Carmarthen Council and the Board of Health

A Charter granted by George III annexed the old town of Carmarthen with that of the Borough. The new Borough had a Mayor, Recorder, two Sheriffs, Town Clerk, Chamberlain, twenty common councilmen, forty burgesses, a swordbearer and two sergeants at mace. The Mayor, Recorder and six peers – chosen from among the common councilmen – were Justices of the Peace.

The Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 sought to reform the government of towns. Town Council were now elected by all adult male ratepayers who had paid rates for three years. This reform replaced the old burgesses and closed bodies which previously run the borough. The public affairs of the town were now run by the Mayor, elected annually; six aldermen, elected for six years; and eighteen councillors, elected for three years. Prior to the Act of 1832 the Borough returned one MP, but after shared this with Llanelli.

When the Carmarthen Borough affairs were inspected by the Municipal Corporation Inspectors prior to the Act, they found that …the government of the town and corporation is carried on for political purposes, by officers, elected with political views. By 1834 the Corporation owed their bank over £2,000. Although the Corporation owned a lot of land in 1786, much of this had been sold to pay debts. Leases on this land were granted to members of the Corporation but a large proportion on the moneys due never reached the Borough treasury. The last Mayor of the unreformed Borough, Capt. David Davies 1834, sarcastically ended his office by signing the Borough Order Book with the following words; May the new Corporation act as zealously for the prosperity of the town of Carmarthen as the old.
Despite reform in 1832 and 1835 the lower orders were still effectively excluded from the political process. In 1848 the Corporation acquired new powers under the emergency measures of the Nuisances Removal and Diseases Prevention Act 1846. While the Act could only be enforced in times of emergency, such as Cholera, it gave some powers of compulsion to local authorities. The General Board of Health notified Town Councils, Boards of Guardians and Parochial Boards that as they were responsible bodies they would have to institute house to house visits, especially in ‘dangerous’ districts; enforce internal and external cleansing of dwellings; supply the poor with information and medicines:

… Upon notice in writing, signed by two or more inhabitant householders, that any dwelling house or building in a filthy and unwholesome condition, or that are upon such premises any foul and offensive cesspool, drain, gutter or ditch, or any accumulations of filth, or that swine are so kept as to be a nuisance, or injurious to health, the authorities shall examine, or cause to be examined; and if upon examination, or upon a medical certificate of legally qualified practitioners, it appears that the nuisance exists, the public authorities shall make complaint before two justices, who are required to make order for the removal of such nuisances. Carmarthen Journal 1848
Having the authority was not always enough in compelling tenants and owners to act.

Under the provision of the Act of 1846 the Council appointed a committee of four to consider complaints from householders – they were inundated. Many of the complaints were against the paving and Lighting commission for failing to provide proper drains – this had been a long term problem in Carmarthen as in other towns.

When the Public Health Act of 1848 was passed its adoption was supported in Carmarthen by the mayor W.G. Thomas, W.D. Morris, Collector of Rates, J.G. Phillips and the Town Clerk Mr. G. Thomas. W.D. Morris stated that although there would be and increase in the rates as a result of the Act (and he was a considerable ratepayer), he felt the application of the Act was important for Carmarthen:

… When that objection [increased rates] was weighed against the comfort and health, not only of the poor, but of the middle and higher classes, it would not be esteemed by the ratepayers as a tenable objection. Carmarthen Journal 1848

This idea was not supported by some of the medical men of Carmarthen. Dr. Bowen, one of the older medical men in the town, preferred voluntary effort, and urged a system of regular inspection which would prove to the poor that they were under the surveillance, as it were, of the respectable classes, which would operate as an inducement on them to keep their houses clean… CJ 1848

Others felt that existing powers were enough to combat any potential nuisances.  The MP David Morris felt that there was little difference between the Act of 1848 and the powers of the paving and Lighting Committee and that the costs would be roughly the same. However he was a supporter of the need for extensive sanitary work – but perhaps you could question his thinking behind this; if they did not carry out the provisions of the Act they would have the mortification of seeing other towns in the kingdom reaping the benefits, and they alone without it. CJ 1848

Carmarthen adopted the Public Health Act, and by 13 November 1848 a petition to the Board of Health to institute an inquiry had 293 signatures, more than the 10% needed (there were 2,005 rated inhabitants in Carmarthen).

Despite majority support for sanitary improvement there was argument over who should administer the changes. The inspector G. T. Clerk was quite clear concerning responsibilities of administration – the Act ensured that all rates, except poor and church rates, would be managed by one body, the Local Board of Health. The growing threat of Cholera helped to concentrate their minds and a Board of Health was set up.
