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Admission to the Workhouse
Why would you go?

Well, to put it simply: if life had truly kicked you in the breeches and there was
nowhere else to go, the workhouse was your grimly uninviting safety net.

We're talking about rock bottom — lost your job, no savings, no family willing to
take you in (or none left to ask), and perhaps even the family cat has packed up
and left. Whether you were too old or too sick to work, or a widowed parent
with hungry mouths to feed, the workhouse was meant to catch those who had
fallen through every other crack.

Of course, the catch was that it was meant to be absolutely horrible. The idea
was: make it just unpleasant enough so that no one would choose it unless they
were truly desperate. Families were split up, uniforms handed out, and the food?
Let’s just say you probably wouldn’t be asking for seconds.

In short: people went to the workhouse not because they wanted to — but
because life gave them no other option... and probably took their shoes while it
was at it.... if they had any to start with, which was doubtful.




Could you just walk in?

You didn’t just stroll in to the workhouse like it was a soup kitchen with beds. No,
there was a whole grim little procedure, because the system wanted to make
sure you were really desperate enough to qualify and that you weren’t just trying
to get a free all-expenses-paid holiday.

Step one was the application itself, because of
course, misery requires paperwork. You or a
family member would apply to the Local Board
of Guardians (the folks in charge of the poor
relief). They’d check out your situation to make
sure you weren’t just being lazy or trying to
dodge work. They called it the “means test” —
basically checking if you owned anything that
could be sold first (even if it was the boots on
your feet).

If you were ‘lucky’ enough to be approved, you were admitted into the
workhouse. Think of it as the worst B&B imaginable, with no bedsheets. On
arrival you’d be stripped, washed, and given a uniform (because heaven forbid
your rags don’t match). Your belongings, if you had any, were taken from you and
stored, or in some cases thrown out if they were considered too shabby. Families
were separated — men, women, and children were sent off to different areas. So
yes, it was traumatic and it was humiliating. That was entirely the point.

Could you leave if you hated it?
Technically? Yes.

Victorian workhouse weren’t prisons (could have fooled me!), there were no
locked cells, or guards. Inmates could apply to leave, often by giving 24 hours’
notice. This was called “discharging oneself”



But there were strings... the 24-hour rule for one. You couldn’t just pop out for a
breath of fresh air and a cheeky pint then wander back in. Once you gave notice,
you were out. And if you came crawling back a few days later, you could be
refused entry or punished — especially if you were seen as repeat offender (what
we might today call a “frequent flyer”).

If you were living with dependants (like your
children), you might have to attend a meeting with
the Board of Guardians. Imagine a job interview
where you have to convince a room of grumpy men
that you were capable of surviving without
collapsing into a pile of starvation and sin.

Remember too, that there was quite a bit of shame
associated with the workhouse, and if you left, you
were technically re-entering a world where you’d

be branded a former inmate, so jobs, housing, and
support were much harder to come by. Many people left, only to return, poorer
and more desperate than before.

If you were a child, you couldn’t leave on your own, and if you were elderly, or
unwell, with no home to return to, so the idea of leaving was more of a
theoretical right than a real option.

The biggest barrier to leaving wasn’t the rules, it was the reality. Many inmates
had no money, no home, and no support network. The workhouse may have
been bleak, but it was warmer than a damp doorway.

So yes, you could leave, but often it was like escaping a lifeboat into a shark-
infested sea.



What types of people lived in a workhouse?

So, | think we can establish that the Victorian Workhouse was definitely NOT a
place where you wanted to end up, unless of course you were particularly fond
of hard beds, cold porridge, and scratchy uniforms. But people did end up there.

Typically, the residents of a workhouse were the real down-on-you-luck types.
This mainly included;

The elderly — Unable to work anymore and with no such thing as a pension, if
you had no kids or grandkids to sponge off, into the workhouse you went!

The sick and disabled — If your iliness or disability made it impossible to work,
the workhouse was often your only option if you wanted to be fed regularly —
even if it was just porridge.

Orphans and abandoned children — many of whom had lost their parents or
were just too good at hide and seek.

Single mothers — who had fallen on hard times and were often treated with the
same compassion as a wet sponge.

Able-bodied but unemployed adults — seen with suspicion and given plenty of
“character-building” work (aka: backbreaking labour) to stop them enjoying their
free board and gruel too much.

So, a real mixed bag... but essentially, the workhouse was the last stop before
total destitution.




Workhouse Regime

What was the daily routine like?

Below is a typical day in a Victorian Workhouse, less Downton Abbey and more
Groundhog Day;

5.00-6.00 AM — Rise and Shine!

By shine, | mean shuffle out of your hard, lumpy bed to start another day of
regulated drudgery. Wake-up bells would ring, and it was up, washed (cold water
only — no power showers here), and dressed in your charming uniform — ideal if
you liked grey and itchy.

6.00-7.00 AM - Breakfast (if you can call it
that)

Breakfast was typically freshly roasted il
coffee, croissants, followed by a full English... g% :
I'm kidding! No, breakfast was a hearty [ %,
portion of watery porridge or bread so dense §
it could double as building material.

7.00 AM-12.00 PM - Work, Work, Work!

Depending on your abilities (or lack of excuses), this could involve breaking
stones, picking oakum, laundry (more about work duties later). Children would
sometimes receive some schooling, in amongst chores.

12.00-1.00 PM - Dinner (don’t get too excited though)

Dinner was typically more bread, some form of mysterious, beige stew, and
maybe a potato if you were lucky.

1.00-6.00 PM — More Work

Clearly nothing says “charity” like another solid five hours of repetitive toil. This
part of the day was perfect for questioning all your life choices.



6.00-7.00 PM - Supper and Prayers

Supper was light, followed by a bit of hymn
singing or a sermon to lift your spirits — or
keep you in line.
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7.00-8.00 PM — Bedtime

Early to bed, early to rise, no one tucked you
in with a teddy and hot cocoa. Dormitories
were cold, crowded, and snore-symphony central.

So, in summary, lots of work, little food, and virtually no fun — but at least you
were dry, somewhat fed, and not dying in a ditch, which for some Victorians was
the silver lining.

Were the conditions ok?

If you’re imagining a charming countryside hostel with lavender scented-sheets
and fluffy towels, abandon that thought immediately. The reality was... a little
grim.

The dormitories, for a start, were rather
crowded. People were packed like sardines
into large (cold) echoey rooms, sometimes
sleeping head-to-toe to save space. There
was no privacy, not even a curtain. People &
shared everything, space, smells, and the
occasional lice.

The beds were hard and blankets were thin and the dormitories were divided by
gender. Men, women and children were all split up, men were separated from
their wives and children from their mothers — pretty harsh.

Bathing was rare, if you were lucky, you may get to enjoy a weekly cold bath —in
a shared tub that would not have been particularly clean. Some said the water
got changed less frequently than the residents’ undergarments.

Toilets were very basic, either outdoor privies or communal closets and of course
these were also shared, and very rarely cleaned.



The combination of poor ventilation, overcrowding, and minimal sanitation

meant that infections and outbreaks were part of the package deal. Typhus,
cholera, TB — take your pick.

In a nutshell, conditions in the workhouse were better than being on the street..
but not by much.

And the food?

As previously mentioned, food in a Victorian workhouse was deliberately basic.
The idea was to make it so people didn’t get too comfortable — after all, if you
were enjoying your stay, you might never want to leave. And we can’t have that,
can we? So, with that in mind meals were cheap, repetitive, and about as exciting
as a damp dishcloth.

A typical menu would include gruel — a
thin, grey porridge made from oats and
water — stale bread, boiled meat and
potatoes or vegetable stew and
occasionally a suet pudding, and we don’t
mean the jammy, happy kind that aunt
Bessie makes.

Food was bland and flavourless, with no
added spice. This wasn’t just to cut costs, but because anything too tasty might
encourage people to come back for seconds — or worse, tell their friends.

Portions were strictly controlled. You were given just enough to keep you on your
feet for work, but not enough to make you feel full. If you dared to complain you
could find yourself on punishment rations, which was bread and water only.

On very rare occasions, Christmas for example you might get a slice of meat, or
even a plum pudding. But for most inmates, such things were legend, spoken of
in hushed tones like ancient myths.



Could you wear your own clothes?

No, on admission your own garments would be taken from you and you would
be given a uniform to wear. The workhouse uniform was plain, practical, and
designed to strip away any trace of individuality or pride. Women and girls wore

a coarse cotton dress or gown, usually a dull
colour like grey, brown or blue (no florals or
frills allowed). They would be given a white
apron, not for fashion, but to protect their
garments when undertaking tasks like
laundry or peeling potatoes as well as a cap
or bonnet to cover their hair. On their feet,
they would wear heavy shoes or boots, with
no comfort guaranteed.

In some institutions, particularly those
in Bristol, unmarried mothers were
required to wear a red dress, and
prostitutes a yellow dress, to clearly
distinguish them from other inmates.
This practice was designed to publicly
shame these women and remind them
of their perceived “moral failings.”

Men and boys wore a rough jacket and trousers, usually made from thick wool
or serge, also in uninspiring colours. They’d also be given a shirt and sometimes
a waistcoat as well as a cloth cap and work boots or clogs. Essentially bleak,
shapeless, and completely standardised — like the bright orange jumpsuits that
US inmates wear, it was impossible to mistake the workhouse uniform for

anything else. It wasn’t just a uniform — it was a statement: “You are now part of

the system.”
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What type of work might you be expected to do?

If you're looking for an unspeakably dull, soul-sapping job with zero pay and a
side of watery gruel, you’ve come to the right place! Below are some of the most
exciting opportunities the workhouse had to offer;

1.

Stone Breaking — If you’re strong and like smashing things while crying,
this job is perfect for you. Its actual purpose is unknown, but it’s noisy,
repetitive and guaranteed to wear you out.

. Oakum Picking — A workhouse favourite! Picking apart old bits of rope just

using your fingers, bonus points if your hands are already cut and
blistered. Oakum was used to seal ship planks... but it was mainly used to
keep inmates quietly miserable for hours on end.

. Laundry Work — Scrub, rinse, wring, repeat! If you enjoy standing in

freezing water and handling other people’s soiled undergarments, this
glamourous role in the wash house awaits. Say goodbye to dry hands
forever!

Kitchen Duty — Consisted of peeling potatoes and stirring great vats of grey
mystery stew. If you were lucky you might get to smell a bit of it, just don’t
expect a taste unless you “accidently” drop your spoon.

. Cleaning and Scrubbing — Ah, the joy of endless sweeping and scrubbing.

It’s like a spa day... if your idea of a spa is back-breaking labour with a
bucket and a rag.

Sewing and Mending — Mostly assigned to women, this role involved
stitching workhouse uniforms, repairing worn-out clothes, and
occasionally darning socks that probably should have just been set on fire.
Child Labour (of course...) — Children were given age-appropriate tasks,
like carrying heavy buckets, cleaning chimneys, or working in the laundry.
Basically, anything that would have most modern health and safety
officers weeping.

| & Of course, all of this back-breaking toil was done
it under the watchful eye of the workhouse
master (more about him later), who may or may
not have been a fan of joy. Breaks were rare,
smiles were rarer, and complaints? Let’s just say
{ they didn’t go down well.

11



Were there any rules?

YES. The workhouse wasn’t just a roof over your head; it was a moral boot camp,

designed to “correct” poverty through discipline and obedience.

There were rules upon rules;

Silence was golden — Talking during meals? Nope. Chatting in the dorm?
Not unless you wanted to be punished. It was like living in a library... run
by prison guards and without the abundance of books.

NO fraternising — Married couples were separated, and there was no
hanky-panky allowed. Not that the dorms were particularly romance
inducing.

Obey without question — Orders from staff were made to be followed
instantly. Any resistance meant consequences.

No drink, no drama — Alcohol and bad behaviour were banned, so no gin-
fuelled karaoke nights unfortunately.

Cleanliness = godliness — Personal hygiene, uniforms, dorms — all had to
be spotless. Heaven help you if your collar was grubby.

If you did step out of line, you would be dealt with swiftly and often with a heavy-
handed sense of justice;

The rules were there to keep people humble, | Getting expelled from the workhouse
orderly, and (ideally) just miserable enough | wasn't easy, but it did happen. Some
that they’d do anything to avoid coming back.
Victorian lawmakers genuinely believed that if
the workhouse was too pleasant, people | staff, refusing to work, or engaging in
would move in permanently. inappropriate relationships.

Dietary downgrade — Misbehaving? Say goodbye to your already-
guestionable meals. You would be put on “bread and water” rations — a
punishment so bleak it made the regularly gruel seem like a luxury.
Solitary confinement — Yes, even in a place already full of isolation, they
could still make it worse.

Extra work — More stone breaking, more oakum, more misery. A favourite
punishment, because why use kindness when you’ve got manual labour?
Expulsion — In serious cases, you could be kicked out entirely. A terrifying
prospect, considering the streets weren’t exactly bursting with spare
rooms and warm soup.

of the top “get yourself kicked out
offences” were violence or fighting,
drunkenness, insulting or disobeying

12



They needn’t have worried —no one was signing up for the perks.

llFFEHl}[S & PUNKSHMENTS

d in Articles '55 to 59 of the Public Assistance Order, 1930.

OFFENCES RENDERING INMATE DISORDERLY.

who neglects t béacve an¥ regalation in Part 3 of this any regulation made in accordance with
,,\

it ordered to be kept; S
lang: o
e I S
D ko Lot Crwise asiault any person; 3

= i wa e appropriated to the class of inmate
Portion of the institution, or attempts to leave the
the institution, or at divine service or
returns to the institution after the appointed time, without
f any officer of the institution or any regulation lawfully made by the Council,

ES R NDERING INMATE REFRACTORY

ho, within days, repeats any one or commits of the offences specified in the
or any member of the Council, the Management

uch order has been repeated ;

s, stock, tools, or materials for work, or

Were workhouses religious places?

In a way, yes. Religion and moral discipline
played an important role. The workhouse
wasn’t just about back-breaking labour —
although, granted that was a big part of it —
it was also a place to cleanse your soul,
whether you wanted it cleansed or not.
Religion was seen as a vital tool in
transforming the poor into morally upright,
hard-working citizens. In plain terms: behave
yourself, or else.

Every workhouse had a chapel, and attending services was not optional, it was
very much a “pray now, ask questions never” kind of thing. The local chaplain

would deliver regular sermons, full of fire and brimstone, and just the right
amount of middle-class judgement. The general vibe was:

“You’re poor because you’re probably lazy or sinful — but lucky for you, God
forgives... eventually.”

13



The whole workhouse system was built on the idea that poverty was a moral

failing. If you were poor, clearly you needed a bit of strict guidance —and that’s
where moral discipline came in. This came in many forms;

= Segregation: Men, women, and children were kept apart — even families
were split up —to avoid any “unruly behaviour” or heaven forbid, a bit of
human connection.

= Silence rules: Chit-chat was frowned upon. You were there to work, not to
gossip or enjoy yourself.

= Uniforms & routines: Everyone wore the same drab clothing and followed
strict timetables. Nothing says “personal growth” like enforced monotony.

= Punishments: Break the rules (like talking out of turn or looking a bit too
cheerful), and you’d face bread-and-water meals, isolation, or worse —
being expelled, which somehow meant that things could get even more
grim.

In summary, religion in the workhouse was less about spiritual comfort and more
about moral correction. Think of it as spiritual bootcamp with cold porridge. The
idea was scare the sin out of you, drill discipline in, and send you back out into
the world a bit holier —and ideally, a lot less dependent on the parish.

Whether that worked is... debatable.

14



Staff and Organisation
The Workhouse Master

Think of him as the boss, headteacher, and prison warden rolled into one. The
Master was in charge of day-to-day operations: keeping the place running,
making sure the rules were followed, and ensuring nobody had too much of a
good time. This rule was often filled by ex-military men.

Matron

The Matron was part-nurse, part housekeeper, and part Victorian dragon. Her
role was to run the kitchens, supervise laundry, scold the idle, and to ensure that
everything was “proper,” even if it meant nobody ever smiled again.

The Medical Officer

This guy was supposedly in charge of health and wellbeing, though “wellbeing”
wasn’t exactly top of the Victorian agenda. He dealt with injuries, outbreaks,
childbirth, and general sickness — all the while probably muttering that fresh air
and discipline could cure anything.

The Guardians of the Poor

No capes or superpowers here — just a group of local bigwigs (often clergymen
or businessmen) who sat on the Board of Guardians. They oversaw the whole
workhouse system in the parish, set the rules, and held regular meetings to
decide who was worthy of help —and who just needed to “pull their socks up.”

Schoolmaster or School Mistress

Children in the workhouse did get some education — usually just the basics:
reading, writing, and how to sit very still without wriggling. These teachers could
be either kind-hearted, or crushingly strict, depending on the era and budget.

Other Staff

There were a few behind the scenes workers, like cooks, porters and nurses,
though the nurses were often just untrained inmates assigned to help out in the
infirmary whether they knew what a fever was or not.

The workhouse was run like a tight ship with a joyless captain; the workhouse
staff weren’t necessarily evil — but the system they operated in was designed to
be harsh. They kept things running, but also kept the poor in their place.

15



Impact and Legacy

The Victorian workhouse might be long
gone, but its shadow still lingers over our
ideas about poverty, welfare, and even
public housing.

At its core, the workhouse system was
meant to be a last resort — a place so grim,
so soul-destroying, that nobody would
willingly go there unless they were
absolutely desperate. Families would be torn apart, their lives controlled by
routine and punishment with the idea that poverty was a moral failure. This left

a long-standing cultural message that if you were poor, it’s probably your own
fault and you shouldn’t expect too much help.

Even decades after the last workhouse shut its doors, the very word
“workhouse” still carried a bit of a stink. For many families, having a family
member who ended up in the workhouse was viewed as shameful, and would
be whispered about or hidden completely. People who had been through the
system were often labelled as failures, treated with suspicion, and saddled with
a lifelong fear of ever asking for help again — and really, who can blame them?

Oddly enough, the system, flawed as it was, did influence future systems and
what we learned (eventually) was that punishing people for being poor doesn’t
solve poverty, that healthcare, housing, and education are basic rights, not moral
rewards, and most importantly, that separating families and stripping people of
their dignity creates long-term problems.

These lessons helped shape the creation of the NHS, the development of council
housing and social safety nets, and post WW2, the Welfare State. Sadly though,
some ideas stuck around, like the suspicion that people “cheat the system,” and
the belief that welfare should be hard to get, and come with strings and
conditions attached to deter “scroungers.”

So, in a nutshell, the Victorian workhouse left behind, not just brick buildings
and grim memoires, but a stigma that outlived the system itself, and a blueprint
of what not to do when caring for society’s most vulnerable.
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