workhouses for 

treatment.98  At Bristol, in 1879, two vagrants complained of being forced to 

move on from Thornbury (Glos.) despite ill health.99  In the 1880s, Dr. North 

found that many smaller Unions did not treat vagrants, forcing them to move 

on with advice that better treatment was available at the York Union.  Many 

suffered from serious conditions exacerbated by exposure, lack of food, and 

extensive walking.100  At Exeter, in 1910, two sick vagrants complained, 

separately, of being ‘sent on’; one described being turned away by many 

casual wards; the second stated that he had been specifically directed from 

95 ‘Leicester Union Workhouse’, Lancet, 99, 2530, 24 February 1872, p.271. 
96 Hunter, ‘Vagrancy in the East & West Ridings’, pp.191-191.  Of 2,374 admissions to the 
York casual wards in the first eighteen weeks of 1886, eight per cent requested an MO 
assessment and 118 (five per cent) were transferred to the infirmary; sixty-six had itch, fifty-
two had other diseases: ibid. The figure of eight per cent is similar to that found in 1847, 
across England and Wales - above, p.221, n.92.  Itch is explained in Ch. 3.  
97 ‘Vagrancy’, Lancet, 127, 3275, 5 June 1886, p.181. 
98 It is unclear whether such practice was widespread, but here, examples are quoted from 
Bristol, Exeter, and York, suggesting that it was not uncommon.   
99 Correspondence LGB- Bristol Incorporation 1879-1880, 31 October-26 December 1879, 
TNA/MH12/3879. Bristol Guardians claimed that as age and disease affected the ability of 
vagrants to walk continually, the practice (among country unions) was to drive them by 
degrees into the large towns to ‘casualty unions’.  The latter phrase was described as ‘porters’
parlance’: ibid. 
100 Hunter, ‘Vagrancy in the East & West Ridings’, pp.191-192. Complaints by vagrants, and 
an accompanying report by Dr. North were submitted to the LGB in 1886.  These provide ‘a 
rare opportunity’ to hear the voice of the Victorian vagrant: ibid. p.192. 
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Honiton (Devon) to Exeter for treatment.101          

 During smallpox outbreaks at workhouses, casual wards were often 

closed, with vagrants sent to common lodging houses, where they would not 

have been screened for infection.  For example, over a period of weeks in 

1885, during a smallpox outbreak, fifty-five vagrants were refused admission 

to Bideford casual ward and sent to lodging houses.102  Increased numbers 

were relieved in lodging houses in several northern counties in 1904-1905, 

due to lack of accommodation in casual wards and smallpox outbreaks.103        

 While vagrants were implicated in the dissemination of contagious 

diseases, they were also exposed to infection in the casual relief system.  

Shared facilities, such as reception areas, baths, and association rooms, were 

likely to have been responsible for some cross-infection.  The nature of the 

work task may have caused injury to some.104  The diet was inadequate, 

particularly for men required to perform lengthy tasks of hard labour like 

stone-pounding.105  Additionally, some doctors suggested that the lack of 

vegetables in the dietary might cause scurvy.106  There were contrary views.  

One doctor observed that vagrants were less subject to ‘decimating zymotic’ 

diseases than aggregated, industrious, urban populations, and rarely were 

101 Exeter PLU Guardians Minutes 1908-1911, 6 -13 December 1910, DRO/ Minute Book 21.  
As at Bristol, the complaints were disputed by the sending Unions. 
102 O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy in North Devon’, p.291. 
103 J. Lowry, Inspector, Thirty-fourth Annual Report of LGB 1904-1905 (Cd. 2661) p.271. 
104 Stone-breaking was ‘very liable to cause injury to the eyes whenever the guardians neglect 
to provide a proper covering’: Inspector Dr. Edward Smith, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.176. 
In the many volumes examined for this research, there was only one mention of the purchase 
of eye-protectors: Torrington PLU Guardians Minutes 1895-1897, 1 December 1896, 
NDRO/PLU/15. However, the Departmental Committee stated that eye guards were used in 
many wards: Report of DC, I, p.28. 
105  The casual ward diet is described in Appendix H, below. 
106 ‘Scurvy in Casual Wards’, Lancet, 133, 3427, 4 May 1889, 910.  Its prevention in prisons 
had been resolved many years before: K.J. Carpenter, ‘Nutritional Studies in Victorian 
Prisons’, The Journal of Nutrition, 136 (January 2006) 1-8.  Poor Law authorities ignored the 
lessons, possibly because casual paupers were expected to obtain a portion of their daily 
food while outside the institution: V. J. Johnston, Diet in Workhouses and prisons 1835-1895 
(London; Garland, 1985) p.225. 
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contagious.107  Another thought that habitual tramps were very healthy.108  

The weight of evidence suggests, though, that many vagrants were infected 

with contagious diseases, such as smallpox and scabies, were vectors and, in 

at least some instances, were sent on from casual wards without treatment.  It 

is also likely that a proportion of casual ward users were disabled, although 

statistics were not kept.109

 The attempts of the Departmental Committee and others to classify 

vagrants, coincided with, and were influenced by, the contemporary search for 

explanations of ‘types’ in theories of physical deterioration, degeneration, and 

race.110  Although the Committee concluded that the majority of casual ward 

occupants were of working age, its analysis was limited and did not formally 

investigate their physical or mental health; neither did it explore the 

employment restrictions imposed by age or disability.111  More detailed 

studies emerged in the period following the publication of the Committee’s 

Report.  Dr. Norgate, Medical Officer (M.O.) at Bristol PLU (Stapleton) 

assessed all 168 persons admitted to the casual wards there between 23 April 

and 5 May 1909, classifying them as follows: 

107 Dr. Richardson, ‘Sanitary Condition of Homeless and Nomadic Populations’, Lancet, 125, 
3215, 11 April 1885, pp.671-672. 
108 D. Norgate, Bristol Workhouse MO, 1909 - see below. 
109 Occasional records of ‘cripples’ using the wards are found but we cannot recover the exact 
meanings then used.  On historic definitions of disability, see D.M. Turner, ‘Approaching 
anomalous bodies’ in: D.M. Turner et. al. (eds.) Social Histories of Disability and Deformity 
(Abingdon; Routledge, 2006) pp.1-16.  
110 See above, Ch. 3. 
111 Crowther, The Workhouse System, pp.256-7. Also, see Ch. 5.  The Workmen’s 
Compensation Act of 1897 may have led to preferential employment of the young and fit for 
unskilled labouring, increasing the numbers of older and less fit men tramping in search of 
work: Matthews, ‘The Search for A Cure’, p.113, n.34.  The mounting pace of production in 
modern industry was thought to eliminate the less fit: ‘Inspector Roundell’s Report’, Thirty-
ninth Annual Report of LGB 1909-1910 (Cd. 5260) p.40.  
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• Class 1: respectable men hoping for work and able to do it = 71 (42%)

• Class 2: aged or respectable working men looking for work but owing to
infirmity or illness unable to do any = 34 (20%)

• Class 3: indifferent characters = 38 (23%) **

• Class 4: habitual tramps = 25 (15%)

(**  several of class 3 could be placed in class 4 [sic]) 112   

Dr. Norgate noted the ‘hand to mouth existence’ of public works navvies, of 

whom nearly ninety per cent were single or widowers.113  He observed that 

the habitual tramps appeared to be ‘in excellent health’ and were, apparently, 

‘very happy’ in their lives.114  Another doctor, whose initial study of c.4000 

Manchester vagrants had appeared in a 1908 Royal Commission report, 

undertook a more detailed and precise investigation of a smaller sample 

group several years later.115  Dr. Melland used a more complex classification 

of six groupings, with sub-categories:  

112 Dr. Norgate, Thirty-ninth Annual Report of LGB 1909-1910 (Cd. 5260) p.66. 
113 See Ch. 5 for comparative evidence. 
114 Thirty-ninth Annual Report of LGB 1909-1910 (Cd. 5260) p.66.  Notwithstanding Dr. 
Norgate’s evidence, the Inspector who reported his study asserted that the greater number of 
vagrants were degenerate. 
115 Report on the Feeble-Minded,  p.153; C.H. Melland, ‘The Vagrant’, pp.106-113. 
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Table 4.12  Dr. Melland’s System of Classification for 

casual ward users, Prestwich PLU, 
December 1912 - January 1913 (a) 

Description Percentage

1 casual labourers, navvies, tramping farm hands - almost 
wholly outdoor workers almost invariably single, reckless 
and imprudent, living from job to job 

23% 

2 those now dependent upon temporary jobs, who 
previously had been in permanent ones, which had been 
lost due to: 
a) shortage of work or
b) being too old or
c) death of employer/failure of business or
d) accident or illness or
e) drink or misconduct or
f) desire to move on or
g) temptation of better job that proved unsuccessful

43% 

3 more skilled workers who, as in Group 1, needed fresh 
work or who had been thrown out of regular employment 
as in Group 2, but maintained themselves through casual 
but skilled work 

[12%]  (b) 

4 infrequent users of the casual wards, previously in fairly 
regular good work but temporarily ‘down on their luck’ 

4% 

5 a) professional tramps, regular habitués of casual wards 
(6% of study population) 
b) younger men in very irregular work, ‘going downhill’;
workshy; some have criminal ‘taint’; some are alcoholic 
c) older men or those with special disability; may have
been good workers but now en route to 5a) 

15% 

6 the mentally defective, in need of proper care and control 
and should not be in a tramp ward 

3% 

Notes 
a) The size of the sample group used in this study was not stated. Prestwich is
located to the north-west of Manchester 
b) Percentage not stated in original and calculated here to round up to 100%
Source:
adapted from: C.H. Melland, ‘The Vagrant’ in: T.N. Kelynack (ed.) Human Derelicts: medico-
sociological Studies for Teachers of Religion and Social workers (London; C. Kelly, 1914) pp. 
106-113 

Drs. Norgate and Melland’s studies revealed that a majority of the male 

casual ward users were seeking work but that many were hindered by age, 

disability or illness.  Their findings were at odds with those of the 

Departmental Committee, which had suggested that honest wayfarers were 
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rare in the casual wards.116  By our standards, the classification systems 

applied by the two doctors were judgmental but suggest that the supposedly 

‘professional’ or ‘habitual’ vagrant constituted a distinct minority among those 

using the casual wards.  However, neither of the doctors commented upon the 

health of those whom they classified as ‘professional’ or ‘habitual’.117

 By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we may surmise that 

a significant proportion of those using the casual wards were older men, 

broken in health if not in limb, casualties of the historic ‘frontiers’ of 

urbanization and industrialization.118  Although nineteenth-century Britain 

lacked a significant geographical frontier of the kind that evolved in many 

developing countries, such as America and Australia, those labouring on the 

infrastructure of roads, railways, bridges, sewers, docks, reservoirs, municipal 

buildings, and housing, experienced exacting living and working conditions. If, 

to these casualties, we add those reduced by arduous labour in factories, 

quarries and mines, a substantial proportion of older men struggled to find 

work because of employment-related injury or ill-health, and, perforce, found 

themselves ‘on the road’.119 

4.1.5   Mobility and the casual wards 

Discussion of the mobility of sections of the populace, such as navvies, casual 

labourers, artisans, and vagrants, is fraught with semantic difficulty.  By 

definition all persons classified as vagrants were mobile, although the extent 

116 See below for discussion. 
117 That does not rule out the likelihood that many in other categories eventually drifted into 
‘professional/habitual’ status as injury, illness, disability and age took their toll. 
118 See  Ch. 5 for comparative evidence. 
119 Rates of ‘chronic infirmity’ among older, regular inmates of workhouses had increased 
considerably by the late nineteenth century, but may be partly explained by the institutional 
medical facilities provided by Poor Law authorities at a time when hospital care was not easily 
accessible to the poor.  See Ritch, ‘English Poor Law Institutional Care’, p.79. 
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of their mobility varied.120  It is arguable that the majority of itinerant persons 

were journeying to, from, or seeking, work.121  Navvies, sailors joining ships, 

harvest workers, and seasonal migrants were known to have used the wards, 

sometimes regularly.122  Some of the houseless poor, forced out of their 

homes by external events such as slum clearance, or extreme weather, may 

have resorted to the casual wards but, in bigger towns and cities, filtered into 

other accommodation.123  Many Irish Famine victims made use of casual 

wards during the late 1840s.124  The ‘Ins and Outs’ were often treated as 

vagrants by Guardians, being only offered admission to the casual ward.125

 Lucassen is convinced that European mobility has been mainly 

interpreted through the work of historians engaged in other specialisms, who 

have adopted stigmatizing terminology from contemporary sources and that, 

despite a shift in the relevant historiography, from criminological explanations 

towards economic ones, the deviant status of poor travellers has been 

maintained.  Consequently, negative images of the mobile poor have 

prevailed, and the normality of the movement of labour that provides a rational 

120 Beier and Slack reached different conclusions about vagrant movement in the early 
modern period, with the former finding most did not travel long distances, while Slack’s 
research indicated the opposite: above, Ch.1, pp.49-50. 
121 In a ‘substantial minority’ of cases, people were not moving in search of work or higher 
wages but for other purposes, such as marriage or to join relatives: Hunt, British Labour 
History, p.148. See also below and Ch. 5, with regard to movement to and from settlements. 
122 Navvies using casual wards were accused of failing to make provision for their journeys 
when travelling from job to job. Inspectors Correspondence 22.2.1882, TNA/MH32/46.  
Navvies building the Manchester Ship Canal repeatedly used the same wards, travelling in a 
small radius, ibid. 31.12.1888. 
123 Over 56,000 people were displaced by railways schemes in London alone between 1853 
and 1884, and another 12,000 or more by central street improvement schemes between 
1879-1897: J. White, London in the 19th Century; A Human Awful Wonder of God (London; 
Vintage, 2008) Ch. II, passim esp. pp.47, 56.  At Exeter, in 1881, when flooding threatened, 
authorities were prepared to accommodate over 900 of ‘the houseless poor’ in the markets or 
unoccupied buildings: Exeter Corporation of the Poor 1880-1882, DRO/ Minute Book 10. 
124 See below, Ch. 7. 
125 The LGB invariably ruled that such treatment was illegal. 
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explanation has been overlooked.126

 A considerable body of research addressing mobility, migration, 

settlement, and parish ‘micro-history’ has modified the work of Hobsbawm 

and Samuel.127  The specific topic of vagrant movement in the Victorian and 

Edwardian period has not been investigated in detail, possibly because of the 

inherent problem in distinguishing between the ‘aimless wanderer’ and the 

‘honest wayfarer’.  Contemporary estimates of the proportion of ‘honest 

wayfarers’ using the casual wards vary considerably and are not reliable.128  

Crowther provides short descriptions of mobility, for example, the seasonal 

influx of labour into Kent, for hop-picking, when casual wards were used en 

route, but does not offer a detailed survey.129  Jones identifies several well-

defined routes or circuits, along which vagrants moved, but the lack of 

annotated sources weakens the value of his summary.130  Fowler’s article on 

Richmond cites a substantial flow of vagrants into London.131  Similarly, the 

research on female vagrants by Fillmore provides some information about 

126 Lucassen, ‘A Blind Spot’, passim. Curiously, he ignores the earlier studies of labour 
mobility by Hobsbawm and Samuel, which largely support his hypothesis: Hobsbawm, ‘The 
Tramping Artisan’; Samuel,  ‘Comers and Goers’.  
127 For example: S. Banks, ‘Nineteenth-century scandal or twentieth-century model? A new 
look at ‘open’ and ‘close’ parishes’, EHR (New Series) 41, 1 (February 1988), 51-73; E.J. 
Collins, ‘Migrant Labour in British Agriculture in the Nineteenth Century’, EHR (New Series) 
29, 1 (February 1976), 38-59; Hindle; On the Parish; N. Landau, ‘The regulation of migration, 
economic structures, and definitions of the poor in eighteenth-century England’, Historical 
Journal, 33 (1990), 541-571; Leese et. al. (eds.) The British Migrant Experience; C. Pooley 
and J. Turnball, Migration and mobility in Britain since the 18th century (London: Routledge, 
1998); Snell, Parish and Belonging;  J. S. Taylor, ‘The Impact of Pauper Settlement 1691-
1834’, Past and Present, 73 (November 1976), 42-74; idem., Poverty, Migration and 
Settlement in the Industrial Revolution: Sojourners’ Narratives (Palo Alto, USA; Soc. for 
Promotion of Science and Scholarship, 1989); idem., ‘A Different Kind of Speenhamland’. 
128 The Departmental Committee of 1904-1906 received estimates varying between one and 
twenty per cent: Report of DC, I, p.24.  The Committee stated that: ‘It is impossible to say 
exactly at what stage a bona fide  workman on tramp in search of work, and failing to find or 
keep it, should be regarded as having joined the vagrant class, nor what amount of casual 
labour should be regarded as enough to take a man out of the class.’ ibid. p.16. 
129 Crowther, The Workhouse System,  p.248. 
130 Jones, Crime, protest,  p.187. 
131 Fowler, ‘Vagrancy in mid-Victorian Richmond’, passim. 
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their journeys but is restricted to one PLU in a single decade.132  None of 

these authors sufficiently emphasizes that all those who sought casual relief 

were designated as vagrants in official statistics, regardless of their actual 

status.

 It is possible that settlement legislation, which restricted the movement of 

English labour before the mid-nineteenth century, created a demand for Irish 

and Scottish labourers in manufacturing centres.133  However, a significant 

use of non-resident relief (temporary Poor Law support for parish residents 

living in another parish) may have assisted movement, such subsidized 

migration providing labour for industries with fluctuating demand.134  Once the 

restrictions of Settlement Acts were abolished, the mobility of the surplus rural 

population increased.135  In the early decades of casual relief, there is 

evidence that persons travelling to, or from, their parish of settlement used the 

casual wards.136  It is also likely that some labour migrants, in moving around, 

lost or were unable to prove their settlement rights and acquired vagrant 

status.

 Studies of seasonal migration in Europe have identified a major migrant 

labour system involving Eastern England, and less significant ones in 

Southern Scotland and the rural West Midlands, which may help to explain 

132 Fillmore, ‘The female vagrant pauper’, passim. 
133 Taylor, ‘Impact of Pauper Settlement’, pp.64-65.  He posits that there was material 
motivation for English labourers to safeguard settlement rights by remaining in or near a 
parish, and that the settlement laws steered a course between immobility and unchecked 
migration: ‘A Different Kind of Speenhamland’, p.208. 
134 Taylor notes such movement particularly in the north of England (where it was often called 
out-parish or out-township relief) but it also occurred in the midlands and south.  There are 
‘wisps of evidence of townships that needed labourers and of townships that exported them in 
order to reduce relief costs’: ‘A Different Kind of Speenhamland’, pp.192-194. 
135 Lis et. al., Poverty & Capitalism, pp.201-202.  They describe the deterrent workhouses as 
‘instruments of terror’ used to force the destitute to accept any job in any place at any wage. 
136 See  Ch. 5. 
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some casual ward use.137  Eastern England was the smallest of seven major 

European systems of seasonal migration in the nineteenth century, involving 

an annual minimum of 20,000 labour migrants.  Migrants in the Eastern 

England system participated in the harvest in Lincolnshire and East Anglia, 

market gardening in the Home Counties, and undertook many different, 

temporary jobs in London.138  Most of those seasonal migrants were from 

Ireland, the annual flow peaking in 1850s-1870s, ‘pushed’ by local economic 

conditions, and ‘pulled’ by demand for labour in England.139   

 The lower numbers of casual ward admissions in Norfolk and Suffolk may 

reflect the greater mechanization of the harvest by the end of the nineteenth 

century, resulting in reduced demand for migrant labour compared to Essex, 

where agriculture remained more labour intensive.140  However, comment 

from an Inspector in 1881, that Irish harvest workers did not enter the casual 

wards but ‘paid their own way’, raises questions of whether other, non-Irish 

seasonal labourers, including women, were obtaining casual relief in Eastern 

England, particularly in Essex; whether the demand for relief was from other 

itinerant persons from outside the area; whether the applicants were local 

wanderers; or whether it was a mixture of all three.141  Such questions are not 

unique to Eastern England.  Ultimately, the historian of vagrancy is confronted 

with the likelihood that the majority of persons designated as vagrant were 

137 In particular, J. Lucassen (trsl. D. Bloch) Migrant Labour in Europe 1600-1900; The Drift 
to the North Sea (Beckenham; Croom Helm, 1987). 
138 ibid. pp.167-168. 
139 ibid. pp.198-200.  At its peak, Irish migrant labour amounted to 100,000 per annum (but not 
all would have worked in Eastern England): Cormac Ó Gráda, ‘Seasonal Migration and Post-
Famine Adjustment in the West of Ireland’ Studia Hibernica, 13 (1973) 48-76 (p.54). 
140 See above, p.202,Table 4.4; p.205, n.47 
141 Inspector Dashwood, 22 February 1881, Inspectors Correspondence, TNA/MH32/46. 
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seeking work, and descriptions of vagrant movement inevitably incorporate 

labour mobility.142 

4.1.6   The national origins of casual ward users   

As will be seen in the next chapter, during the first half of the nineteenth 

century, some local records were kept of the national identity of those 

obtaining occasional or casual relief.  The central authorities published 

national information but once, in 1848.  Based on the average of numbers 

relieved during a week in December 1847, the following picture emerges. 

Chart 4.5 National origins of recipients of
casual relief   
England and Wales  
third week of December 1847 (a) 

Notes:
a) Averages calculated from daily numbers relieved during third week of December 1847
Source: 
Chart compiled from: ‘Summary of Returns from 596 Unions and places under Local Acts in 
England and Wales, of the Numbers of Vagrants and Trampers relieved in Workhouses on 
each night of the Week ended 18 December 1847’: IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy, Reports 
and Communications on Vagrancy 1847-1848 (987) p.99 

Examined more closely, the 1847 returns reveal a high proportion of Irish 

children, at fifty-seven per cent of all those under sixteen.  Whereas Irish men 

142 Whether the ambitions of those seeking work were realistic depended upon employment 
opportunities as well as their own health and capacity. 

58%!

4%!
38%!

Percentage of Total!
English! Scottish! Irish!
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constituted only twenty-nine per cent of adult male recipients, Irish women 

formed forty-eight per cent of the adult female total.143  These figures seem to 

confirm the earlier suggestion that Irish women and children fleeing the 

Famine were notable users of casual relief in the late 1840s.144  The data are 

also supported by anecdotal evidence that Masters and Inspectors were 

concerned about numbers of Irish persons receiving casual relief.145  (There 

were no casual wards in Ireland or Scotland.146)

 Similar data was collected in at least some centres after 1848, as 

statistics were published for the national origins of recipients at Liverpool and 

Manchester in 1865, where Irish recipients continued to form a substantial 

proportion of those relieved, as shown in the following summary. 

143 Notwithstanding such figures, Irish male immigrants usually exceeded females, even in the 
Famine years: Hunt, British Labour History, pp.158-159. 
144 The London Mendicity Society recorded a huge rise in applications for assistance in the 
years 1847-1848 from Irish persons residing in London for less than twelve months: ‘Table 6. 
London Mendicity Society: Comparative Statement of the Number of English and Irish 
Applicants at different periods since the year 1827’, Reports and Communications 1848, 
p.108. See below, pp.392-397.
145 There are numerous descriptive accounts, and some local occupancy figures in Reports 
and Communications 1848, passim.  See also discussion in Ch. 7, below. 
146 Report of DC, I, pp.41-42. 



234 
Chart 4.6 National origins of recipients

of casual relief at
Liverpool and Manchester PLUs
final quarter, 1865 (a) 

Notes 

a) Average of weekly admission totals, weeks ending 30 September - 23 December 1865
b) The term ‘Alien‘ was used in original Liverpool table
c) The Manchester table also showed ‘Welsh‘ as a separate identity, with an average of three
per week in this quarter. 
Source
Calculated from table in ‘Vagrancy’: Reports on Vagrancy made to the President of the Poor 
Law Board by Poor Law Inspectors (3698)1866, pp.152, 155 

58%!
7%!

33%!
2%!

Liverpool!

English! Scots! Irish! Foreign (b)!

74
%!

3%!

22
%!

1%!

Manchester  (c)!
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The 1866 document contains no other mention of national identity, however, 

and, thereafter, the central authorities did not publish such details.  With no 

evidence of particular pressure from Scottish itinerant poor, and a gradual 

reduction in numbers of Irish Famine victims, officials may have been 

persuaded that such information had become irrelevant.147   

4.2 Contemporary analysis of vagrancy 

It has been stressed that central authorities made little attempt to produce a 

national analysis of vagrancy.  The extensive reports published in 1834, 1848, 

and 1866, focused on the treatment of vagrants and the alleged problems that 

they caused, rather than upon the attributes of those itinerant poor who 

sought relief.148  Much of the information submitted by Inspectors in the 1848 

Report was anecdotal, replete with value judgements.149  Pieces of empirical 

evidence, such as the spread of infectious diseases, were entangled with 

supposition and conjecture about the evils of vagrancy.  Suggestions that the 

majority of female users of the casual wards were prostitutes, or that there 

was a class of young able-bodied male vagrants who refused to work, were 

the opinions of individual contributors, unsupported by data collection. The 

1866 Reports on Vagrancy provide a reasonably systematic account of 

numbers of casual ward users, the type of accommodation and diet, and 

arrangements for the work task, but there was no coordinated attempt to 

obtain other information, and the contents give an impressionistic account of 

the identities of those relieved.  There were acknowledgements that women 

and children, aged and sick persons, wayfaring artisans, and labourers were 

147 Other factors may have been the changes in settlement laws, and a growing realization 
that the ultimate destination of most Irish migrants was North America: see Introduction, p.42. 
148 Appendix E 1834; Reports and Communications 1848; Reports on Vagrancy 1866. 
149 Reports & Communications 1848. 
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using the wards.  The casual ward was also  described as ‘...a place of 

rendezvous for thieves and prostitutes and other vagabonds of the lowest 

class’, and the Report condemned the ‘professional tramp’ - young, able-

bodied males in good health, who should be denied relief. For the West 

Midland and Wales, a loose reckoning of the ages of casual ward users 

suggested that the majority were between sixteen and forty-five years.  

Estimates of  the number of regular or ‘professional’ vagrants ranged from 

twenty-five to seventy-five per cent of casual ward users, and are not 

reliable.150  

 After 1866, aside from the material shown here in foregoing tables, there is 

a considerable gap in the national records.  From the mid-1880s, commentary 

from Inspectors appeared in some of the Annual Reports of the LGB.  Their 

contributions were idiosyncratic and did not provide quantifiable data on 

matters such as age or health.  It was regretted that a statistical examination 

of workhouse records had not been attempted.151  Several years later, an 

Inspector admitted the impossibility of calculating the proportion of vagrants 

who were honest wayfarers.152

 Although the revised regulations of 1871 stipulated more detailed recording 

of casual ward admissions and discharges, the data from these registers were 

not collated and analysed.153  The Departmental Committee largely ignored 

the information available in the registers and, as mentioned, undertook only a 

150 Comments from Inspectors and Masters in: Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.22, 32, 47, 69, 
72, 74, 103, 164. 
151 Inspector Kennedy’s Report, Twentieth Annual Report of LGB, 1890-1891 (C.6460) p.253.  
See also his remarks in quotation at head of this chapter. 
152 Inspector Fleming’s Report, Twenty-fourth Annual Report of LGB, 1894-1895 (C.7867) p. 
35. 
153 The 1871 regulations are discussed below, Ch. 8.  
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limited examination of the condition and attributes of those using the casual 

wards.  The Committee classified four types of casual ward users, namely: 

• bona fide working men in search of employment

• short-time casual workers, who objected to, or were unfit for, continuous
employment

• habitual vagrants who may profess ambition to work but had no desire to do
so

• the wandering elderly and infirm, who were unemployable 154

The Committee concluded that honest wayfarers were rare in the casual 

wards, although noting that trade depression affected occupancy.155  It was 

asserted that short-term casual labourers, working two or three days a week, 

begging and ‘cadging’ on other days, often ill or physically incapacitated, 

eventually fell into the ranks of habitual vagrancy - ‘once on the road, always 

on the road’.  Habitual vagrants, according to the Committee, belonged to the 

‘criminal class’, offending under s.3 of the 1824 Vagrancy Act by refusing or 

neglecting to maintain themselves and thus becoming chargeable to Poor 

Law funds.156  The ranks of such vagrants (it said) included professional 

beggars, those who followed navvies to beg from them, and ‘...loafers, who 

did not travel but constantly offended, troubling local police, Poor Law and 

prison authorities’.  (The loafers ‘may constitute a serious public danger’.)   

The Committee identified the unemployable old and infirm, wandering about 

‘to their own hurt’, living by begging, and who ‘crawl from vagrant ward to 

154 Report of DC, I, p.24.  The Committee did not attempt to quantify the different types. As 
seen earlier, witnesses to the Committee provided estimates of between one and twenty per 
cent for bona fide working men using the wards.  Poor Law officials suggested between two 
and three per cent: ibid. 
155 At times numbers of navvies, sailors, and others used the wards - see above and Ch. 5. 
156 See above, Ch. 3. 
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vagrant ward’; many were thought to be ‘crazy’.157  Finally, the Committee 

excluded gypsies, hawkers and pedlars, and fruit and hop-pickers, from their 

four categories, deeming that existing laws were sufficient to control their 

activities.158

 Contemporaries often assumed that many vagrants were discharged 

soldiers, or militiamen.  Returns for a Parliamentary enquiry were obtained 

from Unions for a single night in each of the years 1896 and 1897, which 

revealed that, while almost a quarter of men receiving casual relief professed 

the status of army reserve man, discharged soldier, or militiaman, only some 

five per cent were able to substantiate their claims.159  The short-service army 

system was said to increase vagrancy, although the government disputed 

this.160  Masters complained about the numbers of ex-servicemen using 

casual wards.161  In 1905, the Times reported that some twenty per cent of 

vagrants were ex-Army, drawing attention to the increase after the South 

African War, when thousands of discharged soldiers were said to be 

wandering the countryside in search of work.162  The Departmental 

Committee, drawing upon the Parliamentary Returns of 1896 and 1897, 

refuted such claims, asserting that the majority of vagrants professing to be 

former servicemen could not substantiate their declarations, and that there 

157 Report of DC, I, pp.24-25. 
158 Above, p.189, n.6. 
159 ‘Return of Outdoor paupers and vagrants belonging to Army Reserve or who are 
discharged soldiers’, LGB Circulars, 27 May 1896 & 15 December 1897, TNA/MH10/55 and 
MH10/130. The results appear in Report of DC, III, Appendix V, p.28.  See Ch. 5, below, for 
such claims by men at St. Austell casual ward, 1904-1905. 
160 ‘Observations’, House of Commons, 12 May 1882, Hansard, 269, cc 580-589. 
161 Claims that up to 90% of occupants at Warwick, and 75% at Oxford were ex-servicemen 
were reported to Inspector Henley, Inspectors Correspondence, 25.2.1882, TNA/MH32/46. 
264 ex-soldiers were estimated to have used one small workhouse in the Chilterns in a three 
month period, Mercury, 24 January 1895.  At Exeter, stone was ordered for militiamen to 
break in the casual wards upon their annual return from Her Majesty’s service, Flying Post 16 
March 1895. 
162 Times, 26 December 1905. 
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was no evidence that there was a larger proportion of old soldiers on the road 

after the war.163  The possibility that the South African War had absorbed 

many unemployed young men who otherwise may have become vagrants 

does not appear to have been considered.164  As in the case of the health, 

age and other personal aspects of casual relief recipients, the central 

authorities undertook only a limited investigation of former military status.  It is 

probable that, because of the difficulties of retaining personal possessions 

while ‘on the road’, some ex-soldiers would have lost documentary evidence 

of their former status.  The national figure of five per cent of ex-soldiers 

among casual relief recipients, obtained in the enquiry of 1896-1897, is almost 

certainly an underestimate.

 The concept of ‘unemployability’ was familiar to contemporaries by the 

1890s and (to them) synonymous with the residuum.165  At this time there was 

‘much overlap’ between discussions of vagrancy and debates about 

unemployability.166  Theories of unemployment, in contrast, were newly 

emerging and structural explanations of vagrancy were not yet acceptable to 

contemporary Poor Law officials, politicians or reformers, the majority of 

whom held to the long-established belief in the wilful character of the 

destitute, itinerant poor.167  The absence of detailed, contemporary 

163 The Committee referred to similar occurrences after the Napoleonic Wars, when so many 
vagrants claimed to be ex-soldiers that the London Mendicity Society was partly founded [it 
said] to check upon them. Report of DC, I, pp.107-108. Harris cites witnesses who attributed 
the increase in vagrancy to discharged soldiers, but not the Committee’s refutation: 
Unemployment and Politics: p.129.   
164 The enlistment of young males in the armed services in wartime may have removed many 
potentially ‘idle poor’, reducing vagrancy: D. Hay, ‘War, Dearth and Theft in the Eighteenth 
Century: The Record of the English Courts’, Past and Present, 95 (May 1982), 117-160 
(p.141); Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’, p.137; idem., The Press Gang, pp.10-11, 33-34. 
165 Welshman, ‘The concept of the unemployable’, p.586. 
166 ibid.  p.590. 
167 Even Beveridge, credited with the first modern explanation of unemployment, believed in 
the existence of ‘parasites’ - criminals and vagrants who refused to work: Harris, 
Unemployment and Politics, p. 26. 
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investigations of the condition and attributes of those deemed to be vagrant is 

consistent with the lack of interest in providing rehabilitative opportunities for 

users of the casual relief system, who were thought to be beyond reform.   

Summary 

The preceding chapter explored contemporary perceptions of the alleged 

threat posed by vagrants.  To test those observations, this chapter examines 

national evidence of the identity of persons labelled as vagrants, a status 

conferred upon an omnium gatherum of the marginalized and destitute.  For 

some, vagrancy was episodic - stages in a life cycle; for others, the deviant 

status, once acquired, was exceedingly difficult to lose.  Vagrant identity was 

situational, imposed by the processes of the criminal justice system and, less 

certainly, by the administration of a casual relief regime based upon 

deterrence.

 Locally, the administration of the Poor Law was enmeshed in a complex 

web of bureaucracy requiring the production of copious flows of information to 

central administration.  However, central interpretation of data on vagrancy 

focused on the nature of casual ward facilities and the treatment regime, 

rather than upon the recipients.  In a pre-computer age, the enormous 

quantity of information about casual ward users, collected through the 

Admission Registers, was potentially overwhelming.168  Whether the central 

authorities were simply unable to process this information, or whether, 

clinging to precast perceptions of vagrancy, they ignored material that may 

have required a re-examination of those views, is not entirely clear.   

 National evidence confirms that the majority of casual ward users were 

male and that (perhaps) for much of the time, a significant proportion were 

168 The following chapter is devoted to an analysis of a selection of the Registers. 
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‘honest wayfarers’, although many may have been beset with problems of 

injury, old age, or a simple lack of employment opportunities.169  It would be 

an exaggeration to claim that all those identified as vagrant were hapless 

victims of adverse economic circumstances, but the problem of obtaining 

regular employment may have been the most common factor that pushed 

individuals towards itineracy and eventual use of the casual wards. Labour 

surplus affected unskilled labourers disproportionately.  Subsequently, other 

factors - the wretchedness of the lifestyle, malnutrition, disease, poor health, 

ageing, and perhaps convictions for rough sleeping or begging - prevented a 

return to a more stable existence and cemented vagrant identity.  Changes in 

economic or personal circumstances readily opened the drifting route into 

vagrancy, but it was far less easy for individuals to find a way out of that 

lifestyle.  By the later years of the period, partly as a result of changes that 

favoured the employment of younger, skilled men, middle-aged and older, 

single males were the predominant users of the casual wards and 

disproportionately so compared to demographic trends in the equivalent, 

general male population.        

 Male applicants may have predominated but historians have significantly 

underestimated female use of the wards.  Particularly in the earlier part of the 

period, in some locations, the percentage of beds used by women in the 

casual wards exceeded twenty per cent and sometimes reached much higher 

proportions; as late as 1904, twenty-five per cent of all casual ward beds were 

169 The Webbs estimated that ‘in good times, nearly one-third, and in bad times as many as 
two-thirds of all the Vagrants on the road are […] not professionals’: S & B. Webb, History of 
English Local Government: English Poor Law History, II, The Last Hundred Years (London; 
Longman,1929) reprinted 1963, viii, 403. The estimate originally appeared in the Report of the 
Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress 1909 (Cd. 4499) p.1086.  The 
estimate is quoted uncritically in Vorspan, ‘Vagrancy’, p.65, and Matthews, ‘The Search for a 
Cure’, p.103, and without acknowledgement in Humphreys, No Fixed Abode, p.108. 
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designated for female use.  A decrease in the proportion of women using the 

wards occurred over time, although there was seasonal variation and, in 

contrast to middle-aged and older male recipients, demographically, adult 

females were under-represented.  The decrease reflects a decline in the 

numbers of families travelling the roads, a consequence of reducing labour 

mobility and of education legislation.

 For similar reasons, the number of children admitted to the casual wards 

fell over the period, both in absolute numbers and in terms of the 

demographic trend.  However, although the national percentage of ward beds 

occupied by children at the end of the nineteenth century was around two to 

three per cent, there is evidence of higher rates in some localities.170  Efforts 

to introduce legislation to remove children accompanying itinerant parents 

were finally defeated in the early years of the twentieth century, when it was 

acknowledged that existing laws covering education and child care offered 

sufficient protection.

 In the early decades of casual relief, some effort was made to identify 

casual ward users by national origin, possibly reflecting official policy to deport 

Irish and Scottish vagrants to their respective countries.  At the time of the 

mid-century Irish Famine, records reveal a significant proportion of Irish 

persons using the casual wards, including large numbers of women and 

children.  After mid-century, the practice of defining vagrants by country of 

origin faded.

 Available information concerning the condition of vagrants is meagre but, 

towards the end of the nineteenth century, doctors working in the Poor Law 

system began to conduct surveys in casual wards.  Driven in part by concerns 

170 Local evidence for higher rates of occupancy by children earlier in the nineteenth century is 
discussed in Ch. 5. 
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about the ‘infectious vagrant’, these investigations exposed many cases of 

physical ill health, disability and mental frailty among the users of casual 

wards.  The findings were largely disregarded by the authorities, and the 

Departmental Committee persisted with the view that most vagrants were 

able-bodied.  Acknowledgment that the majority of applicants were the 

unwilling victims of economic and social forces would have challenged the 

rationale of deterrent casual relief.  The new explanation of unemployment 

that emerged in the early 1900s would take time to be absorbed and 

accepted. Notwithstanding many declarations of concern to assist those 

applicants who were seeking work, a formal classification system was not 

used and all casual relief applicants continued to be classified as vagrants to 

the end of the period.  With few exceptions, all recipients were subjected to 

the same, harsh treatment.

 It is unlikely that national and regional Poor Law data provide a fully 

representative picture of those using the casual relief system. The next 

chapter will explore evidence from a selection of surviving, local casual ward 

admission registers, to compare the broad conclusions reached in this chapter 

and, where possible, to expand them. 
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Chapter 5: Habitual vagrant or honest wayfarer? - 

        evidence from a vagrant office and the casual wards. 

“An old broken down man, fit only for a workhouse ward”.1 

Chapter 4 examined national data concerning the identity of persons seeking 

casual relief.  Here, the focus shifts to local evidence in Casual Ward 

Admission and Discharge Registers, which is used to test and supplement the 

national data.  Hitherto these records have received little attention.2  As this 

chapter is reviewing fresh material, encompassing a new approach to the 

attributes of casual ward users, it is largely empirical.

 Seven registers are examined (listed below). They vary considerably in 

content and quality.  Data on gender, age and occupational status were found 

in all.  However, the later registers contain no information about national 

origins, and only restricted details of mobility.3   The sheer quantity of entries 

to be found in some registers, which may hold many hundreds of lines of data 

for a single year, poses problems for analysis.  Here, key data have been 

extracted by sampling extant registers, and fragments of registers.  Some 

categories of data are reliable, or reasonably so, such as gender and age.   

Other information such as name, occupational status, journey details, and 

intention to work, may be less reliable.4  The stark details in registers cannot 

1 Workhouse Master’s opinion of a 62 year old male labourer applying for casual relief at St. 
Austell, Cornwall, 28 December 1904.  The man reported that he had tramped, ‘on and off’ for 
36 years and had worked most of that time: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 
at St. Austell, Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204. 
2 It appears that only Fillmore has specifically used a post-1837 register for a vagrancy study: 
‘The female vagrant pauper’. Hastings analysed an Old Poor Law register, from the 1820s  - 
both reviewed above, Ch. 1.  Other Old Poor Law registers existed -see below. 
3 In regard to mobility, the extract from the St. Austell register is an exception. 
4 Generally, age and gender were observable features; statements about name, occupation or 
or intentions were less easy to verify. Vagrants were commonly accused of deception when 
seeking relief: e.g. Reports and Communications 1848, p.23.  Possibly some applicants 
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be cross-checked with other documents, and limit textual analysis.  

Substantial diversity of occupation among applicants is found in these records 

and, to avoid repetition of long lists, the main findings are presented in the 

text, with supportive tables relegated to the statistical appendix (B).  As 

entries about mobility are restricted (mainly) to details of local journeys, they 

are similarly treated.                                               

 The question of accuracy needs consideration.  Registers were a 

bureaucratic device completed by low-paid officials, who were largely 

indifferent or hostile to those seeking casual relief.  Even after systematic 

recording was imposed by central regulation, content suggests that the 

maintenance of registers was sometimes perfunctory.  It is doubtful that busy 

Masters or porters exercised much care when recording the details of the 

many applicants flowing through reception areas.  Applicants, wary of 

authority, may have had reasons for not divulging accurate personal details.5  

Tired, hungry, possibly wet or cold and, perhaps, desperate, applicants were 

under pressure to offer personal accounts that would secure relief.   

   An example of recording at a vagrant office, prior to the introduction of 

casual wards, exists for Kirkby Lonsdale (Westmorland, now Cumbria) for the 

period 1825 -1836.6  Another register, from Bedale (N. Yorkshire) indicates 

                                                                                                                     
falsified names to avoid prosecution as habitual vagrants.  Post-1871, some applicants 
misleadingly claimed to be seeking specific employment to obtain early discharge and avoid 
the task.  Nevertheless, they may have hoped to obtain employment while aware that, 
realistically, their prospects were poor because of age, disability, or the lack of work. 
5 Casual ward staff could reject applicants, use powers of arrest of recipients accused of 
breach of regulations, and exercise considerable powers of discrimination with regard to the 
treatment of those admitted. 
6 Taylor’s article, ‘A Different Kind of Speenhamland’, focuses on non-resident relief but also 
refers to the Vagrants Book. He describes vagrants as ‘the travelling poor’: pp.195,198.  
Records are also extant for this township for 1849-1857, but are less consistent in quality. 
See below.  
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that vagrants were being admitted to the workhouse there in the 1820s.7  A 

register started at Berwick-upon-Tweed in 1840 may be the first example of 

post-1837 recording of casual relief.  Several tables of information about 

vagrants ‘taken into West London Union’ in 1848 were compiled in response 

to a specific request from the Poor Law Board (PLB).8   

 With one exception, no examples of registers were traced for the 

remaining decades of the nineteenth century.9  No registers were found for 

Devon or Cornwall, but a table in the Departmental Committee’s Report, 

referring to St. Austell (Cornwall) in 1905-1906 is almost certainly compiled 

from a Casual Ward Admission and Discharge book.  The Somerset Archives 

revealed extensive holdings of registers but, the mentioned exception aside, 

these refer only to years within the period 1902-1934, and mostly for Unions 

not sampled in this research.  Of the latter, registers were examined for Long 

Ashton (formerly Bedminster) for 1910-1912; Dulverton, for 1912-13; and 

Bath, for 1915-1916.   

 The evidence from these registers  - Kirkby Lonsdale, Berwick-upon 

Tweed, West London, St. Austell, Long Ashton, Dulverton, and Bath - is 

analysed here in chronological order, with reference to the national picture 

obtained in the previous chapter.  These PLUs offer a range of useful 

contrasts: urban/rural; north/south; large/small; central/isolated.                                                             

 The chapter is divided into three sections.  The first considers evidence 

from a pre-1837 vagrant office, and from casual wards in the early decades of 

casual relief.  The second examines registers in the south-west region from 

                                         
7 Hastings, ‘Vagrancy’, p.157. The admission of vagrants to some workhouses before 1837 is 
considered in the next chapter. 
8 Circular, 17 January 1848, PLB Circulars, Vol. I, 1848, TNA/MH10/12. 
9 The exception is a register for Keynsham (Somerset) for 1882-1884, SRO/D/G/k/121/1.  
However, this single piece of evidence would not enable us to establish trends for the latter 
half of the nineteenth century.  



247 
the first two decades of the twentieth century.  The final section compares the 

findings with national data explored in Chapter 4.   

 Whether the registers discussed here are representative of all such 

documents is not known.  Further investigations in local archives may trace 

registers from other parts of England and Wales, allowing more detailed 

analysis in future.10  It is also uncertain whether the findings from these 

registers are representative of those destitute itinerant persons who chose not 

to use the casual relief system - at any one time a majority of the mobile poor.  

For the present, the conclusions reached here should be viewed as 

exploratory. 

5.1.1  Kirkby Lonsdale (Westmorland) 1825-1826 

In the 1820s, Kirkby Lonsdale was a thriving market town, astride crossroads 

that connected with the industrial heartland of England, the Lake District, and 

Scotland.  A vagrant office was functioning by 1825, which recorded the 

itinerant poor who sought relief.11  The Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrants’ Book is a 

prototype of the registers that, eventually, would be introduced in the casual 

ward system, and provides insights into the attributes of those seeking 

occasional relief in northern England during the 1820s.  

 The Vagrants’ Book covers the months April 1825 to July 1836.12  Entries 

for the period 2 April 1825 to 25 November 1826 contain quite comprehensive 

information when 252 applicants and their dependents were assessed at the 

Vagrant Office.13  Accommodation does not appear to have been offered and 

10 There is no central index of extant registers. 
11 Vagrant offices are described in Ch. 6.  It is a central argument of this thesis that the 
vagrant offices were forerunners of the casual wards. 
12 Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3  (Kirby Lonsdale Township). 
13 These entries also included personal descriptions, which are not referred to here. 
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applicants were given small sums of cash ranging from 3d to 1s 3d, the 

amount depending upon individual circumstances.14  The flow of applicants 

was steady, with one, two, or three callers (rarely more) at the Vagrant Office 

on most days.  

 The following group of tables and charts provides an overview of these 

applicants, describing adult and child ratios, reasons for journeys, national 

origins, and travel patterns. 

14  The small sums of money ranged from £1-£5 (approx.) at TP. One male applicant was 
refused relief when found to be carrying money. 
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Table 5.1 Gender and age distribution of 

589 recipients of occasional relief  
Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826 (a) 

Age 
in years 

(b)

Male Female Gender 
not 

recorded

Total 
Number

Percentage of 
total of Children 

and Adults

0 - 23 
months 

26 22 1 49 8% 

2 - 15 94 83 1 178 30% 

age not 
recorded 

3 5 6 14 2% 

Total 
Children 

123 110 8 241 41% 

16-30 74 79 153 26% 

31-50 84 60 144 24% 

51-65 31 10 41 7% 

66 and over 5 1 6 1% 

age not 
recorded 

4 4 1% 

Total 
Adults

194 154 0 348 59%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients

33% 26% 

Total 
Adults & 
Children

589 (c)

Notes 
a) 252 applicants and their dependents
b) age groups selected by author
c) Table excludes a few accompanying adults whose details were not recorded.
Source 
Table compiled from: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/3/1 (Kirby 
Lonsdale Township 
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Table 5.2  Reason for journey recorded for 252 recipients 

of occasional relief at Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826 (a) (b) 

Return to settlement 118 47% 

Seek work 64 25% 

Join spouse/relatives 43 17% 

Join friends 12 5% 

Return home 7 3% 

Travel to work 4 2% 

Search for husband 2 1% 

‘to pass the Board of 
Chelsea’ (c) 

1 ‹1% 

Not recorded 1 ‹1% 

Total 252 

Notes 
a) Table shows applicants only and does not include dependents.
It is assumed that dependents shared the same reason for journey. 
b) Several male applicants travelled in the company of one or more other men.  Details of the
latter were not recorded and they have not been included in these calculations. 
c) This may have been an application to become a Chelsea Pensioner at the Royal Hospital.
However, the applicant was aged 36, and stated his trade as ‘cordwainer’ (i.e. shoemaker).  
Unless he had been wounded in earlier military service he would not have been eligible. 
Source 
Table compiled from Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3  (Kirby 
Lonsdale Township) 
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Chart 5.1 National origins (by birthplace) 

of 252 recipients 
of occasional relief 
Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826 (a) 

Notes 
a) The national origin of dependents was not recorded
b) Birthplaces of ‘others’ were North America (5), South America (1), India (1), Europe (1) and
‘at sea’ (1). 
c) Not known (6) included several where the information was unrecorded, and others where
the entry was illegible. 
Source 
Chart compiled from: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3  (Kirby 
Lonsdale Township) 

55%!

4%!
18%!

21%!
2%!

English! Other (b)! Irish! Scottish! Not known (c)!
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Table 5.3 ‘Left What Place?’-  Point of 

departure of  252 recipients  
of occasional relief  
Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826 (a) 

Region Number Percentage of Total 
Number

Industrial Midlands and 
North: incl. 
Leeds, Manchester, 
Bradford, Stockport, 

84 33% 

Scotland and the 
Borders, incl. Carlisle 

59 23% 

Ports: Liverpool, 
Whitehaven, Plymouth, 
Portsmouth, Hull 

42 17% 

Local: Cumberland, 
Westmorland, NW 
Yorkshire 

32 13% 

South, incl. London, East 
Anglia & Wales 

18 7% 

Not recorded/illegible 17 7% 

Total 252 

Notes 
a) ‘Left what place?’ was the question posed to applicants, and the author has grouped the

replies into the regions shown.  The register did not record when applicants left these 
places, or whether they were birthplaces. 

Source 
Table compiled from: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3 (Kirby 
Lonsdale Township) 
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Table 5.4 ‘Where Going?’ -  

Destination of 252 recipients  
of occasional relief  
Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826 (a) 

Region Number Percentage of Total 
Number

Industrial Midlands and 
North: incl. 
Leeds, Manchester, 
Bradford, Stockport, 

90 36% 

Scotland and the 
Borders, incl. Carlisle 

54 21% 

Ports: Liverpool, 
Whitehaven, Plymouth, 
Portsmouth, Hull 

46 18% 

Local: Cumberland, 
Westmorland, NW 
Yorkshire 

35 14% 

South, incl. London, East 
Anglia & Wales 

17 7% 

Not recorded/illegible 10 4% 

Total 252 

Notes 
a) ‘Where going?’ was the question posed to applicants.  Their recorded replies have been
grouped into regions by the author. 
Source 
Table compiled from: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836 KAC/WRP19/7/1/3  (Kirby 
Lonsdale Township) 

Almost half of the 252 applicants (forty-six per cent) were travelling in some 

form of family group; a man and woman with children; a female with children; 

and, occasionally, a male with children (Table 5.1).15  The younger age 

distribution, and the significant proportion of family groups, with high numbers 

of women and children, shows a marked contrast when compared to casual 

ward use in the closing decades of the research period.  Of the total of 589 

15 Marital status was rarely recorded in the Vagrants’ Book, and we can but assume that 
couples travelling with children were married.  Entries suggest that some other applicants 
travelled in the company of siblings, friends, or occasionally another adult. 
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adults and children receiving relief, almost a third were adult males, and just 

over a quarter adult females; the remaining forty-one per cent were children, a 

remarkably high figure compared with other evidence examined here.  Eighty-

five per cent of adult applicants were aged between sixteen and fifty years, 

and almost half (forty-four per cent) between sixteen and thirty, demonstrating 

a younger age distribution than to be found among applicants in the early 

twentieth century.  

 Table 5.2 shows that almost half of the applicants stated they were 

returning to their place of settlement, while a quarter were seeking work; a 

substantial proportion were travelling to relatives or friends.  The book does 

not indicate that those returning to their place of settlement had been 

convicted as vagrants.16  Until the introduction of ‘irremovability’ legislation in 

1846-1847, 1861 and 1865, ordinary inhabitants of a parish - the propertyless 

- took great precaution to preserve their settlement rights, which, for the 

majority, offered the sole insurance against destitution.17  It seems likely that 

those passing through Kirkby Lonsdale in the 1820s, en route to their 

settlements, were returning from places where they had worked, or had 

sought work.  Many were accompanied by family members and, while 

journeys were largely taking place in northern Britain, some were travelling to 

or from distant locations, such as Maidstone (Kent), Plymouth, and Brighton.

 The national identity of those claiming at the Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant 

Office reflects the township’s geographical location on one of the main routes 

into Scotland, and within relatively easy walking distance of several ports 

used by Irish labour migrants, such as Liverpool and Whitehaven.  There is no 

16 The relationship between settlement and vagrancy is discussed in the opening pages of Ch. 
6, below. 
17 See above, p.230, n.133. 
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indication that the Scottish and Irish applicants were being ‘passed’ to their 

respective countries; furthermore, some persons were travelling from 

Scotland or Ireland into England, to seek work or join relatives.18  The 

occupational status of applicants reveals considerable diversity.19  Persons 

occupied in the weaving trade predominated (twenty-seven per cent) followed 

by labourers (eighteen per cent) sailors (nine per cent) and those involved in 

cloth making (eight per cent).  Only eight female applicants were listed with 

occupations: six weavers and two labourers.  The prevalence of applicants 

involved in weaving and cloth-making may reflect the working of the local 

economy (although some weavers came from further afield) but the overall 

variety of occupations is suggestive of a widespread mobility of labour.  The 

points of origin and destinations stated by applicants offers a glimpse of the 

extent of their mobility.  The multitude of locations are structured into loosely 

associated categories (above, Tables 5.3 and 5.4). 

 The book’s use of points of departure fails to record that, in some cases, 

these were entry ports for persons arriving from Ireland or other overseas 

locations, or that a person may have been residing at the declared place for 

only a temporary period.20  Nevertheless, these tables offer a rough guide to 

the several flows of applicants arriving in, and departing from, Kirkby 

Lonsdale, and emphasize that the majority had travelled from, or were 

journeying to, places outside the locality.  It is noticeable that a third of 

18 Rogers states that the 1824 Vagrancy Act abolished passing, although it proved difficult to 
eliminate: ‘Policing the Poor’, p.146. Eccles contends that neither of the Vagrancy Acts of 
1822 and 1824 explicitly abolished passing, and retained an 1819 provision for conveying 
Scottish and Irish poor to their settlements; the laws were drafted ambiguously and it was 
unclear whether the old system of conveying vagrants was to continue. The system ‘petered 
out’ over time: Vagrancy in Law, pp.21- 22.  There is ample evidence in Appendix E 1834 that 
passing continued beyond 1824.  
19 Table B.5, Appendix B,below. 
20 Some locations fall into more than one category. E.g., Whitehaven, listed here as a port, 
was also a local point of origin for some; Port Patrick, listed for Scotland, was also a port; 
Glasgow, included here under Scotland, was a port and an industrial centre. 
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applicants were travelling to, or from, the industrial heartlands of England, 

while just over a fifth were arriving from, or departing to, the Border country or 

Scotland - journeys that often involved considerable distances.  A relatively 

small proportion of journeys were of shorter duration to or from local places.

 Although all applicants were classified as vagrants, probably the majority 

were economic migrants; men proceeding to and from temporary work and 

residence away from their settlements, often accompanied by their families; 

others in search of work and, perhaps seeking to establish new settlements; 

women joining husbands; sailors leaving or joining ships; Irish and Scottish 

labour migrants returning home.  Some may have been ‘tramping artisans’ 

although these generally journeyed without families and were usually in 

receipt of travel expenses from their unions.21   

 The findings from the Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrants Book support Taylor’s 

conclusion that the availability of ‘casual’ relief in times of illness and 

unemployment ‘…served to promote physical mobility, cushion personal 

hardship, and aid those many industries that had fluctuating needs for 

workers’.22  This Vagrant Office participated in the support of such mobility, 

particularly across the north of England and parts of Scotland, at a time when 

the processes of urbanization and industrialization contributed to social 

dislocation in a rapidly growing population.   

 The other pre-1837 register mentioned earlier, for Bedale workhouse 

(North Yorkshire) has been analysed by Hastings with remarkably similar 

results to those described here.23  At Bedale, in the years 1826-1829, there 

were high proportions of families seeking relief, with notable numbers of 

21 Hobsbawm, ‘The Tramping Artisan’, p.302, and passim. 
22 Taylor, ‘A Different Kind’, p.192. 
23 Hastings, ‘Vagrancy’, p.157. 
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children, and an average age of thirty-five years for the principal adult 

applicant.  Just under a third were described as Irish and almost twenty per 

cent as Scots.  Nearly half were ‘in search of employ’, while thirty-eight per 

cent were returning home or to their settlement.  There were distinct flows 

from north to south and vice versa, which mainly did not extend beyond the 

industrial West Riding.  Hastings concluded that ‘a large proportion of 

vagrants […] were unemployed in search of work or seasonal workers 

travelling from it’.24  As at Kirkby Lonsdale, the Bedale workhouse was used 

by a mobile workforce in the north of England and Scotland, which included a 

significant proportion of Irish labourers.  Further local research may reveal 

whether such practice was more typical in northern England, and associated, 

perhaps, with the development of industry.  Is it a coincidence that the first 

example (traced to date) of a surviving, post-1834 casual ward register was in 

another northern town? Viz. Berwick-upon-Tweed, which is considered next. 

5.1.2  Berwick-upon-Tweed (Northumberland) 1840   

In mid-nineteenth century, Berwick-upon-Tweed, the most northerly town in 

England, formerly an important trade centre and port, and the focus of border 

conflict with Scotland for centuries, functioned as a market town with a 

population of c. 10,000.  In the early nineteenth century, vagrants were moved 

on: 

The Constables are charged by the Mayor to do their duty, in 
particular: As this Town is a constant thoroughfare for all 
descriptions of Travellers, between Scotland and England, it is 
rather difficult to regulate every article to a nicety; […] However, the 
Constables are very active in inspecting common lodging houses, 
and houses of bad fame, which vagrants frequent. When any of 
these gentry are found that cannot give a clear account of 

24 ibid. p.157. 
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themselves, they are immediately ordered out of the Town by a 
Constable; but if they appear refractory (which is seldom) they are 
whipped out by order of the Mayor, by the hands of the common 
beadle, but the culprits have their choice which gate to out at 
[sic].25 

By expelling vagrants, the town authorities avoided the expense of judicial 

proceedings and imprisonment.26  Had a male been formally detained at this 

date for a vagrancy offence he faced public whipping or imprisonment with 

hard labour, before being passed to his place of settlement.27  The extent to 

which such whippings actually occurred is debatable.28  The 1824 Vagrancy 

Act restricted the power to whip vagrants, to General or Quarter Sessions, 

which was much resented by many officials who believed that summary 

whipping was the only cure for vagrancy.29

 Following the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, the Guardians of the new 

Berwick PLU took over an existing workhouse, which formerly had been a 

factory.30  At some point between 1837, when the Poor Law Commission 

(PLC) issued recommendations about casual relief, and 1840, space was 

found within the workhouse complex to provide two casual wards, male and 

25 W. Lockhead, A Directory and Precise History of Berwick-upon-Tweed (Berwick-upon-
Tweed, 1806) transcribed by R.G. Cairns, 
http://rgcairns.orpheusweb.co.uk/DirectoryContents.html:  [consulted 26 October 2011]. 
26 The use of beadles to evict beggars and vagrants from towns and cities was widespread.  
At Manchester, in the early 1830s, vagrants were escorted out of town by beadles after 
receiving one night’s relief: Appendix E 1834, p.74. 
27‘An Act to amend and make more effectual the Laws relating to Rogues, Vagabonds, and 
other idle and disorderly Persons, and to Houses of Correction’ (32 Geo. 3 c.45) 1792. (aka 
as the Rogues and Vagabonds Act 1792).  Females convicted of vagrancy offences were now 
exempted from whipping by this Act. 
28 For discussion of the whipping of vagrants in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,  
see Eccles, Vagrancy in Law,  esp. pp.159-164.  Eccles opines that seven days imprisonment 
was the option most frequently used from 1792, ibid. pp.16-17. 
29 See, for example, the many comments in Appendix E 1834. Although whipping as a 
punishment for vagrancy gradually faded over time, some men were still subjected to it in the 
early years of the twentieth century, with the matter raised in Parliament. A birch rod was 
used: ‘Flogging Cases, Vagrancy Act, 1904-1905; 1909-1914’; TNA/HO/144/533/A48466 & 
144/1035/179048.  
30 P. Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk/Berwick-upon-Tweed : [consulted 9 July 2011]. 
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female.  A porter, Patrick Hogg, employed from 1839, devised what may have 

been the first recording scheme of persons obtaining casual relief under the 

New Poor Law arrangements.  A Commissioner commended the initiative, 

suggesting that a similar system could be adopted in other Unions.31  The 

surviving page of the register contains totals listing the gender and national 

origin of the casual poor relieved from 23 March to 15 July 1840, and a fuller 

record of applicants relieved from 15-26 July.32  The ages and adult and child 

ratios of the latter, detailed record are shown in Table 5.5; the less detailed 

information of the greater number of applicants from the March to July period 

is used in Charts 5.2 and 5.3 to show gender and national origins.33 

31 Letter from Sir John Walsham, Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, to PLC, 15 September 
1840: Correspondence PLB-Berwick-upon-Tweed 1834-1840, TNA/MH12/8976.  The porter’s 
records describe applicants as ‘casual poor’, whereas the Commissioner refers to ‘vagrants’. 
32 ibid. 
33 In some categories, e.g. occupation, data was recorded in the original document only for 
the twenty-seven casual relief applicants, and thus family members and companions are 
excluded from parts of the present analysis. 
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Table 5.5      Gender and age distribution

of forty recipients of casual relief
Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU
15-26 July 1840 

Age Groups 
(a)

Male Female Gender 
not 

recorded

Totals Percentage 
of total 

Children & 
Adults

0-23 months 

2-15 

children 
age not 
recorded 

1 6 7 18% 

Total 
Children 

1 6 7 18% 

16-30 7 2 9 23% 

31-50 13 3 16 40% 

51-65 

66 and 
above 

2 2 5% 

age not 
recorded 

6 6 15% 

Total Adults 22 11 33 83% 

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

55% 28% 

Total 
Children 
and Adults 

40 

Note:
a) Age groups selected by author
Source: 
Table compiled from extract, porter’s record book, July 1840, Correspondence PLB-Berwick-
upon-Tweed 1834-1840, TNA/MH12/8976  



261 
Chart 5.2  Gender of 465 recipients of casual relief

 Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU
23 March - 26 July 1840  (a) 

Chart 5.3  Declared national origins of 465 recipients
of casual relief
Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU
23 March - 26 July 1840 (a) 

Notes: 
a) Totals of 281 men, 95 women, and 89 children
b) ages of children not recorded
Source:
Charts compiled from extract, porter’s record book, July 1840, Correspondence PLB-Berwick-
upon-Tweed 1834-1840, TNA/MH12/8976  
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Percentage of all recipients!
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Percentage of all recipients!
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The detailed extract from 15-26 July contains information about twenty-seven 

recipients and their families or companions, noting age, whether 

accompanied, occupation, money possessed, and whence and where 

travelling.  Under remarks, the word ‘work’, or an indication of inability to work, 

is entered against each name, but it is unclear whether this meant searching 

for employment, or a task undertaken in exchange for relief.34  Whereas 

numbers of female applicants were roughly comparable to those at Kirkby 

Lonsdale in the 1820s, here there was a greater proportion of adult male 

applicants, and far fewer children.  Some details relating to occupation were 

omitted, or illegible, although the category of ‘labourer’ was predominant, with 

eight of the twenty-two males thus listed.35  Others included a gardener, a 

weaver, a seaman, and a weaver.  Five females had ‘work’ listed against their 

names, but no occupation stated. Three men were unable to work through 

illness or incapacity.  Six other males were travelling with an adult female, in 

three cases also with children.  One female, aged twenty-eight, was travelling 

with her daughter.  The porter recorded that only eight of the applicants had 

money at the time of admission, mostly in small amounts.36

 The notes do not reveal whether the departure points and ultimate 

destinations were original or simply way-stations of a longer journey.  Most of 

the places lay within an area bordered by Newcastle to the south, and 

Glasgow-Edinburgh to the north.  A small number of recipients arrived from 

further afield, including London and Hereford; similarly, a few intended to 

34 Extract from porter’s record book, July 1840: TNA/MH12/8976.  The expectation that a task 
was to be undertaken in return for casual relief was established in 1837, when the Hatfield 
PLU rules were promulgated by the PLC.  The task became a legal requirement in 1842. See 
Introduction and Ch. 6, below. 
35 Table B.6, Appendix B, below. 
36 Experienced vagrants were reputed to conceal money when applying for relief, to prevent 
confiscation or theft: Report of DC, II, p.67, Q.1684-7. 
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travel south, including five listing Bristol.37

 As with other records examined here, the porter’s records were based 

upon the unverified statements of the respondents.38  The size of the sample 

is too small to support definitive conclusions, but furnishes a partial view of 

those seeking relief in northern England and southern Scotland at this date.  

The majority were male, aged between eighteen and fifty and evidently in 

search of work.  Most seemed to be moving within a defined area across the 

English-Scottish borders.  While males predominated, the percentage of 

women and children is higher than found in later estimates.  The statistics of 

national identity indicate a higher proportion of Scottish poor were involved in 

travelling in the area, as well as a significant number of Irish, but there is 

insufficient evidence to confirm seasonal movement.  Southern Scotland is 

listed as one of the smaller ‘pull’ areas for seasonal migrant labour in Britain in 

the early nineteenth century.39  In 1841, at least 60,000 migrant harvesters 

from Ireland were estimated to have travelled to Britain, and were regarded as 

‘indispensable’ for grain-harvest work in Scotland and other areas of the 

country.40  Although not a major migratory system, substantial numbers of 

Irish seasonal labourers travelled to agricultural areas in Scotland for much of 

the nineteenth century, which may explain the significant percentage of those 

declaring Irish identity at Berwick-upon-Tweed in 1840.41           

So far we have been examining the attributes of those persons using 

37 Charts B.1 and B.2, Appendix B, below. 
38 Inspector Preston-Thomas claimed that information given to casual ward staff by ‘tramps’
was valueless, that it was common for a tramp to give one name at night and another in the 
morning: Report of DC, II, Q154-156, p.7.  His views of the ‘habitual’ vagrant were notably 
severe. 
39 Lucassen, Migrant Labour, pp.108-111, 198-200. 
40 Ó’Gráda, ‘Seasonal Migration’, pp.52-54. 
41 Harvesters or agricultural labourers are not listed among the occupations of those receiving 
relief at Berwick-upon-Tweed (Table B.6, Appendix B, below).  Possibly, by July, they were 
engaged in harvest work, living on farms. See also pp.230-232 
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occasional and casual relief in the north of England.  Mobility was not 

restricted to the north and, for contrast, the records of a London PLU in mid-

century are now examined. 

5.1.3 West London Union,1848 

A wealthy City of London, which also controlled ‘a huge network of charities’, 

acted as a powerful magnet, sucking in numerous provincial and foreign 

migrants, and attracting large numbers of itinerant poor.42  Following the Poor 

Law reforms, most parishes of the historic City of London were amalgamated 

into a PLU in 1837; others remained self-governing, or were formed into the 

East or West London Unions.  These latter parishes, on the boundaries of the 

rich City, ‘were generally much more populous and poorer than their 

neighbours’.43  The West London Union embraced the area around Fleet 

Street, Newgate, and Smithfields.44  There is a reference to ‘vagrant wards’ at 

the West London workhouse in 1840.45  However, in 1857, the casual wards 

were located two and a half miles from the Union, at Battle Bridge, where the 

men’s accommodation consisted of a twelve-stall stable, and the women’s of 

an adjoining cattle shed.46  The West London Union had a short life, being 

wound up in 1869 and its parishes reunited with the City of London, following 

the Metropolitan Poor Law Act of 1867, and the establishment of a 

42  A. Tanner, ‘The Casual Poor and the City of London Poor Law Union 1837-1869’, The 
Historical Journal, 42, 1 (1999), 183-206 (pp. 185-186 and passim). 
43 ibid. p.189, n.27. 
44  For the exact location, see: Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk (consulted 23 July 
2013). 
45 In December 1840, ‘the West London Union offered 300 casuals the vagrant wards at the 
workhouse’: Tanner, ‘The Casual Poor’, p.190.  An average of twenty-one persons per night 
received casual relief here during the 1840s: ibid. p.193. 
46 Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk. For the ‘stables and straw’ approach to casual 
relief, see below, Ch. 6.  Battle Bridge is the former name of King’s Cross in London: ‘Battle 
Bridge Estate’, Survey of London Vol. 24, The Parish of St. Pancras, King’s Cross 
Neighbourhood (1953) pp. 102-113, www.britishhistory.ac.uk/report (consulted 23 July 2013). 
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Metropolitan Common Poor Fund.47

 In response to a PLB request for information about casual ward use in 

1848, the West London Union produced ‘a list of vagrants taken into the 

Union’ for two separate weeks of March.48  The lists appear in the Report of 

1848.49  The data cover 7-13 March and 21-27 March 1848, and were 

recorded by a porter, George Jerrard.  The entries included name, age, 

marital status, number of accompanying children, ‘where from’, and 

observations.  Some individuals obtained relief on more than one occasion in 

these weeks but are counted only once in this analysis.  The  following tables 

and a chart summarize the adult and child ratios, age distribution, the porter’s 

analysis of employment status, and a tentative account of national origins. 

47 Tanner, ‘The Casual Poor’, pp.204-206.  Tanner describes the extraordinary demand for 
casual relief in central London during the period 1837-1869, when, at times, the system was 
overwhelmed. 
48 Circular, 17 January 1848, PLB Circulars, Vol. 1, 1848, TNA/MH10/12. 
49 Reports and Communications 1848, pp.101-107. 
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Table 5.6  Gender and age distribution of

 321 recipients of casual relief
West London PLU
7-13 and 21-27 March 1848 

Age in 
years (a)

Male Female Gender 
not 

recorded

Total Percentage of Total of 
Adults and Children

0-23 
months 

3 3 1% 

2-15 41 41 13% 

age not 
recorded 

3 3 1% 

Total 
Children

47 (b) 15%

16-30 88 104 192 60% 

31-50 19 48 67 21% 

51-65 5 6 11 3% 

66 and 
over 

3 1 4 1% 

Total 
Adults

115 159 274 85%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

36% 50% 

Total 
Children 
and 
Adults

321

Notes:
a) age groups selected by author
b) see main text regarding numbers of children
Source 
Table compiled from: ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848 
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Table 5.7  Porter’s description of

employment status of 274 adults
 receiving casual relief, West London PLU, 
7-13 and 21-27 March 1848 

Status Male Per cent 
of all 
Adults

Female Per cent 
of all 
Adults

Total Per cent 
of all 
Adults

‘Cadger’ 
(a) 

44 16% 106 39% 150 55% 

‘Out of 
employ’ 

48 18% 28 10% 76 28% 

‘Seeking 
employ’ 

21 8% 25 9% 46 17% 

Other 
(b) 

1 <1% 1 <1% 2 1% 

Notes: 
a) Cadgers were subdivided into: ‘been here many times’, ‘been here before’, ‘sleeping in
different refuges’, ‘out of work’, and ‘on way home‘
b) one married woman (aged 24) ‘ turned out of home’ (who was later joined by her husband)
and a travelling draper
Source 
Table compiled from: ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848 

Chart 5.4  ‘Where From?’  
Putative national origins of 274 adult recipients          
of casual relief, West London PLU,  
7-13 and 21-27 March 1848 

Notes:
a) Other includes Europe (1) America (1) Malta(1) ‘homeless’ (2) unidentified (2)
Source:
Table compiled from: ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848 
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A total of 274 adults and forty-seven children received casual relief in these 

two weeks.50  Adult females outnumbered males, constituting fifty-eight per 

cent of adult applicants, more than double the proportion recorded at Kirkby 

Lonsdale in 1825-1826 or Berwick in 1840.51  Numbers of children, at fifteen 

per cent, were far lower than at Kirkby Lonsdale, and slightly lower than at 

Berwick.  The majority of adult recipients were young, with sixty per cent aged 

between sixteen and thirty years, again a much higher percentage than at 

either Kirkby Lonsdale (forty-four per cent) or at Berwick (twenty-three per 

cent).  Among male recipients, seventy-seven per cent were aged between 

sixteen and thirty.

 The porter seems to have devised his own categorization of applicants’ 

reasons for seeking relief, describing over half as ‘cadgers’.52  He 

distinguished between persons ‘out of employ’ and those seeking work.  The 

number of those seeking employment was unusually low when compared to 

records from other Unions, and it is possible that those listed as ‘out of 

employ’ may also have been searching for work, as well as many of those he 

described as ‘cadgers’.  ‘Labourer’ was the most common of the male 

occupations recorded for those ‘out of employ’ and ‘seeking employ’; for 

women, servant or charwoman.  Otherwise a wide variety of occupations was 

noted, with no particular pattern emerging.53  Female adults, however, had a 

greater range of occupations compared to either Kirkby Lonsdale or Berwick, 

and as well as servant and charwoman, included gardener, shoe-binder, 

50 The porter categorized some fifteen year olds as adults; some children appear to have 
travelled without an accompanying parent, including a nine year old boy and an eleven year 
girl. Here, all aged fifteen and under have been counted as children. 
51 A high proportion of West London PLU female applicants were from Ireland - see below. 
52 In the nineteenth century ‘cadger’ was synonymous with ‘beggar’ although, in mid-century 
slang, it could also mean a shoplifter-cum-beggar, or the lowest form of pickpocket: Green, 
Cassell’s Dictionary of Slang, p. 232; Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology,  p.134.  
53 Charts B.3 and B.4, Appendix B., below. 
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woodchopper, labourer, hawker and needlewoman.54

 The porter’s question ‘where from?’ was ambiguous, not distinguishing 

between place of birth and point of departure.  Probably those answering 

‘Ireland’ or ‘Scotland’ were Irish or Scottish, but it is less certain that those 

naming a point of origin in England were English as some may have travelled 

from elsewhere beforehand; Chart 5.4 should be regarded with some caution.  

Over half of all adult female applicants were from Ireland (fifty-six percent) 

and they constituted almost a third of all adults.  Hitherto, large numbers of 

Irish men had journeyed to England (and Scotland) as labour migrants, 

working the hay and corn harvests, remaining for hop-picking, and returning 

home with their earnings.55  In the 1840s, in the wake of the potato famine, 

great numbers fled from Ireland, including many women and children, and ‘the 

tramp ward became the refuge of the surplus’.56  Almost certainly some of 

those Irish women, accompanied by their children, had fled from Ireland and 

journeyed across England, using casual wards such as the West London, in 

search of refuge and work.

 The porter recorded marital status; eighty-five per cent of male and sixty-

seven per cent of female applicants were single.  A significant number of 

female adults at West London Union were accompanied by children but not 

husbands; eight single and fourteen married women, and seven widows, 

amounting to almost a fifth of the female applicants; twenty-two of these 

twenty-nine women were from Ireland.

 A wide variety of men and women used the City casual wards; 

‘discharged servicemen, migrants attracted to London in the hope of work (or 

54 Three women were listed as labourers. 
55 Inspector Boase, Reports and Communications 1848,  p.16. Also above, p.231. 
56 Reports & Communications, p.16. See  Ch. 7, below, on the use of casual relief in England 
by Irish famine victims. 
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largesse), the mentally ill, Scottish and Irish natives who had no settlement in 

England, unmarried mothers, deserted wives, and prostitutes.57  The evidence 

from West London Union suggests that, in 1848, Irish Famine victims featured 

prominently in that list.58

 Was there such a wide range of male and female applicants using casual 

relief in the north of England at this date?  Records from some north-western 

Unions featured in the 1848 Report reveal strong concentration of Irish 

applicants but, as will be seen in the following example, when we return to 

Kirkby Lonsdale, the pattern of applications may have been different to the 

central London experience.

5.1.4 Kirkby Lonsdale 1849-1858 

During the years when the Vagrant Office register was used, Kirkby Lonsdale 

was part of a ‘Gilbert Union’, with a small workhouse.59  From 1837, the 

township was incorporated in the new Kendal PLU.60  It is not known whether 

the Vagrant Office continued beyond 1837, as happened in some other 

centres.   

 The original register known as the Vagrants’ Book finishes in 1836; 

surviving records resume from mid-1849 and continue through to 1858.  It is 

an incomplete series but gaps are few.61  However, the quality of the 

57 Tanner, ‘The Casual Poor’, p.190. 
58 A Union in Southwark (south London) received so many applications from Irish Famine 
victims that the PLC instructed the Guardians to use outdoor relief to relieve the pressure on 
the casual wards: Weekly Dispatch, 24 January 1847, originally quoted in Tanner, ‘The 
Casual Poor’, p. 204, n.78. 
59 Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk/Kendal  (consulted 25 July 2013). Gilbert Unions 
were formed by groups of parishes to coordinate local Poor Law administration, under 
legislation of 1782 (22 Geo.III c.83): Snell, Parish and Belonging, p.68 n.161. Some Gilbert 
Unions continued after the 1834 reforms. 
60 Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk/Kendal. 
61 Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858, KAC/WRP19/7/1/4  (Kirkby Lonsdale township). 
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recording is chequered.62  A sample was taken of the first day’s recording in 

the months of January and July in each year, commencing in July 1849, and 

the results are summarized in Table 5.8 and Chart 5.5.63 

62 The occupational record on many pages simply consists of lengthy lists of ‘labourers’.  
Almost all applicants are listed as seeking work.  There are many gaps in the entries and 
information, such as birthplace, is often missing. 
63 In some months no applicants were relieved on the 1st; the first day of the month on which 
applicants were recorded is used here instead.  Records for 1849 only commence on 20th 
July. 
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Table 5.8  Gender and age distribution of

 fifty-five recipients of casual relief,
Kirkby Lonsdale (Kendal PLU) first recorded day of 
 January and July 1849-1858 (a) 

Age in 
years

Male Female Children Total 
number

Percentage of  total 
of Children and 

Adults

0-15 13 

Total 
Children

13 13 24%

16-30 13 5 18 33% 

31-50 9 - 9 16% 

51-65 2 - 2 4% 

66 and 
above 

1 - 1 2% 

Age not 
recorded 

4 8 - 12 22% 

Total 
Adults

29 13 42 76%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

53% 24% 

Total 
Adults 
and 
Children

55

Notes:
a) Records for 1849 commence on 20th July
Source:
Table compiled from sample of entries in: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858, 
KAC/WRP19/7/1/4  (Kirkby Lonsdale township) 
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Chart 5.5  National origins of thirty-four recipients

 of casual relief, Kirkby Lonsdale (Kendal PLU) 
first recorded day of January and July 
1849-1858 (a) (b) 

Notes:
a) Records for 1849 commence on 20th July
b) National origin of dependents - 8 women and 13 children - not recorded
Source:
Chart compiled from sample of entries in: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858, 
KAC/WRP19/7/1/4  (Kirkby Lonsdale township) 

Numbers of persons seeking casual relief at Kirkby Lonsdale were relatively 

small, with only one to three persons applying on most days and, on some, 

none at all, a pattern similar to that found for 1825-1826 (above, 5.1.1).  

Applicants continued to be given small sums of money, as in 1825-1826, 

although often at lower rates; 3d for single persons (sometimes reduced to 1d 

or 2d) and, usually, not more than 6d for families.64  It is unclear whether this 

money was additional to an overnight stay in the casual ward.  Apparently the 

old workhouse at Kirkby Lonsdale was mostly used as a casual ward, within 

the Kendal PLU.65 The Vagrants’ Book reveals that, between 1856-1858, 

64 TP = roughly 30p  -  £1.90. 
65 Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk/Kendal  (consulted 25 July 2013).  He does not give 
a reference. 
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straw was purchased for ‘vagrants’ beds’;‘the vagrants’ ward’ was 

whitewashed and cleaned; and soap was procured for ‘washing vagrants’ 

beds’.66  Rarely, lodgings were arranged, as in June and July 1857, when two 

men were accommodated but no reason was given.67  Thus, by 1856, if not 

earlier, a casual ward was in use here.  Nevertheless, small sums of money 

were still being paid to each applicant and, occasionally (perhaps when ill or 

disabled) applicants were placed in lodgings rather than the ward.68

 Most applicants for casual relief were in the age group sixteen to thirty, 

but there was a greater proportion of men.  A third of male applicants were 

accompanied by wives and, sometimes, children; occasionally, women 

travelled alone with children.  Applicants were asked about national origins in 

most sampled entries, and the results are shown in Chart 5.5.  Unlike their 

counterparts at the West London Union in 1848, these records do not show a 

high proportion of women and children journeying from Ireland; most of Irish 

origin were male.  Labourers dominated the occupational lists, with forty-one 

per cent of adult applicants.  Only one female had occupational status, a 

servant.  In contrast to the earlier Kirkby Lonsdale records, weavers were not 

prominent in these pages.69  Although the sample was small, and there are 

questions about the quality of the records, evidence from the later Kirkby 

Lonsdale Vagrants’ Book indicates that little had changed since the 1820s.

 Reflecting upon the evidence examined thus far, extant records from 

northern towns and London, prior to 1860, show that occasional and, 

66 Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858, KAC/WRP19/7/1/4  (Kirkby Lonsdale township).
Some of this expenditure was repeated at intervals. 
67 The costs of the lodgings were far higher than the normal relief sums, TP = c.£15 and £18 
respectively.  Another person was sent to lodgings in 1858 as ‘unable to travel’. 
68 Local research may shed further light on casual relief at Kirkby Lonsdale in the 1850s.  
Possibly the money was for food if this basic casual ward provided only accommodation. 
69 Table B.7, Appendix B, below. 
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subsequently, casual relief was widely used by young men in search of work, 

travelling to and from employment, to and from parish of settlement, or 

moving to join relatives. Many were accompanied by family members, 

including children and, as noted in Chapter 4, some of the latter may have 

been involved in the labour market themselves.  As discussed below, the 

predominance of younger adults contrasts strongly with the age distribution of 

those using casual wards in the Edwardian years.  Use of casual relief by 

adult females was well above levels suggested by most modern historians of 

vagrancy.  Evidence from London in the late 1840s confirms significant use of 

casual relief by Irish women and children, who appear to have fled from the 

Famine.  These records reveal considerable mobility, confirming flows of 

people to and from the industrial heartland of England, and to and from 

Scotland and the Borders.  Leaving aside the consequences of the Famine, 

applicants of Irish origin feature quite markedly in the records, reflecting the 

considerable seasonal movements of Irish labourers.  Many types of 

occupational status are represented although, by mid-century, it is possible 

that unskilled labourers had become the dominant group in the wards.  It is 

probable that, prior to the Poor Law reforms, the vagrant offices (and some 

workhouses) were being used as staging posts in an increasing flow of 

migration - whether seasonal or more enduring - a trend that continued, 

involving the casual wards from 1837 onwards, and lasting until the 1850s.

 It would have been useful to assess whether there were changes in the 

casual relief population in the latter half of the nineteenth century, particularly 

from 1871, when new regulations and the cellular system were introduced.70  

However, as noted, insufficient evidence was found to permit an analysis of 

70  The introduction of new regulations and the cellular system are discussed in Chs. 7 and 8, 
below. 
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any trends in these years.  There are, though, some extant registers from the 

early twentieth century.71  In the following sections, registers from locations in 

the south-west of England are examined.  Although predominantly a rural 

region, a different pattern of agriculture meant that there was no great 

demand for seasonal labour as experienced in eastern England, the Home 

counties, and the Scottish lowlands.  And, as noted in Chapter 4, neither was 

there an apparent demand for industrial workers.  Yet there were some 

industrial centres, and admission records for several of these are examined 

here, viz. St. Austell, dominated by mining, Long Ashton, noted for heavy 

industry on the outskirts of Bristol, and Bath, a spa city that was also a 

manufacturing centre.   Dulverton, by way of contrast, offers evidence from a 

small, isolated, rural setting.  For the first location, St. Austell, an unusually 

detailed extract of a register survives, providing a rich vein of material that is 

more informative than other evidence considered here.

5.2.1   St. Austell (Cornwall) 1904-1905 

At the beginning of the 1800s, St. Austell was a market town with a population 

of c. 4000, growing to c. 12,000 by 1900.  Tin and copper mining had been 

the dominant occupations, replaced in mid-nineteenth century by a white clay 

industry that was still thriving in the twentieth.72  St. Austell PLU was formed in 

1837, and a new workhouse completed in 1838.73  It is not known when 

casual wards were opened but these were in existence by the early twentieth 

century, when numbers relieved were rising from the low levels experienced 

71 As described at the outset, to avoid repetition of long lists of occupations and localities, the 
main findings are presented in the text, with supportive tables relegated to the statistical 
appendix, B. These twentieth-century registers also provide information about the task of 
work - see Appendix I.        
72 www.genuki.org.uk/big/eng/Cornwall/St.Austell [consulted 12 October 2011). 
73 P. Higgenbotham: www.workhouse.org.uk [consulted 20 September 2011]. 



277 
in the nineteenth century.74  Particulars of vagrants relieved at St. Austell from 

November 1904 to January 1905 were almost certainly extracted from a 

register, which has not survived.75  All 111 recipients were recorded as 

vagrants.76  Additional questions were asked, viz. duration and location of last 

job, reasons for leaving and for ‘tramping’, and this information is summarized 

along with standard material in the following group of tables and charts.  The 

Master also commented upon appearance, although evidently not for 

identification but to assess ‘respectability’.     

74 Casual relief in Cornwall is explored in more detail in Chs. 7 and 8, below. 
75 ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, Cornwall’, Report of 
Inspector Preston-Thomas, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp. 188-204.  Only two of 
Cornwall’s thirteen PLUs had cells at this date, and it is unclear whether St. Austell was one 
of them: ‘Particulars as to Casual Wards in England and Wales, 1904’, ibid. III, Appendix XIII, 
p.81. 
76 105 applicants and six dependents.  One applicant was accompanied by his wife and four 
children; another man by a person of unspecified gender who may have been his wife.  Three 
other applicants applied for relief on two occasions within the period but have been counted 
only once in this analysis.  
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Table 5.9 Gender and age distribution

of 111 recipients of casual relief
at St. Austell PLU
1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905 

Age in 
years (a)

Male Female Gender 
not 

recorded

Total 
number

Percentage of  
total of Children 

and Adults

0-23 
months 

1 1 1% 

2- 15 3 3 3% 

Total 
Children

4 4 (b) 4%

16-30 17 1 18 16% 

31-50 56 1 (c) 57 51% 

51-65 24 1 24 23% 

66 and 
over 

7 7 6% 

Total 
Adults

104 3 107 96%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

94% 3% 

Total 
Children 
and Adults

111

Notes
a) age groups selected by author
b) all four children were in same family, accompanied by their parents
c) Probably female - listed as accompanying an older male, but record not clear . 
Source
Table compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, November 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 
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Chart 5.6  Declared marital status

of 107 adult recipients
of casual relief, St. Austell PLU,
1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905

Notes: 
a) see Table 5.10 (c) above
Source:
Chart compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 
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Chart 5.7  Region of last place of work

described by 105 recipients of casual relief,
 St. Austell PLU, 1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905 

Notes:
a) Place of work ascribed to regions by author
b) recently discharged from Army
Source:
Chart compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III,  Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 
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Table 5.10     Duration of last job 

described by 105 recipients
 of casual relief, St. Austell PLU, 
 1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905 

Time Period (a) Number

‘a few days’ 4 

‘a few weeks’ 9 

1 month 7 

2 -3 months 14 

4-6 months 12 

7-12 months 4 

1-2 years 15 

longer than 2 years 10 

not recorded 30 

Total 105 

Notes: 
a) With the exception of the first two categories, the time periods were grouped by the
author.
Source:
Table compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III,  Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204  
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Chart 5.8  Length of time tramping
described by 105 recipients of casual relief,
 St. Austell PLU, 1 November 1904-12 January 1905 

Notes:
a) time periods grouped by author
Source:
Chart compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III,  Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 

Gender was not recorded but is deduced here (Table 5.9) from entries for 

marital status, occupation, and the Master’s comments.  Male applicants 

predominated, with few women and children accompanying them.  Those 

married or widowed were far outweighed by the number of single persons 

seeking relief.77  The occupations of over half of the applicants were recorded 

as labourer or public works labourers.  A considerable diversity of occupation 

77 Similar findings were reported from Bristol in 1909 - above, p.225. 
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was recorded for the remainder.78  Twenty-one men cited army service, 

providing regimental details.79  Most of the latter described their occupation as 

‘labourer’.  Two who claimed army service complained to the Master about the 

difficulty of obtaining work because they lacked specific trades or skills.80   

 Applicants were not asked open-ended questions about their journeys but 

required to state where they had slept the previous night.  The ‘where going 

to’ question was less specific, but answers indicate that respondents were 

asked to state their immediate destination.  Departure points and destinations 

were all within a possible day’s walking distance of St. Austell, although it is 

likely that those intending to journey to further-off points, like Plymouth, St. 

Ives, and Penzance, took longer.  The direction of travel of the majority, from 

Bodmin and Liskeard to St. Austell, and the onward destinations of Truro and 

beyond, suggest significant movement down the south-west peninsula.  There 

is also an indication of a return flow, from Falmouth, Redruth and Truro.81  

Many respondents seem to have been proceeding along similar routes, but 

these records do not provide evidence of large bands of men travelling 

together, as was frequently alleged by contemporary press reports.82

 Answers to the question about the last place of work impart a different 

picture of mobility; although not comprehensive or complete, they suggest that 

perhaps a majority had travelled from areas outside the south-west region.  

Some reported working for lengthy periods in one location and, having 

78 Chart B.5, Appendix B, below. 
79 See above, pp.238-239 concerning claims of army service by casual ward users. 
80 One man, claiming thirteen years service, complained that the Army did not fulfil its promise 
to assist him with finding work after discharge. 
81 Charts B.6 and B.7, Appendix B, below. 
82 For examples of south-western press reports for this period, see O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an 
intractable social problem’, p.64. 
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completed or lost a job, resorting to tramping in search of work.83  Others 

described tramping for many years, working intermittently, for weeks or 

months, before returning to the road.84  Almost all the respondents claimed to 

be in search of work.  Birthplace was not recorded and it is impossible to 

ascertain how many of these men were of local origin, who may have been 

returning after working elsewhere in the country, how many were mobile only 

within the region, and how many were strangers to the south-west.85 

 The data on the duration of the last job undertaken by applicants are 

similarly imprecise, and Table 5.10 should be viewed as a rough calculation.  

A significant proportion of the respondents had worked in the same job for 

substantial periods of time, some for extensive periods:- five, six, eight, 

fourteen, and even twenty years were mentioned.  Those claiming army 

service also described lengthy periods serving in their regiments, ranging 

between six and fourteen years, with several subsequently attached to the 

Reserves.             

 Applicants were also asked two overlapping questions: the cause of 

leaving the last job, and the reason for being ‘on tramp’.  As with other data, 

the answers were not categorized, and the analytical framework imposed here 

may not fully reflect the variety of the source material. The majority claimed to 

be tramping because employment was unavailable.86  Comparatively few 

attributed their difficulties to ill-health or old age, but a significant number 

83 The word ‘job’ is used here to mean a set piece of work over a particular length of time. 
84 They need to be distinguished from those belonging to ‘tramping’ occupations, whose work 
necessitated frequent journeys between jobs.  The latter tended to avoid the casual wards as 
their travelling expenses were often met through union membership: see Hobsbawm, ‘The 
Tramping Artisan’.  In the St. Austell sample, one fitter said he didn’t use the casual wards 
much as other fitters helped him. 
85  Excluding female dependents, the sole female applicant, a 53 year-old charwoman, was 
said to be a well-known character at Truro workhouse and Bodmin prison, which may imply 
local origin. 
86 For a full breakdown, see Table B.8 in Appendix B, below. 
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admitted that ‘drink’ was an important factor in the loss of a job.87

 While the Master’s remarks need to be treated circumspectly, he appears 

to have taken a considerable interest in the individuals claiming relief.  The 

recorded material implies that he was sympathetic to at least some of these 

recipients, denoting, perhaps, a social conscience that may have been 

unusual among his fellow officials.88  His appraisals suggest that at least fifty-

seven of these individuals were suffering from the effects of being on the 

road, or were affected by ill-health or old age, or were ‘habitual’ vagrants; e.g. 

‘ragged and dirty’, ‘not too sweet’, ‘looking rough’, ‘showing effects of road’, ‘a 

boozing sailor’, ‘prematurely old’, ‘unemployable in his present state’, and ‘a 

complete specimen of the genus tramp’.89  One man, a forty-year-old 

labourer, as well as being ‘ragged, dirty, and unhealthy’, was described as 

being of ‘low intellect’ and ‘not fit to be at large’.  The Master’s remarks 

indicate that he thought that at least sixteen of the applicants were ‘habitual’ 

vagrants, or well on the way to becoming so. He also made positive 

comments about others, who were described as ‘clean and intelligent’, 

‘respectable-looking’, ‘well-built and able-bodied’, ‘fit to do a day’s work’, and 

‘a fairly good specimen’.  In one case it was ‘impossible to understand’ why a 

man was a ‘tramp’, and a ‘clean, respectable-looking young man’ was 

87 E.g. two seamen had missed a sailing because drunk.  The word ‘drink’ was used 
throughout the original record. It is not known whether some men indulged in occasional 
bouts of excessive use, or were alcoholics. The ‘vagrant alcoholic’ is a familiar urban figure of 
the latter half of the twentieth century, but the relationship between vagrancy and alcohol use 
in the Victorian and Edwardian periods awaits investigation.  
88 Further local research is needed to ascertain whether there is any surviving information 
about this man and his background. Was he a social reformer? A Methodist? A socialist? 
89 The Master’s observations contradict the evidence of Mr. Preston-Thomas to the 
Departmental Committee, who asserted that (because of bathing in the ‘very clean’ casual 
wards) ‘the tramp is one of the cleanest people you can find among the working classes […] 
as a rule the tramp is extraordinarily clean’: Report of DC, II, Q. 543-546, p.23. 
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persuaded to write to his mother for help.90

 The St. Austell material also allows an approximate analysis of the time 

that applicants had spent tramping (Chart 5.8).  Although the majority had 

been on the road for less than six months, many, while vagrant for relatively 

short periods at this time, had a history of mobility extending over many years.  

One is left with an impression of prolonged, if intermittent, itinerancy for a 

significant percentage, if not the majority, of this sample.

 At slightly later dates than the St. Austell extract, there are extant 

registers for several of the south-western PLUs that were selected to provide 

case material for the thesis.  Whereas St. Austell illustrates casual ward use 

in an area characterized by a mixture of rural occupations and (a largely 

decaying) extractive industry, the next example, Long Ashton, was a very 

busy industrial setting on the edge of a large urban centre and port. 

5.2.2    Long Ashton PLU, 1910-1912 

Until the end of the nineteenth century, Long Ashton, near Bristol, formed part 

of Bedminster PLU.  Bedminster, which had expanded rapidly in the 

nineteenth century, was a centre of heavy industry, with a huge workforce 

engaged in coal mining, smelting, engineering, tanneries and factory work.91  

Bedminster parish was absorbed by an expanding Bristol in 1897 and 

parishes to the south of the city combined as Long Ashton PLU, in a 

predominantly rural district.92  Although the facilities were inadequate, there 

was substantial use of casual relief c. 1910-1912, which may reflect the 

90 The Master described the four children in the family group as ‘very tired’, suggesting that 
such cases supported the argument for penalizing parents who took their children ‘on tramp’.  
At this time such legislation was being considered in Parliament - see above, Ch. 4. 
91 A. Bantock, ‘Bedminster’, Bristol and Area Family History Society Journal, 106 (December 
2001): www.bafhs.org.uk (consulted 2 August 2013). 
92 Changes to Bristol’s boundaries are summarized in Appendix A iii) below. The history of 
casual relief at Bedminster and, subsequently, Long Ashton, is described in Chapter 8. 
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overall rise in casual ward use around this time.  The following table, showing 

the gender and age of recipients, is compiled from a sample of register entries 

for selected months in 1910-1912.  

Table 5.11 Gender and age distribution
of 400 recipients of casual relief
Long Ashton PLU
July 1910; January and July 1911;
January 1912  (a) 

Age in 
years (b)

Male Female Gender 
not 
recorded

Total 
number

Percentage of  
total of Children 
and Adults

0-23 
months 

2 2 1% 

2- 15 2 2 4 1% 

Total 
Children

4 2 6 2%

16-30 39 0 39 10% 

31-50 165 19 184 46% 

51-65 132 17 149 37% 

66 and 
over 

19 2 21 5% 

Age not 
recorded 

1 1 <1% 

Total 
Adults

356 38 394 99%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

89% 10% 

Total 
Children 
and 
Adults

400

Notes
a) Table based upon first 100 applicants recorded in each of these four months
b) Age groups selected by author
Source
Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, 
SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2 
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In common with the St. Austell sample, and in contrast to records from the 

first half of the nineteenth century, almost all recipients of casual relief were 

adult, and the number of female applicants was considerably lower, at just 

below ten per cent of the total.  A shift in the age groupings is also noticeable, 

with a drop among those aged sixteen to thirty years, and an increase in 

those aged over fifty.   As at St. Austell, there was considerable diversity of 

occupation among applicants, although seventy-eight per cent of males were 

recorded as labourers, and seventy-nine per cent of females as charwomen.  

No other occupation stood out as particularly significant.  In contrast to the 

nineteenth- century records, all female applicants were listed with an 

occupation.93

 Information about mobility was restricted to where recipients had spent 

the previous night, and their next night’s intended destination.94  The majority 

had travelled from just four locations, lying between six and fourteen miles 

from Long Ashton, viz. Bath (twenty-three per cent); Keynsham (nineteen per 

cent); Thornbury (seventeen per cent); and Weston (fifteen per cent).95  

Almost half (forty-seven per cent) declared Weston to be their next stopover, 

with twenty-three per cent heading to Axbridge, thirteen per cent to 

Thornbury, and eleven per cent to Bath.96  Although of limited value when 

considering overall mobility, these entries indicate that the majority were 

travelling to, or from, a handful of specific locations, inferring the existence of 

93 Charts B.8 and B.9, Appendix B, below. 
94 Charts B.10 and B.11, Appendix B. 
95 It is assumed that the Weston entries referred to a former village of this name, now a 
suburb of Bath.  Alternatively, Weston may have been an abbreviation for Weston-Super-
Mare but nothing in the register suggests this. 
96 The attraction of Weston is mysterious, as it did not contain an institution, charity, or other 
premises that might have drawn vagrants. The casual ward was located elsewhere, on the 
southern fringe of Bath, which had no major industry that would have attracted casual labour. 
(I am indebted to C. Johnston, Principal Archivist, Bath Record Office, for this information; 
pers. communication, 21 August 2013).   
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well-trodden routes or circuits.  As the Somerset way-ticket scheme was not 

instituted until August 1913, these were not routes imposed by the 

authorities.97

 Marital status was not recorded and, while a small number of entries 

show male and female applicants applying on the same date, bearing the 

same name and of similar age, it is an assumption that these were married 

couples.  Four family groups were identified, couples travelling together with 

either one or two children.  Some entries suggest that some applicants - 

friends or temporary companions - may have been travelling in small parties 

or groups.98

 Offering a stark contrast to the heavy industry and busy urban life found 

at and around Long Ashton, the next PLU, Dulverton, was a small market 

town set in rural wilderness, far from any major centre.  

5.2.3    Dulverton PLU, 1912-1913 

Dulverton, located on Exmoor, one of the three great moors of the south-west, 

had the smallest population of any of the Unions sampled in the research.99  A 

late nineteenth-century gazetteer described it as a ‘small’ town, a market 

centre and seat of sessions, which ‘carries on manufactures in silks and 

woollens’; it was also a centre for field sports.100  Demand for casual relief at 

Dulverton PLU was low in the nineteenth century, and few facilities were 

97 Dulverton Correspondence: Way-tickets & Mid-day Meal System, 1913,
SRO/D/G/d/57/11/1. 
98 Some entries bear the same date of admission, departure and destination points, but this is 
not conclusive. 
99 Just under 5000 in 1911: GB Historical GIS / University of Portsmouth, Dulverton RD 
through time/Population Statistics/Total Population, A Vision of Britain through Time. 
www.visionofbritain.org.uk/unit/10001547/cube/TOT_POP (consulted 20 January 2014). 
100 J.M. Wilson, Imperial Gazetteer of England and Wales 1870-1872, quoted in: GB Historical 
GIS/University of Portsmouth, ‘History of Dulverton in West Somerset’, A Vision of Britain 
through Time: www.visionofbritain.org.uk/place/12778 (consulted 14 August 2013). 
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provided.101  Around the time of the pre-First World war peak in casual ward 

admissions, numbers at Dulverton had risen; on some days only two or three 

admissions occurred but, on others, ten or more persons sought relief, testing 

the capacity of this small Union.102   As with other twentieth-century registers 

examined here, virtually all admissions at Dulverton were of adults, with males 

predominating - ninety-five per cent of the sample, shown in the following 

table.  

101 See  Chs. 6-8 and esp. Ch. 8, pp.450-451 
102 e.g. Thirteen on 8 January 1913, fourteen on 9th: Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge 
Books for Casual Paupers 1912 -1913, SRO/D/G/d 121/1. 
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Table 5.12 Gender and age distribution

of 200 recipients of casual relief
Dulverton PLU
July 1912; January 1913 (a) 

Age in 
years (b)

Male Female Gender 
not 

recorded

Total 
number

Percentage of  
total of Children 

and Adults

0-23 
months 

2- 15 1 1 

Total 
Children

1 <1%

16-30 25 1 26 13% 

31-50 108 8 116 58% 

51-65 44 44 22% 

66 and 
over 

13 13 7% 

Total 
Adults

190 9 199 100%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

95% 5% 

Total 
Children 
and Adults

200

Notes
a) Table based upon first 100 applicants recorded in each of these two months
b) Age groups selected by author
Source
Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912 -1913, SRO/D/G/d 
121/1 

As remarked of St. Austell and Long Ashton, there is a noticeable shift 

towards older age groups, and fewer applications from those aged sixteen to 

thirty years.  Only one family group was identified, travelling with a small child.  

The usual diversity of occupations was recorded, but seventy-three per cent 
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of males registered as labourers.103  All nine females declared the same 

occupation of charwoman. Applicants were asked about immediate journeys 

and plans, and thus the entries show only local departure and destination 

points.  Ninety-six per cent of applicants had travelled from three local Unions, 

Tiverton, South Molton, and Williton.  Almost the same percentage (ninety-

four per cent) listed one of these three Unions as their destination.104  Overall, 

local journey distances were slightly longer than at Long Ashton, reflecting the 

more remote nature of this rural area.

 Dulverton offered little opportunity for casual work or begging.  However, 

in a thinly populated area, with comparatively few Unions, it provided a 

stopover for the itinerant poor wishing to skirt Exmoor when journeying 

between Somerset and North Devon.  The personal aspects of those using 

the Dulverton casual ward - their ages, gender, and occupations - do not 

suggest that they differed from applicants at other Unions, although the virtual 

absence of females may reflect its remoteness and the absence of suitable 

casual work .

 In the final register examined here, we turn to the records of a much 

larger and busier urban settlement that contained some industry.  Of particular 

interest are the dates of the Bath registers, which provide a glimpse of the 

attributes of the persons using urban casual relief in the early years of the 

First World War. 

103 Chart B.12, Appendix B, below. 
104 Charts B.13 and B.14, Appendix B. 
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5.2.4    Bath PLU, 1915-1916       

Bath’s importance as a leading spa declined through the nineteenth century 

as contemporary fashion in leisure shifted to coastal resorts.105  The city 

continued to function as an urban and manufacturing centre, with a stable 

population of c. 50,000, becoming a county borough in 1889.106  The history of 

casual relief in Bath is complex but, by the 1900s, a cellular system was in 

place.107  Annual admissions to the casual wards had risen in the late 

nineteenth century, reaching over 8,000 in 1895.108  By 1915, weekly 

admission totals to the casual wards averaged sixty-four, suggesting a lower 

annual admission total of c. 3,300.  Average weekly admissions fell further in 

1916, to forty-four, reducing the annual projection to c. 2,200.109  The 

following table of admissions for 1915 and 1916 demonstrates the 

predominance of male applicants (ninety-six per cent) and the shift towards 

older age groups that are found in other early twentieth-century registers.  

One man departed without relief; a search revealed that he had hidden 6s 1d 

in his mouth.110 

105 Nonetheless, the spa was still busy at the end of the nineteenth century, with bathers 
numbered at almost 600,000 between 1890-1895: Anon. The Handy Guide to Bath (Bath; 
Jolly & Son, 1900, 68th edition) p.31: www.openlibrary.org /www.ia600308.us.archive.org 
(consulted 14 August 2013). (This figure probably represents number of entries to the baths, 
including repeat visits, and not the total of individual users). 
106 Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, ‘Population & Vital Statistics 8’, pp.24-25. 
107 The development of casual relief in Bath is outlined in Chs. 6 - 8, below. 
108 Table B.11, Appendix B, below. 
109 Weekly average based upon total admissions in first week of each month in 1915 and 
1916 (second week of May 1915): Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge 
Registers 1915-1916,  BRO/BGB/2/5/1 & 2. 
110 TP = £26 (approximately).  This man is not included in the calculations. 
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Table 5.13 Gender and age distribution

of 208 recipients of casual relief
Bath PLU, 1st day of all months
January 1915 to December 1916 (a) 

Age in 
years (b)

Male Female Gender 
not 

recorded

Total 
number

Percentage of  
total of Children 

and Adults

0-23 
months 

2- 15 

Total 
Children

0

16-30 2 2 4 2% 

31-50 65 2 67 32% 

51-65 102 4 106 51% 

66 and 
over 

30 30 14 

Age not 
recorded 

1 1 <1% 

Total 
Adults

200 8 208 100%

Adults as 
percentage 
of all 
recipients 

96% 4% 

Total 
Children 
and 
Adults

208

Notes
a) Records for early May 1915 are in a poor state of repair and not available to view; the
nearest available date was chosen, 11 May 1915
b) Age groups selected by author
Source
Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 1916, BRO/BGB/2/5/1 
and 2 

Family groups did not feature in these records, which reveal an absence of 

children in the admissions.  As with most other registers considered here, we 

cannot be certain of the marital status of applicants; possibly three married 
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couples can be identified in the Bath entries.  Similarly, there is no official 

confirmation that some applicants were travelling in small groups, but entries 

indicate that this was likely.  Entries show mainly local journeys and, as 

elsewhere in these examples, a small number of locations predominate - 

here, Bristol, Chippenham, and Warminster - suggesting well-trodden 

routes.111     

 The lists of occupational status show considerably less diversity than in 

earlier records.  Again, the category of labourer predominated (ninety-five per 

cent of male applicants).112  Of the eight female applicants, seven were listed 

as charwomen, the other as a labourer.  Some recipients carried ‘health 

cards’ exempting them from the task.113  These may have been National 

Insurance Contribution Cards, carried by men who had previously contributed 

and were now seeking work.  Alternatively, they may have been medical 

certificates of some kind.114  Of thirty-two males carrying ‘health cards’ at Bath 

between January 1915 and December 1916, twenty-two (sixty-nine per cent) 

were aged fifty or over.115  While the provenance of these cards is uncertain, 

their use, by predominantly older males, indicates that a significant proportion 

of male applicants (sixteen per cent) were either disabled, or affected by 

illness or disease, which rendered them unfit for physical labour.  That such 

cards do not appear in earlier registers suggests, perhaps, that they were a 

111 Charts B.16 and B.17, Appendix B, below. 
112 Chart B.15, Appendix B. 
113 Bearers of health cards were also discharged on the first morning after admission. This 
may have been due to the bearer’s inability to complete a task. 
114 They were not Military Service Act exemption cards, which were not produced before 1916. 
115 Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 1916
BRO/BGB/2/5/1 and 2.  
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form of medical exemption issued when the demands of war focused attention 

upon manpower.116 

5.3   Characteristics of casual relief recipients; local and national    
    trends  

This, and the previous chapter demonstrate the existence of previously 

neglected contemporary data, which reveal details about the men and women 

who sought casual relief in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  It is 

now appropriate to assess whether a national profile has emerged or whether, 

instead, the evidence only provides glimpses of blurred images in which 

vagrants remain shadowy figures.  It is also necessary to assess whether the 

data depict a stable picture of vagrancy or whether they illustrate variegated, 

shifting patterns over the course of the period.  A final set of charts combines 

key national and local material from chapters 4 and 5, providing a platform for 

the assessment. 

116 The impact of the First World War upon vagrancy is considered in Ch. 8. 
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Chart  5.9 Adult and Child recipients, 
occasional and casual relief registers, 
& national casual relief data,
England and Wales 1825-1916 

Key 
Percentage of total of all recipients of occasional or casual relief on selected dates at Kirkby 
Lonsdale 1825-1826 and 1849-1858, Berwick-upon-Tweed 1840, England & Wales 1845-
1847, West London Union 1848, England and Wales 1891, St. Austell 1904-1905,  England 
and Wales 1905, Long Ashton 1910-1912, Dulverton 1912-1913, and Bath 1915-1916
Sources 
Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3 (Kirkby Lonsdale Township); 
‘Porter’s Record Book’, July 1840, Correspondence PLB - Berwick-upon-Tweed 1834-1840, 
TNA/MH12/8976; ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848 pp.98-99, 102-107; Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858,  
KAC/WRP19/7/1/4 (Kirkby Lonsdale township); ‘Particulars of Vagrants, November 1904-
January 1905 at St. Austell, Cornwall’, Unnumbered Tables, Report of DC, I, p.18, III, 
Appendices V, pp.26-27, 188-204; Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for 
Casual Paupers 1910-1912, SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2; Dulverton PLU Admission and 
Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, SRO/D/G/d/121/1; Bath PLU Casual 
Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915-1916,  BRO/BGB/2/5/1 and 2 
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Chart 5.10      Age ranges of adult males 

 selected Casual Ward Admission Registers 
 England and Wales 
 1825-1858 and 1904-1916 

Key 
(A) Percentage of total of adult males receiving occasional or casual relief on selected dates 

at Kirkby Lonsdale 1825-1826 and 1849-1858, Berwick-upon-Tweed 1840, and West 
London Union 1848 

(B)  As for (A) at St. Austell 1904-1905, Long Ashton 1910-1912, Dulverton 1912-1913, and 
       Bath 1915-1916
Sources 
Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3 (Kirkby Lonsdale Township); 
‘Porter’s record Book’, July 1840, Correspondence PLB - Berwick-upon-Tweed 1834-1840, 
TNA/MH12/8976; ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848; Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858,  KAC/WRP19/7/1/4 
(Kirkby Lonsdale township); ‘Particulars of Vagrants, November 1904-January 1905 at St. 
Austell, Cornwall’, Report of DC,  III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204; Long Ashton PLU 
Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2; 
Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, 
SRO/D/G/d/121/1; Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 
1916,  BRO/BGB/2/5/1 and 2 
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Chart  5.11    Age ranges of adult females 

selected Casual Ward Admission Registers 
England and Wales 
1825-1858 and 1904-1916 

Key 
(A) Percentage of total of all adult females receiving occasional or casual relief on selected 

dates at Kirkby Lonsdale 1825-1826 and 1849-1858, Berwick-upon-Tweed 1840, and 
West London Union 1848 

(B)  As for (A) at St. Austell 1904-1905, Long Ashton 1910-1912, Dulverton 1912-1913, and 
       Bath 1915-1916
Sources 
Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3 (Kirkby Lonsdale Township); 
‘Porter’s record Book’, July 1840, Correspondence PLB - Berwick-upon-Tweed 1834-1840, 
TNA/MH12/8976; ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848; Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858, KAC/WRP19/7/1/4 
(Kirkby Lonsdale township); ‘Particulars of Vagrants, November 1904-January 1905 at St. 
Austell, Cornwall’, Report of DC,  III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204; Long Ashton PLU 
Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2; 
Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, 
SRO/D/G/d/121/1; Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 
1916,  BRO/BGB/2/5/1 and 2 
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Chart 5.12  National origins of casual relief recipients based 

on local and national data,
England and Wales, 1825-1865 (a) 

 Notes
a) Locations and dates as follows: Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 1825-1826; Berwick-upon-
Tweed PLU 1840;  596 PLUs, England and Wales, 1847; West London PLU 1848; Kirkby 
Lonsdale PLU 1849-1858; Liverpool PLU 1865; Manchester PLU 1865
b) includes foreign nationals and, in 1849-58, Welsh (3%) - the only such record. 1849-1858
also includes 24% unknown national identity.
c) Liverpool PLU
d) Manchester PLU
Source:
As listed for National origin charts in Chapters 4 & 5: Charts, 4.5, 4.6, 5.1, 5.3, 5.4, 5.5 

 Over the research period, numbers of adult male applicants for casual 

relief increased to the point where the wards were almost entirely used by 

men.  Conversely, adult female numbers decreased, particularly after mid-

century and, by the 1900s, very few women entered the wards (Chart 5.9).  A 

similarly clear trend is visible when examining the national and local data for 

the number of children receiving casual relief, which declined over the period, 

with a sharp fall after mid-century (Chart 5.9)
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 Although the overall national trends are clear, they mask variation, and 

there is some evidence of greater use of casual relief by females at particular 

times and in certain localities, for example in London and the North West 

following the Irish Famine, and in some agricultural areas during summer fruit-

picking.117  National data from the 1890s confirms that higher proportions of 

women and children used the casual wards in summer.118  The data, local and 

national, refute the claim of Vorspan, reiterated by other historians, that 

females never exceeded ten per cent of the ‘nomadic population’.  As 

remarked earlier, twenty-five per cent of casual ward beds were still nominally 

allocated for female use as late as 1904.

 Most registers did not specifically record marital status or whether 

applicants were travelling with companions.119  In the early part of the period 

there are records of a significant percentage of adult females evidently 

journeying alone, or with young children only, averaging around fifteen to 

sixteen per cent of adult applicants at Kirkby Lonsdale (1825-1826) and 

Berwick-upon-Tweed (1840).120  At Kirkby over half of ‘lone’ females were 

returning to a place of settlement, while another third were joining husbands, 

relatives, or friends.  The majority were aged under fifty.  Evidence from the 

West London Union (1848) portrays a different picture, with a much higher 

proportion of single women (109 out of 159 adult females) and almost half the 

married women accompanied by children but not a husband.121 Of twenty-

117 See Ch. 4. 
118 ‘Unnumbered table’, Report of DC, III, Appendix A, V, p.26. 
119 Here, some assumptions have been based upon the use of the same surname and similar 
ages, suggesting marriage, and upon matching itineraries suggesting shared journeys. 
120 Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1825-1836, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3 (Kirkby Lonsdale Township); 
‘Porter’s Record Book’, July 1840, Correspondence PLB - Berwick-upon-Tweed 1834-1840, 
TNA/MH12/8976. 
121 ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications 1848, pp.102-107.  Marital 
status was recorded at the West London Union. 
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nine women accompanied only by children, twenty-three were from Ireland.  

Although there was a high proportion of Irish women at this Union in 1848 

because of the Famine (fifty-six per cent of adult females) the large number of 

‘lone’ women also may be partly explained by the presence of young females 

in search of work in the capital.

 By the Edwardian years, numbers of women claiming casual relief had 

declined significantly and, although the proportion of ‘lone’ women had risen 

to almost half, the actual number of the latter was now low.  At St. Austell 

(1904-1905) only one woman was thus recorded.122  Lone females at Long 

Ashton (1910-1912) comprised five per cent of all applicants although some 

may have been travelling in pairs.123  Dulverton (1912-1913) recorded less 

than one per cent of ‘lone’ females, while Bath (1915-1916) registered two per 

cent.124  In considerable contrast to the earlier registers, these twentieth- 

century records show that none of the ‘lone’ women was accompanied by a 

child.125  Given that only one of the twenty-eight ‘lone’ females was under 

thirty, and that the majority (sixty-one per cent) were aged over fifty, the 

absence of children is not surprising.126  It is clear that, in common with male 

applicants, the age profile of all women claiming casual relief by the later 

decades of the period had shifted upwards (Chart 5.11).

In the earlier records, female applicants were rarely classified with an 

122 ‘Particulars of Vagrants, November 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, Cornwall’, 
Unnumbered Tables, Report of DC, III, Appendices V, pp.188-204. This woman was well-
known locally - above, p.284, n.85. 
123 Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, 
SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2. 
124 Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, 
SRO/D/G/d/121/1; Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915-1916,  
BRO/BGB/2/5/1 and 2. 
125 A fifty-one year old woman was accompanied by a sixteen year old labourer sharing the 
same surname and journey details, probably her son. 
126 The marital status of these women was not recorded and we do not know whether they 
had been married, were widows, or spinsters. 
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occupation or noted as seeking work.  The mid-century West London 

classification is less clear because the porter described so many recipients as 

‘cadgers’; undoubtedly, though, some if not most women were seeking 

employment and the register reveals a wide variety of occupations among the 

female adults.127  In contrast, at Kirkby Lonsdale (1849-1858) only one female 

was registered with an occupation, a servant.128  By the 1900s, all but one of 

the female applicants recorded in these registers was classified with an 

occupation, whether travelling alone or with a husband.129  Forty-six (seventy-

eight per cent) were listed as charwomen - twenty-five of them ‘lone’ 

travellers.  A handful were registered as laundresses and there were single 

examples of hawker, factory hand, needlewoman, and labourer.  Historically, 

a charwoman was hired to do household jobs.130  Such work counted as 

domestic service, by far the largest occupational classification for females in 

census listings 1841-1921.131  It is thus unsurprising that the main 

occupational listing of female casual relief recipients in the 1900s was that of 

charwoman, particularly as some such work was often of a temporary or 

casual nature.132

 In the earlier part of the period, many male applicants were heads of 

households, accompanied by young families, using occasional and, after 

1837, casual relief, as they travelled between settlement and employment, or 

in search of work.  By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and the 

127 below, Appendix B, Chart B3. 
128 Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book 1849-1858,  KAC/WRP19/7/1/4 (Kirkby Lonsdale township). 
129 The one female without occupational status was travelling with a husband and four young 
children. 
130 Oxford Dictionary of Etymology, p.165. More recently the meaning is a woman hired by the 
hour, day, or week to clean rooms in offices or houses: Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, p. 
373 
131 ‘Labour Force 1. Occupations - Great Britain 1811-1951’, Mitchell & Deane, Abstract, p.60. 
132 Charring covers a potentially wide range of tasks and it is questionable whether it counts 
as unskilled labour. However, it seems to have been regarded as low-status work. 
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opening decade of the twentieth, changes in the patterns of employment, 

which had reduced demand for a mobile labour force, and the introduction of 

compulsory education, meant that almost all applicants were now single men 

and in older age groupings; families were rarely to be found in the casual 

wards (Charts 5.9, 5.10).  Records of identical itineraries of men admitted on 

the same date suggest that some may have travelled in small groups - twos or 

threes.133  Press reports of large groups were, perhaps, speculative.134  

However, other evidence indicates that groups of male vagrants did travel in 

company although, at this distance, it is difficult to distinguish between small 

groups of associates choosing to share itinerancy, and flows of large numbers 

of mobile poor to a particular casual ward, or locality, attracted by work 

opportunities.135  For example, an increase in casual ward use in Somerset, in 

the late 1860s, was attributed to ‘the construction of railways’; ‘vagrants’ 

flocked to work on the Bournemouth railway in the 1880s; in the next decade, 

many ‘North Country casuals’ sought work building docks in Southampton; 

and, in 1912-1913, ‘a considerable number of labourers and the tramping 

fraternity’ came to work on embankment repairs near Barnstaple (North 

Devon).136

 In the period c.1825 -1860, few older males applied for occasional or 

casual relief, which may indicate that demand for mobile labour centred on 

younger males.  Yet it was also a period when old age was predominantly a 

133 Generally admission registers did not specify whether people were travelling in groups. 
The earlier Kirkby Lonsdale records did note companions as well as family members. 
134 See accounts of large numbers of vagrants surging into the West Country c. 1905-1911 in: 
O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an intractable social problem’, pp.66, 75-77. 
135 There is no evidence of organized, integrated groups of men - any groups were almost 
certainly loose-knit, temporary associations. See above, p.175, n.254, p.283, and below, 
pp.446-447, for contemporary perceptions of vagrant ‘gangs’. 
136 ‘The Mendicity System’: Report of Chief Constable to Somerset Quarter Sessions, Bristol 
Mercury, 9 January 1875; Baldwyn Fleming, 16 February 1885, 28 February 1894, Inspectors 
Correspondence 1882-1898, TNA/MH32/100; Barnstaple Guardians Minutes 1912-1913,  
NDRO/Barnstaple PLU/31. 
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female experience.137  Life expectancy for males working in tough manual 

occupations meant that few reached their sixties.138  By the end of the period, 

older men were disproportionately represented in the wards, an increase 

reflecting changing demography but also suggesting that, once more males 

reached their sixties, there was little alternative for those who had led an 

itinerant lifestyle.  The process was amplified by the onset of the First World 

War, as younger and middle-aged men joined the armed services, or took up 

posts vacated by recruits.139

 Because the Poor Law authorities did not collect data concerning the 

health of casual relief recipients, it is difficult to identify trends.  Findings from 

eighteenth-century records, cited in Chapter 4, that many of London’s male 

vagrants were in poor health, are equally likely to apply in the nineteenth 

century.  Conversely, evidence from the first half of the nineteenth century, 

that the majority of those obtaining casual relief were young adults travelling 

between settlement and employment, often with families, may suggest that, 

outside London, the mobile population was less reduced by poor health.  The 

only national statistics, from 1847, when seven per cent of casual relief 

recipients were suffering from ‘fever’, and a further two per cent from other 

infectious diseases, were obtained when many Irish famine victims, often 

afflicted with illness, were using the wards, and thus may not be 

representative.  Surveys that began to be undertaken by individual MOs, in 

the latter part of the period, coincided with the shift in the casual ward 

population towards older, single men.  Thus it is not surprising that these 

137 Thane, Old Age, p.3 
138 See discussion in Ch. 4, above, pp.217-227. 
139 Once conscription was introduced in 1916, and instructions issued for Poor Law officials to 
assist recruitment officers, younger males of military age may have avoided the casual 
wards.The impact of the War upon vagrancy is further considered in Ch. 8. 
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surveys found evidence of ill health and disability among casual ward users, 

many of whom would have been casualties of urban and industrial ‘frontiers’.  

Data from the local Admission and Discharge Registers provide little 

information about health, but confirm the trend towards older age groups by 

the 1900s (Charts 5.10 and 5.11). The Bath records of 1915-1916, with their 

references to the exemptions authorized by ‘health cards’, reveal the 

presence of significant proportions of disabled or ill men in the casual wards 

but, as mentioned, this was also partly a consequence of war. 

 Specific, national records of the mobility of casual relief applicants were 

not kept.  Constructing an overall picture relies upon the work of historians of 

migration and seasonal labour movement.  The casual ward registers 

examined in this chapter largely provide only details of immediate, local 

journeys, although even these imply the existence of well-established routes 

between particular localities, essential to the makeshift of those itinerant poor 

dependent upon casual work or begging opportunities.  Several records from 

both early and later parts of the period provide more detailed evidence of 

mobility, offering a complex tableau of workers willing to travel considerable 

distances to engage in longer-term as well as casual employment.  

Contemporary Poor Law administrations, disinclined, or unable to analyse the 

available data, were broadly aware of seasonal migration, labour mobility, and 

the consequences of the Irish Famine. Nevertheless, from c. 1837, the 

deterrent casual ward system constituted the sole official form of relief for the 

itinerant poor, and all who entered were counted (and mostly treated) as 

vagrants.140

140 Allowance should be made for localities where pre-1837 facilities, mainly vagrant offices, 
continued to operate, in some instances as late as the 1870s, albeit offering casual relief in 
these later decades. See Chs. 6-8. 
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 Some data on the national origins of casual relief applicants was 

collected in the first half of the period, and may be associated with a policy of 

returning the itinerant poor of Scotland and Ireland to their country of origin.  

The absence of records indicating persons of Welsh origin is puzzling, 

implying that either none sought casual relief in the areas discussed here or, 

perhaps, that applicants were subsumed under ‘England and Wales’.141  

Persons of Irish origin formed a significant proportion of those claiming casual 

relief throughout these years, whereas numbers from Scotland were not 

usually as high except in the north of England (Chart 5.13).  Data from 1847 

and 1848 indicate that numbers of Irish users of casual relief may have 

peaked in the aftermath of the Famine, although there was still a considerable 

demand in localities such as Liverpool, a traditional stronghold for migrants 

from Ireland.142  Seasonal migration from Ireland was at a maximum c. 1850-

1870, although it is not clear whether Irish migrant workers used the casual 

wards in any number.143  Other research confirms that the major flow of 

overseas migration from Ireland was, ultimately, to the USA, with England 

used as a temporary staging post by some emigrants.144  The absence of data 

in the second half of the period implies that national administrators and local 

officials had ceased to regard the national origins of casual relief users as a 

social problem.145

141 In 1861 two-thirds of 190,000 persons leaving rural Wales were living in England.  In the 
latter half of the nineteenth century there were ‘three important internal migration streams’
from rural Wales - to Lancashire, the West Midlands, and South Wales: D. Baines, Migration 
in a Mature Economy: Emigration and Internal Migration in England and Wales 1861-1900 
(Cambridge; CUP, 1985) pp.255, 277-278. 
142 Evidence considered in Ch. 7, below, indicates widespread use of the casual relief system 
by Famine victims in the late 1840s. 
143 See Ch. 4, p.231. 
144 See Introduction, p.42, n.105. 
145 Removal of Irish paupers was still the subject of legislation in the early 1860s: see The 
Poor Removal (No. 2) Act, 1861 (24 & 25 Vict. c.76), which amended the arrangements in 
order to secure safer deportation.  
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 Poor Law central administrators were aware of a link between 

unemployment and pauperism.  As early as 1842, the PLC warned Guardians 

to prepare for pressure arising from ‘the disturbed state of a large portion of 

the Manufacturing Districts’; similar concerns were shared in the 1860s, about 

‘Depression in Trade’ and ‘Distress in the Cotton Manufacturing Districts’.146  

However, explicit links between unemployment and vagrancy were not 

common currency. In 1894, an Inspector linked depression in the staple 

industries and population growth with an increase in vagrancy; in 1895 Keir 

Hardie spoke of the unemployment of artisans that would ‘swell the great 

army of tramps’.147  The local registers reveal a very wide range of trades and 

crafts among recipients of casual relief.  The specific needs of local 

economies, for example, for weavers or harvesters, attracted flows of casual 

or temporary workers, who used the wards when travelling to and from their 

settlements.  Infrastructure projects, such as building docks, reservoirs or 

flood defences, similarly attracted large numbers of temporary workers.  

Gradually, labouring emerged as the dominant occupation in these records, 

particularly in the closing decades of the period, which may indicate a 

diminishing requirement for specialist casual or temporary workers as the 

structure of industry and agriculture changed.148  With the exception of the 

data from West London, in 1848, registers show that an overwhelming 

majority of persons using casual wards were in search of employment.149  It is 

146 Correspondence PLC-Unions 1842-1843, 18 August 1842, TNA/MH10/10; Fourteenth 
Annual Report of PLB 1861-1862 (3037) p.13; Fifteenth Annual Report of PLB 1862-1863 
(3197) p.13. 
147 Inspector Longe, Report for 1894, TNA/MH32/52; Keir Hardie, M.P., speech at Bradford, 
reported in: Mercury,  4 March 1895. 
148 Additionally, local officials possibly used the term labourer as a ‘catch-all’ category for 
administrative convenience when supervising admissions to casual wards. 
149 See above. The use of the classification ‘cadger’ at West London may have concealed the 
intentions of many applicants. 
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probable that, in some cases, the expectation of obtaining work was 

unrealistic, particularly in the latter years of the period, when the casual ward 

population consisted of mainly older males, many with health problems.  

Nonetheless, there was a widespread apparent desire for employment among 

casual ward users, which national administrators ignored when considering 

the status of those seeking relief.  The qualitative evidence, from official 

reports and committees, largely reiterates the stereotyped assumptions about 

worthless and feckless vagrants choosing idleness, as when the 

Departmental Committee concluded that the ‘bona fide working man’ was rare 

in the casual wards.150  Constructing a new and more complex model, through 

which to understand and respond to vagrancy, would have undermined those 

received ideas, producing an uncomfortable challenge to the status quo.

 The registers also provide information about the varied local operation of 

casual relief.151  West London and, perhaps, Kirkby Lonsdale, applied a 

‘stables and straw’ approach but the records do not reveal whether applicants 

were deterred by this treatment.  The West London Union experienced many 

repeat applications, which implies that users of the system were not deterred 

(possibly because of their desperate circumstances).  Other evidence 

confirms that repeat applications were fairly common elsewhere, at least prior 

to the 1871 legislation that penalized such applicants.152  

 At the beginning of this section the question was raised as to whether 

national and local evidence enabled the construction of a national profile of 

‘the vagrant’?  The short answer is no.  What has emerged is a much more 

150 Report of DC, I, p.24.  The Committee acknowledged that, in times of trade depression, a 
larger number of ‘genuine working men’ was on the tramp. 
151 See Ch. 6, below. 
152 Examples from Manchester and Liverpool are quoted in: Reports and Communications 
1866, pp.129-130. 



310 
complex picture of changing labour mobility affected by structural 

developments in industry and agriculture, by demographics, and by social 

factors such as the introduction of compulsory education.  Many individual 

stories lie within the statistics discussed here.  As well as seeking 

employment, or moving to join relatives, some individuals using casual relief 

are likely to have had personal difficulties that propelled them onto the road; 

for example, an illegitimate child, the search for a missing husband, a 

disability, a drink problem, an injury, mental illness, a criminal record, 

discharge from the army or navy, or even simple bad luck.  Hints of these 

personal circumstances surface in the St. Austell extract but, on the whole, 

the records are silent about the biographies of casual relief applicants, and 

the conclusions derived from them remain general ones.           

Summary

In Chapter 3 the contemporary perception of the apparent threat of vagrancy 

was separated into component parts to assist discussion.  In addition to being 

thought worthless, idle, and beyond reform, vagrants were believed to be 

responsible for moral contamination of ordinary working men, for the spread 

of infectious disease, for much crime, and were viewed as part of the feared 

‘dangerous classes’.  Increases in the numbers claiming casual relief fuelled 

periodic moral panic about an alleged army of vagrants in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries.  While there was an underlying rationality to some of 

the concerns - the diffusion of some diseases, the annoyance of petty crime, 

aggressive begging - ultimately it was the failure of contemporaries to 

comprehend the nature of the demand for casual relief that produced such 

harsh and unforgiving responses to the plight of the mobile poor.  Although 

the central Poor Law authorities imposed a formidable layer of bureaucracy 
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upon PLUs, demanding a copious and regular flow of statistics, there was an 

evident inability or even, perhaps, unwillingness to interpret the data.  The 

sheer volume of information was potentially overwhelming in a period when 

statistics had to be processed manually.  It is also possible that officials, who 

generally regarded vagrants with contempt, and who were reluctant to accept 

responsibility for their relief, were disinclined to give priority to analysis of  

casual ward data.   

 Chapters 4 and 5 interrogate the data collected by successive Poor Law 

administrations about casual relief in order to establish whether it is possible 

to compile a national profile of those using the casual relief system.  A 

distinction was drawn between national data, published by the central 

authorities in annual or special reports, and information collected locally by 

providers of relief.  National, published summaries of casual relief were largely 

restricted to grossed numbers of recipients for England and Wales, broken 

down to county sub-totals.  Only rarely was information forthcoming that 

permitted analysis of gender, age and national origins.  Notwithstanding the 

centrality of itineracy to the concept of vagrancy, data about mobility were not 

published.  Small-scale studies of the health and condition of recipients began 

to appear late in the period, produced by individual MOs, but these findings 

did not inspire a central initiative to organize the national collection and 

analysis of such information.

 Locally, casual ward Admission and Discharge Registers were used to 

collect personal details of applicants, including age, gender, occupational 

status, and details and purpose of journeys.  The collection of such data 

began prior to the New Poor Law reforms, earlier in the nineteenth century, 

when urban elites founded mendicity societies and vagrant offices in response 
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to the increased mobility associated with industrialization, urbanization, 

changes in agricultural practice, and the large-scale demobilizations of the 

Napoleonic Wars, and when some Old Poor Law workhouses were also 

accepting vagrants.  Subsequently, informed by local practice, the New Poor 

Law central administration encouraged the adoption of casual relief registers, 

eventually formalizing their use in the 1871 reforms.  A vast amount of 

personal information concerning the recipients of casual relief became 

available to both local and central administrators.  In practice, while such 

material may have informed the views of Guardians, workhouse officials, and 

Poor Law Inspectors, the information was neither formally analysed nor 

employed to supplement minimal national statistics.

 Two connected explanations provide likely answers to this puzzling 

omission.  Collectively, the quantity of data in the admission registers was 

vast and analysis daunting.  Secondly, given the firmly grounded 

preconceptions held by officials, at a time when economic theories of 

unemployment had yet to be widely accepted, there was reluctance to 

acknowledge information that challenged the prevailing model of the feckless, 

idle, and irredeemable vagrant.  It was only towards the end of the period that 

economic explanations of employment began to penetrate official perceptions, 

but the introduction of unemployment benefits and pensions had little impact 

upon the mobile poor before the 1920s and, even then, much effort would be 

devoted to identifying welfare ‘scroungers’, a reinterpretation of the concept of 

the ‘undeserving’.153

It was not only Poor Law officials who neglected or ignored the 

153 In the 1920s, officials sought to prevent alleged abuse of unemployment insurance with 
regulations known collectively as ‘the genuinely seeking work test’.  The ‘loafer’ was to be 
excluded through the requirement of a minimum contribution to the benefits scheme: Deacon, 
In Search of the Scrounger, pp.9-11. 
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information collected in the registers: they have received little attention from 

modern historians.  There are problems in that there are no central records of 

their contents, and no index of extant volumes.  Local searching is necessary 

and this research suggests that comparatively few registers have survived.  

Conclusions drawn from a few extant volumes may not be representative.  

Additionally, because the admission registers only record users of casual 

relief, with but a minority of mobile poor using the casual wards at any one 

time, and many who may never have ventured into the system, there is a 

further potential source of distortion.  With these caveats in mind, the 

conclusions reached here should be regarded as tentative.  Insofar as we 

may rely on the evidence, what has been identified is a shifting picture across 

the hundred or so years of the study, signifying a transition in the constituency 

who had recourse to occasional and, subsequently, casual relief, from 

younger to older age groups, from a substantial presence of women and 

children to an almost exclusive ubiquity of older, single men.  In the early 

decades of the nineteenth century, it was predominantly a young workforce, 

with a variety of occupational backgrounds and frequently travelling in family 

groups, who used relief facilities to assist mobility associated with the 

expansion of industry and urbanization.  A significant number of women 

travelled alone, or with children, frequently returning to settlements, or to join 

husbands or relatives.   

 While national and local evidence is lacking for much of the second half 

of the nineteenth century, by the early 1900s it is clear that a substantial 

change had occurred in the use of casual relief.  Very few women entered the 

casual wards and those that did were predominantly older than their 

nineteenth-century counterparts; almost all had occupational status (usually 
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as charwomen) rather than child care responsibilities.  The male recipients of 

casual relief in the 1900s, by now mostly listed as labourers, were registered 

as seeking employment although other evidence indicates that many, if not 

the majority, were affected by disability or other health problems, casualties, 

perhaps, of demanding working and living conditions.  It is less clear whether 

some men chose to travel in groups, but construction projects attracted large 

numbers to particular locations, possibly creating an impression of ‘bands of 

vagrants’.  Finally, records for the first half of the period reveal that 

considerable numbers of persons of Irish origin and, to a lesser extent, of 

Scottish origin in the northern part of England, used casual relief.  Some Irish 

persons appear to have been using casual relief in association with seasonal 

work and, in mid-century, when fleeing from the Famine.  Those of Scots 

origin may have been part of the movement to and from industrial and urban 

centres.  Records of national origin were not kept for the latter half of the 

period.

 These three chapters have analysed contemporary perceptions of the 

vagrant threat, investigating their validity by constructing an empirical account 

of the mobile poor who used casual relief facilities.  The next three chapters 

are devoted to a narratively-driven analysis of the development of those 

facilities, from their localized, independent inception in the early nineteenth 

century to their ultimate, carceral manifestation under the central 

administration of the New Poor Law.  It will be argued that the development of 

the casual relief system was driven by continuing belief in the vagrant threat 

rather than by a considered appraisal of the needs of the mobile poor and 

destitute. 
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Chapter 6:  The origins of the casual relief system in England and 
Wales, c.1800-1847 

The abolition of settlement by hiring and service, and many of the 
other alterations either expressly made by the Poor Law 
Amendment Act, or consequent upon the operation of that statute, 
tended to break down those obstacles which almost necessarily 
tied a labourer or an artificer to the parish of his settlement, no 
matter what was the surplus population there, or what was the 
demand for labour elsewhere.  Many of those impediments, direct 
and indirect, which had almost converted the labourer into a serf 
bound to the soil, were removed, and greater facility was thus given 
for seeking work elsewhere when it failed him at home. […] In 
times of hardship and pressure, if the facility of moving about 
became greater, it was natural that more persons would avail 
themselves of that facility...1 

The Poor Law Commissioners were aware that, in the decades preceding 

the Poor Law reforms of 1834, urban elites in many centres had founded 

mendicity societies and administered occasional relief through vagrant 

offices.2  These local initiatives, forming a loose but widespread network of 

provision, had been prompted by the growth of a substantial, itinerant 

workforce, consisting of migrant and seasonal labourers, and those 

‘wandering on the plea of seeking for work’.3  However, while acknowledging 

the concept of the ‘honest wayfarer’, Poor Law Commission (PLC) policy was 

dominated by the historical perspective that the itinerant poor were vagrants 

posing a moral and criminal threat to local communities, who should be 

deterred and suppressed.  

As provision for the itinerant poor in the opening decades of the 

nineteenth century has received little attention, and because it is contended 

here that casual relief originated in such local initiatives, the first part of the 

1 ‘Question of vagrancy in connection with the general administration of the Poor Law’, Tenth 
Annual Report of PLC 1844 (560) p.10. 
2  Here, the term ‘urban elite’ is based upon a contemporary description of a committee that 
formed the Manchester Vagrant Office in 1819, viz. ‘the most influential gentlemen of the 
town’: Appendix E 1834, p.75. 
3 ibid. pp.1, 27, 67. 
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present chapter explores pre-1837 developments.  A second section 

considers the origins of the official, national system of casual relief, and 

questions whether it was a product of the earlier, mixed, and localized 

expansion of occasional relief, or a centrally devised, innovatory scheme.4  

The final section explores the roots of separation in the casual relief system, 

which quickly became a key policy of the civil response to vagrancy and, 

ultimately, led to the introduction of cells within the casual wards. 

 In the Introduction, it was emphasized that, in the centuries preceding the 

1834 Poor Law reforms, official responses to vagrancy primarily consisted of 

punitive measures, of varying severity.  The houses of correction, which 

continued to function into the nineteenth century, had been devised to provide 

a re-educative discipline, as well as punishment of the idle and disorderly, but 

the penal functions of the regime soon became dominant.5  Entwined with 

Poor Law in the early modern period, gradually vagrancy legislation was 

separated, cementing the criminal status of those convicted of the classic 

behaviours associated with vagrancy, but also extending to others involved in 

a wide range of ‘public order’ offences.   

 Technically, only persons with a settlement in a parish were entitled to 

poor relief, although a system evolved in which parishes contributed to the 

maintenance of their non-settled poor residing elsewhere.6  Every person born 

in England and Wales possessed a settlement somewhere and, in that place, 

4  Occasional relief is explained on pp.26-27, above. 
5 Innes, ‘Prisons for the Poor’, pp.52-57; 67-73; passim. 
6 J. Innes, ‘The “mixed economy of welfare” in early modern England: assessments of the 
options from Hale to Malthus (c.1683-1803)’ in M. Daunton (ed.) Charity, Self Interest and 
Welfare (London; Routledge, 1996) pp.139-180 (145).  Relief to non-resident poor was also 
called ‘out-parish relief’ (or ‘out-township relief’ in northern England): Taylor, ‘A Different Kind’, 
pp.192-193.  
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if destitute, was legally entitled to relief.7  Convicted vagrants, after serving 

sentence, were passed to their parish of settlement by virtue of successive 

enactments of vagrancy legislation.8  Because the cost of passing a vagrant 

was cheaper to a parish than that of returning a pauper under settlement law, 

it was tempting to seek a vagrant conviction of ‘strangers’.9  Conversely, the 

costs of prosecution of vagrants could deter parishes from such an action, 

with strangers merely ‘moved on’ across parish boundaries.10  By the 

eighteenth century, private contractors were employed in moving thousands 

of vagrants, post-conviction, to their parish of settlement.  Rising costs and 

abuses of the system provoked concern and investigations, which would 

culminate in reform of vagrancy legislation.11  The 1821 Select Committee on 

Vagrants concluded that many vagrants used the pass laws as a way of life, 

circulating around the country at public expense.12  Whether the passing of 

vagrants was abolished by the 1824 Vagrancy Act has been questioned, 

although Justices visiting county goals, houses of correction, or other prisons 

were empowered to issue certificates to discharged persons entitling them ‘to 

have or receive Alms or Relief in or upon his or her Route to his or her Place 

7 Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past, p.4. 
8 From 1662, a parallel removal system returned paupers to their settlements.  The 
complexities of the Settlement Acts lie beyond the scope of this thesis.  An extensive account 
of settlement and the related issues of labour mobility and Poor Law is found in Snell, Parish 
and Belonging, especially Ch. 3, pp.81-161. 
9 Each parish paid its share of conveying vagrants through its territory but bore the full cost of 
returning a pauper back to the parish of settlement; Rose, Rogues and Vagabonds, pp. 4-5.  
On the reclassification of non-resident poor as vagrants, see Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’, p. 
138. 
10 Snell suggests that parishes largely avoided legal methods, employing threats and even 
force to move unwanted outsiders beyond parish boundaries: Parish and Belonging, pp.140, 
and pp.28-80,’The culture of local xenophobia’. 
11 An example of the costs of passing, in the period 1817-1823, for parts of England and 
Wales, is: ‘Vagrants: Accounts’, PP 1823 (456). 
12 Select Committee, Vagrancy 1821, pp. 4, 94, 107; House of Commons Debate: ‘Vagrant 
Laws Amendment Bill’, 24 May 1821, Hansard, cc 983-7. 
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of Settlement’.13  Further, every convicted person was liable to be removed to 

his or her last legal settlement.14  

 In some locations where Corporations of the Poor operated, such as 

Bristol and Exeter, vagrants could be detained and set to labour in a 

workhouse.  Over time, extra-legal practices arose within the statutory 

framework.15  Among those practices was the use of ‘occasional’ funds to 

assist vagrants to move on from a parish, thus freeing officials from initiating 

costly prosecutions.16  Another practice involved deliberately encouraging 

resident poor of the parish to wander as vagrants, thus reducing the burden 

on parish rates.17  Conversely, informal assistance, in the shape of alms, gifts 

of food, and permission to sleep in barns or outhouses, appears to have 

provided a degree of rudimentary support to itinerant persons.  Knowledge of 

the availability of semi-official and informal relief formed an essential part of 

‘makeshift’, and probably enabled many mobile, destitute poor to avoid being 

classified as vagrants. 

 With hindsight, it is possible to detect a significant shift in the treatment of 

destitute, itinerant persons, commencing in the early years of the nineteenth 

century, with an expansion in the forms of assistance available.  There is no 

13 1824 Vagrancy Act, s.XV. On the question of whether passing was abolished by the 1824 
Act, see above, p.255, n.18. 
14 1824 Vagrancy Act, s. XX.  The 1824 Act did not alter the removal of the chargeable poor of 
Scotland, Ireland and the Isles of Man, Jersey & Guernsey (Poor Relief Act, 1819). Vagrants 
purporting to be Scots or Irish paupers obtained forged passes, allegedly using them to travel 
widely at public expenses: ‘Passes to Vagrants’, Flying Post, 8 April 1830. 
15 Innes, ‘The “mixed economy”, p.145. 
16 Evidence of H. Codd, Assistant Poor Law Commissioner: Appendix E 1834, pp.1, 18, 36.  
Some parish officers justified this practice through fear of the consequences should a 
destitute person perish from exposure in the streets, ibid. p.90. 
17 The Chairman of the Newcastle and Gateshead Mendicity Society testified in 1833 that 
families becoming chargeable often were given a sum of money to go and make their living by 
wandering about:  Appendix E 1834, p.71.  Also in 1833, the Mayor of Bath stated that some 
parishes supply their poor with a small outfit to enable them ‘to commence their progresses, 
and by such means they relieve themselves of their poor for many months of the year’: ibid. 
p.81. 
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single, or simple, explanation for the expansion, nor for the forms which it 

took.  A multiplicity of agencies and agents were involved, some voluntary and 

some official, some overlapping or co-operative in their activities.  Diverse 

local vagrancy discourses were generated in different social spaces and 

locales, often in dissimilar environments, producing a range of provision.  Yet, 

while the differences in provision, described below, may sometimes appear  

striking, there was an underlying commonality, a trend towards similar 

solutions, as elites shared experiences or copied from other centres. This 

heterogeneous development in many towns and cities across England and 

Wales preceded the introduction of official, casual relief from 1837.18  In 

numerous instances, local systems, developed before 1837, continued 

thereafter, sometimes for decades.  Conversely, but probably shaped by the 

same economic and social forces that stimulated the expansion of relief to the 

mobile poor, revision of criminal vagrancy legislation produced the 1824 

Vagrancy Act.  Notwithstanding the development of civil relief for destitute 

itinerants, the application of that Act, incorporating the classifications of 

antecedent statutes, sustained the criminal reputation of persons labelled as 

vagrants in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

 At the outset, casual relief arrangements were extemporaneous, 

providing bare comfort in primitive surroundings.  Gradually, such relief was 

systematized in principle, if never universally in practice.  In its final version, 

discussed in the following chapters, casual relief offered a carceral experience 

to applicants, with searches, disinfection, questioning, segregated detention in 

18 In some locations, provision for destitute itinerant persons emerged in the wider context of 
charitable assistance to the poor that supplemented, or provided an alternative to, the Old 
Poor Law system: R. Dyson, ‘Welfare Provision in Oxford during the latter stages of the Old 
Poor Law, 1800-1834’, Historical Journal, 52, 4 (December 2009), 943-962. 
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locked cells, a demanding work task, and minimal diet, although 

implementation varied enormously. 

6.1 Mendicity societies, night asylums, vagrant offices and 
 other local responses to vagrancy in the early nineteenth century 

In the late eighteenth century, and the early years of the nineteenth, historic 

mechanisms for the regulation of labour mobility, mendicity, and vagrancy, 

were placed under greater pressure by significant and (relatively) rapid 

change.  Transformation of rural economies, migration from the land, 

population increase, industrialization and increasing urbanization, and the 

impact of the Napoleonic Wars created, or magnified, social problems.19  A 

post-war ‘social ferment’ produced ‘considered and maturing anxiety about 

social discipline’.20  These processes were the sources of immense strain, 

disrupting ‘social ties and institutions’, leading to ‘the emergence of 

frighteningly large masses of apparently masterless men’.21  At the close of 

the French wars, although the British state had become one of the largest and 

most efficient in Europe, government growth to that point had centred upon 

foreign policy, defence, and the maintenance of ‘a modicum’ of public order.22  

To a considerable extent, efforts to counter social problems in these decades  

19 These trends were situated within a longer period of ‘sustained industrialization and 
urbanization in the early phase of the demographic transition from 1750-1839’: Pooley et. al., 
Migration and mobility, p.53.  See also above, pp.52-53, on the breakdown of the older 
system of vagrancy control, which created an environment in which change was inevitable. 
20 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, p.210. 
21 Thompson, ‘Social Control in Victorian Britain’, p.189. Some 15,000 beggars worked the 
streets of London at the end of the eighteenth century, below, p.323.  At this time, c.1000 
persons were being removed annually from Middlesex as vagrants: Rogers, ‘Policing the 
Poor’, pp.136-138. 
22 P. Harling & P. Mandler, ‘From “Fiscal-Military” State to Laissez-Faire State, 1760-1850’, 
Journal of British Studies, 32, 1 (January 1993), 44-70 (pp.44, 47). 
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were led by urban elites responding to specific, local crises.23  A substantial 

share of those responses took the form of subscription-funded voluntary 

societies, which increased in number from the 1780s onwards.24  Prominent 

among those formed to relieve the poor were the Strangers’ Friend Societies, 

founded by Methodists in various urban centres, including London (1785); 

Bristol (1786); Liverpool (1789); Dublin and Manchester (1790).25  While 

ostensibly providing for poor, sick and friendless strangers, ‘all kinds of Street 

Beggars, Vagrants, and many of those found in the different Lodging Houses 

[were] excluded’ from help.26  These societies defined ‘strangers’ as local, 

resident poor (perhaps newly arrived in a district) who were unable to obtain 

parish relief.  The societies’ case-based approach involved assessment of 

distress by unannounced inspection visits.  The ‘stranger’ was required to be 

of ‘good moral character’, and ‘deserving’.27  That those deemed to be 

vagrants were excluded from ‘a practical Christian endeavour’ designed to 

help the ‘most distressed and deserving poor’, highlights the limitations of 

voluntary charity at the end of the eighteenth century.  However, the 

boundaries of exclusion were to shift in the early years of the next century.   

23 R.J. Morris, ‘Voluntary Societies and British Urban Elites, 1780-1850: An Analysis’ The 
Historical Journal, 26, 1 (March 1983), 95-118 (pp.95-98). See also: M.J. Roberts, Making 
English Morals: Voluntary Association and Moral Reform in England, 1787-1886,(Cambridge; 
CUP, 2004). 
24 Morris, ‘Voluntary Societies’, p.95. 
25 ‘The Benevolent or Strangers’ Friend Society, London, www.burkespeerage.com/articles  
(consulted 9 February 2012); Rev. J. Clarke (ed.) An account of the religious and literary life 
of Adam Clarke (New York; Mason & Lane, 1839) pp.225, 305-6, ebook - 
www.books.google.co.uk (consulted 4 November 2011); The Christian Observer, Vol. 15 for 
1816 (London & Boston; D. Hale, 1816) XII, p.826, ebook - ibid.; G.B. Hindle, Provision for the 
relief of the poor in Manchester, 1754-1826 (Manchester; Chatham Society/Manchester U.P., 
1975) Ch. VI, passim; J.W. Stewart, The Gentleman and Citizen’s Almanack for 1815 (Dublin; 
J. Stewart, 1815) p.223, ebook - op.cit. (consulted 4 November 2011). 
26 quoted in Hindle, Provision for the Relief of the Poor, p.85. 
27 The Christian Observer, p.826; The Gentleman and Citizen’s Almanack.  On ‘alms control’
and  ‘organized’ charity before 1800, see Innes, ‘ The “mixed economy of welfare”, p.156. 
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 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, dependent upon location, the 

destitute, itinerant person seeking relief from a local official, such as an 

overseer or constable, might be offered overnight accommodation in a parish 

lodging house; or given a small sum of money; or placed in a Corporation 

workhouse; or simply escorted to the boundary of a town or parish.28  

Informally, through begging, or other approaches to members of the public 

such as householders or farmers, he or she might be offered money for a 

lodging house or a meal; directed to sleep in a barn or outhouse; sent away 

empty-handed; or threatened with arrest.  At this time many contemporaries 

believed that there had been a significant upsurge in begging and vagrancy.29  

In London, evidence to the Committee on Mendicity suggests that, in the first 

decades of the nineteenth century, although there was some charitable 

provision for prostitutes, night shelters or refuges for the houseless poor had 

not yet been established.30  Visitors from benevolent societies assessed the 

poor at home, but did not assist vagrants.  According to witnesses, a 

significant proportion of mendicants were (then) residing in lodging houses or 

rented accommodation.  Evidently constables were reluctant to arrest beggars 

for fear of crowd hostility.31  Delays by overseers in awarding relief to the 

28 Parish lodging houses were not universal: see below. 
29 The upsurge was disputed: Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, pp.202-205. 
30 Mendicity Reports, 1814-1815//1816.  The priority was to prevent ‘the intolerable 
inconvenience now experienced from the conduct of the idle and profligate Vagrants’, 
Mendicity Report, 1814-1815, p.3.  The Refuge for the Destitute in London, established in 
1804, focused upon juveniles from c.1810 and exclusively upon young criminals by the 
1820s: M. C. Webber, ‘ “Ground Honest in the Mill”: The Theory and Experience of 
Reformation in the Philanthropic Society and Refuge for the Destitute c.1788 -1830’ (PhD 
thesis; University of Guelph, Ontario, 2012). The Houseless Poor Society opened refuges in 
London after 1819, possibly using part of  a workhouse in the early years: Flying Post, 4 
January 1821. See also Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk/Refuges (consulted 23 
November 2011).  
31 Mendicity Report, 1814-1815, passim.  Many beggars evaded the attention of watchmen, 
constables and others: T. Hitchcock, ‘Begging on the Streets of Eighteenth-Century London’, 
Journal of British Studies, 44, 3 (July 2005) 478-498 (p. 481). 
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itinerant poor frequently forced the destitute into begging.32  Repeated 

applications could lead to a charge of vagrancy, and removal.33 

 An experiment with the regulation of begging and vagrancy by tickets was 

conducted in the opening years of the century.  A committee, backed by 

subscription and supported by the Secretary of State for the Home 

Department, enquired into the state of mendicity in the metropolis by issuing 

‘mendicity tickets’ to be given out instead of alms; recipients were expected to 

attend the Mendicity Inquiry Office for investigation.34  The Inquiry estimated 

that some 15,000 beggars were active in London.  The mendicity ticket was 

the forerunner of various but similar projects in the nineteenth century, 

intended to regulate vagrancy, used by mendicity societies, vagrant offices, 

some PLUs, and - later - way-ticket schemes.  By establishing assessment as 

a prerequisite for relief, ‘ticket charity’ facilitated discrimination, between the 

‘deserving and the undeserving’, between the ‘honest wayfarer and the 

habitual vagrant’.35  Ticket systems also linked relief to surveillance for 

disciplinary purposes, as instanced by the London Mendicity Society with its 

constables and registers.36 

 In response to perceptions of increased begging and vagrancy, mendicity 

(or as some were called, anti-mendicity) societies were formed in a number of 

centres.  Intended to suppress the problem, these societies displayed the 

32 E.g., evidence of John Stafford, Chief Clerk, Bow Street: Mendicity Report 1814-1815, p. 
37; Sir Nathaniel Conant, head of police, Bow St.; and Mr. Chesterton, Governor of House of 
Correction, Cold Bath Fields, 15 October 1832: Appendix E 1834, p.43. 
33 D. Green, Pauper Capital: London and the Poor Law, 1790-1870 (Farnham; Ashgate, 2010) 
p.42. 
34 Evidence of Matthew Martin, Mendicity Report, 1814-1815, pp.5-6.  The enquiries took 
place between 1796-1803 and between 1811-1815, covering west London. See also 
‘Mendicity of the Metropolis’, House of Commons, 8 June 1815, Hansard, vol. 31 cc 0-690. 
35 The phrase ‘ticket charity’ is taken from White, London, p. 433. The work of the London 
Mendicity Society was based ‘on a moral analysis of poverty’: MacKay, ‘The Mendicity 
Society’, pp.41, 45, 61. 
36 See Introduction, p.35, n.84; Mackay, ‘The Mendicity Society’, pp.40-4. Mackay questions 
the probity of the Society’s visitors and constables: ibid. p.44. 
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characteristics identified by Morris, of being voluntary, local, town or city 

based, and a response by urban elites to a specific crisis.37  The current 

consensus suggests that the first mendicity society was formed in Bath, in 

1805.38  Such societies appear to have operated alongside the older, 

established responses to vagrancy.  Thus, testimony from an official at Bath 

suggests that while vagrants were ‘proper objects of police’, convictions were 

discouraged because of the expense of payments to arresting constables.39  

Instead, while ‘notorious, troublesome and suspicious’ vagrants were 

occasionally committed to prison, most vagrants were escorted to parish 

boundaries.  Parish overseers gave small sums to the ‘quite destitute’.40  The 

itinerant poor could also apply to the Mayor’s office in Bath, in many cases 

receiving a shilling.41  From 1805 an anti-mendicant office was established, 

the Office for Investigation and Relief.42  Supported by private contributions, 

the Office called for restraint in alms giving, and for all applicants to be sent to 

the society for investigation.  A constable screened applicants.  Few were 

sent to the magistrates and most were given a hot meal, bread, and a small 

sum of money (4d).43  Numbers relieved at the Bath office increased 

considerably in the decade 1822-1832.44  By 1833, the Mayor had 

discontinued the practice of the shilling dole, convinced that this money, 

together with the relief provided by the Mendicity Society, ‘operated as a lure’

37 Morris, ‘Voluntary Societies’, pp.95-98. See also Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, 
p.205.
38 Evidence of W. Clark, Mayor of Bath, 6 October 1833, Appendix E 1834 pp. 80-81; Roberts,
p.206.
39 The rewards for apprehending vagrants were removed in 1824: Roberts, p.217.
40 Evidence of S. Duncan, 1833, Appendix E 1834, p.79.
41 Clark, Appendix E 1834, p.81.
42 Duncan, Appendix E1834, p.80.  The Mendicity Society operated the Office.
43 ibid. pp.79-80.
44 From 2,445 per annum to 7,700: Appendix E 1834, p.80.  By 1832, over one third of Bath
applicants comprised Irish persons journeying to and from London and eastern counties. On 
this seasonal labour movement see chs. 4 & 5 above. 



 325 

to vagrants.45  Evidently against its better judgement, the Bath Society for the 

Suppression of Vagrants had moved from a policing to a welfare-providing 

role.46 

 Whether the Bath foundation was a prototype for the mendicity societies 

that were formed subsequently is not clear.  Societies were created in a 

variety of locations, including Edinburgh (1812); Oxford (1814/1827); 

Colchester (by 1815); London and Dorchester (1818); Manchester (1819); 

Exeter (1825); Durham and Litchfield (1828); Derby (1830); Newcastle and 

Gateshead (1830?); Beccles (1831); Tiverton (1832); and Newbury and 

Devizes (no dates).47  The declared remits of the Exeter Mendicity Society, 

‘for the relief of distressed travellers and the detections of vagrants and 

impostors’, and of the Tiverton Society, to detect vagrant impostors and offer 

relief to the poor and destitute stranger, may have been typical.48  At 

Cambridge a mendicity society was functioning prior to 1808, sending 

applicants to the Spinning House, a combined workhouse and house of 

correction; vagrants not belonging to the town or university were relieved 

there and discharged. Other vagrants were committed to the Spinning House 

by the mayor and magistrates, and forwarded to their parishes of settlement 

the next day.49  Separate sources for Cambridge suggest that a mendicity 

45 Clark, Appendix E 1834, p.81. 
46 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’. p.208. 
47 Aside from Robert’s study, evidence for the societies has to be gleaned from scattered 
references, in sources such as Appendix E 1834. The list offered here does not claim to be 
comprehensive.  At Oxford, the Society for the Relief of Distressed Travellers, founded in 
1814, was re-established in 1827 as the Anti-Mendicity Society:  Dyson, ‘Welfare Provision in 
Oxford’, p.956. 
48 Flying Post, 30 June 1825; evidence of F. Patch, Town Clerk, 7 November 1833, Appendix 
E 1834, p.53.  Note the similarity to the modus operandi of the Strangers Friend Societies. 
49 Report by the Charity Commissioners, 1838, quoted in Higginbotham, 
www.workhouse.org.uk  (consulted 8 January 2011).  
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society was also founded in 1819, and again in 1832.50  Cambridge provides 

an example of the adaptation of historic resources - the Spinning House was 

opened in 1628 - and of co-operation between a privately-funded, voluntary 

society and the municipal authorities.51   

 The London Mendicity Society has been the most closely studied of the 

societies.52  Roberts has shown how the Society’s disciplinary role remained 

important, even after the formation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829, as well 

as setting precedents for discriminating between applicants.53  The London 

Society promoted the formation of provincial mendicity societies; a network 

that peaked at c. twenty in 1823, but thereafter was not involved in developing 

a national system.54  Mendicity societies remained a local response although 

with a wide distribution, as shown on Map 6.1.  The map includes only those 

societies mentioned in the main text and, undoubtedly, others remain to be 

located.55   

50 The Cambridge Anti-Mendicity Society was founded in 1819 to combat an influx of vagrants 
and beggars: F. L. Keynes, By-Ways of Cambridge History (Cambridge; Cambridge Library 
Collection, 2009) pp.135-145 (first published 1947).  A short-lived mendicity society was 
formed in 1832; by 1835-1836, the number of vagrants and trampers passing through 
Cambridge was so great that the majority were relieved with money: Reports of Inspectors of 
Prisons of Great Britain, II, Northern District, 1836, PP (117-II) pp.15-19.   
51 The University of Cambridge, being benefactors of the original endowment, used their 
allotted portion of the Spinning House to detain prostitutes apprehended by their Proctors: 
Reports of Inspectors of Prisons, 1836, pp.15-16. 
52 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, passim; idem. Making English Morals, pp. 103-
108, 132-139.  Initially its full title was The Society for the Suppression of Mendicity. A later 
title, the London Mendicity Society, is used here for convenience. 
53 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, pp.217-220. See Introduction, p.36, n.84, above, 
on the role of the Society in the identification and prosecution of ‘habitual’ vagrants. 
54 ibid. p.227.  Roberts does not list the provincial societies. More research is needed to 
fathom whether this was a functioning network, or a loose group of societies with a common 
founder. 
55 Vagrant offices, discussed in the following pages, were often initiated by mendicity societies 
but records do not always reveal this relationship. See also Map 6.2, below. 
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MAP 6.1 

Sources 
Mendicity Report 1814-1815; Appendix E 1834; Reports of Inspectors of Prisons 1836; 
Dyson, ‘Welfare Provision in Oxford’; Keynes, Byways of Cambridge History; Roberts, 
‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship; Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk 

Some of the societies continued in operation for many years.  The Oxford 

Anti-Mendicity Society was still functioning in 1848.56  Others were 

established at later dates, such as at Clifton (Bristol) in 1847.57  By 1848, a 

greater proportion of vagrant applications for relief were being charged to 

Unions as private mendicity societies withdrew from providing assistance.58  

However, the withdrawal of mendicity societies in this period should be 

viewed in the context of increasing state activity from the 1830s; while Tory 

reformers sought to make central government less expensive, central 

directives imposed increased commitment to welfare upon local 

government.59  After 1837, entitlement to casual relief provided the itinerant 

poor with an alternative to the discriminatory enquiries of mendicity society 

officials.60  In some localities, pressure from the victims of the Irish Famine 

overwhelmed the resources of mendicity societies, as happened in London in 

56 Reports and Communications 1848, pp.79-80. 
57 ibid. p.28. See Ch. 7, below, on mendicity societies founded in the 1860s and 1870s. 
58 Societies closed at Bath, Devizes and Newbury because of ‘profligate and unworthy 
applicants’; at Liverpool because casual wards opened: Reports and Communications,1848, 
p. 39.  Earlier critics claimed that mendicity societies attracted vagrants: Appendix E 1834, 
passim. 
59 Harling & Mandler, ‘From Fiscal-Military State”, pp.57-59. 
60 Subscriptions to mendicity charities were harder to secure once local casual wards opened.  
Conversely, the closure of a society might spur Guardians to open casual wards, as 
happened at Banbury (Oxfordshire) in 1838: ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of 
Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 February 1841, 1841, 1 (149) Selected 
Answers, p.28. 
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1848.61  The London Society was re-founded in 1869, in the guise of the COS, 

described as ‘the second great nineteenth-century onslaught against begging 

and demoralizing forms of relief’.62  While some parallels may be drawn with 

the operation of earlier mendicity societies, the COS was concerned to 

maintain one of the primary aims of its predecessor, working with the London 

courts to ensure that the ‘undeserving’ were ‘turned over to the discipline of 

the state’.63 Other types of societies and associations became involved in the 

support of the ‘deserving’ itinerant and the suppression of vagrancy.  For 

example, the Brighton Provident and District Society, formed in 1830 to raise 

funds from the labouring poor in order to provide them with winter assistance, 

operated a mendicity office.  Faced with large numbers of itinerant labourers 

employed in the building of a rapidly expanding town, and by an influx of the 

‘idle and dissolute’ attracted by ‘opulent’ residents of Brighton, the Society 

assessed applicants, kept a register, and relieved those who could give no 

account of themselves only if destitute.64  At Great Yeldham (Essex), a Watch 

Association was formed to provide informal policing in three rural parishes.  

Although not charged with the express purpose of suppressing vagrancy, it 

was particularly concerned ‘to prevent all those depredations and lawless 

practice which are the offspring of idleness and immorality, the distinguishing 

characteristics of the vagrant’.65  The 1834 Poor Law Report records the need 

for a rural police ‘for the purpose of coercing vagrants’ and quotes Great 

61 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, p.221. Over 14,000 Irish persons applied to the 
Society in 1847, over 21,000 in 1848: ‘Table 6. London Mendicity Society: Comparative 
Statement of the Number of English and Irish Applicants at different periods since the year 
1827’, Reports and Communications 1848, p.108.  Locally, trade depressions also had a 
significant impact. 
62 Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’, p.228-229. 
63 ibid. p.229. 
64 Evidence of D. King, 23 November 1833, Appendix E 1834, p.82. 
65 ibid. Evidence of J. Way, 30 October 1833, pp.86-87.  
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Yeldham as an example of a temporary expedient.66  After earlier initiatives, in 

Liverpool a permanent night asylum for the houseless poor was opened in 

1830.  Overseers had refused to open a lodging house for fear of attracting 

vagrants.  Applicants slept on tiered, sloping wooden shelves; the sexes were 

separated; and great attention was paid to cleanliness and ventilation.  No 

food was provided and most applicants remained for five or six nights, with 

over 6,000 persons admitted in the first year.67  In 1846, when the Liverpool 

Night Asylum experienced financial difficulties, the PLC ruled that the local 

vestry could not assist with a rent-free building because the charity was ‘not 

connected with the administration of the Poor Law’.68  During the following 

years, of all British towns, Liverpool ‘bore the brunt of the Famine inflow.’69 

 A strongly related, and coterminous development, in the early years of 

the nineteenth century, was the establishment of vagrant offices in many 

urban settings.70  It is the vagrant offices, rather than the societies per se, that 

were the forerunners of the later casual relief system.71  In many instances 

they were operated by mendicity societies, in others by a borough 

corporation, a group of parishes, local police, or workhouse Guardians.  The 

66 Ibid. Codd, p.37. 
67 ibid. Evidence of G. Henderson, p.93. A few potatoes were provided on Sundays.  See 
Higginbotham, for diagrams: www.workhouses.org.uk/LiverpoolNightAsylum (consulted 8 
March 2012). Liverpool may have been the first English city to set up temporary night 
shelters, from 1816 onwards. ibid. 
68 Correspondence PLC-Liverpool PLU, 1845-1846, 17 September 1846, 
TNA/MH12/5967/266. At some point between 1846 and the 1860s, the Liverpool Night 
Asylum became part of the Liverpool workhouse, continuing to be used for vagrants: Reports 
on Vagrancy 1866, pp.164-165. 
69 F. Neal, ‘Lancashire, the Irish Famine and the Poor Laws: a Study in Crisis Management’, 
Irish Economic and Social History, XXII (1995), 26-48 (p.32 & passim). 
70 There is no central record but vagrant offices were opened in many areas of England, with 
(perhaps) a majority in the North.  Such facilities were largely separate from the administration 
of PLUs and rarely feature in Poor Law documentation. 
71 The vagrant offices have received little attention; Hastings and Hunter mention them but do 
not expand upon their significance in the development of casual relief: ‘Vagrancy’, p.155, 159;  
‘Vagrancy in the East and West Ridings’, pp.189-190. Eccles notes the significance of the 
vagrant offices but her research was focused on the eighteenth century: Vagrancy in Law, 
p.xii. 
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itinerant poor were directed to these offices by beadles, town constables, 

overseers, and local ratepayers.  Tickets were frequently used, handed out 

instead of alms; these needed to be presented by applicants to the vagrant 

office, where they were assessed and registered and - assuming they 

satisfied local criteria - were afforded relief that ranged from money to food 

and lodging.  Vagrant offices were an uncoordinated, local, and urban 

response, although that does not exclude some exchange of ideas among 

governing elites in different localities.72  The London inquiry into mendicity 

operated what may be regarded as the first vagrant office, the Mendicity 

Inquiry Office, between 1796-1803.  At Bath, the Office for Investigation and 

Relief, opened by the Mendicity Society in 1805, was described as a ‘Vagrant 

Office’ in the 1834 Report.73  The activities of the London Mendicity Society, 

which commenced in 1818, appear to have been based around a vagrant 

office.74   

 Vagrant offices opened in Carlisle and Cockermouth (Westmorland) in 

1817, which evidently increased vagrancy at Kendal.75  The market town of 

Kendal opened its own vagrant office in 1818; ‘the inhabitants refuse all relief 

to vagrants, except by tickets or reference to the office’, where a register was 

72 Urban elites were often aware of developments elsewhere. The Exeter Mayor stated that  
‘the guardians of the poor of Bristol and other large places have sent deputations to visit our 
workhouse for the purpose of ascertaining the rules, regulations and modes of its 
government, and of the general working of the system’: Appendix E 1834, p.70.  An informal 
network of vagrant office officials may have existed: Letter from E. Butler, Superintendent of 
Vagrant Office, York, The York Herald, 4 November 1826. 
73 Appendix E 1834, p. 79. 
74  Tickets given by subscribers ‘were exchangeable for a meal at the Society’s office’. From 
1831, apprehended vagrants were taken to the office for examination: Roberts, ‘Reshaping 
the Gift Relationship’, pp. 216, 218.  
75 Westmorland Gazette, 13 March 1819, quoted in: Select Committee, Vagrancy, 1821, p.86;  
Offices opened in 1818, at Whitehaven, Leeds, Manchester and Preston, were also said to 
have increased vagrancy at Kendal: ibid. and Times, 3 August 1819. 
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kept.76  In the same area, a vagrant office was established at Kirkby Lonsdale, 

where overseers, who gave out small amounts of money to relief applicants, 

maintained detailed records.77  At Doncaster a vagrant office was started in 

1818, managed by the town Corporation, with a little financial assistance from 

overseers.78  In the same year, a vagrant office was established at Leeds, 

supported out of the poor rate, ‘for the discouragement of begging’.  A house 

provided nightly accommodation, and small amounts of money were given for 

food.  The establishment was ‘exceedingly well managed’, with a very 

complete register kept.79  The Select Vestry of Ripon met in 1818 ‘for the 

purpose of […] adopting the best means of clearing the town and 

neighbourhood of all vagrants, beggars and travelling impostors of every 

description’.80  A vagrant office was opened, a superintendent appointed, and 

a room fitted up ‘in the poor house’.81 

 In Manchester, a vagrant office was opened in 1819, attached to a 

workhouse.82  It was used for all poor persons passing through the town, or 

found within it who had no claim (upon the town) and were without shelter and 

in need of refuge.  Tickets were distributed to those appearing eligible by the 

borough reeve, constables and overseers.  Those admitted were lodged for 

76 Select Committee, Vagrancy, 1821, pp.83-86. ‘Comfortable lodgings’ were provided. 
Previously 5,000 per annum had been relieved by overseers and this now fell to c.1,000: ibid. 
77 See  Ch. 5 for analysis of the Vagrants’ Books. 
78 Evidence of Thomas Tymms, Chief Constable, Appendix E 1834, p.88. Some 400 
applicants per month received food and lodging. 
79 ‘Vagrant House, Leeds’, Second Report of Inspectors of Prisons, II, Northern and Eastern 
District, 1837 (89-II), p.140. Between 1832-1835 annual applicant numbers ranged between 
4,000 - 6,000. 
80 Ripon Select Vestry Records, 24 March 1818, quoted in: B. Thompson, Vagrants: Life in 
the Workhouse (Booklet 3), (Ripon, Yorks; The Workhouse Museum/Ripon Museum Trust, 
n.d.) p. 2.
81 Ibid. p.3. Tickets were still being printed, and a wage paid for ‘relieving the Vagrant Poor’, in
1834-1835.  In early 1835, the Select Vestry of Ripon recommended that the workhouse 
Master take over the management of the Vagrant Office because of ‘frequent complaints of 
disorder’, Correspondence PLC/PLB - Ripon PLU 1834-1852, TNA/MH12/15352. 
82 Evidence of F.F. Foster, JP, Chief Magistrate, and V. Gardiner, Directing Overseer, 
Appendix E 1834, pp.74-75. 
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one night, fed and, according to circumstances, given a small sum (usually 

6d). ‘A few beds were put up for the nightly destitute’ but whether these were 

in the workhouse itself is not specified.83  A register was kept and recipients 

not readmitted until some (unspecified) period had elapsed.84  Beadles were 

employed by the Vagrant Office to escort away in the mornings ‘those who 

might be a burden’.  They were also instructed to patrol the town to find ‘street 

beggars, ramblers with begging petitions, and every description of vagrants’

[sic]  and bring them before the magistrates.85  The latter duty suggests that 

discrimination was applied to distinguish between the ‘honest wayfarer’ and 

‘habitual vagrants’.  Overseers also referred ‘active young men’ to the police.  

The regime of the Vagrant Office - separate rooms for men and women; an 

obligation to strip and wash before a night-shirt and cap were issued; clothing 

removed overnight; and a check made for money held - was remarkably 

similar to that of the casual wards introduced after 1837.86 

 In Cornwall in 1819, a newspaper printed a detailed account of how to 

establish a vagrant office and official lodging house, citing the experience of 

northern towns.87  In Hull, a vagrant office was established in 1819 after a six-

month trial: ‘the really distressed and necessitous poor have been humanely 

attended, and the disorderly rogues and vagabonds have been punished and 

sent out of town.’88  It was asserted that ‘mendicity has been considerably 

checked in almost all the great towns in the kingdom’ through the institution of 

83 Ibid. p.75. 
84 In the early to mid 1830s, between 50 and 100 persons a week were relieved: Manchester 
Times, 15 December 1832; 2 November 1833; 10 January 1835; 8 October 1836. 
85 Appendix E 1834, p.74. 
86 ibid. p.74.  On later arrangements at Manchester, see below, Ch. 7. 
87 ‘Hints for the Suppression of Vagrancy’: Royal Cornwall Gazette, 31 July 1819. 
88 The Hull Packet,  21 September 1819. During 1820-1821, 1,001 persons were relieved at 
the Hull Vagrant Office, including 86 ‘foreigners’ (i.e. other than English, Irish or Scottish): 
Select Committee Vagrancy 1821, pp.86-87. 
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vagrant offices.89 

 A vagrant office commenced operations in York in 1822.  Supported by 

parishes and managed under the chairmanship of the Quaker, Samuel Tuke, 

tickets were issued to beggars who were ‘expected to attend the office for 

assessment and relief’.90  Applicants were given lodgings and 4d. each for 

provisions.91  In the city of Durham, the Mendicity Society started a vagrant 

office in 1828, funded by six parishes, based upon payments by their 

overseers ‘towards the relief of vagrants in 1827’.92  A ‘severe investigation 

[…] at this office’ was used to deter vagrants.  Food, lodging, and occasionally 

money, were provided.93  At Derby, a Vagrant House, funded by five parishes, 

opening in 1830, was described as similar to establishments at Liverpool, 

Manchester, Bath, Exeter, and Litchfield, but claimed to be the only one under 

the direct control of magistracy and police.94  A benevolent organization was 

persuaded to become a mendicity society, supported by voluntary 

contributions, and applicants for relief were issued with ‘a ticket of reference’

for the investigation of their cases.95  A distinction was drawn between the 

Benevolent and Mendicity Society, issuing tickets for resident (‘home’) 

beggars who would be investigated by a visitor, and the Vagrant Office that  

89 Hull, 1819: Edward Baines, History, directory and Gazetteer of the County of York, Vol.2, 
East and West Ridings (Leeds; E. Baines & Leeds Mercury) 1823, p.255; ebook - 
www.books.google.co.uk (consulted 4 November 2010). 
90 Hunter, ‘Vagrancy in the East and West Ridings’, p.189. Over 1000 persons were relieved 
in 1823, but ‘upwards of 4,200 vagrant travellers not requiring relief have been 
accommodated in common lodging houses’, The York Herald, 14 February 1824. 
91 Appendix E 1834, p.35. The York office would function until 1870 - see below. 
92 Ibid. Evidence of Rev. Dr. W. Gilly, President, Durham Mendicity Society, 26 November 
1833, p.71. 
93 ibid. pp.31, 71. 
94 Ibid. Evidence of Wm. Newton, 25 September 1833, p.69. 
95 ibid. p.69. 
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would perform the same function for non-resident (‘casual’) beggars.96  At 

Folkestone, beadles took beggars to a vagrant office adjoining the workhouse.  

If late, they were lodged overnight in the workhouse, and escorted out of the 

parish next morning.  It was the duty of these beadles to suppress disorders 

committed by vagrants.97  Also in Kent, Sandwich and its three adjoining 

parishes commenced a ticket system in 1832, by which beggars received 

bread instead of money, while also opening a vagrant office that offered 

overnight accommodation and food for ‘itinerant families’.98 

 Activity at Exeter was more complex. The Mendicity Society, established 

in 1825, circulated tickets to subscribers to issue to alms seekers, who 

presented them ‘at the office of the Institution’ in exchange for meals, a night’s 

lodging, and sometimes money for the journey.99  Exeter Corporation officials 

also issued tickets, authorizing vagrants to claim relief from the Mendicity 

Society.100  Irish and Scottish families were regarded as vagrants and sent to 

the workhouse; ‘other vagrants are now mostly treated in the same way’.101  

The ‘Mendicity Establishment’ was used by ‘distressed and honest 

mechanics, sailors and labourers [whereas] impostors and idle vagabonds’

96 The Derby Mercury, 8 September 1830; Appendix E 1834, p.69.  Food and lodging were 
provided in a house rented at a nominal rate from the Corporation of Derby:The Derby 
Mercury, 9 October 1833. Numbers relieved reached over 2,500 in each of the first three 
years. 
97 Evidence of S. Farley, Governor of House of Correction, Appendix E, p.73. 
98 ibid. p.49. 
99 ‘Exeter Mendicity Society’, Flying Post, 14 August 1834. In the years 1825-1834 the Society 
relieved between c. 1,000 and 1,900 persons per annum. 
100 The Corporation made irregular payments to the Mendicity Society for vagrant relief 
between 1826 and 1837: DRO/Exeter Corporation of the Poor/Court Book 17/1824-1832 & 
Court Book 18/1832-1839, 1 August 1826, 6 November 1827, 25 September 1830, 7 
November 1837.    
101 Evidence of R. Tozer, Assistant Treasurer to the Corporation of Poor of Exeter, Appendix 
E, p. 67.  Presumably the powers of the Corporation of the Poor were used to commit 
vagrants to the workhouse, but see below, Ch. 7. 
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were said to prefer lodging houses.102  Evidently, the Exeter House of 

Correction was also used for relief, as a ‘kind of compulsory hostel for large 

families of wanderers’, a practice discontinued c. 1840.103  Thus, at Exeter in 

the 1820s and 1830s, the destitute, mobile poor seeking relief encountered 

differing responses, dependent upon the local apparatus of discrimination; for 

some, relief was offered by the Mendicity Society after screening at the 

Vagrant Office; others were dispatched to the workhouse; and a few received 

temporary ‘compulsory’ relief at the House of Correction.104  However, there is 

also evidence, from Exeter and other centres, that even when offered charity 

tickets, many persons chose to avoid assessment, preferring to find their own 

accommodation.  Those disdaining or avoiding assessment were generally 

assumed to be ‘habitual’ vagrants.105  Members of the Mendicity Society 

complained that while their ticket and assessment scheme had ‘to a 

considerable extent’ freed Exeter from ‘characters of this description’, beggars 

and vagrants were permitted to harbour in the neighbouring parish of St. 

Thomas.106

 The foregoing examples of vagrant offices illustrate widespread but 

varied practice, with different funding and management arrangements. The 

102 Ibid. Evidence of Edward Woolmer, Mayor of Exeter, 7 October 1833, p. 70. In 1832 the 
Exeter Corporation of the Poor arranged for its Medical Officers to inspect ‘Lodging Houses 
for vagrants’: 7 August 1832, DRO/Exeter Corporation of the Poor/Court Book 18/1832-1839. 
103 Forsythe, A system of discipline, p. 64.  A new prison and workhouse were built in 1819; 
previously the house of correction had been ‘a miserable thatched cottage’, ibid. p.6.  The 
need for a substantial house of correction had been reduced because of the power of the 
Corporation of the Poor to commit vagrants (and offenders against Poor Law regulations) to 
the workhouse. 
104 Additionally, some individuals would have been convicted of vagrancy offences and 
sentenced to imprisonment. 
105 E.g. ‘It is pretty well known that the regular beggar will now scarcely face a mendicity 
office’ : Evidence of J. Robins, Superintendent and Secretary to the Newcastle and 
Gateshead Mendicity Society, Appendix E 1834, p.70.  
106‘ Exeter Mendicity Society’, Flying Post, 14 August 1834.  As noted in a later chapter, the 
problem of vagrants occasioned tension between officials of Exeter city and St. Thomas for 
much of the nineteenth century. 
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Exeter example suggests that a vagrant office, especially in larger urban 

settings, was likely to be one component in a mixture of responses to 

vagrancy.  Most vagrant offices seemed to have fostered a policy of 

discrimination against those perceived to be ‘impostors and idle vagabonds’, 

and to have offered only temporary relief, sending away recipients very 

quickly.  The facility at Manchester supports the proposition that vagrant 

offices constituted the prototype of later casual wards.  Mapping the vagrant 

offices identified here (Map 6.2) reveals their strong northern distribution, 

suggesting an imitative spread through local contacts and example.107   

MAP 6.2  (following page) 

Sources: 
Select Committee on Vagrancy 1821; Appendix E 1834; Second Report of Inspectors of 
Prisons ,II, 1837: Correspondence PLC/PLB- Ripon PLU 1834-1852, TNA/MH12/15352; 
Time,  3 August 1819; The Hull Packet, 21 September 1819; The Derby Mercury, 8 
September 1830; Flying Post, 14 August 1834; Hastings, ‘Vagrancy’; Hunter, ‘Vagrancy in the 
East and West Ridings’; Roberts, ‘Reshaping the Gift Relationship’; Thompson, Vagrants. 

107 Future research may correct the northern bias shown here. 
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One explanation for the bias may be the responses of ‘influential gentlemen’, 

meeting the demands for occasional relief from the heavy inflow of migrant 

and seasonal labour to northern urban-industrial and harvest areas.  

Alternatively, perhaps it was a question of nomenclature, with the term 

vagrant office more widely adopted in the north.  A third possibility is that 

there may be gaps in the southern records.

 In addition to the development of vagrant offices, vagrants were admitted 

to some workhouses prior to the 1834 reforms.  There are references in the 

Poor Law Report to vagrants using Old Poor Law workhouses, although 

specific examples are lacking.108  In North Yorkshire, vagrants were provided 

with relief at several workhouses in the 1820s and early 1830s, at Bedale, 

Easingwold, and Scarborough.109  At the latter two locations, separate 

accommodation at the workhouse was employed.110  It is not known whether 

such practice was widespread, but these examples suggest that, prior to the 

Poor Law reforms, in locations where there may have been insufficient 

support for a mendicity society or vagrant office, some townships and 

parishes regarded the workhouse as a suitable resource for responding to the 

pressure of vagrancy.111 

 Some parishes or townships opened separate houses for ‘poor and 

destitute travellers’, which sometimes accommodated vagrants being passed.  

These lodgings may have functioned in conjunction with a vagrant office, as at 

108 Checkland, The Poor Law Report, p.425.  Crowther notes that the Commissioners 
distinguished between unregulated workhouses, large and small, to which vagrants were 
attracted, and those run on deterrent lines: Workhouse System, p.25.  
109 Hastings, ‘Vagrancy’, pp.156-157, 159. He describes ‘a vast influx’ of Irish vagrants and 
seasonal workers in Yorkshire in the 1820s: p.156. 
110 However, few of the North Riding workhouses opened casual wards before the 1840s: ibid. 
pp.158-159. 
111 A prime source for pre-1837 vagrant relief, Appendix E 1834 is imprecise about many 
details -below, p.342-346. It is uncertain whether vagrants were admitted to workhouses in 
the respondents’ home towns and cities before 1837, although in places such as Birmingham, 
Coventry, Folkestone, Manchester, and Norwich, the replies suggest that they were. 
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Preston.112  In other places, relief appears to have been provided without a 

vagrant office.  At Halstead (Essex) where c. 2,000 persons passed through 

the town annually, vagrants applying to the overseer were lodged ‘in the poor 

house’, with a straw bed and food.113  Evidently many vagrants refused the 

relief because they did not like being searched.114  In Truro (Cornwall) the 

overseer provided straw to lie on, bread and water.115  Similarly, vagrants in 

Norwich were lodged in a room with straw beds and fed on bread and 

water.116  These basic forms of relief foreshadowed the initial provision at 

many workhouses following the introduction of casual wards from 1837.  The 

preceding maps do not show other types of facilities, operated by mendicity 

societies or other organizations, which had a similar function, such as the 

Liverpool Night Asylum or the Cambridge Spinning House, and which were 

not listed as vagrant offices.  If these other facilities are mapped alongside 

mendicity societies and vagrant offices, the northern distribution is not so 

marked (Map. 6.3).      

Map 6.3  (following page) 

Source: 
Map compiled from sources listed for Maps 6.1 and 6.2, together with additional material 
identified in main text references. 

112 Evidence of G. Henderson, Appendix E, p.90.  A vagrant office opened in 1818. The ‘tramp 
house’, in a different part of Preston to the workhouse, was still functioning in 1840, when 
over 1900 vagrants were relieved in the final quarter of that year. ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the 
Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 February 1841, 1841, 1 (149) 
Selected Answers, p.20. 
113 Appendix E, p.86.  Initially, bread, cheese and a pint of beer had been offered, but such 
was the demand that the fare was reduced to bread and water. 
114 ibid. p.86. 
115 ibid. p.30. The location is not specified. 
116 Ibid. p.33.  The Guardians of the Corporation of the Poor appointed a manager, which may 
indicate use of a Norwich workhouse. 
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The evidence for these decades is fragmentary, and the 1834 Appendix E 

Report is the nearest to a survey.  Its author noted that responses to the 

questionnaire were very imprecise, diffuse, and almost impossible to 

tabulate.117  Nevertheless, the replies allow the construction of a tentative 

picture of the types of occasional relief available in the decade before the New 

Poor Law reforms: 

Chart 6.1 Types of relief available to itinerant poor: 
occasional relief at 64 locations 
England and Wales, 1833  

Notes 
a) at Bath, overseer relieves with money, Mendicity Society with food.
b) at Birmingham, recipients required to grind corn for 2 hours
c) at Petworth relief given only to disabled
d) at Whitehaven, relief not described but always work offered
e) at Brighton, overseer refuses relief unless directed by magistrate; Provident Society

provides some (unspecified) relief to vagrants

Source 
Data compiled from: Report from his Majesty’s Commissioners for Inquiring into the  
Administration and Practical Operation of the Poor Laws; Appendix E, ‘Vagrancy’, 1834 (44) 

117 Appendix E 1834, Codd, p.28.  The same was true of the Poor Law Inquiry itself: 
Checkland, The Poor Law Report, p.30. 
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Lodgings and food (b)!

Lodgings, food and money!
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Relief refused (e)!

 Number of locations!
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A variety of officials were involved in relief assessment and provision. 

Although, in these final years of the Old Poor Law, overseers remained 

essential to its administration, officials of mendicity societies and vagrant 

offices were now playing a prominent role in the relief of the itinerant poor. 

Chart 6.2  Officials involved in assessment and provision of 
occasional relief to itinerant poor, at 64 locations 
England and Wales 1833  

Source:  
Data compiled from: Report from His Majesty’s Commissioners for Inquiring into the 
Administration and Practical Operation of the Poor Laws; Appendix E, ‘Vagrancy’, 1834 (44) 

 The Assistant Poor Law Commissioner compiling the Report did not 

recommend a particular system of relief, but submitted suggestions for 

controlling vagrancy, ranging from the regulation of lodging houses and the 

0! 5! 10! 15! 20! 25! 30!

Overseers, Asst. Overseers!

Overseer OR Beadle!

Overseer OR Constable!

Constable!
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Mendicity Society Official!

Vagrant Office Official!

Workhouse Official!

Guardian of Poor!
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introduction of rural policing, to halting indiscriminate alms-giving.118  

Participants in the survey were invited to suggest how the treatment of 

vagrants might be improved.  The answers were, indeed, diverse but provide 

a snapshot of informed opinion at this period.  Most respondents listed several 

ideas, a few none.  No attempt has been made to enumerate the responses: 

instead, the main themes have been identified as follows: 

118 Codd, Appendix E 1834, pp.36-40.  More radically, he advocated a comprehensive system 
of education for every child, to improve future lives and thus reduce the incidence of 
vagrancy. 
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Table 6.1     Summary of responses to question 
     ‘How might treatment of vagrants be improved?’ 
     by officials involved in relief provision at 
     64 locations in England and Wales, 1833 

Area of 
Concern 

Suggestions 

Relief restrict to bread, water, & simple accommodation 

Lodging 
Houses 

regulate by licenses, inspections, limits on stays 

Vagrant 
Offices 

develop national system 

Alms-giving stop indiscriminate alms-giving 

Punishment whipping, solitary confinement, hard labour, stocks, 
treadmill, transportation, marking * 

Labour to be enforced, in return for relief 

Policing create police forces, enforce Vagrancy Acts 

Identity development of identification system of individual vagrants; 
passports 

Funding parishes responsible for poor, wherever they travel 

Irish control movement; introduce Irish Poor Law 

* ‘making some general conspicuous mark on them to denote their character
wherever they may go’ 

Source:  
Data compiled from: Report from His Majesty’s Commissioners for Inquiring into the 
Administration and Practical Operation of the Poor Laws; Appendix E, ‘Vagrancy’, 1834 (44) 
pp.29-35 

Only one respondent regarded the existing provision of relief as satisfactory; 

the majority were critical and, among their suggestions, we may detect the 

rudiments of the post-1837 system, with its minimal diet, simple 

accommodation, hard labour and, eventually, solitary confinement.  As 
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discussed below, elements of pre-1837 provision continued in existence 

beyond the introduction of a national system of casual relief. 

6.2 The genesis of a national system of casual relief in England 
 and Wales, 1837-1847 

The Commissioners inquiring into the relief of the poor in the early 1830s 

recommended that ‘the central board be empowered to frame and enforce 

regulations as to the relief to be afforded to vagrants’.119  There is, though, no 

mention of vagrancy in the resultant legislation.120  The publication of the 

Report was ‘a very hurried affair’ and ‘a considerable portion of the 

Appendices was still in the Press’.121  The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act 

was much less explicit than the Commissioners’ Report, and the newly 

appointed Commissioners were given discretionary powers to interpret the 

legislation and issue ‘Rules and Regulations’.122  Initially, the Commissioners 

appear to have assumed that vagrancy would be suppressed by the 

enforcement of the 1824 Vagrancy Act and they issued no instructions on the 

matter.123  The existence of a widespread if uneven web of relief for the 

itinerant poor, which included civil initiatives to suppress vagrancy, was 

seemingly ignored.124  Subsequently, in 1837, the Commissioners were 

prompted to issue guidance ‘on the prevention of mendicity’ in response to 

communications from the Hatfield PLU and the Metropolitan Police.  The 

119 Poor Law Report, 1834, p.469.  The Webbs state that the Commissioners were convinced 
that vagrants would ‘cease to be a burden’ if treated like the ordinary able-bodied pauper, but 
believed that enforcement was necessary: English Poor Law Policy, p.6. 
120 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act. 
121 Checkland, ‘A Note on the Text’, The Poor Law Report of 1834, p.60. 
122  ibid. ‘Introduction’, pp. 42ff; 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, s.15. On the vagueness of 
the Act and the wide, discretionary powers of the PLC, see also N. Edsall, The anti-Poor Law 
movement, 1834-1844 (Manchester; Manchester U.P.,1971) p. 9.  
123 Minutes of the PLC, 1834, TNA/MH1/1; Correspondence PLC to PLUs 1834-1837, 
TNA/MH10/7. 
124 However, in 1837, the PLC agreed that Derby Vagrant Office could continue as ‘a 
subsidiary workhouse’ until a new workhouse was built: Correspondence PLC-Derby PLU 
1834-1838, 4 May 1837: TNA/MH12/1984. 
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original stimulus appears to have been correspondence between the second 

Marquis of Salisbury and Edwin Chadwick, referring to the admission of 

‘trampers’ to the Hatfield workhouse.125  Commencing in February 1837, 

Hatfield PLU issued tickets to all ratepayers, who handed these to those 

seeking alms; relieving officers and overseers also issued tickets.  On 

presenting the ticket to the Master, following investigation, the applicant was 

admitted to the workhouse, receiving food and lodging in exchange for 

undertaking a prescribed task.   

 The PLC sanctioned these arrangements, which also had been 

introduced at Hertford and ‘some other Unions’, commending them as a 

practical improvement in administration that should be extended, thus 

heralding a process that - eventually - would establish a national system of 

casual relief.126  Nevertheless, the Commissioners, while approving relief of 

the destitute in order to prevent mendicity, also endorsed the Hatfield 

regulation that required any applicant identified as ‘a common vagrant’ to be 

taken before a magistrate, indicating that discrimination between the ‘honest 

wayfarer’ and ‘habitual vagrant’ was required.127 

 Other newly-formed PLUs were considering how to respond to relief 

applications from destitute, itinerant persons.  In May 1837, the Spalding 

Union (Lincolnshire) enquired whether an outhouse at the new workhouse 

could be set aside for vagrant accommodation; applicants would have to 

125 ‘Letter from the Most Noble the Marquis of Salisbury on the subject of the Relief of Casual 
Paupers, and the suppression of Mendicity’, 16 July 1837, Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 
(546 i/ii) Appendix A, No. 10, p.82. The Marquis was a Conservative politician, subsequently 
Lord Privy Seal, and father of the later Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury. 
126 Ibid. p.44.  Also, see above, Introduction, pp.28-30. 
127 Ibid. p.43.   
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undertake two hours work in a corn-mill.128  Evidently this plan had been 

adopted in some [unnamed] neighbouring Unions.129  In contrast to the 

Hatfield regulations, which mention admission to the workhouse, the Spalding 

application emphasizes that vagrants were to be kept separate from the 

‘regular paupers of the house’.130  A similar system was already operating in 

Birmingham and Coventry, using separate accommodation for vagrants at 

workhouses.131 

 It is unclear whether any of the pioneering PLUs had provided casual 

relief prior to 1837, or whether they were influenced by pre-1834 practice in 

vagrant offices, or workhouses such as Scarborough and Bedale, which had 

admitted vagrants.  Neither the PLC nor these correspondents made any 

reference to provision already in existence in 1837, although both Birmingham 

and Coventry had Corporations of the Poor, which may have been committing 

vagrants to their workhouses under older legislation, as at Exeter.132  While it 

is puzzling that, in 1837, the wealth of existing experience available in many 

centres was evidently ignored, publishing the Hatfield regulations as a model 

for other Unions was consistent with the role of the PLC to interpret legislation 

and issue guidance.  The intervention of a prominent member of the 

aristocracy may have ensured that the PLC could not ignore the plight of 

destitute wanderers.  As the powers of the various Corporations of the Poor 

remained in place in 1837, with Poor Law administration in such locations not 

128 ibid. ‘Letter from A. Maples, Clerk of Spalding Union’, 12 May 1837,pp.82-83. Corn-
grinding was already imposed at Birmingham and Coventry. 
129 ibid. p.83. 
130 ibid. p.83. 
131  ibid. ‘Extract from Mr. Gulson’s Report on the preceding Application’, p.83. 
132 A City Marshall was employed by Coventry Directors of the Poor, from 1817 onwards, to 
remove vagrants from the streets, but it is not known whether they were taken to the 
workhouse: Correspondence PLC-Coventry Incorporation of the Poor 1834-1843, 
TNA/MH12/13377. 
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yet fully regulated by central authority, the PLC may have disregarded their 

local practice concerning vagrancy.133  Additionally, many of the vagrant 

offices had been opened in the industrial north where the strength of 

organized resistance to the Poor Law reforms may have ensured that the PLC 

ignored pre-1837 practice when concerned to introduce the new regime.134  It 

may be significant that such provision for vagrants continued in a number of 

northern centres for many years after 1837. 

 By promoting the Hatfield and Spalding schemes, the PLC stimulated 

similar actions in other Unions.  For example, at the end of 1837, Windsor 

PLU contacted the PLC for further guidance on the suppression of 

mendicancy.135  By March 1838, the Windsor Guardians had established a 

Hatfield-type scheme, with a widespread distribution of printed tickets and 

elaborate regulations.  The Windsor scheme included separate 

accommodation for the ‘mendicant poor’, with ‘as little communication 

permitted with the regular poor as possible’.136  In correspondence with Rye 

PLU (Sussex) in mid-1838, the PLC approved plans for the adoption of the 

Hatfield Union rules, but recommended the Windsor rules, which they 

considered to be ‘superior’ in many respects.137  The same correspondence 

reveals that a ‘Hatfield’ scheme had been adopted at Oakham (Rutland) 

where a small outhouse room with two beds had been set aside for vagrants.  

There was concern that such provision would be inadequate at Rye, where 

133 Some powers of Corporations formed after 1714 were repealed in 1816 - below, Ch.7. 
134 Although there was some resistance in the south which -inter alia - affected the 
development of provision in Camelford and Dulverton (see Ch. 7) this did not match the 
organized movements of protest and reform in parts of the industrial north: Edsall, The anti-
Poor Law movement, p.53. 
135 Letter from Board of Guardians, Windsor PLU, 22 December 1837, Correspondence PLC-
Windsor PLU 1837-1839, TNA/MH12/336. 
136 Meeting of Board of Guardians, Windsor PLU, 6 March 1838, Correspondence , 
TNA/MH12/336.  The regulations extended to 31 clauses, and were submitted to the PLC for 
approval. 
137 Correspondence PLC-Rye PLU 1838-1839, TNA/MH12/13077/110; 111; 382; 384; 406. 



 350 

large numbers of wayfarers entered the district in the hop-picking season.138  

The extent of the adoption of ‘Hatfield’ or ‘Windsor’ schemes by other PLUs is 

unknown, but the above examples suggest that there may have been a 

cascading effect across some parts of the country.139  

 Separately in 1837, a month after Salisbury’s letter, the Metropolitan 

Police sought advice from the PLC concerning persons found in a state of 

destitution who had been refused relief ‘on the ground that the party should 

seek for it elsewhere perhaps in a distant parish’.140  The PLC reply clarified 

that ‘peace-officers’ should conduct or direct any person ‘casually found 

destitute’ to the relevant relieving officer or overseer, who had responsibility to 

administer immediate, temporary relief under s.54 of the Poor Law 

Amendment Act in cases of ‘sudden and urgent necessity’.141  The PLC 

emphasized that Poor Law officials would be responsible for the 

consequences of ‘any omission to give prompt and adequate relief in any 

case of real destitution and emergency’.142  Anyone begging professionally 

and not ‘casually destitute’ was to be charged under the Vagrancy Act; 

similarly, if Unions, after giving temporary relief, discovered that a person had 

become destitute through misconduct or ‘any act of vagrancy’, prosecution 

was necessary.143  The correspondence was circulated nationally, alerting 

PLUs to their responsibilities with regard to casual relief.144 

138 Ibid. 382; 406. 
139 There is no central record of the establishment of such schemes in this period; the 
Oakham correspondence for 1837 and 1838 contains no mention of its casual ward: 
Correspondence PLC-Oakham 1834-1842, TNA/MH12/9793. The reference is found in the 
documents of another Union (n.135, above). 
140 ‘Letter from Richard Mayne, Metropolitan Police Office’, 24 August 1837, Correspondence 
PLC-PLUs 1834-1837, TNA/MH10/7. 
141 Ibid. ‘Letter from E. Chadwick to the Commissioners of the Metropolitan Police’, 6
September 1837. 
142 ibid. 
143 ibid. 
144 Fourth Annual Report of PLC 1837-1838 (147) Appendix A, No. 2, pp.96-98. 



 351 

 In late 1838, instructions to Boards in the Metropolis were issued by the 

PLC, in a further attempt to clarify relief of the destitute.145  The PLC 

acknowledged that many Unions and parishes, in the Metropolis and 

elsewhere, had adopted regulations for the relief of casual destitution similar 

to those of mendicity societies in London and other locations.146  Here was a 

belated, if limited, recognition of pre-1837 civil initiatives to suppress 

vagrancy.  The ‘mendicity regulations’ adopted by the Hertford PLU in May 

1837 were now circulated.  Almost identical to those of Hatfield published 

earlier, the scheme involved the distribution of tickets to ratepayers, 

examination by the Master, admission to the workhouse, and a dietary and 

task of work as applicable to pauper inmates.147  The PLC accepted that it 

was difficult to distinguish between ‘cases of simple destitution and of 

imposture or vagrancy’ and stressed that a network of ‘well-regulated’

workhouses was necessary to afford relief to the casually destitute poor while 

deterring imposture.148  Several months later, another circular reinforced the 

warning against illegal removal of ‘casual paupers’.149  Within less than a 

year, the PLC deemed it necessary to produce a further circular, to 

Metropolitan Boards, warning that officers who neglected the ‘primary duty of 

145 ‘Further Instructional Circular respecting the Relief of Casual Destitution in the Metropolis’,  
PLC to Boards of Guardians, 12 December 1838, Fifth Annual Report of PLC 1839 (239) 
Appendix A, No. 10, pp.52-53. 
146 ibid. By implication, vagrant office regulations also may have applied. 
147 Above, n.141. As at Hatfield PLU, separate accommodation was not specified.  The 
principal difference between the Hatfield and Hertford regulations is that the latter did not 
enjoin officers to detect ‘common vagrants’ and take them before magistrates.  
148 ‘Further Instructional Circular respecting the Relief of Casual Destitution in the Metropolis’,  
PLC to Boards of Guardians, 12 December 1838, Fifth Annual Report of PLC 1839 (239) 
Appendix A, No. 10, pp.52-53.  
149 Ibid. ‘Circular to Boards of Guardians as to the Illegal Removal of Casual Paupers’, 13
February 1839, Appendix A, No. 7, p.51. The Circular stressed that the extensiveness of the 
practice, under the Old Poor Law, of ‘shifting off a legal liability’ [i.e. moving on] was not a 
justification for its continuance. 
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relieving any case of urgent casual destitution’ should be dismissed.150  The 

Commissioners were ‘especially desirous’ that Boards should consider the 

Hertford Union mendicity regulations.  Although these regulations did not 

specify separate accommodation, the PLC now anticipated that a ward should 

be ‘appropriated to this class of cases’.151  The circular also emphasized that 

casual relief should be afforded ‘on terms less desirable than the wages of 

independent industry, wherever there is ability to labour’, thus applying the 

principle of ‘less eligibility’ to casual applicants.152

 The following map (6.4) emphasizes that the pioneering Unions were 

located in the southern half of England.  The apparent absence of similar 

initiatives in northern England c. 1837-1838 may be explained by the existing 

practice of some workhouses relieving vagrants; by the widespread 

availability of vagrant offices; by the existence of other voluntary provision, 

such as the Liverpool Night Asylum; and by the serious resistance to the 

implementation of the New Poor Law.    

MAP 6.4 (on following page) 

Notes: 
An unknown number of Unions were admitting vagrants to separate accommodation at 
workhouse sites before 1834; others may have started to admit between 1834-1837.  
However, the concept of the casual ward was not embraced by the central administration, the 
PLC, until 1837 
Sources: 
Third Annual Report of PLC 1837; Correspondence PLC-Coventry Incorporation of the Poor 
1834-1843, TNA/MH12/13377;Correspondence PLC-Windsor PLU 1837-1839, 
TNA/MH12/336; Correspondence PLC-Rye PLU 1838-1839, TNA/MH12/13077;  
Correspondence PLC-PLUs 1834-1837, TNA/MH10/7; Fifth Annual Report of PLC 1839; 
Sixth Annual Report of PLC 1840. 

150 ‘Relief of Casual Destitution in the Metropolis’, 7 December 1839, Sixth Annual Report of 
PLC, 1840 (253) Appendix A, No. 6, pp.59-60. 
151 ibid. p.60. 
152 ibid. p.59. 
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In comments upon further amendment of the Poor Laws, the PLC drew 

attention to the problem of the uneven administrative and financial burden of 

providing casual relief, which fell disproportionately upon certain parishes 

situated along main roads: 

The practice of considering that parish liable in which a destitute 
person last slept, is obviously inapplicable for the purpose of 
affording relief to the sudden wants of the mass of poor persons 
travelling on foot or by wagon, of habitual beggars and vagrants, of 
discharged prisoners travelling with passes, and similar classes of 
persons.153 

Parishes so liable were inclined to refuse relief to the unsettled and thus a 

casual pauper, kept in circulation, became a common beggar or vagrant.154  In 

early 1841, increasingly concerned by ‘mendicant vagrants’, whom, it claimed, 

treated workhouses as a lodging house or inn, the PLC consulted Boards 

about powers to detain vagrants for six hours on the day following admission.  

A clear majority of the replies from c. 300 Unions favoured such powers.155  In 

the forty-two replies selected for publication, there is evidence that at least 

sixteen of these Unions, in diverse locations, such as Abingdon, Ely, 

Hereford, Lincoln, Spalding, and Yeovil, were already operating periods of 

detention and attempting to impose work tasks.156  Several of the Unions 

insisted that applicants bathe on admission; almost all maintained a separate 

ward or wards; searching was undertaken in some instances; and stone-

breaking was one of the set work tasks in at least two.  Registers were 

maintained by several respondents, and in two cases, separating casual relief 

153 ‘Report of the Poor Law Commissioners to the Most Noble the Marquis of Normanby, Her 
Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department, on the continuance of the 
PLC, and on some further amendments of the laws relating to the relief of the poor’, 1840 
(226) p.62.  
154 ibid. p.62. The PLC proposed that costs of casual relief should be a charge borne directly 
by all the parishes of a Union.  
155 ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 
February 1841, 1841, 1 (149) pp.1-2. 
156 ibid. Selected Answers, pp.11-37.  The criteria for selection of the published answers were 
not stated. 
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applicants from the main workhouse was justified as a precaution against the 

spread of disease.157  A consistent theme may be detected in both the 

questions put by the PLC, and in the published replies, namely that of 

deterring casual relief applications by vagrants.  Among those Unions already 

applying detention and tasks, most commented that a reduction in 

applications from vagrants had followed.  Here, in these responses, may be 

seen the beginnings of a national system.  It is likely that some, if not all, of 

the sixteen Unions had adopted either the Hatfield or Hertford Union 

regulations, but whether any of them had been influenced by pre-1837 

practices is unknown. 

 In 1841, the PLC issued a General Order, addressing outdoor relief, 

which incorporated the duty of Guardians to relieve ‘vagrants who may have 

become casually destitute within the Union […] without reference to the place 

of their settlement or residence.’158  In early 1842, General Workhouse Rules 

were issued, which, inter alia, laid down specific regulations for ‘casual poor 

wayfarers and vagrants’.159  Applicants were to be admitted by the Master (or 

Matron) of the workhouse, kept in a vagrant or other separate ward, and set to 

work according to regulations agreed by Guardians and approved by the 

PLC.160  A clarifying letter prescribed treatment of vagrants in considerable 

detail, covering separation (to prevent introduction of disease), diet, hygiene, 

157‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 
February 1841, 1841, 1 (149) Selected Answers, pp.11-37. On the practice of separation, see 
below. 
158 ‘Letter as to General Order Regulating Out-Door Relief, 2 August 1841, Eighth Annual 
Report of PLC, 1842 (389) Appendix A, No. 2 pp.45-46.  See also pp.14-16 of main report. 
159 Ibid. ‘General Order - Workhouse Rules’, Appendix A, No. 3, pp. 47-58; ‘Letter
Accompanying General Workhouse Rules, 5 February 1842, ibid. Appendix A, No. 4, pp.62-
75. 
160 Ibid. ‘General Order - Workhouse Rules’, Article 10.7, p.49.  Vagrants were not classified,
but regulations confirmed their separate status. Officials used the term ‘vagrant ward’; ‘casual 
ward’ came into use later.  A ‘ward’ varied in size and, in smaller Unions, might contain only 
one or two beds. 
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work, bedding, heating, and medical care.161  At this stage, vagrants' clothing 

was not taken away overnight unless in need of drying.162  Masters were 

advised that, in the event of a person brought to the workhouse for casual 

relief by police, even if drunk or known to have committed a vagrancy offence 

and thus not entitled to relief, it was wiser to admit in the first instance.163  

Although a vagrant could not be detained against his will, refusal to conform 

to ‘ordinary discipline’ should result in a court appearance.164  Legislation to 

address casual ward discipline was passed in the same year.165  Guardians 

were now empowered to prescribe a task of work in return for food and 

lodging, and to detain for up to four hours on the morning after admission to 

the workhouse.  Persons refusing to work, or wilfully destroying clothing, or 

damaging workhouse property, were deemed to be ‘idle and disorderly’, and 

liable to punishment under the 1824 Vagrancy Act.166  

 Thus, by 1842, informed by the local experiences of a number of the 

newly-established PLUs, the PLC had formulated a system of casual relief 

which, it anticipated, would become standard practice across England and 

Wales.  Although there would be subsequent alterations in policy, by and 

large these same regulations were applied to casual relief provision for the 

161 ‘Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’, Eighth Annual, Article 10, Proviso 7, p. 
65.  
162 ibid. Art. 7, p. 63; Art. 10, p.65. 
163 ibid. Art. 1, p.63. 
164ibid. Art. 10, Proviso 7, p. 65.  Prosecution was under the Poor Relief Act 1815 (55 Geo. 3 

c.137), which dealt with theft from a workhouse and misbehaviour.  Some magistrates
disputed its application to vagrants: Eighth Annual Report of PLC, pp.15-16. The passing of 
the 1842 Act addressed this problem, see main text. 
165 ‘An Act to continue until the Thirty-first Day of July One thousand eight hundred and forty-
seven, and to the End of the then next Session of Parliament, the Poor Law Commission; and 
for the further Amendment of the Laws relating to the Poor in England’, 1842 (5 & 6 Vict. c.57) 
(Poor Law Amendment Act, 1842).  Despite the emphasis in the title, this Act also applied to 
Wales. 
166 Ibid. s.V. This section was not expressly restricted to wandering persons but a marginal 
note confines it to ‘the occasional poor’: Webbs, English Poor Law Policy, p.14. For its 
inclusion in the 1871 Act, see above, p.168 
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next three decades.  The measures of 1841-1842 have been described as ‘a 

new vagrancy policy - that of making the night’s lodging disagreeable to the 

wayfarer’.167  It is clear, though, that the Unions that initially developed casual 

relief regulations, such as Hatfield, Hertford and Windsor, were intent upon 

deterrence from the outset.  When the PLC began to promote such initiatives, 

from 1837, ‘the prevention of mendicity’ was to be achieved by offering relief 

under disciplinary conditions that would deter the ‘impostor’ and relieve only 

the ‘genuinely’ destitute. 

 In its final years, the PLC was subject to parliamentary criticism that it had 

introduced ‘a lax system of administration too favourable to the relief of casual 

and wandering poor’.168  The PLC defended its policies, reiterating the legal 

constraints as well as pointing out that, contrary to popular opinion, numbers 

obtaining casual relief had diminished.169  To the end, the Commissioners 

were adamant that destitute persons were entitled to poor relief while 

stressing that they had not advocated indiscriminate assistance of vagrants: 

‘relief to the able-bodied, not affected by sickness, or apparently in urgent 

destitution […] may be properly refused.’170 

 Alerted to the particular problems of larger towns and cities, especially 

London, the PLC had proposed the establishment of specially adapted (Poor 

Law) asylums for the reception of the vagrant poor, with facilities for 

cleansing, setting to work, and separate provision for the sick.  It was thought 

that several such asylums in London would relieve the ‘really helpless’ and 

167 Webbs, English Poor Law Policy, p.95. 
168 Select Committee on District Asylums, Thirteenth Annual Report of PLC, 1847 (816) p.8. 
169 See Tenth Annual Report of PLC, 1844 (560) pp.6-12 and Appendix A, No. 1, pp. 45-46; 
Twelfth Annual Report of PLC 1846 (704) pp.10-13; and Thirteenth, op.cit. pp.7-13.  Part of 
the decrease was attributed to the opening of charitable asylums, which offered refuge but did 
not require work: Tenth, op. cit. p.9. 
170 Fourteenth Annual Report of PLC 1847-1847 (960) p.4. 
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destitute, ‘without the risk of propagating infectious disease, and the other 

necessary evils attending the vagrant ward of a workhouse.’171  The PLC 

recognized that individual Unions experienced problems in providing 

accommodation and work tasks for a fluctuating, mobile population, whereas 

three or four properly regulated, specialist asylums would face less 

difficulty.172  Legislation was approved to provide asylums for houseless poor 

in London, Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool and Manchester.173  

However, the vagrant districts created to establish asylums in London seem to 

have foundered when the PLC itself became the subject of a Select 

Committee investigation.174  Neither is there evidence that such asylums were 

opened at this time in the provincial centres named in the Act.175 

 Notwithstanding the ‘immense flood’ of workhouse building between 

1835-1850, only twenty-one casual wards were authorized to be constructed 

or purchased in these years.176  This evidence, though, must be treated ‘with 

considerable caution’; the categories of building type listed in the data are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive, and an authorization to ‘build a workhouse’

171 Tenth Annual Report of PLC, 1844 (560) p.10. 
172 ibid. p.10. For smaller Unions, especially rural ones, casual ward provision was to remain 
problematic - below, and Chs. 7-8.  Bradford Guardians relieved an average of only twelve 
vagrants a week and the PLC ‘at once acquiesced in the abandonment of the proposed 
vagrant ward’: Letter to Bradford Board of Guardians, 3 October, 1841, quoted in Webbs, 
English Poor Law Policy, p.35.  
173 ‘An Act for the further Amendment of the Laws relating to the Poor In England’, 1844 (7 & 8 
Vict. c. 101) (henceforth: Poor Law Amendment Act, 1844). 
174 Webbs, English Poor Law Policy, p.35.  The Central district scheme was undermined by 
the City of London’s continuing role as host to the largest number of vagrants, leaving other 
Unions with no incentive to standardize provision: Tanner, ’The Casual Poor’, p.195.  
175 The PLC used the word ‘asylum’ to describe new PLU facilities for vagrant relief at 
Bradford in July 1844, when the Guardians proposed a vagrant office with accommodation: 
below, Ch. 7. 
176 Driver, Power and pauperism, p.79; Tables 5.3, 5.4, p.98.  Almost 500 workhouses were 
authorized to be constructed or purchased between 1835-1850: ibid. Table 5.3, p.88.  See 
also his Tables 5.1, 5.2, p.78.  Ironically, Guardians created some employment by borrowing 
from public finances to build workhouses, which then were used ‘for the incarceration of those 
for whom employment could not be found’: Flinn, ‘The Poor Employment Act’, p.90 n.1. 
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may have included provision for casual wards.177   Vagrants were maintained 

at the cost of the parish in which a workhouse was situated, because the 

authors of the 1834 Amendment Act had not envisaged casual wards.  That 

major disincentive to the building of wards was not removed until 1848, when 

the cost of relieving vagrants became a common charge on all parishes within 

a PLU.178 Other factors also inhibited the opening of new casual wards in 

these years: 

• in some locations casual relief applicants were admitted to the main

workhouse 

• Unions were offering ‘stables and straw’, that is, minimal provision in

an existing outbuilding, which required little funding to convert and run,

such as at Spalding.179

• pre-1837 provision, often funded separately, continued in operation in

a number of centres, e.g. Liverpool, Manchester, York

• Corporations of the Poor operated outside the remit of the central

authority and resisted change

• casual relief applicants were given money or a ticket to a common

lodging house instead of admission to a ward

• (some) applicants were turned away

• new charitable provision in larger urban areas offered an alternative

• regional variation in workhouse building after 1834 affected the rate at

which casual wards were opened in different parts of the country.180

177 Driver, Power and pauperism, pp.86-87. Estimates of categories authorized within ‘multi-
purpose’ expenditure indicate that few casual wards were newly built between 1835-1850: 
ibid. pp.93-94 and Table 5.4 p.88. 
178 Poor Law Act, 1848, (11 & 12 Vict., c.110). Report of DC, I, p.11; Report of Royal 
Commission on the Poor Laws 1909,  p.567. 
179 ‘In some workhouses but small provision or none, has been made for the reception of 
tramps, and a sudden influx has filled the stables and outhouses’: Inspector Boase, Reports 
and Communications 1848, p.26. 
180 A majority of PLUs in southern and eastern England built new workhouses before 1848; 
rates of building were slower elsewhere: Driver, Power and pauperism, p.79.  Opposition to 
the New Poor Law affected the introduction of casual wards in parts of the country -see 
below, Ch. 7. 
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National statistics for the years 1841-1845 list 564 Unions in England and 

Wales, of which 480 recorded admissions of ‘vagrants or wandering poor’ in 

workhouses.181  In nineteen locations a workhouse had not yet been 

constructed, for example at Camelford and Dulverton in the south-west 

region.  In other instances, the statistics show that vagrants were received 

into non-Union facilities - night asylums at Halifax, Liverpool, Manchester, 

Newport; a mendicity office at Newcastle; a lodging house at Bolton; and 

vagrant offices at Huddersfield and York.  Cities with Corporations of the 

Poor, such as Bristol, Exeter, and Norwich were not included in the Return.  

Only two Unions are specifically listed as not having casual wards but this 

may be misleading.182  Another factor is that the majority of the new 

workhouses were constructed, altered, or purchased in the years 1835-1839, 

ahead of the circulation by the PLC, in 1841, of standardized regulations 

governing casual relief.183  Consequently, separate accommodation for casual 

relief applicants may not have been considered in the planning of many of the 

new workhouses.184  Finally, almost seventy Unions did not supply data, 

including Hatfield.  A close reading of these statistics thus poses questions 

about the actual number of casual wards in existence by the mid-1840s.   

 From the commencement of its involvement in the regulation of  casual 

relief, the PLC had acknowledged the existence of destitute, itinerant poor 

181 ‘Vagrants. Return of the number of vagrants, or wandering poor, received into the union 
workhouses during each of the years ended Lady-Day during each of the years 1841, 1842, 
1843, 1844, and 1845’, Return to an Order of the House of Commons, 1846 (391). 
(henceforth: Return, 1846).  Metropolitan districts were not included.  There is uncertainty 
about precise numbers.  Driver estimates 580 Unions by 1838, not including Local Act 
Unions: Power & pauperism, Table 3.1, pp.37, 42. 
182 E.g. Bradford features in the receiving list although a casual ward had not been built.See 
below, Ch. 7.  Vagrants at Bradford at this time were relieved at the Court-house, with a few 
being admitted to the small, main workhouse - Return, 1846, p.11. 
183 Driver, Power and pauperism, Tables 5.1, 5.2, p.78. 
184 Unlike the post-1834 wave of workhouses, which were (mainly) designed by architects 
specializing in this field, the casual wards lacked a model until the advent of the cellular 
system in the late 1860s -see below, Chs. 7 and 8.  
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who were not vagrants.  The relevant documentation for the years 1837-1842 

contains numerous instances of terminology intended to distinguish between 

the itinerant poor and vagrants, such as ‘wayfarers’, ‘wayfarers and casual 

poor’, ‘casual and wandering poor’, ‘trampers’, and those who experienced 

‘casual’ or ‘simple’ destitution.  In 1844, the PLC published comments upon 

the ‘pressure on the working classes’, which reveal that administrators were 

well aware of the changing social and economic circumstances producing 

increased labour mobility and vagrancy.185  The PLC accepted that among 

these work-seeking labourers, a number would fall sick, fail to find 

employment, or display misconduct, and would require public assistance: 

‘contingencies of this kind can never be avoided…’.186  Nevertheless, despite 

acknowledging the personal freedom of the workman to take his labour to the 

‘best market’, and the necessity of accepting the contingencies that resulted, 

historical frameworks of reference that emphasized the threat of itineracy 

dominated the minds of officials.  The PLC required that casual relief be 

restricted to the ‘vagrant wards’.  The ‘casual poor wayfarer’ who sought 

assistance, victim of one or other of these contingencies, was to be subjected 

to a deterrent regime. 

6.3 Separation in the casual wards

We may distinguish between separation in the physical sense, that is, the 

provision of distinct rooms or units for the purposes of casual relief, and 

segregation as a deliberate enforcement of a policy of keeping apart or 

isolating casual relief applicants from the mass of other workhouse 

185 See quotation at beginning of chapter. 
186 ‘Question of vagrancy in connection with the general administration of the Poor Law’, 
Tenth Annual Report of PLC 1844 (560) p.10. 
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inmates.187  To an extent these objectives overlap, but segregation was 

imbued with notions of moral and even eugenic judgements formed by policy 

makers about those in their care.  Most simply, there was a difference 

between providing separate, basic accommodation for casual relief applicants 

upon administrative and, possibly, hygienic grounds, and the introduction of a 

discrete, deterrent regime for such applicants in sophisticated, purpose-built 

facilities.  It is argued here that while the new wave of local, civil provision for 

destitute itinerant persons, that materialized in the early nineteenth century, 

was based upon the former considerations, following the establishment of 

formal casual relief policy from 1837, arguments for segregation soon 

dominated vagrant relief discourses.  Several decades would elapse before 

such ideas were fully implemented in practice, and then not universally.  

 As discussed above, in the period c.1800 - c.1835, local, civil provision 

for vagrants was developed in many urban settings in England and Wales.  

While not entirely replacing the practice of ‘moving on’, or the giving of doles 

of food or money by parishes and municipal boroughs, in many centres 

vagrant offices and lodgings of one kind or another were established.  

Practice continued to vary, but a theme of separate accommodation can be 

detected.  In most instances, existing workhouses were ill-suited to 

expansion, or to housing irregular flows of casual applicants, and other forms 

187 From 1834, classification of (non-casual) pauper inmates of workhouses was a form of 
separation rather than segregation. The spatial layout of New Poor Law workhouses was 
designed to separate the seven classes of pauper (which did not include vagrants).  See 
‘Strategies of design’ in Driver, Power and pauperism, p.59.  Driver does not clearly 
distinguish between separation and segregation but indicates that, during the 1860s, a new 
model of classification emerged which required ‘the spatial segregation of paupers in 
detached blocks’; ibid. p.66.  In principle, that model had been applied to casual relief 
applicants from the 1840s. 
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of accommodation were utilized.188 

 Documentary evidence of the attitudes of the individuals and 

organizations responsible for civil responses to vagrancy in the early 

nineteenth century is very limited, but practice suggests that separation of 

applicants from other recipients of poor relief was frequently a primary 

consideration.  Separation often appears to have been a consequence of the 

practical limitations of a site.  In locations such as Manchester, however, with 

its prototypal ‘tramp house’ regime, separation seems to have been integral to 

the project.189  The Cornish newspaper that advocated the adoption of 

practices from ‘the northern division of the kingdom’ in 1819, besides noting 

the need for a vagrant office in each town, stressed the requirement for official 

lodgings to be exclusively reserved for vagrants.190  In some places - for 

example, at Bolton, Folkestone, and Manchester - a ‘tramp house’ was 

located next to a workhouse.191  Occasionally, in the early years of the New 

Poor Law, redundant workhouses (replaced by new buildings) were assigned 

for use as casual wards, as at Chepstow and Newport.192 

 By 1833, the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner responsible for the major 

part of the report on vagrancy for the Inquiry into the Poor Laws was 

recommending ‘a receptacle for vagrants’ in every town, and village not near 

a town, upon principal roads throughout the country.   

This vision of a universal network of separate provision for casual relief may  

188 In the search for low-cost solutions in the early nineteenth century, accommodation was 
usually rented rather than purpose-built, and included houses, former stores, and 
warehouses.  Workhouse outbuildings were often used as casual wards - the later ‘stables 
and straw’ model.  Relief was often arranged at local lodging houses. 
189 On the Manchester regime, see above, pp.332-333. 
190 ‘Hints for the Suppression of Vagrancy’, Royal Cornwall Gazette, 24 and 31 July 1819.  
The reasons for separate accommodation were given as better regulation of vagrants and 
control of (their) infectious diseases. 
191 Appendix E 1834,  pp.73-74; Reports and Communications 1848, pp.63-64. 
192 Reports and Communications 1848, p.28. 
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have been inspired by the work of mendicity societies and vagrant offices.193  

Ideas concerning the classification and separation of paupers in workhouses 

had been in circulation for some years before the introduction of the New Poor 

Law.  Bentham’s proposals, formulated at the end of the eighteenth century, 

presented to Parliamentary Committee in 1811 as the ‘Pauper Plan’ and the 

‘Panopticon Penitentiary’ were rejected.194  His ideas on pauper classification 

and separation in Panopticon workhouses had been circulated widely, 

however, and their influence cannot be dismissed.195 

 Ideas concerning the reformatory separation of prisoners had also 

emerged in the eighteenth century.  Traced back to Benedictine rule, 

monastic prisons, and various early eighteenth-century advocates, and 

acknowledging the reform work of John Howard and the influence of 

American experiments in the latter part of the century, the history of penal 

separation has been extensively documented.196  However, historians of 

vagrancy have largely ignored linkage between penal separation and its 

adoption within the casual relief system.197   

 While it is difficult to identify precisely when penal practice and ideology 

may have begun to influence discourses on civil responses to vagrancy, 

193 Codd, Appendix E 1834, p.18. He took the meaning of vagrant to include ‘its more general 
acceptation of wanderers’: ibid.  Codd suggested that such establishments be superintended 
by a constable or other officer, who would inform himself of labour opportunities in the district 
in order to assist work-candidates and employers: ibid. p.19. 
194 Poynter, Society and Pauperism, p.142. 
195 J. Bentham, ‘Tracts on Poor Laws’.  His classification system found its way into 
Chadwick’s papers: Henriques, Before the Welfare State, p.23. On the question of the extent 
of Bentham’s influence upon the New Poor Law, see Poynter, Society and Pauperism, 
pp.117-144; 324.  
196 E.g. Forsythe, The Reform of Prisoners; Henriques, ‘The Rise and Decline’; M. Ignatieff,  A 
Just Measure of Pain: The Penitentiary in the Industrial Revolution 1750-1850 (London: 
Penguin, 1989) (first published 1978); McConville, A history of English prison administration; 
Radzinowicz & Hood, A History of English criminal law, V ; Ogborn, ‘Discipline, government 
and law’; A. Skotnicki, Religion and the Development of the American Penal System 
(Lanham, USA; UP of America, 2000). 
197 As mentioned in Ch. 1, Lionel Rose noted but did not pursue the link: Rogues and 
Vagabonds, p.84. 
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several avenues of transmission are possible.   A local example may be 

traced to Sussex, where an experiment in prison reform took place at 

Horsham, with the opening of a new goal in 1779, in which prisoners were 

kept in separate night cells.198  The Horsham regime was preventative, 

designed to minimize contamination between different classes of prisoners.  

Following reform of the administration of houses of correction, and influenced 

by Howard’s ideas about security and non-contamination, Sussex justices 

opened a reformatory, corrective prison at Petworth in 1789, in which 

separation formed the dominant part of the regime, and all attempts to 

communicate with fellow prisoners were punished.199  Convicted vagrants, 

though, appear to have been spared the rigours of separation following 

parliamentary criticism in 1816.200  Nevertheless, in 1833, the Petworth 

magistrates clerk, in evidence to the Poor Law Inquiry, suggested that 

vagrants should be subjected to solitary confinement in prison (with silence 

and correction by whipping).201  In such instances, the idea of separation, 

drawing upon local prison practice, was communicated to the Poor Law 

Commissioners. 

 Other avenues of transmission were less specific.  Nationally and 

regionally, prominent campaigners who held judicial appointments often 

participated in contemporary debates on social policy and poverty.202  Locally, 

198 McConville, A history of English prison administration, p.89. 
199 ibid. p. 94.  The two Sussex prisons were forerunners of contending separation and 
associated disciplinary systems that dominated penal policy in the nineteenth century: ibid. p. 
98. 
200 ibid. pp.95-96, n.63. 
201 Appendix E 1834, p.34. 
202 An example of an influential county magistrate is John Thomas Becher (1770-1848) who 
was highly involved in social policy and poor relief: see Marshall, ‘The Nottinghamshire 
Reformers’, 382-396.  See also McConville, A history of English prison administration, p.116, 
n.42.  Patrick Colquhoun (1745-1820) was another leading magistrate and police reformer, 
who contributed to debates on indigence and mendicity: Poynter, Society and Pauperism, 
pp.200-207.  Colquhoun also helped to found the London Mendicity Society. 
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there was a substantial overlap among elites, or their appointees, holding 

posts as justices while also active in Poor Law administration.  It seems likely 

that knowledge of prison reform experiments was available to those  who 

served in both systems, and easily shared with colleagues with 

responsibilities in Poor Law administration. The varying use of separation in 

the Sussex local prisons, in the Gloucester Penitentiary (opened 1791), at the 

Southwell House of Correction (enlarged 1806), and at the Millbank 

Penitentiary (opened 1816) would have been known to at least some of those 

involved in the relief of vagrants prior to the New Poor Law reforms. 

Underpinning a probably localized awareness of penal separation practice, 

officials of (Old) Poor Law parish administrations, of mendicity societies, and 

of vagrant offices, shared a widespread perception that vagrants were 

criminals to be kept apart from local communities.   

  Assistant Commissioners of the PLC were agents of transmission, 

undertaking the role of ‘ambassadors for the central authority’, canvassing 

influential local figures, especially ex officio Guardians.203  Although central 

powers of enforcement were weak, it is likely that Circulars of the PLC, and 

later, the Poor Law Board (PLB) transmitted ideas about separation to some 

Unions. Since some civil relief for vagrants had been based upon units of 

separate accommodation, it is not surprising that separation emerged as a 

key feature of some of the first local initiatives in the provision of casual relief 

facilities under the New Poor Law administration.  

 Architects played an authoritative part in the development of New Poor 

Law workhouse design.  Samson Kempthorne, whom, it was claimed, based 

his designs on American prisons, planned many of the workhouses in the 

203 Driver, Power and Pauperism, pp.80-81.  See also Crowther, The Workhouse System, pp. 
37-40. 
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south and south-west of England, which ‘suggested the idea of Bastilles’.204  

Other architects, such as Scott and Moffatt, and William Denthorn also 

developed plans that had regional influence, while local practitioners often 

designed several workhouses in one particular area.205  Although the 

participation of architects was crucial to the transmission of central ideas 

about the spatial organization of workhouses, their impact upon the evolution 

of casual relief is less clear, particularly as few purpose-built casual wards 

were opened before the 1870s.206  

 In the early decades of the New Poor Law, separation involved keeping 

vagrants apart from workhouse pauper inmates. The segregation of persons 

receiving casual relief, from one another as well as from pauper inmates, 

would follow some years later with the advent of cells in the casual wards. 

In its first comments upon the introduction of casual relief arrangements in 

1837, the PLC gave prominence to the ‘Hatfield model’, in which vagrants 

were admitted to the main workhouse and ‘subject to the same regulations as 

the other paupers’.207  The Hatfield regulations made no mention of 

separation.208  However, alongside the Hatfield correspondence, the PLC 

reproduced a letter from the Spalding Union, which revealed that the latter 

had utilized an outhouse for casual relief, in the yard of the new workhouse, 

and that ‘especial care will be taken that the parties in question are not 

204 Driver, Power and Pauperism, p.59. 
205 For example, Christopher Create designed workhouses at Tisbury, Chippenham, 
Blandford, and Christchurch: Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk  (consulted 8 January 
2011).  Brief details of architects for many workhouses built after 1834 are shown on this 
website. 
206 There is evidence from Doncaster that, in 1838, architects for the new workhouse 
proposed that separate rooms for vagrants should be provided to prevent contact with the 
regular inmates: February-March 1838, Correspondence PLC-Doncaster PLU 1834-1839, 
TNA/MH12/14903. 
207 Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 (546 i/ii) p.44. 
208 ibid. ‘Regulations and Correspondence on Mendicity’, No. 10, Appendix A, p.80. 
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allowed to mix with the regular paupers of the house’.209  Such a plan had 

already been adopted in [unspecified] neighbouring Unions.210  The PLC also 

reproduced an extract from the report of one of its Assistant Commissioners, 

which indicated that separate rooms, one each for males and females, had 

been provided at workhouses in his district; evidently Bourn (Bourne, Lincs.) 

had been the exemplar for nearby Spalding.211 

 Fairly quickly other Unions, such as Windsor, Oakham, and Rye, 

introduced casual relief at their workhouses but, unlike Hatfield, provided 

separate accommodation.212  In 1839, the PLC circulated Hertford PLU 

regulations as a model but separation of vagrants was not mentioned.213  

However, later in the same year a PLC Circular to metropolitan Boards noted 

the need for a ward for ‘this class of cases’.214  By 1841, the PLC was 

claiming that it had recommended ‘the establishment of a ward for vagrants’ in 

1837.215  That declaration may have been a wishful reconstruction of the PLC 

advice circulated in 1837 and 1839 but, by 1841, separate provision for 

vagrants was the recommended model.  Removing any doubt, the Workhouse 

Rules Order of 1842 included the first official regulations for casual relief 

applicants, clearly stating that vagrants were to be kept ‘entirely separate’ in a 

209 ‘Inquiry upon Arrangements proposed for reception of vagrants’, Spalding PLU, 12 May 
1837, Third Annual, Appendix A, pp.82-83. 
210 ibid. 
211 ibid. ‘Extract from Mr. Gulson’s Report’, Appendix A, p.83.  The Report implies that such
arrangements had been adopted in Birmingham and Coventry. 
212 Correspondence PLC-Windsor PLU, 6 March 1838, TNA/MH12/336; Correspondence 
PLC-Rye PLU 1838-1839, TNA/MH12/13077. 
213 ‘Further Instructional Circular respecting the Relief of Casual Destitution in the Metropolis’, 
PLC to Boards of Guardians, 12 December 1838, Fifth Annual Report of PLC 1839 (239) 
Appendix A, No. 10, pp.52-53.  
214 ‘Relief of Casual Destitution in the Metropolis’, 7 December 1839, Sixth Annual Report of 
PLC, 1840 (253) Appendix A, No. 6, pp.59-60. 
215 ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 
February 1841, 1 (149) 1841.  The PLC refers to p.135 of its Third Annual Report, 1837 - but 
this may be a misprint as that page contains information on the formation of new Unions. 
Notes on vagrancy are to be found on pp.43-44 and 80-84 of the Report. 
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vagrant ward or other separate ward.216  As noted earlier, casual relief 

facilities may not have been included in the planning of many of the new 

workhouses built between 1834 and 1842, before these regulations appeared, 

but the evidence suggests that in a number of instances, local initiatives of 

separate provision for vagrants had already been implemented, often in 

outbuildings.  Although the 1841 Circular had invited comments specifically on 

the enforcement of a work task, in their replies, twelve of the forty-two Unions 

cited in the ‘Selected Answers’ also stated that they already provided 

separate vagrant wards.217 

 The 1842 regulations justified the use of separate vagrant wards as ‘a 

precaution necessary for preventing the introduction of infectious or 

contagious diseases into the workhouse’.218  Concern about vagrants 

spreading disease was long-standing, and would continue to be conceived as 

a threat into the twentieth century.219  The report on vagrancy for the Poor 

Law Inquiry, advocated separate receptacles for vagrants partly on the 

grounds that the lodging houses used by them were breeding grounds for 

infectious diseases.220  In 1838, a PLC Circular on hygiene in workhouses, to 

prevent the spread of ‘typhus’, while not specific to vagrant relief, listed many 

aspects of the regime that later would be associated with casual wards: 

ventilation; bathing (in tepid water); disinfection of clothes; isolation of persons 

216 ‘No.3. General Order - Workhouse Rules’ Eighth Annual Report of PLC, 1842 (389) 
Appendix A, pp.47-58; ‘No.4. Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 
1842, ibid. Appendix A, pp.62-75. 
217 ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 
February 1841, 1 (149) 1841, pp.11-37. 
218 ‘No.4. Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’ 5 February 1842, Eighth Annual, 
Appendix A, p.65. 
219 See above, Ch. 3, ‘The Infectious Vagrant’. 
220 Codd, Appendix E 1834, p.36.   
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with contagious disease; and proper drainage.221  By 1841, the PLC assumed 

that in all cases of ‘temporary’ admission, Guardians would prevent the 

communication of any infectious or contagious disease to other workhouse 

inmates.222  

 There are indications of antecedent, local initiatives; prior to the 1842 

regulations, at least some separate facilities had been predicated on fears of 

contamination.  For example, at Manchester, where a prototype of the later 

casual wards had opened in 1819, arrangements included hygienic 

precautions and separate accommodation.223  Although documentary 

evidence of intent is lacking, the theme of separation, visible in the practice of 

vagrant offices, suggests that their spatial arrangements may well have 

included notions of prevention of the spread of disease borne by wayfarers 

and vagrants.  Vagrants were being admitted to separate accommodation in 

some workhouses before 1837.224  And, in the new world of casual relief, 

post-1837, at Abingdon, Banbury, Croydon, and Stow-in the-Wold, it appears 

that Guardians had erected separate wards before 1842 primarily to prevent 

diseases such as smallpox spreading into the main workhouse.225   

 Fear of moral contamination of workhouse pauper inmates by vagrants 

obtaining casual relief was also a significant factor in the development of a 

221 untitled Circular, 16 July 1838, Correspondence PLC to Unions, 1838, TNA/MH10/8.  See 
also ‘Medical Officers Returns’, PLC Circular No. 3, 3 April 1840, Correspondence PLC to 
Unions, 1840, TNA/MH10/9, which associated ‘typhus’ with tramps (and others) living in 
crowded ‘low lodging houses’. 
222 Minutes of Board of PLC, 6 August 1841, Correspondence PLC to Unions, 1840-1841, 
TNA/MH10/9. 
223 Evidence of F.F. Foster, JP, Chief Magistrate, and V. Gardiner, Directing Overseer, 
Appendix E 1834, pp.74-75. 
224 Above, p.338-339. For a description of hygiene and disinfection measures, see below, 
Appendix G. 
225 ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of Vagrants’, 15 
February 1841, 1 (149) 1841, pp.12, 18, 28, 34. Local research may uncover other examples.  
Chertsey (Surrey) PLU had provided separate accommodation in 1839 but had not resolved 
how to prevent disease being transmitted to the main workhouse.  It discontinued vagrant 
relief in 1841 because the demand had been too great: ibid. p.33.  
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separate system of wards, possibly outweighing concerns about disease.  

With roots in eighteenth-century debates upon prison reform, contemporary 

belief in moral contamination arising from vagrancy underpinned discussions 

on forms of casual relief throughout the nineteenth century.226  In his 

advocacy of separate vagrant wards, Assistant Commissioner Codd was 

adamant that, because of contagion by bad example, the lodging houses 

were scenes of ‘the greatest moral […] evil’.227  From its inception, the PLC 

had been concerned to secure and improve ‘the moral condition’ of 

workhouse inmates.228  However, the 1842 regulations, and their 

accompanying instructional letter, while referring to the need for separate 

accommodation to prevent the spread of infectious disease, did not 

specifically address the perceived risk of moral contamination by vagrants.  

Possibly the separation of vagrants from workhouse inmates, themselves 

separated by a classification system, may have been thought adequate 

protection. 

Summary 

In a period of significant economic change, and greater mobility of labour, the 

centuries-old response to vagrancy at the parish level, ‘moving them on’, 

which had been used to reduce the threat of responsibility for the houseless, 

and to prevent scandal, had become less effective.229  During the first three 

decades of the nineteenth century, mendicity societies and vagrant offices, an 

226 See Ch. 3, above, for discussion of contemporary fears of the moral threat posed by 
vagrants. 
227 Codd, Appendix E 1834, p.36. 
228 Minutes of Board of PLC, 4 November 1834, Poor Law Commissioners Minutes 1834 
TNA/MH1/1. 
229 On dissatisfaction with the parochial system of Poor Law provision, and the search for a 
new kind of authority before 1834, see Slack, The English Poor Law, p. 45. 
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urban response to a growing social problem, were formed to supplement or 

replace the old parish system, which - to an extent that is uncertain - included 

vagrant relief provided at some workhouses.  An uneven but more widespread 

‘safety net’ thus became available to the destitute, itinerant poor, although 

attempts were made to discriminate between the ‘deserving’ and the 

‘undeserving’, with systems designed to exclude the ‘habitual’ vagrant.  The 

relief offered was local, funded in some instances by voluntary contributions, 

in others by parish poor rates or borough corporations.230  The network, if that 

is not too formal a description, was uncoordinated, and did not extend across 

all parts of the kingdom.  Perhaps because of the particular problems 

associated with high levels of labour mobility in urban-industrial areas, the 

pre-1837 vagrancy offices were concentrated in the north of England.  While 

some of the relief arrangements may have had older roots, such as the 

powers of Corporations of the Poor to detain vagrants in a workhouse, a 

considerable and innovative upsurge of available provision occurred in these 

decades. 

 Existing provision, for destitute, itinerant poor, was disregarded in the 

passage of the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act.  When the assumption that 

vagrancy would ‘cease to be a burden’ proved erroneous, from 1837 the Poor 

Law Commissioners gradually formulated a vagrancy policy adopted from the 

practice devised by a small number of Unions in the southern half of England, 

including Hatfield, Hertford, London, Spalding and Windsor.  How much these 

Unions had been influenced by pre-1834 provision is difficult to judge, but the 

evidence of many of those involved in mendicity societies and vagrant offices 

indicates that deterrent forms of relief to vagrants were favoured.  From the 

230 Dyson’s research on Oxford suggests that anti-mendicity societies, relying on subscription 
incomes, were not necessarily well funded: ‘Welfare Provision’, p.956. 
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outset, the Unions pioneering the ‘new’ casual relief also promoted deterrence 

as a key principle, a stance promulgated by the PLC, which framed its 

incipient vagrancy policy around ‘less eligibility’.  The regulation that required 

the ‘common vagrant’ to be distinguished from the casual poor was devised 

by the Hatfield Union.  By 1841-1842, through a process of circulation of 

examples of practice, ideas about forms of casual relief were coalescing; a 

deterrent model of an exiguous diet and temporary lodging in workhouses, in 

return for a task of work, had emerged, endorsed and regulated by the PLC.  

Separation of casual relief recipients from the regular inmates of workhouses 

had not been a prime focus in some of the initial provision, but, from 1839, 

‘vagrant wards’ featured in PLC policy, and were central to the 1841 

regulations.  In a relatively short space of time, the emphasis of PLC 

pronouncements had shifted away from encouraging Unions to discriminate 

and deny assistance to ‘common vagrants’.  However, while destitute, 

itinerant persons were entitled to relief, ‘wherever they may be, independently 

of any previous residence, and of any settlement’, casual relief was designed 

to deter.231 

 Data concerning the building of new workhouses after 1834 do not permit 

certainty about the number of purpose-built casual wards completed before 

1850.  However, low-cost provision - ‘stables and straw’ - seems to have been 

introduced in many Unions.232  Statistics compiled for 1841-1845 indicate that, 

by the closing years of PLC administration, casual relief was being offered at 

most workhouses.  National coverage was being developed, albeit through a 

patchwork system containing many gaps and much variation.  In some 

231 ‘Relief of Wayfarers and Casual Poor’, Eighth Annual Report of PLC, 1842 (389) p.14. 
232 Vagrants were still being accommodated in stables in the mid-1860s, e.g. at Elham and 
Maidstone (Kent), Dore (Herefordshire) Martley (Worcs.) and Reading (Berks.): Reports on 
Vagrancy 1866, pp.41-42; 121. 



 374 

locations, particularly in the northern parts of England, where there was a 

considerable network of vagrant offices, as well as resistance to 

implementation of the New Poor Law, casual relief was managed through 

local provision established before the reforms. 

 The following chapter focuses upon the subsequent evolution of the 

casual ward system under the administration that replaced the PLC, the Poor 

Law Board (PLB) from 1847.  In this period, up to and including 1871, when 

the Local Government Board, in turn, replaced the PLB, several other models 

of casual relief were considered before legislation enshrined a final version.  

The agendas of local and central Poor Law officials, to fully devolve 

responsibility for vagrancy upon the police, became more explicit in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century, and will be examined in chapters 7 and 8. 
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Chapter 7: The development of a casual relief system in England 
         and Wales, 1847-1871 

As the habitual vagrant has generally rendered himself amenable 
to the law by criminal acts, he dreads being confronted with the 
police; and the effect of this arrangement […] is said to have 
produced the speedy disappearance of the greater proportion of 
casual applicants.1 

The Poor Law Board (PLB), an independent, ministerial department, replaced 

the Poor Law Commission (PLC) on 17 December 1847, and administered 

casual relief until 1871.  Following the exploration of the early development of 

casual relief, this chapter examines its evolution during the period of PLB 

administration.  As the PLB sought to extend central regulation, it encountered 

external problems stemming from the strong traditions of local independence, 

including continuing opposition to the New Poor Law, and the legal autonomy 

of Corporations of the Poor.  Although responses to vagrancy were not 

fundamental to the clash between central and local authorities, in parts of the 

country - the north particularly - the tensions delayed the introduction of a 

national, uniform system of casual relief.  A significant upsurge in demand in 

mid-century, as Irish victims of the Famine sought relief, presented a 

considerable challenge to the emerging system, which was largely brushed 

aside because of a complex mixture of low investment in facilities, ethnic 

prejudice, and disregard for the welfare of the itinerant poor.  During the PLB 

years, the recurrent involvement of police in casual relief became more 

evident as the new forces formed: the implications are discussed here.  The 

opening phase of the re-introduction of surveillance of mobility towards the 

end of the PLB administration, in the form of way-ticket schemes, is explored.  

Finally, the intensification of the policy of separating those receiving casual 

1 PLB recommendation that police should be appointed as Assistant Relieving Officers for 
vagrants: Buller Minute 1848, p.3. 
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relief from the pauper inmates of workhouses is investigated.  Particular 

attention is drawn to the penal-style cellular systems introduced at Oswestry, 

Eastbourne, and Northleach in the late 1860s.  The probability that the Poor 

Law cellular system was shaped by reference to penal ideology and practice 

is considered. 

 There is considerable chronological overlap between the introduction of 

casual relief under the preceding central authority, the PLC, and its evolution 

under PLB administration. Similarly, the main impact of some of the 

innovations identified in this chapter, such as the cellular system, materialized 

in the period of the successor administration, the Local Government Board 

(LGB).  The overlap poses questions about the relative importance of the PLB 

in the history of casual relief.  Were the actions of the PLB pivotal to its 

development?  Or were the innovations yet further examples of local initiatives 

subsequently endorsed by a reluctant central administration?  Were the years 

of PLB governance a crucial phase in the transition to a fully implemented 

national system?  Or were they a largely uneventful interlude before central 

administration became more effective?  The wider context to this phase of the 

civil response to vagrancy is that of the broad time period of Victorian growth, 

c. 1840-1879, ‘in which urban living became the dominant feature of life, and

much concern was expressed about living conditions and high mortality in 

towns’.2  It is argued here that the history of casual relief under PLB 

administration indicates that little of that concern was extended to the welfare 

of the destitute, wandering poor.  

 The new Board’s attention ‘...was early and most urgently called to the 

state of the vagrant poor, and the alarming increase in their numbers’ and it 

2 Pooley and Turnball, Migration and mobility,  p.53. 
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contacted Unions to request information.3  The former PLC Assistant 

Commissioners, were appointed Inspectors, and their number increased to 

thirteen.  The Inspectors were instructed to conduct enquiries and, by mid-

1848, produced a substantial if unsystematic body of material.4  The PLB 

noted that the 1824 Vagrancy Act had failed to suppress vagrancy; that the 

task of work required in return for casual relief had been enforced only 

occasionally; and that the roughness of the lodging and coarseness of the 

fare provided (by PLUs) had inflicted hardship on the ‘meritorious and 

destitute wayfarer’ but had not deterred the ‘dishonest vagrant’.  Guardians 

were advised by the PLB that they should seek remedy in discrimination.5  

Failure to distinguish between those ‘temporarily and unavoidably in distress’

and the ‘habitual tramp or vagrant who simulated destitution’ had subjected 

the former ‘to discomforts intended to repel the worthless’.6  Providing Unions 

organized a system of certification attesting to identity, cause of destitution, 

object and destination of journey of the bearer, honest wayfarers could be 

admitted to workhouses without subsequent reference to the Relieving Officer 

(RO), and receive better accommodation than offered in the casual ward.7  

The Buller Minute also emphasized that it was the duty of ROs to refuse 

applications by ‘able-bodied and healthy men’ (unless the weather was 

3 Report of the Commissioners for Administering the Laws for Relief of the Poor in England 
1848 (1024) pp.5-6 (henceforth: First Annual PLB 1848); Letter from PLB to PLUs, 20 
January 1848, TNA/MH10/12. 
4 First Annual PLB 1848, p.5; Reports and Communications 1848. Numbers of Assistant 
Commissioners had risen to twenty-one in the late 1830s, before being reduced to nine by 
1842: Henriques, Before the Welfare State, pp.42, 56, 61. 
5 Buller Minute 1848.  (Charles Buller, first President of the PLB, died shortly after this Minute 
appeared - First Annual 1848, p.1). 
6 ibid. pp.1-2 (my emphasis). 
7 ibid. p.2.  The duty of initially assessing the truth of applications would fall to ROs. 
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inclement).8  Finally, the Board advocated the employment of local police as 

Assistant Relieving Officers (AROs) for vagrants.9 

 The capacity of the PLB to develop an operational policy for casual relief 

was restricted.  As it acknowledged in 1851, ‘the Poor Law Board have [sic] 

no authority to issue an order directing the guardians of a union or parish to 

build or alter a workhouse, unless a majority of such guardians shall 

previously have given their consent to the work.’10  The inability of the Board 

to impose uniformity is indicated by the continuation of pre-1834 forms of 

casual relief, and post-1837 initiation of vagrant management schemes other 

than casual wards.  At this time, the number of vagrants receiving poor relief 

out of the workhouse could far exceed those relieved within.11  In some 

Unions, casual ward provision was insufficient or unavailable; many vagrants 

were sent on their way with small amounts of cash (or kind) issued from relief 

funds, or were referred to nearby lodgings with accommodation paid by the 

Union.12 

 A relatively clear national policy on the relief of vagrants had evolved in 

the time of the PLC, which was reiterated in modified form by the incoming 

PLB, but the inability of the central authorities to enforce regulations ensured 

that mid-century practice among Unions remained heterogeneous.  In many 

instances, the ‘stables and straw’ policy, identified in Ch. 6, of using minimal 

8  Ibid. p.3.  A precedent for refusal of casual relief to the able-bodied had been established by 
the PLC in its final year - see  Ch. 6, p.354  There is conflicting evidence about the application 
of this clause.  Many Boards were disinclined to incur liability for denying relief to destitute 
applicants.  Conversely, denial of casual relief to young, able-bodied men was said to be ‘the 
most effectual remedy’ for vagrancy: Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp. 13, 68-69. It appears 
that application of the rule was not pursued vigorously after Buller’s death. 
9 Buller Minute 1848, p.3. 
10 Fourth Annual Report of PLB, 1851 (1461) p. On the lack of power of the PLB, see also 
Bellamy, Administering central-local relations, p.14; Driver, Power and pauperism, esp. Chs. 
7- 9; Henriques, Before the Welfare State, p.145. 
11 For a detailed exposition, see Ch. 8, below. 
12 It is assumed that official figures did not include vagrants relieved elsewhere in older-style 
provision that continued to operate after 1837. 
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resources, continued in this period.13  Over the next two decades, the 

declared rate of construction of new casual wards remained low.14  New 

workhouse building may have incorporated casual wards not identified in 

returns, but in the years 1851-1866 this amounted to only a quarter of the total 

authorized for construction in 1835-1850.15   

 The heterogeneity of casual relief in the period means that a generalized 

account of the treatment of recipients has limited value.16  The experience 

varied considerably, depending upon date and location.  A vagrant might find 

himself accommodated in a stable; admitted to an association ward attached 

to a workhouse; sent to a common lodging house; crammed into a tiny police 

‘cage’ with many others; or (towards the close of this period) locked in a 

single, narrow cell overnight, before being transferred to another cell to work 

in isolation prior to release.  As late as 1866, of 619 Unions, eighty-six had no 

casual ward and many others had unsuitable accommodation; 195 imposed 

no task of work.17  In some Unions, vagrants were registered, searched and 

bathed, and their clothing disinfected; in others, they slept in their own 

clothing.18  Bedding ranged from straw on the floor to simple mattresses, 

13 Examples of the continuing use of stables, outhouses, and even a tent, to accommodate 
casual relief applicants are to be found in: Reports and Communications 1848, pp.26; 30.  In 
one instance, an Inspector’s horse was put in a stable alongside two sick vagrants: ibid. p.26. 
14 As noted in Ch.6, only twenty-one casual wards were authorized to be constructed in the 
period 1835-1850; between 1851-1866, the number was twenty-four: Driver, Power & 
pauperism, Table 5.3, p.88. 
15 ibid. Table 5.3, p.88.  On the inclusion of casual wards concealed within applications for 
new workhouses, see above, Ch. 6, p.358, n.177. 
16 A general account of the casual wards is in: Rose, Rogues and Vagabonds, pp.77-79.  
Although poorly referenced, his description is based upon a wide reading of sources. The 
considerable variations are acknowledged. 
17 Report of DC, I, p.12.  The Poor Law Amendment Act, 1842, stipulated a four-hour work 
task, see above, Ch. 6, p.356. 
18 See below Appendix G. Preventive health care measures - bathing, disinfection, 
vaccination - were widely viewed among Poor Law officials as ways of deterring vagrants 
from seeking relief. Medical care of sick vagrants was often perfunctory or withheld. The 
author is preparing a paper on these aspects of casual relief for future publication. 
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wooden platforms, guard beds, and hammocks.19  In some Unions, no food 

was provided; in others, only bread and water was offered; in a few, a basic 

meal was given.20  The type of task also varied considerably.21

 Nevertheless, during these years, some limited progress towards greater 

uniformity was achieved, encouraged by Inspectors and circulars from central 

administration.  Pre-1837 provision was sometimes adapted for use as PLU 

casual wards.  Progress was slower in those parts of England and Wales 

where local resistance to the New Poor Law continued, which had already 

delayed implementation in the late 1830s and early 1840s.22  Additionally, the 

existing network of vagrant offices in the north of England reduced the 

pressure upon PLUs there to open casual wards quickly.  Following a decline 

in demand for casual relief in the 1850s, vagrant figures were excluded from 

the weekly returns of pauperism submitted by Unions.23  In contrast, that 

change in recording was followed in the mid-1860s by increased concerns 

about vagrant numbers and behaviour.  In its final years the PLB introduced 

tougher regulations intended to produce a greater degree of uniformity in 

casual relief provision.  However, its powers to enforce them remained weak 

and implementation of a strengthened regime would become a remit for the 

incoming administration in 1871. 

19 On guard-beds, see explanation below. 
20 Casual ward dietary is described in Appendix H, below. 
21 See Appendix I, below. 
22 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, pp. 255. ‘The [Poor Law] Board more or less 
explicitly acknowledged […] that the North was a special area distinct from the rest of the 
country and that there were limits to what any central authority could hope to achieve there.’
op. cit., pp.256-257. 
23 ‘The number of vagrants relieved by the Unions throughout the country has become too 
small to need a return as frequently as once a week.’ Tenth Annual Report of PLB 1857-1858 
(2402) 1858, Appendix No. 37, Weekly Returns of Pauperism, p.200. The exclusion of 
vagrant numbers from the weekly returns continued in the 1860s. 
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7.1 Contested terrain: problems in achieving uniformity 

Continuing resistance to implementation of the New Poor Law compounded 

the difficulties of enforcement encountered by the PLB.  In some PLUs, 

refusal to build a new workhouse often meant an absence of provision for 

vagrants; in others, local officials persisted with alternative arrangements; and  

Corporations of the Poor sought to retain their statutory independence.24 

  In southern England, the transition to the New Poor Law had been mostly 

achieved by the end of 1836.25  In the south-west region, relatively mild 

disturbances across North Devon, in 1836, may have influenced some areas 

of Cornwall.  At Camelford there was violent resistance, with rioting; armed 

policemen were sent to the town and troops were called in from Plymouth.26  

Five Cornish Unions - Camelford, Falmouth, Helston, Stratton, and Truro - 

and Holsworthy in Devon refused to build new workhouses.27  Edsall 

attributes the resistance to the fact that ‘the workhouse had been 

comparatively little used in Cornwall and much of Devon’, but also cites the 

initial unwillingness of Guardians to fully implement the new law.28  Elsewhere 

in the south-west, but evidently without civil disturbance, the Guardians at 

Dulverton also refused to build a new workhouse.29  New workhouses were 

not built at these locations until the 1850s.30  Meanwhile, in at least one of 

24 Crowther has a useful summary: The Workhouse System, pp.45-50. 
25 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, pp.38-39. 
26 Inspectors Correspondence, W.J. Gilbert 1837-1845, 4 February 1835, TNA/MH32/37.  The 
military were called in again, in 1837. 
27 ibid. April 1839. 
28 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, p.43. 
29 D.G. Adey, Inspectors Correspondence, 1837-1840, 20 April 1839, TNA/MH32/6. 
30 Truro - 1850; Falmouth - 1852; Holsworthy - 1853; Dulverton - 1855; Stratton - 1856; 
Helston, Camelford - 1858: Higginbotham, www. workhouses.org.uk (consulted 24 January 
2007, 16 March 2009, 27 June 2012); Dulverton Guardians Minutes, 1850-1857, 
SRO/D/G/d/8a/3. 
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these Unions, vagrants appear to have been ‘sent on’.31  By 1865, provision 

for vagrants appears to have been introduced at all workhouses in Cornwall 

and Devon.32  In Somerset, however, in 1865, accommodation for vagrants 

still had not been provided in the PLUs of Bedminster, Dulverton and Williton; 

at Bath, the borough police were listed as the providers of casual relief.33 

 There was resistance ‘in a majority or near majority’ of the Welsh PLUs in 

1837, in part because of the distinctive nature of its Poor Law traditions and 

practice.34  New workhouses were built in the south, but in northern and 

central Wales, opposition was stronger, if inward looking: ‘Welsh opposition, 

though real enough, remained Welsh’ and did not influence or join forces with 

Poor Law protest in England.35  Nevertheless, of the twenty-three PLUs 

identified as not having workhouses in 1847 - and therefore lacking casual 

wards - eleven were in Wales.36 

 Resistance to the introduction of the New Poor Law was more organized 

and widespread in parts of northern England than elsewhere.37  It is not 

31 Adey, Inspectors Correspondence, 1837-1840, 20 April 1839.  Dulverton had so few 
vagrants that they were sent on to Tiverton and Williton (although there were no casual wards 
at the latter place as late as 1865). 
32 ‘Report of Inspector E. Gulson’, 16 November 1865, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.4.  The 
accommodation at St. Austell (Cornwall) was ‘insufficient’. 
33 Ibid. Information about Bath is confusing as vagrants were listed as being relieved in the 
workhouse in the years 1841-1847 and there were ‘tramp rooms’: Reports and 
Communications 1848, pp. 26, 82. Correspondence concerning the building of a new 
workhouse in 1837 does not mention vagrant accommodation: Correspondence PLC-Bath 
PLU, 1834-1836;1837-1838, TNA/MH12/10158; MH12/10159.  Vagrant relief in Bath prior to 
1834 is described above, Ch. 6, pp.326-327, 332.  For later provision, see below. 
34 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, pp.128-129.  It is not possible to expand upon the 
particular history of Wales that informed opposition to the Poor Law but it was complex and 
different to the English experience.  For a general summary, see G.A. Williams, When Was 
Wales? A History of the Welsh (London; Penguin, 1991) esp. Chs. 7-9 (first published 1985). 
35 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, pp.130-132, 136-137. 
36 ‘Unions that have no Workhouse’, Appendices to thirteenth annual report of PLC, 1847 
(873) App. B, p.169.  Although the other 603 PLUs in existence at that date were listed as 
having workhouses, as discussed in this and the preceding chapter, not all provided casual 
wards. 
37 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, passim. For a convenient summary, see Henriques, 
Before the Welfare State, pp.39-65; for a detailed analysis which examines ‘the uneven 
geography of resistance’, see Driver, Power and pauperism, esp. Ch. 7, pp.112-130. 
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proposed to rehearse that history here, but it is relevant to enquire whether 

temporary concessions granted by the PLC affected the development of 

casual relief in northern Unions.  Several examples selected from these 

Unions reveal a lengthy, uneven process of opening casual wards. 

 Bradford had been the scene of violent anti-Poor Law disturbances in 

1837, with troops sent in, although fairly quickly thereafter it became ‘a model 

Union’.38  Nevertheless, for some years Bradford Guardians refused to build a 

new workhouse and, in the 1840s, vagrants were relieved at the courthouse.39  

A police constable was appointed by the Vestry as a Vagrant Master, with 

expenses paid from the poor rate; the Master provided food and one night’s 

lodgings to applicants, relieving c. 2,000 persons in the four years to 1844.40  

The PLC objected to the arrangement, ruling that only a Relieving Officer 

(RO) could sanction relief.41  Subsequently, the Guardians sought premises 

for a Vagrant Office and, although the PLC approved the establishment of ‘a 

well regulated asylum’, there was disagreement about the suitability of the 

chosen building.42  Bradford built a new workhouse in 1850.43  While it is not 

clear whether vagrant wards were opened immediately, they were in 

operation by the 1860s, when the Guardians agreed to expand this 

accommodation.44  

38 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, pp.109-111. 
39 Return, 1846, p. 11. See p.358, n.171 on the abandonment of a proposal for a casual ward. 
40 Bradford Observer, 12 September 1844.  Four to six times that number were estimated 
either to use common lodging houses, paying with the proceeds of begging, or to sleep rough; 
ibid. 
41 ibid. 
42 ibid. 12 September 1844. The use of the word ‘asylum’ by the PLC no doubt referred to 
legislation then being introduced, i.e. ‘The Poor Law Amendment Act, 1844’. 
43 Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk  (consulted 14 June 2012). 
44 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.132-133; 142-143. 
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 Opposition in Huddersfield was more persistent than anywhere else in the 

north, and also included some violent local reaction against the new law.45  

Here, too, the Guardians resisted building a new workhouse, although a 

vagrant office was opened in 1843.46  Again there was dispute with the PLC, 

which refused to allow the expenses of the Vagrant Office to be paid by 

Huddersfield township, contending that it was a ‘fifth Union house’.47  In 1852, 

the Medical Officer (MO) objected to the Guardians plans to move the Vagrant 

Office to one of the small, old workhouses then in operation, arguing that the 

latter building was defective and badly located for vagrants.48  A new 

workhouse was opened in the Union in 1862, with casual wards introduced 

soon afterwards, but the location was so remote that there were no 

applications from vagrants, and the wards were used for other purposes.49  

The Vagrant Office continued to operate, with a borough police officer acting 

as Master, and approximately 200 persons accommodated each week, some 

in lodgings in outlying townships; bathing facilities were not installed and food 

was only given ‘in cases of necessity’.50   

 In 1869 the Guardians proposed to unite the Vagrant Office with a new 

workhouse to be built one and a half miles from the town centre.  The 

proposal generated considerable local opposition on the grounds that house 

prices would fall, householders would be at risk from vagrants, and that the 

45 Edsall, The anti-Poor Law movement, pp.91-96. Driver highlights the links with Chartism 
and popular radicalism, and uses Huddersfield as a focal point for his research: Power and 
pauperism, esp. Chs. 7 - 9. 
46 Bradford Observer, 18 January 1844; Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.134.  A photograph of 
the Vagrant Office in 1869 is reproduced in Driver, op. cit., p.149. 
47 Bradford Observer, op. cit. 
48 The Huddersfield Chronicle & West Yorkshire Advertizer, 11 September 1852. The 
Guardians had rejected plans to erect an additional building for vagrants at the old workhouse 
in 1847, on grounds of cost: ibid.  
49 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.149; Driver, Power and pauperism, pp.151-156 
Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk  (consulted 14 June 2012). 
50 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.134, 149. 
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rural area could not be policed satisfactorily.51  A petition from the inhabitants 

of the rural location, Crosland Moor, to the Board of Guardians, summarizes 

the opposition: 

We would respectfully suggest that the Workhouse and the Vagrant 
Office are two widely different institutions, and that while a 
workhouse may be advisedly erected in the country, a Vagrant 
Office would be more judiciously placed among the haunts of those 
nearest allied to the class for whom the Vagrant Office is 
intended…’52 

At that date, a weekly average of 350 persons were afforded temporary 

shelter at the Vagrant Office in central Huddersfield; in a blurring of identities, 

they were described as ‘the poor, halt, maimed and blind.53  The residents lost 

their case when the new workhouse was opened at Crosland Moor in 1872, 

with casual wards for thirty males and fifteen females.54 

 Manchester acted as a focal point for some of the organized opposition to 

the New Poor Law, hosting an anti-Poor Law convention as late as 1839.55  

The Manchester PLU was established by the end of 1840, and the Guardians 

were soon engaged in submitting resolutions on vagrancy to the PLC, 

proposing a six hour work task.56  A vagrant office, attached to a workhouse 

51 Huddersfield Chronicle, 11 December 1869. ‘Mr. X  and himself had laid out a very great 
deal of money upon their residences, and had built their houses for their lifetime, never 
expecting that they would have such a thing brought to their own doors as a Vagrant Ward, 
and the very lowest members of society brought constantly before their eyes.’ - Letter to 
Guardians, ibid. 
52 ibid. 11 December 1869. 
53 ibid. The Guardians argued that the Vagrant Office premises were unsuited to imposing the 
‘labour test’ and that, at the proposed (Crosland Moor) workhouse, a work task would halve 
the number of vagrants seeking relief. Professor J. Barry of the University of Exeter identified 
‘The poor, halt, maimed and blind’ as a biblical quote - Luke 14:21. 
54 Driver, Power and pauperism, pp.153-155; Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk  
(consulted 14 June 2012). 
55 Correspondence PLC-Manchester PLU 1837-1840, TNA/MH12/6039. See also the 
‘inflammatory writings’ in the Leeds-based Northern Star ‘which have affected the working 
population’: Letter from PLC to Lord John Russell on introduction of the New Poor Law in 
manufacturing districts, 4 January 1838: TNA/ HO73/54/4. 
56 Correspondence PLC-Manchester PLU 1841-1842, TNA/MH12/6040. 



 386 

had opened in Manchester in 1819.57  It may have been that accommodation 

to which Guardians referred in 1841, when stating that ‘the Pass and Vagrant 

Wards are suitable and convenient’.58  Confusingly, the Board seems to have 

sought permission from the PLC later that year ‘for an office for the reception 

of vagrants’.59  Yet in 1848, it was stated that there was no ‘Union tramp 

house’; in winter vagrants were relieved at a ‘night asylum’ (supported by 

voluntary contributions); and those applying at the Manchester PLU were 

relieved ‘with what is deemed sufficient for their immediate necessities’.60  

 Evidently the attention of Guardians had been drawn to the subject of 

vagrancy again by the passing of the Poor Law Amendment Act, 1844.  At 

that time, and for some time after, money was given to vagrants to obtain 

lodgings.61  Probably later in 1848, the Guardians commissioned a building 

known as the House of Industry for the employment of those receiving 

outdoor relief and a section was set aside for vagrants, which was still in use 

in 1866.62  At this latter date, the winter night asylum also remained in 

operation.63  

 These examples suggest that opposition to the imposition of the New 

Poor Law had an indirect effect of delaying the development of casual ward 

provision at workhouses, particularly in parts of the north of England, where 

resistance had been strongest.  That delay, though, needs to be viewed in the 

context of the continuation of pre-1837 provision for vagrants, especially in the 

57 Above, Ch. 6, p.333-334. 
58 ‘Report of Visiting Committee of Guardians’, 3 March 1841, Correspondence PLC-
Manchester PLU 1841-1842, TNA/MH12/6040. See also  Appendix E 1834  -  Lancashire 
Vagrant Offices were also used for vagrants ‘under passes’, pp.90-91. 
59 ‘General Board’, 11 August 1841, Correspondence , op. cit. 
60 Reports and Communications 1848,  p.68. 
61 Reports on Vagrancy 1866 , p.154. 
62 ibid. pp.129, 136.  Whether the accommodation was described as casual wards is not clear. 
New casual wards were constructed in 1881 - Higginbotham, www.workhouse.org.uk 
(consulted 23 November 2011). 
63 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.154. 
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north where such arrangements had been more commonly available. 

 Another potential cause of delay in the development of casual wards lay 

in the statutory independence of incorporations of the poor.   A 

comprehensive history of incorporations of the poor is lacking; only brief 

commentaries in studies of the Old Poor Law, and research on several 

individual corporations, are available.64  Although it is not appropriate to 

attempt a full history, it is relevant to consider whether the efforts of 

incorporations to retain their statutory independence affected the development 

and provision of casual relief.   

 In order to overcome the inadequacies of the parochial basis of the (old) 

Poor Law, Corporations of the Poor were formed, establishing large 

workhouses in some fourteen towns, including Bristol, Exeter, and Norwich, in 

the period 1696-1712.65  The London Corporation of the Poor of the 

Interregnum was the model, and was itself revived.66  Local Acts, and Thomas 

Gilbert’s Act of 1782, permitted the amalgamation of parishes, to centralize 

social provision.67  The incorporations were granted powers to detain 

vagrants, vagabonds, and the idle, in their workhouses or houses of 

correction, and set them to work.68  However, in 1816, the power to compel 

64E.g. E. Butcher, Bristol Corporation of the Poor 1696-1898; Driver, Power & pauperism, pp. 
42-47; W. J. Forsythe, ‘Paupers and Policy Makers in Exeter 1830-1860’, Transactions of the 
Devonshire Association, 117 (December 1985), 151-160; Innes, ‘The “mixed economy”’, 
pp.151-153; D. Large, Bristol and the New Poor Law (Bristol; Historical Association, 1995); 
Slack, The English Poor Law, pp.25; 41; 45; 62. 
65 A contemporary merchant attributed the success of the Bristol Corporation to the 
exceptional quality of the city’s civic leadership: Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’, pp.140-141. 
66 Slack, The English Poor Law, pp.25, 41. 
67 ‘An Act for the better Relief and Employment of the Poor’ (22 Geo.III c. 83).  Gilbert’s 
workhouses were intended to ‘accommodate the vulnerable’ while also being ‘economically 
viable’ through work schemes: S. Shave, ‘The welfare of the vulnerable in the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries: Gilbert’s Act of 1782’, History in Focus, 14 (Winter 2008) online edition: 
Institute of Historical Research, www.history.ac.uk (download date: 17 September 2013).   
68 As noted, it was quite common for a workhouse or House of Industry, and a house of 
correction or bridewell, to share the same site.  
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persons to enter the workhouse was repealed for Local Act incorporations 

formed since 1714.69 

  Many Local Acts were passed: ‘approximately 125 incorporations were 

created under Local Acts between 1647 and 1833’, which covered a 

significant land area and contained c. ten per cent of the population of 

England and Wales.70  Scattered widely across England and Wales, with 

some concentration in Yorkshire, East Anglia, and the English/Welsh border, 

these incorporations represented ‘unreformed lagoons of independent 

administration’, challenging the centralizing powers of the New Poor Law 

authorities.71  

  Although Parliament, in the 1690s and early 1700s, had examined 

repeated proposals to ‘remodel the whole of the statutory relief system’ upon 

the corporation model, these foundered upon opposition from various local 

and political interests.72  With the advent of a national system of poor relief in 

1834, it was inevitable that the incorporations would be subjected to central 

regulation although this would take time to achieve.  The main objections of 

the PLC to the incorporations were that they flouted the principle of less 

eligibility (by subsidizing low wages) and operated administrative systems that 

did not satisfy the ‘stringent demands’ of the Commission, especially with 

regard to finance and appointments.73  The denial by incorporations that the 

69 ‘An Act to repeal certain Provisions in Local Acts for the Maintenance and Management of 
the Poor’, 1816 (56 Geo.III, c.129) (The Workhouse Act, 1816). The wording of the Act implies 
that the urban Corporations formed before 1714, such as Bristol and Exeter, retained such 
powers.  An unanswered question concerns the extent to which such powers may have been 
used prior to the introduction of New Poor Law casual wards. 
70 Driver, Power and pauperism, pp.42-43. The Local Act Unions were mainly urban; 
generally, the Gilbert Unions had a more rural character. 
71 ‘unreformed lagoons’ was the description used by the Webbs, English Poor Law History, Pt. 
II, 1, p.116 - quoted in Driver, Power and pauperism, p.42. 
72 Innes, ‘The “mixed economy”’, pp.151-153. 
73 Forsythe, ‘Paupers and Policy Makers’, p.154. 
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PLC’s legal powers overrode their own remained a source of tension in the 

1830s and 1840s.74  

 By 1834 a multiplicity of arrangements for occasional relief existed across 

England and Wales, including schemes operated by incorporations.  Exeter is 

a prime example of an urban centre in which, by 1834, various forms of 

casual relief had evolved.75  Overall, the functioning of the Exeter Corporation 

had impressed the Commissioners of the Poor Law Inquiry but, by 1836, the 

PLC had become critical of the Guardians.76  The struggle for primacy that 

followed also involved other Corporations and a number of legal rulings were 

obtained.77  By the mid-1840s, it seemed clear - to the PLC - that legal 

judgements had confirmed that its jurisdiction extended to the incorporations.  

In respect of casual relief, the turning point at Exeter occurred in 1843, when 

an Assistant Commissioner reported on its Poor Law arrangements.78  

Subsequently the PLC issued regulations for Exeter which, inter alia, 

stipulated that ‘casual poor wayfarers and vagrants’ were to be admitted to 

the vagrant ward or other separate ward of the workhouse, and subject to a 

diet and work task to be approved by the PLC.  The imposition of the 1842 

Workhouse Rules Order led to a protracted debate, but the majority of the 

Corporation’s Board eventually accepted the regulations and the local press 

commented that the management of the poor in Exeter was now under the 

74 ibid. pp.153-154. 
75 See above, Ch. 6, pp.335-336 
76 Forsythe, ‘Paupers and Policy Makers’, p.154. 
77 The legal arguments, as interpreted by the PLC, are set out in: Ninth Annual Report of PLC, 
1843 (468) 1844, pp.12-18.  Other Corporations in ‘close contact’ with Exeter in the late 
1830s included Bristol, Norwich and Salisbury: Forsythe,‘Paupers and Policy Makers’ p.157. 
78 ‘Report on Exeter Local Act Administration of the Poor Laws’, 1 February 1843, 
Correspondence PLC-Exeter Corporation of the Poor 1834-1845, TNA/MH12/2238.  The full 
report is replicated in Appendices A to D of the ninth annual report of the PLC, 1843 
(491)1844, App. A, pp.71-78 (henceforth: Appendices ninth PLC). 
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control of the PLC.79  Although resistance at Exeter (and elsewhere) 

continued through the 1850s, gradually the urban corporations accepted 

subordination to the central authority. 

 The PLC investigation of Bristol Corporation of the Poor in 1842 found 

that vagrants were admitted to ‘Passengers’ Wards’ by the House Steward of 

St. Peter’s Hospital, the city workhouse, if they were sick or in ‘great 

destitution’; others were relieved with food.80  When the Passengers’ Wards 

were full, those applicants who were sick or in great destitution were given 

money for lodgings.81  Vagrants were kept separate from other inmates.  

Possibly due to the pressure of Irish poor seeking relief, who had fled the 

Famine (see below) the Bristol Refuge for the Houseless Poor was opened in 

1847, by the mayor and magistrates, to operate in winter months.  ‘Tramps’ in 

Bristol were said to be ‘almost entirely dependent’ upon this Refuge as St. 

Peter’s continued to give only food to (most) applicants.82 

 Disputation between this Corporation and the central administration, 

regarding the authority of the PLC and, subsequently, the PLB, continued into 

the 1850s, until threats of legal proceedings over expenditure forced the 

Guardians to surrender, in 1857, although the Corporation itself was not 

79 Correspondence PLC-Exeter 1834-1845, December 1844-January 1845. 
80 ‘Report on the administration of Relief to the Poor in the City of Bristol’, 14 December 1842, 
Correspondence PLC-Bristol Corporation of the Poor 1837-1842, TNA/MH12/3862. See also: 
Appendices, ninth PLC, pp.82-108.  The Poor Law history of Bristol is complex because of 
several groupings of authorities with partly overlapping boundaries -see Appendix A iii) and 
Ch. 8, below. 
81 ‘Report on the administration of Relief to the Poor in the City of Bristol’.  By this date St. 
Peter’s was used only for ‘lunatics’, small numbers of aged and infirm paupers, the sick, 
accident cases, lying-in women, and vagrants in sickness or great destitution.  The main 
workhouse was at Stapleton, some four miles from the city centre.   
82 Reports and Communications 1848, pp.27-28. 
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legally dissolved until 1898.83  By the mid-1860s, vagrant wards were in 

operation at both St. Peter’s and the Stapleton workhouse.84 

 Norwich Corporation of the Poor, which had been in close contact with 

Exeter during the dispute with the PLC, still lacked casual wards in 1850.  At 

that date, ‘vagrancy in Norwich […was] dealt with wholly by the Mendicity 

Society, and not in any way by the Poor Law authorities…’85  Among ‘Local 

Act’ incorporations visited by PLC Assistant Commissioners around this time, 

at Salisbury, too, relief of vagrants was undertaken by a mendicity society, 

providing food and lodgings.86  At Oxford, officers of the municipal authority 

provided money, provisions, or lodgings paid from a borough fund; the 

Corporation had little involvement with vagrants although, occasionally, 

‘extraordinary’ cases were admitted to the workhouse as were sick vagrants 

to the ‘fever ward’.87  

 In contrast, in Birmingham, Canterbury, and Coventry, rooms had been 

made available for vagrants at each Corporation’s workhouse.88  At Kingston-

upon-Hull, vagrants had been given 3d. for a night’s lodgings until, in 1834, a 

vagrant house with thirty places had been opened, near the workhouse, with a 

constable in charge.  The Corporation paid for the relief arrangements.89  In 

Southampton, the Assistant Commissioner professed alarm at the 

indiscriminate relief offered to vagrants, by the RO of the incorporation, who 

83 Butcher, Bristol Corporation,  pp.22-23; Large, Bristol, pp.9-12. 
84 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.4.  At this time, vagrants relieved at St. Peter’s greatly 
exceeded those relieved at Stapleton - 2503 compared to 766 in the half-year ending 30 June 
1865.  It is not stated whether the St. Peter’s figure was based upon actual admissions, or 
reflected the practice of relieving most vagrants with food only. 
85 ‘Report of Sir John Walsham, Poor Law Inspector’, 8 February 1850, Second Annual 
Report of PLB 1849 (1141)1850, p.141. 
86 Appendices ninth PLC, p.80. 
87 ibid. p.130. 
88 ibid. pp.113; 142-3; 158.  Vagrants at Coventry were required to work at a mill, grinding 
wheat, between 5.30 - 7.00 am, in return for lodging overnight. 
89 ibid. p.195. 
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were given 6d. and half a loaf per night, which he thought encouraged 

deception and mendicancy.90  And at Stoke Damerell (Devon), which 

incorporated Plymouth Docks, while some vagrants were admitted to the 

workhouse, the usual relief given was a small portion of bread and 2d or 3d: 

‘Our object is to do the best we can to get rid of them’.91 

 Investigation of other incorporations would probably reveal a similar 

picture of resistance to the authority of the central administration.  Such 

resistance was not exclusively conducted in the courts, but practised through 

non-compliance, which, as regards vagrancy, occasioned considerable delay 

in the provision of casual wards.  However, given the generally slow rate of 

building of casual wards observable in the first decades of the New Poor Law 

administration, the reluctance of incorporations to provide special facilities for 

vagrants suggests that their response was similar to many of the newly 

formed, non-corporate Unions.  In common with some of the new Unions, 

where old order provision for vagrants already existed, incorporations of the 

poor were inclined to support the continuation of such arrangements. 

7.2 Casual relief and the Irish Famine 

A problem of a different order for the PLC and PLB arose during the years 

1845-1852 when survivors of the Irish Famine poured into western and north-

western ports of England and Wales, in places temporarily overwhelming local 

90 Appendices A to C of the tenth annual report of the PLC 1844 (589) 1844, pp.97-98.  The 
Southampton Guardians were adamant that ‘the PLC have no right to interfere in the 
proceedings of this Court’ and resisted attempts by the PLC to inspect their books.  
Subsequently, it transpired that the Guardians had been persuaded to resist by their clerk 
because he had produced defective accounts to conceal fraud: ibid. p.94. 
91 Statement of A. Beard, Assistant Overseer and RO, 11 August 1843, Appendices A to C of 
tenth annual, p.87. 
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casual relief resources as they spread inland and across country.92  The post-

Famine exodus is part of a far-reaching and complex history of Irish migration 

and settlement, which has its own, extensive literature.93  Here, the focus is 

on whether the movement to England and Wales of Irish Famine victims in the 

late 1840s and early 1850s affected the provision and development of casual 

relief.94 

 The convergence upon certain large, urban centres, such as Liverpool, 

Manchester, and London, occasioned contemporary alarm; less obviously, 

many smaller Unions, as far apart as Axminster in Devon, and Thirsk in North 

Yorkshire, recorded temporary inflows of destitute Irish.95  Officials 

distinguished between the flow of ‘harvest men’, who journeyed across the 

Irish Sea annually, to follow the hay and wheat harvests, and hop-pick, before 

returning to Ireland in the autumn, and ‘the torrent of immigration’.96  It was 

92 The flow has to be placed in context.  The country was not ‘swamped by a flood of Irish 
immigrants’ as claimed by contemporaries: G. Davis, The Irish in Britain 1815-1914 (Dublin; 
Gill & Macmillan, 1991) pp.54-55.  Nevertheless, there was a considerable impact upon 
casual relief.  An example of the scale of movement is that, between 13 January and 20 April 
1847, 133,069 Irish immigrants landed at Liverpool, while others arrived in other western 
ports of England and Wales: Thirteenth Annual Report of PLC, 1847 (816), p.6. See also 
Neal, ‘Lancashire, the Irish Famine, pp.29-30. 
93 E.g. Davis,The Irish in Britain, pp.10-50; Hunt, British Labour History, pp.158-176; Neal, 
‘Lancashire, the Irish Famine, passim. On the historiography, see R. Swift, Irish Migrants in 
Britain, 1815-1914 (Cork; Cork U.P., 2002). 
94 The Departmental Committee partly attributed the increase in vagrancy in the 1840s to the 
Irish Famine: Report of DC, I, p.9.  It is noteworthy that emigration was less evident among 
the poorest Irish, even during the Famine crisis - they could not afford to migrate: C. Ó Gráda 
et. al., ‘Migration as disaster relief: Lessons from the Great Irish Famine’, European Review of 
Economic History, 1, 1 (April 1997), 3-25 (p.12).  
95 For proportions of Irish-born populations in these locations and other centres, see Davis, 
Irish in Britain, pp.51-82. Davis concludes that as many Irish settled outside distinctive Irish 
quarters as within, p.82.  For a contemporary summary of the impact upon Liverpool, see 
‘Report by A. Austin, Assistant Poor Law Commissioner, on the Relief of Irish Poor in 
Liverpool’, 1 May 1847, Appendices to thirteenth annual report of PLC, 1847 (873 ) pp. 110-
118. For casual relief in Axminster and Thirsk, see Reports and Communications 1848, pp.56, 
60, 93. 
96 Ibid. pp.10, 15-20, 31. 
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also noted that women and children formed a majority of the Irish seeking 

relief in the aftermath of the potato crop failure.97 

 There was a surge in the financial burden placed upon the resources of 

Unions bearing the cost of returning destitute Irish paupers to Ireland, 

particularly for ports such as Liverpool and Cardiff, but also for inland 

locations such as Birmingham and London.98  Irish relief applicants were 

widely believed to have introduced ‘Irish fever’, dysentery, and other diseases 

into many workhouses through casual and sick wards.99  Whether there is 

epidemiological evidence to support contemporary suppositions that Irish 

vagrants introduced diseases to workhouses is a moot point.100  The use of 

small, insanitary, ill-ventilated rooms or outbuildings, to accommodate 

disproportionate numbers of persons seeking casual relief, produced 

conditions in the wards and other refuges that contemporaries regarded as 

‘filthy and disgusting’.101  It was then but a short step to associate those 

conditions with Irish applicants. When the casual relief facilities of individual 

Unions were unable to cope with the weight of numbers applying, officials 

97 ibid. pp.17-18, 36, 54. For some quantitative evidence - see above, Ch. 5. 
98 Reports and Communications 1848, pp.41, 45, 86. Neal, ‘Lancashire, the Famine Irish’, pp. 
35. 
99 Reports and Communications 1848, e.g. pp.36-38.  ‘Irish fever’ may have been typhus - but 
see above, Ch. 3: typhus was not being diagnosed with certainty in mid-nineteenth century.  
100 In at least one Union (Birmingham) the introduction of ‘Irish fever’ was attributed to Irish 
residents rather than vagrants - ibid. p.37. See also the comments of the Brentford Union 
Medical Officer, ibid. p.77. 
101 ‘The Irish are extremely filthy in their habits, generally swarming with vermin. The Irish 
women are more filthy than the men’: Master of Stafford workhouse, Reports and 
Communications 1848, p.18.  Similar comments are offered on other pages of this document.  
However,  ‘large numbers [of Famine victims] - already weakened by disease, exposure and 
hunger - died in Britain of starvation and cholera’: R. Swift et. al., The Irish in Britain 1815-
1939 (London; Pinter, 1989) pp.1-10 (p. 2). There is growing interest in the biological effects 
of sudden, severe nutritional deprivation: M. Grimsley-Smith, ‘Revisiting a “Demographic 
Freak”: Irish Asylums and Hidden Hunger’, Social History of Medicine, 25, 2 (May 2012) 307-
323 (esp. pp.318-320). 
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used ‘overflow’ facilities, such as police cells, or purchased places in common 

lodging houses, which were often even less suitable.102  

 The sudden ingress of destitute, and often sickly, Famine victims needs 

to be viewed in the context of general attitudes to the Irish in Britain, who had 

been linked to crime and disorder by contemporaries before the events of the 

late 1840s.103  The itinerant nature of Irish seasonal migration had ‘associated 

the Irish in the public mind with vagrancy and, by implication, with crime’: the 

post-Famine influx reinforced these perceptions of the Irish pauper as a 

criminal.104  The nature of policing of poor urban districts, suspicion of 

Catholicism, the politics of nationalism, and inter-communal disorder, fuelled 

discrimination and scapegoating, which only gradually subsided in the 

Victorian period as Irish immigration to Britain decreased and Irish residents 

were assimilated.105  Many examples of contemporary prejudices against Irish 

users of casual relief in the Famine years are displayed in the comments of 

the Inspectors and local Poor Law officials in the pages of the 1848 Report.106 

 Several conclusions may be drawn from this evidence.  Vivid descriptions 

of poorly equipped, small-scale, and insanitary facilities, being used to 

accommodate large numbers of famine-stricken poor, exposed the limitations 

102 Reports and Communications 1848, e.g. pp.22, 69, 79.    
103 R. Swift, ‘Heroes or Villains? The Irish, Crime and Disorder in Victorian England’, Albion: A 
Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 29, 3 (Autumn 1997), 399-421 (passim). 
104 Swift, ‘Crime and the Irish in nineteenth-century Britain’ in: Swift et. al., The Irish in Britain, 
pp.163-182 (p.174). He relies on a statement by Jones that Irish vagrant numbers were never 
predominant in the Victorian period overall, that between fifty and seventy per cent of all 
vagrants were English.  However, Jones offers no evidence to support this assertion: Crime, 
protest, p.183.  
105  D. Fitzpatrick, ‘A curious middle place: the Irish in Britain 1871-1921’, in: Swift et. al., The 
Irish in Britain, pp.10-59 passim. He emphasizes that while ethnic conflict was gradually 
blunted, integration remained fractious. 
106 Reports and Communications also records attempts to separate Irish users of casual relief 
from English applicants.  Davis exposes the urban myths that fed the prejudice: The Irish in 
Britain, pp.51-82. 
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of the casual relief system in mid-nineteenth-century England and Wales.107  

Unexpected, large-scale demand revealed that provision for the destitute 

itinerant was primitive and perfunctory.  The outgoing PLC initially denied that 

Irish Famine migrants had created problems for PLUs but, subsequently, 

acknowledged that the ‘influx of Irish poor’ had created increased demand.108  

Despite that admission, the PLC was of the view that the ‘Irish poor’ should be 

treated as ordinary vagrants, reiterating that able-bodied persons should not 

be given casual relief unless ill or ‘in urgent destitution’.109    

 The PLC thus may have prepared the way for the issuance of the 1848 

Buller Minute, which appeared within months of the inception of the PLB, and 

omitted any mention of Irish Famine migrants.110  The common perception 

among Poor Law officials, reflected in the words of one Inspector, was ‘that 

which was intended only as a temporary alleviation of their sufferings has 

been converted into an incentive to a permanent system of mendicancy, with 

its usual accompaniments of idleness, vice and disease’.  The answer for Irish 

mendicants, in his view, was removal to Ireland and labour on public works 

there.111   

 Whether the administrators were hostile to Famine victims because they 

were Irish is not clear but, by 1849, the PLB complacently asserted that ‘the 

107 For many Irish fleeing to Britain, particularly Gaelic-speakers from rural areas, who may 
have had little knowledge of the English language, the experience was akin to entering a 
foreign country, albeit that Ireland was part of the United Kingdom at this time. 
108 Among other problems, the PLC had acknowledged the ‘large immigration of destitute Irish 
into England’ but expressed satisfaction that ‘the Boards of Guardians and other local 
authorities have found no difficulty in overcoming the obstacles’:Thirteenth Annual Report of 
PLC, 1847 (816) p.7.  In its final Report, the PLC accepted that the Irish poor (and 
‘discharged railroad labourers’) had created extra demand for casual relief: Fourteenth Annual 
Report of PLC 1847-1848 (960) p.4. 
109 Fourteenth Annual, PLC, p.4. 
110 Buller Minute 1848, p.3. The Minute allowed for relief to women, children, the old and 
infirm, and the enfeebled and sickly.  It is assumed here that Buller had seen the contents of 
Reports and Communications 1848, prior to issuing the Minute. 
111 Inspector W. Hawley, Reports and Communications 1848, pp.10-11. 
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immigration of Irish poor […] is now reduced to its ordinary average’.112  For 

the central Poor Law authorities, the Irish crisis had passed.  Regardless of 

the possibility that ethnic tensions may have influenced local and central Poor 

Law officials, Irish persons seeking casual relief in England and Wales were 

treated in the same manner as other destitute, itinerant applicants.  Exposure 

of the inadequacies of the casual wards did not result in their improvement for 

normal, everyday use, nor in the provision of additional facilities for Irish 

Famine victims. 

7.3 Police involvement in vagrant relief 

In 1848, the PLB circulated a letter to Boards of Guardians, which, inter alia, 

sanctioned the appointment of police officers as Assistant Relieving Officers 

(AROs) for vagrants seeking relief, noting such appointments had achieved 

‘success’ in some [unnamed] towns.113  The Buller Minute glossed over 

existing practice.  Police, in association with the new wave of civil responses 

to vagrancy that commenced in the early 1800s, were widely, albeit not 

universally, involved in the relief of vagrants, undertaking some or all of a 

range of duties that variously included assessment and registration of 

applicants, provision of relief, surveillance of civil provision, and ‘moving 

on’.114  Prior to the establishment of Metropolitan and provincial police forces, 

respectively in 1829 and from 1856 onwards, many local constables and 

beadles, individually appointed by boroughs, towns, parishes, corporations, 

112 Second Annual Report of the PLB 1849 (1142) p.11.  The PLB stance is rather 
contradicted by evidence from the PLUs of Altrincham and Knutsford, published in the same 
Report: Appendix, p.106. 
113 Buller Minute 1848, p.3. See quote at beginning of this chapter. 
114 Various stratagems were used by parishes to ‘move on’ unwelcome ‘outsiders’, including 
use of vagrancy and settlement legislation, as well as illegal methods: Snell, Parish and 
Belonging, pp.136-140. Beadles sometimes had equivalent powers to a constable:  D. Hey 
(ed.) The Oxford Companion to Local and Family History (Oxford; OUP, 1998) p.37 (first 
published 1996). 
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and mendicity societies, were engaged in one or more of these aspects of 

relief.115  Variation in local practice explains the diverse nature of such 

involvement, which continued even after the formation of regular police 

forces.116   

 When the Buller Minute was composed, in1848, many of those earlier 

arrangements remained in existence.  For example, in Bradford, a constable 

was employed as Vagrant Master; at Cardiff, the Superintendent of Police, 

under powers delegated by the RO, operated a vagrant refuge in an old 

workhouse; in Cockermouth, vagrants seeking relief in the daytime were 

referred to the police office; at Ipswich, police inspected the casual wards 

each morning, checking occupants; at Reading, vagrants were lodged by the 

police in an old granary, in cells; and at Daventry and Woburn, if casual wards 

were full, vagrants were accommodated at a police station, in cells or a 

‘cage’.117  

 It has been asserted that the appointment of police as AROs arose from 

pioneering work in Northamptonshire; Major William Cartwright, later a 

government Inspector of Constabulary, became chairman of Brackley PLU in 

Northamptonshire in 1835 and requested the Metropolitan police ‘to 

recommend two police officers to be appointed as Poor Law relieving 

officers’.118  Two officers were appointed, moving permanently to 

115 On the role of the constable before the establishment of provincial police forces, see 
Eccles, Vagrancy in Law and Practice, p.25. 
116 Policing had little impact upon the casual crime of the poor prior to the establishment of 
efficient police and prosecution services: Gatrell, The Decline of Theft, pp.266-267.  The 
policing of vagrancy may have been less repressive than later in the century: H. Taylor, 
‘Forging the Job: A Crisis of ‘Modernization’ or Redundancy for the Police in England and 
Wales, 1900-1939’, British Journal of Criminology,  39, 1 (Special Issue 1999), 113-135. 
117 The Bradford Observer, 12 September 1844; Reports and Communications 1848, pp.30- 
33; 53; 86.  
118 Steedman, Policing the Victorian Community, pp.56-57. 
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Northamptonshire.119  Cartwright also arranged the diversion of parochial 

funds to rent a ‘Mendicity House’ for vagrants, which previously had been 

privately funded.120  The claim that Cartwright’s advocacy of AROs paved the 

way for a nationwide introduction understates the widespread involvement of 

police in vagrant relief before 1848 and, indeed, before 1835.121  Police 

officers may not have been specifically appointed as AROs prior to 1848, but 

they were performing that role already in a number of locations, and not just in 

Northamptonshire.  

 Although police premises had been used for vagrant relief in some places 

prior to 1848, around this date a local initiative developed to locate casual 

wards at police stations.122  At Tisbury (Wilts.) where there were vagrant 

wards but no work-yard at the workhouse, a proposal was made in May 1849 

to rent two rooms at the local police station at Hindon.  By October of that 

year, vagrants were being accommodated at the police station and not the 

workhouse, an arrangement that continued into the 1860s.123  At Amesbury, 

also in Wiltshire, the Guardians refused to admit vagrants to the workhouse 

unless ill, directing them to the police who housed them in a building originally 

intended as a ‘lock-up’.124  At some time between then and the 1860s, the 

119 ibid. pp.56-57. 
120 Ibid. pp.56-57. Steedman does not identify where the AROs were based in the county. The 
Northampton Mendicity Office had been operating for many years, staffed by borough police 
since 1844 at least, who issued tickets for lodgings to vagrants.  As it was funded by the 
Corporation of the Borough, and not from Poor Law funds, this may have been a separate 
development to that at Brackley: Reports and Communications 1848, pp.32-33. 
121 Steedman, Policing the Victorian Community, p.57. 
122 Possibly the initiative was a response to the PLB suggestion of providing casual relief, 
under the control of the police, ‘in a building altogether apart from the workhouse’: Buller 
Minute 1848, p.3. 
123 Correspondence PLB-Tisbury PLU 1848-1853, TNA/MH12/13852; Reports on Vagrancy 
1866, p. 8. Four places each for males and females were available and numbers using the 
facility were low; fifteen males and five females in three months in 1864; eighteen and two in 
1865: Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.19. 
124 Reports and Communications 1848, pp.91-92. 
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Amesbury vagrant ward was sited at a police station within the Union.125  

Again in Wiltshire, at Marlborough, vagrants were accommodated at the 

workhouse in 1848 but, by the 1860s, the vagrant wards were located at a 

police station.126    

 At Bath, vagrant wards were attached to a police office, and expenses 

charged to the borough rate and not the Guardians; the police ‘exact[ed] a 

task of work’ in return for food and lodging.127  The wards at Bath were 

reserved for males; women, children, the sick, the elderly, and the ‘delicate’

were directed to a Refuge for Destitute Travellers and spared a work task.128  

Police provision continued until late 1869, when a casual ward for able-bodied 

males was opened at the workhouse, although involvement was maintained 

through the ARO role.129 

 Police participation in vagrant relief at Bath had been long-standing.130  

However, the three Wiltshire Unions noted above appear to have embarked 

upon a new course of action around 1848.  Central records do not indicate 

whether the developments in Wiltshire were replicated elsewhere, but the 

Webbs stated that the police ‘also acted for some rural boards of guardians, 

the police stations serving as ‘vagrant relief stations’; Bakewell (Derbyshire) is 

125 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.8.  There was a single, undivided ward, with no separation of 
the sexes. There are no surviving central Poor Law records for Amesbury for these dates. 
126 Central Poor Law records for Marlborough for these dates are not extant, but there was 
local concern about the extent of vagrancy: Reports and Communications 1848, pp.92-93; 
Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.8.  At Marlborough Police Station, fifteen places each for males 
and females were allocated, with take-up running at between 200-300 per quarter in 1864-
1865: Reports on Vagrancy, p.17. 
127 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.4; Inspector E. Gulson, 26 January 1864, Inspectors 
Correspondence 1856-1871, TNA/MH32/30.  The Chief of Police in the borough was 
appointed as the ARO for relieving vagrants: ibid. 
128 Colonel Grant, JP, ‘Report on Vagrancy’, 20 September 1871, Correspondence LGB-Bath 
PLU 1871-1872, TNA/MH12/10174. 
129 Ibid.; ‘Vagrancy’, Circular No. 18, 18 November 1871, First Annual Report of LGB 1871-
1872 (C.516) Appendix A, p.57. 
130 But see above for the possibility that Bath workhouse admitted vagrants in the 1840s. The 
original Bath Mendicity Society closed during the 1840s (Ch. 6, above) and - at an uncertain 
date - a Refuge for Destitute Travellers was opened, which worked in conjunction with the 
police. 



 401 

quoted as an example.131  It is not clear whether the Webbs meant that rural 

police acted as AROs, dispensing food, money, and tickets to casual wards 

and lodging houses, or that (some) rural police stations offered food and 

lodging on the premises to vagrants.132  A Chief Constable proposed to the 

PLB, in 1864, that two or three ‘vagrant cells’ should be added to police 

stations ‘that vagrants and tramps might thereby be wholly placed under the 

supervision of the police’, but there is no evidence that the plan was 

endorsed.133  

 Older arrangements for police involvement in the provision of relief for 

vagrants continued into the 1860s at some locations, which may have been 

subsumed under ARO appointments.  In Auckland (Durham) and Hebden 

Bridge (Yorks.) in the absence of casual wards, police issued vagrants with 

orders for lodging houses; at Blackburn, vagrants applying for relief after 

10.00 p.m. were accommodated in a ‘warm cell’ at the police station; at 

Carlisle, police issued all tickets for admission to the vagrant wards and, again 

after 10.00 p.m., provided orders for lodging houses; in Cockermouth, where 

there were no vagrant wards in the 1860s, vagrants were dealt with by the 

police; at Huddersfield, a borough police officer was appointed as Master of 

the Vagrant Office from 1863 onwards; at Ormskirk (Lancs.) police constables 

retained a key for the casual wards at the workhouse, allowing them to admit 

vagrants during the night;  at Ribchester (Lancs.) a county police officer 

assisted the Master in the vagrant wards at night; and in Liverpool police 

131 Webbs, English Poor Law Policy, p.98, n.1. 
132 Steedman contends that ‘the practice of building a tramp ward next to the police station 
developed in the 1860s’ but offers no evidence, Policing the Victorian Community, p.58. 
133 Letter from Chief Constable of Carlisle to PLB, 27 January 1864, in: E. Hurst, Inspectors 
Correspondence 1847-1867, TNA/MH32/47. 
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brought children under fifteen to the Night Asylum.134  

 In the southern part of the country, in London, following major revision of 

casual relief provision in 1864, the Metropolitan police were granted powers to 

inspect the wards.135  In the [Police] District of Southern England and South 

Wales, in 1867, ‘the police [were] now extensively involved in assisting in the 

relief of such class of persons when on tramp’.  The duty consisted of 

providing vagrants with shelter in places under police supervision, or issuing 

tickets for lodging houses of Unions, and also supplying food in many 

instances.136  Statistics for the same district in 1870 indicate that vagrants 

were provided with shelter ‘at places in charge of the police’ in a variety of 

locations, including Arundel, Cardiff, Folkestone, Penzance, Plymouth, and 

Rye.  Annual numbers were particularly high for Cardiff (7,301 in 1870) 

Arundel (3,936) and for the county of Wiltshire (4,451) - the latter suggesting, 

perhaps, that vagrant wards at some police stations were still in operation 

there.137  In some areas in 1870, the numbers of vagrants sent by police to 

lodging houses far outweighed those referred to PLU casual wards: - in 

Devon, 3,198 to 2,488; in Glamorgan, 13,137 to 3,717; and in Pembrokeshire, 

2,388 to none.  The use of lodging house orders probably reflects a scarcity of 

PLU resources for vagrants rather than police preference.  Nevertheless, it is 

another indication of the extent of police involvement in relief decisions. 

134 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.97, 142, 149, 157-158, 161, 164. 
135 ‘The Metropolitan Houseless Poor Act, 1864, 27 & 28 Vict. c.116 - Circular from PLB to 
Boards of Guardians’, 26 October 1864, Seventeenth Annual Report of PLB 1864-1865 
(3549) pp.77-79; Eighteenth Annual Report of PLB 1865-1866, pp.14-15. 
136 Police (counties and boroughs) Reports of the Inspectors of constabulary for the year 
ended 29 September 1867 (132) PP 1867-1868, pp.102-103 (henceforth Police Reports of 
the Inspectors). 
137 ‘Return of Vagrants provided with Shelter or Relief by the Police during the years ended 
the 29th day of September 1870 and 1869’, Police Reports of the Inspectors 1870 (345) PP 
1871, pp.210-211. 



 403 

 Following the Buller Minute, from 1848 the appointment of police as 

AROs for vagrants had acquired official status and greater significance.  The 

ARO system was endorsed by a Select Committee in 1864, and again by the 

PLB in 1868.138  Evidently thirty-seven of the forty-three English administrative 

counties employed police as AROs for a decade or more between 1856 and 

1880.139  In practice, coverage was far from uniform.  In the ‘West of England’, 

for example, in 1857, ‘where the number of Tramps have so greatly 

diminished’  AROs had been appointed only at Bath and Tiverton.140  By 

1867, three Unions in Devon, and four in Cornwall, had appointed AROs.141  

Coverage increased by 1872, with police acting as AROs in ten of Cornwall’s 

thirteen Unions; nine of Devon’s twenty; and seven of Somerset’s 

seventeen.142  Police statistics for 1870 suggest that appointments were 

similarly, if erratically distributed in other southern counties, and particularly in 

Wales.143  One possible reason for the reluctance of some Guardians to 

appoint was that the salary paid to the ARO (typically £10 or £12) was a 

common fund charge.  Whereas AROs were welcomed in a town, Guardians 

of rural parishes, where vagrancy was much less of a problem, frequently 

objected to the expense.144  Where made, ARO appointments were regarded 

by some as instrumental in reducing applications for casual relief.  According 

138 Report from the Select Committee on Poor Relief, 1864 (349) pp.40-41; ‘Vagrancy.-
Circular Letter from PLB to Boards of Guardians’, No. 14, 28 November 1868, Twenty-first 
Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, p.74. 
139 Steedman, Policing the Victorian Community, p.57, but no source is given. 
140 Inspector E. Gulson, 22 June 1857, Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, 
TNA/MH32/30. 
141 Police Reports of the Inspectors 1867-1868, pp.108, 113. 
142 Police Reports of the Inspectors 1870, pp.210-211; ‘Inspector Wodehouse’s Analysis’, 
June 1872, Inspector’s Correspondence 1871-1879, TNA/MH32/91. Policing of vagrant relief 
in Cornwall c. 1870 appears to have been more organized than elsewhere in the south-west -
see Ch. 8. 
143 Police Reports of the Inspectors 1870, pp.210-211. 
144 Inspector E. Gulson, 25 January 1864, Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, 
TNA/MH32/30.  (£10 to £12 in 1870; at TP= £1000 to £1200). 
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to the Chief Constable of Bath, lists of Unions with AROs in the West of 

England were displayed ‘in the lowest lodging houses frequented by the 

vagrant chaps [sic] in Bath and Bristol’ with the recommendation that these 

should be avoided.145  Others were less convinced, finding that ‘the system 

has had no beneficial effect in repressing vagrancy, whilst it has added very 

much to the duties of those officers and constables appointed to act’ as 

AROs.146  Indeed, one President of the PLB regarded the police as ‘harmless 

scarecrows’, unable to discriminate when handling vagrant relief.147 

 Lobbying for police involvement was not new, but earlier requests for 

intervention had focused upon enforcement of criminal vagrancy legislation.148  

By the 1860s, the involvement of the police in vagrant relief, in the ARO role, 

and in actual provision of relief at (some) police stations and vagrant offices, 

had persuaded many Poor Law officials that ‘the management of [vagrant] 

relief should be exclusively committed to the police’.149  Based upon his 

experience of northern Unions, Lord Teignmouth petitioned the Home Office 

in 1869, proposing that the police should take over the relief of male 

145 Ibid. 25 January 1864. 
146 Captain E. Willis, Inspector of Constabulary, Police Reports of the Inspectors year 1868-
1869, p.111. In the South of England and South Wales District, 227 officers and constables 
had been appointed as AROs in a force of 4,480: ibid. 
147 G. Goschen, ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, House of Commons, 13 May 1870, Hansard, 
201, cc 632-70. 
148 E.g. the call for establishment of rural police ‘for the purpose of coercing vagrants’: Codd, 
Appendix E 1834, p.37.  And later, ‘at least 90 out of every hundred occupants of the tramp 
wards have no claim upon the honest poor man’s fund. And dealing with these is assuredly 
the province of the police…’: Inspector Boase, Reports and Communications 1848, p.46.  
However, at York, as early as 1826, an official had proposed that city police should actually 
manage the Vagrant Office and its accommodation: The York Herald, 4 November 1826.  
Similarly, Chertsey PLU (Surrey) suggested that police should run vagrant reception units at 
police stations: ‘Circular Letter of PLC to the Boards of Guardians respecting the Relief of 
Vagrants’, 15 February 1841, 1841, 1 (149). 
149 Inspector Walsham, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.32; Inspector Boase, ibid.  pp.46-47; 
Inspector Corbett, ibid. p.128.  Inspector Doyle thought that the police should relieve 
‘professional vagrants’ at police stations, leaving PLU officials to relieve the casual poor: ibid. 
p.72. 
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vagrants.150  A Gloucestershire Guardian, prominent in campaigning for action 

on vagrancy, urged ‘the transference of vagrants from the Poor Law and 

workhouse to the police and County Rate’ and the building of vagrant wards 

with separate rooms [cells] at police stations.151  Many Justices also made 

calls for police management of vagrant relief.152  And at the end of the 

decade, a resolution was put to Parliament that ‘vagrants applying for shelter 

and food shall be put under the protection, regulation, and management of 

Police’.153 

 Doubts about the effectiveness of AROs, and concerns about the impact 

of involvement in vagrant relief upon police manpower levels, were reflected 

in some reports of Inspectors of Constabulary at the end of the 1860s.154  

Police acknowledgement that, in periods of economic distress, it had become 

‘exceptionally difficult’ to distinguish between the ‘professional vagrant’ and 

those ‘temporarily vagrant’ undermined proposals for separate police 

management of relief of the former.155  In some counties, an alternative, 

namely stricter enforcement of the 1824 Vagrancy Act, was perceived to 

reduce relief applications.156  Way-ticket systems, introduced in the 1860s 

(q.v. below) met with police approval and, although operated as part of the 

150 Lord Teignmouth, 19 March 1869: TNA/HO/45/8270.  The proposal was restricted to able-
bodied and fit males. 
151  Baker, ‘On Vagrants and Tramps’, p.66 & passim. 
152 Memorial to Secretary of State at Home Office from Justices of the Peace, County of 
Surrey, January 1869; Resolution by Quarter Sessions for County of Carmarthen, April 1869; 
Resolution of Society of Chairmen of Quarter Sessions, June 1869: Suppression of Vagrants 
1869-1881, TNA/HO45/9340/22208D. 
153 ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, House of Commons, 13 May 1870, Hansard, 201, cc 632-
70. 
154 Lieutenant Colonel Cobbe, Inspector,  Police Reports of the Inspectors 1869 (27) PP 1870, 
p.6.  See also summary in Humphreys, No Fixed Abode, p.91. 
155 Colonel R. Bruce, Chief Constable of Lancaster, Police Reports1869, p.54.  The term 
‘professional vagrant’ begins to appear more frequently in official documents around this time. 
The term ‘professional mendicants’ had been used in 1848, above, p.139, n.85. 
156 For example, in, Cumberland, Dorset, Gloucestershire, Lancashire, and Westmorland: 
Police Reports of the Inspectors 1869 (27) PP 1870, pp.53-54; 95; 1870 (345) PP 1871, p. 
71; 1871 (47) PP 1872, pp.95-95; 160. 
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casual ward system, in some instances involved police in arresting anyone 

found begging.157 

 The President of the PLB, while acknowledging that police involvement in 

vagrant relief was useful, emphasized that ‘to put the vagrants under the 

police through the country would […] be very expensive’ and (as noted above) 

he thought that the police would be unable to discriminate (between the 

‘habitual’ and the ‘honest’ wayfarer).  Goschen acknowledged that vagrancy 

had been the subject of discussions between himself and the Secretary of 

State for the Home Office, and his declaration that ‘the power of detention’

was the most important method of responding to vagrancy suggests that PLB  

policy may well have been influenced by the contemporary debate on prisons 

and the use of segregation.158  

 The continuing involvement of police in the ARO role, and in direct 

provision of relief to vagrants, undoubtedly facilitated their use of Vagrancy 

Act powers to arrest and prosecute those deemed to be ‘habitual’ or 

‘professional’.  Although impossible to measure, it is highly likely that such 

involvement also acted as a deterrent, reducing casual relief applications, as 

advocated by the PLB in 1848.159  The durable nature of this participation may 

have acted as a periodic catalyst, stimulating repeated demands by Poor Law 

officials that vagrant relief should be managed entirely by police.  

Notwithstanding substantial investment in vagrant relief by PLUs in the period 

157 Police Reports of the Inspectors 1869, p.95. The Dorset Mendicity Society scheme was 
implemented at the suggestion of the Chief Constable: Police Reports  of the Inspectors 
1870, p.149. 
158 George Goschen, ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, House of Commons, 13 May 1870, 
Hansard, 201, cc 632-70.  Goschen was President of the PLB, 1868-1871. The use of 
segregation in vagrant relief is discussed below. 
159 Howard Taylor argues that local funding and control of the new police forces ensured that - 
prior to the end of the nineteenth century - there was an emphasis on ‘preventive policing’, to 
satisfy ratepayers, ensuring ‘zero tolerance’ of non-indictable crime - ‘the police were allowed 
to act as deterrent auxiliaries to an already deterrent Poor Law’: ‘Forging the Job’, pp. 114-
117. 
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following the 1860s, the pressure from Guardians to shift responsibility to 

police forces continued.  However, before turning to the years of the Local 

Government Board (LGB) administration, it is necessary to examine the 

introduction of way-ticket schemes, and of cells in casual wards, 

developments that arose in the late 1860s.    

7.4 The revival of ticket-based relief systems 

The origins of ticket systems lay in historic attempts to identify vagrants and 

control their movements.160  In the opening decades of the nineteenth century, 

when many civic authorities devised vagrant relief schemes, tickets were 

issued to mendicants by ratepayers, constables, overseers and other officials, 

to be presented at a local mendicity society or vagrant office, where 

applicants were assessed.  By 1832, perhaps earlier, in Lancashire, passes 

were issued to vagrants leaving one place of relief, such as Manchester, 

enabling them to claim assistance at the next.  The pass included a 

description of the vagrant; relief given; time, date and place of departure; 

route; and destination.161  Around this date, police officers, vagrant office 

masters, and parish officials, in various parts of the country - Cumberland, 

Herefordshire, Hull, and Preston - proposed versions of what would later be 

known as way-ticket schemes: a pass or certificate of identity, stipulating 

route and destination, designed to monitor the movement of vagrants.162  In 

1837, when circulating the details of the management of casual relief at 

Hatfield, the PLC also included a proposal, written by one of its Assistant 

160 Way-tickets may be viewed as one device in the overall context of methods of surveillance 
of vagrants across the centuries. See Introduction, pp.35-37. 
161 G. Henderson’s Report, 8 November 1832, Appendix E 1834, p.90.  It is not clear whether 
this scheme endured beyond the introduction of the New Poor Law. 
162 ibid. pp.30, 73, 75, 88. Unlike the Lancashire scheme, there is no indication that any of 
these proposals were implemented. 
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Commissioners, for a national ticket scheme restricting all vagrant movement 

to journeys between specified Unions.163   

 In an attempt to discriminate between the ‘habitual’ tramp or vagrant, 

and those ‘temporarily and unavoidably in distress’, in 1848 the PLB proposed 

that wayfarers of ‘the deserving class’ should be given a certificate of 

identification, citing cause of destitution, and object and destination of 

journey.164  On presentation at a workhouse, if the Master was satisfied that 

the bearer was on the road to his destination, he was to be admitted to the 

main workhouse without reference to the RO, thus avoiding the vagrant 

ward.165  The certification scheme does not seem to have received much 

support.  In 1858, the Inspector for western counties and parts of Wales 

confirmed that, in his area, the majority of Unions, including Cheltenham, 

Chepstow and Worcester, had refused to adopt the practice.166  At Knighton, 

the Guardians regarded the employment of a policeman as more effective; at 

Merthyr Tydfil, Guardians believed certificates would ‘legalise’ vagrancy; at 

Droitwich, where certificates were issued, it was found that only one had been 

presented in the Union; and at Newport, it was felt that there was little 

demand as few vagrants were of that ‘character’.167  Another Inspector stated 

that a few certificates had been issued after 1848, but - as vagrancy had 

‘greatly diminished’ - none were issued now (1858).168  If these reactions are 

163 Mr. Gulson’s Report, (n.d.) Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 (546.I/II) p.82.  Again, the 
proposal was not implemented. 
164 Prior to this PLB suggestion, Ruthin PLU (Denbeighshire) proposed a national day of 
action, on which all vagrants were to be taken up by Masters and police, and furnished with a 
‘Vagrant’s Certificate’, containing details of identity, trade, and travel routes: Reports and 
Communications 1848, p.96. 
165 Buller Minute 1848 p.2. 
166 Inspector J. Graves Report, 16 August 1858, Inspectors Correspondence 1846-1860, 
TNA/MH32/32. 
167 Ibid. 
168 Inspector E. Gulson, 26 July 1858, Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, 
TNA/MH/32/30. 
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representative, it is unlikely that many Unions adopted the PLB certification 

scheme. 

 A new formulation of way-ticket schemes emerged in the 1860s, the first 

ones commencing in parts of Gloucestershire and Worcestershire in 1866 as 

a result of local initiatives.169  On entering the county (e.g. Gloucestershire) a 

vagrant seeking casual relief would have to perform four hours work on the 

first occasion.  Thereafter, having taken a way-ticket, provided he travelled at 

a reasonable speed through the district (twenty miles a day was suggested) 

he would be entitled to relief and excused a task.  The arrangement would 

provide good treatment for the ‘genuine’ wayfarer, enabling him to spend his 

whole strength on a quick journey.  The way-ticket would discourage ‘mere 

beggars’ as they would not find it worthwhile to walk twenty miles a day to 

obtain ‘mere workhouse fare’.  Members of the public would be advised that 

as relief was available, alms-giving was unnecessary.170  The District 

Inspector supported way-tickets but thought that a national system was 

needed, requiring police surveillance.171 

 Other schemes followed in 1867, and the PLB quickly notified all Boards 

of Guardians of their introduction, though reserving judgement on their 

effectiveness.172 In similar vein to the 1848 Buller Minute, which had 

advocated discrimination, the 1868 Circular promoted way-ticket schemes as 

a method of distinguishing between ‘the deserving wayfarer’ and ‘the 

professional tramp’, the latter being required to work in return for casual 

169‘Letter from Mr. Baker to PLB’, 4 September 1867, Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871. 
170 The details of the Gloucestershire scheme, including Mr. Baker’s letter to the PLB of 4 
September 1867, campaigning pamphlets, posters, and copies of way-tickets, are to be found 
in: Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, TNA/MH32/30. 
171 ibid. E. Gulson, 10 December 1867.  Gulson wanted a national scheme to ensure that 
Unions had to accept persons with a ticket from another Union. 
172 ‘Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from PLB to Boards of Guardians’, No.14, 28 November 1868, 
Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB, 1868-1869 (4197) p.75. 
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relief.173  The first wave of way-ticket schemes appears to have been based 

upon four principles promoted by Mr. Barwick Baker in Gloucestershire, 

namely that: 

• a vagrant should be guaranteed relief - ‘at least the absolute
necessities of life’ - at every workhouse

• if a person used a way-ticket and travelled directly and ‘at his best
speed’ on the designated route between workhouses, he should be
excused a work task

• the public should be informed of schemes, by parish news, press
articles, handbills, and notices, and urged to give nothing to the
ticketless

• vagrants without way-tickets, seeking relief, should be set to four hours
hard work, with prison awaiting anyone who refused or neglected the
task.174

The schemes adopted in Gloucester, Worcestershire, and parts of Hereford, 

Monmouth, Norfolk, Oxfordshire, Westmorland, and Wiltshire, appear to have 

made no provision for food during the daytime, although the public were not 

discouraged from giving to those who could demonstrate (by endorsed ticket) 

that ‘they had walked a fair distance’.175 

 A variation of the scheme was established in Dorset at the beginning of 

1870 that, in addition to the relief available in casual wards, provided vagrants 

with bread while ‘on the road’ between workhouses.  Tickets were given to 

vagrants begging for alms; these were exchangeable for one pound of bread 

at nominated shops in all towns and principal villages throughout the 

county.176  In 1871, the newly formed Kent Mendicity Society adopted the 

bread ticket system.177  In Dorset, local committees agreed the locations of 

bread distribution points, but do not seem to have insisted upon routes as 

173 ibid. 
174 adapted from: Lieutenant-General Cartwright, Inspector of Constabulary, Police Reports of 
the Inspectors 1867 (132) 1867-1868, p.7. 
175 ibid. 
176 ‘Meetings to establish a Mendicity Society for the County of Dorset’, 18 December 1869 
and 4 January 1870, Suppression of Vagrancy, TNA/HO45/9340/22208D. 
177 Captain Amyatt Brown, The Suppression of Vagrancy and Indiscriminate Almsgiving 
(London; Stanford, 1872) p. 8.  Brown was the Chief Constable of Dorset. 
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stipulated by Gloucestershire-type schemes.  It is also unclear whether the 

Dorset scheme excused ‘honest wayfarers’ from the casual ward work task, 

but it was claimed that numbers of vagrants relieved showed a reduction of 

fifty per cent in Dorset in 1870, and fifty-four per cent in Kent in 1871.178 

 In Newcastle-upon-Tyne, a Mendicity Society was formed in 1870, which 

aimed to prevent indiscriminate charity by issuing tickets to every household, 

to be distributed to begging vagrants.179  The tickets referred vagrants to a 

central office where, after assessment, the applicant was given as much 

bread as he could eat on the premises.  If a second application was made, the 

vagrant was handed to the police.  It was alleged that scores of ‘professional’

mendicants ‘at once left the town’.180  The Gloucestershire and Dorset ticket 

systems were linked to the casual relief systems based at workhouses; an 

adjunct to such relief and not a substitute.  The Newcastle ‘meal ticket’

scheme, on the other hand, may have operated independently of local casual 

wards.  

 Further variations of way-ticket schemes would arise in the years of the 

LGB administration, such as the Berkshire system (1879), which would 

combine route surveillance with mid-day food provided at designated police 

stations.181  Although the launching of way-ticket schemes may appear to 

have been widespread in the latter years of the PLB administration, and the 

178 ibid. p. 8. Brown contended that the reduction was not solely due to the work of the Dorset 
and Kent Mendicity Societies; a bad hop-picking season in Kent and ‘general prosperity’ had 
contributed: ibid. pp. 9-10. On ‘a very large decrease’ in numbers of vagrants applying to the 
police for relief in 1870-1871 in counties other than Dorset and Kent, see Captain E. Willis, 
Police Reports of Inspectors, 1871 (47) 1872, p. 160. 
179 As noted in Ch. 6, a Mendicity Society operated in Newcastle in the 1830s and 1840s.  It is 
not clear whether the 1870 Newcastle scheme was a ‘throw-back’ to earlier vagrant office 
provision, or an adaptation of the later way-ticket schemes.   
180 C.S. Smith, Secretary, Newcastle Mendicity Society, Times, 25 May 1870.  Apparently the 
Newcastle scheme was modelled on one operated by the ‘Blackheath Society’ (Kent?). 
181 ‘System of Dealing with Vagrants in the County of Berks, 1879’, Suppression of Vagrancy, 
TNA/HO45/9340/22208D. 
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opening years of that of the LGB, a national system failed to develop.182  At 

least part of the impetus for the introduction of way-tickets derived from a 

long-standing belief, widely held by Poor Law officials and police alike, that 

indiscriminate alms-giving by the public perpetuated vagrancy.  Sir John 

Lambert thought that bestowing alms on the vagrant robbed the ‘deserving 

poor of the assistance which they ought to receive’; if practicable, he would 

revert to the policy of the 1351 Statute of Labourers, which punished givers of 

alms.183  The President of the PLB maintained that it was impossible to ‘put 

down vagrancy’ unless the public co-operated by refusing to encourage 

vagrants during the day.184  The Chief Constable of Dorset believed that the 

suppression of vagrancy ‘must mainly rest on the public abstaining from 

indiscriminate almsgiving’.185  More pragmatically, Inspectors of Constabulary 

criticized the shortcomings of way-ticket systems.  One thought that 

workhouses were simply ‘too far distant from each other’ for the system to 

work.186  Another reported that the system had not been extensively adopted 

and, where tried, had had no effect in reducing vagrancy.187  A third stated 

that, unless a national system was introduced, vagrants would go to places 

where no measures were taken to deal with mendicancy: way-ticket systems 

only drove vagrants into another county or district.188   

182 There was an attempt to revive a national scheme c. 1912, which is addressed in the next 
chapter. 
183 Lambert, Vagrancy laws and vagrants, p.46. 
184 G. Goschen, ‘Police Regulation of Vagrancy’, House of Commons, 13 May 1870.  Goschen 
emphasized that it was pointless laying down stringent rules for casual relief if the public gave 
alms outside the wards. 
185 ‘The Suppression of Vagrancy. - Mr. Amyatt Brown’, Times,  20 October 1871 The Chief 
Constable of Lancashire had expressed a similar view: Police Reports of the Inspectors 1870 
(345) 1871, p.73.  
186 Lieutenant-General Cartwright, Inspector of Constabulary, Police Reports of the Inspectors 
1867 (132) 1868, p.7. 
187 E. Willis, Inspector of Constabulary, ibid. p.103. 
188 Lieutenant-General Cobbe, Inspector of Constabulary, Police Reports of the Inspectors 
1869  (27) 1870, p.6. 



 413 

 Offering more robust criticism in the House of Lords, the Earl of Kimberly 

argued that way ticket schemes were not consistent with the cardinal principle 

of Poor Law administration: ‘the necessities of life should be afforded to all 

persons absolutely destitute, but not to such an extent to encourage them to 

live at public expense and to discourage honest labour’.189  The Earl was 

adamant that relief should not be confined to persons of good character.  He 

deprecated the introduction of ‘a passport system’ as ‘passports were easily 

forged and could always be procured by the dishonest’.190 

 Whether or not due to their mixed reception, the initial endorsement of 

way-ticket schemes by the PLB did not receive much support from central 

administration in the coming decade.  Civil efforts to respond to those seeking 

casual relief now focused upon the national enforcement of more stringent 

regulations, which included the use of individual cells in the wards.  The 

opening phase of that process is discussed below; the implementation of the 

revised approach to vagrant relief is the subject of the following chapter. 

7.5 Segregation: towards a cellular system 

In the decades preceding 1837, informal relief for vagrants that involved 

accommodation appears to have been provided mainly (but not exclusively) in 

premises separate to workhouses.  From 1837, provision of official casual 

relief was undertaken largely in separate wards or buildings mainly located at 

workhouse sites.  Neither before, nor immediately following, the introduction 

of the New Poor Law, were there demands that those receiving casual relief 

should be segregated from one another.  Pauper inmates judged ‘refractory’, 

189 Earl of Kimberly, ‘Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Bill’, Second Reading, House 
of Lords, 27 February 1871, Hansard, 204, cc 920-927. 
190ibid. In the same debate, the Earl of Carnarvon defended way-tickets as they reassured the 
public that provision was available for vagrants. 
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for breaches in workhouse regulations, could be confined in a separate room 

for up to twenty-four hours; longer if he or she was to be brought before a 

justice.191  A disruptive, violent, and blind vagrant was placed in ‘a confined 

cell’ at Wolverhampton PLU c. 1848.192  Although subject to separate 

regulations, it is possible that other ‘refractory’ recipients of casual relief were 

likewise temporarily confined in a Union workhouse, before being brought 

before a magistrate.193    

 As noted, disquiet was expressed in the early mendicity schemes, and 

later among officials of the New Poor Law, about the difficulty of distinguishing 

between deserving and undeserving, between ‘legitimate’ wayfarers and 

‘habitual’ vagrants.  The early schemes, in which tickets were distributed to 

applicants seeking alms, involved assessments to identify and reject ‘habitual’

vagrants.  The initial casual ward regulations - the Hatfield version - while 

including the use of tickets to distinguish between the ‘really destitute’ and 

‘impostors’, required ‘common vagrants’ to be prosecuted rather than offered 

relief.  Other Unions, though, did not adopt this ‘prosecution regulation’ and, in 

the years of the PLC administration, no concerted attempts were made to 

categorize casual applicants or provide separate forms of relief.    

 Such an attempt was made in the opening years of the PLB 

administration, when Buller claimed that casual relief had increased vagrancy 

by attracting ‘dishonest vagrants’ through the regular provision of food and 

lodgings, while inflicting hardship upon ‘really meritorious and destitute 

191 ‘General Order -Workhouse Rules’, No. 3, Eighth Annual Report of PLC (389) 1842, 
Articles 34-55, pp.51-52. 
192 Reports and Communications 1848, p.84. 
193 Guardians were permitted to establish their own regulations, subject to PLC approval: 
‘General Order - Workhouse Rules’, No. 3, Eighth Annual Report of PLC, Article 10.7, p.55. 
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wayfarers’.194  As we have seen, Buller attempted to introduce - 

unsuccessfully - a discriminating, certification scheme designed to offer better 

relief to the ‘honest wayfarer’.  The employment of police officers as AROs to 

deter ‘habitual’ vagrants from seeking relief was reputed to have had more 

impact.   

 The Buller Minute also suggested the use of a building separate to 

workhouses, in which casual relief was to be under the control of the police 

and, as described above, in the late 1840s, at Tisbury, Amesbury, 

Marlborough (and perhaps other locations) vagrants were relieved at police 

stations, although in shared rooms.195  It was at this time (1848) that the 

notion of segregating vagrants receiving relief evidently surfaced for the first 

time.  By then, county and borough prisons were adopting separation 

systems, based on cellular segregation, which is likely to have influenced 

Poor Law officials.196  At Thirsk (Yorks.) concern was expressed about the 

unruly conduct of vagrants admitted to the casual wards of the Union, which 

included damage to the building, tearing of clothes, and noisy disturbances.  

The Chairman suggested that it might be necessary to remodel the 

accommodation to control disorder by providing ‘ a separate sleeping cell for 

every male vagrant’, while also preventing communication during the work 

194 Buller Minute 1848, p.1. 
195 At Daventry a police cell was used when the Union vagrant ward was full, but was large 
enough to be shared.  At Woburn, the overflow of applicants was housed in a cramped police 
‘cage’ - two cells, 10´x6´ and 6´x 6´, into which twenty-six males had been crowded on one 
occasion: Reports and Communications 1848,  pp.31-32.  At Bristol, prior to the 
establishment of the Refuge in 1847, wandering poor were accommodated at the police 
station and ‘the cells were full often enough’: ibid. p.28. 
196 Locally, Prison Inspectors may have had considerable influence, as in the case of John 
Perry, a convinced ‘separatist’, who campaigned in the south-west of England to convert 
country and borough prisons to the cellular system from 1842:  Forsythe, A System of 
Discipline, pp.79. 
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task.197  This proposal was not mentioned by other Unions, nor in the 

subsequent Buller Minute, and prefigured the introduction of cells in casual 

relief by almost twenty years.198  

At Northleach (Glos.) a former House of Correction had been redesigned 

to hold prisoners in cell blocks (c. 1792), which - apparently - was the model 

for Pentonville Penitentiary (1844).  In 1857, Northleach became a remand 

centre and was taken over by the police; facilities for casual relief were 

located adjacent to the police station.199  By the late 1860s vagrants were 

lodged in ‘separate small rooms’ at Northleach (and nearby Witney).200   

 During the latter half of the 1860s PLUs at Oswestry (Shropshire) and 

Eastbourne (Sussex) appear to have been the first to introduce cells 

specifically for casual relief at their workhouses.  In 1866, the Oswestry 

Guardians 

...adopted a system of lodging vagrants in separate cells.  Each cell 
is 10 foot 4 inches by 3 foot 4 inches.  They are ventilated by 
apertures in the roof and warmed in the winter by means of a pipe 
or flue under the floor through which warm air passes. […] The 
beds are simply inclined boards or guard-beds which it is up to 
them whether to use or not. Rugs are provided for the covering...201

197 Letter from Chairman of Board to Guardians, copied to PLB, 4 January 1848, Reports and 
Communications 1848, pp.93-94.  The proposal was couched as a threat of action to be taken 
if Thirsk township was not relieved of sole responsibility for funding casual relief for the whole 
Union. 
198 It is not known whether the Chairman also held responsibilities in the judicial system, but 
the terminology in his letter suggests an awareness of contemporary developments in the 
penal system (q.v., below). 
199 ‘Former House of Correction, Northleach’: www.cotswold.gov.uk; Higginbotham, 
www.workhouses.org.uk , (both consulted 5 April 2012). 
200 Baker, ‘On Vagrants and Tramps’, p.65.  Baker also cites Oswestry. The old Northleach 
prison was adapted to provide cells for vagrant relief, under police control, from November 
1868: Sir Michael Hicks-Beach, ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, House of Commons, 13 May 
1870, Hansard,  201, cc 632-670. 
201 Inspector Andrew Doyle’s Reports, 11 February and 1 August 1867, Correspondence PLB- 
Oswestry PLU 1867-1871, TNA/MH12/10024. Guard-beds - ‘beds of wooden planks used by 
soldiers on guard duty and in military prisons’: McConville, A history of English prison 
administration,  p.358, n.138.  Such beds were widely used for short-sentence prisoners such 
as vagrants: ibid. pp.358-359. 
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The cellular system opened on 1 January 1867, although baths and  labour 

cells were not completed until June 1868.1  Following an inspection, the PLB 

warned the Oswestry Guardians that it was ‘undesirable’ to lock vagrants in 

separate cells at night unless a means of communication had been installed.2 

 A plan of the Oswestry building, showing the layout of the separate 

sleeping and labour cells, baths, fumigating room, and labour cell grids, is 

reproduced on the following page.3  A very detailed description of the cellular 

regime survives, providing information about diet, hygiene, and work task, and 

this is summarized in Appendix D.  With variations, such as combined 

sleeping and working cells, and cells for female vagrants, the Oswestry plan 

was replicated in many Unions when the cellular system was adopted more 

generally from c. 1871.4 

PLAN of the OSWESTRY CELLULAR SYSTEM (following page) 

Source: 
Police (Counties and Boroughs) Reports of the Inspectors of the Constabulary for the year 
ended 29 September 1869 (22) PP 1868-1869, facing p. 8 

1 6 April; 1 September; 24 October 1868, Correspondence PLB-Oswestry PLU 1867-1871, 
TNA/MH12/10024; Master’s Report, 14 January 1871, Correspondence LGB-Oswestry PLU 
1871-1873, TNA/MH12/10025. 
2 16 August 1867, Correspondence PLB-Oswestry. A call-bell system was fitted. 
3 Cartwright, Reports of Inspectors of Constabulary 1868 (22) pp.8-9. See also Appendix F, 
below, for photographs of cells in other locations that have been preserved as museum 
showpieces. 
4 Oswestry PLU was still administered under a Local Act in 1869, which may partly explain its 
pioneering approach to casual relief: Twenty-second Annual Report of PLB 1869-1870 
(C.123) p.lxvi. On Local Acts, see above,  p.27. 
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At Eastbourne, the workhouse had formerly been a barracks in the 

Napoleonic Wars.1  Approximately 600 vagrants in a half-year were admitted 

in the mid-1860s, when it was observed that ‘the vagrant wards are too 

small’.2  Correspondence was exchanged with the PLB in mid-1867 regarding 

plans for lockable cells, nine foot nine inches by four foot six inches; lighting, 

ventilation, and call-bells for emergencies were included but there was no 

provision for heating or bathing.3  Internal PLB notes indicate that the cellular 

system was an experiment, suggested to the Eastbourne Board by an 

(unnamed) PLB official, who drew the Guardians’ attention to the success of 

the scheme in ‘Mr. Doyle’s District’ - presumably Oswestry.4  By November 

1868, eighteen separate male wards [cells] were nearing completion.5 

 In that same month, the PLB issued a comprehensive Circular addressing 

the relief of vagrants.6  The Circular appears to have been prompted by 

representations from Unions concerned by an increase in vagrancy.7  The 

PLB reiterated Buller’s 1848 suggestions of using discrimination and police as 

AROs, and urged the uniform adoption of registration, searching and bathing 

applicants, task enforcement, and a standard diet.8  Where practicable, the 

Board advised Unions ‘to provide separate accommodation for each individual 

who is relieved in the workhouse or vagrant ward’, applicable to ‘honest 

1 S. Surtees, Barracks, Workhouse and Hospital: St. Mary’s Hospital, Eastbourne, 1794-1990, 
(Eastbourne; Eastbourne Local History Society, 1992) p.9. 
2 Inspector Smith, 27 March 1867, Correspondence PLB-Eastbourne PLU 1867-1871, 
TNA/MH12/12862. 
3 ibid; 12 July; 16 August, 23 August 1867. 
4 Correspondence PLB-Eastbourne PLU 1867-1871, TNA/MH12/12862, 16 August 1867. 
5 ibid. 27 November 1868. 
6 ‘Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from the Poor Law Board to Boards of Guardians’, No. 14, 28 
November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, pp.74-76. 
7 These representations may also refer to the many problems raised in Reports on Vagrancy 
1866, passim.  The Report illustrated the considerable variations in casual relief 
arrangements across England and Wales. 
8 For specific details of diet and task, see below, Appendices H & I. 
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wayfarers’ and ‘habitual vagrants’ alike; the former thus would be exempted 

from association with the ‘idle and the profligate’ while the latter would be 

denied ‘that free and unrestrained companionship [...] which is especially 

agreeable to him’.9  The PLB also used the Circular to promote way-ticket 

schemes that exempted compliant wayfarers from the work task.10  

 Proposals for using cells in casual relief were absent from the 1866 

Report and, unless other evidence is forthcoming, the Chairman of the 

Oswestry Guardians seems to have been the prime mover of the initiative.11  

However, the PLB endorsement of the cellular system, and its adoption as 

national policy, suggests - as argued earlier- receptivity to ideas drawn from 

penal practice.  Reformers had lost faith in the initial phase of individual 

separation in prisons, which had been based upon an evangelical approach to 

rehabilitation; the ‘great age’ of separation had been in the 1840s and early 

1850s.12  Nevertheless, the 1865 Prisons Act had retained the practice for a 

new policy of retribution before reform; segregation of individuals was 

supported as the foundation of prison discipline.13  Local and central Poor Law 

officials, expressing concern about disruptive behaviour in the casual wards, 

9 ‘Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from the Poor Law Board to Boards of Guardians’, No. 14, 28 
November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, pp.74-75.  
A Circular issued several months beforehand, containing instructions for architects 
constructing workhouses, made no mention of separate cells for vagrants: ‘ Construction of 
Workhouses’.-Circular Letter from the Poor Law Board to Boards of Guardians, 15 June 1868, 
Twenty-first Annual,  Appendix A, pp.47-51. 
10 ‘Vagrancy. - Circular Letter’, Twenty-first Annual, p.75. 
11 Richmond (Surrey? Yorks.?) was also cited as a PLU using cells, but no date of 
commencement was given: Hicks-Beach, ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, 13 May 1870, 
House of Commons, Hansard, 201, cc 632-670. 
12 Forsythe, The Reform of Prisoners, p.45; Henriques, ‘The Rise and Decline’, p.78; Ogborn, 
‘Discipline, government and law’, p.304. 
13 Forsythe, The Reform of Prisoners, pp.141; 158; Ogborn, ‘Discipline, government and law’
p.304.
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seem to have been influenced by the new penal policy of ‘hard labour, hard 

fare, and a hard bed’ reinforced by segregation.14 

 Reaction to the PLB Circular was muted, although the Eastbourne 

Guardians protested, in a lengthy Memorial, that ‘your suggestion of separate 

cells would cause a great amount of expense without any compensating 

advantage’.15  The Eastbourne protest was a forerunner of quite widespread 

resistance to the installation of cellular systems, particularly in rural Unions, 

when cost would be cited as a major obstacle.   As the main phase of the 

building of cells occurred in the decades following the demise of the PLB, the 

question of implementation of the new central policy will be addressed in the 

next chapter. 

Summary 

The PLB administration inherited a casual relief system that was marked by 

lack of uniformity.  Following the shift in PLC policy in the years 1837-1842, 

many Unions adapted outbuildings, or changed the use of existing rooms in 

workhouses or other premises, but made no concerted effort to construct 

purpose-built casual wards. In some locations, casual relief continued to be 

provided under organizational arrangements that pre-dated the New Poor Law 

reforms.  The heterogeneous nature of casual relief provision in the decades 

of PLB stewardship is underlined in the national reports of 1848 and 1866.16  

14 Lord Teignmouth lobbied the Home Office for separate cells in all Unions, but his comments 
were made after the appearance of the PLB Circular in 1868; 19 March 1869: 
TNA/HO/45/8270. The Society of Chairmen of Quarter Sessions also endorsed the separate 
system for relief of vagrants, in another point of contact between the penal and relief systems: 
London meeting, 1 June 1869, ‘Suppression of Vagrants 1869-1881’, 
TNA/HO45/9340/22208D. 
15 ‘The Question of Vagrancy’, 9 February 1869, Correspondence PLB-Eastbourne PLU 1867-
1871, TNA/MH12/12862.  Nevertheless, the Eastbourne cells were opened by May 1869, and 
later judged the ‘best in the district’: ibid. 7 May 1869; 2 March 1871. 
16 Reports and Communications 1848; Reports on Vagrancy 1866. 
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Emanating from a central authority lacking powers of enforcement, early 

proposals by the PLB to drive greater uniformity through the use of 

discrimination and certification met with little success.  Advocacy of the 

employment of local police as AROs received greater support, although their 

involvement in casual relief was already considerable.   

 Further experimentation in police management of casual relief occurred 

and, fairly consistently across the PLB years, local Poor Law officials, often 

supported by the Inspectorate, called for relief of vagrants to be transferred 

wholly to police forces.  Police involvement in vagrant relief seems likely to 

have weakened pressure upon PLUs to undertake investment in these 

services. Continuing resistance to New Poor Law reform, especially in Wales 

and the north of England, and the independent legal status of Corporations of 

the Poor, caused additional problems for the PLB, reflecting tensions between 

the centralized bureaucracy and local authorities with their long tradition of 

autonomy. The large-scale influx of Irish Famine victims seeking casual relief 

presented a different challenge to the PLB and to local Unions, and was 

largely ignored due to long-standing ethnic prejudices among officials and low 

levels of investment in the relief system. 

 In the second half of the 1860s, pressure from rising numbers seeking 

casual relief occasioned local initiatives - the introduction of separate cells in 

casual wards, and revival of ticket surveillance schemes - which were quickly 

endorsed by the PLB as national policy.  Evidence suggests that the new 

direction of using cells for casual relief purposes, pioneered at Oswestry, 

Eastbourne and Northleach, to control behaviour, was inspired by 

contemporary developments in penal practice, even though, in prisons, 

vagrants were mostly accommodated in dormitories.  Way-ticket schemes 
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seem to have evolved from earlier attempts to restrict alms giving by the 

public while also assessing the worthiness of persons seeking casual relief.  

These schemes re-asserted such aims but introduced an additional target of 

controlling the mobility of wayfarers and vagrants. 

 In a fresh attempt to impose uniformity, besides recommending separate 

cells and way-tickets, the PLB proposed standardized registration, searching 

and bathing, diets, and work tasks.  Within a short period of time after 

adopting this more rigorous policy for casual relief, however, the PLB was 

replaced by the LGB.  The answers to the questions of whether the more 

rigorous policy was successfully implemented, and to what effect, need to be 

sought in the years of the LGB administration, which is the subject of the next 

chapter.
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Chapter 8: National objectives and local implementation 
1871-1919 

Of all the ways of dealing with the Vagrants or ‘houseless poor’, the 
stationary or the mobile alike, the genuinely unemployed workmen 
or the ‘professionals’, the very worst is, whether under brutalising 
conditions or under demoralising laxness, to relieve them and let 
them go.1 

The previous chapter described the limitations of the powers of the Poor Law 

Board (PLB) to regulate casual relief, compounded by local opposition and by 

a more general lack of commitment to develop provision.  Towards the end of 

its administration, the PLB endorsed local initiatives that imposed a more 

unsparing regime in the casual wards.  Separate accommodation for each 

recipient was recommended as ‘the most advisable course’ for all Unions by 

the PLB in 1868, which also encouraged the employment of a carceral regime 

and the adoption of way-ticket schemes.2    

 The present chapter examines how, from 1871, the succeeding 

administration, the Local Government Board (LGB) adopted and developed 

these ideas in an attempt to rationalize casual relief and impose disciplinary 

partitioning through a cellular system.  The years 1868-1871 may be 

described as an historic watershed in casual relief administration, heralding a 

more structured, bureaucratized approach.    

 The renewed discourse on vagrancy in the late 1860s and early 1870s 

coincided with attempts to reform the structure of local government.  Although 

political difficulties delayed the reforms, a wide range of government functions 

1 Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress 1909 (Cd.4499) p. 
1089 (Minority Report). 
2 ‘No. 14. Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from the Poor Law Board to Boards of Guardians’, 28 
November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, p.75. The 
recommendation was qualified by the phrase ‘where practicable’. The stricter regime is 
outlined in the same Circular - see below. 
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was consolidated in the newly formed LGB in 1871.3  Responsibility for the 

administration of the Poor Laws was absorbed by the new Board, which, inter 

alia, managed the implementation of the 1871 Act that now governed casual 

relief.4  One consequence of the consolidation was that regulation of the Poor 

Law, including casual relief, formed only a small part of the immense remit of 

this new government department.5 

 The casual relief system reached its apogee under LGB administration, 

with the adoption of prison-like cells, longer periods of detention, and stringent 

regulations, subjecting recipients to ritualized degradation.6  In these decades, 

between the 1871 Pauper Inmates Act and the end of the First World War, 

notwithstanding the stronger regulatory powers of the LGB, considerable 

tensions affected the administration of casual relief.  Admissions reached new 

peaks at times yet, overall, there was considerable under-occupancy of the 

available beds.  Many PLUs avoided or neglected observance of the 

regulations.  In rural areas, the refusal of some Boards of Guardians to build 

cell blocks on grounds of cost eventually won recognition from the LGB.7  The 

‘crusade’ against outdoor relief, primarily conducted in the first three decades 

of LGB administration, while not directed against vagrants per se, appears to 

have reduced the numbers offered Union relief outside the casual wards.8 

While substantial investment in casual ward infrastructure was undertaken, 

3 Bellamy, Administering central-local,  pp.32-33. 
4 Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act 1871 (Appendix C). 
5 Bellamy, Administering central-local, p.16. 
6 The 1871 Act was amended by the Casual Poor Act in 1882, which further extended 
detention. See below, Appendix C. 
7 Costs of casual wards in the provinces averaged £60 per head (TP = £6178) and those in 
London, £150 (TP = £15,445). Report of DC, I, p. 86.  Examples are set out in the Report, III, 
Appendix XXXI, p. 203.  Other facilities, such as staff accommodation, were frequently 
included whereby costs often greatly exceeded the average. 
8 It is also possible that the greater concern of rate-payers about the rising costs of poor relief, 
from the 1860s, that triggered the ‘crusade’, may have increased resistance among some 
Guardians to investing in cell blocks. See below. 
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Guardians and others frequently pressed for closure of the wards, and for 

police forces to relieve them of responsibility for vagrant relief.9  In these 

same years, a consensus developed among many Guardians, other Poor Law 

officials, Members of Parliament, and social reformers, which advocated the 

incarceration of ‘habitual vagrants’ in penal labour colonies.  Support for such 

colonies may have arisen in part through the desire of Guardians and others 

to relinquish responsibility for vagrant relief.   

 In the early 1900s, when significant economic and social changes  were 

being introduced through parliament, in the form of pensions and national 

insurance, proposals for penal colonies were sidelined.  As use of the casual 

wards reached new heights c.1911-1912, attempts were made to revive way-

ticket schemes and to improve co-ordination of casual relief.  A decline in 

ward use occurred but, before the outcome of such measures could be 

assessed, the advent of the First World War altered the shape of the labour 

market, and casual relief applications fell sharply over the ensuing years.  A 

considerable number of casual wards were closed in the later years of the 

war.  The impact of war upon the casual relief system was immense, not least 

because the rapid decline in applications signified that much, if not most, 

vagrancy was explained by economic factors rather than wilful idleness.  In 

the post-war years, against the backdrop of a substantial rise in 

unemployment, applications for casual relief were to rise to pre-war levels and 

beyond, but these events lie outside the chronology of the thesis, which ends  

9 Casual ward infrastructure included older-style association wards, as well as the new cells, 
since both were built in this period.  In many PLUs the types existed side by side. See below. 
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with the transfer of LGB responsibilities to the Ministry of Health in 1919.10 

 Finally, as discussed earlier, much of the illustrative case material used 

in Chapter 8 features evidence of responses to vagrancy in the south-west 

region of England between 1871-1919.11 

8.1 The discourse on vagrancy and the modification of casual 
 relief 

Local initiatives to install cells for casual relief at Oswestry and Eastbourne, in 

1867-1868, were approved by the PLB, which advised other Unions to follow 

this example ‘where practicable’.12  The Board’s simultaneous advocacy of the 

adoption of uniform regulations was also outlined.13  Central records do not 

reveal whether other Unions immediately responded to the PLB advice in the 

remaining years of its administration.  The incoming LGB noted only that 

separate cells had been successfully tried at Eastbourne, Oswestry, ‘and 

several other Unions’, suggesting a limited response.14  However, a renewed 

discourse on vagrancy surfaced in Parliament, in which PLB Presidents 

played a prominent role.15  In an 1869 House of Commons debate on the 

1834 Poor Law reforms, concerns were vented about the (allegedly) liberal 

10 For a brief account of the casual relief system from 1919 onwards, see Humphreys, No 
Fixed Abode, pp.125-127. Some 300 casual wards were still in use on the eve of the Second 
World War, ibid. p.132.  The highest figure ever recorded for casual ward occupancy - 16,911 
- occurred on 27 May 1932, ibid. p.134. 
11 Some points in the text that rely upon statistical evidence are cross-referenced to Appendix 
B, below. 
12 Above, Ch. 7, pp.419-420. 
13 ‘No. 14. Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from the PLB to Boards of Guardians’, 28 November 
1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197), App. A, pp.74-76.  In June 1868, 
instructions for the construction of workhouses had referred only to placing the ‘porter’s lodge, 
receiving and vagrant wards […] at the front of the workhouse’. ‘No. 6. Construction of 
Workhouses. - Circular Letter [and Enclosure] from the PLB to Boards of Guardians’, 15 June 
1868, Twenty-first Annual, Appendix A, pp.47-51 (50). 
14 ‘No. 18. Vagrancy.’ Circular Letter from LGB to Boards of Guardians, 18 November 1871, 
First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C. 516), Appendix A, p.56. 
15 Another advocate of separate cells was Sir Michael Hicks Beach, JP, Conservative MP for 
East Gloucestershire and Parliamentary Secretary to the PLB in 1868: Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (Oxford; OUP, 2004: online edition, May 2010) 
www.oxforddnb.com.lib.exeter.ac.uk (consulted 20 February 2013).  
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treatment of vagrants.16  The (then) President of the PLB, George Goschen, 

concurred with other speakers that ‘vagrants ought to be placed under the 

control of the police’.17  A year later, the Commons debated a resolution 

calling for transfer of responsibility for vagrant relief to the police.18  Goschen, 

while acknowledging that the police should be utilized ‘as far as possible’, 

expressed doubts about their abilities as relief managers.19  Instead, he 

argued for greater powers for Guardians to detain ‘paupers and vagrants’

while also declaring that ‘the most pressing evils of vagrancy’ could not be 

resolved until the public ceased ‘the exercise of indiscriminate charity’.20 

 The debates of 1869-1870 were swayed by the views of the PLB, and 

shaped the legislation that was enacted in 1871, prior to the establishment of 

the LGB.21  The newly formed LGB quickly provided Guardians with its 

interpretation of the legislation and with comprehensive regulations.22  The Act 

did not specify that cells were to be provided for casual relief, but it is clear 

from Parliamentary proceedings that the central Board was granted power to 

require their erection.23  The General Order was more equivocal, specifying 

16 ‘Pauperism and Vagrancy (England); Motion for a Select Committee’, House of Commons, 
10 May 1869, Hansard, 196, cc 471-538.  
17 ibid. The motion for a Select Committee was withdrawn at the end of the debate. 
18 ‘Police Regulation of Vagrants’, Resolution, Commons, 13 May 1870, Hansard, 201, cc 
632-670.  The resolution was unsuccessful. 
19 Above, Ch.7, p.404. 
20 Goschen emphasized the ‘constant communication’ about vagrancy between the PLB and 
Home Office. However, Home Office officials refused increased police involvement in casual 
relief, which may account for Goschen’s change of emphasis between 1869 and 1870.  
21 Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act, 1871(34 & 35 Vict. c.108). ‘The term “Poor 
Law Board” in this Act shall be construed to apply to the Local Government Board as and 
when same is established’: s.3, 21 August 1871.  James Stanfield, PLB President in its final 
months, participated in the Committee scrutinizing the Bill: Commons, 21 April 1871, 
Hansard, 205, cc 1538-1547; Commons, 16 August 1871, Hansard, 208, cc 1739-1747. 
22 ‘No. 18. Vagrancy.’ Circular letter from the LGB to Boards of Guardians’, 18 November 
1871; ‘No. 19. Vagrancy.’ General Order, 22 November 1871, First Report of LGB 1871-1872 
(C. 516) Appendix A, pp.54-63.  A significant part of the Act referred to the management of 
the ‘Ins and Outs’, a source of great concern to Poor Law officials (see above, pp.64,134).  A 
summary of the 1871 Act is provided in Appendix C, below. 
23 Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Bill, Committee stage, House of Lords, 2 March 
1871, Hansard, 204, cc 1159-1160. 
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‘proper sleeping accommodation, consisting of separate cells, beds or 

compartments, or other arrangements’ approved by the LGB.24  The 

associated Circular, while extolling the virtues of the separate cells at 

Eastbourne and Oswestry, stated that the LGB did not ‘insist upon any costly 

or absolutely uniform plan of construction’.25  The LGB, while ruling that 

‘proper accommodation’ should be provided for relieving vagrants, permitted 

Unions to choose a pragmatic option.  The Board’s disinclination to insist 

upon a uniform cellular system across England and Wales may have been 

based partly on concerns about cost, but officials were aware that, in 1871, of 

a total of 645 Unions, seventy-three had no accommodation for ‘casual 

paupers’ and in an unspecified number of others the provision was 

unsatisfactory.26  

 The post-1834 construction of new workhouses had been concentrated 

principally in the years 1835-1850, with fewer built thereafter.  In contrast, 

most casual ward investment occurred during the years of the LGB 

administration, as illustrated in Table 8.1. 

24 ‘No. 19. Vagrancy.’ General Order, Article 12, op. cit., p.60. 
25 ‘No. 18. Vagrancy.’ Circular Letter’, 1871, op. cit., pp.56-57. Objections to the imposition of 
costly cellular systems, in smaller towns and rural Unions, had been raised beforehand, in 
Parliament: Pauper Inmates Bill, Lords, 2 March 1871, Hansard,  204, cc 1159-1160; 
Commons, 16 August 1871, Hansard,  208, cc 1739-1747. 
26 ‘No.18. Vagrancy.’ Circular Letter’, 1871, p.56.  The cost of constructing cells at Oswestry, 
including all additions, alterations and the estimated value of the original ward, was put at 
£450 by Lieutenant General Cartwright, Inspector of Constabulary (1868 prices)(TP= 
£43,092). He calculated that the same facilities could be provided in an entirely new building 
for £350 (TP= £33,516): Reports of Inspectors of Constabulary for year ended 29 September 
1868 (22) p.9. 
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Table 8.1 Workhouse purchase and construction, including: 
A.  Casual Wards authorized 1835-1883 
B.  Casual Wards authorized 1870-1914 

A
1835-1850 

A
1851-1866 

A
1867-1883 

B
1870-1914

Workhouse
construction 

402 100 52 

Workhouse
purchase 

84 20 24 

Casual or 
Vagrant Ward 

21 24 175 (a) 255 

Notes 
a) Driver estimates that London Unions expended 40% of the national total spent on the
construction of casual wards in the period 1867-1883 

Sources: 
A.  Extract from calculations of Driver, Power and pauperism, Table 5.5, p. 90 
B.  Extract from calculations of Williams, From pauperism, Table 4.35, p. 221 

 The need to build new workhouses after 1834; the ‘stables and straw’

approach to casual relief; the reluctance of Poor Law administrators to provide 

for vagrants; and attempts to devolve responsibility to police forces from 1848, 

may explain the limited expenditure on facilities prior to the later 1860s.  From 

that time, concerns about vagrant numbers; the advent of the cellular system; 

the switching of capital investment from monolithic workhouse buildings to 

specialist wards or units; and the failure to transfer responsibility for vagrants 

away from PLUs, created an atmosphere in which expenditure on casual relief 

provision seemed less controversial. 

 A trend towards specialist, separate wards and units developed in the 

workhouse system from c. 1868 - a new ‘indoor strategy’ in which the main 

workhouse was to be subdivided into separate blocks or pavilions, in support 
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of ‘finer classification’.27  Pre-dating that trend, separate facilities for casual 

relief applicants had been advocated from the 1830s, and required by 

regulation from 1842.28  By late 1871, the majority of Unions (572) provided 

separate casual wards, albeit of diverse quality.29  Nevertheless, the trend 

towards a pavilion-style workhouse system is likely to have reinforced the 

segregation of casual relief. 

 Another pressure may be detected in the ‘crusade’ against outdoor relief, 

which also commenced in the late 1860s.  The high percentage of outdoor 

relief still granted by many Unions to paupers was a major concern.30  The 

crusade may be described briefly as an attempt to reduce the costs of poor 

relief by enforcing the principle of the 1834 New Poor Law, namely that the 

assistance offered should be restricted to entry to the workhouse (the 

workhouse test).31  It is necessary to place the ‘crusade’ in context.  Records 

of vagrants receiving relief out of the workhouse do not appear before 1849, 

but data for the 1850s reveal that the number exceeded those relieved in the 

27 Williams, From pauperism, pp.116-118. See also Driver, Power and pauperism,  pp.85-92.  
The trend was especially noticeable in the building of infirmaries or sick wards, of schools, 
separate houses for children, and the casual wards. 
28 Workhouse Rules Order, 1842  - above, Ch.6. 
29 Above, p.429. 
30 See, for example, the extensive report on seventy Unions in southern and south-western 
counties of England: ‘Outdoor Relief: Report of Edmond H. Wodehouse, Inspector, 23 June 
1871, First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C. 516) App. B, pp. 88-215.  Outdoor relief in 
Bristol was still seen as a problem in 1885 - above, p.151. 
31 There is a specialist literature on the ‘crusade’. For example, E. Hurren, Protesting about 
Pauperism: poverty, politics and poor relief in late Victorian England 1870-1900 
(Woodbridge; Boydell Press, 2007); M. MacKinnon, ‘ English Poor Law Policy and the 
Crusade against Outrelief’, The Journal of Economic History, 47, 3 (September 1987), 603-
625; Williams, From pauperism, ‘The crusade against out-relief’, pp.96-107.  The tragic 
impact of the crusade on one disabled pauper is described in K. Price, ‘ “Where is the 
Fault?”: The Starvation of Edward Cooper at the Isle of Wight Workhouse in 1877’, Social 
History of Medicine, 26, 1 (February 2013), 21-37.  London Unions restricted outdoor relief 
before the crusade: D. Green, ‘Icons of the new system; workhouse construction and relief 
practices in London under the Old and New Poor Law’, The London Journal, 34, 3 (2009), 
264-84. 
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casual wards until a turning point was reached in 1857.32  Outdoor relief of 

paupers usually consisted of a cash dole, or a mixture of cash and food.  

However, outdoor relief of vagrants was not officially defined.  In some 

documents, the term ‘outdoor relief’ of vagrants is used; in others, ‘vagrants 

relieved out of the workhouse’.  Frequently, tickets or cash for lodging houses 

were supplied when casual wards were full, or non-existent; money and/or 

food had been given in some locations; and several vagrant offices were still 

in existence as late as the 1870s.  It is unclear whether all such forms of relief 

to vagrants were classified as outdoor in the official returns.  

 We do not know whether the high number of vagrants relieved outdoors 

in 1849 was exceptional, or represented a normal trend.  If the latter, numbers 

relieved outdoors fell substantially after 1849, possibly as a result of increased 

discrimination and greater police involvement in relief decisions, arising from 

the Buller Minute of 1848.33  Vagrant numbers relieved indoors also fell 

considerably between 1849 and 1853, perhaps for the same reasons, 

although other factors may have contributed, such as reduced pressure from 

victims of the Irish Famine. 

 After 1871, although vagrants were not targeted specifically by the 

crusade, outdoor relief was even less likely to be granted as more Guardians 

felt constrained to develop the ‘proper accommodation’ required by the new 

central regulations, and discontinued other forms of relief.34  The following 

chart (8.1) shows that, after increasing during the 1860s, outdoor relief of 

vagrants fell away again in the early 1870s.  Numbers rose in the 1890s, and 

32 Tenth Annual Report of PLB 1857-1858 (2402) Appendix, pp.196-197; Thirtieth Annual 
Report of LGB 1900-1901 (Cd.746) Appendix E, pp.356-357. 
33 See Chapter 7. 
34 By the late 1800s, in London and some other urban centres, a range of night shelters and 
specialized lodging houses provided an alternative to casual wards: Humphreys, No Fixed 
Abode, pp.109, 118. 
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after 1901, although never attaining the levels seen c. 1849, or during the 

1860s.  In the first year of the World War, the total relieved outdoors dropped 

significantly.35 

Chart 8.1 The overall trend in numbers of vagrants  
relieved out of casual wards in England and Wales 
on 1st January in selected years 1851-190536 

Sources: 
1849, 1851, 1855: Tenth Annual Report of PLB 1857-1858 (2402) Appendix, pp. 196-197; 
1861,1865, 1871, 1875, 1881, 1885, 1891, 1895, 1901, 1905: Annual Reports of the LGB : 
First 1871-1872 (C.516) p. 451; Fifth 1875-1876 (C. 3337) p. 299; Thirty-fourth 1904-1905 
(Cd. 2661) p. 441. 

The decline in outdoor relief of vagrants should be compared with casual ward 

occupancy, which continued to climb after the turning point of 1857.  The drop 

in outdoor relief after 1849 may partly account for the initial rise in numbers 

entering the wards.  However, even allowing for double counting before 1891, 

the increase in admissions in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and 

the first decade of the twentieth, appears proportionately greater than could 

35 Falling from 397 on 1 January 1914, to 93 on 1 January 1915: Forty-third Annual Report of 
LGB (Cd. 7444) p. xviii; Forty-fourth Annual Report of LGB (Cd. 8195) p.11. 
36 Records for vagrants receiving outdoor relief were not published regularly after 1905. 
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be explained by the fall in outdoor relief of vagrants.  Chart 8.2. summarizes 

the trends: 

Chart 8.2 Trends in numbers of vagrants 
relieved out of casual wards, and  
casual ward occupancy in England and Wales 
on 1st January in selected years 1851-1905 (a)  

Notes 
a) Statistics do not appear to have been published before 1849.  After 1905, coverage was
sporadic. 
b) Statistics for casual ward use before 1891 include some vagrants who may have received
relief from more than one Union on the same day.  For explanation see notes to Table B.1, 
Appendix B, below.  From 1891, Chart 8.2 shows vagrants receiving relief overnight only. 
Sources 
1) Outdoor Relief: as for Chart 8.1, above
2) Indoor Relief: 1851, 1855: Tenth Annual Report of PLB 1857-1858 (2402) Appendix, pp.

196-197; 1861, 1865: First Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C.516) Appendix D, p.450; 1871,
1875, 1881, 1885, 1891, 1895, 1901, 1905: Thirtieth Annual Report of LGB 1900-1901
(Cd.746) Table 81, p.585; Report of DC, III (Cd. 2892) Appendix V, p. 20; First Annual
Report of the Ministry of Health 1919-1920 (Cmd. 923) Appendix III, Table 1, pp.132-133;

A marked decline in outdoor relief of vagrants had occurred almost two 

decades before the crusade commenced.  Faced with rising demand for 

casual relief, pressed to avoid using outdoor relief, legally obliged to introduce 

more stringent regulations, and encouraged to adopt the model of 
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accommodation developed at Oswestry and Eastbourne, in the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century many Boards of Guardians built or converted casual 

wards.37  Although it is tempting to identify this shift in provision as 

fundamental, as discussed below, almost a third of Unions had not installed 

cells by 1904.  National policy underwent a seemingly radical transformation, 

promoting the  deterrence of a prison-style cellular system and extended 

detention, but local casual relief practice was modified rather than transmuted. 

8.2 Disciplinary partitioning     

The cellular system, which opened at Oswestry in January 1867, and was 

adopted by Eastbourne in 1868, was almost certainly modelled on segregated 

prison cells.38  The original plan of the Oswestry system shows separate 

sleeping and work cells (labelled as wards) baths, a female associated ward, 

and a fumigating room.39  The elevation reveals grids on the windows of the 

work cells, through which broken stone was to be passed by the labouring 

occupants, a feature that would be replicated as cellular systems were built 

elsewhere.  Both the PLB and the LGB recommended the Oswestry system 

as a model for separate casual ward cells.40  In early 1872, the LGB produced 

a detailed plan entitled a ‘Sketch of Vagrant Ward on the Cellular Principle’, to 

accompany a circular specifying the size of cells, the type of beds, sanitary 

arrangements, light, heating and ventilation, disinfection, and communication 

with an attendant.41  The plan, a modification of the Oswestry model, depicted 

37 Calculations are shown in Table 8.1, above. 
38 See Ch. 7, pp.428-429. 
39 See above for diagram, p.418, and Appendix D. 
40 The recommendations of 1868 and 1871 did not include a plan. 
41 ‘Vagrant Sleeping Cells’, Circular Letter of LGB, February 1872, MoH and predecessors - 
Circular Letters 1834-1962, TNA/MH10/36, Vol. 1, f.65 (This Circular, not dated to a specific 
day, is reproduced in Appendix E, below). 



 436 

similar, prison-like accommodation, in which sides of cells ‘should be 

sufficiently solid to prevent communication’.42  In 1873, the LGB issued further 

guidance, adding more detail to the 1872 advice as well as technical 

information about construction.43 Prevention of communication between cells 

was stressed again, as was the need to provide work such as oakum-picking 

or stone-breaking.44  By 1875, the LGB was attributing a significant decrease 

in casual relief in London  ‘...in great part, to the provision of casual wards 

constructed on what is known as the “cellular” plan’.45  At a later date, it was 

concluded that increased deterrence, introduced by the 1871 and 1882 Acts, 

had reduced admissions, albeit temporarily.46 

 Away from the Metropolis, if the south-west is representative of trends in 

other, predominantly rural, regions, there was little haste to build cellular 

systems; of the Unions selected here for case material, none responded to 

the 1868 PLB circular.47  Indeed, the Inspectors’ Reports of the mid-1860s 

confirm that there were no casual wards at Bath, Bedminster, Camelford, or 

42 ibid. The cells at Oswestry, at 3´4¨ wide, and in the LGB plan, 4´wide, were noticeably 
narrower than prison cells, which were usually  7´wide; Report of DC, I, p. 27.  As a 
consequence, the bed-boards were also narrow in the casual ward cells - 2´3¨ wide in the 
LGB plan. 
43 ‘Requirements and Suggestions for Vagrant Wards on the Cellular System. With 
Explanatory Remarks.’ LGB pamphlet, January 1873: Correspondence LGB -Bristol 
Incorporation of the Poor 1879-1880 (July 1879) TNA/MH12/3879.  (Reproduced in Appendix 
E, below). 
44 Oakum-picking was to be permitted in sleeping cells; stone-breaking was to be undertaken 
in a separate labour cell (as at Oswestry) or a partitioned external shed.  In some locations, 
labour cells, complete with grids, were attached to the sleeping cells, to form one unit. See 
Appendix F. 
45 Fifth Annual Report of LGB 1875-1876 (C.1585) 1876, p. xxxiii. The low point for casual 
ward admissions in this decade occurred in 1875: see Table B.2, Appendix B, below. 
46 On the building of London’s casual wards, see note by Driver in Table 8.1 above.  The 
Royal Commission on the Poor Laws 1909 noted the impact of increased deterrence - above, 
Ch.3, p.128,n.21. See below on the extensive development of cells in London’s casual wards. 
47 ‘No. 14. Vagrancy.-Circular Letter from the Poor Law Board to Boards of Guardians’, 28 
November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, p.75.  
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Dulverton at that time.48  When the LGB issued its first approval of the cellular 

system in 1871, only Clifton PLU and Exeter Corporation of the Poor 

responded immediately. 

 The Clifton Union (renamed Barton Regis in 1877) its parishes lying to 

the north, north-east and north-west of Bristol city, admitted about one 

thousand persons each year to its casual wards in the early 1870s.49  The 

Clifton Guardians considered building new vagrants cells at the House of 

Correction, but decided to locate them near the workhouse, under the control 

of Union officials.50  By 1873, Clifton had constructed thirty-six separate cells; 

nineteen for males or females; five for women with young children; and twelve 

for labouring.51  The unit also contained two bathrooms, a fumigating and 

drying room, and accommodation for the ‘tramp superintendent’ and his 

wife.52  

 The cells, along with the workhouse, were transferred to Bristol at the 

time of the city’s formal enlargement in 1897.53  Although now holding a much 

reduced population, the renamed Union, Barton Regis, planned a new 

workhouse and casual relief facilities of four cells for male vagrants, 

48 Reports on Vagrancy 1866.  At Bath, vagrants were relieved by the police, with a refuge in 
use.  See  Chs. 6 & 7 for earlier provision in Bath and, below, for the opening of a casual ward 
in 1869. 
49 ‘Report on Vagrancy in Mr. Longe’s District’, Inspectors’ Correspondence 1870-1896, 
TNA/MH32/52.  Records do not reveal how many were repeated admissions, but the 
regulations imposed additional detention on those seeking re-entry within a month. Table 
B10, Appendix B, below, shows annual totals of admissions, 1872-1895, for all Bristol Unions. 
50 Mercury,  2 December 1871. The Guardians may have considered the proposal of Corwen 
PLU (Merionethshire) to build vagrant cells in the yard of a police station, which the LGB 
supported: ‘No. 18. Vagrancy’. Circular Letter from LGB to Boards of Guardians, 18 
November 1871, First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C. 516), App. A, p.57. 
51 A sleeping cell for a woman with children was required to have a minimum width of 5 ½´
and length of 9´: ‘Requirements and Suggestions for Vagrant Wards on the Cellular System. 
With Explanatory Remarks.’ LGB pamphlet, January 1873 (Appendix E, below). 
52  Correspondence LGB-Clifton 1875, TNA/MH12/4019; Correspondence LGB-Barton Regis 
1881, TNA/MH12/4024.  Clifton’s provision for twenty-four vagrants at this date exceeded that 
of any of the other Unions examined in the south-west region. Most local Clifton records have 
not survived and we can but speculate that its proximity to Bristol city generated demand.  
53 Correspondence LGB-Barton Regis 1895, TNA/MH12/4040; ‘Greater Bristol - The Bill 
Before The Lords’, Mercury, 16 May 1895; Large, Bristol, pp.18-20. 
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incorporating work space, and an associated ward for twelve more; two 

associated wards for females were also included.54  With continued provision 

of twenty-four places, the Guardians apparently anticipated a level of 

admissions similar to that experienced prior to 1897, but incorporated an 

amended strategy, of building a small number of cells for regular use, with a 

larger overspill capacity in (cheaper) association wards.55  An explanation of 

the changed style of provision is found in an LGB circular of 1896, which 

recognized that, in rural Unions where adequate association wards existed, ‘it 

may be unreasonable to expect the guardians to incur the expense of building 

new wards on the cellular system’.  This Circular also noted that ‘in many 

unions’, there were both cells and association wards, the latter intended for 

use when vagrants were detained for more than two nights, or when there 

was exceptional demand.56   

 We lack a description of the casual wards at Exeter workhouse during the 

1860s and early 1870s, and have only the Inspectors comments that they 

were ‘sufficient’.57  The Corporation submitted plans in early 1872 for 

providing bathing and separate sleeping accommodation for casual paupers.58  

Rising numbers of casual relief applicants at Exeter in the period 1873-1878  

persuaded the Guardians to contact other Devon Unions, and to gather 

54 Correspondence LGB-Barton Regis 1899-1901, TNA/MH12/4044. 
55 Fluctuation in admissions was considerable.  Between 1880 and 1895, admissions ranged 
from a low of five (week ending 31 January 1884) to a high of 160 (week ending 17 October 
1880): Guardians Weekly Reports, Mercury, 1880-1895.  Similar fluctuations occurred at 
Bath, Bristol and Exeter. 
56 ‘No. 1. Vagrancy’, Circular Letter to Boards of Guardians, 25 February 1896, Twenty-sixth 
Annual Report of LGB 1896-1897 (C.8583) Appendix A, p.3.    
57 Reports on Vagrancy 1866; Correspondence LGB-Exeter Corporation 1867-1871, 
TNA/MH12/2243/2244. 
58 Exeter Corporation Guardians Minute Book 1869-1872 and 1872-1876, DRO/Minutes 
Books 6 & 7.  The plans were not attached to the minutes. Provision for searching and 
bathing female applicants were also agreed, and four police inspectors were appointed as 
AROs: Minute Book 7. 
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testimony from the Chief Constables of Cornwall, Devon, and Dorset.59  By 

1879, casual relief recipients at Exeter were separated while sleeping 

(implying the use of cells) but not during meals or while working.  The sub-

committee distinguished between ‘combined’, county-wide measures, such as 

registration and uniformity of treatment, and ‘local’, that is, Exeter action, such 

as the separation of vagrants at meals and work but the Guardians declined 

to implement its recommendations. 

 Exeter officials carefully documented weekly totals of casual relief 

admissions, but an account of the facilities is lacking until 1895; Inspectors 

only recorded that fourteen places were available in 1881, rising to twenty-

three by 1891.60  In 1895 a disinfecting gas stove exploded and damaged the 

‘tramp ward’.61  Plans were approved in 1897 for additional sleeping and work 

cells, and associated facilities including a new ‘disinfector house’.62  The new 

wards opened in 1898, with provision for thirty-one males and four females.63 

 Arrangements at Bath, where the police, in conjunction with a refuge, 

undertook relief of vagrants continued unchanged until 1869.64  From late 

1869, able-bodied males were admitted to a newly opened association casual 

59 ‘Relief of Casuals: Report of Committee appointed 3 December 1878’, 27 October 1879, 
Exeter PLU Guardians Minute Book 1879, DRO/Minute Book 9. (Exeter Corporation of the 
Poor was dissolved in 1877, and replaced by the Exeter Poor Law Union.) Annual totals 
relieved rose from 434 in 1873 to 1671 by 1879: Table B11, Appendix B, below. 
60 Correspondence LGB-Exeter PLU 1881; 1886-1888; 1890-1892, TNA/MH12/2247; 2250; 
2252. 
61 The records contain no details of casualties or damage, but an insurance claim was made 
and vagrants were provided with temporary accommodation: Exeter PLU Guardians Minutes 
1895, DRO Minute Book 15. 
62 Correspondence LGB-Exeter PLU 1897-1899, TNA/MH12/2254. 
63 ibid.  There may have been thirty-one sleeping cells for males.  There were also fourteen 
‘moveable hammocks’ in the day room, for overspill.  (On day rooms, see below).  After 1898,   
records do not reveal whether there were any further changes. 
64 See above, p.400. Considerable numbers had been sent to lodging houses: Table B.9, 
Appendix B, below.  Adaptation of the police barracks to house ‘tramps’ was considered: Bath 
PLU Guardians Minutes 1864-1869, BRO/BGB/1/1/14, 18 November 1868, 14 April 1869. 
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ward at the workhouse.65  Stables were converted into a dormitory, with an 

enclosed yard for the work task.66  Even though cells had not been installed, 

an 1871 LGB Circular recommended the Bath plan - screening by police, a 

separate ward and task for able-bodied males, and the arrest of beggars - 

claiming that it had reduced vagrant numbers by fifty-eight per cent in two 

years.67  The casual ward at Bath provided twenty-one beds until the 

rebuilding of the workhouse in the latter half of the 1890s.  By 1897, plans had 

been drafted for a cellular system, to house men, women, and women with 

children, although a later amendment suggested an association ward for ‘a 

portion’ of female vagrants.68 An inspection in 1900 described twenty-seven 

male beds (presumably in cells) and seven female places.69 

 Casual relief in Bristol was provided at St. Peter’s, in the city, and at the 

large workhouse at Stapleton, some four miles from the centre.70  In the 

1860s, numbers relieved at St. Peter’s still outweighed Stapleton 

admissions.71  Their relative positions reversed during the 1870s and after, 

with St. Peter’s admitting only small numbers of the most vulnerable.72  In 

Stapleton’s association casual ward, applicants slept on straw between 

65 Colonel Grant,J.P.,‘Report on Vagrancy’, 20 September 1871, Correspondence LGB-Bath 
PLU 1871-1872, TNA/MH12/10174. 
66 Bath PLU Guardians Minutes 1869-1874, BRO/BGB/1/1/15, 22 September 1869. See also 
Table B.9, Appendix B, below. 
67 ‘No. 18. Vagrancy’. Circular Letter from LGB to Boards of Guardians, 18 November 1871, 
First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C. 516), Appendix A, p.57. No mention is made of the 
long-standing involvement of Bath police in casual relief, who previously had been praised for 
‘diminishing’ vagrancy to a minimum: Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, 26 January 
1864, TNA/MH32/30. 
68 Bath PLU Guardians Minutes 1896-1900, BRO/BGB/1/1/21, 28 July 1897, 9 November 
1898. 
69 Inspector E. Wethered,  Correspondence LGB-Bath PLU,  TNA/MH12/10196, 31 May 1900. 
The new facilities were insured for £2000 (TP= £208,174): Bath PLU Guardians Minutes 
1896-1900, BRO/BGB/1/1/21, 10 January 1900. 
70 Above,  Ch.7, pp.390-391. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Reports of Guardians meetings: Mercury, 9 & 16 April 1870; 8 January 1881; 26 November 
1892; 9 February & 16 May 1895. Individual Guardians questioned whether it was humane to 
require exhausted vagrants to walk the extra miles from the city centre to Stapleton. 
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partitions.73  Inspectors deemed the male casual ward ‘small’ and 

‘inadequate’, and applicants were often sent to lodging houses.  The LGB 

requested that the facilities be improved and, by 1881, new ‘tramp wards’

were being constructed by ‘pauper labour’, comprising thirty separate male 

sleeping cells, each adjoined by a second cell for stone-breaking, complete 

with grid.74  Ten beds were allocated for female applicants.75  As elsewhere, 

fluctuations in numbers relieved were considerable, with the highest weekly 

figure of 312 occurring in April 1880, before the cells were built.76  The lower 

numbers recorded in later years may reflect the deterrent effect of the new 

cells.77 

 In contrast to Clifton/Barton Regis, and to Bristol, the adjoining Union of 

Bedminster resisted LGB demands for improvements in its casual wards.78  

Through the 1870s, numbers relieved were noticeably lower than at 

Clifton/Barton Regis or Bristol city.79  At some point between 1865 and 1881, 

an association casual ward was opened, with sixteen places.  Rising numbers 

persuaded Guardians to fit out ‘a commodious stable’ on the premises as an 

additional ‘tramp ward’, a decision reminiscent of the ‘stables and straw’

73 Correspondence LGB-Bristol Incorporation 1871-1872,  TNA/MH12/3873; 1876, 
TNA/MH12/3877. 
74 Correspondence LGB- Bristol Incorporation 1879-1880, TNA/MH12/3879; Mercury, 6 June 
1881. The grids were said to be the invention of the Corporation’s deputy governor, but were 
a feature at Oswestry in 1867.   
75 Correspondence LGB Bristol Incorporation 1882 TNA/MH12/3880; 1887, TNA/MH12/3883.  
It is unclear whether these were in cells or an association ward. 
76 Guardians Weekly Reports, Mercury, 1880-1895. 
77 ibid.; ‘Table showing the Number of Vagrants Relieved in each Union, Mr. Longe’s District’, 
Inspectors Correspondence 1870-1896, TNA/MH32/52. 
78 Correspondence LGB-Bedminster 1871-1872, TNA/MH12/10220; 1875, TNA/MH12/10223; 
1881-1882, TNA/MH12/10227.  As noted, in the mid-1860s, Bedminster did not have a casual 
ward.  
79 Table B.10, Appendix B, below. 
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approach of the 1830s and 1840s.80 

 In 1881, a Bedminster Guardian inspected the cells being built at 

Stapleton and reported to the Board his fears that the adoption of ‘the 

separate system’ by neighbouring Unions would turn the Bedminster ward into 

‘a regular club-room for professional tramps’: the Guardians voted to await the 

outcome of the ‘Bristol experiment’.81  The use of the term ‘the separate 

system’ is another pointer to the penal nature of the Poor Law cellular system.  

It is indicative of the Guardians’ attitudes that years after the PLB President 

had condemned the practice of stigmatizing recalcitrant vagrants by forcing 

those who tore their clothing to wear unsuitable garments, such as sacks, at 

Bedminster in 1881 offenders were issued with boldly striped canvas suits, 

with a number and the large letters BU stitched thereon.  Thus attired, a 

vagrant ‘presented the appearance of a cross between the costume of a 

cricketer of noisy style and a Portland convict’.82 

 Bedminster operated association wards throughout the 1880s.83  Talks 

held in 1892 with the other local Unions, to consider a jointly-operated ‘tramp 

80 Mercury, 8 & 22 January, 1 February 1881. The Master reported accommodating thirty-four 
vagrants in the sixteen-place room, commenting that ‘there had not been room for men to sit 
down’: Mercury, 1 February 1881. In the quarter ending 8 November 1881, weekly occupancy 
rose markedly, from thirty-eight to 180: ‘Letter to LGB’, 8 November 1881, Correspondence 
LGB-Bedminster 1881-1882, TNA/MH12/10227.  Originally, the stable, ‘a very bad building’, 
was to have been replaced by new ‘tramp wards’: Bedminster Guardians Minutes 1867-1869, 
12 May 1868, SRO/D/G/bd/8a/17. 
81 ‘The Tramp Question Again’, Mercury, 21 December 1881. 
82 Mercury, 21 September 1881. Goschen condemned such practice in the House of 
Commons in 1869: Times, 19 June 1869; M. John, ‘A Sacking Matter in Narbeth: 
Sentimental treatment of vagrants’, Journal of the Pembrokeshire Historical Society, 13 
(2004), 43-56.  Bedminster withdrew the suits when wearers could not obtain employment: 
Mercury, 2 November 1881. At Devizes (Wilts.) in the 1840s, vagrants tearing clothes were 
forced to wear old clothing branded with the Union’s mark ‘to make them look ridiculous’: 
Reports and Communications 1848, p.36.  At Shiffnal (Shropshire) in 1862-1863, six men 
who destroyed their (verminous) clothing were given ‘garments made from old bags’: Reports 
on Vagrancy 1866, p.55.  As late as 1880, two men destroying clothing at Holyhead PLU 
were taken to prison wearing sacks: Correspondence, Governor of Caernarvon Prison to 
Home Office, 25 November 1880, TNA/HO144/70/99641.    
83 Correspondence LGB-Bedminster 1884-1885, TNA/MH12/10229.  Provision was now made 
for thirteen males and six females. 
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ward’ in the city, were criticized by an Inspector who opined that a city-based 

ward would ‘encourage a class of habitual beggars in Bristol’.84  The Inspector 

condemned the Bedminster casual wards as ‘bad’, urging that the Union 

should build some nearer to the city.85  No action was taken and, by the mid-

1890s, Bedminster Guardians were refusing to consider any structural 

alterations pending Parliamentary discussions about ‘Greater Bristol’.86  At 

this time the Union operated two male wards (the original association room, 

and the converted stable) each holding thirteen places.  The Master 

accommodated ‘deserving bona fide working men’ in the temporary ward, 

treating them ‘somewhat differently’ and sending them off early in the morning 

[to seek work].87 

 Higher casual ward occupancy rates at Bedminster from c.1880-1881 

may indicate that applicants preferred its association ward to the cells at 

Bristol or Barton Regis, where admission rates appeared to decline.88  A 

contributory factor to higher occupancy may have been the inability (or 

unwillingness) of Bedminster to detain applicants for two nights (as required 

by the 1882 Act), which was blamed upon the absence of cells.89  After 

Bedminster lost its urban parishes to Bristol (1897) and had been renamed 

Long Ashton (1899) the Union retained the same casual wards; in the 

scathing words of an Inspector, ‘a foul, badly ventilated association ward, 

measuring 25´x 13´x 10´’, holding thirteen berths, and the temporary ward 

84 ‘The Tramp Question’,  Mercury,  10 December 1892. 
85 ibid. 
86 Correspondence LGB-Bedminster 1895-1896, 29 July 1895, TNA/MH12/10236. 
87 Mercury, 11 December 1895. However, the Master added that he would have to be ‘a 
double distilled Sherlock Holmes to know who was a deserving working man’: ibid. 
88 Table B.10, Appendix B.  Few Bedminster occupancy records survive and this observation 
is tentative. 
89 Mercury, 11 December 1895. 
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(the old stable) which lacked means of communication with staff.90  The 

Inspector complained that he had previously alerted Guardians to the defects 

and, now, ‘to place thirteen men in the recognized vagrant ward is little short 

of a scandal’.91  The Guardians’ sole response was to install a communication 

bell in the temporary ward.  In 1902, the Long Ashton MO also condemned 

the casual wards as ‘not fit for use’ and expressed fears of the consequences 

of a smallpox outbreak.92  There is little mention of vagrancy in the 

Bedminster minutes after that date but, given the record of the Guardians, it is 

probable that these inadequate wards remained in use to the end of the 

period. 

 The five Unions described above shared the features of larger, urbanizing 

centres and similar trends in vagrancy.93  With the exception of Bedminster, 

these Unions responded to LGB directives to provide improved casual relief 

facilities.  Of the five remaining Unions in the south-west, selected for case 

material - Camelford and Truro in Cornwall; St. Thomas and Torrington in 

Devon; and Dulverton in Somerset - none appeared to have installed cells or 

developed improved association wards.  

 In sharp contrast to ‘Greater Bristol’, Camelford was a small, remote 

settlement on the edge of Bodmin Moor and, until 1858, lacked a 

workhouse.94  Demand for casual relief was low and, in 1869, a single ward 

90 The boundary changes in Bristol are summarized in Appendix A iii), below. 
91 Correspondence LGB- Long Ashton 1899-1900, TNA/MH12/10238.  The need for a new 
vagrant ward at Bedminster has been raised originally in April 1868, by Inspector Gulson: 
Bedminster Guardians Minutes 1867-1869, SRO/D/G/bd/8a/17. 
92 Long Ashton Guardians Minutes 1900-1902, 14 January 1902, SRO/D/G/bd/8a/41. 
93 Table B.11, Appendix B, below, illustrates the rapid growth in casual relief in the major 
centres of the south-west between 1871 and 1881. See also Table B.12. 
94 Williams, From Pauperism, Table 4.33(b), p.220: Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk 
(consulted 16 June 2009). Living conditions of labourers in rural Cornwall and parts of Devon 
were as bad as anything experienced in the slums: See F.G. Heath, Peasant Life in the West 
of England (1880) pp.276-277, quoted in: P. Brendon, Hawker of Morwenstow; Portrait of a 
Victorian Eccentric (London; Pimlico, 2002) p.72 (first published 1975). 
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was used for both receiving [new pauper inmates] and vagrants, with one 

male and one female bed allocated for the latter.95  Inspections revealed that 

the workhouse was ‘a miserable place’ and the Guardians had ‘quite set their 

faces against any improvements’.96  Despite frequent admonitions from 

Inspectors over the next quarter of a century, the Camelford Guardians did 

little to improve the ‘primitive’ workhouse.97  By the 1890s, accommodation for 

vagrants had been increased to three male and two female beds, the latter in 

the same ward that was still used for reception.98  In 1901, ‘the tramps ward 

was in a very dirty state’.99  Occasionally applications for casual relief were 

overwhelming for this small Union in the 1900s, but provision was not 

increased nor cells introduced.100 

 Truro had become the administrative and commercial centre of Cornwall, 

acquiring city status in 1877, yet its Poor Law facilities had more in common 

with the smaller, rural Unions of the West Country than with the other county 

centres of Bath, Bristol, or Exeter.  Details of Truro’s casual wards are lacking; 

Inspectors merely described the accommodation as ‘sufficient’.  It is likely that 

association wards were used; no bath was provided, and there were no bells 

for communication with night staff.101  By the 1890s, provision had increased 

to four male and three female beds, although admissions remained at a low 

95 Correspondence LGB-Camelford PLU 1867-1871, TNA/MH12/1305. 
96 ibid.  There were no baths or hot water in this workhouse; only three staff; drainage was 
defective; and the receiving/vagrant ward was also used for infectious cases. 
97 Correspondence LGB-Camelford PLU 1897-1900,  TNA/MH12/1312; Correspondence 
LGB-Camelford PLU 1883-1888, TNA/MH12/1309.  In 1895 the workhouse was viewed as 
still ‘unfit for purpose’: Correspondence LGB-Camelford PLU 1893-1896, TNA/MH12/1311. 
98 Correspondence LGB-Camelford PLU 1893-1896, TNA/MH12/1311. 
99 H. Preston-Thomas, Inspector, Camelford PLU Guardians Minutes 1899-1904, 
CRO/PUCAMF/4, 7 July 1901. ‘Mattresses or hammocks should be provided and the ward 
thoroughly cleansed and disinfected.’: ibid. Orwell described sleeping on a cell floor, c. 1930: 
Down and Out, p.130. 
100 Fifty-four vagrants applied in two weeks in late 1905; 111 in two weeks in December 1910, 
including twenty-two in one night: Camelford PLU Guardians Minutes 1904-1907; 1910-1914, 
CRO/PUCAMF/5, 7. See below, p.446, on an influx of vagrants in Cornwall c.1909-1910. 
101 Correspondence LGB-Truro PLU 1867-1871, TNA/MH12/1537. 
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ebb.102  As at Camelford, the workhouse was in poor condition.103  Casual 

ward facilities do not appear to have been increased or improved in the 

1900s.104 

 Vagrant numbers, measured by casual ward admissions, were lower in 

Cornwall than elsewhere in the south-west, which may account for the 

seeming indifference of its PLUs to LGB demands for improvement.105  By 

1904, only two of the thirteen casual wards in Cornwall had been equipped 

with cells.106  There may be several explanations for the low level of vagrancy.  

The county, remote and poor, lacked large industrial or urban centres; with 

the closing of mines and quarries and a decline in fishing, Cornish people left 

in numbers to seek work elsewhere in these decades.107  The deterioration in 

the Cornish economy masked some specialist areas of growth, in farming, 

clay production, and incipient tourism, but these were unlikely to have offered 

destitute, itinerant persons with many opportunities for makeshift.108  The 

nature of the Cornish landscape, ‘with its lonely and scattered workhouses’

has also been described as a deterrent.109  There is, though, evidence of 

102 Correspondence volumes LGB-Truro PLU, 1867-1871 to 1897-1899, TNA/MH12/1537 to 
1552.  
103 ‘Reports on the Nursing and Administration of Provincial Workhouses’, BMJ, 1894 in: 
Correspondence LGB-Truro PLU 1894-1896, TNA/MH12/1551.  
104 Truro PLU Guardians Minutes 1900-1902/1902-1904/1911-1913, CRO/PUTRU/12/13/17.  
At times, vagrants at Truro were issued with tickets for lodging houses: Truro PLU Guardians 
Minutes 1916-1920,  12 April 1916, CRO/PUTRU/19. 
105 Table B.12, Appendix B, below, compares casual relief in Cornwall with other south-west 
counties during selected years 1871-1901.  A similar picture emerges when comparison is 
made with other counties: Table B.13, Appendix B. 
106 ‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, p. 81.  The 
two Unions were not identified. 
107 Cornwall experienced heavy rural depopulation (27% between 1861-1911) and an 
absolute loss at a time of increasing population elsewhere: J. Saville, Rural Depopulation in 
England and Wales, 1851-1951 (London; Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1957). 
108 Perhaps an exception should be made for tourism. There is evidence from localities such 
as Bath, and Brighton, of destitute persons being attracted to resorts by the opportunity to beg 
from wealthier persons at leisure. E.g. D. King, Brighton Provident and District Society, 23 
November 1833, Appendix E 1834, p.82. 
109 Report of DC, III, pp.25, 203: originally quoted in Crowther, The Workhouse System, p. 
248. 
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sporadic ‘tours’ of Cornwall by vagrants.  As early as 1833, before the advent 

of casual wards, Plymouth magistrates complained that they 

have been long aware of the existence of whole classes of 
vagrants, having for the most part no sort of occupation but 
mendicancy, who journey periodically down one line of the coast to 
the extremity of Cornwall, returning by the other...110 

A similar pattern was detected in 1909, when an ‘influx of tramps’ was said to 

be ‘largely making their way down to the Land’s End, with a view to turning 

northwards with the new year [sic] for a stroll towards John O’ Groats’.111 

Cornish policing appears to have been a significant deterrent in the 1870s 

and 1880s.  Cornwall’s submission to the 1879 Exeter enquiry revealed that 

the Guardians of all its Unions had been persuaded ‘to place the relief of 

vagrants in the hands of the County Police’.112  The Chief Constable, himself 

a chairman of a Board of Guardians, took ‘a very great interest in this 

question’ and was credited with being the main cause of low levels of 

vagrancy in Cornwall.113 

Devon, more prosperous than Cornwall, and less remote, experienced 

higher levels of vagrancy and a greater proportion of the casual wards were 

equipped with cells by 1904 - eleven out of twenty Unions compared to 

110 Charles C. Whitford, Deputy Town Clerk, Plymouth, 7 November 1833,  Appendix E 1834, 
p.52. 
111 ‘Report of Mr. E.D. Court, Inspector’, Thirty-ninth Annual Report of LGB 1909-1910 (Cd. 
5260) Appendix, pp.53-54.  He estimated that at least 200 individuals were moving through 
Cornish casual wards in late 1909, and thought that the wards were inadequate for such 
numbers. (See Table 8.3 below; there were only 103 beds in the county in 1904). An increase 
in casual ward use in Cornwall is apparent from 1904 onwards, which coincides with a 
general increase in admissions across the country. 
112 ‘Relief of Casuals: Report of Committee appointed 3 December 1878’, 27 October 1879, 
Exeter PLU Guardians Minute Book 1879, DRO/Minute Book 9.  Police officers searched and 
questioned applicants, recorded personal details and a description, and exercised discretion 
in relief decisions - ‘they seldom or ever relieve professional tramps’.  Vagrants sleeping out 
were taken before magistrates and ‘...(almost universally) sent to hard labour’: ibid. 
113 ‘The Vagrancy Question in Somerset’, Conference of Poor Law Guardians, 17 February 
1883, Mercury, 19 February 1883.  The Chief Constable ‘harried’ vagrants out of Cornwall: H. 
Preston-Thomas: The Work and Play of a Government Inspector (Edinburgh & London; 
Blackwood & Sons, 1909) p.321. 
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Cornwall’s two out of thirteen.114  St. Thomas and Torrington Unions, though, 

declined to install them, and the LGB Circular of 1896 may have simply 

confirmed a fait accompli.115  St. Thomas Union comprised an unusually large 

group of parishes, which contained almost the entire rural hinterland of 

Exeter, with only a gap to the north of the city.  The busy ports for Exeter, 

Topsham and Exmouth, fell within its boundaries and the Union population 

was considerably higher than that of Exeter city.116  Casual relief admissions 

appear to have been relatively low in number, at 162 in the half year to June 

1865, and averaged between three and fourteen a week in 1871.117  Numbers 

rose threefold in the 1870s.118  Casual relief recipients were accommodated in 

association wards; police officers acted as AROs and also provided ‘bed and 

board’ for those relieved out of the casual wards.119  In the 1880s, nine places 

were allocated for male applicants, four for females.120  In 1891, the 

Guardians of Exeter and St. Thomas agreed that if a vagrant entered the 

‘higher part of the city’ and walked on to St. Thomas, he or she was required 

to return to the city for relief.121 

 By the end of the century, the St. Thomas casual wards were criticized as 

‘scarcely sufficient’ by the LGB, and provision for males was increased to 

114 ‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, p. 81.  For 
comparative examples of casual ward admissions in selected years between 1871 and 1901 
see Tables B.12 and B.13, Appendix B, below. 
115 See above, p.438. 
116 The Poor Law Commission had singled out St. Thomas PLU as a major influence upon 
others in the south-west because of its wealth, population, location, and the calibre of its 
Guardians: Correspondence PLC-St. Thomas 1839-1840, 14 July 1840, TNA/MH12/2569. 
117 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, pp.4-5; Flying Post, 1871: 8th March; 26th April; 8th  & 28th 
June; 13th September; 4th October.  There is insufficient information about casual admissions 
at St. Thomas to construct a series of data. 
118 ‘Relief of Casuals’, Exeter Guardians Minutes 1879, DRO/Minute Book 9. 
119 ibid. 
120 St. Thomas Guardians Minute Book 1881-1883, DRO/Minute Book 13. 
121 Flying Post, 13 December 1891. Exeter Guardians complained that the city received more 
than its fair share of vagrants and had had to erect hammocks to accommodate them, 
whereas St. Thomas received low numbers: ibid. 
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twelve beds.122  An Inspector commented that ‘if anyone kept pigs in a worse 

place than the St. Thomas’s tramps’ ward it would be a disgrace’.123  No 

action was taken to improve matters until 1913, when the Guardians 

considered building new casual wards; instead, an agreement was reached 

with Exeter PLU that there should be one centre for relief of vagrants passing 

through the city.  As Exeter was deemed to have sufficient accommodation, 

the city would receive all casual applicants and, if necessary, provide medical 

treatment.124  All applicants had to apply to Exeter Police station for a ticket, 

confirming the continuing involvement of police in discriminatory casual relief 

assessments.125   

 The Union of Torrington was centred on a small Devon market town, in a 

rural area and, although bigger than either Camelford or Dulverton, equally 

unlikely to offer many opportunities for begging or casual work.  Numbers 

receiving casual relief in the 1860s and early 1870s were low and facilities, 

while described as ‘sufficient’, were basic, with a shared ward for male and 

female applicants.  The workhouse was much criticized and described as ‘an 

ill-arranged house’ by Inspectors.126  Association wards were used, 

accommodating six males and two females in 1880.127  Annual casual 

admissions had risen from under fifty to just over 200 by 1878, but may have 

122 Correspondence LGB-St. Thomas PLU 1897-1899, TNA/MH12/2597; 1900, 
TNA/MH/12/2598.  When ‘too numerous’, vagrants were neither bathed nor detained for the 
statutory periods:  ibid. 
123 Flying Post, 22 December 1900. 
124 ‘Memorandum of Agreement between Guardians of the Poor of the Parish of Exeter in the 
County of Exeter of the one part and the Guardians of the Poor of the St. Thomas Union in 
the County of Devon of the other part’, 4 November 1913, DRO/St. Thomas PLU/89 (1913). 
125 The author was informed by members of the Devon Society that the parish of St. Thomas  
was incorporated within Exeter city c.1900.  The above Agreement suggests that the St. 
Thomas workhouse continued under separate Guardianship: pers. observation, 8 July 2013.    
126 Correspondence LGB-Torrington PLU 1867-1871,  TNA/MH12/2645; 1871-1873,  
TNA/MH12/2646; 1874-1876,  TNA/MH12/2647; Torrington Guardians Minute Book 1867-
1872,  NDRO/PLU 9.  
127 Correspondence LGB-Torrington PLU1880-1882, TNA/MH12/2649.  Male bed numbers 
increased to seven in the late 1890s: 1897-1899, TNA/MH12/2654. 
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declined thereafter.128  The Inspectors’ criticism of the workhouse continued 

into the 1890s - ‘badly arranged and one of the most dismal in my district’ - 

but the Guardians rejected such views as ‘not an adequate reason for the 

building of a new workhouse’.129   

 Dulverton had the smallest population of any of the Unions examined 

here.130  The workhouse was not opened until 1856.131  Initially, a casual ward 

was not provided and applications for casual relief were very low, with only 

eleven recorded in the half-year to June 1865.132  At an unspecified date 

between 1865 and 1870, a single association ward was allocated for male 

and female applicants.133  In 1877, Guardians considered a proposal to erect 

cells for five men and two women, but concluded that as the number of 

vagrants averaged ‘about one per fortnight […] great expense should be 

avoided’.134  The association ward, with four male places, remained in use for 

the rest of the period; from 1885, two female beds were reserved in the 

receiving ward.  Inspectors decided that because the Union was ‘thinly 

populated there was no sense in disturbing the existing arrangements’.135  

Capacity was rarely exceeded.136  Enlargement of the ‘tramp ward’ was 

discussed in 1905 but the Guardians Visiting Committee recommended that 

128 ‘Relief of Casuals’, Exeter Guardians Minutes 1879, DRO/Minute Book 9.  As with St. 
Thomas it was not possible to construct a data series.  Inspectors usually found ‘scarcely any 
tramps here’: Correspondence 1897-1899. 
129 Correspondence LGB-Torrington PLU 1893-1896, TNA/MH12/2653. 
130 Above, Ch.5. 
131 E. Gulson, Inspector, 26 January 1856, Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, 
TNA/MH32/30. 
132 Reports on Vagrancy 1866,  pp.4-5. 
133 Correspondence LGB-Dulverton PLU 1867-1871, TNA/MH12/10352. When male and 
female applicants arrived on the same day, the latter were accommodated in the workhouse 
receiving ward: Correspondence LGB-Dulverton PLU 1871-1876, TNA/MH12/10353. 
134 Correspondence LGB-Dulverton PLU 1877-1882, TNA/MH12/10354. 
135 Correspondence LGB-Dulverton PLU 1889-1892, TNA/MH12/10356. 
136 Correspondence volumes, LGB-Dulverton PLU 1877-1896, TNA/MH12/10354-10357.  Six 
males were accommodated on one occasion in 1877; otherwise numbers do not appear to 
have exceeded the allocated places.  Female applications were rare. 
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no action be taken.137  Following complaints about the discharge of vagrants 

on Sundays, the Dulverton Guardians finally responded in 1914, by building a 

small day room to hold them.138  As in other small, remote, and rural Unions, 

Dulverton did not experience the levels of casual relief applications 

encountered in the larger, urban settlements of the south-west.  

 These examples from the region suggest that the casual relief cellular 

system was more likely to be installed in urban settings, a trend implicitly 

acknowledged by the LGB in its 1896 Circular.139  Even though the Board had 

‘a strong opinion as to the advantages of this [cellular] system’, the LGB 

Inspectorate seems to have recognized the futility of exerting pressure on 

smaller Unions to build such facilities.140  Besides the problem of cost, some 

Guardians expressed reluctance to develop cells (or ‘proper’ association 

wards) because of uncertainty as to whether increases in casual relief 

applicants were permanent.141  In at least one Union (Keynsham, Somerset) 

the Guardians surmised that the introduction of cells would deter vagrants, 

and (thus) become redundant.142  The installation of cellular systems in the 

137 Dulverton Guardians Minutes 1903-1907, SRO/D/G/d/8a/13.  The minutes do not reveal 
whether an increase in applications triggered this discussion. 
138 Dulverton Correspondence: The way-ticket and mid-day meal system for vagrants, 1913, 
SRO/D/G/d/57/11/1; Dulverton Guardians Minutes 1913-1916, 16 January 1914, 
SRO/D/G/d/8a/16.  Dulverton still detained for only one night as late as 1915, ibid.  Day rooms 
had been required since 1882 -see below. 
139 A notable example was the combination of Manchester and Chorlton Boards of Guardians 
to open ‘a gigantic Casual Ward’ in 1897, using ‘the newest deterrent model’, at a cost of 
£41,000 (TP= £4,512,827). This ‘remarkable prison-like structure’ could hold up to a thousand 
inmates: Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress  (Cd.4499) 
1909, p.1083.  The harsh regime deterred applicants, and hundreds slept rough in local 
brickfields and other sheltered places.  Eventually, after a relaxation in deterrence, nearly 200 
persons per night were being admitted c. 1907: ibid, pp.1083-1084.  See also Chief Constable 
of Manchester: Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXII, p.159. 
140 ‘No. 1 Vagrancy’, Circular Letter to Boards of Guardians, LGB, 25 February 1896, Twenty-
sixth Annual Report of LGB 1896-1897 (C. 8583) Appendix A, p.3. 
141 Baldwyn Fleming, Inspector, 28 February 1894, Inspectors Correspondence 1882-1898, 
TNA/MH32/100. 
142 Mercury, 24 December 1895. 
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south-west was lower than the national average - considerably so in Cornwall 

- as the following table reveals: 

Table 8.2 Casual Wards with cells 
in the south-west region of England, 
and national totals for England and Wales 
to October 1904 

County Number of 
Casual Wards 

Number of 
Casual Wards 

with cells 

Percentage of 
Casual Wards 

with cells 

Cornwall 13 2 15% 

Devon 20 11 55% 

Somerset 17 7 41% 

National Totals 
England and 
Wales 

638 434 68% 

Sources  
Calculated from: ‘Particulars as to Casual Wards in England and Wales: Summary of Returns 
from Boards of Guardians in October 1904’; ‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, 
Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, pp. 80- 81.  

In some predominantly rural counties, like Cumberland and Norfolk, the 

percentage of casual wards with cells, at thirty-three and forty-three per cent 

respectively, suggests a pattern similar to the south-west, that is, of cells 

installed in the PLUs of the main towns and cities but not in rural Unions.  

However, some other predominantly rural counties, such as Herefordshire 

(eighty-seven per cent of wards with cells) Suffolk (eighty-five per cent) and 

Gloucestershire (seventy-six per cent) belie the proposition that cellular 

systems were a mainly urban phenomenon.143  In predominantly industrial, 

143 Figures calculated from: ‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, 
Appendix XIII, p.81, October 1904. The Gloucestershire return included Bristol, which may 
explain its relatively higher proportion of cells. 
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urbanizing areas, it is clear, though, that the cellular system was employed at 

a consistently high rate, for example in Durham (eighty per cent) Lancashire 

(seventy-nine percent) Nottinghamshire (eighty-two per cent) and 

Staffordshire (eighty-eight percent).  Almost all of London’s casual wards 

included cells by 1904 (ninety-three per cent); and there were similarly high 

percentages in the counties adjacent to the metropolis. 

 Notwithstanding the widespread introduction of cellular systems, the 

majority of Unions in England and Wales retained association wards (559 in 

1904).144  Over half jointly operated cells and association wards, suggesting 

that many Unions had adopted the strategy of providing deterrent cells for 

ordinary periods of admission, with a larger overspill capacity in (cheaper) 

association wards for temporary surges in demand.145  The position in the 

south-west, and the national picture, are shown in the following table: 

144 ibid. 
145 Barton Regis adopted this strategy in the late 1890s - p.436 above. As noted, fluctuations 
in casual relief admissions were often considerable. 
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Table 8.3 Unions operating separate cells 
jointly with association casual wards, 
south-west region of England, 
and nationally in England and Wales  
to October 1904  

County No. of
 Casual 
Wards

No. of 
beds in 

cells 

No. of 
beds in 

assoc. 
wards

No. of 
Casual 
Wards
with
cells 
and 
assoc.

wards 

Percent
of 
Casual 
Wards with 

dual 
facilities 

Cornwall 13 11 92 1 8% 

Devon 20 98 250 8 40% 

Somerset 17 112 281 10 59% 

National 
Totals 
England 
and Wales 

638 8013 12469 355 56% 

Source:  
Calculated from: ’Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix 
XIII, p. 81.   

While it may seem significant that almost sixty-one per cent (12,469) of 

available casual relief beds (20,482) were still located in association wards in 

1904, occupancy levels rarely rose above 10,000 in this period.146  If, as 

seems likely, the demand for casual relief was normally higher in industrial 

and urban centres for much of the year, it is probable that - by the early 1900s 

- most applicants were accommodated in cells on most occasions because of 

the higher level of cellular systems in those areas.147  The larger number of 

146 See Table B.1, Appendix B, below. 
147 See below, Chart 8.5. 
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beds in association wards represented a reserve, used at times of higher local 

demand for casual relief, for example, when public works attracted a casual 

labour force from outside the area.148   

 National data on the number of places in cells and association wards are 

available only for 1904.  In order to compare admissions with the availability of 

places, in Chart 8.3 (below) an assumption is made, based on the 1904 

returns, that bed numbers remained fairly constant between 1897 and 

1914.149  It seems a reasonable assumption that, following the surge of 

investment c.1866 - c.1900, the overall number of cells and association wards 

increased to a level that did not change radically until closures in 1917.150   

The Chart does not reflect that, on any particular date, there were greater 

numbers of itinerant, destitute persons choosing not to seek admission to the 

casual wards, as well as others who had been turned away, or arrested and 

charged with Vagrancy Act offences.    

148 In modern economic terms, surplus capacity was a function of elasticity of demand. 
149 Provision did not remain completely static - e.g. in the south-west, there were changes at 
Barton Regis c.1900 (above, pp.437-438) and Barnstaple did not install cells until 1901; 
Barnstaple Guardians Minutes 1900-1901, NDRO/Barnstaple PLU/22.  
150 The closures are discussed below. 
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Chart 8.3 Casual relief admissions 
on night of 1 January, 1897-1914, 
and availability of places in 
England and Wales (as at October 1904) 

Sources 
‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, p. 81; 
First Annual Report of the Ministry of Health 1919-1920 (Cmd. 923) Appendix III, Table 1, pp. 
132-133 

Allowing for the assumptions mentioned above, Chart 8.3 shows that, until 

1904, admissions were equivalent to, or lower than, the available number of 

cells; thereafter, until a decline in applications after 1911, demand exceeded 

the number of cells, but there was more than sufficient overspill capacity in 

the association beds.  It does not follow that all applications were made to 

Unions with cellular systems but, to reiterate, the demand for casual relief was 

generally higher in industrial and urban settings, where, overall, there had 

been a greater development of cells.  Data collected for 1904 reveals that the 

0!

2000!

4000!

6000!

8000!

10000!

12000!

14000!

16000!

18000!

20000!

22000!

1897! 1899! 1901! 1903! 1905! 1907! 1909! 1911! 1913!

Available cells!
Available cells plus association beds!
Casual Ward admissions!



 457 

most significant concentrations of casual ward admissions occurred in 

counties that were predominantly urban and industrial in nature, almost all of 

which had notably high proportions of cells (Chart 8.4).  There were isolated 

examples of similar levels of admission in places such as Portsmouth, parts of 

Wales (Cardiff and Wrexham) and the fringes of London, but no such 

concentrations in the eastern counties or the south-west.   However, given 

that the findings are based upon evidence from one year only, these 

observations about the nature of casual ward use are tentative. 

Chart 8.4 Counties of England admitting 35 or more  
applicants to casual wards on most Friday  
nights during 1904, showing percentage of 
wards containing cells. (a) 

Notes: 
a) Excludes Wales as no data for individual counties
b) Westmoreland had only three casual wards, none with cells.
Sources 
extracts from:‘Poor Law Unions in which on a majority of the Friday nights during the Year 
1904 there were 15 or more Casual Paupers relieved’: Report of DC, III, between pp.28-29; 
‘Casual Paupers in Groups of Unions in 1904’, ibid. pp. 29-31 ‘Accommodation Provided in 
Casual Wards’, ibid. Appendix XIII, p.81, dating to October 1904. 
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Chart 8.5 shows, in a snapshot of the night of 1 January 1904, that in a 

sample of the predominantly industrial/urban counties, all had more than 

sufficient casual ward beds to accommodate demand; in only two were 

admissions higher than available spaces in cells. 

Chart 8.5 Casual relief admissions and availability of places  
in selected industrial/urban counties of England 
on night of 1 January 1904 

Sources 
Extracts from: ‘Numbers of Vagrants Relieved on the Nights of 1st January and 1st July from 
1897 to 1904, in each Union County’; ‘Accommodation Provided in Casual Wards’, Report of 
DC, III, Appendix VI, pp.34-37; Appendix XIII, p.81. 

 We may draw the tentative conclusion that those seeking casual relief 

outside industrial and urban centres, for example in the smaller, rural Unions 

of the south-west, and in other analogous parts of England and Wales, stood 

less chance of being subjected to disciplinary partitioning as Guardians had 
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resisted installing cellular systems.151  The reluctance of almost a third of 

Unions to bear the cost of building cells for casual relief was similar to the 

refusal of ratepayers to pay for ‘the institutional complexes required to detain 

and punish the itinerant poor’ in the eighteenth century, when carceral 

systems were being proposed as a solution to the social problem of 

begging.152   

8.3 The drive towards uniformity 

Among the criticisms of both the Poor Law Commission (PLC) and the PLB 

was the claim that there were ‘no regulations for the treatment of Vagrants 

when admitted to Vagrant wards’.153  The claim was repeated in the House of 

Commons, in 1870; that because ‘this question of vagrancy was never 

thoroughly contemplated in the Act of 1834 but was introduced only 

collaterally, as forming a subordinate part of the measure’, no regulations for 

treatment were issued.154  The claim was misleading inasmuch as some 

Unions had published regulations in the opening years of casual relief, c. 

1837-1839, and these had been approved by the PLC and circulated to all 

Unions as models.155  In 1842, the PLC instructed that ‘casual poor wayfarers 

and vagrants’ receiving relief were to be accommodated, dieted and set to 

work ‘under such regulations as the Guardians shall […] direct […] subject to 

151 There were exceptions - above, pp.452-453 
152 Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’, pp.140-142.  A national network of carceral casual wards was 
the nineteenth-century equivalent to the chain of houses of correction that had been proposed 
in the eighteenth century. 
153 Inspector R. B. Cane, 27 November 1865, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.101. 
154 Frederick Corrance, MP, JP, ‘Police Regulation of Vagrancy’, House of Commons, 13 May 
1870, Hansard,  201, cc 632-670; Debrett’s Illustrated House of Commons and the Judicial 
Bench 1870 (London; Dean & Son, 1870) - on http://openlibrary.org: 
www.archive.org.stream/debrettshouseo1870  (consulted 3 April 2013). 
155 e.g. Hatfield and Hertford - see above, Ch. 6. 
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the approval of the Poor Law Commissioners’.156  Some confusion may have 

arisen in 1842.  The PLC had advised that a vagrant could not be detained 

against his will whereas, almost coterminously, the Poor Law Amendment Act 

ruled that it was lawful for Guardians to detain for four hours and enforce a 

work task.157  Nevertheless, Guardians had no real excuse for failing to devise 

regulations based upon PLC guidance.   

 In 1848 the incoming PLB reminded Guardians of their responsibility to 

regulate casual relief.158  However, the guidance lacked the authority of a 

General Order, and the Workhouse Rules and Poor Law Amendment Act of 

1842 continued to provide the regulatory framework.159  Later comments 

indicate that central misunderstanding of Poor Law principles, and poor 

clerical administration in Unions led to a loss of continuity; by the 1860s, many 

Union officials may have been unaware of the Rules of 1842 pertaining to 

vagrants.160 

 Uncertainty about casual relief regulation was ended in 1871, with the 

publication of a General Order and Circular by the LGB, consequent upon that 

156 ‘No. 3. General Order- Workhouse Rules’, Eighth Annual Report of PLC 1842 (389) 
Appendix A, pp.47-58 (p. 49); ‘No. 4. Letter Accompanying General Workhouse Rules’, 5 
February 1842, Eighth Annual, Appendix A, pp.62-75 (p. 65). See above, Ch. 6, pp.355-357 
for a summary. Breaches of discipline were dealt with under the Poor Relief Act 1815 (55 Geo 
3 c. 137). 
157 Poor Law Amendment Act 1842, V.  From 1842, disciplinary breaches were to be 
prosecuted under the 1824 Vagrancy Act.  Although the new powers of the Guardian were 
described in the subsequent Report of the PLC, the Workhouse Rules were not amended: 
Ninth Annual Report of PLC 1843 (468) p.4. 
158 Buller Minute 1848. 
159 The Buller MInute ‘...was intended only to convey advice and general recommendations’: 
Report of the Commissioners for Administering the Laws for Relief of the Poor in England 
1848 (1024) 1849, p.6.  
160 Circulars were rendered useless by ‘fluctuating’ interpretation of policy and administration 
by the PLB: Inspector Austin, 12 January 1855, Inspectors Correspondence 1843-1855, 
TNA/MH32/7.  Unions had not kept Orders and Circulars methodically; clerks had changed; 
and administrative records had not been maintained; Unions needed instructions to preserve 
records: Inspector Gulson, 16 May 1868, Inspectors Correspondence 1856-1871, 
TNA/MH32/30. 
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year’s legislation.161  Earlier Orders were rescinded and new regulations 

introduced.162  The new Order prescribed admission procedure, searching on 

arrival, disinfection of clothing, bathing, registration, length of detention, diet, 

work task, medical treatment and styles of accommodation.  The 

accompanying Circular clarified the disciplinary authority of Unions, which 

now empowered a Master, Porter, or Officer, to immediately take casual relief 

recipients before Justices for disorderly conduct, offence, or misbehaviour, 

dispensing with the need for a summons or warrant.163  While the provision of 

cells was officially encouraged, Guardians were permitted to choose the type 

of accommodation to be used for casual relief, subject to central approval.164  

The other regulations were less flexible in scope as the LGB sought ‘a greater 

uniformity in the treatment of Casual Paupers’, especially in regard to diet and 

work task.165 

 With the passing of further legislation in 1882, the LGB reiterated ‘the 

great importance’ of uniformity of practice in the casual wards.166  The Act 

introduced ‘more stringent’ regulations, extending periods of detention; 

discharge on the morning of the second day following admission, and not until 

the morning of the fourth day if an application was made to the same casual 

ward within one month; Sundays were excluded when computing the number 

161 Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act 1871 (34 & 35 Vict. c.108). 
162 ‘No. 19. Vagrancy’. -General Order, First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C.516) 
Appendix A, pp.57-63. 
163 ‘No 18. Vagrancy.’ Circular Letter, 18 November 1871, First Annual, Appendix A. p.56. 
Workhouse officials were invested ‘with all the powers and authorities of a Constable’, 
applicable to any inmate and not just those using the casual ward. 
164 ‘No. 19. Vagrancy.’ General Order, Article 12, p.60.   See above, pp.428-429, on the 
pragmatic nature of this ruling. 
165 ‘No 18. Vagrancy’. Circular Letter, 18 November 1871, Appendix A, p.56. See below, 
Appendices H & I, concerning diet and work task. 
166 Casual Poor Act 1882 (45 & 46 Vict. c.36); Twelfth Annual Report of LGB 1882-1883 
(C.3778) p.xxxiv. 



 462 

of days.167  Apart from the increase in detention, the 1882 regulations were 

very similar to those of 1871.168  One new requirement obliged Unions to 

provide ‘accommodation by day’ for those detained in the casual wards.169  A 

subsequent Circular included architect’s specifications (size, ventilation, 

heating etc) stating that it was undesirable to detain casual paupers 

continuously in cells day and night beyond the second day following 

admission.170 

 Most components of casual relief had been anticipated in the decades 

preceding the New Poor Law reforms; were adopted by the new Unions that 

pioneered the casual wards; incorporated in the Workhouse Rules of 1842; 

further developed at Oswestry in 1867; and reached their final formulation in 

the LGB regulations of 1871 and 1882.  Ostensibly, a remarkable consistency 

was achieved in the treatment of casual relief recipients across the decades, 

as depicted in Chart 8.6.171 

167 ‘No. 30. Casual Poor Act 1882’, LGB Circular to Boards of Guardians; ‘No. 31. General 
Order.- Regulations with Respect to Casual Paupers’, 18 December 1882, Twelfth Annual, 
Appendix A, pp.62-64, 64-71. 
168 Legally, the Act of 1882 was an amendment of the 1871 Act. 
169 ‘No. 30. Casual Poor Act 1882’, p.64. 
170 ‘Casual Poor Act 1882’, LGB Circular, and Memorandum ‘Casual Wards - Day 
Accommodation’, 16 January 1883, Circular Letters 1834-1962, TNA/MH10/47. Associated 
wards could be used day and night providing that a shed was available for labour.  Day rooms 
could also be used as an overflow facility, with hammocks recommended, as installed at 
Exeter. 
171 A twentieth-century example is included.  The extent of factual content in Orwell’s account 
of vagrant life in Down and Out is debatable, but it seems that he stayed in several casual 
wards at unspecified times in the period c.1929-1931. 
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CHART 8.6  CASUAL RELIEF REGIMES 1819-1932 

Notes/Sources: See following page

Casual Ward Regulations Manchester 
Vagrant Office
(Casual Ward 
Prototype)
1819 

Windsor PLU 
Regulations for 
Suppression of 
Mendicancy 
1838 (a)

PLC
Workhouse Rules 
General Order

1842 (b) 

Oswestry PLU
Casual Ward
Cellular System

1867-1868 

LGB
Casual Ward
Regulations

1871 + 1882 (b) 

Orwell’s  
‘Romton’ Union 

c.1929-1931 (c)

admission ticket or order required √ √ not specified (d) √ √ X 

registration on arrival √ √ not specified √ √ √ 

search conducted √ √ not specified  (e) √ √ √ 

washed or bathed √ not specified √ √ √ √ 

clothes removed for disinfection √ not specified √ √ √ √ 

night clothes issued √ not specified √ √ √ √ 

accommodation shared room (f) shared room (f) association ward cell assoc. ward or cell cell (two persons) 

period of detention √ not specified √ √ √ √ 

task (suited to physical ability) (g) √ √ √ √ √ 

diet specified √ √ √ √ √ √ 

no smoking rule ? ? √ √ √ √ 

medical treatment available ? √ √ √ √ √ 
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Chart 8. 6     

Notes 
a) Windsor was one of the Unions pioneering casual wards 1837-1839.
(b) Guardians permitted to devise local regulations, subject to central approval.   
(c) Orwell’s publishers required a fictitious name for this Union - probably Romford in Essex.
(d) Tickets required at some Unions - e.g. Hatfield, Hertford, Windsor. 
(e) Paupers were searched (Workhouse Rules 1842). 
(f)  i.e. shared room separate from main workhouse  
(g) As far as is known, none of the Vagrant Offices set work tasks.  
Sources 
Appendix E 1834, pp. 74-75; Correspondence PLC-Windsor PLU 1837-1839,  6 March 1838, 
TNA/MH12/336; ‘No. 3. General Order- Workhouse Rules’, ‘No. 4. Letter Accompanying
General Workhouse Rules’, 5 February 1842, Eighth Annual Report of PLC (389) Appendix A,
pp. 47-58, 62-75; Reports of Inspectors of Constabulary for year ended 29 September 1868 
(22) PP 1868-1869, pp. 8-10; ‘No 18. Vagrancy. - Circular Letter’ 18 November 1871, ‘No. 19.
Vagrancy. -General Order’, First Annual Report of LGB 1871-1872 (C.516) Appendix A, pp.
56, 57-63; Orwell, Down and Out, p. 123  

That consistency was theoretical.  Generally, successive Poor Law 

administrators and their local counterparts were convinced that responsibility 

for the relief of vagrants should be undertaken by police forces.  

Consequently, although there was little disagreement among local Poor Law 

officials about the harshness of the regime to be employed in the casual 

wards, in practice there was a widespread reluctance to fully implement the 

regulations.  As late as 1871, eleven per cent of Unions had no casual wards 

and, in many others, provision was unsatisfactory.1  The rise in capital 

investment in casual wards, that occurred from the late 1860s onwards, 

produced an increase in infrastructure, but this was not accompanied by a 

universal application of the regulations.  A comparable problem existed at the 

Home Office between 1865 and 1877, as central administrators struggled to 

enforce a uniform local prison regime upon county justices and municipal 

corporations following the passing of a centralizing Prisons Act in 1865.2   The 

1 Above, p.429. 
2 Webbs, English local prisons, p.195. The Act ‘sought to make conditions and discipline as 
uniform as possible’: Wiener, Reconstructing the Criminal, p.122. 
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several local initiatives that introduced the cellular system and stricter 

discipline to the casual wards appear to have been modelled upon post-1865 

developments in penal practice. 

 The 1879 survey of Devon Unions established that outdoor relief of 

vagrants, usually in the form of a lodging house bed, was widely practised 

still.3  Compliance with the regulations remained a common problem among 

south-western Unions in the 1890s and, at a regional conference of 

representatives, resolutions were passed calling for uniformity of treatment 

and the adoption of the cellular system ‘wherever practicable’.4  In contrast, in 

a neighbouring region, encompassing Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and parts of 

adjacent counties (including Bath and Bristol) Guardians had already enforced 

the 1871/1882 regulations, achieving ‘a very satisfactory’ reduction in 

admissions.5  Yet in northern Unions, ‘a deficiency of accommodation’ had 

meant that the regulations could not be enforced.6 

 The LGB challenged the reluctance of Guardians to enforce the General 

Orders in a Circular of 1896, which noted that only 305 of 648 Unions 

detained applicants for more than one night, and highlighted the ‘divergence 

of practice throughout the country’.7  The Board rejected the excuse of a 

deficiency of accommodation, stressing that providing all Unions enforced 

detention there were sufficient beds.  Having again extolled the virtues of the 

cellular system, the LGB underlined the importance of ‘due compliance with 

3 In 1873, and 1876-1878, half of the sixteen Devon Unions responding still used both indoor 
and outdoor relief for vagrants: ’Relief of Casuals’, 27 October 1879, Exeter PLU Guardians 
Minute Book 1879, DRO/Minute Book 9. 
4 ‘Poor Law Conference at Exeter: The Vagrancy Question” Evening Post,  22 November 
1895; Flying Post,  23 November 1895; Report of Lord Courtenay, Inspector, Twenty-fifth 
Annual Report of LGB 1895-1896 (C.8212) Appendix B, pp.197-198. 
5 Report of F.D. Longe, Inspector, Twenty-fifth Annual, pp.198-199. 
6 Ibid. Report of C.A. Dawson, Inspector, pp.219-220. 
7 ‘No. 1 Vagrancy’, Circular Letter to Boards of Guardians, 25 February 1896, Twenty-sixth 
Annual Report of LGB 1896-1897 (C.8583) Appendix A, pp.1-3. 



 466 

the regulations’, urging Guardians to ‘exercise the powers already vested in 

them’.8  At best the LGB appeal for greater compliance was partly successful.  

By 1904, only 116 of 638 Union casual wards detained all vagrants for two 

nights; ninety either did not bathe applicants on admission or did so only 

occasionally; twenty-one either did not impose a task or did so intermittently; 

and thirteen did not search upon admission.9  The Departmental Committee 

was clear that enforcing compliance was impossible: 

To require absolute uniformity in a matter such as the 
administration of casual wards from so large a number of Poor Law 
authorities varying from each other in almost every possible detail, 
would involve so much interference by the Central Authority as to 
render the scheme impracticable. […]. After careful consideration 
of all the circumstances, we are convinced that the Local 
Government Board would have no means at its disposal of 
securing the desired results.10 

 During the deliberations of the Committee (1904-1906) and the Royal 

Commission on the Poor Laws (1906-1909) uncertainty about the future 

direction of vagrancy policy seems to have created a hiatus in which the 

central administration issued few instructions about casual relief.11   According 

to a later Report, Guardians responded to the Departmental Committee’s 

findings by initiating ‘forms of combination for the improvement of relief to the  

8 Ibid. p.3.  The Circular noted that ‘in a large proportion of the unions requirements of the
regulations had been more or less disregarded’: ibid.  p.1. 
9 ‘Particulars as to Casual Wards in England and Wales’, October 1904, Report of DC, III, 
Appendix XIII, p.80. 168 wards detained ‘occasionally’; 86 detained only men; 224 did not 
detain women with children. Data on the requirement of ‘day accommodation’, imposed in 
1882, were not published. 
10 Report of DC, I, p.33. 
11 Humphreys asserts that the LGB ‘...pushed on by implementing less contentious 
[Departmental] Committee recommendations not requiring new legislation’, such as increased 
regulation of shelters for the destitute, and the admission of women and children to main 
workhouses instead of casual wards: No Fixed Abode, p.115.  However, he cites no evidence 
and LGB documentation for 1906-1910 contains no such instructions. 
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casual poor’.12  In London, a committee was formed in 1910 to coordinate 

work with the ‘homeless poor of the metropolis’, which led to central control of 

all casual wards under the Metropolitan Asylums Board.13  Elsewhere, for 

example, in Devon, by the end of 1912, a way-ticket scheme had been 

organised, and the Devon Vagrancy Committee was urging all Unions in the 

County to enforce the detention regulations.14  At this time a scheme was also 

drafted for Somerset and Bristol.15  LGB Inspectors encouraged these 

developments, but the initiative, to introduce way-ticket schemes and 

establish uniform administration, had originated among individual Unions in 

various parts of the country, possibly as a response to rising casual ward 

admissions in the period c. 1904 -1911.  The LGB did not officially endorse 

the movement until 1913 when, as before, it urged Guardians to impose 

uniform treatment through improved compliance with central regulations.16  

 While there were local claims, as in Devon, that the introduction of county 

co-ordination and way-ticket schemes had led to a significant drop in casual 

ward admissions, the LGB advocated the introduction of uniformity, in 1913, 

because ‘at the moment [there is] a considerable diminution of vagrancy 

12 Forty-second Annual Report of LGB 1912-1913 (Cd.6980), p. lxx.  The LGB cited only five 
combinations in 1904-1906.  These were existing way-ticket schemes: Report of DC, I, pp.45.  
After 1906, the movement was said (by the LGB) to have spread ‘more rapidly’ but this may 
have been an exaggeration - see below. 
13 ibid. p. lxviii.  The ‘London experiment’ was upheld by the LGB as a model to be emulated 
in the provinces: ‘No. 2 Administration of Relief to Casual Paupers’, Circular Letter to Boards 
of Guardians, 4 February 1913; Forty-second Annual, pp.3-4. 
14 Barnstaple Guardians Minutes 1912-1913, NDRO/Barnstaple PLU/31, originally quoted in 
O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an intractable social problem’ p.76. 
15 Inspector Court’s Report, Forty-second Annual, p.lxxii. Similar schemes were under 
discussion in some other counties at this time: ibid. pp.lxxi-lxxiv. 
16 ‘No. 2 Administration of Relief to Casual Paupers’, Circular Letter to Boards of Guardians, 4 
February 1913; ‘No. 3 General Order. Regulations as to Casual Paupers’, Forty-second 
Annual Report of LGB 1912-1913 (Cd.6980) pp.3-5, 5-6. 
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throughout the country that […] offers a favourable opportunity for action’.17  

Demand for casual ward places had declined from its pre-First World War 

peak in 1911, a downward trend that preceded the implementation of 

schemes such as the Devon one.18  By early 1914, way-tickets had been 

approved in thirty-eight counties in England and Wales but, although 

recording a decrease in casual ward admissions, the LGB admitted that the 

drop was not confined to areas with vagrancy schemes ‘but was fairly 

general’.19  With the onset of war in 1914, changes in the labour market and 

recruitment for the armed forces distorted mobility patterns; casual ward use 

fell rapidly.  The renewed drive towards uniformity in casual relief was 

superseded by other concerns. 

 Overall, although a limited increase in conformity to casual relief 

regulations may be detected during the period of LGB administration, 

Guardians continued to lobby for release from their obligations towards 

vagrants and, especially in rural areas, minimized expenditure upon 

infrastructure.  The reluctance of Guardians and their officials to engage in 

casual relief may be partly attributed to local resistance to the centralizing 

powers of a state agency.  The notion of the development of a centrally-

administered ‘welfare state’ emerging in the years 1870-1914 has been 

challenged by historians, who have questioned the assumption of linear 

progression, emphasizing the ‘enduring power’ of the local, with practices 

17 ibid. p.4. The Devon Vagrancy Committee reported falls in casual ward use by early 1913: 
Barnstaple Guardians Minutes 1912-1913, NDRO/Barnstaple PLU/31, originally quoted in 
O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an intractable social problem’, p.78. 
18 The LGB reported that ‘more than twenty Counties in England’ had introduced or 
contemplated way-ticket schemes by early 1913 but provided no details: ‘No. 2 Administration 
of Relief’, Forty-second Annual, p.4.  Although it claimed that schemes spread ‘rapidly’ after 
1906, most schemes commenced c. 1912 or were still under discussion at that time: ibid. 
pp.lxxi-lxxiv. 
19 Forty-third Annual Report of LGB 1913-1914 (Cd.7444) pp.xvii-xxiii. 
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differing from the intentions of theorists and legislators.20  Liberal governance 

was ‘inherently fractious, shot through with tensions and antagonisms’.21  

Local interpretation, urban/rural dissimilarities, differing institutional strategies, 

and geographical variations in demand ensured ‘a many-stranded set of 

processes’ in casual relief.22  However, the long-standing conviction that 

vagrants were undeserving, irredeemable, and criminal, largely overrode any 

parochial concerns about the intrusive demands of the central authority, and 

the financial impact upon local ratepayers.  The correspondence of the 

principal agents of the central administration, the Inspectors, shows that, for 

the most part, they shared those convictions.  The Inspectors, ‘the eyes and 

ears of the Board’, had a duty to oversee regulatory compliance, and duly 

negotiated with Unions but, like the Guardians, were not convinced that Poor 

Law relief should encompass vagrants.23 

8.4 Contesting responsibility for casual relief 

There was a far-reaching belief among those involved in the provision of 

casual relief, shared at times within the successive central administrations, 

20 E.g. D. Fraser, ‘The English Poor Law and the Origins of the British Welfare State’ in: W.J. 
Mommsen (ed.) The Emergence of the Welfare State in Britain and Germany 1850-1950 
(London; Croom Helm, 1981) pp.9-31; Forsythe, The Reform of Prisoners; Harling, ‘The 
centrality of locality’; Luckin, B., ‘The shaping of a public environmental sphere in late 
nineteenth-century London’ in: S. Sturdy, (ed.) Medicine, Health and the Public Sphere in 
Britain, 1600-2000 (London; Routledge, 2002) pp.224-240; McCord, ‘Ratepayers and Social 
Policy’; R. N. Thompson, ‘The Working of the Poor Law Amendment Act in Cumbria, 1836-
1871’, Northern History, 15 (June 1979), 117-137. 
21 T. Crook, ‘Sanitary inspection and the public sphere in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain: 
a case study in liberal governance’, Social History, 32, 4 (November 2007), 369-393 (p. 371). 
22 Crook cites the ‘multiple moments and scenarios of force and power’ inherent in 
governance: ‘Accommodating the outcast’, pp.416, 436.  He draws upon the ‘new history’
discussed in G. Spiegel (ed.) Practising History; new directions in historical writing after the 
linguistic turn (London; Routledge, 2005). Williams drew attention to the myriad ambiguities 
and instabilities of relief practice, when arguing for a more complex interpretation: From 
pauperism, pp.4-5, 92. 
23 The role of Poor Law Inspectors is defended in their evidence to an 1864 Select Committee 
which, inter alia, considered a proposal to abolish the office: Report from the Select 
Committee on Poor Relief 1864 (369) Appendix 2, pp.106. For a detailed account of the 
Inspectorate in the LGB years, see Bellamy, Administering central-local, pp.142-155 
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that responsibility for all aspects of the treatment of vagrants should lie with 

police forces.  The belief varied in intensity at different times, and strategies to 

involve police in casual relief were wide-ranging, shifting from earlier 

emphasis upon the enforcement of criminal vagrancy legislation to actual 

provision of casual relief.24  The rising chorus of arguments for devolving 

casual relief to the police, which culminated in parliamentary debate at the 

end of the 1860s, queened during the 1870s, possibly because of the 

introduction of the new regulatory framework.  

 In early 1882, Guardians participated in a mass submission of Memorials 

to the LGB, seeking ‘more stringent and repressive measures against 

vagrants, who […] have enormously increased in number during the last few 

years’.25  Initiated by Atcham PLU, seventy-one Memorials ‘substantially 

followed’ its lead, suggesting longer detention, the adoption of separate cells, 

police ARO appointments, police inspection of casual wards, a way-ticket 

system for bona fide wayfarers, and uniformity of treatment.26  It is probable 

that the Unions’ comments influenced the formulation of the 1882 Act and its 

regulations.27  These submissions also indicate that some Unions supported 

the LGB drive for greater uniformity of provision. 

 Experienced witnesses at the 1888 Select Committee on Poor Relief 

proposed the abolition of casual wards, some suggesting that casual relief 

applicants should be admitted to the main workhouse and detained for longer 

24 Above, Ch. 7, pp.397-407. 
25 Inspectors Correspondence 1882-1890, TNA/MH32/46. 
26 ibid.  Atcham had merged with Shrewsbury Incorporation in 1871, to form the Atcham and 
Shrewsbury Union: Higginbotham, www.workhouses.org.uk  (consulted 16 September 2009).  
Several Unions, including Bristol, proposed that casual relief should be made ‘an Imperial and 
not a local charge’, to remove the temptation to force vagrants to tramp on. 
27 Within weeks of the submission, the increase in vagrancy was debated in Parliament: 
‘Vagrancy (England and Wales)’, House of Commons, 12 May 1882, Hansard, 269, cc 580-
594. 
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periods.28  The Select Committee rejected the idea on grounds that ‘paupers 

belonging to the vagrant and casual class […] could not be dealt with other 

than as a separate class’ and had to be accommodated separately at the 

workhouse.29  Fresh concern about increased use of the casual wards 

prompted a stronger reaction among Unions in the 1890s.  Representatives of 

over 200 Boards of Guardians lobbied the (then) President of the LGB, G. 

Shaw Lefevre on 11 June 1895, requesting ‘a thorough consideration of the 

whole question of vagrancy, either by a parliamentary or Departmental 

Committee’.30  Shaw Lefevre informed the delegation that the increase was 

due to the failure of the majority of Boards to apply the 1882 regulations, and 

dispatched a new Circular to all Unions to remind them of their obligations.31  

It is doubtful whether the Circular prompted a greater degree of compliance, 

but casual ward admissions declined at the turn of the century, perhaps 

reducing the immediate concerns of Guardians.  By 1902-1903, admissions 

were rising again and ‘the agitation against vagrants was renewed’.32  A joint 

deputation to the LGB President, by the Central Poor Law Conference and the 

Poor Law Union Association resulted in the appointment of the Departmental 

Committee in 1904.33   

 The Committee reported in 1906 and its recommendations 

accommodated an untidy convergence of two streams of thought concerning 

28 Report from the Select Committee of the House of Lords on Poor Relief 1888 (363) p.vii. 
These witnesses included two LGB Inspectors, four Guardians - one of whom was an MP, a 
Relieving Officer, and a Clerk to Guardians.   
29 ibidi. 
30 Mercury, 11 May & 12 June 1895; Times, 12 June 1895; Flying Post, 15 June 1895.  Over 
250 Unions requested an inquiry.  The deputation is not mentioned in LGB reports but is 
described in: Report of DC, I, p.15. 
31 ‘No. 1 Vagrancy’, Circular Letter to Boards of Guardians, 25 February 1896, Twenty-sixth 
Annual Report of LGB 1896-1897 (C.8583) Appendix A, pp.1-3. 
32 According to the Departmental Committee, the rise was due to the close of the South 
African War and the approach of a trade depression: Report of DC, I, p.15.  
33 ibid. 
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the excision of casual relief from the Poor Law.  The long-standing ambition of 

Poor Law officials to pass responsibility to police authority now received fresh 

impetus.  At the same time, the Committee supported a mounting body of 

opinion in favour of establishing labour colonies for vagrants.34   

8.5 Labour colonies for vagrants 

Attempts to impose ‘continuall labour’ upon ‘sturdie vacabundes’ and ‘valeant 

beggars’ may be traced back to the Tudor era, and the subsequent 

development of houses of correction.35  In the nineteenth century, in a 

renewed search for rigorous methods by which to control vagrancy, at various 

times attention was focused upon initiatives in other countries (predominantly 

Europe and America).  Penal colonies for vagrants, such as the Colonie de 

Repression of Antwerp, received publicity in the 1820s.36  Extensive 

information from foreign countries was collected as evidence for the reform of 

the Poor Law in the 1830s.37  However, the Commissioners initially assumed 

that vagrancy would remain a purely criminal matter.38 

 In the following decades, there were isolated references to the idea of 

longer-term detention with enforced labour, but colonies did not receive wider 

support as a policy option until the closing decades of the nineteenth 

34 Report of DC, I, Summary of Recommendations, pp.118-119.  An account of  proposals for 
labour colonies for vagrants is provided in Radzinowicz & Hood: A History, V, p.362. The 
Departmental Committee also published a history: Report of DC, I, pp. 58-82.  Harris 
emphasizes that the proposals were primarily a response to the problems of unemployment 
and poverty, Unemployment and Politics, pp.115-144. 
35 27 Henry VIII c. 25, 1536 - see above, Introduction, p.25.  To a Home Office official, labour 
colonies for vagrants were houses of correction revived under another name: ‘Vagrancy 1906-
1912’, Internal Memo, 21 April 1910, TNA/HO/45/10520/138276. 
36 ‘Poor Colonies’, Flying Post, 27 August 1829. 
37 Report from His Majesty’s Commissioners for inquiring into the Administration and Practical 
Operation of the Poor Laws; Appendix (F.) Foreign Communications (44) 1834, pp. 1-756. An 
Assistant Commissioner cited transportation history to propose that persistent vagrants 
should be forced to emigrate: Codd, Appendix E 1834, p.20.  
38 Above, Introduction and Ch. 6. 
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century.39  In 1873 a special committee of the COS recommended to the 

Home Secretary that persistent vagrants should be committed to ‘an Industrial 

House […] with wholesome restraints’.40  Two years later, in an exercise akin 

to the earlier explorations of the Poor Law Commissioners, a survey of foreign 

Poor Laws was undertaken.41  Again, although the material included evidence 

about the treatment of vagrants in other countries, its protean nature, and an 

underlying conviction that English policies were better organized and 

measured, ensured that official responses were equivocal; no changes in 

vagrancy policy occurred.42 

 In the 1870s, British officials in India used labour camps in response to 

famine.43  In England, labour camps began to be promoted in the mid-1880s, 

with proposals for ‘farm colonies’ for the ‘casual residuum’.44  At the end of the 

decade, Booth recommended the removal of ‘class B’ (the very poor living on 

casual earnings) to industrial or labour colonies.45  The other Booth, of the 

Salvation Army, proposed a pathway for ‘the shipwrecked’, from city 

39 In 1848, clearly influenced by the dépôts de mendicité of France and Belgium, an Inspector 
proposed county or district depots to impose supervised labour upon able-bodied tramps, on 
‘islands off the coast, or in the Severn Sea [Lundy?] where the rock is of a proper nature to be 
broken for road materials’.  He envisaged vagrants living in sheds, and provisions conveyed 
by vessels returning with broken rock to be sold in principal sea-ports: Inspector Aneurin 
Owen’s Report, Reports and Communications 1848, p.13. 
40 Report of Special Committee on Vagrancy and Mendicity, COS, 30 April 1873, 
TNA/HO45/9340/22208D.  The Committee, some eighty strong, comprised MPs, Chief 
Constables, and members of the nobility.   
41 ‘Poor Laws in Foreign Countries’: Reports communicated to the Local Government Board 
by Her Majesty’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs; with an introduction by Andrew Doyle, 
local government inspector (C.1255) 1875, pp.1-482. 
42 ibid.  See esp. Doyle’s introduction, pp. 70, 72.  See also Humphreys, who notes that 
responses to vagrancy in Britain were as repressive as those of other countries: No Fixed 
Abode, pp.103-104. 
43 M. Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts; El Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World 
(London; Verso, 2002) p.33. (first published 2001).  The only ‘truly successful’ British relief 
effort of the nineteenth century, in Bengal and Bihar in 1873-1874, was criticized as 
‘extravagant’, with fatal consequences when relief in work camps was later reduced to 
starvation levels despite a requirement of heavy labour: ibid. pp.38-41. 
44 Stedman Jones, Outcast London, pp.303-304. 
45 Brown, J., ‘Charles Booth and Labour Colonies, 1889-1905’, EHR (New Series) 21, 2 
(August 1968), 349-360 (p.351). 
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workshops to farm colonies, and opened a version of the latter at Hadleigh in 

Essex in 1891.46  The views of the secretary of the Royal Commission on 

Labour (1892-1894) on penal and reformative colonies would be developed 

by later writers.47  The revived interest in labour colonies was not confined to 

the vagrancy problem.  The 1895 Committee that examined unemployment 

considered farm colonies, offering free-will, temporary employment for those 

who wanting to work, as well as discussing the option of penal colonies for 

tramps and vagrants; the 1904 Committee on Physical Deterioration 

recommended that labour colonies with compulsory detention be used as a 

last resort for those ‘incapable of independent existence’, who had been 

forced out by slum clearances; and the Royal Commission of 1908 described 

the use of Parkhurst Prison (Isle of Wight) as a labour colony, in part, for 

mentally defective convicts, while also suggesting that the vagrant feeble-

minded should be detained and made to labour in a suitable institution or 

colony.48  The various proposals made by these committees arose from a 

perceived, growing need to impose systems of control upon ‘degenerate’ 

sections of the population, including vagrants, the urban unemployed, and the 

mentally disabled.49  

 Further evidence about colonies for vagrants was obtained from countries 

such as Belgium, Germany, Holland and Switzerland during the 1880s and 

46 Stedman Jones, Outcast London, p.311, n.20. 
47 Brown, ‘Charles Booth and Labour Colonies, 1889-1905’, p.354. 
48 Report from the Select Committee on Distress from Want of Employment, Vol. III, 1895 
(365) pp. 862-871, 975; Report on Physical Deterioration, I, pp.17-18, 85; This 
recommendation was based upon using the same ‘expedient’ as suggested for ‘disposing of 
habitual vagrants’: ibid. p.18; Report on Feeble-minded, pp.53,126,133,335. 
49  Harris describes the complex range of influences, which included some convergence 
between a movement for ‘home colonization’ of vacant agricultural land, and the colonies for 
the unemployed: Harris, Unemployment & Politics, pp.102-144. Penal colonies for vagrants 
and other ‘misfits’ were one pole of the labour colony movement. 
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1890s.50  By the early 1900s, the LGB had received numerous submissions in 

favour of the introduction of colonies, from local authorities, court quarter 

sessions, Poor Law Conferences, and the press.51  Historians have dissected 

the body of opinion that gathered momentum in these decades, and it is 

apparent that the concept of labour camps or colonies was multi-layered.  For 

some, such camps offered solutions for unemployment; for others, the 

concept was Utopian, or even radical; Booth and others perceived 

opportunities for what would now be described as social engineering.  

Proposals for the penal detention of ‘habitual‘ vagrants were situated in this 

broad flow of ideas but distinguished by the imperative to segregate the 

vagrant from ‘the society of honest workers’.52 

 Separate penal colonies for ‘tramps and vagrants’ were discussed at an 

1895 Select Committee, where it was acknowledged that difficulties and 

expenses of the Dutch and Belgian colonies ‘would militate against their 

success in this country’.53  The small number of labour colonies, which had 

been established in England by non-governmental bodies around the end of 

the nineteenth century would eventually fail.54  By the early 1900s, reformers 

such as Beveridge distinguished between compulsory, permanent colonies for 

‘unemployables’, and ‘free’ colonies, opened at times of exceptional distress, 

50 The Departmental Committee drew its evidence mainly from a report by D.F. Schloss, 
‘Board of Trade-Labour Department. Report on agencies and methods for dealing with the 
unemployed’, (C.7182) 1893, revised 1904 (Cd. 2304) - both originally cited in Radzinowicz & 
Hood, A History, V., pp.370.  For other reports on European colonies, ibid. footnotes, pp. 363-
364. 
51 Report of DC, I, p.61. 
52 Radzinowicz & Hood, A History, V., p.362. 
53 Report of the Select Committee on Distress from Want of Employment,  Vols. I-III 
(111/253/365) 1895, III, 8901-8912; 8935-8962.  One witness suggested that ‘incorrigible 
idlers and loafers’ should be transferred to colonies ‘to work or starve’: 9862. 
54 The problems of managing a ‘subsidized colony of ‘inferior workmen’, the active hostility of 
the LGB, and public discrediting of the Poplar Guardians policy, which had pioneered the use 
of labour colonies as an alternative to the workhouse and stone-yard for unemployed 
paupers, are cited as reasons in Harris, Unemployment & Politics, p.188. 
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for ‘genuine casual labour’ and ‘the regular worker’.55  Around this time, 

several detailed schemes for penal labour colonies for vagrants were being 

canvassed, and Sir John Gorst brought a private member’s Bill before 

Parliament in 1904.56  Gorst proposed that vagrants convicted under the 1824 

Vagrancy Act could be committed for trial and sentenced to detention in 

certified labour colonies for up to three years, but the Bill failed.57 

 The Departmental Committee on Vagrancy, reporting in 1906, was clear 

that the proposed colonies were not a punishment, but ‘a means of restraining 

the vagrant from his debased mode of life’.58  The Committee approved the 

plan outlined in Gorst’s Bill but, although accepting the Salvation Army’s 

suggestion that ‘dedicated voluntary officers’ would offer a superior 

‘reformatory’ influence, insisted that the management of colonies should be 

shared with local authorities, subject to Home Office inspection and control.59 

The latter’s officials appeared much more concerned about the Committee’s 

‘rather startling proposal’ to transfer casual relief to the police.60   Although the 

LGB pressed the Home Office for reactions to the 1906 Report’s 

recommendations, the establishment of the Royal Commission on the Poor 

Laws effectively forestalled implementation.61  While acknowledging that there 

was no opposition from police authorities, officials counselled that the Home 

55 Brown, ‘Charles Booth’, p.356.  The principle of less eligibility was to be maintained in that 
‘unemployables […] should have a lower standard of living, a lower scale of relief, and a 
rougher kind of work’: ibid. 
56 The schemes are described in Radzinowicz & Hood, A History, V, pp. 367-369. 
57 ‘A Bill to Amend the Vagrancy Act 1824 and to facilitate the Establishment of Labour 
Colonies’, 1904. The Bill was prepared ‘at the instance of the Salvation Army and represented 
their views at the time’: Report of DC, I, p.75. 
58 Report of DC, I, p.78. 
59 ibid. p.120; II, Q.7099  - originally quoted in Harris, Unemployment and Politics,  p.130.  The 
Committee provided a sketch plan of a labour colony, with 119 beds in dormitory 
accommodation: Report of DC, III, facing p.158. 
60 ‘Vagrants 1906-1912’, Internal memo, 13 April 1906, TNA/HO45/10520/138276. 
61 ibid. Correspondence LGB-Home Office, 13 June 1906.  The LGB had heard from 
‘considerably more’ than 100 Boards of Guardians urging implementation.. 
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Office should ‘wait and see’ whether the Royal Commission endorsed the 

proposal to transfer.62  In 1907, the LGB again made representations to the 

Home Office, urging that farm colonies should be established for vagrants 

because ‘we fear the serious menace in the future to the peace and well-

being of this country’.63  

 As part of an overall strategy of replacing workhouses with ‘public 

assistance authorities’, in 1909 the Majority Report of the Royal Commission 

on the Poor Laws recommended that a system of labour colonies, for the 

able-bodied and unemployed, operated by voluntary and religious bodies, 

should be controlled by the LGB.  Separate detention colonies, under the 

aegis of the Home Office, would be needed for persons wilfully refusing or 

neglecting to maintain themselves or their families, refusing to work, or ‘giving 

way to gambling, drink or idleness’, who would be committed for up to three 

years.64  Rather than conduct a separate investigation of vagrancy, the 

Commission used the findings of the earlier Departmental Committee.  

Although also drawing upon the latter, the Minority Report of the Royal 

Commission addressed vagrancy in some detail, contributing some acute 

observations based upon visits to casual wards, and concluded that these 

were mainly used by ‘the limitless mass of Unemployed or Underemployed, 

including the semi-able-bodied, and the Unemployables of all kinds’.65  The 

Minority envisaged the creation of a national Employment Authority, with a 

Reformatory Colony, ‘to which can be judicially committed the wastrels and 

62 ibid. Internal Home Office Memo, 18 June 1906. 
63 ibid.; Correspondence LGB-Home Office, 24 October 1907.  The original resolution was 
circulated by Bodmin (Cornwall) and endorsed by 84 Unions, included Bath, Bristol and Truro. 
64 Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress  (Cd.4499) 1909, 
pp.429, 663. 
65 Ibid. p.1088. 
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“won’t works” [and] there will be no place for what we now call the Casual 

Ward’.66 

 Internal Home Office support was insufficient to secure the passage of a 

revised version of Gorst’s Bill of 1904, which was blocked by the Home 

Secretary in 1909.67  There were further, inconclusive consultations over 

penal colonies, which involved Churchill, Beveridge and Sidney Webb, the 

latter a signatory of the 1909 Minority Report.68  Meanwhile, Boards of 

Guardians continued to lobby the LGB.  For example, Torrington supported 

the Spalding Union resolution calling for colonies for vagrants in November 

1911; possibly the same as one supported by Truro Guardians the following 

month.69  In October 1912, Bath, Torrington, and Truro submitted resolutions 

to the LGB supporting the passing of supervision and control of vagrant relief 

to the police.70  Two months later, Truro sent in another resolution in support 

of both police control and colonies; Torrington resolved to support a 

Cockermouth resolution for colonies.71  In the following year, Torrington 

endorsed a resolution requesting the LGB to reopen the whole question of 

new legislation for vagrancy.72    

 Doubtless many other similar resolutions were being circulated among 

Boards across the country during these years of indecision on the part of the 

66 ibid. and see quotation at beginning of this chapter. 
67 Radzinowicz & Hood, A History, p.372.  The Home Secretary considered that penal 
colonies should be the subject of a government Bill. 
68 ‘Vagrants 1906-1912’, Correspondence 13 & 17 May 1910, 23 July 1910, 
TNA/HO45/10520/138276. 
69 Torrington Guardians Minutes 1911-1914, 4 November 1911, NDRO/PLU/20; Truro 
Guardians Minutes 1911-1913, 27 December 1911, CRO/PUTRU/17. 
70 Bath Guardians Minutes 1908-1913,  23 October 1912, BRO/BGB/1/1/24; Torrington 
Minutes, 19 October 1912; Truro Minutes, 16 October 1912. 
71 Truro Minutes, 11 December 1912;  Torrington Minutes, 14 December 1912. 
72 Torrington Minutes,  23 March 1913. 
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central authority.73  Although the LGB attempted to reinforce uniformity in 

1913 by encouraging Joint Vagrancy Committees and way-ticket schemes, no 

agreement was reached upon devolving responsibility to police authority, and 

the colony initiatives simply faded away as government focused upon other 

social reforms.74  Shortly thereafter the nation was confronted by the far-

reaching consequences of industrialized warfare, effectively halting Poor Law 

reform for many years.  The long-running campaigns to remove responsibility 

for the relief of vagrants from the Poor Law had concluded unsuccessfully. 

8.6 The impact of war 1914-1918 

The impact of the Great War upon vagrancy in England and Wales was 

marked.  Measured by casual ward admissions, which had been falling gently 

after 1911, a rapid decrease in numbers now occurred, as shown in the 

following chart. 

73 Representations were also made by the judiciary. Essex Quarter Sessions representatives 
met with the Secretary of State, who had remitted their sentence of the whipping of two 
recalcitrant vagrants because of public opinion; it was agreed that the best remedy would be 
labour colonies, and that legislation would be forthcoming when Parliamentary business 
permitted: ‘Flogging Cases’, January-April 1912, TNA/HO144/1035/179048. 
74 Garland, Punishment and Welfare, pp.227-228.  He contends that (British) statesmen 
became conscious of the repressive, totalitarian nature of colonies and preferred to eliminate 
the problem of ‘the unemployable’ and ‘the unfit’ through penality, applying methods of 
normalization, correction, and segregation.  
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Chart 8.7 Casual Ward admissions 
in England and Wales on 
1 January 1911-1918 (a) (b) 

Notes: 
a) Night-time admissions, which also include anyone receiving relief in other places at any

time during the day 
b) Figure given for 1917 = admissions on 30 December 1916
     Figure given for 1918 = admissions on 29 December 1917 
c) 1911 was the peak year for admissions in the period 1837-1919
Source 
Chart compiled from: First Annual Report of Ministry of Health 1919-1920 (Cmd.923) 
Appendix III, Table 1, pp.132-133 

 The outbreak of war initially produced a sharp increase in unemployment 

because of the ‘dislocation of industry’ but workmen joining the forces 

neutralized it; by early 1915 unemployment among ‘the industrial classes’ had 

almost disappeared.75  As early as September 1914, a resolution was 

circulating among Boards calling for legislation to employ all able-bodied 

vagrants aged eighteen to thirty ‘for the country’s good at this time of national 

75 Forty-fourth Annual Report of LGB 1914-1915 (cd.8195), p.45.  Possibly as many as 
480,000 men lost jobs by the end of August 1914, with many others reduced to half-time: I. F. 
Becket, The Great War 1914-1918 (Harlow; Pearson, 2007, 2nd edition) p.292. 
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stress’.76  By the beginning of 1915 (if not before) some users of the casual 

wards carried ‘health cards’ exempting them from the task, which also allowed 

them to be discharged on the first morning after admission.77  The Chief 

Constable of Cambridge, convinced that vagrants should contribute to the war 

effort, piloted a scheme in 1916 to link local employers with those using the 

casual wards.  The scheme failed ‘owing to the idleness of most of those to 

whom work was offered’.78  The LGB did not act until after conscription was 

introduced.79  In 1916 Guardians were told to instruct Masters to notify the 

nearest Recruiting Office of the particulars of all men of apparent military age 

entering the casual wards, and to detain such men for the full statutory 

period.80  The extent to which Unions complied with this directive is unclear.81  

However, concern that men eligible for military service were still avoiding 

registration prompted the LGB to issue a further Circular in 1917, instructing 

that Recruiting Offices should be contacted immediately, by telephone, to be 

informed of apparently suitable men admitted to the wards.82  Records of the 

Bath casual ward in the last six months of 1916 reveal only one man of 

76 Resolution from Sedgefield PLU, Dulverton PLU Guardians Minutes 1913-1916, 11 
September 1914, SRO/D/G/d/8a/16. 
77 For evidence of ‘health cards’ in 1915-1916, see above, p.295.  During the First World War, 
over a million men were rejected as unfit for military service: G.R. Searle, A New England? 
Peace and War 1886-1918 (Oxford; OUP, 2004) p.801. 
78 ‘Vagrancy Matters 1916-1945’, Correspondence April - June 1916, TNA/HO45/19657. 
79 The Military Service Act of January 1916 (5 & 6 Geo. V c.104) conscripted all single men 
and childless widowers aged 18-41.  The Act was extended in June 1916, to include all men 
aged 18-41. 
80 ‘Casual Paupers of Military Age’, LGB Circular, 10 April 1916, Register of Circulars, 
TNA/MH10/88.  Detaining for the full statutory period allowed time for military personnel to 
interview the individuals reported to them. 
81 Dulverton and Truro Guardians minuted their intention to enforce this instruction: Dulverton 
PLU Guardians Minutes 1913-1916, 20 April 1916, SRO/D/G/d/8a/16; Truro PLU Guardians 
Minutes 1916-1920, 12 April 1916, CRO/PUTRU/19.  Records of other Unions in the research 
sample do not contain relevant comments. 
82 ‘Casual Paupers of Military Age’, LGB Circular, 25 January 1917, MoH and predecessors -
Circular Letters 1834-1962, TNA/MH10/81. 
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military age, and he held a ‘health card’.83  Yet, on 1 March 1917, a census of 

the same ward identified twenty-nine vagrants who ‘professed to be willing to 

volunteer’.84 

 The lack of wartime casual ward registers for other south-west Unions in 

the research sample means that it not possible to state whether the Bath 

experience was representative.  National trends suggest otherwise; by May 

1917, the LGB had decided that the considerable decrease in numbers 

relieved meant that many casual wards were no longer required.  To avoid 

placing an unfair burden on those Unions that would still operate casual 

wards, casual relief costs were to be shared across Vagrancy Committee 

areas.  Closed casual wards could also be reopened temporarily, where there 

was seasonal use as in fruit-picking areas.85  The LGB used the opportunity to 

reinforce compliance by insisting that remaining casual wards should be 

operated in accord with regulations in order for Unions to obtain recompense 

through area Vagrancy Committees.86  We do not have a national list but the 

LGB consented to 257 closures and approved pooling of costs of vagrancy 

relief in twenty-seven counties.87  In Cornwall, wards were closed at Bodmin, 

Camelford, St.Columb Major, Helston and St. Austell.88  Closures in Somerset 

83 Sample of all admissions on first day of each month, July-December 1916, from Bath PLU 
Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915-1934, BRO/BGB/2./5/2. 
84 Bath PLU Guardians Minutes 1916-1921, 13 June 1917, BRO/BGB/1/1/26.  The ages of 
those willing to volunteer were not stated.  Thirty-four others were described as ineligible for 
National Service. 
85 ‘Closure of Casual Wards’, LGB Circular, 1 May 1917, MoH and predecessors -Circular 
Letters 1834-1962, TNA/MH10/81. Inspectors would liaise with Guardians in order that wards 
could be reopened without delay. 
86 ibid. 
87 ‘Closing superfluous Casual Wards’, Forty-seventh Annual Report of LGB 1917-1918 
(Cd.9157) pp.40-41. 
88 Camelford PLU Guardians Minutes 1914-1917, 12 July 1917, CRO/PUCAMF/8; Truro PLU 
Guardians Minutes 1916-1920, 4 July 1917, CRO/PUTRU/19. The list for Cornwall may be 
incomplete. 
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included Bath, Dulverton and Long Ashton and six others.89  The Devonshire 

Vagrancy Committee continued its operations at least until 1917, when way-

tickets were still in use; closures of wards were discussed but details are 

lacking.90 

 Among the wartime Ministry of Reconstruction’s myriad committees 

considering postwar policy, one considered Poor Law reform and, inter alia, 

addressed vagrancy.  The Committee’s recommendations, similar to those of 

the 1906 Departmental Committee, included provision for training those 

persons unable to find jobs through employment exchanges, and penal 

detention of able-bodied vagrants who persistently refused to work or train.91  

The closure of so many casual wards in the war years exerted considerable 

strain, post-1919, upon the remaining wards as industrial depression took 

hold; this, though, was a problem of the 1920s, occurring after the powers and 

duties of the LGB, including control of casual relief, were transferred to the 

Ministry of Health.92 

Summary 

In 1871, after more than thirty years of faltering development, the official 

system of casual relief for England and Wales was redefined in statute.  

Existing regulations covering accommodation, diet and work tasks were 

89 Bath PLU Guardians Minutes 1916-1921, 13 June 1917, BRO/BGB/1/1/26. 
90 Torrington PLU Guardians Minutes 1914-1917, NDRO/PLU21.  Vagrancy Committee 
proposals were discussed at Exeter but, apart from Tiverton, the closures were not listed: 
Exeter PLU Guardians Minutes 1917, 15 May 1917, DRO/Minute Book 23. 
91 Report of the Departmental Committee on the relief of the casual poor 1929-1930  
(Cmd.3640) pp.7-8.  Asquith’s Committee of Reconstruction of 1916 was transformed into a 
full Ministry in 1917, to address ‘almost every conceivable aspect of social and economic 
policy’: Searle, A New England?, pp.816.  Reconstruction was invested ‘with an aura of 
utopian optimism’, and, to contemporary spokesmen, it was ‘the culmination of the earlier 
quest for National Efficiency’: ibid. p.818. 
92 First Annual Report of Ministry of Health,1919-1920 (Cmd.923) p.1; Report of the 
Departmental Committee 1929-1930,  p.9. 
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modified and expanded as the new central authority, the LGB, sought to 

establish rigorous and uniform standards among Unions; longer periods of 

detention were introduced and subsequently extended in 1882.  A deterrent 

cellular system, based on the separate system used in prisons, and pioneered 

by several local Unions in the late 1860s, was adopted and promoted by the 

LGB as the preferred model for casual ward accommodation. 

 There was a significant increase in the building of new casual wards, but 

it was an uneven response, particularly in many rural areas, where Guardians 

refused to incur the expense of developing facilities for vagrants.  Almost two-

thirds of Boards had installed cells by the early years of the twentieth century 

but in other Unions, casual relief recipients were still accommodated in 

cramped, insanitary association wards.  Over half of all Unions provided both 

cells and association wards, the latter often used as overspill accommodation 

at times of high demand.  As periods of detention were extended, Unions 

were required to provide day rooms, which also functioned as overspill 

accommodation. 

 In common with its predecessors, the central authority struggled to 

impose uniformity upon the casual relief system.  Instructions urging Boards 

to adhere to central regulations were reissued, in 1882, 1896, and 1913, but 

met with limited compliance.  Frequently casual ward users were not detained 

for statutory periods and the work task was often unenforced.  An enduring 

reluctance to administer relief to vagrants conflicted with attempts to secure 

stringent regulation of the heterotopic space of the casual ward, and to 

increase surveillance of the itineracy of recipients.  To some extent resistance 

to central regulation among Boards reflected the ‘enduring power’ of the local. 
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 Numbers using the casual wards increased during the period, reaching a 

pre-war peak in 1911.  At the same time outdoor relief of vagrants declined, 

partly in response to the ‘crusade’ of the 1870s against such relief, but also 

because Guardians had provided more of the ‘suitable accommodation’

required by statute.  Nationally, a considerable surplus of casual ward beds 

was available, even at times of peak admissions.  However, fluctuations in 

demand, caused, for example, by seasonal labour movements, consistent 

pressure upon urban centres, spatial factors such as the position of a Union 

on a tramping route, and the less rigorous regime operating in some wards, 

frequently resulted in applications for casual relief that temporarily outweighed 

local capacity. 

 Prompted by the overall trend of rising admissions in this period, 

the underlying, long-standing reluctance of Poor Law officials to accept 

responsibility for casual relief surfaced in renewed lobbying to transfer the 

duty to police authority.  A more widely supported campaign to commit 

vagrants to penal labour colonies, strongly influenced by the practices of other 

European countries, also gained considerable momentum in the period.  

These two streams of opinion merged in the Report of the Departmental 

Committee on Vagrancy, 1904-1906, although its recommendations were 

overshadowed by the work of the more prominent Royal Commission on the 

Poor Laws, 1906-1909 and, subsequently, by the far-reaching social reforms 

of the Liberal Government, and the commencement of the Great War. 

 The impact of the war upon vagrancy was considerable, with numbers 

using the casual wards dropping sharply.  By late 1917, some forty per cent of 

casual wards had closed.  There are no reliable statistics but we may surmise 

that many former users of casual relief had either entered the armed forces 



 486 

or, more likely, been absorbed into jobs vacated by men who had 

volunteered.  After conscription was introduced, attempts were made to 

screen casual ward users for suitability for military service, or other forms of 

employment.  By then, though, the population using the wards comprised only 

older or disabled men, unfit for either recruitment or work.  Notwithstanding 

the closure of many wards, and the poor condition of the remaining, small 

numbers of men obtaining casual relief, the LGB was still striving to impose 

uniformity upon the system in 1917. 

 By the end of the period, no action had been taken by government to 

devolve responsibility for casual relief to the police or to commit vagrants to 

penal labour colonies.  The powers and duties of the LGB now passed to the 

Ministry of Health.  The experience of the war years, when demand for casual 

relief had fallen substantially, seemed to confirm that there was an important 

relationship between vagrancy and employment opportunities and exposed 

the futility of repressive responses to vagrancy.  However, faced with the 

problems of post-war industrial depression, governments would continue to 

operate the casual ward system as part of Poor Relief for years to come.  
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Chapter 9 Summary, conclusions, and future research  

At the beginning of the thesis, it was posited that vagrancy in this period was 

most readily understood by studying official reactions.  Prior to the 1834 Poor 

Law reforms, responses to vagrancy mainly consisted of criminal law 

sanctions, albeit that, locally, enforcement varied and that, in some instances, 

occasional relief was given.  From the late 1830s, the introduction of a 

national system of casual relief heralded a seemingly fresh approach, 

ostensibly offering decriminalization.  Although only a minority of the itinerant 

poor sought casual relief at any given time, contemporary discourses on 

vagrancy, including estimates of numbers, largely revolved around the 

operation of that system.  However, notwithstanding the centrality of casual 

relief to analyses of Victorian and Edwardian vagrancy, we lack a reliable 

account of its origins and development and the present research addresses 

that deficit. 

 The New Poor Law reforms did not include a strategy for a civil response 

to vagrancy: it was assumed that vagrants would continue to be controlled by 

criminal justice.  Adopted as a result of local initiatives, casual relief was a late 

addition to the reforms and never uniformly implemented in England and 

Wales.  Its development was based upon myth and prejudice rather than 

cogent arguments and, as a result, Poor Law administration of casual relief 

was a reluctant exercise.  Phases in the operation of the system were roughly 

coterminous with changes in central administration and shifts in the 

interpretation of the disciplinary deterrence that underpinned the Poor Law 

reforms.  Towards the end of the period, when it was acknowledged that 

casual relief had neither controlled nor reduced vagrancy, emerging theories 

of unemployment offered a fresh opportunity for rational analysis.  However, 
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as in 1834, the opportunity to develop coherent vagrancy policy was not 

grasped and disciplinary deterrence continued to be administered, 

ineffectually, within Poor Law institutions.  The mythology of the undeserving 

nature of the itinerant poor was sustained by government inaction.   

 No single explanation sufficiently demonstrates how the casual relief 

system was formed as a response to vagrancy.  Elements of modern theories, 

such as Foucault’s exposition of institutional discipline, models of social 

control, or economic explanations of surplus labour and changes in demand, 

appear to offer some answers.  The phases in casual relief (‘stables and 

straw’, police involvement, the cellular system) the considerable local variation 

in provision and regime, and the changing demographics of recipients, accord 

with Karel Williams’ advocacy of differentiating between the various Poor Law 

strategies applied at different times in the period.  Driver’s views on the spatial 

context in which the Poor Law operated - that in the first four to five decades 

of the New Poor Law, power was polycentric - are pertinent, since casual 

relief did not constitute a national, integrated system of institutions.  Even after 

these initial decades, during the shift in national governance towards ‘new 

collectivist forms of state organization’, when some standardization was 

achieved, provision and interpretation of the regulations concerning work and 

detention were far from uniform.  There was a world of difference between 

Manchester’s ‘gigantic casual ward’ of 1897, with its 1000 places and strict 

regulation, and Dulverton’s four-bedded association ward and lax regime. 

 Despite building a bureaucratic apparatus that collected significant 

quantities of information about the use of casual relief, central administrators 

proved unable, or unwilling, to scrutinize the data, thus preserving their 

preconceptions and ignorance.  The dehumanizing processes of the casual 
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ward were grounded in the deterrent principles of the New Poor Law, 

compounded by the contemporary perspective of vagrants, and by the 

hostility of officials who maintained that casual relief was properly a policing 

matter.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, even after fifty 

years and more of managing casual relief, central and local officials were 

prominent supporters of proposals to replace the system with penal labour 

colonies, demonstrating their continuing reluctance to accept the mandate for 

providing assistance to the itinerant poor. 

  The growth of the administration of the casual relief system diverges from 

MacDonagh’s classic account of the revolution in government inasmuch as 

national policy was fashioned retrospectively, from initiatives pioneered by 

local Unions.  Central administrators failed to analyse vagrancy, expertise was 

not sufficiently developed and, in the closing decades of the period, despite 

the growth of government intervention in social problems, officials were still 

lobbying to transfer responsibility for casual relief elsewhere.  The transition, 

from a polycentric model to a centrally controlled, universal form of provision 

was far from complete by the end of the period. 

 The casual ward functioned as heterotopic space, through which vagrants 

were processed and exiled to the periphery of society, to function as outcasts 

in a system of ambulatory discipline.  The employment of ambulatory 

discipline, when linked to the social processes of stigmatization and 

scapegoating, marginalized the itinerant poor who sought relief, spatially and 

socially.  Contemporary perceptions and responses delineated vagrancy, 

which is a social construct rather than an objective classification.  Those 

reactions, expressed in the casual relief system, were based upon fear of the 

vagrant, upon shared moral codes and prejudices, rather than upon a rational 
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framework of ideas deriving from a logical analysis of the problem.  The 

responses were underpinned by a residual belief in the concept of the 

undeserving poor that, in a different guise, is with us still.  Although modern 

theories offer some useful ways of analysing the development of the casual 

relief system, the contemporary belief in the worthless, criminal nature of  

vagrants is the key to understanding the reluctance of Poor Law 

administrators to accept responsibility for their relief.  While a few 

contemporary reformers criticized this conviction, there was no concerted 

opposition to sway policy.  

 The chronology of the study encompasses the informal, local origins of 

casual relief that took root in the opening decades of the nineteenth century, 

but is principally concerned with its developmental phases under the two Poor 

Law administrations that spanned the years 1834-1871, and the Local 

Government Board, which, inter alia, from 1871-1919, had responsibility for 

the Poor Law.  In an initial phase, from 1837, the Poor Law Commission, 

responding to the pioneering activities of a small number of the new Unions in 

the southern half of the country, adopted casual relief as national policy and 

established central regulations.  The itinerant poor were now entitled to 

temporary Poor Relief.  During a second phase, between 1847 and 1871, the 

Poor Law Board attempted, somewhat unsuccessfully, to exclude the able-

bodied vagrant from relief by strengthening discrimination. Efforts were also 

made to increase police involvement in relief operations and, in some 

instances, to pass over responsibility to them; facilities were opened at some 

police stations.  In the closing years of the Poor Law Board administration, 

further local initiatives saw the introduction of penal-style segregation in some 

casual wards.  As Poor Law administration passed to the Local Government 
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Board in 1871, new legislation introduced a much stricter casual ward regime.  

This third phase was marked by a stronger drive towards uniformity of 

provision, and expansion of the cellular system.  However, in all three phases, 

tensions between local and central administrations limited powers of 

enforcement, ensuring that casual relief provision remained protean.  Towards 

the close of the third phase, the extensive reports of the Departmental 

Committee on Vagrancy, and the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, 

acknowledged that vagrancy could neither be contained nor suppressed by 

the Poor Laws.  Further debate was consigned to the sidelines by the 

introduction of welfare reforms, and by the advent of the First World War, 

during which the manpower requirements of the military altered labour 

markets and casual relief provision was greatly reduced.  Thereafter, although 

the system continued, in modified form, for some years, post-war mass 

unemployment, and the transition from Poor Law relief to state welfare, 

produced responses to vagrancy that lie beyond the remit of this research. 

 Few traces of the views and personal circumstances of the itinerant poor 

survive and, instead, the study examines reactions to vagrancy in the period 

as recorded in Poor Law documentation, legislation, parliamentary debates 

and committees, and newspaper editorials and reports.  In addition to national 

records, the documentation of a selection of PLUs in the south-west of 

England is explored. Serving to illustrate some of the discussion points in the 

thesis, this case material also provides oversight of responses in a region 

that, hitherto, has featured little in vagrancy historiography.   

 Evidence from historians of eighteenth-century vagrancy suggests that, at 

parish level, officials such as overseers and constables had sometimes 

distributed food or small sums of money, to encourage vagrants to ‘move on’.  
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By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the demand for a mobile 

workforce generated by the forces of industrialization and urbanization had 

occasioned considerable movement of labour, increasing concern about 

begging and vagrancy.  Local, urban elites - ‘the most influential gentlemen of 

the town’- responded with initiatives to address the problems of destitution 

among the travelling poor. Mendicity societies were formed in many centres, 

frequently associated with vagrant offices providing practical assistance, 

which ranged from small sums of money or food, to overnight 

accommodation.  In some locations, workhouses admitted vagrants for 

temporary relief.  Some Corporations of the Poor detained and set vagrants to 

work, as at Exeter.  By the early 1830s, these diversified forms of occasional 

relief constituted a loose, informal, but fairly widespread network, offering 

alternatives to begging and sleeping out, which invited Vagrancy Act 

prosecution, criminal conviction, imprisonment, and passing to place of 

settlement.    

 Although an extensive report on vagrancy formed part of the preparations 

for reform of the Poor Laws in 1834, and described the existing network of 

provision, relief of the itinerant poor was ignored in the new legislation, with 

Commissioners assuming that vagrancy would be suppressed by application 

of existing criminal law.  However, by 1837, a small number of the new PLUs 

had established provision for the wandering poor, offering temporary 

accommodation and simple food at workhouse sites.  These arrangements 

were similar to that provided in the pre-1834 informal network, although, now, 

a work task was usually required of applicants.  The Poor Law Commissioners 

endorsed these initiatives and recommended them to all PLUs, thus 

establishing in principle a national, casual relief system in England and Wales.  
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Within five years, casual relief was formalized by central regulation and 

legislation, managed by the same bureaucracy charged with the 

administration of the Poor Law.  The rationale for the New Poor Law, of 

making people available for work by applying deterrent discipline in the 

workhouse, would be exercised in the casual wards. 

 The subsequent history of casual relief was characterized by diversity, 

uncertainty and inaction.  On the one hand, the successive central 

administrations sought universal, uniform provision, based upon the principle 

of deterrence that underpinned the New Poor Law; on the other, local 

autonomy and interpretation acted as the major driver of innovation, but also 

ensured that the operation of casual relief varied considerably.  The central 

authorities always appeared to be ‘behind the curve’, adopting and adapting 

these local initiatives: statute followed practice.  In some locations, particularly 

in northern England, where there had been resistance to the New Poor Law,  

pre-1834 provision continued in operation, sometimes for many years.  In 

many Unions, facilities were primitive; and, in a few, no relief was offered.  

The widespread conviction among both central and local officials that 

vagrants were not suitable applicants for Poor Law relief reinforced the 

ambiguity in provision.   

 In what may be regarded as a turning point, more stringent legislation, 

introduced in 1871 and 1882, regulated by a central department with a greater 

degree of authority, procured some standardization in the system.  Following 

initiatives by several PLUs to introduce segregation, based upon the penal 

separate system, in which casual relief applicants were confined in individual, 

narrow, prison-style cells to sleep and labour, the central authority adopted 

the cellular system as national policy.  Expenditure on new workhouses had 



 494 

been the priority after 1834; now, as part of a general shift towards specialist 

units, more casual relief facilities were purpose-built, although local 

implementation remained uneven.  Many PLUs, particularly in rural areas, 

proved unwilling to incur the expense of building specialist facilities and also 

ignored regulations governing detention periods.  The difficulty of imposing 

uniformity in over 600 independent Unions, acknowledged by contemporaries, 

is illustrated in the case material from the south-west region of England.  

 Extant admission and discharge registers suggest that, in the first half of 

the nineteenth century, both in the pre-1834 informal network and the post-

1837 casual wards, relief facilities were predominantly used as staging posts 

by younger males, often accompanied by their families, as they moved 

between places of settlement and employment, or travelled in search of work.  

A significant proportion of recipients were women and children, whose use of 

casual relief has been seriously underestimated in modern historiography.  In 

the latter part of the 1840s, Irish refugees, fleeing from the Famine, exposed 

the inadequacies of the casual relief system, particularly in the north west of 

England, but additional facilities were not provided.  Evidence describing 

applicants in the latter half of the nineteenth century was not found but, by the 

early twentieth century, the population using casual relief had changed to one 

consisting almost entirely of older, single males.  Compulsory education, a 

decline in the demand for a mobile labour force, and demographic change, 

were important factors contributing to the shift.  The cumulative impact of 

demanding, physical labour on men who had spent their lives working on the 

urban/industrial ‘frontier’ also meant that the casual wards became a refuge of 

last resort for marginalized older males, disabled, ill, or weakened, and no 

longer able to find suitable work.  The years of the First World War intensified 
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this trend, as younger, itinerant males either found employment, joined the 

services, or simply avoided the casual wards which, from 1916, were linked to 

conscription.  From 1917, as demand for casual relief fell, many casual wards 

were closed.1  

 In examining the development of casual relief under the New Poor Law 

administrations, the thesis has only briefly explored the new wave of provision 

that appeared in the early nineteenth century, which, hitherto, has not 

received attention from historians.  These progenitors of the casual wards 

deserve further research to amplify the findings described here.  Similarly, the 

Corporations of the Poor appear to be poorly served by the historiography.  

There are many interesting questions to be answered about Corporations, 

including whether their involvement with vagrancy under the Old Poor Law 

provided a model for later developments. 

 The thesis addresses the health of vagrants from two angles, viz. their 

alleged role in spreading disease, and their physical condition as noted by 

some of the Medical Officers working in the casual wards.  Both subjects 

require a more detailed examination than was possible here.  There is also a 

case to be made that preventative hygiene measures in the casual wards 

became part of the apparatus of deterrence.  

 We lack a comprehensive study that illustrates how vagrancy is affected 

by both the onset of war and its aftermath, and whether the impact was 

consistent over the centuries.  As discussed above, the experience of the First 

World War suggests a distinctly economic explanation of vagrancy, with 

1 With hindsight, it may appear odd that casual relief provision was substantially reduced 
before the mass demobilizations of 1919-1920, and the subsequent sharp increase in 
vagrancy.  The demobilizations of the Napoleonic Wars had been an important factor in the 
creation of the new wave of relief provision in the early nineteenth century.  However, in 1917, 
and much of 1918, the course and outcome of the First World War were still far from 
uncertain.  
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numbers falling sharply as men entered the armed services and more 

employment opportunities arose. That argument, though, may be 

counterbalanced if research shows that younger vagrants did not find work or 

enter the services but simply avoided using casual relief.  

 This research has confirmed that preconceptions, stereotypes, and myths 

dominated discourses on vagrancy throughout the Victorian and Edwardian 

years, ensuring that the itinerant, destitute person was perceived as an 

undeserving outsider who had ventured beyond the boundaries of socially 

acceptable ways of living and constituted a threat to social order.  These 

traditional core values, culturally dominant, testify to the persistence of ‘fear of 

strangers’ in Victorian and Edwardian England and Wales.  The response was 

the construction of a carceral, institutional system that could not resolve the 

social problem of vagrancy.  Whether through inability or unwillingness, the 

failure of government to analyse labour mobility or investigate the attributes of 

the itinerant poor perpetuated stigma and marginalization.  Although the 

deterrent nature of casual relief was consistent with the underlying principles 

of the New Poor Law reforms, the absence of coherent vagrancy policy meant 

such relief was always reluctantly administered. 
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Appendix A 

i) Unions in the south-west region of England selected for case
material

Little has been written about vagrancy in the south-west region of 

England and evidence from that area is used in many of the discussions 

in the thesis.  Cornwall, Devon and Somerset were chosen as the 

geographical area together with Bristol.1  As well as being a far larger 

settlement, Bristol lies on the northern edge of the south-west, acting as 

a major gateway to the region, with well-established road, rail and sea 

links.  For government officials, such as Local Government Board 

Inspectors, the south-west was a much looser and variable amalgam of 

territory, variously incorporating Hampshire, Dorset, Wiltshire and 

Gloucestershire at different times.  These counties feature in some of the 

correspondence and reports of officials visiting Cornwall, Devon, and 

Somerset, and provide some points of comparison.  

 There were approximately eighty Poor Law Unions in the south-west 

in this period, and it was not possible to examine the records of all of 

them.2  The main population centres of the three counties, Bath, Exeter, 

and Truro, were chosen for sampling, together with Bristol, as these 

appeared the most likely places to which vagrants would have been 

attracted because of the greater opportunities for casual work, begging, 

and accommodation.  

1 Bristol was a separate county from 1373 to 1974.  I am indebted to Professor Jonathan 
Barry, of the University of Exeter, for drawing my attention to the status of Bristol.  
2 The south-west Unions have been mapped by Peter Higginbotham in his website on the 
workhouse:- www.workhouses.org.uk/swest (consulted 07 September 2005) The number of 
Unions in his map is approximate because of boundary changes within the period. 
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Complications arise from the inclusion of Bristol as one of the foci of 

the research.  The introduction of the New Poor Law, and the extension 

of Bristol’s boundaries, in the 1830s, raised the question of whether the 

Corporation of the Poor, established in 1696, should also be responsible 

for the poor of the adjacent parishes of Clifton and Bedminster.  In the 

event, new Poor Law Unions were established.  Consequently, 

the student of poor relief in Bristol, following boundary 
revision, is faced with three authorities, the Incorporation of 
the Poor (from 1898 to be known as Bristol Guardians) the 
Guardians of Clifton Union (from 1877 to be renamed Barton 
Regis Union) and the Bedminster Guardians (to be renamed 
Long Ashton Guardians in 1899) each being responsible for 
providing accommodation for the ‘indoor poor’ and relief in 
cash or foodstuffs for the ‘outdoor poor’ living in their own 
dwellings.3 

It was not until 1898 that a single Union was established for the urban 

poor, with others focusing on the rural parishes outside the city.4  The 

new body, the Guardians of the Poor of the City and County of Bristol, 

was known as the Bristol Union in Local Government Board (LGB) 

correspondence and that convention is followed here.5  A summary of 

the changes in New Poor Law administration in the Bristol area, in 

tabular form, is included in this Appendix (below). 

 Three much smaller centres, isolated and rurally oriented, were 

chosen as comparators – Camelford in Cornwall; Dulverton in Somerset; 

and Great Torrington in Devon.  These were the administrative centres 

of their respective Poor Law Unions and the location for their Union 

workhouses, which served a group of rural parishes with a small 

population.  These market towns did not offer the opportunities available 

3 Large, Bristol, p.4. 
4 ibid. p.27; Butcher, Bristol Corporation, pp.22-23. 
5 Correspondence LGB-Bristol June-December 1900, TNA/MH12/3902. 
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in larger centres and, proportionately, recorded lower numbers of 

vagrants.  The usefulness of the comparison is qualified by the existence 

of so-called ‘tramp routes’.  Given that those using casual relief were 

expected by contemporaries to walk from twelve to twenty miles in a 

day, almost every Poor Law Union in the south-west would qualify as 

being part of a ‘route’, albeit some more importantly so than others.  At 

times, even isolated centres were visited by large, unexpected numbers 

of applicants.6  Accordingly, other PLUs in the region also feature in the 

research.  

On following two pages: 

MAP 1:  Poor Law Unions in South-west England, selected for 
   case material 

TABLE 1:  Changes in the Administration of the New Poor Law 
     in the City of Bristol and its adjacent parishes

6 This was true throughout the Victorian and Edwardian years, and at all locations mentioned 
in the research, not just the south-west. 
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MAP 1  APPENDIX A 1 
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TABLE 1, APPENDIX A: CHANGES in the ADMINISTRATION of the NEW POOR LAW in the CITY of BRISTOL 
         and its ADJACENT PARISHES

[1696] 1835 1836 1857 1877 1897 1898 1899 1900 1904 

Bristol 

formation of 
Bristol 
Incorporation 
of the Poor. 
Initial 
workhouse at  
the Mint, later  
known as St. 
Peter’s
Hospital] 

Bristol 
boundaries 
redefined. 
Incorporation 
rents second 
workhouse for 
Bristol city, at 
Stapleton. 
(Purchased 
1837) 

Attorney-
General rules 
that Bristol
Corporation 
should not 
administer 
Poor Law in 
adjacent 
parishes

Corporation 
accepts 
general 
authority of 
PLB. 
Henceforth 
(often) known 
as Bristol 
Board of 
Guardians  

>>>> By Act of 
Parliament 
1897, Bristol 
enlarged, 
absorbing 
urban area and 
workhouse of 
Barton Regis, 
and urban area 
of Bedminster  

Corporation 
of the Poor 
dissolved.  
Bristol 
PLU 
formed (1) 

>>>> >>>> acquisition of 
recently built 
workhouse of 
Barton Regis and
some of its rural 
parishes 

Bedminster/
Long 
Ashton 

several existing 
Parish 
workhouses
in use until new 
PLU workhouse 
built 1838 

formation of 
Bedminster 
PLU 

>>>> >>>> urban area of 
Bedminster 
PLU 
incorporated 
into Bristol city 

>>>> renamed 
Long 
Ashton 
PLU 

>>>> >>>> 

Clifton/Bart
on Regis 

several existing 
Parish 
workhouses
in use until new 
PLU workhouse 
built 1847-1848

formation of 
Clifton 
PLU  

>>>> renamed 
Barton 
Regis 
PLU 

urban area of 
Barton  Regis 
PLU
incorporated 
into Bristol city, 
including 
workhouse 

>>>> >>>> new 
work-
house 
built 
1900 - 
1902 

PLU dissolved.
Bristol acquires 
new workhouse.
Remaining 
parishes divided 
between
Bristol &
Chipping 
Sodbury PLUs 
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TABLE 1, APPENDIX A 

Notes: 
1) Higginbotham gives 1897 as date of formation of Bristol PLU

Sources: 
E. Butcher, Bristol Corporation of the Poor 1696-1898 (Bristol; Bristol Historical Association, 1972) passim 
D. Large, Bristol and the New Poor Law (Bristol; Bristol Historical Association, 1972), passim 
P. Higginbotham, http://workhouses.org.uk (consulted 2008-2010) 
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Appendix B: Statistical Appendix 

Contents Page No. 
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B.1 Casual Relief numbers in England and Wales 
           on 1 January, 1871-1919  502-503 
B.2  Estimated total number of vagrants in England 

 and Wales on 1st January 1871-1919 using LGB 
‘multiplier’, and showing decennial maximums   
and population change 504-505 

B.3 Numbers of London casual ward users prosecuted by 
Guardians and sentenced to imprisonment in 506 
Metropolitan Police Courts 1873-1882 

B.4 Number of London casual ward users charged 
with offences under Vagrant Acts in the Metropolitan 
Police Courts in selected years 1885-1910 507 

B.5 Principal occupations listed for 195 recipients of 
occasional relief at Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826  508 

B.6 Principal occupations listed for twenty-seven recipients 
of occasional relief at Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU 
15-26 July 1840 509 

B.7 Principal occupations listed for sample of 
thirty-four recipients of occasional relief  
at Kirkby Lonsdale (Kendal PLU) 1849-1858   510 

B.8 Reasons for leaving last employment/ Why ‘on tramp’: 
Comparison of responses,105 recipients of casual relief,
St. Austell PLU, 1 November 1904-12 January 1905   511 

B.9 Casual relief arrangements at Bath PLU 1868-1871, 
showing annual totals of recipients   512 

B.10 Annual totals of casual relief recipients 
Bristol Unions, 1872-1895    513 
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Bath, Bristol and Exeter, 1871-1895   514 

B.12 Vagrants relieved in the workhouse 
south-west England, on 1 January 1871-1901 
(selected years)    515 

B.13  Vagrants relieved in the workhouse 
on 1 January in selected years and 
selected regions of England and Wales 1871-1901   516-517 
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Charts  Page no. 
B.1 Declared departure points of forty recipients of casual 

relief who travelled to Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU 
15-26 July 1840   518 

B.2 Declared destinations of forty recipients of casual 
relief travelling from Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU 
15-26 July 1840   518 

B.3 Declared occupations of 159 female recipients of 
casual relief at West London PLU, 7-13 March and 
21-27 March 1848    519 

B.4 Declared occupations of 115 male recipients of 
casual relief at West London PLU, 7-13 March and 
21-27 March 1848    520 

B.5 Declared occupations of 105 recipients of casual relief  
at St. Austell PLU, 1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905   521 

B.6 Declared locations of previous night’s accommodation  
of 111 recipients of casual relief at St. Austell PLU,  
1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905     522 

B.7 Declared destinations of 111 recipients of casual relief 
at St. Austell PLU,1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905   523 

B.8 Declared occupations of 355 male recipients of 
casual relief at Long Ashton PLU, July 1910, 
January, July 1911, January 1912    524 

B.9 Declared occupations of thirty-eight female recipients of 
casual relief at Long Ashton PLU, July 1910, 
January, July 1911, January 1912    525 

B.10 Declared locations of previous night’s accommodation 
of 400 recipients of casual relief at Long Ashton PLU,  
July 1910, January & July 1911, January 1912     526 

B.11 Declared destinations of 400 recipients of  
casual relief at Long Ashton PLU,   
July 1910, January & July 1911, January 1912     527 

B.12 Declared occupations of 189 male recipients 
of casual relief at Dulverton PLU 
July 1912, January 1913   528 

B.13 Declared locations of previous night’s accommodation 
of 200 recipients of casual relief at Dulverton PLU, 
July 1912, January 1913     529 

B.14 Declared destinations of 200 recipients of 
casual relief at Dulverton PLU, 
July 1912, January 1913     530 

B.15 Declared occupations of 200 male recipients of casual relief 
 at Bath PLU January 1915-December 1916    531 

B.16 Declared locations of previous night’s accommodation of 
 208 recipients of casual relief at Bath PLU,  
January 1915-December 1916     532 

B.17 Declared destinations of 208 recipients of 
casual relief at Bath PLU,   
January 1915 - December 1916    533 
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Table B.1  Casual Relief numbers in England and Wales              
       on 1 January, 1871-1919 1 

Year LGB 
1871-1901 
Daytime 
(a) 

LGB 
1897-1901 
Night-time 
(c) 

Report of DC 
1880-1905 
Day-time 

Report of DC 
1880-1905 
Night-time 
(d) 

Ministry of 
Health 
1896-1919 
Night-time 
(e) 

1871 3735 (b) 
1872 3378 
1873 3027 
1874 3089 
1875 2235 
1876 3294 
1877 4173 
1878 5108 
1879 4654 
1880 5914 5914 
1881 6215 6215 
1882 5767 5767 
1883 4552 4552 
1884 4899 4899 
1885 4866 4866 
1886 5540 5540 
1887 5026 5026 
1888 5844 5844 
1889 7058 7058 
1890 5701 5701 
1891 5652 5552 4960 
1892 6988 6988 6319 
1893 7130 7139 5947 
1894 9480 9480 8304 
1895 10162 10162 8810 
1896 13239 13239 7859 7859 
1897 12312 6922 12312 6922 7005 
1898 13563 7886 13563 7886 7953 
1899 13366 7499 13366 7499 7587 
1900 9841 5579 9841 5579 5617 
1901 11658 6795 11658 6795 6844 
1902 13178 7840 7886 
1903 14475 8266 8353 
1904 15634 8519 8662 
1905 17254 9768 9887 
1906 9833 
1907 8444 
1908 10436 
1909 9747 
1910 10392 
1911 10474 
1912 9732 
1913 8882 
1914 Cont/…. 7568 

1 1st January has been chosen as, conventionally, it was assumed that winter use of the 
casual wards was greater.  Despite the availability of night count figures for 1891-1899, 
Williams uses the much higher day-counts: From pauperism p.188. Figures for the night 
counts 1891-1895 were available from a special Parliamentary return. 
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TABLE B.1 CONTINUED 
1915 5416 
1916 3576 
1917 2875 (f) 
1918 1470 (g) 
1919 1091 

Table B.1 Casual Relief numbers in England and Wales on 1st January 1871-1919 

Notes 
a) Relief recorded at any time of day, thus some vagrants double-counted as they

journeyed between two Unions on same day. 
b) The Local Government Board statistics, which date back to 1858, are incomplete until

1872, as certain places were not yet incorporated in Unions and made no returns 
before that year. 

c) Until 1897, the LGB statistics included some vagrants who may have received relief
from more than one Union on the same day. From 1897, the figures show vagrants 
receiving relief on the night of 1st January.  This practice may have excluded a small 
number of vagrants who only received day-time relief.  Day-time figures continued to be 
provided until 1901, shown in first column above. 

d) The Departmental Committee on Vagrancy quoted 1896, and not 1897, as the
commencement of the separation of Poor Law Union returns of day and night figures 
for 1st January. Separately, the Committee obtained January night-time figures from 
1891 to 1895 from a special Parliamentary Return. 

e) The Ministry of Health figures depict vagrants relieved on the night of 1st January plus
those who were receiving relief in other places at any time during the day.

f) 30 December 1916
g) 29 December 1917

Sources:  
extracts from:  
First Annual Report of the Ministry of Health 1919-1920 (Cmd. 923)  
Appendix III, Table 1, pp.132-133   
Thirtieth Annual Report of the LGB 1900-1901 (Cd. 746) Table 81, p.585 
Report of DC, III (Cd. 2892) Appendix V. p.20  

(The above Table is a revised version of one that appears in: 
 O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy, an intractable social problem’, Appendix B.) 
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Table B.2    Estimated total number of vagrants in England 
   and Wales on 1st January 1871-1919 using LGB 
  ‘multiplier’, and showing decennial maximums and 
  population change 

Date Vagrants 
Receiving 
Relief on 1st 
January 

(1) 

Total 
number 
 of 
Vagrants 
based upon 
Casual 
Ward 
numbers 
x 6  (2) 

Decennial 
maximum 
 as 
percentage of 
1875 
low point 

(3) 

Total 
Population 
   000s 

Male 
Population 
    000s 

Decennial 
Increase per 
cent 
of Male 
Population 

1871 3,735 22,140 22,712 11,059 13.14 

1872 3,378 20,268 

1873  3,027 18,162 

1874 3,089 18,534 

1875 2,235 13,410 (100%) 

1876 3,294 19,764 

1877 4,173 25,038 

1878 5,108 30,648 229% 

1879 4,654 27,924 

1880 5,914 35,484 

1881 6,215 37,290 25,974 12,640 14.29 

1882 5,767 34,602 

1883 4,552 27,312 

1884 4,899 29,394 

1885 4,866 29,196 

1886 5,540 33,240 

1887 5,026 30,156 

1888 5,844 35,064 

1889 7,058 42,348 316% 

1890  5,701 34,206 

1891 4,960 29,760 29,003 14,060 11.23 

1892 6,319 37,914 

1893 5,947 35,682 

1894 8,304 49,824 

1895 8,810 52,860 394% 

1896 7,859 47,154 

1897 6,922 41,532 Cont/…… 
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Table B2 continued 
1898 7,886 47,196 

1899 7,499 44,994 

1900 5,579 33,474 

1901 6,795 40,770 32,528 15,729 11.88 

1902 7,840 47,040 

1903 8,266 49,596 

1904 8,519 51,114 

1905 9,768 58,608 

1906 9,833 58,992 

1907 8,444 50,664 

1908 10,436 62,616 467% 

1909 9,747 58,482 

1910 10,392 62,352 

1911 10,474 62,844 469% 36,070 17,446 10.91 

1912 9,732 58,392 

1913 8,882 53,292 

1914 7,568 45,408 
1915 5,416 32,496 
1916 3,576 21,456 
1917 2,875 17,250 
1918 1,470 8,820 
1919 1,091 6,546 

1. The Local Government Board statistics are incomplete until 1872, as certain places
were not yet incorporated in Unions and made no returns before that year.
For details of day/night counts, double-counting, and other issues relating to
these statistics, see main text and Table B.1, above.

2. ‘multiplier’ of six as used by PLB and LGB officials, and Departmental Committee
3. 1875 used as low point for period as figures for 1914-1919 untypical because of

impact of First World War

           Sources: 
a) Vagrants receiving relief - as per Table B.1, above
b) Population data from: ‘Population and Vital Statistics Table 2’, Mitchell, B.R., & P.

Deane, Abstract of British Historical Statistics, Monograph 17 (Cambridge; CUP,
1971) pp.6-7(first published 1962)
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Table B.3 Numbers of London casual ward users prosecuted by 
Guardians and sentenced to imprisonment in 
Metropolitan Police Courts 1873-1882 

Year Refused 
work

Neglect 
of work 

Destroyed 
clothes 

Wilful 
damage 

Giving 
False 

Name or 
Statement 

Absconded Assault Stealing Total 

1873 46 32 36 2 12 10 2 - 141 

1874 18 25 72 - 5 1 4 - 125 

1875 30 28 49 - 8 5 5 - 125 

1876 38 12 44 2 4 9 1 - 110 

1877 25 5 44 - - 3 - - 76 

1878 27 9 24 3 1 5 - - 69 

1879 29 12 16 - - 3 1 1 62 

1880 23 8 13 - - 6 - 2 52 

1881 16 2 4 3 3 - - - 28 

1882 23 2 9 3 9 1 2 - 49 

Total 275 135 311 13 42 43 15 3 837 

Source: 
Table adapted from: 
Twelfth Annual Report of LGB 1882-1883 (C.3778) Appendix D, No. 68, p.222 
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Table B.4          Number of London casual ward users 
    charged with offences under Vagrant Acts (1) 
    in the Metropolitan Police Courts 
    in selected years 1885-1910 (2) 

Nature of Offence 
Year destroyed 

clothes 
refused

work 
neglected

work 
absconded other 

offence 
Convicted Discharged 

1885 
(3) 

141 170 173 9 51 544 23 

1890 51 254 251 5 72 591 42 

1895 71 240 298 15 63 651 36 

1900 46 239 160 5 76 504 22 

1905 150 477 255 4 83 940 29 

1910 38 345 126 8 54 552 19 

Notes: 
(1)  Breach of regulations of Pauper Inmates Discharge & Regulation Act, 1871, s. 7, 
automatically deemed casual pauper to be an idle and disorderly person within the meaning 
of the Vagrancy Act, 1824, s. 3, or a rogue and vagabond, under s. 4 of the latter Act. 
Neglecting or refusing work, or absconding, were s. 3 offences, unless previously convicted 
under that section when s. 4 applied. Destruction of clothing was a s. 4 offence.  Other 
breaches of regulations of the 1871 Act were giving a false name or statement when 
obtaining relief, refusing to leave the workhouse, or failing to observe regulations (all s. 3 
offences of 1824 Act) or wilfully damaging the property of the guardians (s. 4). 
(2)  Comparable figures not published by LGB before 1885, nor after 1911 
(3)  For 1885, conviction figure of 544 is the sum total of the listed offences.  In all other years 
shown here, the sum total of the listed offences equals the conviction and discharge figures 
added together   

Sources:
Table compiled from Annual Reports of Local Government Board: Fifteenth, 1885-1886 
(C.4844) Table 52, Appendix D, p.164; Twentieth, 1890-1891 (C.6460) Table 113, Appendix 
E, p. 510; Twenty-fifth, 1895-1896 (C.8212) Table 118, Appendix E, p.442; Thirtieth, 
1900/1901 (Cd. 746) Table 91, Appendix E, p.390; Thirty-fifth, 1905-1906 (Cd.3105) Table 
55, Appendix III, p.570; Fortieth, 1910-1911 (Cd.5865/5978) Table 39, p.133
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Table B.5   Principal occupations listed for 
195 recipients of occasional relief  
at Kirkby Lonsdale Vagrant Office 
2 April 1825 - 25 November 1826 (a) 

Occupation/ 
Trade 

Male Female Total Percentage of  
Total of 
occupations/trade 

Weaving (b) 47 6 53 27% 

Labourer 33 2 35 18% 

Sailor 17 - 17 9% 

Cloth-making (c) 16 - 16 8% 

Industrial 
production (d) 

12 - 12 6% 

Paper-maker 8 - 8 4% 

Hatter 8 - 8 4% 

Miner/collier/ 
quarryman 

8 - 8 4% 

Carpenter/joiner 6 - 6 3% 

Rope/sail-maker 6 - 6 3% 

Cordwainer 4 - 4 2% 

Other (e) 22 - 22 11% 

Total 187 8 195 

Notes 
a) Occupations were recorded for 195 applicants of 252. The remainder were female
applicants travelling alone or with children, with no occupation recorded. 
b) includes weavers of carpets, stockings and silk.
c) includes wool-combers, wool-spinners, cotton carders, cotton-spinners, hecklers, cloth-
dressers, thread-makers. 
d) includes silver plater, whitesmiths, smith, foundry men, file cutter, nailer, soap-boiler, glue-
maker, comb-maker, dyer. 
e) a wide range of occupations and trades declared by one or two applicants only: gardener,
painter, book-binder, hairdresser, tobacconist, brick-layer, butcher, skinner, miller, 
wheelwright, tailor, sawyer, plasterer, chandler, mason, leather-worker, and husbandman 
Source 
Table compiled from: Kendal PLU Vagrants’ Book1825-1826, KAC/WRP19/7/1/3  (Kirby 
Lonsdale Township) 
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Table B.6  Principal occupations listed for 
twenty-seven recipients of occasional relief 
at Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU 
15-26 July 1840 

Occupation/ 
Trade 

Male Female Total Percentage of 
Total of 
occupations/trade 

Labourer 8 - 8 30% 

-      (1) 5 - 5 19% 

- maker  (1) 3 - 3 11% 

Weaver 1 - 1 4% 

Dresser 1 - 1 4% 

- cutter (1) 1 - 1 4% 

Seaman 1 - 1 4% 

Gardener 1 - 1 4% 

not given (2) 1 5  (3) 6 22% 

Total 22 5 27 

Notes 
1) all categories as shown in original document
2) the difference between ‘ - ‘ and ‘not given’ is not stated in original document
3) all five females have ‘work’ listed against their name but no details of occupation

Source 
Table compiled from extract, porter’s record book, July 1840, Correspondence PLB- 
Berwick-upon-Tweed 1834-1840, TNA/MH12/8976 
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Table B.7 Principal occupations listed for sample of 
thirty-four recipients of occasional relief  
at Kirkby Lonsdale (Kendal PLU) 
1849-1858 (a) 

Occupation/ 
Trade 

Male Female Total Percentage of 
Total of 
occupations/trade 

Labourer 14 - 14 41% 

Mason 3 - 3 9% 

Nail- maker  2 - 2 6% 

Mechanic 1 - 1 3% 

Moulder 1 - 1 3% 

Millwright 1 - 1 3% 

Weaver 1 - 1 3% 

Collier 1 - 1 3% 

China mender 1 1 3% 

Servant - 1 1 3% 

Not stated 5 3 8 24% 

Total 30 4 34 

Notes 
a) sample constructed from entries on first recorded day of January and July
1849-1858 
Source: 
Table compiled from entries in: Kendal PLU Vagrants Book 1849-1858, KAC/WRP19/7/1/4 
(Kirkby Lonsdale Township) 
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Table B.8     Reasons for leaving last employment/
 Why ‘on tramp’: Comparison of responses
105 recipients of casual relief,
 St. Austell PLU, 1 November 1904-12 January 1905  (a) 

Notes: 
a) Some applicants provided two answers to a question - the first is given here
Source:
Table compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 

REASON Cause of 
leaving last 

 job ? 

Why ‘on 
tramp’? 

stopped (laid off) 25 

depression in trade 5 9 

depression due to war 1 

unable to obtain work 12 51 

slackness of work 3 

work completed 13 

‘dying industry’ 1 

weather (seasonal) 2 1 

Sub-Totals 58 65 

lacking a trade 1 

family argument 1 1 

discharged soldier (wounded) 1 

sickness 2 

longer-term ill health 2 2 

age 4 5 

wanted a change 1 

‘rolling stone’ 1 

no home 1 

‘drink’ 20 17 

discharged from navy 1 

not recorded 14 12 

Totals 105 105 
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Table B.9 Casual relief arrangements at 
Bath PLU 1868-1871, 
showing annual totals of recipients 

Location August 1868-
August 1869

August 1869 - 
August 1870

August 1870 -
August 1871

Refuge for 
Destitute 
Travellers 

5,320 674 872 

Common 
Lodging Houses 

2,213 1,223 183 

‘Vagrant Ward’ 
 at workhouse 

- 2791 2,386 

Notes: 
1. Prior to 1869, all applicants for relief were assessed for the Refuge, by an ARO at the

police station. From late 1869, while women, children, old and infirm men continued
to be admitted to the Refuge, all able-bodied male vagrants were sent to the casual
ward at the workhouse.

2. The Refuge was a charity supported by voluntary contributions
3. The fall in vagrant numbers was attributed (by Col. Grant) to the introduction of the

‘Workhouse test’, i.e. men admitted to the casual ward in Bath were obliged to break
stones for three hours in the morning before leaving

4. Bath Guardians introduced the changes to comply with the instructions of the PLB
5. Casual ward provision for females was not made until after 1895.

Source 
Colonel Grant, JP, ‘Report on Vagrancy’, 20.9.1871, 
Correspondence LGB-Bath PLU 1871-1872, TNA/MH12/10174 
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Table B.10 Annual totals of casual relief recipients 
Bristol Unions, 1872-1895 (1) 

Date Bristol 
City 

Source Clifton/ 
Barton 
Regis 

(2) 

Source Bedminster Source Total 
‘Greater 
Bristol’ 

1872 1,701 a) 1,068 a) 682 a) 3,451 

1873 1,583 a) 1,136 a) 221 a) 2,940 

1874 1,822 a) 1,297 a) 242 a) 3,361 

1875 1,501 a) 925 a) 207 a) 2,633 

1876 2,538 a) 1,367 a) 294 a) 4,199 

1877 3,782 a) 1,895 a) 528 a) 6,215 

1878 4,835 a) 2,548 a) 1,030 a) 8,413 

1879 6,200 a) 3,208 a) 1,947 a) 11,355 

1880 7,650 a) 4,093 a) 4,938 a) 16,681 

1881 7,039 a) 3,466 a) 5,898 a) 16,403 

1884 3,068 b) 1,768 b) not known

1885 3,380 b) 1,924 b) not known

1894 5,096 b) 2,704 b) 4,097 c) 11,897 

1895 3,692 b) 1,768 b) not known

Notes: 
1) The projected totals for 1880 and 1881, for Bristol and Barton Regis,
    tally fairly closely with the figures produced in Inspector Longe’s report, which suggests 

     that the estimates for 1884,1885,1894 and 1895, while not precise, may be treated with 
     some confidence as an indicator of trends.  Guardians Reports for Bedminster do not  
     appear to have been published 
2) The PLU for the Clifton area was renamed Barton Regis in 1877
Sources 
a) ‘Table showing the Number of Vagrants Relieved in each Union’
     Mr. Longe’s District, Inspectors Correspondence 1870-1896 
     TNA/MH32/52 
b) Projected annual estimates based upon published Guardians Reports
     in Mercury, 1884-1895 
c) ‘Resolution to LGB’ 4 December 1895, Correspondence LGB-    
     Bedminster 1895 TNA/MH12/10236 
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Table B.11 Annual totals of casual relief recipients 
Bath, Bristol and Exeter, 1871 - 1895 

Year Bath Bristol ‘Greater 
  Bristol’ (a)

Exeter 

1871      3,441 (b) n/a n/a 723 

1872 1,750 1,701 3,451 n/a 

1873 1,292 1,583 2,940 434 

1874 1,682 1,822 3,361 n/a 

1875 1,893 1,501 2,633 419 

1876 1,600 2,538 4,199 553 

1877 2,649 3,782 6,215 879 

1878 3,359 4,835 8,413 1,310 

1879 4,143 6,200 11,355 n/a 

1880 5,712 7,650 16,681 n/a 

1881 6,296 7,039 16,403 2,859 

1884 3,663 3,068 n/a n/a 

1885 4,166 3,380 n/a 1,967 

1889 6,204 n/a n/a n/a 

1890 5,286 n/a n/a n/a 

1891 4,329 n/a n/a 2,299 

1894 n/a 5,096 11,897 n/a 

1895 8,736 3,692 n/a 3,305 

Notes 
n/a = not available 
a) For the purpose of comparison only, in this Table Greater Bristol incorporates the Unions
of Bristol (city), Bedminster and Clifton/Barton Regis.  When the city of Bristol was officially 
expanded, in 1897, the new Poor Law Union boundaries incorporated the urban parts of 
Bedminster and Barton Regis, and not the whole Union areas. See Table 1, Appendix Aiii 
b) August 1870-August 1871
Sources 
‘Report on Vagrancy’, 20 September 1871, Correspondence LGB-Bath 1871-1872, 
TNA/MH12/10174; ‘Table showing the Number of Vagrants relieved in each Union’, Mr. 
Longe’s District, Inspectors Correspondence 1870-1896, TNA/MH32/52; Guardians Weekly 
Returns published in Mercury and Bath Daily Chronicle 1871-1895; Bath City Council 
Meeting, ‘sent by police’, Mercury, 4 February 1891; Police statistics, Mercury, 24 October 
1885; ‘Resolution to LGB’, 4 December 1895, Correspondence LGB-Bedminster 1895, 
TNA/MH12/10236; Exeter Corporation Guardians Minute Books, 1870-1871,1875, 1879, 
DRO/Minute Books 6-7,9, 1881, 1885 1891, 1895, 1901,  DRO/Minute Books 10-12, 14-16, 
18.
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   Table B.12         Vagrants relieved in the workhouse 
        south-west England, on 1 January 1871-1901 
       (selected years) 

Notes: 
(a) as defined in the Local Government Board Returns. 
(b) Until 1897, the Summary of Returns included vagrants relieved during the day as well 

as overnight.  It is thus possible that some vagrants, travelling in the daytime, claimed 
relief at more than one workhouse during a 24 hour period.  From 1897, returns 
specified the number of vagrants relieved overnight - these figures are shown in 
brackets for 1901. See above, Table B1. 

Sources: 
Extracts from the ‘Summary of Returns of Paupers Relieved’ in: 
Poor Rates and Pauperism Return (B), 1871 PP LIX.163 
Fifth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1875-76 (C.1585) 
Tenth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1880-81 (C.2982) 
Fifteenth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1885-86 (C.4844) 
Twentieth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1890-91 (C.6460) 
Twenty-fourth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1894-95  
(C. 7867) 
Thirtieth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1900-01 (Cd.746) 

South-
western 
District 
(a) 

1871 1875 1881 1885 1891 1895 1901 (b) 

Cornwall 8 0 5 7 2 3 4         (4) 

Devon 23 7 104 65 58 172 146      (80) 

Dorset 14 4 32 39 35 48 69       (44) 

Somerset 41 22 109 79 85 173 153     (103) 

Wiltshire 12 16 59 47 55 114 240      (172) 

Total 98 49 309 237 235 510 612      (403) 
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Table B.13 Vagrants relieved in the workhouse 
on 1 January in selected years and 
selected regions of England and Wales 1871-1901 

(a) 1871 1875 1881 1885 1891 1895 1901      (b) 

Metropolitan/London  812 1385 1594       923 

Middlesex (part) 656 292 543 437 

Surrey (part) 248 142 168 108 

Kent (part) 32 5 34 65 

Total            (c) 936 439 745 610 812 1385 1594        923 

Eastern 

Essex 11 14 114 116 105 168 188         110 

Suffolk 5 4 56 59 60 80 92             54 

Norfolk 22 9 47 34 54 106 72            38 

Total 38 27 217 209 219 354 352         202 

Northern 

Durham 93 53 125 127 157 289 355         173 

Northumberland 47 57 79 136 162 202 199          95 

Cumberland 2 8 28 53 58 47 77            37 

Westmoreland 9 10 22 21 60 44 102          67 

Total 151 128 254 337 437 582 733         372 

North Western 

Chester 45 23 120 84 138 180 353         203 

Lancaster 223 179 434 322 484 1077 1129       636 

Total 268 202 554 406 622 1257 1482       839 

South East 

Surrey (part) 76 61 253 301 261 372 524         300 

Kent (part) 69 62 369 282 272 459 626         403 

Sussex 128 104 265 248 119 304 235         152 

Southampton 69 36 109 40 78 216 268         186 

Berkshire 48 27 56 65 156 196 150         100 

Total  (cont/…) 390 290 1052 936 886 1547 1803      1141 
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(a) 1871 1875 1881 1885 1891 1895 1901      (b) 

TABLE B.13 CONTINUED 

South-western 

Wiltshire 12 16 59 47 55 114 240        172 

Dorset 14 4 32 39 35 48 69           44 

Devon 23 7 104 65 58 172 146         80 

Cornwall 8 0 5 7 2 3 4              4 

Somerset 41 22 109 79 85 173 153        103 

Total 98 49 309 237 235 510 612        403 

West Midland 

Gloucester 32 19 208 67 61 167 189        133 

Hereford 20 18 57 29 17 37 93            57 

Salop 16 16 71 40 63 146 192        120 

Stafford 111 99 288 187 169 464 530        322 

Worcester 29 19 124 59 100 157 317        151 

Warwick 58 51 129 166 200 297 464        262 

Total 266 223 877 548 610 1268 1785     1045 

Wales 

Monmouth 24 8 32 14 21 38 92            45 

South Wales 23 22 51 41 50 157 191         129 

North Wales 7 13 89 54 59 73 101          68 

Total 54 43 172 109 130 268 384         242 

Notes: 
a) Names of Districts and Counties are reproduced from the original documents
b) From 1897, returns specified the number of vagrants relieved overnight – these
       figures are shown in italics for 1901   
c) The Metropolitan area was replaced by London as an LGB District by 1891
Source: 
Compiled from: Extracts from the ‘Summary of Returns of Paupers Relieved’ in: 
Poor Rates and Pauperism Return (B) 1871 PP LIX.163 
Fifth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1875-76 (C.1585) 
Tenth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1880-81 (C.2982) 
Fifteenth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1885-86 (C.4844) 
Twentieth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1890-91 (C.6460) 
Twenty-fourth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1894-95 (C. 7867) 
Thirtieth Annual Report of the Local Government Board 1900-01 (Cd.746) 
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Chart B.1 Declared departure points of forty recipients of casual 
 relief who travelled to Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU 
15-26 July 1840  
 (numbers of persons) 

Chart  B.2 Declared destinations of forty recipients of casual 
 relief travelling from Berwick-upon-Tweed PLU 
15-26 July 1840
(numbers of persons) 

Source: Both Charts 

Charts compiled from extract, porter’s record book, July 1840, Correspondence PLB-Berwick-
upon-Tweed 1834-1840, TNA/MH12/8976 
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Chart B.3 Declared occupations of 159 female recipients of 
casual relief at West London PLU,  
7-13 March and 21-27 March 1848 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) porter listed some recipients with occupations as unemployed, others as seeking work.  In
this table, recipients listed by occupation only. 
b) term employed by porter, who added one of several qualifications: ‘been here before’,
‘sleeping in different refuges’, ‘been here many times’. 
Source 
Chart compiled from: ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848, pp.102-107 
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Chart B.4 Declared occupations of 115 male recipients of 
casual relief at West London PLU,  
7-13 March and 21-27 March 1848 (a)  
(numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) porter listed some recipients with occupations as unemployed, others as seeking work.  In
this table, recipients listed by occupation only. 
b) term employed by porter, who added one of several qualifications: ‘been here before’,
‘sleeping in different refuges’, ‘been here many times’. 
Source 
Chart compiled from: ‘IV. Tables Relating to Vagrancy’, Reports and Communications on 
Vagrancy (987) 1847-1848, pp.102-107 
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Chart B.5  Declared occupations of 105 recipients of casual relief 
at St. Austell PLU, 1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905  (a)
 (numbers of persons) 

Notes:  
a) Excludes dependents
b) Some respondents listed more than one occupation - Chart states first
Source:
Chart compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 
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Chart B.6 Declared locations of previous night’s 
 accommodation of 111 recipients of 
casual relief at St. Austell PLU,   
1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905 
(numbers of persons) 

Source:
Chart compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 

0! 5! 10! 15! 20! 25! 30! 35! 40! 45!

Bodmin (9 miles)!

Falmouth (15 miles)!

Liskeard (14 miles)!
Liskeard lodging house 

(do.)!
Looe (13 miles)!

Redruth (15 miles)!

St. Columb (5 miles)!

St. Germans (17 miles)!

Truro (9 miles)!

Truro lodging house (do.)!
slept rough nr. Camelford 

(15 miles)!

Location and approx. 
distance to St. Austell!



 527 

Chart B.7 Declared destinations of 111 recipients 
of casual relief at St. Austell PLU,  
1 November 1904 - 12 January 1905          
 (numbers of persons) 

Source:
Chart compiled from: ‘Particulars of Vagrants, Nov. 1904-January 1905 at St. Austell, 
Cornwall’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXXVIII, pp.188-204 
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Chart B.8 Declared occupations of 355 male recipients of 
casual relief at Long Ashton PLU, July 1910, 
January, July 1911, January 1912 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes: 
a) Chart based upon entries for males in first 100 applicants recorded in each of these four

months.  In at least one instance, the same person made more than one application 
during this period. 

b) In fourteen other trades or occupations cited, only one person was represented: Barker;
Basket-maker; Butcher; Compositor; Currier; Draper; Engineer; Farrier; Gardener; 
Plasterer; Riveter; Sawyer; Shipwright; Shop Steward 

Source: 
Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, 
SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2 
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Chart B.9 Declared occupations of thirty-eight female recipients of 
casual relief at Long Ashton PLU, July 1910, 
January & July 1911, January 1912 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes: 
a) Chart based upon entries for females in first 100 applicants recorded in each of these

four months.
Source: 
Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, 
SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2 
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Chart B.10 Declared locations of previous night’s 
 accommodation of 400 recipients of   
casual relief at Long Ashton PLU,   
July 1910, January & July 1911, January 1912 (a)
(numbers of persons) 

Notes: 
a) Chart based upon first 100 applicants recorded in each of these four months.
b) location not traced
c) Assumed to be Chipping Sodbury
d) Assumed to be former suburb of Bath - see main text.
Source: 
Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, 
SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2 
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Chart B.11 Declared destinations of 400 recipients of 
 casual relief at Long Ashton PLU,   
July 1910, January & July 1911, January 1912 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes: 
a) Chart based upon first 100 applicants recorded in each of these four months.
b) Assumed to be Chipping Sodbury
c) Assumed to be former suburb of Bath - see main text.
Source: 
Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912, 
SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2 
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Chart B. 12 Declared occupations of 189 male recipients 
of casual relief at Dulverton PLU 
July 1912, January 1913 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) Chart based upon entries for males among first 100 applicants recorded in each of these

two months 
b) In thirteen other trades or occupations cited, only one person was represented: Bricklayer;

Cooper; Fireman; Hawker; Machinist; Mason; Miner; Musician; Plasterer; Saddler; Stoker; 
Tailor; Window-cleaner 

Source 
Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, SRO/D/G/d 
121/1 
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Chart B.13 Declared locations of previous night’s 
 accommodation of 200 recipients of 
casual relief at Dulverton PLU,    
July 1912, January 1913 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) Chart based upon first 100 applicants recorded in each of these two months
Source 
Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, SRO/D/G/d 
121/1 
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Chart B.14 Declared destinations of 200 recipients of 
 casual relief at Dulverton PLU,  
July 1912, January 1913 (a) 
(numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) Chart based upon first 100 applicants recorded in each of these two months
Source 
Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, SRO/D/G/d 
121/1 
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Chart B.15 Declared occupations of 200 male recipients 
 of casual relief at Bath PLU 
January 1915 - December 1916 (a)
(numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) Chart based on records for first day of each month January 1915-December 1916 with the

exception of May 1915 - records for early May 1915 not available and nearest date (11th)
chosen

b) For three other trades/occupations listed, only one person was recorded: French polisher;
Groom; Mat-maker

Source 
Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 1916, BRO/BGBN/2/5/1 
and 2 
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Chart B.16 Declared locations of previous night’s 
 accommodation of 208 recipients of 
casual relief at Bath PLU,   
January 1915 - December 1916 (a) 
 (numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) Chart based on records for first day of each month January 1915-December 1916 with the

exception of May 1915 - records for early May 1915 not available and nearest date (11th) 
chosen 

b) If this entry refers to Stourbridge in the West Midlands, the applicant could not have
walked from there in one day. 

Source 
Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 1916, BRO/BGBN/2/5/1 
and 2 
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Chart B.17 Declared destinations of 208 recipients of 
 casual relief at Bath PLU,   
January 1915 - December 1916 (a) 
 (numbers of persons) 

Notes 
a) Chart based on records for first day of each month January 1915-December 1916 with the

exception of May 1915 - records for early May 1915 not available and nearest date (11th) 
chosen 

b) Almost certainly Bradford upon Avon (Wiltshire)
Source 
Bath PLU Casual Paupers Admission and Discharge Registers 1915, 1916, BRO/BGBN/2/5/1 
and 2 
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APPENDIX C 

Legislation: summaries 

i) The Vagrancy Act 1824
ii) Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act 1871
iii) Casual Poor Act 1882

The following summaries contain some of the phrasing used in the 
original legislation in order to convey a more accurate picture of 

contemporary intentions. 
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Appendix C       i) Summary of Vagrancy Act, 1824 

An Act for the Punishment of idle and disorderly Persons, and Rogues and 
Vagabonds, in the Part of Great Britain called England (5 Geo.4 c.83) 18242 

Following on from the temporary revisions of 1822, the 1824 Act was intended 
to strengthen historic measures to contain and suppress vagrancy.  Increased 
labour mobility associated with industrialization, urbanization, and changes in 
farming practices, and the mass demobilizations after the Napoleonic Wars, 
had created mounting concern about begging and vagrancy which, as 
described in the thesis, led to the development of mendicity societies and 
vagrant offices.  However, the Act also reflected a growing desire by the 
propertied, ruling class to control behaviour in public spaces.3  And it 
permanently extended vagrancy legislation to cover ‘suspected persons’.4 

Clause: 

I. The Act repealed previous vagrancy legislation. 

II. This clause appeared to repeal the Pass Laws, but a later clause (XX)
specified removal of convicted persons to ‘last legal Settlement’.
For contrasting views, see : Rogers (repealed): ‘Policing the Poor’

           : Eccles (not repealed): Vagrancy in Law 

III. Persons able to maintain him/herself, or his/her family, by work or other
means, and wilfully refusing or neglecting to do so whereby he/she/or
family shall have become chargeable to any Parish, Township or Place
-deemed idle and disorderly
-may be committed by any Justice of the Peace (JP) to a House of
Correction for up to one month with hard labour

Clause also applies to:
-a Petty Chapman or Pedlar wandering abroad and trading without a
licence or otherwise authorized
-Common Prostitutes wandering in the Public Streets, public Highways,
or in any Place of public Resort and behaving in a riotous or indecent
Manner
-Persons wandering abroad, or begging in any public place (or causing
children to do so)

IV. Persons previously convicted as idle and disorderly who commit any of
a (long) list of offences (see below)
-deemed a Rogue and Vagabond
-may be committed by a JP to a House of Correction for up to three
months with hard labour

Cont/…

2 Although England is specified, the Act also applied to Wales. 
3 For a detailed discussion of the use of vagrancy legislation to control public behaviour, see 
Roberts, ‘Public and Private’. 
4 Rogers, ‘Policing the Poor’. 
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Summary of Vagrancy Act 1824  Cont/… 

the offences included wandering about or sleeping out (without means of 
subsistence) but also incorporated a wide range of behaviours thought to 
undermine ‘public order’, such as: 
fortune telling or palmistry; displaying obscene prints or pictures; exposing 
oneself in public; using wounds or deformity to assist begging; fraudulent 
charitable collection; deserting one’s family and leaving them chargeable; 
gambling in a public place; possession of tools with intent to burgle; being 
found on private property with intention to commit felony; violently resisting 
arrest when apprehended as idle and disorderly 

V. Persons previously convicted as a Rogue and Vagabond who commit a 
further offence under the Act, or who escape while serving sentence 
under this Act, or who violently resist arrest when apprehended as a 
Rogue and Vagabond  
-deemed an Incorrigible Rogue 
-may be committed by a JP to a House of Correction to appear before 
the next General or Quarter Sessions, and kept to hard labour while 
awaiting the hearing 

X. Sessions may (then) sentence Incorrigible Rogues to a period of  
imprisonment in a House of Correction for up to one year, with hard 
labour, and - ‘if they think fit’ - punish male offenders with whipping  
during that period. 

Other clauses of the Act mostly concern its administration, but three are of 
relevance here: 

VIII. Empowered Constables, Peace Officers, or other Person apprehending
an idle and disorderly Person, a Rogue and Vagabond, or an
Incorrigible Rogue, to search him or her and his or her baggage, and
confiscate money, which was to be used to defray costs of arrest and
detention. If such funds did not cover costs, effects of the apprehended
could then be sold and the proceeds used to defray costs.

XIII. Empowered JPs to issue a warrant, upon Information on Oath, for a
Constable or other Person/Persons to search lodging houses or other
houses used by travellers, suspected of harbouring or concealing idle
and disorderly, Rogue and Vagabond, Incorrigible Rogue and
apprehend such persons.

XXII. The Act did not alter any Law (then) in force for the Removal of poor
Persons born in Scotland, Ireland or the Isles of Man, Jersey and
Guernsey, who had become chargeable to Parishes in England (and
Wales) ‘such Persons not having committed any Acts of Vagrancy’.
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Appendix C       ii) Summary of Pauper Inmates Discharge and 
          Regulation Act, 1871 

Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act, 1871: An Act to regulate and 
control the Discharge of Paupers from Workhouses and Wards provided for 
the Casual Poor (34 & 35 Vict. c.108) 

The Act was designed to clarify the periods in which paupers were required to 
remain in workhouses after giving notice of intention to leave - i.e. to curtail 
the coming and going of the “Ins and Outs’; to introduce clearer regulations for 
the detention, diet and discipline of ‘casual paupers’ (aka as wayfarers, 
wanderers); and to suppress vagrancy. 

Clause 

2. The Act did not apply to Scotland or Ireland

3. The meanings of certain terms were defined, including ‘casual
ward’ (any wards or wards, building or premises, set apart or provided
for the reception and relief of destitute wayfarers and wanderers) and
‘casual pauper’ (any destitute wayfarer or wanderer applying for or
receiving relief)

4. Laid down the time periods for detaining pauper inmates who gave
notice to quit the (main) workhouse

5. Governed the discharge and detention of casual paupers, who were to
be detained until 11.00 a.m. on the day following admission, and not
discharged before a task of work had been completed.  Anyone
admitted to the same Union on more than two occasions in the same
month was to be detained until 9.00 a.m. on the third day after
admission. The clause also empowered workhouse staff, Guardians, or
police to move the person into the main workhouse for the balance of
his or her detention.
Provisos applied to the London metropolis, including:
-that in determining the number of admissions, ‘every casual ward in
the metropolis shall be deemed to be a casual ward of the same union’

6. Ruled that ‘every casual pauper shall […] be admitted, dieted and set
to work and discharged’ according to the regulations prescribed by the
Poor Law Board.5

7. A lengthy clause describing a list of breaches of regulations that would
result in being automatically charged with an offence under the
Vagrancy Act 1824 and brought before Justices.  Thus any (casual)
pauper absconding before the period of detention had expired, refusing
or neglecting the work task, failing to observe regulations, or wilfully
giving a false name or statement, would be deemed ‘an idle and
disorderly person’ under s.3 of the 1824 Act.                Cont/…

5 The Act was prepared during the final year of the Poor Law Board’s administration but 
acknowledged that the Local Government Board would be established as its successor. 
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 Summary of Pauper Inmates Discharge and 
 Regulation Act, 1871   Cont/… 

Anyone accused of a further breach, having been previously   
convicted of one of these offences or [who]   
wilfully destroys or injures his own clothes or damages any of the  
property of the guardians, would be deemed a rogue and vagabond  
and charged under s.4 of the 1824 Act. If the person so accused was 
an absconder suffering ‘from bodily disease of an infectious or  
contagious character’ the warrant of commitment was to be suspended 
and he or she returned to the workhouse until cured and thence  
returned to court. 

8. Empowered a master, porter or officer in charge of a casual ward to
bring a person accused of breach of regulations before Justices without
a summons or warrant.  If committed to imprisonment, and a constable
was not available, the master, porter, or officer could convey the
person to goal. For the purposes of this clause such master, porter or
officer shall have all the powers and authorities of a constable.

9. Required guardians of every Union to provide casual wards adequate
and properly furnished for the number of casual paupers likely to
require relief therein.

10. Applied to the administrative arrangements of casual relief in the
Metropolis

11. The Act superseded clause V. of the Poor Law Amendment Act
1842, which had restricted detention for the performance of the work
task to four hours on the morning after admission (5 & 6 Vict. c.57)
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Appendix C       iii) Summary of Casual Poor Act, 1882 

Casual Poor Act, 1882: An Act to amend the Pauper Inmates Discharge and 
Regulation Act 1871 (45 & 46 Vict. c.36) 

The Act was a short amendment of the 1871 Act, designed to impose tougher 
deterrence in the casual wards, in response to contemporary concerns about 
increases in vagrancy. 

Clause 

1. The Act ‘shall be construed as one with the Pauper Inmates Discharge
and Regulation Act 1871’

3. The Act did not apply to Scotland or Ireland

4. Repealed clause 5 of the Pauper Inmates Discharge and Regulation
Act, extending detention of the casual pauper to 9.00 a.m. on the
second day following admission, with discharge conditional upon the
completion of the prescribed work task.  Anyone admitted to the
same Union on more than one occasion in the same month was to be
detained until 9.00 a.m. on the fourth day after  admission.  During that
period he could be removed to the main workhouse by any officer or
police constable.  Sundays were not to be included in the calculations,
which supposedly lengthened detention for applicants entering the
casual wards on Fridays or Saturdays. (There were many complaints,
among and between Unions, about those that casual wards that
discharged on Sunday mornings.)
As with the 1871 Act, there were similar provisos that applied to the
Metropolis only.

5. Anyone seeking poor relief wilfully giving a false name, or making a
false statement, was to be deemed an idle and disorderly person and
liable to conviction under s. 3 of the 1824 Vagrancy Act ( which seems
to reiterate that part of clause 7 of 1871 Act.)
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APPENDIX D:The Cellular System at Oswestry 

Extract from: ‘Twelfth Report of Lieutenant General Cartwright, H.M. 
Inspector of Constabulary for Eastern Counties, Midland and 

          North Wales’, Police (counties and boroughs) Reports of  
Inspectors of Constabulary for the year ended 29 September 
1868 (22) PP 1868-1869, XXX1.1, pp.8-9 

 ‘The system of relief to vagrants, recently adopted in the Oswestry House of 
Industry, and furnished to me by Mr. George Fulcher, the intelligent governor 
of that establishment, requires great consideration, viz.: 
 In the newly-erected vagrant wards, of which a plan is annexed [between 
pp.416-417 above] there are eight separate sleeping wards for males, each 
containing a guard bed, a rug, a pint jug for water, and a utensil: and four 
others, each containing two guard beds, two rugs, &c. There is also a 
separate bell-pull in each for communicating with the porter’s lodge, where 
two attendants are on duty (inmates of the workhouse) all night, and one 
during the day. 
 There is therefore separate accommodation for 12 men, and if the number 
exceeds that, which is rarely the case, the double cells are occupied by two, 
thus affording accommodation for 16 men. 
 The female ward, although in the same range, is separate and complete in 
itself, containing one sleeping-room, and providing accommodation for 8 or 10 
women and children. Ordinary iron bedsteads, with straw beds and rugs, are 
in use in this ward, and there is a bath-room and water-closet adjacent. 
 If in any emergency the males exceed 16 in number, the remainder are 
placed in the vacant women’s ward, the most respectable always being 
selected for this purpose. The women, if any, are then lodged in the receiving 
ward of the house. This, however, has only occurred once in four months. 
 The main features of this system are separation, cleanliness, and the 
enforcing of labour in return for food and lodging. 
 The vagrants apply at the police station for a ticket of admission, which is 
then brought by them to the porter’s lodge at the workhouse. He enters their 
description, &c., in a book kept for that purpose, and then sends them round 
by the public road to the vagrant ward , where they are received by the 
attendant, who at once takes them to the bath-room. If more than five arrive at 
the same time, the remainder are placed in the separate labour wards until 
they can be attended to. The vagrant is then required to strip off all his 
clothing and hang them upon a set of hooks, of which there 20.  The clothing 
is then removed into the fumigating room, in the order in which the vagrants 
arrive, and the heat there is sufficient to destroy during the night all vermin 
which may infest them. 
 The vagrant is then thoroughly bathed in warm water, and is provided with a 
night dress made of a coarse material called drabbett, which comes below the 
knees, and which serves the twofold office of night shirt and dressing-gown; 
being further provided with a a pair of clogs, he is then shown to his sleeping 
ward. 
 The women are similarly treated in their own wards [sic] by an elderly 
woman, an inmate, who is specially directed to perform the duty. 
 By removing from the vagrants every vestige of clothing, the facilities 
afforded for searching them are most effectual. 
Cont/… 



 545 

The Cellular System at Oswestry  Cont/… 

The supper is served in the sleeping wards to all who arrive before 7 o’clock 
p.m., and to those who can satisfactorily account for being late, or whose
apparent condition is such as to require food under any circumstances. The 
supper hour is limited to 7 o’clock, to prevent the vagrants begging, about the 
town and neighbourhood after having received the order of admission from 
the police; and by agreement with them the time of issuing the ticket is 
marked thereon, as also any delay that may have occurred at the police 
station. The supper consists of six ounces of bread and two ounces of 
cheese, or, in lieu of the latter, one pint of good soup. 
 In the morning the attendant brings out the clothing, suit by suit, and places 
it in the labour wards in the number corresponding with that of the sleeping 
wards occupied by each vagrant respectively. Breakfast is then served to 
each in the sleeping ward, and consists of six ounces of bread and one pint of 
oatmeal gruel, of the same quality as that supplied to the inmates [of the 
workhouse]; children are dieted the same as those of corresponding ages in 
the workhouse. 
 Breakfast over, the male vagrant is removed to the labour ward, where he 
dresses himself, and where he finds his prescribed task of work ready for him; 
he is then locked in, and is required to break four cwt. of stone; a hooded 
screen is let down and fixed at an angle of 40°, and through this he must 
throw the stone fairly with a shovel. All that are of a proper size pass through 
into the adjacent yard, and those that are too large for the gauge roll back 
again into the ward to be rebroken. As soon as the task is completed he is 
allowed to come out of the labour ward, and is then required to wheel away 
the stones to the general heap, after which he may wash himself and leave 
the premises. 
 As soon as the men are all locked in their respective labour wards the 
women, if any, are required to scrub out and clean the sleeping wards, the 
bath-room, their own wards, &c., in charge of the female attendant. 
 The whole system works easily and effectually, and some hundreds of 
vagrants have now passed through the routine. 
 In cases of refusal to perform the task, the delinquent is given in charge, 
and unless the medical officer certifies that he is physically incapable of 
performing the task, he is speedily dealt with by a magistrate and committed 
to prison. 
 The cost of the buildings, including all additions and alterations, fittings and 
appliances, together with the estimated value of the original ward, is, in round 
numbers, 450 l., ([£] but I believe the same accommodation could be provided 
by erecting an entirely new building for 350 l. 
 Each vagrant costs 3½d., i.e., for food 2d., and for fuel, lights, soap &c.      
1½d., and in return for this the value of the labour of each just covers the cost 
of the food. There is also, in addition, a clear profit upon the sale of the stones 
of 1s. 4d. per cubic yard. 
 In the plan, a flue, which is not shown, passes on a level with the floor from 
the furnace of the fumigating room through all the sleeping wards, warming 
them to about 60°.’ 
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APPENDIX E 

The Cellular System 

i) Vagrant Sleeping Cells - document: LGB February 1872
ii) Vagrant Sleeping Cells - plan: LGB February 1872
iii) Requirements and Suggestions for Vagrant Wards on the Cellular

System, with Explanatory Remarks: LGB January 1873
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i) Vagrant Sleeping Cells - document

‘Vagrant Sleeping Cells’, Ministry of Health and predecessors - Circular 
Letters 1834-1962, February 1872, TNA MH10/36, Vol.1, f.65 

 ‘The minimum size of cells for the separate accommodation of Vagrants 
should be 4 feet in width, 9 feet in depth from front to back, and an average 
height of 10 feet. They should have boarded floors, and be ceiled to the 
underside of the rafters, and the sides of the cells should be sufficiently solid 
to prevent communication between the Occupants. Each cell should be fitted 
with a bed-board 6½ feet long by 2¼ feet wide, and an inexpensive sealed 
night-stool, or some other approved convenience of this kind. 

 The cells, which might be arranged on either side of a corridor 4 feet wide, 
should be properly ventilated, lighted and warmed. The ventilation might be 
effected by means of an air brick, covered on the inside with finely perforated 
zinc, placed at the floor level in the external wall of each cell, and a grating 
about 12 by 6 inches in the top of the corridor wall, louvres being provided in 
the roof of the corridor. A small swing window should likewise be provided 
high up in the external wall of each cell. The cells might be warmed at a trifling 
expense by means of hot-water-pipes arranged in connection with the boiler 
for heating the water for the baths. The pipes should be carried through each 
cell about 6 inches above the floor near the external wall. A room for an 
Attendant with bell communication thereto from each cell, should be provided; 
and also a room in which the Vagrants may be bathed; and beneath these a 
chamber for the boiler and disinfecting stove, in which the wet clothes of the 
Vagrants could also be dried. 

N.B. -Where the task of work is oakum-picking, these cells might be used for 
the purpose.’ 

Local Government Board 
February 1872
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ii) Vagrant Sleeping Cells - plan

Sketch of Vagrant Ward 

‘Vagrant Sleeping Cells’, Ministry of Health and predecessors - Circular 
Letters 1834-1962, February 1872, TNA MH10/36, Vol.1 

- following page 
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SKETCH of VAGRANT SLEEPING CELLS 1872 
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iii) Requirements and Suggestions for Vagrant Wards on the Cellular
System, with Explanatory Remarks: LGB, January 1873

    Correspondence LGB-Bristol Incorporation of the Poor 1879-1880 (July 
    1879) TNA/MH12/3879 

pp.551-554 

(It is unclear whether this printed pamphlet was circulated to all PLUs.  The 
Bristol copy was the only example found among the many volumes of 
correspondence examined during the research for the thesis.) 
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APPENDIX F 

The Cellular System: 

Photographs taken by author during visits to: 

a) Guildford PLU Casual Ward, Surrey (13 October 2009)

b) Ripon PLU Casual Ward, N. Yorkshire (6 October 2011)

 pp. 556-566 
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Moral Architecture: Casual Ward Cells at Guildford PLU 
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Internal views of grid from work cell (attached to sleeping cell): Guildford PLU 
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External view of cell grid: Guildford PLU 
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Moral Architecture (2): Sleeping Cell, Casual Ward: Ripon PLU 
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 Casual Ward Cells at Ripon PLU 
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Grids for passing broken stone: Ripon PLU 

Mock-up of rope picked to make oakum: Ripon PLU 
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Disinfection instructions: Ripon PLU 
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The bathing facility, Casual Ward: Ripon PLU 

(The baths and notice appear to have been installed at a later date, for reconstruction 
purposes, but are placed in their original position) 
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Reconstruction of simple disinfection facility: Ripon PLU 

 The notice reads: 
‘ This is a reproduction of a sulphur de-infester [sic] to kill the vermin brought in the 

clothes of both incoming paupers and vagrants. The most common vermin were body 
lice and fleas. Head lice and the eggs (nits) had to be combed out. Infested clothes 
were fumigated by sulphur dioxide given off from a sulphur- burning candle’. 

Note the contrast with a later system described in the information board below. 
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External view of the Casual Ward: Ripon PLU 
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Reproduction of warning notice: Ripon PLU 

The legislation referred to is ‘An Act to alter the Provision relating to the Charges for 
the Relief of the Poor in Unions’ (11 & 12 Vict. c.110) aka Poor Law Amendment Act 
1848.  Inter alia, the Act also stipulated that casual relief applicants would be 
searched and money confiscated set against Union costs; a person found to be in 
possession of money or property who had failed to disclose would be charged under 
the 1824 Vagrancy Act 

. 



 567 

APPENDIX G: Hygiene, Disinfection, and Fumigation 

Prior to 1837, at least one vagrant office obliged applicants to strip and wash, 

and exchange clothing for a night-shirt and night-cap: ‘These precautions are 

taken to prevent them robbing us as well as to keep the beds and 

establishment in a cleanly state.’1  In Lancashire, parish lodging houses, 

providing accommodation for ‘poor and destitute travellers’ and vagrants 

being passed, also required applicants ‘to wash and cleanse themselves’.2   

At the Liverpool Night Asylum ‘great attention is paid to cleanliness and 

ventilation’.3  

 In the regulations constructed by the new PLUs that pioneered casual 

relief after 1834 - Hatfield, Hertford, Windsor - there is no mention of hygiene 

or disinfection.  As the majority of early provision was of the ‘stables and 

straw’ type, it is improbable that cleansing facilities were offered.  Although 

such facilities were being introduced in the new workhouses then being built, 

the decision to separate vagrants from other inmates usually precluded 

access to bathing or disinfection.4  In 1838 the Poor Law Commission (PLC) 

issued a circular on hygiene in workhouses, to reduce the incidence of 

‘typhus’.5  The circular does not mention vagrants, but the proposed regime - 

ventilation, bathing in tepid water, disinfection of clothing, isolation for 

contagious diseases, and drainage - describes the hygienic regime that, 

eventually, would become the required standard for casual wards.6  The 

1 F. Gardiner, Directing Overseer, Manchester Vagrant Office, 22 October 1833, Appendix E, 
p.74. 
2 G. Henderson, Kirkdale Sessions, Lancashire, 8 November 1832, Appendix E, p.90. 
3 ibid. p.93. 
4 Exceptions may have been made for persons requiring medical attention. 
5 As noted, ‘typhus’ was used as a descriptive term for a variety of fevers before accurate 
diagnosis of the disease became possible: see above, pp.143-144. 
6 Circular on hygiene in workhouses (untitled) 16 July 1838, Correspondence Poor Law 
Commission to Unions, 1838, TNA/MH10/8. 
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subsequent Workhouse Rules Order of 1842 stipulated the employment of 

receiving wards, in which incoming paupers were to be kept until declared 

free of disease by the MO.  They were (then) to be ‘thoroughly cleansed and 

[…] clothed in workhouse dress’.  However, these regulations did not apply to 

casual poor, wayfarers, and vagrants unless the local Guardians so directed.7 

Such applicants were subject to differentiated regulations, and kept separate 

to prevent ‘the introduction of infectious diseases or contagious diseases into 

the workhouse.  It is, moreover, very advisable [my emphasis] that the 

persons of vagrants should be cleansed by placing them in the bath’.8  Wet 

clothes were to be dried, but disinfection was not mentioned.   In 1868, the 

Poor Law Board (PLB) issued advice for architects on the construction of 

workhouses, instructing that ‘vagrant wards should be provided with water 

closets, baths and lavatories, with means of supplying warmth, and of drying 

wet clothes’.9  A covered shed was to be provided for working in bad weather, 

and a disinfecting stove was to be installed although it is not clear whether the 

latter was specifically for vagrants or served the workhouse as a whole.10  The 

new regulations issued by the incoming Local Government Board (LGB) in 

1871, stipulated that the clothing of casual relief applicants should be 

removed overnight, to be ‘dried or disinfected’.  And as soon as practicable 

after admission, the applicant should ‘be cleansed in a bath with water of 

suitable temperature’.11  As to ‘suitable temperature’, while this was not stated 

7 ‘No.3 General Order- Workhouse Rules’ Eighth Annual Report of PLC (389) 1842, Appendix, 
p.48, Art.4-7.
8 Ibid. ‘No.4 Letter Accompanying Workhouse Rules Order’, p.65.
9 ‘Construction of Workhouses.- Circular Letter and Enclosure from the PLB to Boards of
Guardians’, 15 June 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197), Appendix 
A., p.50. 
10 ibid. p. 51. 
11 ‘No.19. Vagrancy.-General Order’, 22 November 1871, First Annual Report of LGB 1871-
1872 (c.516) Appendix A, Arts. 4 & 5, pp.58-59. Those suffering from ill-health or other 
extenuating circumstances could be excused the bath. 
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in the regulations, the accompanying letter cited the example of ‘a tepid bath’ 

used at Bath PLU, which had helped to reduce applications.12  However, a 

significant number of Unions did not bathe new admissions to the casual 

wards.13 

 The 1871 regulations did not specify methods of disinfection.  With regard 

to hygiene and disinfection, the subsequent, amending regulations of the 

1882 Act simply repeated those of 1871; again methods of disinfection were 

not mentioned.14   Separately from casual ward regulations, from its inception 

the LGB had expressed concern about the spread of disease in, and through 

the wards, particularly of smallpox.  A series of circulars emphasized that 

medical treatment and supervision was essential, including facilities for 

isolation.15 

 The earliest official description of a disinfection process may be that of 

the PLC circular of 1838, which involved ‘exposing clothes to heat, in a closed 

vessel immersed in boiling water’ after they had been ‘properly cleansed’.16  

Whether this is the method that became known as ‘stoving’ is unclear, as 

contemporary accounts are lacking. One modern author describes ‘stoving’ as 

baking to destroy vermin but provides no details.17  Another, simpler method 

consisted of a sulphur chamber or closet, in which disinfecting fumes flowed 

over clothes. (See above, Ripon photograph, Appendix F). 

12 Ibid. ‘No.18. Vagrancy.- Circular Letter from LGB to Boards of Guardians’, p.57. 
13 Almost eighteen per cent of Unions failed to bathe on admission c.1904-1905: ‘3.Searching, 
Bathing and Detention in the Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, p.82.  
14 ‘No.31. General Order.-Regulations with respect to Casual Paupers’, 18 December 1882, 
Twelfth Annual Report of LGB 1882-1883, (c.3778), Appendix A, Arts. 6 & 7, pp. 65-66. 
15 See above, p.140-146. 
16 ‘The late Dr. Henry’s method’ in: Circular on hygiene in workhouses (untitled) 16 July 1838, 
Correspondence Poor Law Commission to Unions, 1838, TNA/MH10/8.  
17 Rose, Rogues and Vagabonds, pp.77-78. 
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These processes could be perilous.  At Oswestry, in 1868, the fumigation 

closet caught fire.18  And at Exeter, in 1895, the disinfecting gas stove 

exploded, severely damaging the casual ward.19  By this later date, advances 

in technology had produced steam disinfection, with low and high pressure 

systems.  A Thresh’s Current Steam Disinfector was installed in Exeter 

workhouse c.1898-99.20  These machines were widely used in situations 

where bulk loads needed disinfecting, as in hospitals.  Clothes were dry by 

the end of the process, and we have a description of how it worked: 

Thresh’s Current Steam Disinfector consists of a chamber 
surrounded by a jacket.  In this apparatus steam is generated from 
a saline solution, usually calcium chloride, which raises the boiling 
point of the water above 212°F. without any extra pressure.  The 
machine is so contrived that the original amount of calcium chloride 
may be used over and over again, the boiler being fed with water 
by an automatic feed cistern. Although it is a low pressure 
apparatus, the steam is hot, as it is given off from water over 
212°F. It consists of two chambers; the outer one contains the 
boiling saline solution, while in the inner chamber the articles to be 
disinfected are placed. When the temperature of the inner 
compartment reaches 225°F. steam is made to enter which 
disinfects the articles.21 

Yet another method of disinfection involved the use of a high-powered light 

and chemicals, such as ethyl formate, as used at Leeds PLU (see photograph 

above, Appendix F).22  Given their reluctance to invest in casual relief 

provision, it is unlikely that many of the rural or smaller PLUs adopted the 

18 Correspondence PLB-Oswestry PLU, 1867-1872, 1 September 1868, TNA/MH12/10024. 
19 Above, p.439. 
20 LGB-Exeter PLU Correspondence 1897-1899, TNA/MH12/2254. 
21 ‘Restraint of Infection’: S.C. Prescott, Water Bacteriology (Calcutta; Scientific Publishing 
Co., n.d.) (reprinted:USA; Sanford Press, 2007) Ch. XXI, pp. 460-497 (476).) His better known 
work, Elements of Water Bacteriology was first published in 1904, but does not cover steam 
disinfectors. 
22 Further research is needed to uncover the how this system worked, whether it was widely 
employed and, if so, when introduced. 
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more expensive methods of disinfection. For example, in rural Essex, before 

1901, disinfection in the casual wards was hardly ever practiced.23 

 It was not only clothing that was disinfected in the casual wards.  Various 

methods were applied to treat the bodies of applicants.  Bathing, of course, 

was the most widely used form of treatment.  A variation of this was used at 

Plymouth, in the late 1890s, where vagrants were bathed in the sea.24  For 

those identified with ‘itch’, which as we have seen, denoted a range of 

contagious skin diseases, but is chiefly associated with forms of scabies, 

specific treatment was available by the 1870s (if not before). A concoction of 

quicklime and sublimed sulphur, mixed in water and boiled, was bottled and, 

after the infected applicant had been washed, the liquid was rubbed into the 

skin and left for half an hour. The fluid evaporated, leaving a layer of sulphur 

which killed the mites or ticks, after which the person was again washed.25 

In contrast, at Birmingham and Witney, sulphur fumigation was used for itch 

and said to be dangerous, even fatal.26  A former vagrant, treated in Shepton 

Mallet PLU (Somerset) for scabies, described being shut into a large box with 

a neck hole; a flat iron full of brimstone was slid in underneath and ignited, 

producing choking sulphur fumes.  The treatment was repeated for ten 

minutes every other morning for a week and was known as ‘the tramp 

23 Cuttle, The Legacy of the Rural Guardians, p.272.  At a larger centre in Essex, Braintree, a 
disinfector was installed in the latter half of the 1890s: ibid. p.274. 
24 Flying Post, 26 February 1897. 
25 This remedy was found in: Inspectors Correspondence 1858-1874 (W. Hawley, 1 May 
1871) TNA/MH32/43.  Hawley arranged for 100 copies of this remedy to be printed, 
presumably for distribution in his district. A modern pharmacist has advised that the 
procedure is not dangerous. For a full account, see O’Leary, ‘Vagrancy; an intractable social 
problem’, Appendices. 
26 Inspectors Correspondence 1882-1890 (J. Henley, 1 June 1882) TNA/MH32/46. Henley 
cautioned the LGB against its use unless supervised by an MO.  He does not indicate 
whether the method was used on applicants or their clothing, but the mention of fatality 
suggests the former.  
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torment’.27  Finally, vaccination (or re-vaccination) against smallpox was 

undertaken in many casual wards in response to concerns that vagrants were 

carriers of the disease.28 

 While hygiene measures may have been originally introduced to control 

and prevent the spread of infection, they quickly became part of the deterrent 

regime.29  There are numerous references by Guardians, Inspectors, and 

other officials, to the use of bathing, disinfection, and vaccination, to deter 

applicants.  A few MOs raised concern about the treatment of vagrants.  The 

medical press, referring to the common practice of bathing several vagrants in 

the same water, doubted ‘whether cleansing is […] the object of their 

immersion’.30  However, such critiques were ignored and many casual wards, 

particularly the larger, urban ones, maintained a reputation for their chilling 

disregard of the personal comfort and safety of applicants.31  It is indeed ironic 

that itinerant casual labourers, many of whom would later use casual wards 

as the toll of their working lives and ageing took hold, built the drains, sewers 

and reservoirs that were essential to contemporary efforts to control 

disease.32 

27 G. Brine, King of the Beggars (1883) quoted in: Rose, Rogues and Vagabonds, p.101. 
28 Above, pp.140-143. 
29 As noted earlier, the author is preparing a separate paper on the deterrent use of hygiene 
and disinfection in the casual wards. 
30 ‘Annotations’, The Lancet, 137, No. 3520, 14 February 1891, 379-384 (p.383). 
31 See, for example, the grim accounts by the social observers, Jack London and George 
Orwell, of bathing practices in casual wards, respectively in 1902 and c. 1931: People of the 
Abyss (Teddington, Middlesex; Echo Library, 2007) pp.44-45 (first published 1903); Down 
and Out, p.129. 
32 L. Greenslade et. al., ‘From Visible to Invisible: the “problem” of the health of Irish people in 
Britain’ in: L. Marks & M. Worboys (eds.) Migrants, Minorities and Health: Historical and 
Contemporary Studies (London; Routledge, 1997) pp.147-178 (149). 
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APPENDIX H: Dietary in the casual wards 

Although there was a degree of variation in the provender offered to 

applicants in the pre-1837 network of mendicity societies, vagrant offices, and 

(some) workhouses, a standard fare of bread and water, perhaps small 

amounts of cheese and, occasionally soup or gruel, predominated.33  

Bentham’s plan for his ‘Pauper Kingdom’, which, inter alia, envisaged a 

minimal diet for the indigent, may have been influential.34  In these early 

decades of the nineteenth century, there was also considerable debate about 

penal dietary, amid concerns that it was superior to that available to most 

persons outside prison.35  Similar concerns, to ensure that pauper inmates of 

workhouses did not enjoy better living conditions than the lowest-paid 

labourers in their local communities, were prominent in the Poor Law reform 

debates.  Additionally, we may surmise that, while cost control, and the desire 

to avoid attracting applicants were also important factors in the considerations 

of providers, the limitations of catering, prior to commercial refrigeration and 

mass food production, restricted the types of food that could be offered for 

most of the nineteenth century. 

 In 1835, the Poor Law Commission (PLC) suggested dietaries for the new 

workhouses, based upon experience in different parts of the country.36  The 

dietary was reissued in 1837 and, although making distinctions among the 

classifications of inmates - able-bodied, old people, children, and the sick - did 

33 As noted in Ch. 6 above, in some locations, small amounts of money were distributed 
instead of food. 
34 Henriques, Before the Welfare State, pp. 22-23. 
35 McConville, A History of English prison administration, pp.145, 238-240. 
36 The fear that food would attract applicants to institutions, at a time when hunger was a 
normal experience for many, had to be balanced against the need to ensure inmates did not 
starve - a dilemma for administrators: Johnston, Diet in workhouses, p.95. 
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not mention vagrants.37  Among the Unions pioneering the casual wards from 

1837, Spalding proposed a supper of bread and water.38  Other Unions - 

Hertford, Windsor - resolved that, providing a task of work was performed, 

vagrants would receive the same diet as other paupers in the workhouse.39  

When the Workhouse Rules Order was issued in 1842, the PLC ruled that 

vagrants should be dieted under local regulations agreed by Guardians, 

subject to central approval.40  However, the accompanying letter stated that 

an allowance of bread or potatoes should be offered.41 

 The 1848 Report did not seek detailed information about dietary, but the 

contents suggest that, across the country, Union casual wards provided very 

restricted amounts and types of food.42  Allowances of bread predominated; in 

some locations forms of porridge were also given; in others, soup or gruel; 

occasionally a small amount of cheese was provided with the bread.  The 

same meal was usually given at supper and breakfast, the latter often only if 

work was performed.  Applicants admitted to a sick ward appear to have 

received an improved diet. 

The Inspectors Reports of 1866 sought more detailed information about 

dietary in the casual wards, confirming the less specific picture presented in 

37 ‘Dietaries 1-6 and Table’, 4 December 1835, reissued 1837, PLC to Unions, TNA/MH10/7. 
The dietaries relied heavily upon bread, gruel, and soup or broth, but included small 
allowances of cooked meat, potatoes, cheese, and suet or rice puddings. Vegetables were 
featured on three or four days per week, but there is no mention of fruit. 
38 ‘Inquiry upon Arrangements proposed for the reception of Vagrants’, Spalding Union, 12 
May 1837, Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 (546, I/II) Appendix, pp.82-83. 
39 ‘Mendicity Resolutions as adopted in the Hertford Union’, Fifth Annual Report of PLC 1839 
(239) Appendix, p. 54; ‘Regulations for the Suppression of Mendicity, as adopted by Windsor 
Union’, 6 March 1838,  Correspondence PLC-Windsor PLU 1837-1839, TNA/MH12/336. 
40 ‘No.3 General Order- Workhouse Rules’ Eighth Annual Report of PLC (389) 1842, 
Appendix, p.49. 
41  ibid. ‘No.4 Letter Accompanying Workhouse Rules Order’, 5 February 1842, Appendix,
Art.10, Proviso 7, p. 65. The same letter emphasized that each workhouse should preserve a 
separate diet for regular inmates ‘assimilating them, as much as possible, to the ordinary food 
of the working classes in the neighbourhood’: Art 17, p.66. 
42 Reports and Communications 1848, passim. 
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the 1848 Report.43  Bread, soup, gruel and water formed the staple fare and, 

in most places, provision of food was linked to performance of the work task. 

In some areas, no food at all was provided, for example in Cumberland, 

Durham, and parts of Northumberland and Yorkshire.44  The comment was 

made that ‘where food is not given at night a presumption exists that the 

Vagrants obtain much food during the day by begging’.45  Unions rarely 

offered extras or alternatives.46   

 In 1868, as part of an attempt to obtain greater uniformity in the casual 

ward system, the Poor Law Board (PLB) emphasized the importance of a 

standardized dietary, with exceptions only to be made for sickness or 

infirmity.47  A proposed dietary for vagrants was circulated to Guardians: 

Supper:  males above 15 yrs.   - 8 oz. bread, or (at Guardians discretion) 
- 6 oz. bread and 1 pint gruel 

       females above 15 yrs  
       & children (7-15 yrs.) 
       (both sexes)   - 6 oz. bread and 1 pint gruel 
       children under 7 yrs  -   4 oz. bread and ½ pint gruel 

Breakfast: same as supper. 

Half the quantity of bread for breakfast to be given to the men and 
women before commencing the task of work, and the other half of the 
bread (with the gruel for the women) at its completion.48 

The PLB acknowledged that the 1868 proposals for uniformity were 

recommendations only, noting that it was ‘questionable whether the evil can 

43 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, passim. 
44 ibid. pp.97-99. 
45  ibid. p.175. See also above, p.223, n.105. 
46  e.g. Among 59 Unions listed for the south-west, including Dorset, only one provided 
cheese in addition to bread and broth: Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p. 5. Tea or gruel was 
allowed occasionally at Southampton at the Master’s discretion: ibid. p.18. 
47 ‘No.14. Vagrancy - Circular Letter from the PLB to Boards of Guardians’, 28 November 
1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, pp.74-76.  
48 adapted version, ibid. p.76. 
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be effectively grappled with except by a uniform system for the treatment of 

vagrants imposed by law on the country generally’.49 

 It was left to the incoming Local Government Board (LGB) producing 

regulations to implement the 1871 Act, to issue an Order stipulating dietary.  

The central administration stated that ‘the great importance of establishing a 

uniform system of work and of diet cannot be questioned’.50  For those 

admitted for one night (Class 1) the dietary table was identical to the PLB 

proposal, with the one exception that broth or gruel could be issued.  For 

those detained for more than one night (Class II) supper and breakfast were 

the same as for Class I, but dinner (i.e. lunch) was also provided: 

Dinner:  males above 15 yrs.  - 8 oz. bread, 1½ oz. cheese or 
- 6 oz. bread and 1 pint soup 

       females above 15 yrs - 
       & children (7-15 yrs.)    6 oz. bread and 1½ cheese or 
       (both sexes)    5 oz. bread and 1 pint soup 
       children under 7 yrs  -   4 oz. bread and 1 oz. cheese or 

  3 oz. bread and ½ pint soup 

The Gruel, Broth, and Soup to be made of the same ingredients and in 
the same proportions as are used in the Workhouse for these articles of 
diet.51 

The casual pauper dietary could be varied by resolutions of local Guardians, 

subject to central approval and, in cases of sickness or infirmity, the MO ‘shall 

prescribe the Dietary for such pauper’.52 

 The 1882 Act, amending the 1871 Act in order to achieve greater 

stringency in the casual relief system, was followed by a further set of 

regulations principally concerned with the periods of detention to be imposed.  

49 Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) p.22. 
50 ‘No.18. Vagrancy-Circular Letter from the LGB to Boards of Guardians’, 18 November 1871, 
First Report of the LGB 1871-1872  (c.516) Appendix A, p.54. 
51 adapted version from: ‘Dietary’’, Art.8; ’Schedule (B) Dietary Table’ in: ‘No.19. Vagrancy.-
General Order’, 22 November 1871, First Report,  Appendix A, pp.60, 62. 
52 Ibid.  Art.8, p.60. 
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The dietary was an almost exact replication of the one issued in 1871, with 

only the slight amendment that, at supper and breakfast, either gruel or broth 

could be served.53 

 There does not appear to have been a subsequent, systematic survey of 

dietary until 1904-1905, and the LGB seems to have relied upon inspection 

reports to monitor implementation. The files of correspondence between the 

central administration and Unions, and local Union minutes, contain numerous 

examples of Guardians seeking permission to vary diets, usually only 

involving quite small adjustments, and of responses from LGB officials  

indicating that a strict, even rigid, adherence to the regulations was 

necessary.  However, Inspectors’ comments, and fragmentary observations, 

mainly from social explorers, suggest that, among regular users of casual 

wards, information circulated about locations evidently offering better food.  

While not quantifiable, this informal evidence indicates that an (unknown) 

number of Unions interpreted the regulations more loosely than others.  ‘In 

one, he may have only bread and cold water for supper and breakfast, and 

bread with a very small bit of cheese for dinner; in another, he may have hot 

gruel or broth with bread for breakfast and supper, and a pint of substantial 

soup with bread for dinner.’54 

 By the late nineteenth century, informed by advances in nutritional 

knowledge, some officials began to express criticisms of the casual ward diet, 

best summarized in the words of an Inspector commenting on the lack of 

uniformity: ‘Also the dietary given at very many of the casual wards is so 

53 ‘Dietary’  Art.10; ‘Schedule B, Dietary Table’, in: No.31. General Order.-Regulations with 
respect to Casual Paupers, Twelfth Annual Report of LGB 1882-1883, (c.3778) Appendix A, 
pp.67, 70. 
54 Inspector Preston-Thomas’s Report, Thirty-fourth Annual Report of LGB 1904-1905 
(Cd.2662) p.220.  But Preston-Thomas was in favour of an absolutely uniform diet: ibid. 
p.221.
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meagre that it forces a man to beg, or become so weak that he is not fit for 

work if it is offered’.55  The Departmental Committee, reporting in 1906, found 

that the dietary regulations were not uniformly observed, that in 374 Unions 

nothing but bread was given for breakfast and supper, and that ‘the habituals 

well know where to go for the best meals!’56 

 The Committee received (and was clearly influenced by) expert advice 

from leading nutritional experts of the day, who submitted precise suggestions 

about caloric values and the diets that would support them.  These experts, 

while concluding that casual ward diets needed to be upgraded, shared the 

more general view that the ‘idle loafer’ should not be encouraged.57  The 

Committee also considered suggestions from the Prison Commissioners that 

diet (and tasks) in the casual wards ‘should be not less favourable’ than that 

now applied in prisons.58  (The prison diet had been improved in the years 

1899 and 1901). The suggestion was rejected, evidently on the grounds that 

the improved prison diet had not been specially devised ‘to deal with the 

vagrant class’.59  Instead, the Committee accepted the proposals of Sir 

Michael Foster, adopting, as a guide, a standard of a daily food allowance for 

the casual wards equivalent to 2,500 calories, including 55 grammes of 

protein.60  However, ‘the food given should be simple, unattractive and 

55 ibid. Inspector Wethered’s Report, p.232. 
56 Report of DC, I, p.29; ‘Dietary in Casual Wards’, ibid. III, Appendix XIII, p.84. 
57 ‘Dietary’, Memorandum of Sir Michael Foster, K.C.B., F.R.S.) 22 December 1905; 
‘Memorandum on the Dietary of Casual Wards and Labour Colonies’, Dr. A.H. Downes 
(undated), Report of DC, III, Appendices XXVIII, XXIX, pp. 143-148. Sir Michael regarded the 
proposed labour colonies, with a fixed known diet, as excellent potential subjects for scientific 
research on nutrition. 
58 Report of DC, I, p.57; Prison dietaries - various, Report of DC, III, Appendix XXX, pp. 149-
152. 
59 ibid. I, p.57. 
60 ibid. I, p.83.  The measurement was a ‘large calorie’ (kilo-calorie) being ‘the measurement 
of heat required to raise a litre of water 1° Cent.’: ibid.  



 579 

cheap’.61  Advice centred around storing types of food suitable for fluctuating 

numbers of applicants, requiring the minimum of preparation and 

management, with the necessity for cooking reduced to a minimum.  Porridge 

and gruel were to be omitted from the dietary although ‘some hot food should 

be given with at least the evening meal’.62  The dietary suggested by Dr. 

Downes was selected by the Committee as the new standard: 

Breakfast 8 oz. bread; ¾ oz. margarine; 1 pint cocoa (made with 
     cocoa husk) 

Dinner 8 oz. bread; 1½ oz cheese 
Supper 8 oz. bread; ¾ oz. margarine; 6 oz. cooked potatoes 

1 oz. salt per 5 men daily 63 

Women and children were to be admitted to the main workhouse, receiving its 

ordinary diet; where it was necessary to take them into the casual wards, they 

would receive the same diet as men, but with the bread allowance halved, 

while younger children would be given a milk diet.  For persons departing the 

casual wards, those travelling under the way-ticket scheme were to be 

provided with the mid-day ration of bread and cheese; those without way-

tickets were to be given an order for a similar ration to be obtained from a 

specified place (preferably a police station).64 

 As argued in Ch. 8 (above) there is no firm evidence that Departmental 

Committee recommendations were implemented in the immediate years 

following the publication of its Report.   No changes were introduced until 

shortly after the First World War commenced, and the delayed improvement 

was marginal, adding the cited small quantities of fat and carbohydrates, with 

61 ibid. 
62  ibid. 
63 adapted version, ibid. p.84. Potatoes were recommended by Dr. Downes as an 
antiscorbutic, a neglected consideration in the nineteenth-century casual wards, despite 
official awareness of the risk of scurvy. For a doctor’s report of six scurvy cases in London’s 
casual wards in 1889, see The Lancet, 133, No.3427, 4 May 1889, 910. 
64 Report of DC, I, p.84.. 
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shell cocoa permitted as an alternative to broth or gruel.65   Evidence from a 

Cornish Union reveals that the new dietary was precisely measured to the 

ounce or pint, with daily records maintained of the exact quantities of food 

issued.66  In 1917, as food shortages mounted, Boards were instructed to 

reduce consumption of certain foodstuffs by using substitutes; for casual ward 

users, wheaten bread was to be replaced with barley or oatmeal, rice or sago 

or maize.67 

 Some comparisons may be useful to set the casual ward dietary in 

perspective.  The contemporary caloric value required for heavy labour was 

estimated at 4,200 (Voit-Atwater standard, 1895) which may be compared to 

a requirement for adult basal metabolism of 1500.68  For those men to be 

confined in the proposed labour colonies, a dietary of 2,500 calories, was 

recommended, with the expectation that inmates would be able to supplement 

the minimum diet by using part of their earnings, raising their calorie intake to 

3,000 through the purchase of cheese and dripping.69  For First World War 

infantry in the British Army, the official daily diet was as follows: 

1¼ lbs. fresh meat or 1lb. preserved 
1¼ lbs. fresh bread or biscuits 
4 oz. bacon 
3 oz. cheese 
½ lb. fresh vegetables or 2 oz. dried. 
small quantities of jam, sugar, and tea 70 

65 ‘Casual Paupers Order: Schedule B - dietary of Casual Paupers who are inmates of the 
casual ward’, LGB Circular, 23 September 1914, MoH and predecessors -Circular Letters 
1834-1962,  TNA/MH10/78. Shell cocoa was an infusion of cocoa husks ‘with little nutritive 
value’: Crowther, Workhouse System, p. 261. 
66 Daily Provision Account for Casual Paupers, Redruth PLU, November 1914-March 1915, 
CRO/PURED/250.  The ledger contained pre-printed columns for exact daily amounts. 
67 ‘Dietary for Inmates of Poor Law Institutions’, LGB Circular, 28 February 1917, MoH and 
predecessors -Circular Letters 1834-1962,  TNA/MH10/81. 
68 Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts, Table 1.3, p.39. 
69 Report of DC, I, p.85. 
70 P. Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, (Oxford; OUP, 1977) p.49 (first published 
1975). 
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In reality, fresh meat was often unavailable in the trenches, and substituted.  

In German-occupied Europe during the Second World War, by 1941, official 

rations in Norway were reduced to 1600 calories a day, in France and 

Belgium, to 1300, leading to the emergence of black markets as people 

struggled to stay alive.71 

 In Victorian and Edwardian England and Wales, malnutrition and hunger 

were widespread, particularly in urban centres,72  Considered in that context, 

the contemporary decision to provide food in the casual wards that was 

‘simple, unattractive and cheap’, but with a recommended dietary of 2,500 

calories, reflected the general view that vagrants were undeserving but should 

not be starved.  However, by the later nineteenth century, and the early part of 

the twentieth, applicants were older, and more likely to have been affected by 

illness and injury.  Quite probably the majority were already malnourished and 

more susceptible to disease.  The monotonous nutrition on offer in the casual 

wards, frequently of substandard quality, lacking protein and fresh vegetables, 

would have caused further deterioration in the health of the more dependent 

users, who were less able to find alternative sources of food.73 

71 R.J. Evans, The Third Reich at War: How the Nazis led Germany from Conquest to 
Disaster (London; Penguin, 2009) p.341 (first published 2008). 
72 The high rate of rejection of army recruits in the South African and First World Wars is one 
indicator.  Poverty rather than physical deterioration was the cause. 
73 ‘The food was so bad in casual wards few of them [incognito investigators] actually ate it’: 
Freeman, ‘Poverty Kingdom’, pp.109-110. 
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APPENDIX I: The casual ward work task 

As noted earlier, with the possible exception of the London Mendicity Society, 

a work task appears not to have been required of applicants in the informal 

network of mendicity societies and vagrant offices that evolved in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century.  It is unclear whether those workhouses 

that accepted vagrants before the 1834 reforms imposed a task, although this 

was probably the case in some that were operated by Corporations of the 

Poor.  By 1835, though, reiterating Elizabethan ideas, the newly-formed Poor 

Law Commission (PLC) had embraced the concept of deterrent work, 

expressed in advice to parish officers: ‘the work to be provided for paupers 

should be of a laborious and undesirable nature in itself’.74  From 1837, the 

PLC  sanctioned the regulations of the first casual wards of Unions such as 

Birmingham, Coventry, Hatfield, Hertford, and Windsor, where a task was 

required in exchange for lodging and food.75  These regulations were not 

specific but implied that vagrants would undertake the same tasks as paupers 

in the main workhouse, based upon whether they were ‘able-bodied’ or 

‘partially disabled’. 

 The Workhouse Rules Order of 1842 determined that ‘casual poor 

wayfarers and vagrants’ should be ‘set to work in such manner and under 

such regulations as the Guardians […] shall direct’.76  The accompanying 

letter was more equivocal: ‘In the morning, work may be required before any 

food is given; but there is no authority to detain a vagrant against his will if he 

74 PLC to Unions, 20 January 1835, TNA/MH10/7. 
75 Third Annual Report of PLC, 1837 (546, I/II) Appendix, pp.44, 80, 82-83  ‘Mendicity 
Resolutions as adopted in the Hertford Union’, Fifth Annual Report of PLC 1839 (239) 
Appendix, p. 54; ‘Regulations for the Suppression of Mendicity, as adopted by Windsor 
Union’, 6 March 1838, Correspondence PLC-Windsor PLU 1837-1839,  TNA/MH12/336. 
76 ‘No.3 General Order- Workhouse Rules’, Eighth Annual Report of PLC (389) 1842, 
Appendix, p.49. 
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thinks fit to go away without receiving further relief’.77  However, the 

subsequent legislation empowered Guardians to detain casual relief recipients 

for a maximum of four hours for performance of a task on the morning after 

admission, in return for food and lodging.  Anyone neglecting or refusing to 

perform a task, suited to a person’s age, strength and capacity, was to be 

prosecuted as an idle and disorderly person under the 1824 Vagrancy Act.78  

Particular types of work were not stipulated and it seems that, generally, 

recipients were asked to perform the same tasks allocated to pauper inmates 

of the workhouse, such as cleaning, breaking stone, preparing oakum, 

woodchopping and sawing, digging, barrowing, pumping, and hand-milling 

corn.79 

 In 1845, in the aftermath of the infamous scandal at Andover workhouse, 

the PLC ruled that paupers, and ‘even vagrants and trampers’, should not 

undertake bone-crushing, implying that, in some locations, this had been a 

casual ward task.80  Many Unions appealed against the ruling, providing 

medical opinions claiming that bone-crushing was harmless, and the PLC 

responded by temporarily suspending the order in such cases.81  Whether 

vagrants may have been involved in bone-crushing, in such locations, needs 

further research. 

 The 1848 Report did not address the question of the task but conveys an 

impression that, at this time, users of the casual wards were undertaking a 

77 ibid. ‘No.4 Letter Accompanying Workhouse Rules Order’, 5 February 1842, p.65. 
78 Poor Law Amendment Act 1842 (5 & 6 Vict., c.57). 
79 Neither did the Workhouse Rules Order specify tasks for pauper inmates; it was for the 
Board of Guardians to decide. 
80 PLC to Unions, 8 November 1845, TNA/MH10/11. The scandal, which involved starving 
pauper inmates eating marrow from bones they crushed for fertiliser, ultimately led to the 
replacement of the PLC by the PLB: I. Anstruther, The Scandal of the Andover Workhouse 
(London; G. Bles, 1973); Crowther, The Workhouse System, p.30. 
81 ‘Poor Law. Copy of any letter and general rule issued by the Poor Law Commission, relative 
to the employment of pounding, grinding, and otherwise breaking bones, &c.’ 1846 (75). 
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wide range of work, including hand-milling, fetching water, digging and 

gardening, but that stone-breaking and oakum preparation were emerging as 

the predominant activities.  Following the Report, the Poor Law Board (PLB) 

noted that the task in casual wards was only enforced occasionally but did not 

(then) seek compliance, merely stressing that ‘sound and vigilant 

discrimination’ was necessary to refuse aid to those not destitute.82 

 For the more systematic 1866 Report, inter alia, Inspectors sought 

information about the work task.  Thus, in fifty-three Unions listed for 

Cornwall, Devon and Somerset, twenty required the preparation of oakum (of 

varying amounts, between 1lb.-3lb.); twenty-one set recipients to stone-

breaking (again quantities varied); and ten asked for the pumping of water; in 

two, no task was arranged.83  Elsewhere in England and Wales, there are a 

few records of other tasks performed: cleaning, digging, gardening, shingle-

carrying, wool-carding, wheeling coal, field work, pounding old mortar, hand-

milling, pumping sewage, and, in one case, beating sand.84  In most districts, 

though, the pattern of work was similar to that of the south-west, although 

there is a much higher incidence of no task being required.85 

 Following the 1866 Report, the PLB consulted Guardians about the work 

in casual wards, proposing a set task: 

82 Buller, ‘Minute’ 1848. 
83 Inspector Gulson’s Report, 16 November 1865, Reports on Vagrancy 1866, p.5. He 
expressed doubts, though, that the task was regularly enforced in these Unions. 
84 Reports on Vagrancy 1866, passim. 
85 ‘Work, even for the strongest men, had generally been abandoned’: Inspector Villiers’
Report, 27 November 1865, ibid. p.103. 
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Males: breaking of 1½ to 3 cwt. of stones, according to hardness 
or 
picking of 1½ lb. of oakum  

Females:  picking of ½ lb. of oakum 
or such other task of work as the Guardians may deem more suitable 
and as may be sanctioned by the PLB.86 

The task was not to exceed four hours on the morning after admission and 

‘such amount of work shall not be required from any person to whose age, 

strength and capacity, it shall appear not to be suited’.87 

 A formal adoption (and modification) of these proposals followed the 

passing of the 1871 Act (Appendix B) when Guardians were given increased 

powers of detention for casual relief applicants.  As with diet, the Local 

Government Board (LGB) attached great importance to ‘establishing a 

uniform system of work’.88  The Act stipulated that ‘every Casual Pauper shall 

[…] be […] set to work’ and a General Order now regulated the tasks: 

86 adapted from: ‘No.14. Vagrancy - Circular Letter from the PLB to Boards of Guardians’, 28 
November 1868, Twenty-first Annual Report of PLB 1868-1869 (4197) Appendix A, p.76. 
87 ibid. 
88 ‘No.18. Vagrancy-Circular Letter from the LGB to Boards of Guardians’, 18 November 1871, 
First Report of the LGB 1871-1872  (c.516) Appendix A, p.56. 
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Task of work: 1871 

Class I: casual paupers who remain for one night only 

Males: breaking 2 cwt. of stone, or such other quantity not less than 
1½ cwt., nor more than 3 cwt. as prescribed by Guardians 
having regard to nature of the stone 
or 
picking of 1 lb. unbeaten or 2 lb. of beaten oakum89 

Females: picking of ½ lb. unbeaten or 1 lb. beaten oakum 
or 
not less than 3 hrs. of washing, or scrubbing and cleaning 

Class II: casual paupers detained for more than one night 

for each entire day of detention 
Males: breaking of 7 cwt. of stone or such other quantity not less 

than 5 cwt., nor more than 10 cwt. as prescribed by  
Guardians having regard to nature of the stone 
or 
picking of 4 lb. of unbeaten or 8 lb. of beaten oakum 

Females: picking of 2 lb. of unbeaten or 4 lb. of beaten oakum 
or 
not less than 9 hrs. work of washing, scrubbing and cleaning, 
or needlework 90 

Discussions about the the hardness of stone in different locations, about the 

amounts to be broken, and about the ability of ‘professional’ vagrants to do 

such work with ease, are to be found in scattered references throughout later 

Poor Law documentation, usually in relation to its deterrent impact.91  Now, 

too, stone-pounding emerged as an alternative task to stone-breaking.  The 

latter involved breaking rocks or pebbles, with a hammer, with the pieces to 

be passed through a grid with spaces shaped to determine the size.  Unions 

sold the broken stone, usually for road-construction or repair.  Stone pounding 

involved using a metal bar, thrust downwards, to reduce the stone to dust or, 

89 It is possible that beating the old rope, with a wooden mallet or similar instrument, loosened 
the fibres, making it easier to unpick, but I have not found a contemporary explanation. 
90 adapted version from: ‘No.19. Vagrancy.-General Order’, 22 November 1871, First Report 
of the LGB 1871-1872  (c.516) Appendix A, Schedule C. pp.62-63. 
91 Examples from the North Devon area are discussed in: O’Leary,’Vagrancy; an ‘intractable’
social problem’. 
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as described by the Lancet: ‘pounding a certain quantity of stone practically to 

powder, which is done in a metal mortar simply by the continuous lifting of a 

beater’.92  The article claimed that the product was useful for repairs and 

concrete making, but others regarded the activity as purposeless except as a 

deterrent.  According to a contemporary advertisement of a stone-pounding 

machine, hundreds were in use in casual wards across the country.93  The 

makers claimed that using the machine in casual wards would ‘clear your 

district of the professional tramp’, but at least one of the Inspectors regarded 

digging as the most deterrent occupation.94 

 The task of work for males was increased following the 1882 Act, with a 

higher quantity of stone to be broken.  Although not listed in 1882, in later 

years it was agreed that alternatives of lighter work, such as waste paper 

sorting, wood bundling and sack making, were to be provided for those not 

capable of performing the ordinary tasks.95  

92 ‘Vagrancy and its cure’, The Lancet, 167, No. 4302, 10 February 1906, 1391. 
93 Patent Stone Pounder Company, 1914, TNA/HO45/19657/224947/f41 originally quoted in  
Rose, Rogues and Vagabonds, Fig. 7, p.82.  None of the local records examined for this 
thesis reveal whether such a product was in use. 
94 Inspector Preston-Thomas’s Report in: Twenty-fifth Annual Report of LGB 1895-1896 
(c.8212) p.185.  He observed that digging was of less value in urban settings, where land was 
rarely available for the purpose. 
95 Report of DC, I, p.41. 
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Task of work: 1882 

Class I: casual paupers who remain for one night only 

Males: breaking 2 cwt. of stone, or such other quantity not less than 
1½ cwt., nor more than 4 cwt. as prescribed by Guardians 
having regard to nature of the stone and size required 
or 
picking of 1 lb. unbeaten or 2 lb. of beaten oakum 
or 
3 hrs. of digging, or pumping, or cutting wood or grinding corn 

Females: picking of ½ lb. unbeaten or 1 lb. beaten oakum 
or 
3 hrs. of washing, or scrubbing and cleaning 

Class II: casual paupers detained for more than one night 

for each entire day of detention 
Males: breaking of 7 cwt. of stone or such other quantity not less 

than 5 cwt., nor more than 13 cwt. as prescribed by   
Guardians having regard to nature of the stone and size  
required 
or 
picking of 4 lb. of unbeaten or 8 lb. of beaten oakum 
or 
9 hrs. of digging, or pumping, or cutting wood or grinding corn 

Females: picking of 2 lb. of unbeaten or 4 lb. of beaten oakum 
or 
9 hrs. of washing, scrubbing and cleaning, or needlework 96 

 Concerns about the usefulness of oakum preparation in the casual wards 

prompted the LGB to request an investigation.97  Identifying two sources of 

oakum, Inspector Henley listed old rope without tar, and junk - old ship’s 

cable, hardened with tar or pitch, the picking of which was a more severe 

task. He found enormous variation in casual wards.  In some, the vagrant 

could use a mallet, nail, chisel, or hook, and also warm [soften] the rope 

96 ‘No.31. General Order.-Regulations with respect to Casual Paupers’, Twelfth Annual Report 
of LGB 1882-1883 (c.3778) Appendix A, Schedule C, pp.70-71. An earlier discharge time - 
9.00 a.m. - was included to encourage recipients to seek work, but proved ineffectual.  
Guardians were also permitted to authorize even earlier discharges. 
97 ‘Oakum picking in the Casual Wards of Workhouses and Prisons’; Report by Inspector J. 
Henley to LGB, 17 March 1888, Inspectors Correspondence 1882-1890, TNA/MH32/46. 
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before a fire or on hot pipes in a cell.98  In other places, the vagrant had no 

assistance and had to ‘cold-pick’ with only fingers.  Without tools, picking the 

regulatory four pounds was thought too severe.  Henley concluded that 

abolishing tools and reducing quantity would favour ‘the ex-prisoner’ and 

‘sturdy vagrant’ at the expense of the ‘honest wayfarer’ with less hardened 

fingers.  He also thought it unfair to compare prison and the casual wards; in 

the former, punishment was required; in the latter (he opined) it was a 

question of filling the allotted hours of work.  Another Inspector was more 

forthright, stating that there was little demand for oakum as wooden ships had 

almost ceased to be built, and that stone-breaking was a ‘less futile 

employment’.99  Nevertheless, oakum preparation was retained as a work task 

for some years afterwards.100  

 As part of the investigations of the Departmental Committee, a survey of 

casual ward work tasks was undertaken c. 1905.  Many of the 638 Unions 

utilised a range of tasks and the principal ones are shown below: 

98 A large metal nail or spike for picking at old rope, to make oakum, is just one of several 
possible explanations as to why the casual wards were known as ‘the Spike’. 
99 Inspector Preston-Thomas’s Report in: Twenty-fifth Annual Report of LGB 1895-1896 
(c.8212) p.185. However, by the 1900s if not before, oakum could be used in large quantities 
in paper-making: Report of DC, I, p.41. 
100 A poignant photograph, from 1900, showing women picking oakum, is in: H. Dyos, et. al., 
The Victorian City: Images and Realities, Vol. 1 (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973) 
pp.246-247. Twenty-two Unions still used oakum preparation as a work task as late as 1924,: 
Crowther, The Workhouse System, p.262. 
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Stone-breaking  438 
Stone-pounding    75 
Oakum-picking        221 (men) 

 206 (women) 
Wood-cutting or 
sawing  176 
Gardening, digging, 
farm work 199 
Pumping   43 
Cleaning, scrubbing 
or washing    78 (men) 

488 (women) 
Needlework   58 
Corn grinding   17 
No task    14 
‘Not always’ 7 
Men only  28 101

The list, though, is deceptive as the Committee itself acknowledged: ‘we 

cannot find that there is any real uniformity in the tasks, while in many wards 

the task is not enforced’.102  Tasks required differing levels of skills, and 

materials, such as stone, varied too, across different parts of the country.  

And, as discussed earlier, some casual relief applicants refused to work, and 

were convicted under the Vagrancy Act 1824. 

 Evidence available from early twentieth-century Casual Ward Admission 

Registers confirms the employment of a mixture of tasks.  At Long Ashton, 

between 1910-1912, the principal task for males was that of pumping, 

followed by cleaning, with gardening required in summer months; there was 

no stone-breaking or oakum preparation.103  The few women using the wards 

were set to cleaning.  Conversely, at the small, rural Union of Dulverton, the 

main task for men was stone-breaking, although some were set to cleaning or 

101 ‘4. Tasks of work in Casual Wards’, Report of DC, III, Appendix XIII, p.83. 
102 Report of DC, I, p.28. 
103 Long Ashton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1910-1912 (July 
1910; January & July 1911; January 1912)  SRO/D/bd/121/1 & 121/2.  The type of pumping 
was not specified but may have been for water as it was the predominant task allocated. 
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water-pumping.  Again, the few women were allocated cleaning.104  At Bath, a 

third of the males undertook farm work, while some sixteen per cent were put 

to stone-pounding, and a small number to stone-breaking.  Cleaning and 

pumping water were also allocated to approximately ten per cent of 

applicants.  As elsewhere, women were given cleaning tasks.105  These 

Unions did not appear to provide the lighter tasks suitable for the less 

physically able.  

 The ageing and deteriorating health of the casual ward population, 

discussed in Ch. 8, already well under way before 1914, accelerated as the 

First World War progressed, and younger men entered the services, took up 

vacant employment opportunities, or avoided the dangers of conscription in 

the wards.  It is not surprising that a noticeable proportion of the Bath 

recipients of casual relief were excused the task on health grounds, a process 

which is likely to have occurred in other Unions.  However, it was not until 

years after the First World War that attitudes began to change; by the mid-

1920s most Guardians had largely ‘discontinued these old punitive tasks’, 

allocating odd jobs instead.106  

 The concept of ‘reform through work’, which originated in the early 

modern period with the introduction of the house of correction, failed in 

practice and was replaced by labour as a form of both punishment and 

deterrence (above, p.108).  The latter idea, of deterrence, already visible in 

the pre-1834 workhouse system, was rejuvenated in the Poor Law reforms 

and was readily adopted for application in the casual wards.  While there was 

some notion that work by casual relief recipients would at least partially defray 

104 Dulverton PLU Admission and Discharge Books for Casual Paupers 1912-1913, 
SRO/D/G/d 121/1. 
105 Bath PLU Casual Ward Admission and Discharge Registers 1915-1916, BRO/BGB/2/5/. 
106 Crowther, The Workhouse System, p.262. 
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costs, some of the tasks appear to have been without economic value.  The 

lack of uniformity, the frequent reluctance to enforce the task, and the 

financial limitations of smaller, rural Unions, resulted in a very chequered 

application of the work requirement - in some Unions, relentless and rigid, in 

others disregarded.  Where there was a choice of routes, regular users of the 

wards soon learned which workhouses to avoid. 
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Glossary 

These entries offer only brief summaries and cannot fully explain the more 
complex subjects, which are often open to interpretation. The main text of the 
thesis provides more detailed explanations, with relevant bibliography. 

Admission and  originally local registers recording use of Vagrant 
Discharge Registers Offices (q.v.). Used locally in workhouse casual 
(Casual Wards) wards c. 1839 onwards. Central administration 

introduced  registers as official requirement from 
1871. Not known how many extant but underused 
as source material. 

Anti-Mendicity Society see Mendicity Societies 

Assistant Relieving employment of serving police officers to assess 
Officers (AROs) applicants for casual relief, officially endorsed  

by PLB in 1848. It was believed that AROs   
deterred vagrants from seeking relief. Widely used 
by PLUs but not universal.  Often associated with 
close police involvement in operation of casual  
relief system. 

Association Ward see Casual Ward 

Asylum for  early attempt by PLC to establish shared, specialist 
Houseless Poor facilities for vagrants in large cities, such as   

London, that ignored traditional parish boundaries. 
Attempt failed, but eventually achieved in London 
in early 20th century - Metropolitan Asylums Board, 
1913 

Bridewell The original London Bridewell, opening in 1556, 
was intended to house ‘all idle and lusty rogues’, 
including ‘sturdy vagabonds’, where they should be 
compelled to labour.  Other towns followed the  
London example, opening houses of correction. 
(q.v.) 

Casual Pauper term sometimes applied to recipients of casual 
relief. Formal use in 1871 and 1882 Acts (see   
Appendix C) 

Casual Relief developed from 1837 as a separate component 
of the workhouse system, offering temporary   
accommodation and food to itinerant persons   
lacking residential status in the Poor Law Union 
where a relief application was made. (see also  
Occasional Relief) 
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Casual Ward  the separate accommodation for vagrants  
(aka Vagrant Ward/ provided at a workhouse. In the early stages of 
Tramp Ward)  casual  relief, accommodation was provided in a 

shared room (association ward) frequently in  
poor conditions. Wards ranged in size, from one or 
two beds at smaller PLUs to very large ones   
containing many beds. Gradually, from the late  
1860s, blocks of individual cells were introduced. 
Old-style association wards were retained in the 
majority of workhouses, though, often being used 
for overflow purposes, when demand was high.  
The term ‘casual ward’ remained in use,  
regardless of whether cells were provided. 
(see also Cells, Cellular System). From mid-19th 
century, frequently referred to as ‘the spike’ in   
street  vernacular. 

Casualty Union ‘porter’s parlance’ for urban Union, to which   
smaller, rural Unions sometimes directed sick   
vagrants on grounds that larger workhouse had 
appropriate medical facilities.  An informal, 
illegal practice, about which vagrants complained 
when denied medical attention.  

Cells, Cellular System       as far as known, first introduced at Oswestry PLU 
in 1867, and almost certainly based upon  
‘separate system’ used in prisons (q.v). Block of 
cells with facilities for bathing, disinfection, and  
task. Applicants for casual relief accommodated in 
single, locked, narrow cell, often with attached cell 
for work task. Adopted by central authorities as 
policy from late 1860s, cells installed in   
approximately two-thirds of workhouses by 1904. 

Corporations of the   originally established in London by parliamentary 
Poor  ordinances of 1647 and 1649, inspired by religious 
(aka Incorporations) reform (Puritanism) to centralize control of poor  

relief in city parishes. Towards end of 17th century,  
Corporations founded in fourteen towns or cities, 
including Exeter and Bristol, in similar attempt to 
centralize poor relief. (see Slack, English Poor  
Law). Post-1834, Corporations struggled to  
maintain legal independence but by mid-century,  
central Poor Law authorities had largely succeeded 
in overriding local powers. Powers of Corporations 
with regard to vagrants little researched. 
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COS (Charities arising from reforming elites desire to co-ordinate 
Organization Society) and control charitable funds, founded 1869,   

London. Purpose to stem perceived 
widespread moral deterioration resulting from 
traditional charities being hoodwinked by 
‘cunning poor’. (Humphreys, Sin, Organized   
Charity, p. 5). Used case-based approach to  
identify undeserving. Origins in London Mendicity 
Society (1818).  Unsuccessful in coordination   
efforts but case-based approach to welfare   
influential in 20th and 21st centuries. 

Crusade v.  commenced in 1860s to reduce costs of relief by 
Outdoor Relief enforcing principles of 1834 Act - assistance only

offered in workhouse.  Not specifically aimed at  
vagrants but likely to have reduced outdoor relief 
received by them. 

Day Ward, Day Room from 1883, after longer periods of detention had 
been introduced in the casual relief system, Unions 
were required to make arrangements to  
accommodate recipients during the daytime,   
indicating that individuals should not be locked up 
in the same cells or association wards longer than
overnight. Day wards or rooms were introduced 
although recipients would still be locked down 
in them, as on Sundays. 

Deserving, Undeserving medieval concept regarding moral worth of poor, 
Poor which continued to be applied in 19th century. 

Vagrants were generally regarded as undeserving 
poor who had deliberately chosen life of idleness. 
Concept largely replaced in 20th century by 
that of ‘benefits scrounger’. 

Deterrence;  principle of deterrence enshrined in Poor Law 
deterrent principles legislation in 1723.  Revived as cornerstone of 
of New Poor Law  Poor Law reforms of 1834. (See Less Eligibility, 

Workhouse Test).  Principle extended to casual 
relief system from outset.  

Disinfection various methods used in casual wards to 
disinfect clothing of recipients of relief, including 
sulphur chambers, stoves and steam machines. 
Individuals with itch (q.v.) were also subjected to 
disinfection processes - see Appendix G 
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Habitual Vagrant term used by officials to describe a person who  
(allegedly) chose vagrancy in preference to a more 
conventional lifestyle based around work.   
Regarded as a criminal who obtained a  
livelihood by begging and stealing. see also   
Professional Vagrant. 

Homeless limited use in 19th century - term ‘houseless’ used 
more commonly (q.v.) 

Houseless term used in 19th century often in form ‘houseless 
poor’.  Concept embraced anyone without  
accommodation - not just vagrants. Used in thesis 
to avoid confusion with modern term ‘homeless’.  

Honest Wayfarer one of many terms used to describe a person 
travelling across the country in search of work. 
Other common terms included bona fide 
working man, the genuine working man in search 
of employment, the honest work-searcher.   
Essentially discriminatory, to distinguish between 
deserving and undeserving mobile poor. 

House, the  contemporary abbreviation of the Workhouse 

House of Correction modelled on original London Bridewell of mid-16th 
century, which sought to reform idle poor through  
labour. Poorly managed, houses of correction   
quickly became ‘lock-ups’, rather like goals.   
Reformed and replaced in 19th century by local 
prison system. 

Idle and Disorderly formal term in Vagrancy Act 1824, applied, 
inter alia, to persons convicted of refusal to   
maintain themselves or family by work or other  
means, begging, prostitution, unlicensed peddling, 
and punishable by imprisonment with hard labour 
for up to one month. see also Rogue and  
Vagabond, and Incorrigible Rogue 

Incorrigible Rogue formal term in Vagrancy Act 1824, 
applied to persons previously convicted of  
Vagrancy Act offences who had repeated them, or 
escaped from custody, or resisted arrest.   
Committed to General or Quarter Sessions   
hearings, where punishable by imprisonment with 
hard labour for up to one year, and an additional 
option of whipping. see also Idle and Disorderly 
and Rogue and Vagabond 

Inmate a pauper inmate of the main workhouse 
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Incorporations of see Corporations of the Poor 
the Poor 

Itch, the widely used term for infectious skin diseases 
of the poor.  Usually thought to be scabies, of   
which there are several forms.  Treatment of 
itch involved specialist disinfection measures and, 
sometimes, isolation in an ‘itch ward’. See  
Appendix G  

Ins and Outs regular pauper inmates of a workhouse who 
left and reapplied for admission at frequent   
intervals. Guardians often attempted to treat Ins 
and Outs as vagrants in an attempt to discipline 
them, but such practice was ruled illegal by the  
LGB. Part of  the 1871 Act was intended to curb 
this behaviour by inmates. 

Inspections official inspections of PLU workhouses by 
Inspectors of the central authority.  

Junk  old rope -  see Oakum 

Joint Vagrancy local, coordinated approach to vagrancy, usually 
Committee (JVC) at county level, in early 20th century. Encouraged 

by LGB. 

Labour Colony In late 19th and early 20th centuries, widespread 
(Labour Camp) support for sentencing vagrants to work in  

specialist camps or colonies.  Several charities 
developed colonies, although these part of a 
wider movement to assist unemployed poor.  Much 
influenced by European practice, but also by   
historic notions of ‘reform through labour’ - legacy 
of Houses of Correction (q.v.). Despite  
popularity of idea, did not become official policy -
overtaken by advent of welfare reforms of early  
20th century  and First World War. 

Labour Test see Workhouse Labour Test 

Legislation for summaries of Vagrancy Act 1824, Pauper   
Inmates Discharge and Regulation Act 1871, and 
Casual Poor Act 1882, see Appendix C 

Less Eligibility Benthamite concept advocated in his ‘Pauper Plan’ 
1796-97, adopted by PLC.  In essence to provide 
less attractive conditions in workhouse than for 
‘independent labourer of lowest class’.  Historians 
stress that less eligibility was based upon deterrent 
discipline rather than material conditions. 
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Makeshift informal methods of survival, of getting by, which 
might involve mixture of labour migration, gleaning, 
commons rights, casual work etc. Term   
usually associated with labouring poor. In thesis, 
term adopted for vagrants.  Vagrant makeshift   
assumed to incorporate some or all of lifestyle   
of sleeping out, begging, sharing, casual work,  
and (perhaps) imprisonment and use of  
casual relief. 

Masterless Men 16th century term for mobile poor -see Beier, 
Masterless Men.  Occasionally used in later 
periods. 

Medical Officer (MO) officer of workhouse (1842 Workhouse Rules   
Order) with specific duties to attend in cases of 
sudden illness, accident or other emergency,   
oversee sick and insane paupers, and advise   
about health (diet, sanitation, ventilation etc). 
Duty of care to sick included vagrants receiving 
relief. 

Mendicity Societies response of urban elites to increase in begging 
in early 19th centuries, arising from increased   
labour mobility associated with industrialization, 
urbanization, changes in agriculture, and the   
demobilizations of the Napoleonic Wars. Aiming 
to assist the mobile poor in search of employment, 
the Societies attempted to discriminate against 
‘undeserving’ vagrants.  First known society in 
Bath, 1805, and formed in many towns and cities 
thereafter. Some continued to operate after 1834 
reforms.  see also Vagrant Offices 

Mendicant Vagrant PLC description of vagrant who begged 

Moral Architecture the relationship between cultural forms and the 
built and spatial forms (A. King, Building and   
Society). In thesis, influence of Panopticism,   
segmented spaces of ‘disciplinary partitioning’ 
to control and reform; the influence of penal 
separation system upon casual wards. 

Night Asylum  urban centre offering temporary accommodation 
to travelling poor - e.g. as at Liverpool from 1830s 

Non-resident Poor term applied to persons living in a parish who   
claimed relief but had settlement rights in another 
parish. Parish of settlement often paid the relief by 
agreement with parish of residence. Term did not 
describe vagrants. 
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Oakum in this context ‘…loosely twisted fibres obtained 
chiefly by untwisting and picking old hemp rope; 
such fibres or the like, used as a caulking material 
for the seams of wooden ships, the joints of pipes, 
etc.’107 Throughout Poor Law documentation the 
phrase ‘picking oakum’ is used but picking old rope 
to make oakum would have been more accurate. 
Junk (old or inferior cable or rope) was usually  
purchased from dockyards by workhouse Masters. 
The finished product, oakum, was sold back as  
caulking material and possibly, in later years, for 
paper-making. 

Occasional Poor see  Occasional relief 

Occasional Relief mainly pre-1834 money and/or kind issued to   
resident poor of parish not in receipt of a regular 
pension from overseers. Occasional relief often  
exceeded money paid in regular pensions.   
Sometimes used to help vagrants ‘move on’ (and 
thus parish avoided expense of criminal  
prosecution). In principle, after 1834, replaced by 
workhouse test (q.v.). In practice occasional   
payments continued in many parishes.  
Confusingly, occasional relief was sometimes   
referred to as casual relief. In the thesis all  
references to casual relief are to the system 
introduced from 1837, for itinerant, destitute   
persons who were not resident in a parish of the 
Union wherein they claimed relief. 

Outdoor Relief a cash dole, or mixture of cash and kind, for   
resident poor of parish, who were thus not required 
to enter workhouse.  Was viewed as   
supplementing low wages (Speenhamland system) 
especially in southern England. It was intended  
that it should be replaced after 1834 by workhouse 
test (q.v.). In practice, outdoor relief continued long 
after 1834 in many parishes. Vagrants were offered 
forms of outdoor relief in some cases (instead of 
casual ward) although this declined in latter half of 
19th century. (see also Crusade v. Outdoor Relief) 

Parish Lodging House house for ‘poor and destitute travellers’, maintained 
by some parishes under Old Poor Law. Also   
sometimes accommodated vagrants being 
‘passed’ to settlement of origin.  Origins and 
development unclear - little written about them. 

107 Oxford Dictionary Online (consulted 07 November 2009). 
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Passing, Pass System legal system of returning convicted vagrants to 
place of settlement. Vagrants could be whipped 
and/or imprisoned (usually in house of correction 
for short period) before being passed from parish 
to parish en route to settlement. By 19th century 
passing system operated by large-scale private 
contractors. System also used to return Irish and 
Scottish vagrants to country of origin. Passing 
much abused by contractors.  Vagrants allegedly 
used passing to travel around country.  System 
gradually faded out, especially after laws of 
settlement changed in mid 19th century. 

Pauper term generally applied to poor without means.   
More specifically, regular inmate of workhouse, as 
opposed to causal pauper using casual relief. 

Penal Labour Colony see Labour Colony 

Professional Vagrant term used by officials to imply that a person 
lived solely by the methods associated with  
vagrancy - begging, petty theft, use of casual 
wards, sleeping out - and was not prepared 
to work. In fairly common use by 1860s, but  
did not entirely replace term Habitual Vagrant 
(q.v.). 

Residuum variously defined as ‘propertyless masses’, 
‘residual enclave’, ‘irredeemable class of the poor’, 
‘the dangerous classes’. Unreasoned depository 
for vague fears of section of urban poor.  Could  
include vagrants.  A mainly 19th century term that 
was gradually replaced by notions of ‘the  
unemployable’ and the degenerate.  

Rogue and Vagabond historical term reaffirmed in Vagrancy Act 1824 
applied to persons committing certain offences, 
including sleeping out without visible means of 
subsistence, and begging, which rendered them 
liable to imprisonment with hard labour for up to 
three months. see also Idle and Disorderly, and 
Incorrigible Rogue 

Sending On see Casualty Union 
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Separate System confinement of prisoners to single cells, to prevent 
‘moral contamination’ and induce reform through 
reflection.  Applied in English prisons mainly   
1830s-1850s.  From 1860s reintroduced in   
modified form, for disciplinary purposes, with less 
emphasis on reform.  Latter model adopted in   
casual wards from late 1860s onwards, to  
strengthen disciplinary deterrence of system.  

Settlement place of birth (England and Wales) in which   
individual entitled to poor relief.  Settlement rights 
could also be gained in other ways - marriage, 
public office, payment of rates, apprenticeship etc. 
A highly complex subject - see Snell, Parish and 
Belonging. 

Settlement Laws complex succession of legislation governing   
settlement, dating from 17th century, amended by 
series of ‘irremovability’ laws from mid 19th   
century.  Impact upon labour mobility much   
debated. 

Social Explorer, incognito participant observer posing as vagrant, 
Social Observer usually only briefly.  Some provided useful  

commentary upon casual ward conditions,  
although suspicion that notorious wards  
selected for dramatic effect in articles, books.  Little 
commentary upon vagrants per se. Part of wider 
movement of exploration of urban poor, esp.   
London.  Distinguish from social reformers/  
researchers - Booth, Rowntree et. al.  

 ‘Stables and Straw’  term used in thesis to describe minimalist 
approach of majority of PLUs to casual relief   
provision in first few decades of system. Provision 
often restricted to equipping stables or other   
outbuilding with straw for bedding.  From late   
1860s, Unions began to develop more specialized 
provision, especially in form of cells. 
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Stone Yard an area normally within precincts of a workhouse 
in which able-bodied male inmates were expected 
to break stone - usually for an eight hour period 
each day. At times of high unemployment, men not 
resident in the workhouse but seeking relief would 
also be required to work in the stone yard, to obtain 
a certificate entitling them to food and financial  
assistance (Labour Test, q.v.). Prior to the  
development of the cellular system, in some   
workhouses vagrants receiving casual relief would 
work alongside other inmates and/or Labour Test 
men, a practice that was condemned by the central 
authorities. Cells with work spaces at one end   
effectively isolated vagrants from others labouring 
in the stone yard.  

Stoving see Disinfection 

Strangers’ Friends late 18th century subscription-funded voluntary 
Societies  society to assist local resident poor - sick or 

friendless strangers, but excluded vagrants and 
beggars. Usually involved individual case  
assessment to ensure ‘deserving’. 

Sturdy Beggar term in common use to describe beggars who  
were intimidating in manner. Implied that beggar 
was able-bodied, physically strong.  Evidence from 
late 19th and early 20th century suggests that 
most users of casual wards older and less able. 

Task, Task of Work requirement that recipients of casual relief  
undertake work in exchange for food and lodging, 
according to ability of individual. Tasks varied   
considerably, but stone-breaking (males) and   
unpicking of rope for oakum (females) commonly 
described. 

Ticket Schemes pre-1834 originally used to assist assessment of 
persons seeking alms:- ratepayer would give ticket 
instead of money and recipient would take to local 
mendicity office to be assessed for help.  
Subsequently, variations tried; certification  
of identity (1848 onwards); assisting those in   
search of employment (1860s onwards, way-ticket 
schemes); and providing mid-day meals to halt 
begging (from 1870s, bread-tickets). Never   
universally adopted. 

Tramp House another name for Vagrant Office (q.v.) 
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Tramping Artisan term made famous by Hosbawm, referring to 
skilled workmen whose trade necessitated travel 
to and from different centres of employment. Often 
supported by trade associations/unions as they  
travelled.  Appear to have used casual wards   
rarely.  The tramping artisan had largely  
disappeared by time of First World War. 

Undeserving see Deserving/Undeserving 

Vagabond from the Latin vagabundus (vagari, wander,   
vagus, wandering).  Formal meaning in legislation - 
see Rogue and Vagabond 

Vagrant Act shorthand used by Inspectors for 1871 Act or 1882 
Act. (See Appendix C). To be distinguished from 
1824 Vagrancy Act, which, confusingly, was   
sometimes also referred to as the Vagrant Act. 

Vagrant Army frequently used phrase expressing concerns about 
numbers ‘on the road’. Emotional rather than   
factual, although often associated with increase in 
numbers seeking casual relief.  In late 19th century 
some Inspectors suggested that numbers were  
inflated by repeated counting of same individuals 
using casual relief. 

Vagrant Offices often associated with Mendicity Societies (q.v.)  
these were founded in the early decades of 19th 
century, by local urban elites, to address problems 
of begging and vagrancy.  Destitute, itinerant poor 
were relieved with small sums of cash, and/or food, 
and sometimes with overnight accommodation,  
before being directed to move on. Thesis argues 
that these were prototypes for later casual wards. 
In some instances Vagrant Offices continued to 
operate for many years after introduction of casual 
ward system, especially in north of England. 

Vagrant Ward see Casual Ward 

Way-tickets  see Ticket Schemes 

Workhouse Rules formal regulation of workhouses issued by PLC 
Order, 1842  which included casual wards. 
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Workhouse Test Post-1834, admission to the workhouse 
was to be the only relief offered to the resident  
poor of a parish. The ‘test’ was the assumption that 
only the genuinely destitute would accept the   
workhouse and its deterrent regime. In practice, 
occasional relief, outdoor relief, and relief of the 
non-resident poor continued to be available in   
many parishes. 

Workhouse Labour Test the Outdoor Labour Test Order (1847) governed 
outdoor relief offer to unemployed, able-bodied  
males  who were not inmates of the workhouse but 
resided in a PLU parish.  Applicants had to be   
married and were not allowed to sleep in the   
casual wards. Typically applicants were required to 
labour in a stone yard (q.v.) or to chop firewood.  
Able-bodied paupers undertook some of the same 
tasks as vagrants, but for longer periods - e.g.   
eight hours in a stone yard - to obtain a certificate
for relief.  In pursuit of separation, LGB officials  
challenged the practice of those Unions in which
able-bodied paupers worked alongside vagrants 
receiving casual relief. 
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