
The Poor of Worfield

Around the turn of the nineteenth century, rural communities across 
the country were affected by the enclosure of common land. Delve 
into your family history and this will often be the time when small or 
tenant farmers left the land and people moved into towns or went 
into service of some sort. This was a period of adjustment, of classes 
slipping apart from each other, of growth in what we would call the 
working class although servant class would describe the situation 
much better. For a time there would be a readjustment of society in 
which many were impoverished and became, officially, paupers. 
Sadly, Worfield was no exception to the national pattern 

There is a temptation to think that in the humble position of servant, 
pauper or apprentice, there is nothing we can learn about our 
ancestors but we would be quite wrong about this. The National 
Archives have a good search service which will tell you what 
archives exist for the place and period you are researching and where 
they are located. It is often quicker to go out and look at the original 
documents than to spend time online in the hope that the records you 
need have been transcribed. Don’t think that because it isn’t online 
the information isn’t there. It is so easy to use online data that there 
can be an over reliance on it, particularly on census data. One can 
think that because a person wasn’t recorded in a place on a census 
they weren’t there. Ten years is a long time in a person’s life and it is 
quite possible for someone to have arrived just after one census and 
leave before the next. Then there is the question of how you track 
people down before the first census in 1841. Which brings us neatly 
on to the need to access records in local or county archives. 

One of the records I have been looking at in Shrewsbury Archives 
are what are called, Vestry Minutes. Officers of the parish usually 
met in theVestry in the church, a group roughly equivalent to the 
Parish Council of today. These records can be very dull so I braced 
myself for a pretty boring time but I was wrong, for from 1804 -1836 
most of the information related to poor relief.  

Payment for the parish work was made possible by the levying of a 
parish rate and a book of these rates, for 1834-1836 (P314/L/2/1 
Shropshire Archives) has survived. This lists every occupier and 
owner of rateable property in the parish. Annually the vestry minutes 
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record the rates and the circumstances which gave rise to its rise or 
fall. With a rise in the price of flour the rates went up, when 
agriculture was depressed they went down. In 1834 The Poor Law 
Act was passed and responsibility for the poor became that of the 
civil authorities rather than the parish. This is recorded in the minutes 
of 1836 that the rents due from the outdoor paupers be paid up to the 
29th and notice be given to the several landlords that the parish will 
give up possession of the workhouse and the several tenements 
concerned at Lady day next 

Since early in the eighteenth century, number 4 & 5 Main Street 
Worfield had been the home of some of the poor and needy in the 
parish, women in labour , the sick and those who had met with 
accidents. The conditions may shock our modern sensibilities (in 
1834 Widow Harris was allowed for straw for the poor houses 6s 6d) 
but the house was a lifeline for many. 

The detail in these vestry minutes is wonderful. In 1804, Mr Poyner 
(of Hilton) is allowed to buy a petticoat and bed clothes for Sarah 
Richards and Mrs Poyner similarly allowed to buy John Hughes 2 
shirts and a waistcoat. It may be that John Hughes and Sarah 
Richards were Mr Poyner’s servants. Sometimes the items aren’t 
new. Widow Gittos was allowed 2s 6d in 1804 towards a second 
hand pair of shoes. Other allowances are for food and heating. 
Widow Brannum was allowed 5s for coals in 1804. Sometimes 
allowance is made for the tools of one’s trade -Elizabeth Nicholas is 
allowed to repair her spinning wheel 2s.  

Poverty may be caused by illness or disability. In 1816 James 
Nicholls was allowed a cart load of coals having had his leg 
amputated In 1819 William Richards daughter to be allowed as 
having fits. 1804 Richard Baker of the Fen Gate having 6 children 
and lately lost his wife and buried her at his own expense was 
allowed £1 1s. William Ebrie of Roughton was allowed on account 
of illness 6s and in 1805 Widow Mason of Ackleton was allowed on 
account of her present injuries 2s 6d. Poverty might also be caused 
by one’s husband making his escape. In 1815 Mrs Hayward put an 
advertisement in Birmingham and London Newspapers offering a 
reward for the apprehension of Thomas Smithyman who had left his 
wife and children chargeable to this parish. In one case a child 
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(Pinches’ daughter) was admitted into the workhouse on the basis of 
complaints of cruelty. 

Every effort was made to reduce the burden of the poor on the parish. 
Children receiving payment were put up as apprentices at the age of 
7 and balloted for by those in the parish. Bastard children should, in 
theory be maintained by their father. Sometimes the mother was 
reluctant to name the father and to induce her to do so, she was 
sometimes approached while in labour to name him. Francis Smout 
paid 12 guineas for bastard child of Susannah Wood and William 
Bonall paid for the base child of Jane Bentley. 

But there was no denying the stigma of being poor . In April 28 1815 
there was an entry that every pauper in the Work House shall from 
this time wear upon their upper garment the letter WP or in default 
Mr Toy (who was in charge of the workhouse) shall not be paid for 
their board if the overseers procure letters for the above purpose. 

Lead Tokens 
Could the token with the 
initials WP be from the 
workhouse? They are 
difficult to date and hence 
usually given a broad date 
range of  1500- 1800 
Found by Frank Taylor


