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ABSTRACT

The policies and operational management practices for mentally dependent people
devised by the Parish Vestry Trustees of the Poor and the Boards of Guardians in East
London are examined for the period 1800 to 1870. The study is set within the rapidly
changing socio-demographic context of an increasingly overcrowded, impoverished,
mobile local population comprising the parishes in the Tower Division of the
Ossulstone Hundred and for the old poor law period, the City of London.
Documentary sources include the records of the Vestries, Trustees and Overseers of
the Poor, the Boards of Guardians, the archives of the County Lunatic Asylums at
Hanwell and Colney Hatch, contemporary records of the Metropolitan and later
national Commissioners in Lunacy, the Poor Law Commission and its successor the
Poor Law Board and local archival materials from the Borough Archives of Hackney
and Tower Hamlets.

A wealth of institutions for the insane had been established locally in the eighteenth
century and earlier. Large privately owned ‘pauper lunatic asylums’ and huge pauper
farms determined an institutional solution to managing insanity at an earlier date than
was generally the case elsewhere in England. The old poor law period was
characterised by a flexible, individual approach to managing the insane using a
‘mixed economy’ of private and public placements, the parishes showing considerable
variation in their choice of placement. This diversity of approach between
neighbouring districts of Boards of Guardians continued after the Poor Law
Amendment Act of 1834, there being substantial continuity of practice before and
after the Act in some districts.

Financial and legal incentives gradually changed the placement policies of the
Guardians, encouraging the use of the public asylums. Relations between the County
Asylums and the Guardians, seen through the negotiations between Guardians’
officers, doctors and asylum staff, were often conducted through the language of
dangerousness and the need to choose the most economic alternative. The
Commissioners in Lunacy and the Poor Law Commissioners had only a modest
impact on local policy and quality of local provision in workhouses but the culture of
non-restraint and the moral stance of the Lunacy Commissioners and Hanwell Asylum
may have influenced some Guardians’ policies. The Guardians lost much of their
responsibility for the care of the insane when the Metropolitan Poor Act of 1867 gave
birth to the Metropolitan Asylums Board and the new imbecile asylums. It is argued
that the move away from local, individual planning and purchasing for each case to
centralised, comprehensive planning for categories of classified paupers was not
necessarily in the best interests of insane paupers.
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Leonard's and of the numerous private madhouses nearby has been both an inspiration
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Chapter 1: Managing Insanity in East London: the Administrative Problem
James Lock, a man in his late 60s, came into Stepney Union's Mile End workhouse in

the winter of 1838. This is Mr Warren, the Relieving Officer’s account:’

On the 3 December while the Relieving Officer happened to be at the residence of the
medical officer Mr Story on other business, a message was brought requiring the
immediate attendance of the latter upon a man in Devonshire Street supposed to be
insane. Both officers immediately attended and found James Lock sitting by the fire.
It seems he had gone to the necessary and having stopped long his daughter went to
look for him and found him lying on the stairs in the yard quite exhausted from cold.

He was promptly removed to the workhouse where every attention was paid to him
until his death on the 5 December upon which a coroner’s inquest was held at the
insistence of the Master of the workhouse. The daughter is understood to be in receipt
of £50 per annum.

The only clothing he had on him at the time was a coat and one shoe and it would
seem he was in the habit of going about almost in a state of nudity. It was a
respectable sort of house but there was no vestige of furniture in his room except a
little flock in one corner although his daughter is understood to be in receipt of £50
per annum. The Relieving Officer adds that he considered it safer to remove him at
once to the workhouse than to trust him to the care of the daughter who by the
accounts given her by her neighbours, appears to be addicted to drinking.

One hundred and sixty years later, the local Stepney community psychiatrist would
find this situation familiar. He would accompany the 'area social worker' on a
'domiciliary visit'. They would probably decide to admit confused James Lock to the
local institution just as Mr Warren and Mr Story did and as it happens, to the very
same institution in Bancroft Road, now called Mile End Hospital. Day to day clinical
practice in mental health services today is rooted in operational systems that were
established by the poor law authorities in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. How
did the system work? What were the responsible authorities trying to achieve? This
thesis aims to answer those questions by examining how public policy for the care of
mentally disordered people was formulated and implemented by the responsible local
authorities and their staff during the nineteenth century in the East End of London,
from 1800 to 1871.



James Lock was one of 100 or so Stepney Union admissions per year for mental
disorder in the 1830s and 40_’s for what was classified as lunacy or idiocy. Most were
younger, most survived admission to the workhouse to be cared for in the House or
sent on to one of a number of institutions. Across East London there were about 600
such admissions every year. They were officially designated pauper lunatics because
only paupers were eligible to receive financial benefit or care from the parish or union
but while many were destitute 'real' paupers within the meaning of the poor law; many
were not, at least at the outset. Lock’s daughter had a reasonable income but was
incapable of her father’s care. Lock was admitted to the workhouse because that was
the primary place of removal for all cases needing round-the-clock care arising from a

medical or social emergency.

If there is one theme or service principle that links the care of mentally disordered
people in the 20" century to that of their 19", 18" and 17" century counterparts right
back to 1601 it is the 'catchment area' system. The system whereby a named agency
or authority is responsible for determining and paying for the type of care individuals
receive in a defined geographical area is necessary when the recipients of care are an
unpopular charge on public funds but society through legislation insists that care must
be provided. NHS mental health and geriatric medical services have catchment areas;
paediatric and surgical services do not! The double yellow lines that mark out the
boundaries for which East London and the City Health Authority’s mental health
services are responsible in 2000 are defined every bit as rigidly as the Acts of
Settlement determined which parish should be responsible for the destitute and
deranged under the old and new poor laws. These tightly drawn areas are an
advantage for the student of social policy since it is possible to identify for a specific
geographical patch a responsible public body at local or regional level at all periods
over the last four centuries within whose remit an individual fell. The themes which
emerge from tracking the administrative practices of local agencies over successive
periods in one area are the development of central government agencies, the creation
of effective local government, the rise of the publicly employed doctor and the
professional local government officer. The impact of the changing administrative

context on patients and their families is thrown into relief by a longitudinal study.



From the middle ages until 1948, the care of people with mental disorder who were
without personal financial resources, that is the vast majority, were broadly no
different from any other group of people dependent on the public purse. Their care or
lack of it depended on the system of welfare administration for those unable to
provide for themselves. Various Acts of Parliament from 1714 established rules
governing the disposal and care of mentally disordered people. The rules were refined
through the 18" and 19" centuries and the pattern of institutional provision changed.
Nevertheless the responsible public authority for all impotent, dependent groups of
people remained throughout the local Poor Law Authority, initially the parish

Trustees of the Poor, then later the Boards of Guardians.

The poor law was the administrative rock on which the system of care was
constructed. Yet as Walton first pointe?lrilr'l 1984,% until recently two other themes
dominated the historiography of mental disorder, first that of clinical psychiatry and
psychiatrists and second the rise of the Victorian asylum as society’s preferred
response. The place of the insane in social welfare provision was located by Jones and
Scull in their early works within the reforming zeal of the County Magistrates, the
mid-Victorian Lunatics Acts and the central inspectorate responsible for policing the
acts, the Commissioners in Lunacy.” In the early 1990s Jones complained that the
social history of mental health services had become an “academic minefield”,
smarting perhaps from Scull’s heavyweight criticism of her analysis of events as a
story of progress and social enlightenment thwarted by “backsliding,

misunderstandings and incompetence”.*

Scull’s “deeply researched and provocative account of the growth of public asylums™
in nineteenth century England, published as Museums of Madness in 1979,° attributed
the expansion of 'asylumdom' to the emerging commercial market economy and the
consequent extrusion of inconvenient non-working people from the mainstream of
family and community life. Scull interpreted the annexation of madness by specialist
mad-doctors as an unattractive bid for power and status by a group of financially

insecure members of a profession still on the threshold of respectability. Looking



back twenty years later, Scull located his early theme bias to his interest in the work
of other ‘proletarian’ historians, Hobsbawm and E P Thompson but acknowledges
that his work was stimulated in part by Foucault’s brilliant but flawed essays on
Madhness and Civilisation.” Scull’s revisionist historical sociology proved to be a red
rag to the mainstream British psychiatric bull and to fans of the asylum like Jones,
who viewed Scull’s interpretation as a challenge to the legitimacy of the psychiatric
profession, which of course it was, and a late flowering of the 1960’s anti-psychiatry

movement, which perhaps it was not.

The effect of Scull’s challenge was to provoke further analyses of the meaning of the
asylum as a solution to managing derangement, facilitated by the wealth of archival
material from the institutions and the county magistracy that administered them.®? The
literature underplayed the legal and administrative context of the poor law within
which lunacy was managed and paid only glancing attention to the influence of the
changing role of the State and the growth of nineteenth century government

administration.

Porter meanwhile was excavating an earlier seam of eighteenth century evidence,
which challenged the notion that the nineteenth century response to madness was
discontinuous and different from previous centuries. He rescued the humanity of
earlier attempts to care for and cure the mad from the overwhelmingly dismissive
accounts of eighteenth century ‘care’ in medical and historical texts.’” Just as
importantly though his work reasserted the value of a pragmatic analysis of events in
the context of a broader cultural approach. The madman, his family, the parish and

the poor law moved centre stage.

Over the past fifteen years however, largely through the work of Bartlett,'® Wright,"
Smith,”” and Forsyth and Melling,” the asylum and ‘mad-doctors’ have been
repositioned on the periphery of a target that places the administration of the poor law
at its centre. The study reported here supplements this recent literature using
materials from a metropolitan geographical patch a world away from Melling’s leafy

Devon and the Middle England where Bartlett’s, Smith’s and Wright’s studies are set.



In the nineteenth century East London became and remains today the most
impoverished urban area in Britain, providing the social context within which human
distress and disease could breed high rates of mental disorder. The author confesses
however that the main rationale for researching in East London was her familiarity
with the geography, the surviving institutions and proximity to the archives. Other
geographical areas would have served the purpose of the study satisfactorily although
the social context of the eastern parishes, the wealth of surviving records and its
unusually rich configuration of institutions perhaps provide sufficient justification for

the choice.

The Development of the Poor Law of Lunacy. From the appointment of Overseers
of the Poor in 1597 to the formation of the Union Boards of Guardians in the mid-
1830s, the unit of public administration for managing the problem of dependent poor
people was the parish vestry. Financing, planning, purchasing and monitoring of all
types of care for the unemployed, aged or infirm, orphaned or poor children, the slow-
witted, the drunkard and the simply feckless, fell to one of 15,000 vestries. The
principles of the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601, which consolidated all the piecemeal
measures passed in the previous half century, remained largely unchanged until the
Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, although its detail was revised. Even the
sweeping legislation of 1834 was not so revolutionary as contemporary observers
claimed; the principles of vestry responsibility were maintained through the ‘poor
rate’ funding rules. It is misleading, Brundage' has said, to describe the old poor law
as a ‘system’ if this implies national uniformity. There were marked differences in
various parts of the country because much of the poor law was not laid down in statute

but was a collection of customs and practices that suited local circumstances”’.

The 1597 Act gave overseers the twin duties of finding work for the workless and of
building parish hospitals and almshouses for those unable to support themselves. The
overseers were responsible to the local Justices of the Peace for establishing a poor
rate of local property owners to finance local provision of all types of relief. The
1601 Act laid down a national framework for the relief of the able-bodied poor, the

relief of the impotent poor and the correction of the idle.
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The history of welfare provision reflects the objective of the responsible authority to
balance the weighty desire of those paying the rates to pay as little as possible out of
their pockets, against the demands of conscience and fellow feeling towards people
perceived to be in need of assistance. Allaying hunger also prevented riotous
insurrection. The implementation of both the old poor law and the new reflected the
tension that is inevitable between these opposing aims. The old poor law however was
the child of an essentially rural economy where the landowner and his labourers were
interdependent. The proprietor needed a seasonally variable amount of labour to work
the fields; it was in his best interests to ensure that during winter and in lean years the
surplus labourer was retained and his dependants supported for the harvests to come.
Enclosures, the post-Napoleonic War slump and growing industrialisation fractured
this mutual dependence. Small rural parishes could support a handful of a poor
family’s dependants through neighbourliness, bountiful gentry’s bequests and modest
cash relief as long as the agricultural economy thrived but not when times were hard.'®
In growing urban areas relations between the proprietor and his too readily available
workforce were not so mutually comfortable. The unemployed and dependent poor
were a social burden that had to be contained in times of prosperity and actively

discouraged in times of recession.

The shifting sands of economic prosperity were reflected in the degrees of willingness
of the vestries to fund the poor. The old poor law differentiated various kinds of
indigence that were to be rewarded or punished in different ways according to the
economic and moral context of the time. Several classes of pauper, or 'pensioner' as
those of any age receiving regular relief were referred to prior to 1834, able-bodied
workless, widows, orphans, women bearing children out of wedlock and vagrants
were differentiated as objects for relief strategies of assistance, care and treatment,
exclusion or repression.”” As the moral conscience of the community ebbed and
flowed with prosperity and hard times through the 17, 18" and 19" centuries, so did

the practical administration of the poor law.
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A complex set of rules were enshrined in the Acts of Settlement, which determined
which parish by birth, long-term residence, marriage, apprenticeship, employment or
relationship would establish an entitlement to seek poor relief when in need and
therefore a potential charge on the parish'®. Everyone in theory had entitlement to a
settlement somewhere, ensuring that every identified pauper was the clearly
designated responsibility of one parish. The rules changed in 1662, 1686, 1795 and
1809 becoming progressively carefully delineated and later more exclusive, requiring
parishes to spend huge amounts of administrative time ensuring that applicants for
relief were entitled to apply through having a settlement. Numerous volumes of
‘Examinations for settlement’, detailing the evidence discovered by the Trustees’
officers, are retained in the archives of many parishes, witness to the ingenious
detective work and hours of investigation invested in this basic task of establishing a
criteria for relief entitlement. Those who could not establish a settlement were dealt
with on an ad hoc ‘casuals’ basis. Those who were discovered to have a settlement
elsewhere, that is the vast majority of those who had unwisely come into towns to
escape rural destitution, family strife or the law, were subjected to ‘orders of
removal’. Would-be settlers were sent back to their parish of origin, sometimes
hundreds of miles away. The Acts of Settlement, understandably detested by those
subject to removal, were too sure a mechanism of allocating responsibility between

parishes to be lightly given up.”

The administration of the poor laws was modified considerably by 1800, particularly
in rural areas, by a series of permissive general laws and local acts of parliament
drafted on to the Elizabethan statutes. A single parish was frequently too small to
achieve efficiency or economy in the provision of institutions or work schemes for
unemployed surplus labour. The departure in some areas from the parish as the unit

of administration was striking. By 1834 one third of parishes in Norfolk had formed

? The principles of the Acts of Settlement were retained in statutory mental health services right up to
1990, when for the first time the NHS and Community Care Act enabled one district service to charge
another for patients normally resident outside the catchment area. Until then mentally ill people
presenting themselves for treatment with the ‘wrong postcode’ were shipped off as rapidly as possible
to the catchment area responsible. There was a complex set of rules governing which district paid for
the ambulance too.

12



themselves into incorporations under local acts or under Gilbert’s Act of 1782."
Though comprehensive in its aims, Gilbert’s Act was limited in its application. It did
not apply in towns or other places where there were incorporated Guardians of the
Poor under local Acts, the commonest state of affairs in London. Neither was it
compulsory; the Act merely enabled country landowners and other wealthy persons to

initiate the union of several adjacent parishes for the administration of the poor law.?

At the dawn of the nineteenth century the spirit of paternalism and reciprocity of
responsibility between the community at large and the governing magistracy still
determined the style and content of the poor law. Already however intellectuals who
could influence parliament were fomenting a challenge to the old order that would
have a profound impact on national attitudes to indigence however caused. In
London, parishes jealously retained their autonomy under local acts of parliament that
modified the administration of the poor laws to suit local circumstances. The content
of these acts included regulations for out-relief, the treatment of the able-bodied
workless, the use of poor houses and workhouses and the employment of staff to
administer poor relief, foreshadowing some of the new poor law provisions. The
larger poorer parishes in London such as Shoreditch, Spitalfields and Whitechapel
tended to be less liberal than their wealthier neighbours in the City of London and to
be less flexible than Gilbert’s Act parishes.

The old poor law did not identify mentally disordered people separately from other
paupers for eligibility for relief. There were however from medieval times clear
distinctions made by parish vestries between idiots, mentally incapable from birth or
infancy, and lunatics who had an acquired disorder, the distinction being necessary to
secure clarity in the handling of property. Rushton' refers to a number of studies in
rural areas from 1600 to 1800 where such distinctions are drawn. Hackney
Workhouse rules for the 1750’s expressly forbade the admission of lunatics and idiots
under separate regulations,? although it is clear from the Trustees’ minutes that these

rules were ignored.
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By the end of the eighteenth century there was some rudimentary legislation to which
parishes were meant to adhere for the treatment of the insane. Unsworth provides a
detailed account of these Acts.”” A poor law statute of 1714 provided that vagrant
paupers who were ‘furiously mad’ were to be exempt from the whipping prescribed
for itinerant vagrants and were instead to be confined. The Vagrancy Act of 1744 was
the first to mention that parishes had the responsibility to pay for the care of such
lunatics, enshrining in statute existing practice.”* These early statutes did not specify
where vagrant lunatics were to be confined but the local poorhouse or bridewell
would be the most convenient place. By the end of the eighteenth century, parishes
were paying out a good deal of cash to place some at least of their more ‘difficult to
manage’ insane paupers in specialist private facilities.”” There were no major changes
to legislation governing the poor law of lunacy between 1744 and 1834 although
statutes from 1808 encouraged the use of public asylums. Acts of 1811, 1815, 1819
and 1828 all added incentives in that direction, born as they were out of the scandals
that emerged during successive parliamentary Select Committees. All major
legislation however was concerned with the regulation and inspection of private
madhouses and tightening committal procedures, addressing the fears of wrongful
confinement of sane people for financial gain and the revelations of aggrieved former

patients about the circumstances of their confinement.

The public's increasing awareness of the unsatisfactory conditions in licensed houses
owed a good deal to the campaign of indefatigable traveller, documentary journalist
and later prison reformer with the unforgettable name, Sir George Onesiphorus Paul.
It was Paul's influence that led to the Select Committee inquiry of 1807, which in turn
led directly to Wynn's Act of 1808, the enabling Act which allowed for the founding
and financing of county lunatic asylums.”® Wynn's Act specified that the new county
asylums were for paupers and criminal lunatics only. While a later Act of 1815
allowed paying private patients to be admitted, there were usually only a handful of
such cases, admitted primarily Bartlett notes, to increase the total funds coming into
the institution.”” The huge capital expense deterred all but a handful of counties from
building an asylum. Fifteen were built between 1808 and 1845, many with the
additional aid of voluntary subscriptions. The County of Middlesex opened Hanwell

14



in West London in May 1831 but, as I shall show, it provided only small part of the

total provision for East London prior to 1845.

The Lunatics Actsof 1845, Shaftesbury’s enduring legacy to lunacy, obliged the
county justices to build pauper asylums and equally important, directed the Guardians
to use them in preference to private institutions. The AcPalso established the national
Commissioners in Lunacy as an overseeing inspectorate that connected the county
system and the local Guardians to central government policy by an agency mechanism
that was becoming a favourite tool of central government administration. Incentive
funding schemes were devised to promote the building of county asylums. The last
significant piece of lunacy legislation in the period of study was enacted in 1862,
when a more fluid exchange and movement of patients between public asylums and
workhouses was introduced to free up a chronically clogged-up institutional system.
This marked the beginning of the decline in the perception of lunatics as special and
cherished objects of care that the Lunacy Commission had promoted with a fair
degree of success since 1845. The Metropolitan Poor Act that followed in 1867
established a London-wide central authority, the Metropolitan Asylums Board for the
management of a new tier of poor law asylums for London and created a funding
system that promoted the use both of the county asylums and the new poor law

asylums.

Life in East London 1800-1870. The area that comprises the modern boroughs of
Hackney, Tower Hamlets and the City of London had a population of about half a
million in the mid-nineteenth century. Within 40 years the East London of 1800 had
changed from being a prosperous, green and pleasant area on the City fringe with
scattered rural villages in the hinterland to disease-ridden, filthy overcrowded sump of
urban impoverishment. The population more than doubled between 1801 and 1871.
Displacement of labourers from the gentrifying West End and City, the expansion of
the docks, the land clearances from the new railways all shoved poorer people east.
The constant inward migration of Irish and English rural poor and displaced native
artisans created a society that was ever expanding, a scary netherland of vice,

illiteracy and pathology that provided an object for respectable Victorian fear,
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loathing, government statistics and charity. The vestries built workhouses, more
poorhouses and expanded their medical and poor relief services but the burden of the
poor and the numbers of dependent people who required institutional care grew and
grew. Idiocy and lunacy were merely varieties of dependence and incompetence
amongst many. One of the striking qualities of the East London Overseers and later
the Guardians was their measured persistence with the administrative business of poor
relief under extra-ordinary pressures, their continuing commitment to consider

problems of individuals and their adherence to the principles of the poor law.

Institutions for Pauper Lunatics. Because of its proximity to the City, East London
had long been the place of choice in London for institutions of all kinds but most
notably for schools, almshouses and private lunatic asylums. Three of the numerous
licensed houses, Hoxton House (founded in the late 17™ century), Holly House
(opened mid-18" century) and Bethnal Green Asylums (opened 1727), were huge
multi-site conglomerates of buildings catering to the London and south-east England
parish pauper trade and therefore largely funded by the public purse. Many other
asylums catered for the better off. There was also a large number of pauper farms,
large private institutions which had been established in the eighteenth century,
providing poorhouse facilities for City parishes to take more difficult paupers,
including some with mental illness. They thrived until driven out of business by the
1834 Act but one at least in East London, Byas' pauper farm, became a licensed
lunatic asylum. There were also two voluntary hospitals for lunatics in London,
Bethlem Hospital, a charitable foundation established in the Middle Ages®® which was
generally full and used infrequently in this tale and St Luke's Hospital for Lunatics
founded in 1751. St Luke's played a significant if modest part in the mixed economy
of institutional care for lunatics from East London parishes between 1800 and 1830
(see chapter 3). Middlesex Justices established the first County Asylum at Hanwell,
West London under the provisions of Wynn's Act in 1831. A second County Asylum
opened at Colney Hatch in 1851.

Managing Insanity under the Old Poor Law. The parishes of East London had

adopted an institutional solution for the care of the insane before the beginning of the

16



century. The parish workhouses and pauper farms provided most care for harmless
idiots and chronically mad but the private licensed houses at Hoxton and Bethnal
Green took the most difficult. The extra cost was justified on grounds of
dangerousness and risk. The scandalous conditions revealed by the Select Committee
hearings in 1815-16 and 1827 had little impact on parish placement purchasing
patterns. There was a gradual increase in the use of licensed houses and a decrease in
the use of pauper farms with the growing notion that the insane required special
medical care. Employed staff, the beadles, assistant overseers and workhouse masters
managed the day-to-day business with the madhouse proprietors and in most parishes,
the elected honorary Trustees and Overseers determined overall policy, how money
was spent on individuals and had general oversight of parish institutions. Cost was
the main determining factor in placement but the direct personal negotiation that
characterised relations between the pauper family and the overseers could lead to

flexible and original arrangements.

Hanwell Asylum had to compete with the licensed houses and the subscription
hospitals in their bid to care for the insane. Hanwell was geographically inconvenient
for East London and its use in the early years became acceptable only when the cost
dropped below that of the licensed houses. Hanwell came into its own as a major
provider only after 1834 when the Poor Law Amendment Act required all ‘dangerous’
certified lunatics to be placed in special facilities and prescribed a public asylum in
preference to private. The Metropolitan Commissioners in Lunacy in their first
annual report of 1829, or perhaps more accurately their new enthusiastic young
member Lord Ashley, began his campaign to persuade parishes to use county and
voluntary asylums in preference to workhouses and private licensed houses.” Ashley,
who as 7™ Earl of Shaftesbury will figure further in this narrative, was fanatically
opposed to the profit motive having any influence on public services and continued

this campaign for the rest of his life.
The Amendment Act and the New Boards of Guardians. The parishes and unions

of East London were as culturally heterogeneous after the poor law amendment act as

before. While their enthusiasm for the more punitive aspects of the Act differed, their
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approaches to the care of the insane were little changed from before the Act, apart
from their ceasing to send parish paupers to St Luke's. Workhouse conditions
generally improved and some Boards set up special wards for the insane. In
Whitechapel the union doctors had considerable influence on the pattern of treatment
and care; while elsewhere doctors appear to have been less influential or less
interested in insanity. Parish general practitioners were gradually beginning to
develop special interests and some at least took a special interest in the insane. Since
the insane made up a significant part of the medical workload, the majority of union
doctors required a working knowledge of insanity. The quality of the Guardians'
employees, especially the Clerk, the Relieving Officers and the Workhouse masters
had a major impact on the care paupers received. Individual personalities determined
the culture of their organisations. Stepney Union for example employed staff of real
ability and distinction. The county asylums gradually assumed more importance in
the total provision of care but the private licensed houses continued to have an

important role until the end of the century.

The County Asylums at Hanwell and Colney Hatch. Opened in 1831, Hanwell was
inconvenient for the Guardians and for East London families. It was usually full,
occupied largely by chronic long-term cases and in practice unavailable to recent
cases. The more liberal unions supported the campaign for a second asylum for the
eastern parishes and Colney Hatch opened in 1851. Unions adopted different policies
in relation to the use of Hanwell. Tension between asylum officers and the guardians'
officers about the admission and discharge of paupers, which reflected their divergent
objectives, was resolved through the negotiated language of dangerousness and cost.
Financial incentives from 1853 encouraged the use of the county asylums although
there were never sufficient places to mop up the growing number of paupers
designated insane and union workhouses continued throughout the period to provide

between a quarter and a third of the beds for lunatics and idiots.
Central Regulation. The old parishes resented the imposition of the Poor Law

Commission regulations. Parishes operating under old acts managed to stave off the

new poor law provisions for some years, but gradually most of the Guardians accepted

18



central regulation and control, although with much irritation and resentment about the
interfering behaviour of the poor law inspectors. The dissolution of the Poor Law
Commission in 1848 rid them of Chadwick, the humourless Secretary of the
Commission but the inconsequential meddling of the officious Poor Law Board was
no improvement. The new Lunacy Commissioners made only modest headway with
the East London Guardians in improving conditions in workhouses. The
Commissioners were constrained in their inspection and reporting of conditions in
workhouses because of their narrow remit and the rivalry between them and the Poor
Law Commission and later the Poor Law Board. The central Board did not concur
with Shaftesbury's belief in the moral worthiness of lunatics as special objects of care.
Overall the Lunacy Commissioners were less effective in achieving improvements in
the metropolitan workhouses and infirmaries than the three doctor 'Commission'
appointed by the Lancet journal in the early 1860s as part of a campaign to promote

proper hospitals for the sick poor.

The Metropolitan Poor Act of 1867 effectively downgraded the majority of insane
from being regarded as a cadre of paupers requiring special treatment and facilities
and reasserted the power of the Poor Law Authority over the magistrates' asylums
empire. Idiots and chronic incurable lunatics were to be managed in vast new cheap
institutions. The Act also however effectively disempowered the local Guardians,
removing their influence over the sick poor of London by vesting control in the
Metropolitan Asylums Board, an authority dominated by central government Poor
Law Board appointees. Financial policies provided the persuasion the Guardians
needed to hand over an increasing number of their paupers to central control. The
nineteenth century drive to establish central government administrative control of
social policy left the East London Guardians tinkering with the able-bodied workless
and the growing burden of the sick old. Policy on the care of lunatic paupers and their
relatives had become impersonal and administratively aloof. By 1871, the chaotic and
unpredictable care meted out by the essentially neighbourly parishes and early unions

had been replaced by the grey uniformity of a remote authority.
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Chapter 2: Life in East London 1800-1870

The wedge of East London that this study covers became Charles Booth’s “East
London Quadrant” later in the nineteenth century.*® Broadly it is co-terminous with
the Tower Division of the Ossulstone Hundred and incorporates all the areas we now
think of the East End, the docklands north of the River and Hackney up to the Lea
crossing, that is the modern boroughs of Hackney and Tower Hamlets and the
adjacent City of London. In 1841 there was an estimated population of just less than
half a million; it is about the same now. Rose called it the locus classicus for studies

of urban poverty.*! Figure 2.1 opposite shows the parishes in East London in 1819.*

From the top of the Barbican towers, the grey urban landscape of East London
stretches as far as the eye can see, much the same view that the journalist Henry
Mayhew scanned from a balloon in the 1850s.> Between the two distant green rises of
Primrose Hill on the left and Blackheath on the right, lies the 50-degree wedge which
forms the geographical substrate for my study. Directly below lie a few sanitised
remnants of the past. The pristine clean church of St Giles-without-Cripplegate, the
recently prettified cupolas of Smithfield Market and the 17® century dolls houses of
Charterhouse Square are reminders of a past which has largely been dug up, bombed

out or paved over.

Beech Street, Barbican, once notorious for its 17" century 'mollies houses', is now
merely a wind tunnel drawing the choking fumes of Moorgate down to Barbican
Station.”* No blue plaques here to the homosexual brothels and bawdy-houses of the
Barbican’s red light days. Nor is there a blue plaque anywhere on the St Luke’s
council estate just up the road, which squats around the impressive 18" century
obelisk, all that remains of the blitzed church of St Luke’s Old Street. Yet for nearly
two hundred years, St Luke’s Hospital for Lunatics® occupied a handsome building on
that site that must have been as well known to local folk as the 'Big Mac' advertising

arches at Old Street roundabout are today.

2 For St Luke's Hospital, see chapter 3, p77
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Beyond the square mile the view is a grey blur of 19" and 20th century East End
streets, a mixture of plaster ornamented Victorian Venetian Gothic factories,
warehouses and flats, and offices of 20™ century Co-op architecture circa 1962, all
pre-cast panels and cheap glass cladding. The dwarfed spires of Hawksmoor and
Dance now decorate barely used, half boarded up churches, stranded on traffic
junctions like St Leonard Shoreditch and St Botolph Aldgate or buried like Christ
Church Spitalfields in an alien neighbourhood of ethnic impermanence. The minarets
of new mosques are more central to East London life now than these relics of

eighteenth century elegance.

Further east and north of the traditional East End the wedge widens out to the
boundaries of the modern boroughs of Tower Hamlets and Hackney. More or less
uniformly shabby and ugly in spite of repeated attempt by well-meaning public
agencies to redevelop and 'regenerate' them, perhaps because their private populations
remain resolutely under-developed and unregenerated and manage to defeat all good
intentions within months. Hoxton Square, for example, has a forlorn central park
surrounded by vandalised railings bearing a plaque proclaiming that the park was
renovated and restored by Dalston City Partnership in 1995. The park benches are
battered and covered covered in graffiti, litter piles up in the corners of the patchy
green scrub. Hoxton Square has reasserted its determined drive to squalid decay. The
truth is that the East End has been defeated by generations of transients on their
passage through to decent places to settle, leaving behind only the no-hopers. A
staggering forty per cent of the population changes every year.* Iain Sinclair, walking
from north to south of Hackney borough in the mid 1990’s got it spot on*®: “The area
is invisible, one of those zones where inner city crimes slink away to be buried.
Public housing that incubates and provides refuge for child pornography rings, drug

poverty, lives of petty fraud and tranquillised rage.”

There never was a time when the East End was a settled community. A scattering of
hamlets and rural villages within an hour’s walk of the City with little connection
between them was all the area comprised until the explosive growth in the early

nineteenth century. Since then the area has been the first port of call for the migrant
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Irish, Germans, Jews, African Caribbeans, Asians and more lately the Vietnamese,
Somalis, East Europeans, Turkish Kurds and former Yugoslavs. Proximity to the
docks attracted the early immigrants who simply disembarked and stayed put. Cheap
accommodation and the traditional tolerance of the local community to anything
deviant and strange has continued to attract bona fide refugees, some dodgy 'asylum
seekers,' illegal immigrants and large migrant communities such as the Sylhetti
community from the old British tea plantations of Bangladesh who found the locals

accepting, indifferent if not welcoming.

Both modern boroughs of Hackney and Tower Hamlets take their essential character
of poverty and transience from their geography on the City fringe. Once pleasant
villages outside the town, they became perfect 'green field sites' for building
institutions to satisfy the philanthropic drive of rich City merchants. Almshouses for
pensioners, asylums for widows and orphans, a semi-rural but convenient place to
send children to school and to lodge destitute former prisoners and parish paupers, all
were conveniently sited here. As early as the 17" century elegant City merchants’
houses and one or two grand estates were interspersed with almshouses and asylums.
No fewer than 17 livery companies had their almshouses in Hoxton, Kingsland and
Hackney, including the drapers, the haberdashers, the weavers, the framework knitters

and the mercers."

Oddest of all, by the early 1800s Hackney, Stoke Newington, Hoxton, Shoreditch and
Bethnal Green had become the most popular place in England for institutions for the
mentally ill. All sizes of pocket were catered for, from paupers dependent on parish
relief to the mad relatives of the wealthiest aristocratic families. Those that survived
into the nineteenth century are described in chapter 3 (institutions that took paupers)

and Appendix B (for private patients only).

The private madhouses of Hoxton and Bethnal Green, which in the nineteenth century

housed many local folk, provided hundreds of places, 1500 or so by the mid

® Among the best preserved of the almshouses are the Ironmongers' Company Almshouses, now the
Geffrye Museum, Kingsland Road.
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nineteenth century, for incarcerating a diverse range of patients at a wide range of
prices. By then half of all private places in licensed houses for the insane in England
and Wales were right here in this patch. Certainly there was ample choice in theory if
not in practice for those locally charged with managing the mad. The pre-eminence of
this patch in the mad business was probably rooted in causes similar to those that
generated the 1980s growth in old people’s homes on the south coast “Costa
Geriatrica.” A plentiful supply of large, cheap, readily convertible buildings in an
area of decreasing popularity for the wealthier classes, combined with easy
accessibility from a large centre of population and a plentiful supply of local labour

produces ideal conditions for the trade to thrive.

Before the massive urban expansion of the early 1800s the character of the wedge was
still that of separate villages and scattered suburban settlements. The villages of
Hackney, Stoke Newington and Dalston were clearly separate from each other and
from London by farmed fields, whereas Shoreditch, Hoxton, Clerkenwell,
Whitechapel and Stepney were already firmly part of the City’s north-eastern reach,
tenement courts and alleys cheek by jowl. By the mid-1830s ribbon development can
be seen on the map all the way up Kingsland Road due north up through Dalston to
Tottenham. Hackney, Homerton and Clapton have been swallowed up by the City
and Whitechapel, Mile End, Bromley by Bow and Stratford are contiguous along the

route out to Essex.”’

The country villages had become poorish but respectable suburbs in the north, more
chaotic crowded urban housing in the south. In summer 1828 the new curate of South
Hackney, John May, lately arrived from the curacy of the idyllic Suffolk village of
Bures St Mary, wrote to his father in Bristol of his disappointment with both the place
and the people of Hackney.*®

The congregation I have regularly to preach to is of a considerably, for the most part,
under lower grade than ...at Clifton, as the higher orders, what there be of them, are
regular attendands at the Great Church, which is I understand, and see (for the chapel
could not hold them all) frequented in a great measure by my own parishioners, if they
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go to divine service at all. Notwithstanding this I have a large congregation but then it
is of the lower grade with a few exceptions. I own I wish it were otherwise. The only
introductions I have had have been to the Powels for whom I cannot say much, being
as I conceive them to be, as little conversant with the manners of the world as it is
possible to imagine.

There is not such a thing as a nice walk in or about Hackney so that I shall always
confine myself to Mr Norris’ garden, which is a delightful one...All the high life of
Hackney, what there is, seems to be going off to different watering places and thus
Hackney will be quite desolate.

Lacking in good society it might have been but nevertheless the northern reach of the
patch was a respectable area throughout the early nineteenth century. Prosperous,
fertile market gardens and farms producing fresh food for the City surrounded both
Hackney and Stoke Newington. Meadows and cornfields stretched west towards
Canonbury from the straggle of houses in the Kingsland Road. Loddige’s huge and
important hothouse nurseries just off Mare Street were the foremost in the London
area.® There were vast watercress beds across what is now Morning Lane and
Chalgrove Road, irrigated from sewage polluted Hackney Brook. Hackney had
pretensions to elegance but was probably already on the slippery slope.
Rowlandson’s 1812 cartoon of local 'quality’ meeting at the Assembly Rooms at the

Mermaid Tavern illustrates the coarse vulgarity of those with aspirations beyond their

station.

The City crept like flowing lava pushing out the unwanted poor east and north. The
docklands and the communities clustered around the Highway east out of the City had
already assumed something of the inner city character they have today. In the first
half of the nineteenth century the population of London doubled, then doubled again
by the century's end to some 4.5million, creating a colossus of a City, the largest by
far in Europe and larger than the combined population of the next five largest British
cities.** A soaring birth rate, immigration of youthful labour from rural areas and
massive transmigration of displaced artisans from the developing central areas turned
East London into a sump of urban poverty where the possibility of work depended
largely on the prosperity of the newly constructed docks and some foul

manufactories.”’ * Green's recent study of economic change and poverty in 19"
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century London® and Stedman Jones' analysis of the disastrous fortunes of the casual
labour market* eloquently describe the creation of a marginalised and impoverished
East End while the Victorian economy expanded to imperial dimensions. The
geographical heterogeneity of the metropolitan population in 1800, rich and poor
jostling cheek by jowl in a complex social soup, had separated out into discrete social
zones by 1870. As the City's dockland and manufacturing industries grew, the West
End became predominantly middle and upper class and the East End predominantly
artisan and poor. While the census population of England and Wales doubled
between 1801 and 1851, in East London the mid-century population was two and a
half times larger than in 1801. (see Table 1, Appendix D)

John Hollingshead, manager of the Gaiety Theatre from 1868, lived most of his adult
life in Shoreditch, in a house with back bedroom window views over the airing courts
of Hoxton House Asylum.” Judged by Girouard* as ‘something of a swell,’
Hollingshead was a member of that inquisitive set who were, throughout the mid-19th
century, making visits of ‘inquiry’ into the living conditions of the poor dwelling to
the east of the City. Dickens of course, Shaftesbury naturally, but a host of others too,
officials like Kay, Arnott and Chadwick from the Poor Law Commission and many
‘day-trippers’ from the upper and middle classes went perhaps for the vicarious
enjoyment of being shocked and to indulge in the fearful trepidation of what might
become of London and urban life in general if an even larger impoverished class of

‘lower orders’ sapped the vitality of the nation."’

In a series of ten letters to the Morning Post in January 1861 entitled London
Horrors,*® Hollingshead described the conditions he had witnessed in East London
over the past quarter century. The winter of 1860-61 was exceptionally bitter; deaths
from cold and starvation were being reported regularly in the press. It was opportune
to remind the public of conditions invisible to most of the newspaper reading public.
“A vast deal of life that skulks or struggles in London is only familiar to the

hardworking clergy, certain medical practitioners and a few parochial officers.”*’

Poverty, ignorance, dirt, immorality, crime are the five great division of its history.
Immovability, love of place, a determination to huddle together, are some of its chief
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characteristics; and the growth of many courts and alleys, disgraceful to humanity, is
the sure result.”

Behind Shoreditch,

That vast district of eastern London familiar to the public under the broad title of
Bethnal Green, would exhaust a twelve month in a house-to-house visitation. It is
flat, it is ancient, dirty and degraded; its courts and alleys are almost countless, and
over-running with men, women, boys, dogs, cats, pigeons and birds. Its children are
ragged, sharp and weasel-like; brought up from the cradle - which is often an old box
or an egg chest - to hard living and habits of bodily activity. Its men are mainly poor
dock labourers, poor costermongers, poorer silk-weavers, clinging hopelessly to a
withering handicraft, the lowest kind of thieves, the most ill-disguised class of swell-
mobsmen with a sprinkling of box and toy makers, shoe makers and cheap cabinet
makers. Its women are mainly hawkers, sempstresses, the coarsest order of prostitutes
and aged stall keepers, who often sit at the street corners in old sedan chairs and
sometimes die like sentinels at their posts.® >’

There is nothing exceptional or transient in the conditions of life I am endeavouring
faintly to describe. In Whitechapel, St George in the East™ and in Bethnal Green the
people have lived for nearly a quarter of a century as they are living now.”...If
anything, it seems to be getting dirtier and more miserable every year.*

A typical Street, Old Nichol Street, Shoreditch®

is rotten with mud and water; its houses are black and repulsive and at least 50 sinister
dark faces look at you from behind blinds and dirty curtains. Courts of the filthiest
description branch off on either side filled with the usual dust heaps, the usual pools
of inky water and the usual groups of children rolling in the dirt.

Allowing for a touch of the theatrical in Hollingshead’s description, it matches closely
the formal reports compiled for the Poor Law Commission over twenty years earlier
by Armott, Kay and Southwood Smith.”> Fever had ravaged the poorer parishes of
London in the winter of 1837 to 1838. The Poor Law Commission called for two
reports, one from Neil Arnott MD and James Kay MD on how causes of fever were to
be eradicated, * and a second from Southwood Smith on ‘causes of sickness and

7

mortality amongst the poor.””’ Both reports are eloquent about living conditions

¢ Agnes Edgell, aged 73, who kept an oyster stall in Pitfield Street, Shoreditch, died of exposure to
cold while sitting at her stall on 24 December 1860 (Hollingshead 1861 p.68 quoting from a report in
The Morning Post).

¢ Old Nichol Street was at the heart of the murky Old Nichol, a small area behind the east side of
Shoreditch High Street which under the pseudonym of the Old Jago was the setting for Arthur
Morrison's 1897 novel A Child of the Jago.
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across the East End. Hamlin remarks, they “set out to discover the causes of fever....
and found it to be filth.”® "On 1% May (1838) we inspected parts of the eastern
n59

extremity of London, about Wapping, Ratcliff Highway, the poorest of Stepney...
They found

houses and courts or alleys without privies, without covered drains and with only
open surface gutters so ill made that in many placed the fluid was stagnant.... Houses
dirty beyond description as if never washed or swept and extremely crowded with
inhabitants who had no means of separation in case of disease arising among them.
...Pigs kept in back yards with sties very filthy and masses of half putrid food for pigs
in receptacles which in once instance were in the back room of the house with an open
door to the front room in which was lying a man in the last stages of fever.

The eastern metropolitan parish medical officers eagerly accompanied Southwood
Smith around the less salubrious parts of their districts. Even in Hackney, by far the
most desirable neighbourhood, Frederick Tensh complained of areas in Homerton and
Mare Street, Hackney, where a mill dam “allows a large accumulation of decaying
and other matter...not at all congenial to health.” Tensh was sure that the problem
was made worse by “I am sorry to say, the innate want of cleanliness and care on the
part of the poor...not withstanding my very urgent and strenuous endeavours to

articulate their importance to their own welfare and comfort."®

Hopke and Garrett in St George in the East shared Tensh’s view. “Many measures are
frustrated by the inhabitants themselves.” “The careless and dirty habits of the lower
order of people dwelling in many parts of the neighbourhood persist in throwing
rubbish and other offensive matters in front of their houses.” Whitechapel parish
doctors Sam Byles and John Liddle both wrote letters to Southwood Smith describing
similar problems. Liddle added a note about the “mephitical effluvia of burial
grounds," Byles gave a catalogue of disgusting places in Whitechapel and Spitalfields
with a special note of "6 Little Pearl Street, known by the name of The Great House. I
look upon it as a special nuisance; it is inhabited by 12-14 families.” Dr John
Simon, first Medical Officer to the City of London Corporation,* concluded a decade

later in 1849 that most Londoners "lived in a beastly degradation of stink." ®
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These vivid reports of East End life dominated by dirt, fever, overcrowding and a
hand to mouth existence in the face of abject poverty born of unemployment perhaps
weigh too heavily with odour free late 20™ century readers accustomed to spacious,
dirt free homes, flush loos and social security. Daily life is not after all defined by the
rituals of keeping clean or even healthy, although the latter counts for a good deal in
its absence, but by social relationships, daily occupation and opportunities for
enjoyment. And there seem to have been plenty of those in 19th century East London.
Birds were kept as pets as well as for eating. Alcoholic drink was cheap and if
intemperance was on Southwood Smith’s list of chief evils,** it was necessarily a
solace, an enlivener and the accessory to social conviviality, needed as Simon said
"for a moment [to] dispel the malarious languor of the place, give temporary vigour to
the brain and cheer the flagging pulses of the poisoned circulation."®® The noxious
filth by which reformers and novelists like Dickens,* Kingsley® and later Morrison®
and Greenwood®” defined the poor slum dweller provide a partial view through a
murky prism, they show us no more than the background context, the grubby

backdrop against which social relationships were played out.

Without denying the dreadfulness of the physical environment and the difficulties of
daily life, there were compensations. Henry Mayhew’s magnum opus, two volumes of
newspaper articles first published in 1851 under the title London Labour and the
London Poor™ was the result of his omnivorous curiosity about the characters who
enlivened the City streets. His canvas, while starkly evocative of the grim poverty, is
neither gloomy nor despairing, although dirt is ubiquitous and animal smells pervade
the air. Ferrets, donkeys, pigs, rabbits, rats, dogs, horses, birds of the edible and
inedible kind, fish gold and silver, all add their unique noxious pong to the streets and
alleys. Intemperate habits and endemic gambling stalk his pages, pushing men to the
brink of destitution, but spirits were lifted by twopenny hops, the Saturday night street
markets, cards, cribbage, shove-halfpenny and skittles played for beer or a few pence.
Boxing, or sparring, was especially favoured by tanners and some costers as both a
participant and spectator sport but rat-killing, dog fighting and pigeon shooting were

less personally hazardous, if illegal.
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Most amusements were for men, who habitually spent most of their evenings in one of
the 400 beer shops,”’ but women and children joined in the clog-hornpipe dances, jigs
and polkas at the hops, music provided by a fiddler and on a good day, a harpist or a
cornopean® player. In Hoxton, pony races were held regularly on land at the
Rosemary Branch Tavern.! Mitford, the hack writer and resident of Hoxton had a poor

opinion of his own neighbourhood.”

Somewhat curious is the fact that although lovers of society, gregarious to a fault,
debonaire in their movements, the Hoxtonians...have not one place of public
amusement, no theatre, in barn or building is to be found over all the flat space. To
make amends for this seeming defect we have the custody of good numbers of insane
members of all classes;? ...in this respect the parish of Hackney is not far behind its
next and central neighbour whist the madhouses of Bethnal Green class nearly with
those of St Luke."

Mitford was not easily pleased; while complaining that Hoxton was dreary, he was
displeased with the influx of “foreign” folk. “The Spitalfielders in full work are as

lively as a bag of fleas...This disposition they owe to their ancestors the French.”’*

Musical theatres and penny concerts would be affordable only to the more successful
of the street traders and labourers. Poor Londoners then as now belonged to a multi-
layered society containing many shades of impoverishment, layers that are readily
missed by the casual middle class visitor. Quennell” remarked on the fantastic
diversity of trades and occupations that Mayhew surveyed. Besides innumerable
street-sellers, vending every kind of object from nutmeg graters to tracts, to birds’
nests and dogs, there were a hundred varieties of sweepers, scavengers, ‘finders’ who

lived on the pickings from mud and ordure. ‘Mudlarks’, ‘pure-finders’ (who sold dog

° A cornopean was an 8ft reed instrument.
f The Rosemary Branch Tavern is now a pub-theatre
¢ Including Mitford himself of course

" “Hoxtonians are too far north for the rest of mankind” Mitford writes, referring to the prevalent
sharp practice in Joint Stock Bubbles, presumably referring back to the greatest Bubble of them all the
previous century, “and this is one great reason that the custody of maniacs is assigned to this district in
preference to any other”. Mitford’s lines of argument are not always crystal clear.
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dirt to tanneries) and ‘toshers’ who fished the sewers, according to Mayhew were

capable of earning quite decent wages from the pickings.

Life in the dockland parishes of St George in the East, Shadwell and Wapping, where

many of the tradesmen Guardians based their businesses, was described by Mayhew

in affectionate but smelly detail.”

The courts and alleys around the dock swarm with low lodging houses; and are
inhabited, either by dock-labourers, sack makers, water men or that peculiar class of
the London poor who pick up a living by the water side. The open streets themselves
have all a maritime character. Every other shop is either stocked with gear for the
ship for the sailor. The windows of one house are filled with quadrants and bright
brass sextants, chronometers and huge mariners’ compasses with their cards trembling
with the motion of the cabs and waggons passing in the street..Then comes
sailmakers, their windows stowed with ropes and lines smelling of tar. All the grocers
are provision merchants and exhibit in their windows cases of meat or biscuits; and
every article is warranted to keep in all weather. The comers of the streets are mostly
monopolised by slop sellers....

As you enter the dock the sight of the forest of masts in the distance and the tall
chimneys vomiting clouds of black smoke, and many coloured flags flying in the air,
has a most peculiar effect; while the sheds with the monster wheels arching through
the roofs look like the paddle boxes of huge steamers... As you pass along this quay
the air is pungent with tobacco; on that it overpowers you with the fumes of rum; then
you are nearly sickened with the stench of hides and huge bins of horns; and shortly
afterwards the atmosphere is fragrant with coffee and spice... Here you sniff the
fumes of wine and there the peculiar fungus smell of dry rot; then the jumble of
sounds as you pass along the dock blends in anything but sweet concord.

The morning scene of men scrambling for work over each others' backs was not a
pretty one. "It is a sight to sadden the most callous, to see thousands of men
struggling for only one day’s hire; the scuffle being made the fiercer by the
knowledge that hundreds out of the number there assembled must be left to idle out

the day in want.”

There is no escaping the hard graft, the desperation or the misery of those who did not
know how they could make ends meet to the next Saturday night. But this is not in
general an aggressive society. Most violence was born in the beer shop, although
petty criminality was normal and sexual abuse of children an inevitable consequence

of the "crowded couch of incest in the warrens of the poor."”” ”®
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Life in Hackney however was a far more genteel affair in the 1830s and 40s. Serious
poverty was largely confined to the areas south and east of Hackney. Mitford thought
the Homerton neighbourhood of Hackney “the very dullest hamlet in the King’s
dominions in Europe.””

This was a community with little ethnic conflict, although poor German and Irish
migrants were reviled as dirtier and more criminal than is strictly justified by the
facts.*® Huguenots were well integrated by the nineteenth century. Between 1670 and
1710 it is thought that 40-50,000 Huguenots, Calvinist French Protestants, settled in
England, 15,000 in Spitalfields and the eastern fringes of Bethnal Green mainly
engaged in silk weaving.®’ Spitalfields was densely populated by 1775, with two to
three families in every house. The Huguenot immigrant community was unusual in
being of mixed social class. Their community leaders/merchant class settled around
Spital Square, the journeymen handloom weavers and labourers in the tenements
around. They spoke French up to the end of the 18" century but were rapidly
assimilated into the English population through intermarriage. With the mid-
nineteenth century development of factory looms, the economic significance of the
area declined and the Huguenots migrated out of the East End to find work, leaving
only their elegant houses and a handful of their original 17 churches behind as a

legacy.®

An unknown number of German labourers came from the shipyards to find work in
East London in the early nineteenth century. They had the reputation for taking on
work that neither English nor Irish wanted, like slaving in the hot sugar refineries.
They were even poorer than the Irish. There is little sign of them in the Trustees of
the Poor and Guardians’ minutes and they remain a small shadowy community. The
1861 census of Whitechapel and St George in the East returned about 8000 Germans,
Prussians, Hollanders and Poles, who Stallard assumed were Jewish in his

comparative study of Christian and Jewish paupers.®

Throughout the nineteenth century the Irish were profoundly unpopular in England.
There are numerous contemporary references to their criminality, laziness, stupidity,

fecklessness and the impoverishment that placed such excessive burdens on London
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parishes.®

The association of crime and Irishness meant that every Irishman was
assumed to be dishonest and every criminal assumed to be Irish. Poor land, over-
reliance on one crop and potato blight, which affected the harvest for many years
before the catastrophic blight of the 1840s, drove hundreds of thousands of Irish west
to the States and to England and Scotland. There were significant numbers of Irish in
Spitalfields, Whitechapel and around the docks in Shadwell by the mid-eighteenth

century and a smaller group in Hackney Wick.*

The East London parish records make numerous reference to Irish paupers. They
were not formally subject to the Acts of Settlement until 1846 and were therefore able
to travel to seek work which English labourers were discouraged from doing. But as
unemployed paupers, English and Irish, posed an increasing burden on the parishes in
the late twenties and early thirties, huge numbers of Irish were shipped back to Ireland
every year via Liverpool, up to 20,000 per year. “Passed to Ireland” is a common
entry in the Trustees and Boards minutes. The Irish were willing to work in tough
jobs that English labourers disdained and for less cash. Consequently they clustered
around the docks, Spitalfield, Whitechapel and St Luke’s where they could get work
in the City and in the house building trades. John Othen, the Clerk to Worship Street
Court told the Poor Law Commission in 1832 that a majority of the paupers receiving
summonses were Irish, perhaps a third on average were prostitutes.* Their
Catholicism and willingness to live in pig-sty-like filth set them at the bottom of the

pauper social heap.

The settlement laws were refined in 1846 to include entitlement to relief for Irish
paupers who could prove they had been resident for 5 years or more but this was soon
shortened to a year, causing further resentment in some parishes. The famine years
produced a flood of Irish into mainland Britain and by the 1851 census they formed
4.6% of London’s population. Whitechapel had well over 10% Irish. They remained
a significant minority in the East End until the massive influx of Jews displaced them

as the dominant migrant group.®’

Italians who came mostly as temporary summer labourers and ice-cream makers in the

1850s were concentrated in the Holbormn/ Saffron Hill/ Clerkenwell area and do not
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seem to have strayed much further east.®* They often migrated to and from their rural
homes in Italy, working the summer months here then returning for the Italian
vendemmia in October and the winter olive harvest. The Italian Church was the focus

of social and religious activities. Some later settled permanently in England.

The mass migration of Ashkenazi, East European, especially Russian Jews did not
begin until the 1870s. While 75% of all Russian and Polish immigrants to England
were living in the City of London, Whitechapel, St George in the East and Mile End
Old Town in 1871, they were only a few thousand in number. Over the next 30 years
the Jewish numbers swelled by migration and a high birthrate to become the dominant
migrant group in the area, between a third and a half of the poorest parishes being
Jewish. Jews then do not figure at all in the following tale. There were a handful of
wealthy Sephardic Jewish families of Portuguese and Spanish origin settled in
Hackney from the eighteenth century but many of these moved out as the

neighbourhood slipped in status in the mid nineteenth century.*

Throughout the nineteenth century up to 1870, East London was predominantly a
community of migrant English with a significant handful of Irish, a few Welsh and
Scots. They worked as labourers and tradesmen, when they could find work, in the
City, the docks and the myriad trades that fed on middle-class London life. For much
of the period, there were small enclaves of pleasant villages left, along Cambridge
Heath in Bethnal Green, in Clapton and Stoke Newington and in parts of Bow and
Stepney but they were fast disappearing as the area turned into the huge sorting station

of human folly, frailty and refuge that it remains today.
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Chapter 3: Institutions for Pauper Lunatics in East London: A Significant
Service Industry.

The concentration of lunatic institutions, mad-doctors and keepers in East London by
the beginning of the 19th century created locally an unusually thriving market
economy in patients and staff. This study is essentially about how local and central
government tackled the challenge of madness through the developing processes of
'social administration'. It is therefore mainly confined to paupers and others
dependent on the public systems and the institutions that served them. Institutions
that were an essential part of the economy of care for east-end lunatics from 1800 to
1870 are described below. There were however a number of other important
institutions in the area that catered solely for wealthier patients or for other exclusive

groups. Descriptions of these can be found at Appendix B.

Proprietors, doctors, superintendents and keepers constructed a complex web of
personal and business relationships and interdependent financial arrangements that
spanned the private, voluntary and public sectors. An understanding of the context in
which the public services worked requires a grasp of the economic spectrum of
provision from the socially exclusive to what might be termed the 'socially over-
inclusive'. No pauper was ever turned away from Bethnal Green Asylums, however
full, while Warburton had room in his purse for the fee. The network of professional
and business links extended to the charitable and voluntary hospitals of Bethlem, St
Luke’s and Guy’s Mad House and a metropolitan network of madhouses in Islington

and West London.

Diversity of style of provision and a huge volume of trade were the key characteristics
of this thriving local service industry. The institutions have been mapped out in the
Figures 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 opposite, for 1814-5, reported to the Select Committee of
1815-6, for 1840 from the Reports of the Metropolitan Commissioners in Lunacy and
for 1850, when the national Commissioners in Lunacy were beginning to make their

influence felt.
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The descriptions of institutions below and in Appendix B owe much to the work of Dr
Arthur Morris,” ® who published his classic monograph on the Hoxton Madhouses in
1958, based largely on evidence to the Select Committees on Madhouses in 1815-16
and 1827.°" Morris also left some helpful hand-written notes and correspondence in

Tower Hamlets Archives.

The 'free trade in lunacy' has been regarded until recently as an essentially eighteenth
century phenomenon that lingered on into the nineteenth. The trade was partially
eclipsed first by the establishment of voluntary lunatic hospitals and asylums in the
last half of the eighteenth century and then dismembered by the burgeoning County
Lunatic Asylums ushered in by the obligatory 1845 Lunatics Act. In fact,
independent private and voluntary enterprise was not superseded by public provision
until much later in the nineteenth century and continued to make a significant

contribution to the total provision right up until the end of the century.

The size of the private trade and its importance in the 19" century has not perhaps
been given sufficient attention. Jones for example criticises Parry-Jones for daring to
suggest that private madhouses made a significant contribution to the care of the mad
and that many were respectable and kindly institutions.”” And while Scull and Porter
both drew attention to the diversity of the institutions and the huge size of the pauper
lunatic houses in London,” their significance has been underplayed in the discourse

about the growth of public asylums.

The hey-day of the private Licensed House has been placed firmly at the end of the
eighteenth and first quarter of the 19™ century, only Parry-Jones challenging this
perception in his study of the provincial licensed houses.” He concluded that the
private madhouses attained their greatest prominence and fulfilled their most
important role in the period which began in the last quarter of the eighteenth century
and extended through the first half of the nineteenth. There were choices available
across the private and public sector to the Trustees of the Poor and later to the Boards

of Guardians until quite late in the nineteenth century. The mixed economy of care

? See Foreword and acknowledgements
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remained fluid and susceptible to local economic and cultural forces long after the

1845 Act.

In 1848 one half of all the lunatics confined in asylums in England and Wales were in
private licensed houses.”” The official statistics both from the metropolitan and
provincial houses confirm the valuable contribution of made by the private asylums to
the management of pauper lunatics well into the second half of the 19™ century. They
compensated for the inadequate numbers of places in county asylums, responded
faster to the demand for urgent admission of recent cases and were often more
conveniently sited for visiting and the business of getting patients to and from. In
some provincial areas licensed houses which had closed after the 1845 Act reopened
and new ones, like Haydock Lodge® in Lancashire, and Duddeston Hall in

Birmingham opened to meet the growing market demand.”®

The pauper lunatic houses of East London were strikingly different in a number of
respects from the commonly accepted wisdom about the generality of madhouses.
The licensed trade can be characterised both in London and the provinces as
dominated by smallish ephemeral businesses, quickly established to meet the urgent
demand for places in the early to mid-nineteenth century, medical proprietors
gradually replacing the laymen madhouse keepers of earlier times. The number of
counties containing madhouses doubled from 1807-1844 and during the same period

7

the numbers of madhouses tripled.q

b Haydock Lodge grew rapidly from 1842 until by 1846 it had 400 beds, mainly for Lancashire
paupers. It was the subject of an inquiry into poor conditions and suspected patient abuse in 1847.
(Further Report of the Commissioners in Lunacy relative to Haydock Lodge Lunatic Asylum 1847 (14)
XLIX.291). The resident owner was Charles Mott, former Assistant Commissioner for the Poor Law
for the Eastern Metropolis, the most irritatingly pedantic and rigid of the visiting inspectors suffered by
the Boards of Guardians in the post-1834 period (see chapter 5). During the inquiry Mott’s recent post
as Poor Law Commission auditor for the North-West was noted. He escaped serious censure because
he left the Commission a year before opening the asylum. Nevertheless it was noted that he had been
in a uniquely privileged position in having access to all the guardians’ accounts of spending on lunatic
placements in the area he established his business. The Inquiry team did not know, or if they did it was
not mentioned, that Charles Mott had been in the pauper mad trade before. He appeared as co-
proprietor with Peter Armstrong for Peckham Asylum one year during the time he was an Assistant
Commissioner in London. Did he sell his interest in the asylum or become a silent partner?
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The Metropolitan Commissioners’ 1844 'Doomsday Book' ° review of all institutions
for lunatics in England noted the date for each when the first patient was admitted.”’
Of 48 provincial houses solely for paying patients, 17 had been opened before 1820
but of the 41 provincial houses taking paupers only 6 had been in existence for more
than 20 years. The majority of London licensed houses were similarly of recent
origin. The East London pauper houses were quite different however. These were not
'Johnny-come-lately’s' created specifically to milk the public purse. Miles’ and
Warburton’s houses were well established businesses set up over a century earlier,
Hoxton House having taken its first patient in 1695, according to Sir Jonathan Miles
and Bethnal Green was in business in the early 1700’s. The original proprietors were
long gone; the business leases had been traded as going concerns several times before
the current owners took over. MacDonald dates the appearance of the madhouse trade
in England to the 1660's; the early proprietors were truly innovative entrepreneurs.”® If
there was a skill in milking the trade these businesses had been perfecting it over long
years of practice, having been the preferred placement for pauper lunatics in London

and the south-east for as long as anyone could remember.

Most madhouses were small. The greater number of provincial houses contained
around 25 patients and many were smaller. In 1841 Gateshead Fell, the largest of the
well-known Gateshead cluster in County Durham, an enclave of lunatic houses
identified as rivalling the geographical huddle in east London, had only 71 beds.
Only Hook Norton in Oxfordshire, Brislington in Somerset, Duddeston near
Birmingham and Lavington in Wiltshire had more than 100 beds. The largest of
these, Lavington had 175 (135 paupers, 40 private). Of the County Lunatic Asylums
in 1841 only Lancaster and Middlesex had more than 400 beds, Surrey and West
Riding being the next two largest with 270 and 246 beds respectively. The remainder
of the fifteen early public asylums established after Wynn’s Act then had under 200
beds.

¢ "Doomsday Book' was Daniel Hack Tuke’s apt description of the detailed account by Ashley and
colleagues of every lunatic institution in the country, the 1844 Report to the Lord Chancellor by the
Metropolitan Commissioners which informed the introduction of the 1845 Act. (Tuke DH 1882
Chapters in the History of the Insane in the British Isles. London, Kegan Paul Trench, 178)

4 The others were Bensham 66 places, Dunston Lodge 60, Wrekenton 32, West Auckland 29
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The majority of London houses were even smaller than in the provinces. Of the 36
operating in 1816 a quarter were registered for fewer than 10 patients and the majority
were for less than fifty. Hoxton House and the two Bethnal Green Asylums had
nearly 500 patients each at that time, far larger than either Bethlem or St Luke’s. By
1844 the numbers were down slightly but there were nearly 600 patients at Bethnal
Green and just less than 400 at Hoxton, over 400 at Grove Hall Bow and 250 at
Peckham. Only Bethlem with 355 patients and the four largest county asylums could
rival the East London houses in size. None of the provincial houses contained over

180 patients at that time although a few expanded very rapidly soon after.

The mammoth size of the East London houses (even the smallest of the pauper
houses, Burrows, had well over 100 inmates by the early 1830’s), sets these
institutions apart from the common run of houses. Scull” attributes the vastness of
these London houses to their very low charges, which made it essential to attract large
numbers of inmates to generate any reasonable profit at all. Large numbers of patients
allowed the proprietors to buy provisions and linen in bulk cheaply, the annual
contracts for linen, meat and bread must have been highly desirable for local

tradesmen just as they were for those who supplied the workhouses.

It was not simply the attraction of their being cheap that enabled these asylums to
grow into huge enterprises in the eighteenth century, nor was their expansion driven
only by business imperative to keep financial turnover high although no doubt both
were important considerations. It was their geographical situation on the very edge of
the City of London that provided a unique market opportunity. Before the Poor Law
Amendment Act of 1834 obliged the City to form Poor Law Unions, the old Poor Law
was administered by over 90 separate and individual parishes, many tiny with no
more than 2000 residents. All made their own arrangements and many had no parish
poorhouse or workhouse of their own or only a very small one with a handful of
places. Some parishes united to create a joint poorhouse but most did not. Children,
the refractory, the chronically sick and the idiotic were all sent out of the City to

'farms' on the outskirts of town. Tipple’s in Hoxton was a typical pauper farm used
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by a dozen City parishes for paupers requiring ‘round-the-clock’ supervision, (see
below). There were several around Hoxton, Shoreditch, Clerkenwell, Bethnal Green
and Bow. The most difficult paupers, those that were behaviourally disturbed, violent
or self destructive possibly required more oversight and control than Mr Tipple and
his fellow pauper farmers could provide and hence a special institution would be
required. It seems likely that the unusual character of these small workhouse-less City
parishes fostered the early expansion of the East London madhouses. The early
development of charitable general hospitals for the sick in London, like St
Bartholomew’s, St Thomas’ and Guy’s Hospitals may also have been in part

stimulated by the lack of convenient 'in-house' provision for the sick poor in the City.

By 20™ century standards the East London licensed houses were not especially large.
We are accustomed to the notion of 1000 bed hospitals, factories of 10,000 car
workers, comprehensive schools of 2000 pupils, mental handicap institutions of 2000
places, although even today a hospital of 500 beds is the exception rather than the
rule. In the early 1800’s such a size of institution was almost unknown. Factories
were almost always small, even in the largest industries. As late as 1840 less than
10% of cotton spinning mills employed more than 500 people and just under a half
had less than 100." Ninety one per cent of Yorkshire woollen masters employed
fewer than fifty. Prisons too were small although they expanded massively in the
first half of the nineteenth century. The Middlesex prison at Coldbath Fields® in
Clerkenwell was one of the largest with about 300 inmates in 1810,"" although by
1850 it had 1400 places, rivalling Millbank in size. Most prisons were much smaller
until the middle of the century.'®

The nearest institutions in size to the East London pauper madhouses were the
voluntary hospitals. Guy’s Hospital had 500 beds at the beginning of the nineteenth
century,'® St Thomas’ about the same,'™ the London 300 or so.'” There were only
1600 general hospital beds in London but they were concentrated in seven hospitals.

Hospitals were, by asylum standards, very well staffed with attendants and visiting

¢ Coldbath Fields Prison, Clerkenwell was closed in 1877. The site is now occupied by Mount Pleasant
PO Sorting Office
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experts. Several visiting physicians and surgeons, student clerks and dressers,
apothecaries, chaplains and domestics swelled the ranks of the staff whereas at one
time Warburton employed only two attendants for the entire male side at Bethnal
Green and staff were always scarce. No wonder chains and strait waistcoats became

the normal management technique for disturbed inmates.

The East London houses also had the great advantage of high visibility. There was no
need to advertise when the premises were as splendid a marketing feature as these
well-known local landmarks. Both Hoxton House and Bethnal Green fronted onto
main traffic thoroughfares. The main route out of town to the east and north went
directly via Cambridge Heath and Bethnal Green. It would be hard to miss the
Asylum on the Green either in its White House days or in its subsequent late-
Georgian shape. It certainly cannot be missed now, transmogrified into Bethnal
Green Library and still dominating the Green. Every regular traveller to Cambridge,
Newmarket and points east would be as familiar with the Asylum as the Salmon and
Ball Tavern opposite. Hoxton House, even in the eighteenth century was in the
middle of a theatre district that extended up from Curtain Road up Hoxton Street
towards the Rosemary Branch Tavern and led to an area renowned for its pretty walks
and rural villages. Hoxton House was right on the main road and surely would have

been quite well recognised.

Some of the 'private patients only' East London houses occupied truly splendid
buildings—Whitmore House and Northumberland House were surprisingly palatial
mansions. Even Brooke House though somewhat physically run down for much of
the nineteenth century, had been one of the most prestigious great houses in the area.
These were not 'hole-in-the-corner' shady businesses, so why have we got the
impression they were? John Conolly, that master proselytiser of the rival public
asylum system described the private houses as gloomy, grubby back-street "buildings

"nn

on which no eye rested with pleasure," "repulsive in aspect and bore a suspicious

character."'%
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Old buildings can go rapidly to seed if poorly maintained and etchings can create false
impressions of grandeur but Conolly’s implication that the trade operated in a back
street kind of way is not born out by the 'up-front' obviousness of the East London
cluster. Their proprietors moreover were men of considerable social position on the
local scene. Thomas Warburton was a Trustee of the Poor and a considerable
freeholder in Hackney, where he lived. He served on the local almshouse charity
committee (Dr Spurstowe’s) for many years. The street and council flats named after
him in Hackney probably commemorate his place of residence and more edifying
public-spirited activities rather than his business venture. Warburton’s son was
considered a good enough catch to marry the daughter of the most distinguished (and
wealthiest) surgeon of his generation. The two Jonathan Miles’s, father and son, were
prominent members of the Painter-Stainers’ Company and were well-heeled enough
to keep a mansion house with a 'park’ in fashionable Ealing. The pauper lunacy

business made the Warburton and Miles families rich and respectable.

These proprietors were also unusual in not being resident on site and in employing
resident non-medical superintendents to undertake the day to day supervision of the
patients. Their careless recruitment of inadequate or downright bad staff who were
left unsupervised led to the scandalous abuses. The proprietors simply did not see
what was going on most of the time. Most licensed houses, even those opened later in
the century like Haydock Lodge were occupied by the owners as resident proprietors,
the majority of proprietors being medical men who opened up their own homes to
patients as a species of 'paying guest. Warburton lived at his private establishment
Whitmore House in the early years of his business but as his profits grew he acquired
a separate home for himself. The elder Miles had also lived on site but again as
wealth accumulated Miles naturally did as other successful men and bought himself a
place in the country. The Monro family did not live at Brooke House either after the

turn of the eighteenth century. Thomas H Monro® had rooms at the Adelphi when in

* TH Monro was entered into the Annual Returns of the Metropolitan Commissioners as Henry Monro
and referred to as Henry in a number of official documents for years after. It seems however that he
was Thomas to his painter friends
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town and retreated to his watercolours in a splendid country house at Bushey,

Hertfordshire for weeks at a time.

In several respects then the East London pauper houses were unusual, in origin, in
size, in the important contribution they made to public social services in the City of
London and the wider metropolis throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Parry-Jones complained that “The major public service which private licensed houses
rendered...has not received the recognition it merits, due in part to a too ready
acceptance of the more sensational disclosures and also to long-standing prejudice.”!”’
Parry-Jones may have been referring to the prejudices of the nineteenth century
asylum reformers or to the prejudices of his own day, that is the 1960’s and 70’s.
Perhaps he meant both. There is reluctance today to acknowledge the contribution of
the independent Asector, an attitude that has its origins in the steely grip of centralist

welfare theology,'® referred to by those who espouse the ideology as 'public sector

values'.

Theories for the growth of lunatic incarcerations in the late nineteenth century, if they
hold water as meaningful explanations, must hold good whether the providers are
publicly or privately owned. It is the purchaser that drives the financial system, not
the service provider. The private licensed houses were much more important
'providers' in the mixed economy of care in 19" century East London than has hitherto

been acknowledged.

Licensed Houses Taking Pauper Lunatics

Bethnal Green Asylums (Warburton’s). When Matthew Wright took a fifty-year
lease on Bethnal House, Bethnal Green in 1727 to use as a madhouse,'®” he launched a
business which occupied premises on this site continuously for nearly two centuries,
until 1920. The early years of the institution from 1727-1800 are described in
Appendix B. The last surviving asylum building, built in 1896, is now Bethnal Green
Public Library. Throughout much of its history it was run as two separate institutions
known as the White House and next door the Red House. Figures 3.4 and 3.5: show

the White House in 1794 and the main buildings round about 1843.
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Thomas Warburton bought the business from James Stratton on 26th September 1800.
With the arrival of Warburton, the business rapidly expanded. He appointed Matthew
Talbot to manage the White House and Mr Rhodes the Red House. The buildings of
both houses were arranged as a terrace of connecting buildings, all of which received
separate licenses from the Visiting Physicians. The Red House was thought by
Wakefield to be the only metropolitan licensed house specially built for the reception
of lunatics'' but this seems unlikely since the former proprietor, Wright ran it before
he acquired the White House.® In 1814 there were five separate licenses, each for

“more than 10 patients.”"

Warburton used the Bethnal Green Houses predominantly for paupers, well over 300
of them. Almost all the City of London parishes and many in the south east of
England contracted to send their pauper lunatics there rather than look after them in
local poorhouses. The parish of St Marylebone had 51 patients, at a cost of 10s per
head per week, in the month of March 1815, 16 men and 35 women. During that
month, their paupers Susannah Hall and Elizabeth Fleming were admitted, Martha
Smith was discharged, James Miller was sent to St Luke’s and John Short an epileptic
died. Many parishes, especially distant ones, rarely visited their paupers. Unusually,

St Marylebone sent the whole parish medical team of surgeon J Phillips,'"?

physician J
Hooper and apothecary W F Goodger every month to inspect the state of the asylum
and to make a report about the condition of the individual patients. They submitted a
monthly written report to the Trustees. The one quoted above was produced in
evidence to the Select Committee of 1815 by one of the Trustees of the Poor, Lord
Robert Seymour, who was also a member of the Select Committee, as an illustration
of how parishes should supervise the care of their paupers.'” In the light of
subsequent reports of “insiders” one might question how useful these snapshot visits

really were. Inspectors cannot substitute for good management, rather they depend on

them for their effectiveness.

Seymour knew the asylum well:
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I am...in the practice of visiting the insane poor at Mr Warburton’s Bethnal Green. I
very frequently see them; and it is due to the servants who have the care of those
unfortunate persons, to say that they are in such a state as little uncomfortable as the
humane and tender attention of such servants can make them: But the house having
been built for the use of a private family, as houses of a like nature have generally
been, is very unfit for the great number of persons it now contains; the ceilings are
extremely low, the beds are so closely stowed as to be nearly in contact with each
other, and the airing or exercise grounds are most inconveniently small.

When first I visited this house I thought I could see that the water supplied to the
patients by the servants of the house was not in the quality and quantity always what it
should be. I therefore recommended to Mr Warburton to fix a pump in each airing
yard, which he most obligingly and readily did; and these pumps have not only
contributed to the health and comfort of all the patients but also to their amusement. I
wish I could also now prevail on Mr W. to extend and enlarge the airing grounds of his
several houses; the sacrifice of ground would be very small on his part, and the
substantial benefit the enlargement would render to the numerous patients he has under
his care, would in my mind be incalculable. The present airing yard now used by the
women at Bethnal Green, is most shamefully small and close. It has always appeared
to me, in the Madhouses I have seen, that the keepers were too few, and that the
fewness of them subjected the patients to much restraint which would be avoided were
the keepers more numerous.'"*

The sleeping arrangements at Bethnal Green were ramshackle. If there were
insufficient beds for the number of bodies, then two must squeeze into one. Seymour
pointed out, “Everybody who is connected with parochial workhouses must have
learnt, that the practice of putting male paupers into one bed frequently leads to the
most abominable consequences.”'” Both Warburton and Miles at Hoxton House
would cram three in a bed when pushed; two was the norm in many rooms, perhaps
17-18 people squeezing into beds for 10. In spite of this, Seymour thought lunatics
had a “better chance of recovery and comfort” at Bethnal Green than in a workhouse
and besides, lunatics were “a mischievous annoyance to the other inhabitants of the
workhouse.”''® Even though he had criticisms Seymour was not deflected from his
view that private licensed houses offered considerably better conditions than found in

pauper workhouses."

£ The site of the Red House is now occupied by Swinburne House, one of the 1924 LCC blocks.

h Marylebone Workhouse was one of the most expensive to run, at 7s per week per head, almost as
pricey as an asylum. (Seymour’s own figures quoted SC Madhouses 1815 op cit 114 )
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The apothecary John Rogers, sacked by Warburton (see Whitmore House, Appendix
B) was not so measured in his criticisms, indeed he was vitriolic about conditions he
had witnessed over a 13 year period, visiting “every other day or every day or two or

three times a day. I have been there at labours all night.”""

Rogers had another
source of information, his sister Mary Humiers, who worked as housekeeper at the
White House for three years but had gone to live in France by the time of the
parliamentary inquiry. She sent a statement confirming her brothers’ evidence. The
hearings of 1816, chaired by Seymour, were triggered by the publication of Rogers’

pamphlet.''®

Many of Rogers’ complaints concerned the brutality of the head keeper on the male
side, Samuel Ramsbotham. He had seen Ramsbotham beating a patient Captain
Dickinson,

who was confined by means of a chain on his legs and handcuffs which rendered it
out of his power to ward off the blows, which were repeatedly given him on the face
and the body....I witnessed it myself in the company with Mr John Dunston and Mr
Talbot; we were looking through the paling of the yard on hearing him call out and
saw it.'"’

Dunston, the senior of the two apothecaries remonstrated with Mr Talbot about the
behaviour of his principal keeper but “he shook his head and said he is a cruel sort of
man and that he must get rid of him.” Ramsbotham stayed on for well over a year

until discharged for another act of cruelty.

Rogers’ sister recalled that Ramsbotham had beaten a Mr Driver, “a respectable
farmer”, “with a large thick pair of boots” and had seen him strike patients “hundreds
of times”. One of the commonest injuries in lunatic asylums at that time, a direct
consequence of brutal forced feeding, was smashed front teeth from objects forced

into the mouth to prop it open.’

" There is a description of forced feeding Bethlem style, together with a life size illustration of his own
patent 'key' by J Haslam in Observations on Madness and Melancholy 2™ ed’n 1809 London, Callow,
317-321
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ROGERS: They have a vessel resembling a tea-pot, sometimes with a very long spout;
I have seen it with a very short one; the patient is laid on his back, held down by one
or two keepers; one has a cloth in his hand, and the other opens his mouth by means of
a key. I have never seen anything else in use except a large key for opening the
mouth; the spout of the pot is forced into the mouth, the nose is held by an assistant
keeper and the cloth immediately clapped over the mouth; in this state the patient must
either swallow or die, unless they desist. I have seen them black in the face.
CHAIRMAN: You have seen patients resist swallowing?

ROGERS: Yes, until they have been upon the point of death; my opinion is that they
often poke the spout of this thing too far, and that the food passes down the windpipe,
and suffocation ensues.'”’

This technique was employed on “any refractory patient” sometimes 4-5 times a day.
Rogers continued:

I was requested to look into the mouth of a patient...who had been placed there for
two or three days, saying that he had been very much injured by Samuel Ramsbotham;
on inspecting it, I found a wound in the palate through which some body had been
forced, and which I heard he had done with the handle of a wooden spoon, in
endeavouring to open his mouth.

Mrs Hodges, the wife of the vestry clerk for St Andrew Holborn, had died of
incompetent forced feeding by a cack-handed woman keeper, Mary Seal. According
to Rogers Mrs Hodges had been refusing food only one day and was certainly in no
danger of starvation when the forcing took place. There were other similar cases.
Rogers was sure that Warburton knew of Ramsbotham’s cruelty; he believed that
Warburton had often asked Talbot to get rid of him. Talbot told Rogers he was
nervous that he hadn’t done what Warburton asked. Eventually, the man was sent
away but it was only for a few months and Mr Talbot had him back and made him
keeper of the parish patients. There was hearsay evidence that other keepers were
almost as bad. Thomas Dalby and a convalescent patient named French had thrashed
a man with a piece of bed cord. A knotted cord was used to beat someone else’s bare

back.'”!

Rogers had a catalogue of other complaints. Pauper patients were left naked on wet
straw beds in unheated rooms, soiled straw was unchanged for days; the place was
filthy and infested with vermin. Limbs of the frail were “mortified” by cold and

122

neglect, one woman’s foot had to be half amputated. * There was unreasonable use of

46



restraint, almost everyone was chained to the bedstead at night, pauper women were
chained naked, only covered with a hempen rug. Finally, Talbot and other keepers
sold good linen from the asylum for their own gain and stole other items from the

asylum for their own use.

Warburton was plainly furious with Rogers. He had one observation to make to the
Committee about the apothecary’s accusations and that was “No further than a direct
contradiction to every assertion he has made.” Unmoved, Seymour and his committee
painstakingly demolished Warburton’s defence in half a page of evidence.'” Yes,
patients tended to throw off their clothing; yes, the rooms were unheated; yes, a lot of
patients were wet; yes, that particular patient had a circulation problem caused by
paralysis; yes, Ramsbotham had been dismissed eventually for striking a patient but
“He was a man I had a good opinion of.” Warburton did not realise he was hanging

himself with every word. He was speedily dismissed from the hearings.

Talbot published his own refutation of Rogers’ claims, pointing out that Rogers'
motives were suspect since he owed Talbot £500."* He dismissed the assault on
Captain Dickinson as a natural consequence of the patient’s propensity for violence-
he had bitten Ramsbotham’s thumb. There seems no doubt that there was ill-feeling
between Rogers and his employers for some other reason than emerged in public. He
was nevertheless the hands-down winner in these public wrangles. Whether he was
able to find work again as an apothecary with a lunatic asylum is not known. The

penalty today for whistle-blowing is almost always professional rejection.'”’

Round about this time there were alterations to the interior of the White House
buildings. Painted panels and 16" century carved chimney-pieces were removed.'”®
Possibly Warburton was trying to make some physical improvements. But there
seems to have been little change in the Bethnal Green Asylums regime following
publication of the 1816 Report, astonishing though that may seem. One might have
expected that Warburton having been so fearful of the enforced closure of his

institutions by legislation, that he would be keen to make some major improvements
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to ward off any future threat. But only 11 years later, revelations of even more

disgraceful conditions were brought to light by visiting parish officers.

The 1827 Select Committee was established specifically to investigate conditions at
the Bethnal Green Asylums. Two parish Guardians of the Poor from Marylebone, the
Reverend Mr Birdwood and John Hall visited the White House on August 26" 1826
and insisted on visiting an infirmary room where one of their idiot patients was said to
be in bed but too ill to come up to the visitors’ room to see them. What they saw
shocked them. There were “disgusting objects” of humanity, about 6 or 7, chained to
the wall lying in cribs, that is wooden boxes, in a semi-naked state, the stench of
human excrement so offensive that Birdwood “could not draw breath” and had to
withdraw to stop retching.'”” The existence of this “secret” infirmary was not known

to visiting parish officers, no one had ever seen it before.

Hall asked Lord Robert Seymour and Sir Lucas Pepys, the chair of the Visiting
Physicians to the Metropolitan Licensed Houses to accompany him one evening to
revisit. They went on 26 February 1827. Jennings the head keeper refused them
entry. Birdwood later went back with the Middlesex Magistrate, Colonel Clitherow
but found the place had been cleaned up. A former parish patient, Webb, told him
that the day after Birdwood and Hall’s first visit the room had been cleaned and
whitewashed. Another patient Nettle said “About 5 o’clock one morning young Mr
Warburton came up and they got it all clean.” Marylebone Trustees removed all their
patients shortly afterwards to Miles’ House at Hoxton although they were none too

pleased with the new placement either.'”®

The Select Committee heard more about the asylum from former patients, William
Solomon'?” and John Nettle,"”® who had himself been kept in an infirmary crib for 7
out of 16 months there, testified that dirty patients were chained to their cribs from
Saturday night to Monday morning in overcrowded stinking rooms, in order to give
keepers Sunday off. The patients were left almost naked save a rag covering, and not
even that if they flung it off. Windows were without panes and the patients, who were

mostly wet and soiled, suffered terribly from the cold. The Monday morning mopping
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ritual, where patients were stood in the yard naked while the keepers mopped them
down, throughout summer and winter continued unchanged from the pre-1815 regime.
There was one towel allowed per week each for the male paupers but no soap. One
patient Wheatly had been beaten while in chains and had been unable to get up when
requested to. Barnard, a keeper, told him to get up off the floor, his illness was all
sham but he could not answer and the following day he died. Another former patient
Anne Gibbons had also been treated at Bethlem and declared the keepers “very kind”
there compared with the White House. There was no occupation, no pastimes and
barely any medical treatment, certainly no specific treatment for insanity, although the
patients may have been grateful for that if they had been familiar with the accepted
'treatments' of the day. There was no resident doctor, the visiting apothecary, John
Dunston, visiting twice a week to physick the handful brought to his attention out of
the 500 or so inmates. Purgatives were his stock in trade, an unfortunate enthusiasm

in an institution without the means to manage incontinence problems.

The parish doctors who visited Bethnal Green regularly all testified that they were
unaware of the infirmary and that they saw patients brought to them in a separate
room. So Garrett Dillon from St Pancras and W F Goodger from Marylebone felt
blamed for not picking up how bad conditions were but how could they have known a
room was there if no one ever told them of its existence? And the Visiting Physicians,
that is the Commissioners in Lunacy wouldn’t have known either because the pauper

lunatics were not their concemn.

Warburton sent a written statement to the Committee, basically a total refutation of all
the accusations. He then came in person to repeat his performance at the 1815
hearings, denying that conditions were bad and blustering his way through in a
thoroughly unconvincing manner. One wonders what was going through John
Warburton’s mind as he watched his father give evidence. He asked the committee if
he could be heard, thinking no doubt to retrieve some of the damage and trying to
distance himself from conditions in the asylum. He insisted he was not a physician to
the Asylum, just a proprietor; he had no medical duties to perform there and did not

visit the patients’ rooms very often. Unimpressed, the Committee pressed him on
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why he did not visit the infirmary."* It was Dunston’s responsibility, he blurted out,
dropping his brother-in-law straight in the mire. 20 June 1827 must have been the
most depressing day of John Warburton’s professional career. Unpleasant truth

emerged from an ill-rehearsed story; his credibility was in shreds.

The Select Committee hearings of 1827 were engineered by Robert Gordon MP,
Seymour and a number of other interested parties like Clitherow and Sir Andrew
Halliday* who were campaigning for a County Lunatic Asylum. The public had still to
be convinced. A Times leader in November 1826"2 had queried whether the expense
of a new asylum was justified or whether better regulation of the existing madhouses
would serve just as well. But by July 1827 The Times was convinced and Middlesex
Magistrates were t00.”> The notoriety of the Red and White Houses was instrumental
in producing the Act for the Regulation of Madhouses 1828 that brought in better
regulations for resident medical cover, created the Metropolitan Commissioners in
Lunacy and produced some rather complex rules for committing patients to asylums

and licensed houses.

By 1831, the White House housed 257 males (138 paupers), 252 females (161
paupers). The Red House, now called by the earlier name again, Bethnal House,
under the superintendence of Matthew Davis, had 190 males (156 paupers) and 234

34 Thomas

females (199 paupers), making a grand total of 933 for the whole site.
Warburton died soon after, leaving his physician son John to pick up this
overcrowded morass of human suffering, the dilapidated inconvenient buildings, a set

of critical annual reports from the new Commissioners, an unenviable public profile

J Twelve years later John Warburton's reputation was so high he was appointed as a member of the
Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry into Conditions at Hereford Lunatic Asylum but he did not attend
any of the hearings and was replaced with Wakley. (Report of the Select Committee on Hereford
Lunatic Asylum 1839 PP Lunacy vol 2 Select Committee Members p ii, Proceedings p vi-viii)

k Sir Andrew Halliday (1781-1839), former personal physician to William IV and Inspector of
Hospitals in the West Indies 1833-37, was a seasoned campaigner on Licensed Houses. He collected
material on the numbers of lunatics for the 1806-7 hearings and in 1827. He published a monograph
on the number of lunatics in each county, having gone round all of them himself. Part travelogue and
part inquiry, it is methodologically hopelessly unsound. (1829 A Letter to Robert Seymour with a
Report of the Numbers of Lunatics and Idiots in England and Wales). The Dictionary of National
Biography dismisses his several other medical publications on tropical diseases etc. as “almost
valueless”.
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and, but its a very convenient ‘and’, a sizeable fortune, a thriving business and the two

newly appointed enthusiastic and high-minded physicians.

One of the new physicians was Charles Beverley, FRS. What on earth was he doing
here? He needed a job and John Warburton needed someone distinguished to ‘turn
round’ the institution’s reputation. Warburton’s ambitions for respectability coupled
with Beverley’s administrative talents produced the transformation of the asylums
over the next 15 years. Charles James Beverley, 1788-1868 is categorised in the

Dictionary of National Biography as a 'naturalist '*°

His biographical note
ends:“went into private practice in London. Lived to 80yrs, died 1868.” The private
practice was Bethnal Green Asylum. Recruited round about 1830, he remained there
first as superintendent of the White House and later as superintendent of the whole
institution, for the rest of his working life. The second surgeon appointed to the
Asylum was James Phillips, who seems to have handled all the correspondence with

parish officers about admissions, discharges and bills.

John Warburton was in his thirties, already making a name for himself as physician to
St Luke’s and managing proprietor of Whitmore House. He moved in highly
respectable circles within his profession, having married the daughter of Abernethy,”

the flamboyant Barts surgeon. Within a short time Charles Beverley was appointed

! Born a Scot and educated in Edinburgh, Charles Beverley joined the navy as an Assistant Surgeon in
1810, serving in Baltic and Mediterranean stations for four years. After his performance at the Capture
of Porto d’Anzo in 1813 he was recommended for promotion but his health was failing and he was sent
home to recuperate, saling as medical attendant with the sick and wounded. He recovered and served in
HMS Tiber to 1818, when he was given the opportunity to serve under Sir Edward Parry in his first
expedition to the Polar Regions. They were away from 1819-20, over-wintering on Melville Island,
Beverley spending most of his time cataloguing botanical specimens. He was promoted to the rank of
Surgeon and awarded FRS in 1821 as a result of his botanical work. An attack of ophthalmia
prevented him from taking up the offer of Surgeon to the naval flagship stationed in Barbados and
eventually ill health forced him to retire from the navy. He was by then bitten by the exploration bug
and went as a volunteer with Parry on his voyage to the seas around Spitzbergen in 1827, working on
the flora and fauna of the arctic islands.

™ An impressive larger than life marble bust of Abernethy watches magisterially over the postgraduate
teaching centre at Barts. If 1827 was a bad summer for John Warburton it was a terrible one for
Abernethy, whose annual lecture series had been published in the Lancer and then rubbished by
Wakley in the most intemporate manner as being 50yrs out of date. Abernethy was also accused of
trying to secure his son succession to his post at the hospital and sell his lecture spot for £14,000.
Wakley's persecution of Abernethy by vilification and ridicule may well have been justified. Discourse
was perhaps a little tense round the Warburton/Dunston/Abernethy dinner tables in July and August
1827.
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Medical Superintendent of the whole asylum. Over the next 15 years, Bethnal Green
Asylum was transformed into a most remarkable institution, the best in the
metropolis, the new national Commissioners in Lunacy believed. So impressed were
they with the transformation that a whole chapter was given over in their Special

Report of 1847 to documenting the process of change."

When the new medical attendants were first appointed they found 70 of the 400 or so
patients invariably in irons; there was no bath, no library, little or no employment; no
means of amusement, a small and inefficient staff—about one to fifty patients, “that
rooms were defective in cleanliness, warmth and general comfort; that parts of the
Asylum were damp and offensive from want of drainage, that the infirmaries were
small, ill-ventilated and inconvenient; that the meat and vegetables were not of the
first quality”...and so on and so on. The new Commissioners documented in minute
detail the subsequent process of change over the following fifteen years. Good
management, kindliness, an orderly regime, good sense and tolerance had taken over.
There must have been huge management effort to shift the culture of the asylum, to
treble and train the staff, to transform the treatments and daily routine. The numbers
of patients were halved from the 1827 inquiry figures. In part this was because of the
opening of Hanwell and control of the numbers for which the Asylum was licensed by

the Metropolitan Commissioners. This is the description of the new library:

From there being no library, it will be seen first,-That books are purchased; that these
are placed under the care of a patient and that all the patients, pauper and private have
access to them. In 1835 a library of 500 books had been collected for them;...and at
present we understand that it consists of 2,000 volumes which are accessible to all
classes and are much used.

John Warburton also set about rebuilding the physical environment. The new Bethnal
House Asylum was built between 1841 and 1845 at considerable expense, the new
buildings costing about £22-23,000. (The average Victorian Workhouse cost £10-
12,000). The Red House was redesigned internally and used exclusively for males.
The old White House was demolished and new accommodation for 150 pauper

females built. There are photos taken in the 1870’s of this ivy-clad, pleasant Georgian
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House of 1843, renamed Bethnal House. John Warburton died in 1846 and never
saw his life’s work applauded in print. He may not even have realised that Bethnal
Green’s transformation was his life’s work. We shall probably never know whether
the inspiration for the changes came from Beverley or Warburton; it was the two of
them together who made it happen. Shaftesbury’s new Commissioners thought so

too:

The foregoing facts will show what good may be effected in an Asylum, originally
bad in almost every respect and still without the advantages of a good site, where the
supervision is regularly and carefully made, where the medical attendant is skilful and
willing to attend to useful suggestions, and where the Proprietor is liberal enough to
carry them out at any reasonable expense.

John’s physician son and heir to the business, John Abernethy Warburton, died young
only four years after his father. The bulk of his property was left to set up a trust for
the benefit of his surviving daughter and his son Thomas Frederick Warburton. In
due course the asylum business was passed down to his son, who was also Thomas

Frederick Warburton." '*’

The Asylum had leased part of the Poor’s Land for a recreation area from the
eighteenth century. The Poors Land, that is the Green, remains more or less today as
it was in 1678 when 8 local householders bought the land to retain it free of buildings,
the income from it to be used for the benefit of the poor living around the Green. The
Asylum lost access to the land when the LCC bought the land from the Poors Land
Charity Trustees in 1891, exchanging various small parcels of land with the

Warburton Trustees, including a coal yard and some piggeries.

During the 1890’s there were more building alterations and modernisations, including
the constructions of a new block in 1896 still standing and in use as Bethnal Green

Library. In 1909 the Borough built Bradbeer House dwellings just next to the eastern

" There is a note from Arthur Morris in the Tower Hamlets Archives that this last Warburton was a
lunatic. When Robinson consulted Morris about this in 1976 they concluded there was no evidence,
but “I am an old man in my 88" year and my memory is not so good”. It is possible that Morris
confused the Warburton story with the Monro story, the last of the Monro’s having been certified and
maintained in the family asylum Brooke House.
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boundary wall which overlooked the airing courts so the proprietors raised the wall
and built a 'cottage' against it, which strange edifice is still there in the middle of the
Bethnal Green Estate. In April 1919, shortly after the licence was renewed there was
still a contract “for the continued care of 25 male Middlesex paupers.” Presumably
those that had been placed there many years earlier when Hanwell and Colney Hatch
were full had remained there as the residuum of that huge anonymous tub of human

souls who had been consigned to this worst and best of asylums.

Hoxton House Asylum (Miles'). The LCC built a new school on the site of Hoxton
House Asylum, acquired from the last asylum proprietor in 1902 and not unnaturally
called Hoxton House School.”®® Set high up on the wall, a large terracotta name
plaque can just be seen through the railings of the spanking new Hackney Community
College on the back of the old school buildings which now form part of the college.
Just a few doors down at 34 Hoxton Street stands a tall four storey late nineteenth
century house; this is the only surviving part of the old asylumy (Sce Figure 3.6

N

opposite).

The journalist and impresario John Hollingshead, who styled himself on occasions
Johannes Hoxtoniensis, writing in 1895 looking back to his childhood, described
Hoxton House as "a large brick house on the right coming from the City in a line with
Curtain Road.""® He remembered as a child being able to look out of his bedroom
window in a neighbouring house over the gardens that patients used. His great aunt,
Sarah James was once employed there and was later engaged to look after Mary Anne
Lamb at home. Arthur Morris’s classic monograph on the Hoxton Madhouses'*
covered the period of the Select Committee hearings of 1815-16. Morris’s original

sources have been re-examined for this account.

Mary Lamb's first confinement at Hoxton House was in 1803."' At the age of 32, in
1796, during a deluded rage she had fatally stabbed her mother. Hurried into a private
asylum in Islington, hér brother Charles had her made his ward and quickly removed
her to private rooms in Hackney where with domestic help he looked after her himself

with the occasional help of friends, including the poet Coleridge. Mary's bouts of
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frank madness lasted from several months to a couple of years, the later episodes
gliding into the next so that she was rarely completely sane. It is doubtful that she

ever recovered sufficiently from the first attack to live independently.

Charles did not describe her madness well in his letters but referred to the warning
signs, her misery, withdrawal, her awareness that her mental state was deteriorating.
142 1% Coleridge visited the house on 29 March 1803 while Charles was away for a
few days. He found Mary in what he considered to be a far too dangerously disturbed
state to be left in the house alone, gathered her up and took her straight to Hoxton
House, where she remained until 20 May. Charles frankly thought that Coleridge had
acted too hastily and should have waited for his return. But her subsequent
readmissions between 1805 and 1810 suggest that he was not displeased with the care
she received. Mary's progress was conveyed to Charles by letter: "Mary still keeps
very bad. I have not seen her, nor do they let me see her until she is getting pretty
well.""** In his next letter to his friends the Clarksons he goes on: "She was a little
mending when I enquired last on Saturday; you shall have the earliest intelligence of
her restoration". Mary herself did not write of her experiences in any of the licensed
houses she was confined in and while we can deduce that Charles respected the advice

he was given about Mary he tells us nothing of his views on her care.’

Charles was sufficiently satisfied with Hoxton House to retreat there himself for at
least one period of mental turmoil. He wrote to Coleridge "The six weeks I finished
last year and began this your very humble servant spent in a madhouse at Hoxton. I
am somewhat rational now and don't want to bite anyone. But mad I was and many a

vagary my imagination played with me enough to make a volume if all told.""*

° Mary Lamb had several spells of relative mental quiescence. During one in September 1816 she
and Charles took a holiday staying in a house in Dalston (now the heart of the Hackney Turkish
community). He wrote to Wordsworth (Letters vol III, 320) "[We] are absolutely rusticating (o’ the
gentility of it) at Dalston, about one mischievous boy's stone throw off Kingsland Turnpike, one mile
from Shoreditch church, there we emanate in different direciions io Hackney, Clapton, Totnam and
suchlike romantic country. That my lungs should ever prove so dainty as to fancy they perceive
difference of air. I am purging off the foul air of my once darling tobacco in this Eden"
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James Hadfield, George III's deranged would-be assassin whose sabre-sliced frontal
lobe had left him in a state of unpredictable deluded aggression was also an inmate of
Hoxton House in the early 1800's. After he knocked down and unwittingly killed a
fellow patient Ben Swain at Bethlem, Hadfield was transferred to Hoxton where he

was lodged with a number of other criminal lunatics from Newgate.

Charles and Mary Lamb belonged to only a handful of private patients. In 1803 there
were about 200 parish paupers and 66 naval patients (5 officers and 61 seamen) paid
for by the Navy Sick and Wounded Board."*® By 1814 trade was buoyant; on 27
October that year the Visiting Physicians noted 150 navy patients (17 officers and 133
seamen), 89 private patients, 245 parish paupers plus a handful of naval and military
lunatic pensioners transferred from Greenwich Hospital and Chelsea Hospital. Finally
there was a sprinkling of French prisoners of war, who were also the responsibility of

the Navy, making a total of nearly 500 patients in all.'"’

The conditions in which the naval lunatics were confined were the subject of much
discussion internally in the Navy medical establishment. The outspoken critic of
Hoxton House, who refused to be deterred by his former colleagues on the Sick and
Wounded Board from publicising his views, was Dr John Weir the first Inspector of
Naval Hospitals, appointed in 1806. By 1812 be was tired of having his repeated
recommendations ignored. In most matters he found it more efficacious to discuss the
matter directly with the asylum superintendent Watts. Letters to the Board rarely
produced a timely response. His damning report of 1812 was quietly sat on for six
months. Another 18 months past before it came to the attention of the Admiralty.'*®

The Admiralty's own investigations led to the matter coming before the parliamentary

Select Committee in 1815-16.

Hoxton House had become an asylum in 1695.'"° The Miles family bought the
business in 1715"° and extended the capacity in 1756 when Jonathan Miles the elder
bought two large houses in Hoxton Street.””’ When the Select Committee turned their
unforgiving searchlight on the stinking straw rooms, wooden box cribs and squashed

‘three in a bed' dormitories, the unfortunate current proprietor was Sir Jonathan Miles.
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Miles was born in the House and grew up there, inheriting the business from his father
in 1772. He expanded the business again in 1784.' Miles became a City alderman,
Sheriff in 1806, knighted in 1807 and Master of the Painter-Stainers' Company in
1815, the year he appeared before the Select Committee.?

Miles had been absent for the better part of four years when the disastrous Navy
Report of 1814 was made public. He began to attend the asylum regularly again,
rushing hither and thither rather ineffectually, amending a few procedures, putting
right a few inconsequentials, building a partition wall or two but making no
fundamental changes to the regime. Miles was floundering around in seas too deep
and choppy for his intellect to cope with. His trade competitor, Thomas Warburton
comes across as a bombastic but canny vulgar entrepreneur whose business sense
suffocated any finer feelings he might have started life with but Miles seems to have
been more buffoon than villain; he just didn't have a clue about the trade he'd
inherited. There is something farcical about Miles' pathetic attempts to tidy the place
up and separate the rooms and exercise grounds of the officers from the seamen and
other private patients, who were confined randomly together, dirty with clean, officer

with tradesman, captain with common sailor.?

PMailes' rather badly executed portrait hangs in a comner of the Painter-Stainers' livery hall court room,
donated by him in 1815 when he became Master. The picture is of a youngish, perhaps 30's or 40's
Regency fop, blonde quiff, ruddy self-indulgent fleshy cheeks, hooded eyes and a vacant, self satisfied
expression which may owe more to bad art than bad character but fits well with the not very bright
absentee landlord of the Select Committee. The portrait was originally full length but was chopped
down in the 1960's. His father presented a silver punch bowl to the Company inscribed with his name.

9 Gullible's Travels: Poor Jonathan Miles. The best clues to Miles' personality lie in the hilarious saga
of his attempts to win a parliamentary seat, mentioned by Morris in a footnote. Having first stood for
Barnstaple and got trounced, he was approached by a Cornish publican by the name of Middlecoat
who offered to bring him to parliament in the forthcoming elections of 1806 for the safe Whig seat of
Tregony (one of the rotten boroughs), for a fee to defray election expenses of 4000gns. In the event
this didn't unfortunately prove sufficient to cover Middlecoat's burgeoning expenses; Miles paid out "a
large sum in notes to make up the doceurs (sic) agreed upon". Election day produced a magnificent
majority Whig poll for Miles and his co-candidate John Nichols but curiously the Returning Officer,
Mayor Joseph Hannah, found "all the good votes rejected and all the bad ones admitted for the
opponents”. Miles was induced to pursue the blackguard Hannah and protested against the victors
Wentworth and O'Callaghan taking up their seats. He got leave from Parliament to submit evidence of
improper electoral practice. The ever-helpful Middlecoat suggested he employ a Truro solicitor,
Edwards. Another £2,500 was handed over to prepare his case. Edwards engaged two eminent but
pricey London lawyers, Thomas Plumer and Serjeant James Pell, to put the case. The day of the
hearing was fixed; neither Middlecoat nor Edwards turned up. There were no other witnesses
prepared. Parliament dismissed the case and the victorious two took their seats. Middlecoat, Hannah
and Edwards were between them over £10,000 richer. The House of Commons Journal (vol 62, p12)
accepted that "the returning officer had been guilty of most corrupt partiality in favour of Wentworth
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The Miles business was officially owned by family trustees who administered Miles'
estate, although Miles seems to have had a large measure of control if he wanted it.
James Birch Sharpe, the surgeon employed at Hoxton house, believed he was paid by
Miles but later realised his salary cheques were signed by John Watts on behalf of
Banks, Farrand, Trustees.'”

The Navy began contracting with Messrs Miles and Kaye' for the confinement of
lunatics in 1791, or possibly even earlier, conveying 10-20 new patients a year up to
1814. Most came from the naval hospital at Haslar or direct from the hospital ship
Batavia. Since most were incurably chronic by the time they reached Hoxton, the
numbers accumulated in a satisfyingly lucrative fashion. In the early years of the
contract from 1791 to 1806 the naval patients were visited from time to time by a
Commissioner from the Sick and Wounded Board or from the Transport Board. Dr

Blair, for example, submitted the following report of his visit on 5 October 1798:

examined the provisions, accommodations and general state of the patients; the bread,
beef, cheese and beer were all remarkably good and the patients I examined, among
whom were four who lately made their escape, declared they had them in plenty. The
accommodations were also very clean and well aired and they have sufficient airing
ground for walking in the open air; in which last respect these accommodations have
greatly the advantage of Bethlem Hospital.

The principal defect in institutions of this kind arises from the convalescent patients
not being separated from those in a deranged state. If such separation could be made
and the patients were to have the opportunity to inspect the regulations of the house
and particularly that which requires their confinement for some time after an apparent
return of reason, in order to guard against the consequences of relapse; and if in this
state they were also allowed to lay their complaints freely before the Board (which at
present is not suffered in any case) I do not see in what further respect the situation of
persons in their unfortunate circumstances could be materially improved. R. Blair.**

and O'Callaghan". I wonder how much they shelled out to Hannah and possibly also to Middlecoat.
Miles didn't risk standing for parliament again. [Serjeant Pell, a resident of Somers Town, was a
Guardian of the Poor in St Pancras and one of the instigators of the Select Committee on Madhouses in
Middlesex in 1827. There was also a madhouse proprietor by the name of James Pell who kept a
licensed house for up to ten patients in Weston Row, Somers Town. Could this be the same man?]
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Not much to complain of there, although we cannot know what standards Dr Blair
expected. This is the report however of someone who has listened to individual
patients and has a fair-minded approach to their views. It seems likely that he would

have picked up major abuses and obvious ill treatment.

Conditions seem to have deteriorated after 1800. Dr James Harness the defensive and
arrogant Chairman of the Sick and Wounded Board was dismissive of criticisms. It
was clearly he who blocked Weir's 1812 report and repeatedly refused to discuss
Weir's recommendation that the patients should be removed from Hoxton
altogether."”® Harness had never found fault on his occasional visits between 1800
and 1806; men sleeping in double beds was unfortunate but what matter if a man had
only 2 feet of sleeping space? On board ships of war men were only allowed 14
inches! Harness had no objection to mixing officers and seamen in the same
apartment if there was no room for an alternative. In his opinion conditions had
vastly improved over the ten years leading up to the Inquiry. Besides, Harness did not
think conditions at Hoxton were the Navy's concern; in his opinion the patients were
under the 'control' of the Visiting Commissioners from the Royal College of
Physicians while on shore. This notion, rapidly rebutted by Weir, was in part correct
in so far as conditions for private patients were inspected, albeit rather cursorily, by
the Visiting Physicians. Harness's denial of responsibility did nothing to endear him
to the Select Committee, who proceeded to watch him squirm while they dug him
deeper into ludicrously unacceptable postures about the paucity of medical care, the
appallingly oppressive regime, the straw beds, the over-crowded airing courts and
inevitably, the cheapness of the contract. The Navy paid 14s a week for seamen and
17s to 1gn for officers (the pauper rate was from 8s to 10s 6d depending on the
parish). For the Navy this was cheap, for Miles it was an excellent rate since the

seamen were getting the same care and no more treatment than the paupers.

The fundamental problem at Hoxton House was overcrowding. The inexorable
growth in numbers of both navy and parish patients between 1800 and 1815 resulted

in bodies crammed cheek by jowi in close oppressive compartments; staff couid not

" Kaye is not mentioned after this date.

59



cope with the numbers and the building could not be further extended on its cramped
urban site to accommodate more. Like Warburton Miles never turned down a patient;
he also paid Haslam the Bethlem apothecary £100 retainer to make sure he mopped up
Bethlem's extruded incurable patients at the end of their first year. The use of leg
manacles, handcuffs, chains and straitjackets became routine at Hoxton, allowing a
handful of staff to watch over an immobilised gaggle. For safety's sake no cutlery
was used. Weir remarked "It is impossible to conceive a more uncivilised appearance
than they exhibit at their meals". There did not seem to be any cruelly sadistic
practices as there had been described at Warburton's establishments, a rumour that
suspicious deaths had been hidden was found "not proven". The shambolic conditions

were more the result of poor management and thoughtless ignorance.

Weir had a poor opinion of young Sharpe's casual and inattentive attitude; he was
rarely around when Weir called. Sharpe pointed out that Weir always came at 'dinner
time' and never asked for him. He was paid only for 'corporeal care' of the 500 or so
inmates and made no pretence about treating mental disorder. Miles got 4d per head
from the Navy for the sailors' medical care but this did not include any specific
treatment for mental disorder until in 1814 Miles employed James Veitch, a retired
naval surgeon as part of his general improvements in the run-up to the Inquiry.
Sharpe was appalled at the results of Veitch's heroic interventions and highly sceptical
of their curative powers. He had witnessed a month in which Veitch had prescribed
"11 blisters, 5 bleedings, 425 mercurial pills, 8 set-ons, 670 powders of calomel and
digitalis and 5 cuppings". Patients slumped weak and salivating into lethargic stupor.
Veitch's enthusiasm for large quantities of drastic potions caused more work for
Sharpe; they were unable to agree. After six months working together, Miles sacked
Sharpe, unwittingly creating the Select Committee's perfect witness. At the hearings,
Sharpe made all the right points about the need for specialist asylums but failed to
engage the sympathies of the committee by somewhat random observations and

criticisms. His youth, inexperience and poor political nous let him down. His shabby
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performance didn't stop him from publishing his own edited version of the Select
Committee hearings.'* ®

Miles did not lose his licence as a result of the Inquiry. John and Elizabeth Watts kept
their jobs. The naval lunatics were not removed. It was many years before the
splendid naval asylum at Haslar was opened. Miles already had his knighthood.
Even posterity was kind to him: the archives of the Painter-Stainers' Company list him
as a 'gentleman' and had no record of his connection to the mad trade until 1997. The
numbers of patients were reduced temporarily after the Inquiry although that may
have been at the insistence of the Visiting Physicians or the Navy, and some
improvements were made. Miles lived in his later years at Castlebear House and Park

in Ealing and died sometime before 3 May 1824."” Hoxton House acquired a new

proprietor William Wastell.'

The numbers of patients were up again to 325 paupers and 95 paying patients by
1830. John and Elizabeth Watts were named as joint superintendents on the
Commissioners Returns."”® The Metropolitan Commissioners found the asylum "In
good order" in June 1830, "Alterations going on will enable noisy patients to be
moved" and on a return visit the following month they were pleased that "Friends can

now visit 6 days /week."' The next visit in April 1831 found:

Those parts of the establishment which have been appropriated to the pauper patients
appear cleaner and well-ventilated as possible, the Commissioners however feel they
wish to express their very strong disapprobation of the state in which they find that
portion of the Buildings called the Cottage under the care of Mrs Hewlett. [At
2.00pm.... they] found them close and offensive and the cribs used there by female
patients of a superior class then remained in the same wet and filthy condition in
which patients sleep.'®

* John Birch Sharpe born 1789 lived at 5 Myrtle Street, Hoxton, son of the parish surgeon William
Sharpe, Parkinson's predecessor. He later published Elements of Anatomy for Artists and in 1832 A
Manual of Auscultation and Percussion from the French of M. Laennec. He was a parish Trustee of the
Poor for Shoreditch in the 1830s.

' Wastell is an uncommon name. There is an old family-owned corner shop in the back streets of
Hoxton whose proprietor is William Wasteli (1999). There was also a Wiiliam Wasteil, age 21, in the
printed outdoor relief list of St Sepulchre Holborn City Division in September 1819 (ms 3273 Vestry
Clerk's Accounts and Diary 1806-20).
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This sounds more or less the same old Hoxton House. Things began to improve
somewhat in the mid 1830's, but the Commissioners' Reports swept up all together the
four Metropolitan pauper lunatic houses, two at Bethnal Green, Hoxton and Peckham
in their annual reports. In their 1835-6 Report they mention "improvements
maintained.... Increased attention to cleanliness and ventilation..., to classification in

the wards and to providing occupations and amusements."'®!

There was "no great
change" the following year and the next "Occasional complaints by paupers of the
quality and quantity of food ...Commissioners visited at the hour of dinner - bread,
meat, cheese and beer provided was good quality and quantity. Satisfied there is no
reasonable ground for complaint". They complained in ‘38-39 that paupers were
rarely visited by parish officers or relatives and that the inconvenience and expense of
returning paupers to distant parishes "not infrequently occasions his being improperly
continued in confinement". They noted the major movements of pauper lunatics from

the Metropolitan Licensed Houses to the new Surrey County Lunatic Asylum and to

Hanwell in 1840-41.

By the time the national Commissioners in Lunacy came to office in 1845 Hoxton
House had a new superintendent and was in "a far different state". 410 patients were
attended by 7 male and 13 female staff, there were two resident medical officers
(required by the 1828 Act), "the dormitories were clean, all the windows glazed, none
crowded," the diet was good, baths were available and they concluded "the present

superintendent has made a difference."'®*

Hoxton House Asylum continued to provide care for some paupers from all over the
south of England, just as Bethnal Green Asylum did, for many years after the Lunatics
Act of 1845. Three elderly patients for example were moved from Hoxton to the new

16 There must

Oxfordshire Asylum at Littlemore in 1849, two were from Berkshire.
have been many similar transfers as new asylums opened but those that were admitted
before the Act that made it obligatory for parishes to use the County Lunatic Asylums

often remained there. Hoxton House finally closed in 1902.
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Holly House (Burrows) Generally referred to as Mrs Burrows’, sometimes spelt
Burroughs’, Holly House was owned by John Burrows who ran the business jointly
with his wife Esther. After his death, their son George William Burrows (not to be
confused with his contemporary, the mad-doctor George Man Burrows) joined the
business and appeared in the official returns as proprietor but the institution was
always referred to locally by her name.

The buildings of Holly House were three separate houses in Hare Walk." (Illustration
i;%gélite). The visiting surgeon was James Parkinson. He would have walked past
Holly House on the route home from St Leonard’s Shoreditch Workhouse,’ where he
was parish surgeon to the workhouse infirmary, to his home in Hoxton Square. In

1819 there were 119 patients;'*

the house expanded to accommodate 140 in the
1830’s before it closed, of whom 100 were paupers, a quarter to a third belonging to
St Leonard’s Shoreditch and the rest from parishes all over London and the south of
England.'® Cashman quotes a letter from a Bedfordshire overseer to Theed Pearse,
Clerk to the Bedford Asylum Visitors:'® "Sir, We have a Woman by the Name of
Jane Webster wich is at Mrs Burrows at Oxten wich wee intend to send to the Silom

at Bedford as soon as she can conveniently be Gott Down".

Burrows' is not so well described as the other Hoxton Licensed Houses because it
avoided being the object of complaints brought to the attention of the Select
Committees of 1807, 1815/6 and 1827. There is some evidence that it was for a time
at least a rather better institution than the Hoxton madhouses owned by Warburton,
Miles and Dunstan. It is referred to several times in the Select Committee minutes of
evidence but only in passing. Both Sir Jonathan Miles and Thomas Warburton were
asked if they had visited Burrows; neither had. Mrs Burrows was then charging
eleven shillings a week for pauper lunatics; Miles was asked why he only charged
eight shillings, the implication being that he was too cheap compared with Burrows;

even Warburton was charging 10s at Bethnal Green, but Miles had no explanation.

" Hare Walk remains as a cut through from the Kingsland Road to Hoxton Street but now threads its
way through an LCC estate.
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Edward Wakefield, naturally, had visited Burrows on one of his many
reconnaissances of Hoxton madhouses and must have kept notes, so detailed were his
recollections:

This is an old house extremely inconvenient for the purpose, but still the parish
paupers are kept distinct from patients who pay at a different rate and there are several
attempts at classification. At the end of one of the yards there is a distinct building for
the male parish paupers; the general treatment I conceive to be like that of the other
houses where they take parish paupers. I examined some of the men in a convalescent
state, as to their food, who stated in the strongest way that they had plenty. The rooms
had all been mopped down as they were at Talbots. There were the same sort of
trough beds where the patients were chained at night.'"’

Wakefield’s description doesn’t sound particularly good. The College of Physicians
Commissioners in Lunacy noted that Burrows was “greatly too much overcrowded”
on 7™ November 1816 and “the houses are old and all accommodated to their present

purpose and the pauper divisions are too much overcrowded” on 16" November

1821.'%8

By 1824, after Mrs Burrows’ death, the Commissioners complained bluntly “this
house is much out of repair and ill-managed.”'® The Commissioners expanded on
this in their evidence to the 1827 Select Committee, saying the houses lacked warmth
and comfort. In contrast, Sir James Williams and Sergeant Pell, the two St Pancras
Guar\dians of the Poor whose horrifying observations of conditions in which their
paupers were cared for at Bethnal Green had triggered the Committee Inquiry,
contrasted Burrows favourably with the appalling conditions at Talbots (the White
House, Bethnal Green), “cleaner, better managed and less crowded.”"” It looks as if
Holly House was marginally the best among a bad bunch and it probably deteriorated

after Esther Burrows’ death.

The Commissioners noted its closure with some satisfaction:

Holly House, lately abandoned for the reception of the insane. The circumstances has
not however been a source of regret to the Commissioners inasmuch as the buildings

¥ Morris had a commemorative bronze plaque to James Parkinson put up in St Leonards, recording
his dates and post at the workhouse, noting Parkinson's paper on the Shaking Palsy through which he
achieved immortality in his eponymous disease
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from their situation and character were never well adapted to the purposes of such an
establishment and latterly they had fallen into a very decayed and dilapidated state.'”

Burrows' was the most expensive of the local private licensed houses that admitted
parish paupers. The Trustees of the Poor of St Leonards became concerned about the
rising costs of their placements (£96. 18s 0d for the Michaelmas Quarter 1814).!”
There were 22 paupers out-posted there from the Workhouse in January 1815, so the
Trustees sent a party of four with James Parkinson to visit Burrows' to reassure
themselves that the cost was justified.'” They continued to send patients there so
presumably they accepted the cost. How much this decision was influenced by
Parkinson himself is not clear, nor whether there was a pecuniary interest for

Parkinson in the parish maintaining lunatic paupers there.

Parkinson was both parish surgeon from 1813 and visiting surgeon to Holly House, a
position he held from at least 1806. It was an unusual state of affairs that he was
responsible to the parish for the care of the paupers and to the proprietors for the care
of both pauper and private patients. In the 1820’s until 1832 St Leonard’s contracted
20 beds for lunatics at Burrows. If they were full the overspill went to Miles’ (Hoxton
House).'™ After Hanwell opened, after some delay and consideration of costs they

sent 9 patients together to Hanwell in 1832.

Early Nineteenth Century Metropolitan Pauper Farms.” Prior to the Poor Law
Amendment Act of 1834, small City parishes placed their poor who required indoor
relief in ‘pauper farms’, privately run institutions sited around the fringes of the City
in Hoxton, Islington, Southwark, Bethnal Green and Mile End. They were often in

close proximity to the private madhouses, the 17 City Livery Almshouses and

¥ 1t is not clear how pauper farms came to be called farms since most of them were just large
institutional buildings with no agricultural activities at all, although Byas' had land attached. There
were farms in rural areas owned by vestries for placing able-bodied workless paupers. At Sissinghurst,
Kent the old castle buildings were used as a poorhouse and paupers farmed the land. (Information
provided to visitors at Sissinghurst Castle Gardens, National Trust).

“Patrick Colquhoun, a City magistrate told the Committee “About 5000 are vomitted out of gaols,
without character” in London every year (SC on Mendicity 1816 op cit 115).
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numerous other asylums for the deaf, dumb, blind, orphans, fallen women and
destitute former prisoners'”” that clustered outside the square mile as convenient
receptacles for the diverse classes of incompetent poor. Tipple's is shown just north

of Hoxton House Asylum on Hoxton Street on Wilkinson's 1823 map of Hoxton.'”

These farms had been flourishing since the mid-eighteenth century. St Faith under St
Paul, a typical small City parish with no poorhouse of its own, recorded placements at

pauper farms from 1775- 1832."7 The parish contracts shifted as follows:

e March 1775-1779: poor in the house of Messrs Sykes and Newells, Mile End
e 1817: Overtons, Deacons Mile End; Willis' in the Boro'
e 1820-1831: Deacon's Mile End; Sutton's Islington; Willis' Borough.

Even large parishes like St Sepulchre and St Anne Blackfriars sent difficult or

unpleasant characters to pauper farms. The following examples appear in St Sepulchre

Relief lists in 1828-9:'7

e Ann Murrell, passed from St Andrew above the Barrs 3 Jan 1829 Feb 9 To prison

one week for outrageous conduct, afterwards to Perry's FH.

e Sarah Banbury April 6 1829 Sent to Fry and Fitch's FH very bad conduct.

Reading the minutes of the Trustees it is clear that being sent to a pauper farm was in
part a punishment, the threat of going to one a deterrent. Paupers sometimes chose
not to go if offered a 'farm' rather than the parish poorhouse preferring to make their

own way outside the poorhouses as best they could.

These 'farms' were also used by East London parishes for placing people who while
not designated insane were considered unable,through weakness of intellect or
vulnerable personality, to work and required more supervision than could
be provided in the workhouse. The mildly idiotic, the simpleton and the soft-headed

could be farmed out more cheaply than any asylum would cost. Weekly charges were
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usually 5s to 6s per week. One of the most popular institutions in East London was

* Grove Hall in Bow, known locally as Byas's (see below).

Tipple’s, Deacon’s and Robertson’s are mentioned frequently in the minutes of the
Trustees of the Poor in the City parishes.'” St Botolph Aldgate, one of the larger
parishes, farmed out all their paupers until they built their own workhouse in the
1820’s. In 1800 they had 73 at Overton’s at Bethnal Green, 112 in 1803.'® They also
placed paupers at Deacon’s in Bethnal Green, Mr Sutton’s “Citty (sic) Farm House”
in Islington (34 between 1811 and 1814), 70 or so at Mr Thomas Willis’ worsted
manufactory in Southwark between 1813 and 1820. St Andrew Undershaft used
Tipple’s as an overspill placement when the parish poorhouse was full, placing a
handful there between 1803 to 1807. St Andrew Trustees were unusual in visiting
their paupers at Tipple’s personally every week until 1807 at least. Most parishes sent
their officers, usually one of the beadles, to visit the farmed out parish poor from time

to time.

Most of our knowledge of these institutions comes from the oral evidence of the
proprietors to the 1815/6 Select Committee on Mendicity in the Metropolis and from
visits made by two of the Committee, Robert Gordon and Sir John Anstruther.”®' In
spite of sitting for two months and taking evidence from 43 witnesses, then
reconvening a year later to hear more, George Rose’s Committee felt unable to write
more than a 15 line paragraph final report, forbearing “to express any opinion as to the
measures it may be fit for parliament to adopt, for a cure or an alleviation of the evil”.
He hoped “that their labours have already been productive of some good.” The best
known pauper farmers were summoned to give evidence because of the suspicion that
paupers from these establishments were allowed out to beg during the day, swelling
the burdensome numbers of indigent inebriate Irish, professional petty pilferers and
habitual 'knocker beggars' importuning from house to house along the streets of the

City.

James Robertson was the first to be called to give evidence.'® He gave his address as

“125 Hoxton,” which was within a hundred yards of Miles’ Hoxton House and
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Tipple's, just down the road from the back entrance to St Leonard Shoreditch

had learnt presumably the necessary skills of the pauper management business. He
kept 300 paupers from 40 different City parishes at a cost of 6s per week. Robertson
and his wife ran the entire institution themselves, with a few servants “to do the
slavery work” and appointed some female paupers as nurses for the old and infirm. A
woman pauper, “a good scholar”, was paid a shilling a week to teach the children to

read, if the children were so inclined.

The house, “built as a gentleman’s seat”, was surrounded by an acre of garden and a
quarter acre of airing ground. Men and women slept in separate rooms, two in a bed
usually but sometimes three. Anstruther and Gordon found Robertson’s:

extremely crowded, there generally being from nine to ten to eleven in a room; ..when
the beds were let down there was no vacant space in the room. There was extreme
filth throughout the house; no classification of paupers...we found there was a
practice went on, which is called slating, which is of this kind; if a pauper sends in the
morning to the master of the house, stating that he does not wish for his dinner that
day, he allows him twopence halfpenny; they seem to be allowed to go out on merely
asking leave.'®

There was heating in the house only from November to February and the paupers
complained of persistent hunger. Robertson claimed that inmates were not allowed
out during the week at any time, only the nurse had the privilege of attending church
on Sundays and a brief outing on Saturday. The doors were kept locked. Leave on
compassionate ground was occasionally granted but normally, inmates’ entire lives
were confined within the institution. Inmates worked, Robertson said. He claimed he
had sewing work subcontracted from local men with government contracts. It brought
in about £150 per year, Robertson keeping two thirds of the earnings and distributing
one third to the individual worker inmates. The diet was not dissimilar from standard
workhouse fare; beer and porter were allowed but no spirits. Many inmates were too
old and frail to work. The majority had been servants in the City before falling on

hard times in old age.
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Robertson’s pauper farm, from his own account, sounded little different from many
parish-run ‘metropolitan workhouses of the same era until the matter came up of
dealing with the noisy and riotously inclined. “We have a little dark hole; we threaten
them with that”. Further pressed, Robertson admitted that inmates were put in the hole
“when they have got a little in the head in the holiday time, perhaps when they go
out.” Robertson’s punishment hole clearly shocked the Committee; “the black hole”
cropped up repeatedly in the Inquiry afterwards.

Thomas Tipple also had his pauper farms at Hoxton, at 12 Queen Street (see minutes
of the overseers of St Andrew Undershaft quoted chapter 4, p93) and another in
Hoxton Street, together providing 230 places during the summer months but able to
squeeze in nearly 300 in winter. Tipple's was used by 17 City parishes and some small

4

out-of-town rural parishes.'"® Tipple inherited the business from Jonathan Tipple,

who took a lease on the Great White House (also called St John's House) in Hoxton
Street (see illustration ]:)\. .oz?te) as a pauper keeper in 1811.'" Tipple's charges
fluctuated with the pri():\e of a quartern loaf, the price being fixed at the cost of 6
loaves, although he admitted the charge rarely dropped below 6s per week. He got
work from the local clothing slop trade, did some silk winding but many of the
inmates were too old and frail to work. Unlike Robertson, Tipple admitted he was not
particularly careful of his charges’ whereabouts. He was happy to let them wander
out during the day even though it was forbidden in the rules. He estimated there were
fifty out of the house the day he attended the Committee, possibly some indulged in
begging but he thought not frequently. Tipple’s glib nonchalance before the

committee suggests that he knew very well that his paupers were supplementing their

income through begging.

The individual who farms the poor has an interest very much to his advantage to
permit those people to go out...There is an understanding between the farmers of the
poor and the poor themselves; and the individual who receives six, or seven, or eight
shillings a week for the board of these paupers may give them two shillings and let
them have the week to beg in. In some instances they take lodgings out of the district
where they are farmed and come home only on certain days when they expect a
muster and that the parish officers will come and look at them.
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This accusation by William Hale, a Spitalfield silk manufacturer and local Trustee of

the Poor seems quite likely to have been accurate.'®

The physical environment at Tipple’s Queen Street House was similar to Robertson’s,
a converted old house with 17 single sex wards, a large yard but no garden, sleeping
arrangements were as at Robertson’s. The children were sent to a separate
establishment Tipple owned at Tottenham. There was an infirmary ward for the sick
and very frail, but no lunatics were sent to Tipple’s. Gordon and Anstruther found
Tipple’s rather cleaner than Robertson’s but even more crowded. There were a
number of overspill houses in ordinary courts where pigs roamed among the filth.
Unsupervised paupers came and went at will. The practice of slating was rife and
considered necessary by the paupers to provide themselves with soap and candles,
which were otherwise denied them. There was no visible work that the Committee
visitors could see. Tipple's was still taking paupers at St John's House in 1823 but
some of its rooms were lodgings for local poor people and one room had become a
Weslyan Methodist Bethesda Chapel. The business was long gone and the building
demolished in 1845.""

Edward Deacon had two pauper farms, one at Mile End with 350 inmates and one at
Old Ford with 170, serving 40 parishes in the City and the neighbouring parishes of
Poplar, Blackwall, Barking and the Minories.'® Deacon charged 6s per week like his
competitors. Both 'farms' had large 2-3 acre gardens but again, no real farming was
done; the work available was sewing for the local garment trade. There were no
infirmary wards at Deacon’s. Every Wednesday he sent the sick in a carriage to
Guy’s Hospital to be seen and if they couldn’t get in there he sent them to St Thomas’
the next day. Deacon employed a doctor to attend the houses every day however and
also had clergymen from all the relevant religions attending the houses to conduct
prayers. Two in a bed was the norm at Deacon’s as elsewhere. Gordon and

Anstruther found the house at Mile End in a filthy overcrowded state.
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Paul Cadmer owned a small pauper farm at Number 14, Carter’s Rents, Little Trinity

in the Minories, keeping 6 paupers for three different parishes.'" Cadmer charged

only 5s per week. He had space for up to twenty, he thought. None were lunatic.

While it was the largest pauper farms that were singled out for criticism in the Select
Committee on Mendicity Report of 1815 there were many other pauper farms around
London. Thomas Willis’ Worsted Manufactory in Southwark, jointly run for part of
the early 19" century with Fry, took able-bodied parish poor. Willis sent on any
paupers who were sent to him as able-bodied but proved to be unable through feeble-
mindedness, laziness or obstinacy to be capable of work, to another 'farm’, a flax mill
in Hounslow. Others were Thomas Sutton’s pauper farm in Islington, Overton’s in

Bethnal Green and Barclay’s at Bow, which later became Byas’.

None of these institutions were proper agricultural farms. They were combined
poorhouses and ‘old poor law type’ houses of industry providing a convenient and
relatively cheap service for Trustees of the Poor of small parishes. They also mopped
up the winter excess of seasonal workers in London, jobless and dependent on relief
for perhaps 2 months of the year, for whom there was no justification to build a parish

house even in the larger parishes.

The parish Trustees knew conditions at Tipples and Robertson’s were bad long before
the Mendicity Report exposed them to a wider public. Mr Boak, the parish beadle of
St Andrew Undershaft visited Jonathan Tipple’s House on Christmas Day 1807 to see
their handful of paupers. Mr Boak “stated that on a visit to the poor at Mr Tipple’s
house on Christmas Day last he found the accommodations very bad and thought it
expedient they be removed.”” The beadle had consulted with “some gentleman of
the parishes of St Peter and St Michael Cornhill” and found that they hired a house at
Bethnal Green (Deacon’s, Overton’s?) where they maintained their poor and this
institution would be willing to admit the poor of St Andrew Undershaft "on the same
plan". After a series of joint meetings and visits to Bethnal Green “Pond-side House,”
financial negotiations were finally settled in early June 1807 and the decision

implemented on Midsummer Day.
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" Thé pauper farms were victims of the rise in pauperism in the post French war period.
Once there were sufficient paupers in a parish to justify the maintenance of a parish-
owned poor house, there was no business left except for those with a particular
willingness to take paupers unpopular or unsuitable for parish houses like the
refractory, the idiotic or the chronically insane. Byas’ institution at Grove Hall Bow
made an unusual transition into a lunatic/idiot asylum. Many pauper farms struggled
on until the Poor Law Amendment Act, taking "persons whose character is so bad that
they are excluded from the society of theives and prostitutes of the regular
workhouse."” By 1832 some of the pauper farms had as many as 500 inmates. The
Royal Commission Report of 1834 noted that Mr Willis Fry's * establishment in
Lombard Street, Mint, with 270 places had "many discharged convicts.""” Fry had a
separate establishment for women taking another 120 people. Mr William Pattinson
Perry's 'City Poor-house,' in Lower Road Islington, which had been established 34
years earlier, could take up to 500 persons although in the early 1830s he only had
300."” Perry graded his wards according to the behaviour of the inmates, reserving
the best environment for the well-behaved. Perry also had a "black hole" where
violent miscreants could cool off for two or three hours, an idea he perhaps adopted
from Robertson. Both Fry and Perry provided work, Fry manufactured worsted
stockings; Perry had 'slop work' and feather stripping, for which he got paid 2d per
pound and claimed to give the working pauper 1%2d. Perry and Fry both complained
of the increase in drunkenness brought about by the reduction in gin tax but felt that
they could manage most bad behaviour quite well, Mr Fry even thought reasoning

with the paupers was effective.

In spite of trying to provide a specialist service aimed at the 'peculiarly unattractive'
parish pauper, the pauper farms lost their trade when the Poor Law Amendment Act
obliged unions to build workhouses for all classes of poor. Some turned to other

'farming work' to fill the void; Grove Hall is a prime example.
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Grove Hall, Bow

Of all the nineteenth century institutions for lunatics and idiots in East London, Byas's
is the least well known, overlooked perhaps because it was not officially licensed as
an asylum until the late 1840’s, by which time it had 300 inmates.'”* By January 1849
it had 400, of whom 391 were paupers.'*’

Grove Hall started institutional life as Edward Byas’s pauper farm, specialising in the
refractory and idiots, taking from the City parishes’ Trustees the recidivist simpletons
and incompetents who could not or would not work in the various labour intensive
projects devised for the more compliant poor. Byas was willing to take the barely
manageable, slow-witted paupers who couldn’t keep up the pace of workhouse routine
and the useless, quietly eccentric nuisance who did not quite fall within the overt

'lunatic' category.

Byas was in business as a pauper farmer at Bear Lane, Christchurch, Surrey” with
Sophia Poulain in 1834, but had formerly been living in Shoreditch High Street.'”® He
already had an interest in the pauper farm at Grove Hall where he was working with
Dr Archibald Barclay, the leaseholder of the property.'”” Byas took over the lease in
1836 and in 1841 he and Sophia Poulain, the 'Matron,’ split the business 50:50 as
“partners in the art and trade of farming parish poor.” The drawings and plans of

1836 show a plain Georgian style house with a large extension on one side marked

1198

, .1 39@). o
schoolroom."™ (Illustration” opposite shows Grove Hall institution in the late

nineteenth century).

Byas’ house was cheap, far cheaper than any other asylum at about 5-6s a week in the
1840’s although the charges went up as it turned more into an asylum and less a
pauper farm. These early years are perhaps the most interesting. What did Byas do
with his paupers at this curious institution? By 1842, Whitechapel Union was using

Byas routinely for the care of idiots in preference to the workhouse although John

* Willis Fry was surely the offspring of a union between the Fry and Willis families?

¥ Byas' House in Bear Lane was probably the same institution as Showell's Poor House in Bear Lane,
Southwark .
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