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This report will examine the Poor Law Union workhouse in the town of Lampeter, and discuss the social and moral implications, if any, that may have surfaced when it was founded. Any discussion on workhouses immediately invokes images of Dickensian squalor. Of bedraggled men, women and small children living in depravity begging for food. These scenes of course may well have existed, particularly in the larger urban centres such as London. However, was it a similar picture in the small rural town of Lampeter?
The new Poor Law Act was passed in 1834 and drastically altered the system of poor relief in England and Wales. The New Poor Law replaced the local parish-level administration of the system with a highly centralised one that facilitated the expansion of workhouses on a massive scale by poor law unions (Higgs, 2009, pp. 11-14; Lewis, 1997, pp.108-120).
A new Poor Law was applauded by some. They believed that it would lower the expense of caring for the poor, remove beggars from the streets, and motivate them to work hard for their own subsistence. The new law guaranteed that the underprivileged had access to workhouse housing, clothing, and food. When a child entered the workhouse, they would get some education. All workhouse paupers would have to put in several hours of labour a day in exchange for this care. Others disagreed and claimed that workhouses were merely prisons for the poor. The poster at Figure 1 highlights the doubts and distrust towards this new regime (The National Archives).
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Figure 1. Poster highlighting concerns in relation to perceived workhouse conditions. (National Archives)
There was a great deal of criticism and resistance to the implementation of workhouses throughout England and Wales. Their creation was opposed by a number of Welsh unions. They voiced complaints about the new law's implementation costs, citing Wales's status as one of Britain's poorest regions as a contributing factor. Significantly, opposition was a long-standing cultural reaction to the New Poor Law's demands as much as an economic one, and it was more established in Wales than most other parts of the country (Evans & Jones 2014 p,102). Threats of dissolution of the Unions by the Poor Law Board unless the workhouses were built eventually led to the end of the resistance by the Welsh unions, but not immediately. Lampeter was one of the last Unions to hold out, only agreeing to build its workhouse in 1876 (Evans & Jones, 2014 p.106; Higgs, 2013, p. 12; Blacklaws, 2017 p.2).
The Lampeter Poor Law Union was established on the 15th  May 1837. A seventeen-member Board of Guardians representing the thirteen constituent parishes oversaw its operations. These parishes included Bettws, Cellan, Lampeter, Llanfair Clydogau, Llangybi, Llanwenog, Llanwnen, Silian, Llanfihangel Rhos y Corn, Llanllwni, Llanybyther, Pencarreg and Trefilan. (Higginbotham,(Nd); Lewis, 1997 p. 120)).
There was a lot of local apprehension. In the Parish of Llanllwni for example, suspicion arose regarding the Guardians' accountability to the London-based Poor Law Commission, in contrast to when local parishes were directly in charge of its poor and frequently knew them and their circumstances. It was not believed that the new law was structured around humanitarian values. Tension raised by this new arrangement was one of the contributing issues which fuelled the Rebecca Riots. The new Poor Law Act meant that able-bodied paupers did not get any financial assistance. Instead, they were compelled to enter the workhouse, where their circumstances were made even worse. After leaving  the workhouse, they had a hard time re-establishing themselves (In Llanllwni, 2016, p.15).
The Archifdy Ceredigion Archives in Aberystwyth hold the records created by the Lampeter Union, including for the administration of its workhouse. These records include Minute Books, General Ledgers, Parochial Ledgers, the Master’s Journals, Report Books, Day Books, Admissions Books, and Account Books (Archifdy Ceredigion Archives). 
The first entry by the Lampeter Union Board of Guardians in their Minute Book is dated Tuesday May 16th, 1837. It refers to their first meeting held at the Black Lion Inn, Lampeter. The election of a Chairman of the Board, Vice-Chairman and Clerk were discussed. There is a list of the Guardians at that time, Figure 2. Subsequent meetings were held on a weekly basis at the Black Lion Inn. A fee of three shillings a day were to be paid to the owner of the Black Lion, Mr Arthur, for the use of his room. Thomas Arthur was a member of the Lampeter Board of Guardians (Cardiganshire Board of Guardians, 1837). Local businessmen, farmers, and clergy made up the majority of the Boards. A Justice of the Peace who lived in a Union parish could be an ex-officio Guardian (Jenkins & Jones (Eds.) 1998, p. 329).
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Figure 2. Page from a Minute book detailing the first meeting of the Board of Guardians (Cardiganshire Board of Guardians)
The Archives also hold the original architect’s drawings by the architects Szlumper & Aldwinckle of London and Aberystwyth, for the proposed workhouse buildings (Archifdy Ceredigion Archives).
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Figure 3. Proposed Front elevation drawing of the Lampeter Workhouse (Archifdy Ceredigion Archives)
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Figure 4. Proposed ground plan for Lampeter Workhouse. (Archifdy Ceredigion Archives)
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Figure 5. Proposed ground floor plan for the Lampeter Workhouse (Archifdy Ceredigion Archives).
There are no known photographs of the Lampeter Union Workhouse buildings. However, by comparing the architectural drawings with the local Ordnance Survey map of 1904 (Figure 6), the footprint on the map for the workhouse site resembles very closely the floor plan on the architectural drawing as at Figure 4.
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Figure 6. 1904 OS map showing the site of the Lampeter Union Workhouse (Higginbotham, Nd.)
The drawing for the proposed front elevation of the Lampeter Workhouse at Figure 3 shows that the building was built in a very prison-like design. The other plans show the segregation of the inmates by gender, status, health including mental health and age, Figure 7. There are separate buildings for those deemed to be vagrants, Figure 8, and cells for the unruly, Figure 9.
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Figure 7. Proposed First Floor plan showing segregation of inmates (Peoples Collection Wales).
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Figure 8. Proposed plan for buildings to house vagrants (Peoples Collection Wales).
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Figure 9. Proposed plans for a cell block (Peoples Collection Wales)
The regulative body for the Poor Law Unions in England and Wales were the Poor Law Commissioners. They set the rules for the administration of Poor Law Unions and the workhouses. The Commissioners published annual reports outlining their work and reporting on how workhouses and the respective Unions conducted their duties (Poor Law Commissioners, 1835-1837).
Within the pages of their second Annual Report for the year 1836 they outline, and justify, the reason for the establishment of the workhouses. Stating that “ The main reliance for the discouragement of pauperism, and for the establishment of independent habits among the labouring classes, is founded on the workhouse system”(Poor Law Commissioners, 1836).        
These reports are quite a telling indictment on the attitudes of the wealthier classes to pauperism and the perception of the lives of the poor. In stark contrast to the real reasons, those of unemployment, international conflict, failed harvests, high rents and taxes, injury, ill-health, illegitimacy, and age (Lewis, 1997 p. 108; Higgs, 2013, p.15). The workhouse was a blessing for some older inmates, particularly those who were very sick and need medical attention. In May 1896, eighty-two-year-old Mary Thomas was taken to the Lampeter workhouse. She was in very bad state of health. It was necessary to cut off and burn her clothes. Mary passed away a few days later, paralysis being her cause of death (Higgs, 2013 p.58).
Within the cemetery of St. Peter’s Church, Lampeter are over a hundred graves of paupers who died in the workhouse, Figure 10. They are marked only with initials and a number, Figure 11.
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Figure 10. Photograph of the paupers’ graves in the south-west corner of St. Peter’s Church cemetery (Author).
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Figure 11. Pauper’s grave marked only by initials and a number (Author).
Examination of the Monumental Inscriptions register for the town has identified C. W. in grave No. 7 as Catherine Williams, who died on 12 September 1883 aged 60 (James & James, 2004, p.42). The Parish Records shows that she was buried on 15th. September 1883, Figure 12 (Ancestry, 2020).
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Figure 12. Parish record for the burial of Catherine Williams (Ancestry, 2020).
The  pauper graves are mentioned on a plaque, Figure 13, placed outside the church by Menter Llambed as part of their heritage trail through the town. There is no such plaque at the site of the old workhouse. An indication perhaps of the ill-feeling and shame that Lampeter held for the institution.
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Figure 13. Plaque placed outside St Peter’s Church by Menter Llambed Cyfyngedig (Author).

The Board of Guardians was abolished in 1929 by an Act of Parliament. Between 1930 and 1948 the old workhouse was used as a Public Assistance Institution run by Ceredigion Council. The old buildings were eventually demolished and a residential care home Hafan Deg, now occupies the space where the workhouse used to stand (Lewis, 1997 p.118-119).
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Figure 13. A poem recited by a Parish officer at Lampeter workhouse when an old woman of 99 sought entry (Lewis,1997, p.116)

Nothing epitomises the intolerable attitude at the workhouse more than the above poem, when a ninety-nine-year-old woman requested assistance. There was significant bias towards the poor generally by the wealthier echelon of society. The poor themselves, through no fault of their own, struggled to survive without relief. They often benefitted from Poor Law relief and access to certain aspects of workhouse life, but they were also stigmatized by their situation (Lewis, 1997; Higgs, 2009). The workhouse therefore became a symbol of depravity and brutality, and of desperation during difficult times. Very little remains in Lampeter today of this symbolism. Perhaps deliberately so?
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At Lampeter Workhouse where I'm engaged

A curious matter occurred last week

Which caused the Guardians to feel enraged.
No wonder, for really ‘twas awful check

‘Cos when they started their hot roast beef
And prepared to swallow their glasses of wine,
In walked a party seeking relief,

A juvenile party of ninety nine.

You just might have floored me with “arf a brick
When I seed such a youngster afore the board
You may reckon I bullied “er pretty quick

And it tickled the Guardians, lor ‘ow they roared,
But the creecher stood cringing as bold as brass,
By jingo it comes to a pretty pass

When we’re worried by women of ninety nine.

But we took ‘er in though against our will,
And now she lives on the fat of the land,
Increasing our regular monthly bill

Along with the rest of the idle band.

Its coming to something this pauper dodge,
And if I was the hofficer I'd resign

If they fancy we’re going to board and lodge
A parcel of youngsters of ninety nine.
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