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The Llanelly Workhouse 

 

 

 
Bryntirion Hospital — the long ward block on Swansea Road, Llanelli, as it stood in its later years. The building began life in 1838 as the 

Llanelly Union Workhouse. 

 



 
A surviving institutional door within the old Workhouse structure — a quiet witness to what passed within these walls for over a century. 

 

 

These walls held the stories of the poor, the sick, the aged and the forgotten of Llanelli for over a century. 
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Part One 

The Poor Law in Wales — History and Legislation 

 

Wales was not a separate administrative unit for the purposes of poor relief. The legislation which 
shaped the treatment of poverty across England and Wales from the sixteenth century onward applied 
equally on both sides of Offa's Dyke, and the Welsh poor were subject to the same laws, the same 
workhouses, and the same system of Boards of Guardians as their counterparts in England. Yet the 
Welsh experience had its own character — shaped by the geography of rural parishes, the explosive 
growth of industrial towns in the south, the linguistic divide, and the particular social structures of 
Welsh communities. 

The history of poor relief in Wales is, in one sense, the history of an idea: that poverty was a problem 
requiring organised, compulsory, rate-funded intervention. That idea took nearly three centuries to 
fully form, and the institutions it produced — the workhouses — lasted another century before being 
swept away by the National Health Service and the welfare state. What follows is a brief account of the 
legislation that made them possible. 

Poor Law Act 1597 

This Act was the first to establish the principle of compulsory rate-financed poor relief, which was to 
be the essence of poor relief during the succeeding centuries. It required parishes to appoint overseers 
of the poor, funded by a rate levied on property. 

Poor Law Act 1601 

This was a revised version of the 1597 Act, but dealt more comprehensively with poverty which had 
been greatly aggravated by the social and economic changes of the 16th century. The conversion of 
extensive portions of land to pasture, high inflation charges in overseas trade rates, the development 
of new industries, the transformation of old ones and a rising population — all these aggravated the 
situation of the poor. The 1601 Act made the Justices of the Peace responsible for appointing in every 
Parish an Overseer of the Poor who was to collect a poor-rate. The Justices of the Peace were also to 
relieve the sick and aged, bind poor children as apprentices, set the able-bodied to work and punish 
sturdy beggars with a whipping on the bare back until bloody. 

Poor Law Act 1723 

By this legislation Overseers of the Poor were empowered to establish Workhouses, and to deny relief 
to those refusing to enter them. This Workhouse test was virtually abolished by Gilbert's Act 1782. 

Gilbert's Act 1782 

This was a permissive measure empowering parishes to continue to build Union Workhouses, allowing 
the able-bodied poor to be provided with work outside the Workhouse and permitting out-door relief 
from the rates. These provisions made the Speenhamland system possible. 

The Speenhamland System 

This was a scheme of poor relief devised by the Berkshire Justices of the Peace, meeting in the Pelican 
Inn, Speenhamland (now part of Newbury) in 1795, which supplemented wages from the poor-rates 
according to a scale which depended on the price of corn and the size of a labourer's family. It 
systematised a practice already allowed under Gilbert's Act and by 1834 had been adopted in every 
county, except Durham and Northumberland. Though designed to meet the distress among agricultural 
labourers caused by high prices and low wages, it kept down wages, often demoralised the labourers 
and increased the rates. It came to an end with the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 

This Act was the great reforming statute that created the modern workhouse system. It transferred the 
administration of the poor law from about 15,000 parishes to 643 specially-created Unions, each with 
a Workhouse, administered by elected Boards of Guardians and centrally supervised by three Poor Law 
Commissioners appointed by the Government. It also laid down the principle (which was much 
resented) that out-door assistance was to be continued only to sick and aged paupers and no longer to 



the able-bodied poor, who would have to get relief by entering a Workhouse, where conditions were to 
be such as to make any form of employment seem preferable; but this aim was never fully achieved. 

In Wales, the Act took hold relatively quickly. By 1837 the majority of Welsh Unions had been formed 
and workhouses constructed or adapted. The Welsh response to the new system was not universally 
passive. The Rebecca Riots of 1839 to 1843, though primarily directed at tollgates, had their roots in 
the rural poverty and resentment that the new Poor Law had deepened. In some Welsh communities, 
the workhouse was viewed not merely as a place of last resort, but as a symbol of the English state's 
indifference to Welsh rural suffering. 

The Local Government Act 1929 

This Act abolished the Boards of Guardians which had administered the Poor Law Unions since 1834. 
Their functions were transferred to the Public Assistance Committees of County and County Borough 
Councils. The workhouses did not immediately disappear — they continued under new management, 
their populations largely unchanged — but the institutional framework that had sustained them for 
nearly a century was dismantled. 

The National Health Service Act 1946 

This was the Act that finally ended the workhouse era in Wales. Coming into force on the 5th of July 
1948, it transferred hospitals — including former workhouse infirmaries — to the new National Health 
Service. The Poor Law Institution ceased to exist in law. The building on Swansea Road in Llanelli, 
which had been the Llanelly Workhouse for over a century, became Bryntirion Hospital. Others across 
Wales underwent similar transformations, or were demolished, or fell into disuse. The Poor Law was 
over. 

 
Part Two 

The Welsh Poor Law Unions — A National Register 

 

Following the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, Wales was divided into Poor Law Unions, each 
centred on a market town and responsible for the poor of the surrounding parishes. Each Union was 
required to build or adapt a workhouse. By 1837 the majority of Welsh Unions had been established. 
The table below records all known Welsh Poor Law Unions, the county or counties they served, their 
approximate date of establishment, and the principal town in which the workhouse was located. 

This register represents the national framework for the Workhouses of Wales project. As research 
develops, each Union will be documented individually, with photographs, plans, records and histories 
where material survives. The Llanelly Union, documented in full in Part Four of this work, stands as 
the first and most complete case study. 

 

Union County Est. Workhouse Town 

Aberayron Ceredigion c.1837 Aberaeron 
Abergavenny Monmouthshire 1836 Abergavenny 
Aberystwyth Ceredigion 1836 Aberystwyth 
Bangor & Beaumaris Anglesey / Caernarfonshire 1837 Bangor 
Bedwellty Monmouthshire 1835 Tredegar 
Brecknock Breconshire 1837 Brecon 
Bridgend & Cowbridge Glamorgan 1837 Bridgend 
Cardiff Glamorgan 1836 Cardiff 
Cardigan Ceredigion 1837 Cardigan 
Carmarthen Carmarthenshire 1836 Carmarthen 
Carnarvon Caernarfonshire 1837 Caernarfon 



Union County Est. Workhouse Town 

Corwen Merionethshire 1837 Corwen 
Denbigh Denbighshire 1837 Denbigh 
Dolgellau Merionethshire 1837 Dolgellau 
Ffestiniog Merionethshire 1837 Blaenau Ffestiniog 
Flint Flintshire 1837 Flint 
Gwyrfai Caernarfonshire 1837 Caernarfonshire 
Haverfordwest Pembrokeshire 1837 Haverfordwest 
Holyhead Anglesey 1837 Holyhead 
Holywell Flintshire 1837 Holywell 
Knighton Radnorshire 1837 Knighton 
Lampeter Ceredigion 1837 Lampeter 
Llanelly Carmarthenshire 1836 Llanelli 
Llanfyllin Montgomeryshire 1837 Llanfyllin 
Llanrwst Denbighshire 1837 Llanrwst 
Machynlleth Montgomeryshire 1837 Machynlleth 
Merthyr Tydfil Glamorgan 1836 Merthyr Tydfil 
Monmouth Monmouthshire 1836 Monmouth 
Montgomery Montgomeryshire 1837 Montgomery 
Narberth Pembrokeshire 1837 Narberth 
Neath Glamorgan 1837 Neath 
Newcastle in Emlyn Carmarthenshire / Ceredigion 1837 Newcastle Emlyn 
Newtown & Llanidloes Montgomeryshire 1837 Newtown 
Pembroke Pembrokeshire 1837 Pembroke 
Pontardawe Glamorgan 1862 Pontardawe 
Pontypool Monmouthshire 1836 Pontypool 
Pwllheli Caernarfonshire 1837 Pwllheli 
Rhayader Radnorshire 1837 Rhayader 
Rhondda Glamorgan 1894 Rhondda 
Ruthin Denbighshire 1837 Ruthin 
St Asaph Flintshire / Denbighshire 1837 St Asaph 
Swansea Glamorgan 1836 Swansea 
Tenby Pembrokeshire 1837 Tenby 
Tywyn Merionethshire 1837 Tywyn 
Usk Monmouthshire 1836 Usk 
Welshpool Montgomeryshire 1837 Welshpool 
Wrexham Denbighshire 1837 Wrexham 

 

Of the 47 Unions listed, a significant number have workhouse buildings that survive in some form — 
converted to flats, care homes, hotels or offices. Others have been demolished entirely. A small number 
retain original features such as exercise yards, boundary walls, entrance lodges or institutional 
windows that identify their origin to the informed eye. The Google My Maps companion to this project 
plots all known sites with GPS coordinates, current condition notes, and links to primary source 
material where available. 

The interactive map for this project is available at: tinyurl.com/[WORKHOUSES-OF-WALES-MAP] 



Workhouses of Wales 

Pontardawe Union — A Case in Point 

The Transatlantic Journey of Ezra Whitney Rhodes 

 

 

 

 
The gravestone of E. Whitney Rhodes, Saint Ciwg Churchyard, Llangiwg — "Of Rockland, Maine, U.S.A. Died Sept 13, 1913" 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/259772316/ezra-whitney-rhodes 

The national register of Welsh Poor Law Unions records 47 lines — a name, a county, a date, a town. 
But every one of those lines represents a building that admitted real people, in real distress, and the 
Pontardawe Union offers a striking illustration of how far those stories can reach. 

During a visit to Llangiwg Church, a gravestone was found bearing the name of Ezra Whitney Rhodes 
— an American, buried in a quiet Welsh churchyard. The story behind that stone connects a small 
Glamorgan workhouse to the maritime world of nineteenth-century New England. 

Rockland, Maine 
Ezra Whitney Rhodes was born on the 12th of April 1867 in Rockland, Maine, into a family deeply 
rooted in that community. His father, James Edward Rhodes, was a Civil War veteran who later served 
as mayor of Rockland from 1904 to 1906. His mother, Celestia "Lettie" Whitney Rhodes, was an active 
member of local organisations, serving as state president of the Woman's Relief Corps. Rockland itself 
was a town built on shipbuilding, fishing, and its renowned sardine and fish canneries — industries 
that supplied goods across America and beyond. 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/188410285/james_edward_rhodes —  James Edward Rhodes (father) 
 
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/271896772/lettie_a_rhodes —  Celestia "Lettie" Whitney Rhodes (mother) 

A Family of the Sea 
This maritime inheritance ran deep in the Rhodes family. Ezra's grandfather, Captain Orris Rhodes, 
was a seasoned mariner who navigated major transatlantic routes connecting North America, Europe 
and the Caribbean. His final voyage was aboard the schooner Aldana Rokes, on passage from Belfast 
to Matanzas, Cuba, when he died at the age of 59 years, 10 months and 16 days. Following the custom 
of the time, he was buried at sea — his resting place the very waters he had sailed throughout his life. 

That same maritime calling carried through to Ezra, drawing him eventually to South Wales — to 
Swansea and the industries that mirrored those of his hometown: fishing, canning, and the bustling 
traffic of a working port. 



Pontardawe Union Workhouse 
In 1913, while staying in Ystalyfera, Ezra fell gravely ill. With no local doctor available, he was taken to 
the Pontardawe Workhouse. The Pontardawe Poor Law Union had been established in 1879, formed 
from seven parishes that had previously belonged to the Neath and Swansea Unions — Cilybebyll, 
Llanguicke, Mawr, Rhyndwclydach, Ynysymond, Ystradgynlais Higher and Ystradgynlais Lower. The 
workhouse stood on a sloping site to the north-east of Pontardawe, on the north side of Brecon Road, 
with capacity for 130 inmates. It offered the only available medical care for the sick and impoverished 
of the district — though conditions, as in workhouses across Wales, remained austere and governed by 
strict rules. 

 

 

 
Ordnance Survey extract showing the Pontardawe Union Workhouse, north-east of Pontardawe on Brecon Road 

 

 

 
Pontardawe Workhouse — a vintage photograph of the building, set against the wooded hillside above the town 



 
The site today — Brecon Road, Pontardawe, with the location of the former workhouse marked 

Final Days 
Despite the care available, Ezra's condition worsened, and he died on the 13th of September 1913, at 
the age of 46. He was buried in Llangiwg Cemetery, Saint Ciwg Churchyard, Llangiwg, Neath Port 
Talbot — his family in America funding the burial and headstone from across the Atlantic. A few years 
later, a woman travelled from America to visit his grave, ensuring his memory was not lost. 

A Family Remembered 
Ezra's family carried that same spirit of service back in Rockland. His brother, Albert Woodbury 
Rhodes, served as a corporal in the Tilson Light Infantry and was a respected member of the Sons of 
Veterans until his early death in 1890. His sister, Lucie Ellen Rhodes, devoted her life to teaching and 
civic leadership in their home town. 

Ezra also has a memorial in Achorn Cemetery, Rockland, Knox County, Maine — a remembrance 
maintained on the other side of the Atlantic for a man who, in the end, found his final rest in a small 
Welsh churchyard, having passed through the doors of the Pontardawe Workhouse in his last days. 

 
The Rhodes family monument, Achorn Cemetery, Rockland, Knox County, Maine — bearing the memory of Ezra Whitney Rhodes 

alongside other family members 

 

 

Vivit Post Funera Virtus — Virtue Lives On After Death 
Graham Tudor Emmanuel  ·  Kidwelly  ·  2026 



Part Three 

Methodology — A Framework for Research 

 

The approach taken in this project follows the methodology developed across a body of heritage 
research work produced in Kidwelly since 2020. It draws on what has been described as Fifth 
Generation Memorial Research — an integrated approach combining GPS fieldwork, archival research, 
digital mapping, primary source transcription, AI-assisted synthesis, and publication-quality 
documentation. 

For workhouse research specifically, the following framework is applied at each site: 

Stage One — Identification and Mapping 

Each Union workhouse is located using Ordnance Survey historical maps, Coflein records, the 
Workhouse Online database, and local archive sources. GPS coordinates are recorded for the site, and 
a Google My Maps pin is created with site name, Union, county, dates, current condition and source 
references. No coordinate is entered without a verified source. 

Stage Two — Architectural and Structural Record 

Where the building survives, photographs are taken and the floor plan is recorded or sourced from 
original plans. The standard Victorian workhouse plan — central hub with segregated yards for men, 
women, boys, girls and the infirm — is documented, along with any significant variations or later 
additions. The Llanelly plan (Fig. 89, reproduced in this document) is an exemplar of the standard 
form. 

Stage Three — Administrative History 

The history of each institution is traced through Board of Guardian minutes, Local Government Board 
inspection reports, newspaper archives, and official returns. The narrative covers the Union's 
establishment, the building of the workhouse, key personnel, significant events, conditions reports, 
and the transition through the 1929 Act to the 1948 NHS handover. 

Stage Four — Primary Source Transcription 

Where primary records survive — admission and discharge books, deaths registers, births records, 
medical officer reports — these are photographed in their original form and transcribed in full. The 
transcription is presented alongside the original image, as demonstrated in Part Six of this document. 
This dual approach satisfies the requirements of the People's Collection Wales platform and ensures 
that both the original document and the transcription are permanently accessible. 

Stage Five — Publication and Submission 

Each site record is published as a standalone document in the house style established for this series — 
Georgia font, burgundy headings, gold rules, 18mm margins, no headers or footers, Vivit Post Funera 
Virtus closing. Documents are submitted to People's Collection Wales, formally notified to the Royal 
Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales for potential accession to Coflein, and 
made available via the project's Google My Maps with TinyURL links. 

 
 

 

 

 



Part Four 

Llanelly Union Poor Law Institution and Bryntirion Hospital  ·  1837–
2000 

 

The Llanelly Union is the most fully documented Welsh workhouse in this project, benefiting from 
original source material made available by Sian Howell of Llanelli, including inspection reports, 
newspaper accounts, institutional records and the Register of Deaths. What follows is the complete 
history of the institution from its foundation to the close of the twentieth century. 

Chapter One — The Poor Law: A Brief History 

 

Before dealing specifically with the history of the Llanelly Poor Law Institution, or Bryntirion Hospital 
as it is now known, it would be helpful if the situation regarding poor relief prior to 1839 was analysed 
in order that one might realise that the legislation which enabled the Llanelli Union Board of Guardians 
to build a Workhouse had evolved gradually over the course of two hundred and thirty-seven years. 

Poor Law Act 1597 

This Act was the first to establish the principle of compulsory rate-financed poor relief, which was to 
be the essence of poor relief during the succeeding centuries. 

Poor Law Act 1601 

This was a revised version of the 1597 Act, but dealt more comprehensively with the poverty rampant 
at that time, which had been greatly aggravated by the social and economic changes of the 16th century. 
The conversion of extensive portions of land to pasture, high inflation charges in overseas trade rates, 
the development of new industries, the transformation of old ones and a rising population — all these 
aggravated the situation of the poor. The 1601 Act made the Justices of the Peace responsible for 
appointing in every Parish an Overseer of the Poor who was to collect a poor-rate. The Justices of the 
Peace were also to relieve the sick and aged, bind poor children as apprentices, set the able-bodied to 
work and punish sturdy beggars with a whipping on the bare back until bloody. 

Poor Law Act 1723 

By this legislation Overseers of the Poor were empowered to establish Workhouses, and to deny relief 
to those refusing to enter them. This Workhouse test was virtually abolished by Gilbert's Act 1782. 

Gilbert's Act 1782 

This was a permissive measure empowering parishes to continue to build Union Workhouses, allowing 
the able-bodied poor to be provided with work outside the Workhouse and permitting out-door relief 
from the rates. These provisions made the Speenhamland system possible. 

The Speenhamland System 

This was a scheme of poor relief devised by the Berkshire Justices of the Peace, meeting in the Pelican 
Inn, Speenhamland (now part of Newbury) in 1795, which supplemented wages from the poor-rates 
according to a scale which depended on the price of corn and the size of a labourer's family. It came to 
an end with the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 

This Act was passed largely as the result of the consequences of the Speenhamland system. It 
transferred the administration of the poor law from about 15,000 parishes to 643 specially-created 
Unions, each with a Workhouse, administered by elected Boards of Guardians and centrally supervised 
by three Poor Law Commissioners appointed by the Government. It also laid down the principle (which 
was much resented) that out-door assistance was to be continued only to sick and aged paupers and no 
longer to the able-bodied poor, who would have to get relief by entering a Workhouse, where conditions 
were to be such as to make any form of employment seem preferable; but this aim was never fully 
achieved. 



 
Chapter Two — Llanelly Union Poor Law Institution  ·  1837–1929 
 

Actual documentation relating to the early history of the Llanelly Workhouse appears in fact to be non-
existent, and what information there is has to be gleaned from newspapers of the time. It is thus we 
find that the first meeting of the Llanelly Union Board of Guardians took place in 1836, when it was 
decided to proceed with the erection of a Workhouse for the reception of the destitute poor of Llanelly. 
The building was to be sited one and a half miles from the centre of the town on the road to Swansea, 
and by the 1st of November 1838 the building work had been completed. 

As with all other Workhouses, a Master and Matron were appointed to administer the Institution. Their 
duties were as laid down by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. 

Duties of the Master 

i. Admit paupers into the Workhouse, have them examined by a Medical Officer and cleanse, 
clothe and place them in proper wards. 

ii. Enforce industry, order and punctuality among inmates. 
iii. Take roll-call after morning prayers and check condition of each inmate. 
iv. To provide for and enforce the employment of the able-bodied adult paupers during the hours 

of labour. 
v. To provide training in suitable employment for youths. 
vi. To keep partially-disabled male paupers occupied to the extent of their ability. 
vii. Keep: 

(a) An Admission and Discharge Book. 
(b) A Provisions Expenditure Book. 
(c) An Indoor Labour Book, showing details of work undertaken by paupers. 
(d) A Register of Births and Deaths. 

Duties of the Matron 

i. To see that the indoor work of the establishment was, as far as possible, performed by the female 
paupers maintained therein. 

ii. To provide for and enforce the employment of the able-bodied female paupers during the whole 
of the hours of labour. 

iii. To keep the partially disabled female paupers occupied to the extent of their ability. 
iv. To assist the Master in the general management and superintendence of the Workhouse. 

How well the first incumbents of these positions performed their duties cannot be measured, for no 
copies of the reports of the Poor Law Commissioners exist. It is not until 1892, fifty-four years after the 
opening of the building, that we have a report on the conditions existing in Llanelly Union Workhouse. 

Mr. Bircham Paints a Gloomy Picture — 1892 

On the 8th of January 1892, Mr. H.T. Bircham, the Local Government Board Inspector paid a visit to 
the Workhouse. "I found no improvement in the state of this Workhouse upon my previous visit. It 
was, especially on the men's side, in a dirty and slovenly condition. The beds and bedding are in many 
cases very dirty, sheets soiled and the floors not cleaned. None of the beds had more than one sheet 
supplied, and that changed only fortnightly, instead of having two, and one changed each week. There 
was not a single spare blanket in store. The bedsteads in the ordinary dormitories were in many cases 
rusty and some out of repair. There were no decent counterpanes or quilts for the beds in the ordinary 
dormitories; only shabby and worn rugs. 

There was not a single screen of any kind to place beside the bed of a dying patient. There were no 
appliances like cradles to keep the bed clothes off broken limbs or burns, nor any bed lifts for raising 
helpless patients. The supply of linen for bandages and poultices was very scanty. There was no 
apparatus of any sort for fumigating or disinfecting dirty clothing. The clothing of many of the male 
inmates was very worn and shabby. There were apparently four inmates of unsound mind, but I could 
only find certification for two of these." 



The Ladies Committee of the Board of Guardians reported a similar scene at the same time. The butter 
was very bad and not fit for use. The suet puddings were not properly cooked, and broth was made 
from solid fat meat only. There was not a kitchen towel in the House, whilst old rags and disused sheets 
were used for wiping the tables. The Editor of the Llanelly and County Guardian was scathing: "It is 
nothing short of inhuman to keep 60 or 70 people in such a hole as our Workhouse must be. The whole 
thing reads like a chapter out of medieval history." 

Mr. Bircham Paints a Better Picture — 1906 

By 1906, conditions had much improved. Mr. Bircham complemented the Board of Guardians upon 
the satisfactory state of affairs. At one time, Llanelly Workhouse was one of the worst in the district, 
being ill-ventilated, old and somewhat dilapidated. At the present time, he was not ashamed to invite 
anyone to see it. There was no Union he could look back upon with greater satisfaction than Llanelly. 
In September of the same year, the Board of Guardians agreed to purchase land from the Stepney Estate 
— one of Llanelly's wealthiest families — to allow for expansion and an infirmary. 

1909 — The New Infirmary Opens 

In 1909, a two storey Infirmary block was opened to deal with the sick, not only of the Workhouse itself, 
but also those of the town of Llanelly, thus assisting the Llanelly General Hospital which had been built 
in 1885. The opening of the Infirmary was a significant development, for with it, the Workhouse ceased 
to be a self-enclosed Institution. The building therefore, partially lost the stigma of being a place where 
no one who was admitted ever left. 

Medicine in the early part of the 20th century was, however, relatively primitive in its nature. An 
inspection of the Deaths Register proves illuminating — there are entries relating to still-born children, 
mothers dying in childbirth, and deaths from congenital syphilis, tuberculosis, pneumonia, gangrene, 
epileptic fits, diabetes and measles. There was a maternity department in the Infirmary which dealt 
with the unmarried mothers of Llanelly — a source of great shame in contemporary society, and some 
of these women were unable to re-enter society and remained in the Workhouse. 

1909 — Christmas at the Workhouse 

"Thanks to the goodness of the Board of Guardians and numerous kind friends, most ably and cheerily 
supervised and successfully carried out by the Master and Matron and their staff, the inmates of the 
Workhouse and infirmary enjoyed a most bountiful and much appreciated treat on Christmas Day. All 
parts of the building were tastefully and seasonably decorated with varied masses of evergreen and 
many plants. A most sumptuous repast of roast beef and Christmas pudding was partaken of. The much 
relished apples and the crackers that caused so much genuine and spontaneous merriment amongst 
young and old were the gifts of Lady and Miss Stepney." 

1927 — An Unfavourable Report from the Inspector 

The Inspector who visited in 1927 found the place in a far from favourable condition. The Infirmary 
Block was overcrowded with insufficient accommodation for the sick of the Workhouse and the local 
population. The Maternity Department, which was just one room, also served as a lying ward and 
labour ward. There was no provision for the isolation of infectious cases. The Inspector concluded: "I 
feel strongly that some action should be taken to improve accommodation in this Poor Law Infirmary, 
as it is quite impossible to carry on good work under these conditions." 

The economic depression of the third decade had placed demands on the facilities of the Workhouse 
with which it could not adequately cope. It was time for change. 

 
 

 

 

 



Chapter Three — Llanelly Poor Law Institution  ·  1929–1948 

 

The Local Government Act of 1929 abolished the Boards of Guardians. The Llanelly Workhouse came 
under the control of the Public Assistance Committee of Carmarthenshire County Council. 

The 1930s — A Dark Decade 

The 1930s proved to be a dark decade for nearly everyone in Britain. There were occasions when entire 
families were admitted. On being admitted they were all equal — they all wore the same drab clothing, 
surrounded by the same dark green and dark brown paintwork, eating the same dull diet. The 
conditions enjoyed by the inmates were not to be better than the worst-paid labourer outside — no one 
was to better his condition by entering a poor law institution. 

The Workhouse had a sizeable group of regular visitors — the gentlemen of the road, or tramps. Llanelly 
was one of a South Wales circuit including Carmarthen, Llandeilo, Brecon, Hay, Neath and Swansea. 
On arriving, tramps were asked to bath, their clothes disinfected, and they were put to work chipping 
stones, working in the garden or helping in the pigsty. They hid any money they had in the wall of the 
nearby Box Cemetery to avoid deductions being made for their keep. 

The Second World War 

The war itself had little direct effect on the Workhouse. It was used as a reception centre for evacuated 
children from the industrial towns of England — a 48-hour stay involving de-lousing, food and shelter 
before the children were sent to their billets. No inmate was called up for military service. Rationing 
had little effect on the inmates' meals, for theirs was a very basic diet already. On V.E. Day, the building 
was decorated with bunting and was considered one of the best decorated buildings in Llanelly. 

The coming of peace meant great changes. The Beveridge Report of 1943, the National Health Service 
White Paper of 1944, and the Labour Government elected in 1945 with a massive majority made those 
changes a certainty. In 1946, the National Health Service Act became law. In 1947, the Social Welfare 
Committee of Carmarthenshire County Council received a letter from the Welsh Board of Health 
recommending that Llanelly Poor Law Institution be transferred to the Minister as a hospital under 
Section 6 of the National Health Service Act 1946. The days of the Workhouse were nearly over. 

 
Chapter Four — Bryntirion Hospital  ·  1948–1974 
 

It was on the 5th of July 1948 that Llanelly Poor Law Institution ceased to exist, and Bryntirion Hospital 
came into existence. The actual physical change from a Workhouse to a Hospital was, however, far 
more gradual. 

The Effects of the Changeover 

The Glantawe Hospital Management Committee took over responsibility for the building. Mr. T.J. 
King, Master since 1939, became the Hospital Secretary; Mrs. Olga King became Matron of the 
Hospital. A House Committee was set up with responsibility for three hospitals — Bryntirion, Llanelly 
General and Glasfryn Maternity. 

The building itself was regarded as inadequate even for a Workhouse, and therefore totally inadequate 
as a Hospital. The best solution would have been to demolish the existing structure and erect a purpose-
built hospital. Such an idea, however, was just a dream; the best would have to be made of a bad job. 
Only piecemeal improvements were possible. As economic conditions improved, changes were made. 
The Physiotherapy Department of Llanelli General Hospital was transferred to Bryntirion in 1949. The 
early years of the 1950s saw improvement and reconstruction of the Infirmary. Another link with the 
past ended in 1952 when the last baby to be born in Bryntirion came into the world. By the end of the 
1950s, the transformation of the Workhouse into a geriatric hospital was almost complete. 

The 1960s — Another Decade of Change 

In the first year of the decade, Dr. Oscar Williams retired as Medical Officer for Bryntirion Hospital 
after 37 years service. The number of patients discharged increased with every year — 476 in 1960, 
increasing to 686 in 1961. In July and August 1965, Mr. and Mrs. T.J. King retired. The appointment 



of Mr. J.L. Chenery as Matron — a qualified male nurse — was the first such appointment in the 
Glantawe area. A flu epidemic in February and March 1966 caused the number of deaths to rise to the 
high total of 170. Blanche Samuel, the former Matron's assistant who was born in the Workhouse and 
spent her entire life in the building, died in 1966. In 1967, the hospital's centenarian patient Mr. David 
Morris died on the 10th of September, and would have reached the age of 103 in November. 

 
Chapter Five — Bryntirion Hospital  ·  1974–2000 
 

The 1970s — More Changes 

During the Conservative Government of 1970–74, Sir Keith Joseph instituted a reorganisation of the 
Health Service to come into effect on the 1st of April 1974. In Wales, Hospital Management Committees 
were replaced by Area Health Authorities. Bryntirion came under the control of Llanelli/Dinefwr 
Health District and Dyfed Area Health Authority. The post of Hospital Secretary was done away with. 
Thus Bryntirion ceased to be an independent unit. 

Plans for Redevelopment — 1974 Onwards 

Plans were laid before the Welsh Office by the Dyfed Health Authority to demolish the old buildings 
stage by stage and replace them with a purpose-built Geriatric Hospital. The five phases of development 
included new wards, a dining room, kitchen, mortuary, boiler house and day hospital. The first stage 
was completed in 1976 with the new Stepney Ward being opened on the 2nd of July of that same year. 

The Consultant Geriatrician in charge of Bryntirion's medical services was Dr. J. Clough Davies, based 
at Glangwili Hospital, Carmarthen. As for the nursing, there were 29 Staff Nurses, 23 State Enrolled 
Nurses, 64 Nursing Auxiliaries, 4 Male Attendants under the control of 5 Sisters, Relief Sister and 2 
Night Sisters. A resident Social Worker was appointed in October 1978, and an Occupational Therapist 
in February 1978. 

So it can be seen that great improvements have occurred in Bryntirion since when the Llanelly Union 
Poor Law Institution opened its doors in 1839. Then, conditions were deliberately made uninviting and 
harsh. Now the emphasis is on a sympathetic, caring attitude in order that the people who are admitted 
to Bryntirion may receive treatment for their illnesses, and if possible, return to the community, or if 
not, spend their days in an environment which is dedicated to their well-being. It is hoped that the false 
stigma which has remained with Bryntirion because of the fact that it was once a Workhouse, will finally 
disappear with the demolition of the old buildings and that the community will then realise that 
Bryntirion Hospital has been and is a place where the elderly sick of Llanelli will find care, treatment 
and compassion. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part Five 

Maps and Plans — Llanelly Union Workhouse 

 

 

 
Ordnance Survey extract showing the Llanelly Workhouse on Swansea Road — the building's footprint clearly visible, with the Vagrant 

Ward and associated yards to the north 

 

 
Floor plan of the Llanelly Union Workhouse (Fig. 89) — showing the Dining Halls at the centre, with Men's, Women's, Boys' and Girls' 
yards, the Infirmary blocks, Vagrant Ward, Laundry, Wash House and Married Quarters. The plan illustrates the standard Victorian 

workhouse radial design, with the Master's quarters at the hub giving surveillance of all four yards. 

 
 



Part Six 

Primary Source — Register of Deaths  ·  1942 and circa 1943 

 

The Register of Deaths of the Llanelly Workhouse Union, covering the year 1942 and a further page 
estimated at circa 1943, forms the primary documentary basis for the transcribed records which follow. 
The register was maintained by T.J. King, Master of the Institution from 1939, and records the name, 
age, parish of admission, certified cause of death, burial status, and place of interment for each person 
who died within the Workhouse during that period. 

The register is presented first as a photographic reproduction of the original handwritten pages, 
followed by a full transcription in tabular form. Together they record 45 individual lives — men and 
women, young and old whose final days were spent within these walls on Swansea Road, Llanelli. 

The majority were buried in the Box Cemetery, Llanelli named after a coalmine which had previously 
occupied the same ground. A small number were buried in church cemeteries across the area, from 
Kidwelly to Pontyrdulais, from Felinfoel to Burry Port. One, Charles Spencer, was sent to Cardiff School 
of Anatomy. The red ink annotation in the original register beside his name is the starkest entry on the 
page. 

 

 

Vivit Post Funera Virtus — Virtue Lives On After Death 
Graham Tudor Emmanuel  ·  Kidwelly  ·  2026 

Llanelly case study material kindly provided by Sian Howell, Llanelli 



Workhouses of Wales 

Register of Deaths — Llanelly Workhouse Union  ·  May to December 1942 

Master: T.J. King  ·  Transcribed by Graham Tudor Emmanuel, Kidwelly  ·  2026 

 
 

 

 
Original Register of Deaths, Llanelly Workhouse Union, 1942  ·  Master: T.J. King  ·  Reproduced for heritage research purposes 

 

 

 
Note: One entry — Charles Spencer, 18 July 1942 — records that the body was sent to Cardiff School of Anatomy rather than burial, as 
marked in red ink in the original register. In the case of a Vagrant dying in the Workhouse, the words "admitted as a Vagrant" were to be 
inserted in the Parish column. 
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Workhouses of Wales 

Register of Deaths — Llanelly Workhouse Union  ·  Summer to Autumn, circa 1943 

Master: T.J. King  ·  Transcribed by Graham Tudor Emmanuel, Kidwelly  ·  2026 

 
 

 

 
Original Register of Deaths, Llanelly Workhouse Union, circa 1943  ·  Master: T.J. King  ·  Reproduced for heritage research purposes 

 

 

 
Note: The year of this register page was not fully legible in the original ledger. Based on the Master's signature (T.J. King, appointed 1939) 
and the sequence of entries, the year is estimated to be circa 1943. Sarah Margaret Gould is of particular local interest, being buried at 
Kidwelly Churchyard. Reuben Montague Peel, aged 35, is the youngest recorded death on this page, dying of Pulmonary Tuberculosis. 

 



What These Names Tell Us 

Forty-five names. Forty-five lives. Most of them old, most of them from Llanelly itself, most of them buried in the Box 
Cemetery — the very ground that had once been a coalmine, a short walk from the Workhouse walls. They came from Felinfoel, 
Dafen, Burry Port, Pembrey, Crosshands and Pontyates. They died of senile decay, cardiac failure, carcinoma and tuberculosis. 
A few of them died of conditions that medicine today would treat with ease. 

Michael Loveridge was thirty years old. Reuben Montague Peel was thirty-five. Eunice Jones was thirty-eight. They should 
not have been there, and they should not have died there. The register does not tell us how they came to be in the Workhouse. 
It only tells us that they did, and that they did not leave it alive. 

Charles Spencer left differently — his body sent to Cardiff School of Anatomy, that small red annotation in the original register 
the only mark of a life ended without burial. It is the starkest entry on the page. 

The Workhouse is gone now, replaced by the hospital that slowly grew up around and through it. The Box Cemetery still 
stands. Most of these people lie there still, in ground that was once a pit. It is right that their names are recorded here, and 
that the record which T.J. King kept so carefully in that ledger is preserved and made readable once more. 

They were not forgotten. They were just waiting to be found. 
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The interactive map below documents every Welsh Poor Law Union workhouse site 
established under the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834. All 47 pins have been GPS-verified and 
placed on the Google My Maps platform, each one carrying the union name, county, date of 
formation, workhouse location, current building status, and historical notes for that 
institution. 

The map is organised by county, with separate folders for each of the thirteen historic counties 
of Wales. Each pin opens a detailed description of the union it represents — its history, the 
community it served, its archive sources, and its connection to the wider Welsh workhouse 
story documented in the companion county narrative documents. 

The map is designed for use on a mobile phone as well as on a desktop screen. Stand at the site 
of any former Welsh workhouse, open the map, and read its history on the ground where the 
building once stood. 

The map is a living document. As new research refines the location of individual workhouse 
sites and as the project's data layer develops through census analysis and admission register 
research, the map will be updated. Every pin represents a building that stood in the Welsh 
landscape and held Welsh people at the lowest points of their lives. The map ensures those 
buildings are not forgotten. 

The companion documents to this map are listed below. Each county narrative document 
covers every union in that county in depth, and the master analytical document synthesises 
the complete picture across all forty-seven unions. 
 

Companion Documents in This Series 

Introduction — Workhouses of Wales: History, Methodology, and Context 

County One — Carmarthenshire: Five Poor Law Unions 1836 to 1930 

County Two — Glamorgan: Eight Poor Law Unions 1836 to 1930 

County Three — Pembrokeshire: Three Poor Law Unions 1836 to 1930 

County Four — Cardiganshire: Five Poor Law Unions 1837 to 1930 

County Five — Breconshire: Four Poor Law Unions 1836 to 1930 

County Six — Monmouthshire: Six Poor Law Unions 1836 to 1930 

County Seven — Radnorshire: Three Poor Law Unions 1836 to 1930 

County Eight — Montgomeryshire: Four Poor Law Unions 1837 to 1930 

County Nine — Merionethshire: Four Poor Law Unions 1837 to 1930 

County Ten — Carnarvonshire: Four Poor Law Unions 1837 to 1930 

County Eleven, Twelve and Thirteen — Denbighshire, Flintshire and Anglesey: Six Poor Law 
Unions 1837 to 1930 

Master Analytical Document — A Complete Survey and Analysis of All 47 Welsh Poor Law 
Union Workhouse Sites 1834 to 1930 
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A GPS-Verified Record of All 47 Poor Law Union Workhouse Sites  |  1834 to 1930 
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Introduction 

In 1834 the Parliament of Great Britain passed the Poor Law Amendment Act. It was a piece 
of legislation that would reach into every parish in England and Wales, strip away the 
patchwork of local custom and charitable relief that had existed for two centuries, and replace 
it with a single, uniform system built on a simple and deliberately brutal principle: that the 
condition of those receiving public relief should be made less comfortable than the condition 
of the poorest independent labourer. The architects of the Act called this the principle of less 
eligibility. Its practical expression was the workhouse. 

Within three years, Wales had been divided into forty-seven Poor Law Unions. Each union was 
required to build, staff, and operate a workhouse. Each workhouse was to be the last resort. To 
enter one was to surrender your liberty, your family, your dignity, and in the eyes of your 
community, your standing as an independent person. Husbands were separated from wives. 
Parents were separated from children. The able-bodied were set to work breaking stones, 
picking oakum, grinding corn, or walking the treadmill. The old, the sick, and the very young 
were housed in separate wards under a regime of enforced routine, institutional clothing, and 
sparse diet designed not to nourish but to deter. 

This project maps every one of those forty-seven sites across Wales. It is the first time they 
have been brought together in a single GPS-verified interactive record. 
 

Wales Before the Workhouse 

Before 1834, the care of the poor in Wales was the responsibility of the individual parish. Each 
vestry assessed the needs of its own people and provided relief in the form of money, food, 
clothing, or fuel. Recipients continued to live in their own homes. A widow could receive a 
weekly payment. A labourer injured at work could be supported without being 
institutionalised. A family facing a hard winter could apply to the overseer of the poor and 
receive help without forfeiting their freedom. 

This system, rooted in the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601, was imperfect and inconsistent. 
Generosity varied enormously between parishes. Corruption existed. The cost of relief had 
risen sharply after the Napoleonic Wars, as agricultural wages fell and rural poverty deepened. 
Critics argued that outdoor relief, as it was known, encouraged idleness and dependency. A 
Royal Commission was appointed in 1832, and its report in 1834 became the basis for the new 
Act. 

In Wales, however, the old system had a particular character. The Welsh parish was often 
synonymous with the community itself. Relief was given by people who knew the recipients 
personally. The language of administration was frequently Welsh. The relationship between 
the giver and the receiver of relief was embedded in the social fabric of a close-knit rural 
society. The 1834 Act swept much of this away. 
 



The New Poor Law and Welsh Resistance 

Wales received the New Poor Law with deep suspicion and in many areas outright resistance. 
The Welsh-speaking communities of the west and north saw the new union boards as alien 
impositions, their proceedings conducted in English, their buildings designed to intimidate, 
their rules framed in a language and a culture that had little understanding of Welsh rural life. 

The resistance found its most dramatic expression in the Rebecca Riots of 1839 to 1843. The 
rioters, who dressed as women and took the name Rebecca from the Book of Genesis, were 
driven by multiple grievances: the tollgates that taxed the movement of goods and animals, 
the tithes that bore heavily on Nonconformist farmers, and the workhouses that loomed over 
every community as the final destination of the destitute. Several of the forty-seven union 
districts in this record were directly touched by Rebecca activity. The Narberth Union, the 
Newcastle-in-Emlyn Union, the Llandovery Union, the Rhayader Union, and others all saw 
rioting or serious unrest in this period. 

In Merthyr Tydfil, the great iron town of the south, the context was different but the resistance 
equally deep. The Merthyr Rising of 1831 had preceded the Poor Law by three years and had 
already established the pattern of industrial communities willing to confront the forces of 
economic power. When the workhouse came to Merthyr, it came to a town that already had a 
tradition of organised resistance. 

The Chartist Movement, which reached its climax with the Newport Rising of November 1839, 
also drew much of its energy from the same communities that the Poor Law was designed to 
regulate. Many of those who marched on Newport in 1839 had seen neighbours and family 
members enter the Newport Union Workhouse. The workhouse was not simply a building. It 
was a symbol of the relationship between the state and the poor, and that relationship was 
contested. 
 

The Forty-Seven Unions of Wales 

The forty-seven Welsh Poor Law Unions established between 1836 and 1892 covered the full 
geographic and social range of nineteenth-century Wales. They included the industrial giants 
of the south, serving populations of tens of thousands in the coalfield and ironworks 
communities of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire. They included the remote upland unions of 
mid-Wales, serving scattered sheep-farming parishes where a few hundred souls spread across 
hundreds of square miles constituted an entire union. And they included the maritime 
communities of the Pembrokeshire and Cardigan coasts, the slate quarrying valleys of 
Carnarvonshire and Merionethshire, and the border parishes that straddled the Welsh-English 
boundary and served populations on both sides. 

The unions were not formed along county lines. The architects of the Poor Law drew union 
boundaries to reflect population geography and practical administration, not political or 
cultural boundaries. Many unions crossed county lines; some crossed the border between 
Wales and England. The Hay Union in Breconshire included parishes in Herefordshire. The 
Lampeter Union crossed between Cardiganshire and Carmarthenshire. This flexibility of 
boundary, practical in administrative terms, could create difficulties for communities whose 
social and cultural ties did not follow the same lines as their workhouse jurisdiction. 

The largest unions were those of the industrial south. Cardiff, Swansea, Newport, Merthyr 
Tydfil, and Pontypridd each served populations that grew dramatically through the nineteenth 
century as the coal and iron industries expanded. The Cardiff Union alone, by the end of the 
century, was managing a workhouse that bore little resemblance to the institution imagined 
by the 1834 reformers. Infirmaries, fever wards, children's homes, and labour yards had 
accumulated around the original buildings, creating institutions of considerable complexity. 



The smallest unions were those of rural mid-Wales and the uplands. Rhayader, Tregaron, 
Machynlleth, and Bala each served populations that could fit comfortably in a single village. 
The Machynlleth Union, in a gesture of remarkable independence, chose to close its workhouse 
in 1914 rather than continue operating an institution it considered unnecessary and unjust. It 
was one of the first unions in Wales to do so. 
 

The Workhouse Buildings 

The workhouse buildings of Wales were designed to a set of standard models approved by the 
Poor Law Commission in London. The most influential was the model produced by architect 
Sampson Kempthorne in 1835, a cruciform or Y-shaped plan that placed the master's house at 
the centre, allowing supervision of all four yards from a single point. The design was functional, 
austere, and deliberately institutional in character. 

Not all Welsh workhouses followed the Kempthorne model precisely. Local architects, local 
materials, and local budgets produced considerable variation. Some unions were slow to build 
and continued using adapted existing buildings well into the 1840s. Some built cheaply and 
found their buildings inadequate within a generation. Others invested in substantial structures 
that survived long after the Poor Law itself was abolished. 

The survival rate of Welsh workhouse buildings is uneven. Several of the most substantial have 
found new lives as hospitals, care homes, or residential conversions. The Carmarthen Union 
Workhouse became St David's Hospital. The Newport Union Workhouse became part of the 
St Woolos Hospital complex. The Bridgend and Cowbridge Union Workhouse was absorbed 
into the Princess of Wales Hospital. The Aberystwyth workhouse was converted to residential 
apartments. The St Asaph workhouse became H.M. Stanley Hospital, one of the most complete 
surviving workhouse complexes in Wales. 

Others have been entirely demolished, leaving no physical trace above ground. The Llanelly 
Union Workhouse, which served Kidwelly, Burry Port, Pembrey, and Llanelli, stood on 
Lakefield Road in Llanelli. It is gone. The land it occupied has been absorbed into the modern 
fabric of the town. The only record of its existence lies in the admission registers, the minute 
books of the Board of Guardians, and the census returns that list its inmates. 

The St Asaph workhouse deserves particular mention because of one of its former inmates. 
Henry Morton Stanley, the explorer who found David Livingstone in central Africa and whose 
name became synonymous with the Victorian age of discovery, was placed in the St Asaph 
Union Workhouse as a child. He spent years there under the name John Rowlands, receiving 
an education of sorts and an experience of institutional life that he never forgot. The 
workhouse at St Asaph survives today as a monument to all those, famous and unknown, who 
passed through its doors. 
 

Life Inside the Workhouse 

The regime of the Welsh workhouse was governed by the rules laid down by the Poor Law 
Commission and its successor bodies. Inmates were classified on admission: able-bodied men, 
able-bodied women, children, the elderly, the sick, and the infirm were each assigned to 
separate wards. Husbands and wives were separated. Children over a certain age were 
separated from their parents. The separation of families was not an incidental consequence of 
the system; it was a deliberate feature, designed to make the workhouse sufficiently unpleasant 
to deter all but the genuinely destitute. 



The working day was long. Able-bodied men performed the heavy labour of the institution: 
breaking stone for road repair, grinding corn in the hand mill, pumping water, digging the 
gardens. Women cooked, cleaned, washed, and sewed. Children attended the workhouse 
school, where basic literacy and numeracy were taught alongside practical skills. The elderly 
and infirm, if they were able, performed lighter tasks such as picking oakum, the tedious and 
painful work of unravelling old rope fibres for use as caulking. 

Food was plain and carefully measured. The standard diet prescribed by the Commission 
allowed for bread, gruel, potatoes, meat on certain days, and cheese. In practice, the quality 
varied considerably between institutions and over time. Some boards of guardians were more 
humane than others. Some workhouse masters were competent and conscientious; others 
were corrupt or cruel. The records of Poor Law Unions contain complaints, investigations, and 
dismissals alongside the routine minutes of ordinary administration. 

The workhouse held Welsh speakers in a system administered almost entirely in English. The 
language of the registers, the rules, the menus, the reports, and the correspondence with the 
Commission was English. A Welsh-speaking family from the upland farms of Cardiganshire or 
the slate quarrying villages of Merionethshire, arriving at the workhouse gate in desperation, 
entered an institution where the dominant language was not their own. This was not an 
incidental discomfort. In a society where Welsh was the language of chapel, community, and 
home, the enforced use of English within the workhouse walls was experienced as a form of 
cultural dispossession. 
 

Who Entered the Workhouse 

The common assumption that the Victorian workhouse was filled with the idle and the 
dissolute is not borne out by the records. Analysis of admission registers across Wales reveals 
a population dominated by the elderly, the sick, the orphaned, the disabled, and families 
caught in temporary crisis. The able-bodied man refusing honest work in favour of workhouse 
comfort, the figure of horror conjured by the reformers of 1834, was largely a fiction. 

The majority of long-term inmates in Welsh workhouses were elderly people who had outlived 
their means of support, widows and widowers without family to care for them, children 
orphaned or abandoned, and men and women whose health had broken down and who could 
no longer maintain themselves. Industrial accidents filled beds in the Glamorgan and 
Monmouthshire unions. Seasonal unemployment in agriculture filled the rural unions in 
winter. Trade depressions brought waves of admissions to the coalfield unions whenever the 
iron or coal markets collapsed. 

The names in the admission registers tell human stories of extraordinary range. Miners from 
Merthyr Tydfil. Fishermen from Cardigan Bay. Domestic servants from Cardiff. Drovers from 
Tregaron. Quarrymen from Ffestiniog. Lead miners from Flintshire. Tinplate workers from 
Llanelli. Farmers' widows from the Vale of Clwyd. All arrived at the workhouse gate through 
different circumstances, but all shared the experience of last resort. 
 

The End of the System 

The Poor Law Amendment Act was amended, reformed, and gradually dismantled over the 
century that followed its passage. The Local Government Act of 1929 transferred the functions 
of the Poor Law Unions to the new county and county borough councils. In 1930 the unions 
were formally abolished, and the workhouses became Public Assistance Institutions under 
local authority control. The National Assistance Act of 1948 finally abolished the Poor Law 
itself, replacing it with the framework of the modern welfare state. 



By 1948 most of the workhouse buildings had already been converted to other purposes. Many 
had become hospitals, absorbing their wards and beds into the new National Health Service. 
Some had been demolished. A handful survived in various forms of institutional use. Very few 
remained recognisable as the buildings they had once been. 

The records survived in archives. Carmarthenshire Archives, Gwent Archives, Glamorgan 
Archives, Denbighshire Archives, the National Library of Wales, and the Pembrokeshire 
Record Office hold the minute books, admission registers, punishment books, medical officer 
reports, and correspondence of many of the Welsh unions. FamilySearch has digitised some 
of these collections, making them accessible to researchers and descendants worldwide. The 
Abergavenny Union records, covering admissions from 1843 to 1929, are among the most 
detailed surviving Welsh workhouse datasets. 
 

This Project 

This interactive map and survey is the first attempt to bring all forty-seven Welsh Poor Law 
Union workhouse sites together in a single GPS-verified digital record. Each pin on the map 
represents a location where Welsh men, women, and children were admitted in destitution, 
separated from their families, set to work under institutional discipline, and in many cases 
died within the walls. 

The map uses the methodology of Fifth Generation Memorial Research and Convergent 
Heritage Recovery, developed by Graham Tudor Emmanuel of Kidwelly, Carmarthenshire. 
The approach integrates physical survey and GPS coordinate verification with archival 
research, digital publication through People's Collection Wales, and formal submission to the 
Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales for accession into the 
Coflein national database. 

Each site entry records the name of the union, the county it served, the date of formation, the 
location of the workhouse building, the status of the building where known, and notes on the 
particular character of the institution and the community it served. The Llanelly Union entry 
records that the workhouse at Lakefield Road, Llanelli, served the parishes of Kidwelly, Burry 
Port, Pembrey, and Llanelli. Parishioners from Kidwelly who fell into destitution in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries would have passed through that building. 

The project will expand. Individual union articles will follow, drawing on archival sources, 
admission records, board of guardian’s minutes, and local history. The Rebecca Riots 
connection will be traced across the relevant union districts. Building histories will be recorded 
where the evidence exists. The stories held in the admission registers, of the named individuals 
who entered these institutions and the circumstances that brought them there, will be 
recovered where records survive. 

The workhouse is part of Welsh history. Its forty-seven buildings stood at the heart of Welsh 
communities for nearly a century. The people who passed through them were Welsh people, 
Welsh-speaking in many cases, living through the economic and social transformations of the 
industrial age. They deserve to be remembered and their history deserves to be mapped. 
 

Principal Sources 

Peter Higginbotham, The Workhouse (workhouses.org.uk) — the definitive online reference 
for Poor Law Union history across Britain, providing union-by-union records, building 
histories, and archive locations for all forty-seven Welsh unions documented in this project. 



Carmarthenshire Archives, Haverfordwest Record Office, Gwent Archives (Ebbw Vale), 
Glamorgan Archives (Cardiff), Denbighshire Archives (Ruthin), National Library of Wales 
(Aberystwyth) — principal repositories for Welsh Poor Law Union records including board of 
guardian’s minute books, admission and discharge registers, creed registers, punishment 
books, and medical officer reports. 

FamilySearch Historical Records — digitised workhouse registers for several Welsh unions 
including Abergavenny (Monmouthshire), covering 1843 to 1929. 

Nicola Blacklaws, Wales, Welfare and the Workhouse, Four Nations History Network, 2017 — 
a scholarly account of the character of the Welsh Poor Law experience and the resistance it 
generated. 

David Jones, Before Rebecca: Popular Protests in Wales 1793-1835 (1973); David Williams, 
The Rebecca Riots: A Study in Agrarian Discontent (1955) — standard historical accounts of 
Welsh rural resistance in the Poor Law era. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 (4 and 5 William IV c.76); The Local Government Act 
1929; The National Assistance Act 1948 — the legislative framework of the workhouse system 
from establishment to abolition. 
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Introduction 

In 1834 the Parliament of Great Britain passed the Poor Law Amendment Act. It was a piece 
of legislation that would reach into every parish in England and Wales, strip away the 
patchwork of local custom and charitable relief that had existed for two centuries, and replace 
it with a single, uniform system built on a simple and deliberately brutal principle: that the 
condition of those receiving public relief should be made less comfortable than the condition 
of the poorest independent labourer. The architects of the Act called this the principle of less 
eligibility. Its practical expression was the workhouse. 

Within three years, Wales had been divided into forty-seven Poor Law Unions. Each union was 
required to build, staff, and operate a workhouse. Each workhouse was to be the last resort. To 
enter one was to surrender your liberty, your family, your dignity, and in the eyes of your 
community, you’re standing as an independent person. Husbands were separated from wives. 
Parents were separated from children. The able-bodied were set to work breaking stones, 
picking oakum, grinding corn, or walking the treadmill. The old, the sick, and the very young 
were housed in separate wards under a regime of enforced routine, institutional clothing, and 
sparse diet designed not to nourish but to deter. 

This project maps every one of those forty-seven sites across Wales. It is the first time they 
have been brought together in a single GPS-verified interactive record. 
 

Wales Before the Workhouse 

Before 1834, the care of the poor in Wales was the responsibility of the individual parish. Each 
vestry assessed the needs of its own people and provided relief in the form of money, food, 
clothing, or fuel. Recipients continued to live in their own homes. A widow could receive a 
weekly payment. A labourer injured at work could be supported without being 
institutionalised. A family facing a hard winter could apply to the overseer of the poor and 
receive help without forfeiting their freedom. 

This system, rooted in the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601, was imperfect and inconsistent. 
Generosity varied enormously between parishes. Corruption existed. The cost of relief had 
risen sharply after the Napoleonic Wars, as agricultural wages fell, and rural poverty deepened. 
Critics argued that outdoor relief, as it was known, encouraged idleness and dependency. A 
Royal Commission was appointed in 1832, and its report in 1834 became the basis for the new 
Act. 

In Wales, however, the old system had a particular character. The Welsh parish was often 
synonymous with the community itself. Relief was given by people who knew the recipients 
personally. The language of administration was frequently Welsh. The relationship between 
the giver and the receiver of relief was embedded in the social fabric of a close-knit rural 
society. The 1834 Act swept much of this away. 
 



The New Poor Law and Welsh Resistance 

Wales received the New Poor Law with deep suspicion and in many areas outright resistance. 
The Welsh-speaking communities of the west and north saw the new union boards as alien 
impositions, their proceedings conducted in English, their buildings designed to intimidate, 
their rules framed in a language and a culture that had little understanding of Welsh rural life. 

The resistance found its most dramatic expression in the Rebecca Riots of 1839 to 1843. The 
rioters, who dressed as women and took the name Rebecca from the Book of Genesis, were 
driven by multiple grievances: the tollgates that taxed the movement of goods and animals, 
the tithes that bore heavily on Nonconformist farmers, and the workhouses that loomed over 
every community as the final destination of the destitute. Several of the forty-seven union 
districts in this record were directly touched by Rebecca activity. The Narberth Union, the 
Newcastle-in-Emlyn Union, the Llandovery Union, the Rhayader Union, and others all saw 
rioting or serious unrest in this period. 

In Merthyr Tydfil, the great iron town of the south, the context was different but the resistance 
equally deep. The Merthyr Rising of 1831 had preceded the Poor Law by three years and had 
already established the pattern of industrial communities willing to confront the forces of 
economic power. When the workhouse came to Merthyr, it came to a town that already had a 
tradition of organised resistance. 

The Chartist Movement, which reached its climax with the Newport Rising of November 1839, 
also drew much of its energy from the same communities that the Poor Law was designed to 
regulate. Many of those who marched on Newport in 1839 had seen neighbours and family 
members enter the Newport Union Workhouse. The workhouse was not simply a building. It 
was a symbol of the relationship between the state and the poor, and that relationship was 
contested. 

The Forty-Seven Unions of Wales 

The forty-seven Welsh Poor Law Unions established between 1836 and 1892 covered the full 
geographic and social range of nineteenth-century Wales. They included the industrial giants 
of the south, serving populations of tens of thousands in the coalfield and ironworks 
communities of Glamorgan and Monmouthshire. They included the remote upland unions of 
mid-Wales, serving scattered sheep-farming parishes where a few hundred souls spread across 
hundreds of square miles constituted an entire union. And they included the maritime 
communities of the Pembrokeshire and Cardigan coasts, the slate quarrying valleys of 
Caernarvonshire and Merionethshire, and the border parishes that straddled the Welsh-
English boundary and served populations on both sides. 

The unions were not formed along county lines. The architects of the Poor Law drew union 
boundaries to reflect population geography and practical administration, not political or 
cultural boundaries. Many unions crossed county lines; some crossed the border between 
Wales and England. The Hay Union in Breconshire included parishes in Herefordshire. The 
Ellesmere Union in Shropshire included parishes in Flintshire. The Lampeter Union crossed 
between Cardiganshire and Carmarthenshire. This flexibility of boundary, practical in 
administrative terms, could create difficulties for communities whose social and cultural ties 
did not follow the same lines as their workhouse jurisdiction. 

The largest unions were those of the industrial south. Cardiff, Swansea, Newport, Merthyr 
Tydfil, and Pontypridd each served populations that grew dramatically through the nineteenth 
century as the coal and iron industries expanded. The Cardiff Union alone, by the end of the 
century, was managing a workhouse that bore little resemblance to the institution imagined 
by the 1834 reformers. Infirmaries, fever wards, children's homes, and labour yards had 
accumulated around the original buildings, creating institutions of considerable complexity. 



The smallest unions were those of rural mid-Wales and the uplands. Rhayader, Tregaron, 
Machynlleth, and Bala each served populations that could fit comfortably in a single village. 
The Machynlleth Union, in a gesture of remarkable independence, chose to close its workhouse 
in 1914 rather than continue operating an institution it considered unnecessary and unjust. It 
was one of the first unions in Wales to do so. 

The Workhouse Buildings 

The workhouse buildings of Wales were designed to a set of standard models approved by the 
Poor Law Commission in London. The most influential was the model produced by architect 
Sampson Kempthorne in 1835, a cruciform or Y-shaped plan that placed the master's house at 
the centre, allowing supervision of all four yards from a single point. The design was functional, 
austere, and deliberately institutional in character. 

Not all Welsh workhouses followed the Kempthorne model precisely. Local architects, local 
materials, and local budgets produced considerable variation. Some unions were slow to build 
and continued using adapted existing buildings well into the 1840s. Some built cheaply and 
found their buildings inadequate within a generation. Others invested in substantial structures 
that survived long after the Poor Law itself was abolished. 

The survival rate of Welsh workhouse buildings is uneven. Several of the most substantial have 
found new lives as hospitals, care homes, or residential conversions. The Carmarthen Union 
Workhouse became St David's Hospital. The Newport Union Workhouse became part of the 
St Woolos Hospital complex. The Bridgend and Cowbridge Union Workhouse was absorbed 
into the Princess of Wales Hospital. The Aberystwyth workhouse was converted to residential 
apartments. The St Asaph workhouse became H.M. Stanley Hospital, one of the most complete 
surviving workhouse complexes in Wales. 

Others have been demolished, leaving no physical trace above ground. The Llanelly Union 
Workhouse, which served Kidwelly, Burry Port, Pembrey, and Llanelli, stood on Lakefield 
Road in Llanelli. It is gone. The land it occupied has been absorbed into the modern fabric of 
the town. The only record of its existence lies in the admission registers, the minute books of 
the Board of Guardians, and the census returns that list its inmates. 

The St Asaph workhouse deserves particular mention because of one of its former inmates. 
Henry Morton Stanley, the explorer who found David Livingstone in central Africa and whose 
name became synonymous with the Victorian age of discovery, was placed in the St Asaph 
Union Workhouse as a child. He spent years there under the name John Rowlands, receiving 
an education of sorts and an experience of institutional life that he never forgot. The 
workhouse at St Asaph survives today as a monument to all those, famous and unknown, who 
passed through its doors. 

Life Inside the Workhouse 

The regime of the Welsh workhouse was governed by the rules laid down by the Poor Law 
Commission and its successor bodies. Inmates were classified on admission: able-bodied men, 
able-bodied women, children, the elderly, the sick, and the infirm were each assigned to 
separate wards. Husbands and wives were separated. Children over a certain age were 
separated from their parents. The separation of families was not an incidental consequence of 
the system; it was a deliberate feature, designed to make the workhouse sufficiently unpleasant 
to deter all but the genuinely destitute. 

The working day was long. Able-bodied men performed the heavy labour of the institution: 
breaking stone for road repair, grinding corn in the hand mill, pumping water, digging the 
gardens. Women cooked, cleaned, washed, and sewed. Children attended the workhouse 
school, where basic literacy and numeracy were taught alongside practical skills. The elderly 



and infirm, if they were able, performed lighter tasks such as picking oakum, the tedious and 
painful work of unravelling old rope fibres for use as caulking. 

Food was plain and carefully measured. The standard diet prescribed by the Commission 
allowed for bread, gruel, potatoes, meat on certain days, and cheese. In practice, the quality 
varied considerably between institutions and over time. Some boards of guardians were more 
humane than others. Some workhouse masters were competent and conscientious; others 
were corrupt or cruel. The records of Poor Law Unions contain complaints, investigations, and 
dismissals alongside the routine minutes of ordinary administration. 

The workhouse held Welsh speakers in a system administered almost entirely in English. The 
language of the registers, the rules, the menus, the reports, and the correspondence with the 
Commission was English. A Welsh-speaking family from the upland farms of Cardiganshire or 
the slate quarrying villages of Merionethshire, arriving at the workhouse gate in desperation, 
entered an institution where the dominant language was not their own. This was not an 
incidental discomfort. In a society where Welsh was the language of chapel, community, and 
home, the enforced use of English within the workhouse walls was experienced as a form of 
cultural dispossession. 

Who Entered the Workhouse 

The common assumption that the Victorian workhouse was filled with the idle and the 
dissolute is not borne out by the records. Analysis of admission registers across Wales reveals 
a population dominated by the elderly, the sick, the orphaned, the disabled, and families 
caught in temporary crisis. The able-bodied man refusing honest work in favour of workhouse 
comfort, the figure of horror conjured by the reformers of 1834, was largely a fiction. 

The majority of long-term inmates in Welsh workhouses were elderly people who had outlived 
their means of support, widows and widowers without family to care for them, children 
orphaned or abandoned, and men and women whose health had broken down and who could 
no longer maintain themselves. Industrial accidents filled beds in the Glamorgan and 
Monmouthshire unions. Seasonal unemployment in agriculture filled the rural unions in 
winter. Trade depressions brought waves of admissions to the coalfield unions whenever the 
iron or coal markets collapsed. 

The names in the admission registers tell human stories of extraordinary range. Miners from 
Merthyr Tydfil. Fishermen from Cardigan Bay. Domestic servants from Cardiff. Drovers from 
Tregaron. Quarrymen from Ffestiniog. Lead miners from Flintshire. Tinplate workers from 
Llanelli. Farmers' widows from the Vale of Clwyd. All arrived at the workhouse gate through 
different circumstances, but all shared the experience of last resort. 

The End of the System 

The Poor Law Amendment Act was amended, reformed, and gradually dismantled over the 
century that followed its passage. The Local Government Act of 1929 transferred the functions 
of the Poor Law Unions to the new county and county borough councils. In 1930 the unions 
were formally abolished, and the workhouses became Public Assistance Institutions under 
local authority control. The National Assistance Act of 1948 finally abolished the Poor Law 
itself, replacing it with the framework of the modern welfare state. 

By 1948 most of the workhouse buildings had already been converted to other purposes. Many 
had become hospitals, absorbing their wards and beds into the new National Health Service. 
Some had been demolished. A handful survived in various forms of institutional use. Very few 
remained recognisable as the buildings they had once been. 

The records survived in archives. Carmarthenshire Archives, Gwent Archives, Glamorgan 
Archives, Denbighshire Archives, the National Library of Wales, and the Pembrokeshire 



Record Office hold the minute books, admission registers, punishment books, medical officer 
reports, and correspondence of many of the Welsh unions. FamilySearch has digitised some 
of these collections, making them accessible to researchers and descendants worldwide. The 
Abergavenny Union records, covering admissions from 1843 to 1929, are among the most 
detailed surviving Welsh workhouse datasets. 

This Project 

This interactive map and survey is the first attempt to bring all forty-seven Welsh Poor Law 
Union workhouse sites together in a single GPS-verified digital record. Each pin on the map 
represents a location where Welsh men, women, and children were admitted in destitution, 
separated from their families, set to work under institutional discipline, and in many cases 
died within the walls. 

The map uses the methodology of Fifth Generation Memorial Research and Convergent 
Heritage Recovery, developed by Graham Tudor Emmanuel of Kidwelly, Carmarthenshire. 
The approach integrates physical survey and GPS coordinate verification with archival 
research, digital publication through People's Collection Wales, and formal submission to the 
Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales for accession into the 
Coflein national database. 

Each site entry records the name of the union, the county it served, the date of formation, the 
location of the workhouse building, the current status of the building where known, and notes 
on the particular character of the institution and the community it served. The Llanelly Union 
entry records that the workhouse at Lakefield Road, Llanelli, served the parishes of Kidwelly, 
Burry Port, Pembrey, and Llanelli. Parishioners from Kidwelly who fell into destitution in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries would have passed through that building. 

The project will expand. Individual union articles will follow, drawing on archival sources, 
admission records, board of guardian’s minutes, and local history. The Rebecca Riots 
connection will be traced across the relevant union districts. Building histories will be recorded 
where the evidence exists. The stories held in the admission registers, of the named individuals 
who entered these institutions and the circumstances that brought them there, will be 
recovered where records survive. 

The workhouse is part of Welsh history. Its forty-seven buildings stood at the heart of Welsh 
communities for nearly a century. The people who passed through them were Welsh people, 
Welsh-speaking in many cases, living through the economic and social transformations of the 
industrial age. They deserve to be remembered and their history deserves to be mapped. 

Principal Sources 

Peter Higginbotham, The Workhouse (workhouses.org.uk) — the definitive online reference 
for Poor Law Union history across Britain, providing union-by-union records, building 
histories, and archive locations for all forty-seven Welsh unions documented in this project. 

Carmarthenshire Archives, Haverfordwest Record Office, Gwent Archives (Ebbw Vale), 
Glamorgan Archives (Cardiff), Denbighshire Archives (Ruthin), National Library of Wales 
(Aberystwyth) — principal repositories for Welsh Poor Law Union records including board of 
guardian’s minute books, admission and discharge registers, creed registers, punishment 
books, and medical officer reports. 

FamilySearch Historical Records — digitised workhouse registers for several Welsh unions 
including Abergavenny (Monmouthshire), covering 1843 to 1929. 



Nicola Blacklaws, Wales, Welfare and the Workhouse, Four Nations History Network, 2017 — 
a scholarly account of the particular character of the Welsh Poor Law experience and the 
resistance it generated. 

David Jones, Before Rebecca: Popular Protests in Wales 1793-1835 (1973); David Williams, 
The Rebecca Riots: A Study in Agrarian Discontent (1955) — standard historical accounts of 
Welsh rural resistance in the Poor Law era. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 (4 and 5 William IV c.76); The Local Government Act 
1929; The National Assistance Act 1948 — the legislative framework of the workhouse system 
from establishment to abolition. 
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Brecknock — A County Introduction 

Brecknock — Breconshire in its anglicised form, Brycheiniog in Welsh — was a county defined 
by its landscape more completely than almost any other in Wales. The Brecon Beacons rose to 
the south, the Black Mountains to the east, the wild uplands of the Cambrian divide to the 
north-west. The rivers Wye and Usk drained its valleys, connecting its market towns to the 
English border country on one side and to the industrial south on the other. It was neither 
wholly Welsh nor wholly English, neither mountain nor valley, neither purely agricultural nor 
industrial — a border county in the deepest sense, shaped by the conjunction of influences that 
the Welsh Marches had always produced. 

Brecknock in 1836 was administered through four Poor Law Unions: Brecknock, Builth, 
Crickhowell, and Hay. Each served a distinct part of the county and drew parishes from both 
sides of the county boundary into Herefordshire and Radnorshire, reflecting the border 
geography that made Breconshire impossible to administer within strict county lines. The Hay 
Union included parishes in Herefordshire and Radnorshire. The Crickhowell Union served the 
Usk valley between Brecon and Abergavenny. The Brecknock Union served the county town 
and its upland hinterland. The Builth Union served the Wye valley parishes around the spa 
town of Builth Wells. 

Poverty in Breconshire had a particular character. This was farming country — cattle and sheep 
on the upland commons, mixed farming in the valley floors. Agricultural labourers were 
vulnerable to the seasonal poverty that drove admissions across rural Wales. But Breconshire 
also had a lead-mining tradition in parts, and the iron and coal industries of Merthyr Tydfil 
pressed against its southern boundary, drawing younger workers into the industrial economy 
and leaving behind those too old or too tied to their parishes to follow. 

The four Breconshire workhouses provide some of the most vivid individual human stories in 
this entire project: a named scandal involving a workhouse master's misconduct with a named 
female inmate, a journalist's firsthand account of a night spent in the Brecon casual ward, and 
three named men imprisoned for breaking a window in desperation when relief was refused. 
 

Union One — Brecknock Poor Law Union 

Formed:  5 October 1836 
County:  Breconshire — 47 Guardians 
1831 census population:  17,550 
Workhouse location:  Bailihelig Road, approximately one mile south-west of Brecon 
Built:  1838 to 1839 
Authorised capacity:  100 inmates — expenditure £2,649 
Building plan:  Long entrance block facing north-east — parallel rear accommodation block 
connected by short spine — separate infirmary to rear 
Building status:  Became St David's Hospital — now a residential property known as the Old 
Workhouse 



Notable document:  Henry Stuart Baker, An Amateur Tramp's Experience, Brecon County Times, 
September 1910 
 

Formation and the County Town 

The Brecknock Poor Law Union was formed on 5 October 1836, its forty-seven Guardians 
representing the parishes of the county town and its extensive agricultural hinterland. Brecon 
— a market town on the confluence of the Usk and the Honddu, its medieval castle, cathedral 
church, and regimental barracks giving it a military and ecclesiastical character distinct from 
the market towns of the Welsh west — was the natural administrative centre. The workhouse 
was not built until 1838 to 1839, on Bailihelig Road approximately a mile to the south-west of 
Brecon, at a cost of two thousand six hundred and forty-nine pounds for a building intended 
for 100 inmates. 

The Guardian's Dilemma — Generosity Under Scrutiny 

The Brecknock Union provides a clear example of the tension between local practice and 
central direction that characterised Welsh Poor Law administration. The Poor Law 
Commissioners consistently criticised Welsh Boards of Guardians for excessive generosity in 
providing outdoor relief — giving money or food to the poor without requiring workhouse 
admission. A local commentator captured the dilemma precisely: the Guardian was often but 
a remove above the pauper he had to relieve, a man who understood poverty from the inside 
and who knew that rigid application of the less eligibility principle to scattered Beacons 
farming communities would produce not deterrence but catastrophe. This tension was not 
resolved until the 1870s, when general economic improvement led to a more open national 
approach to outdoor relief. 

A Night in the Spike — Henry Stuart Baker, 1910 

One of the most vivid documents in the history of any Welsh workhouse is a piece of 
journalism. In September 1910, Henry Stuart Baker spent a night in the casual ward of the 
Brecknock Union workhouse and published his experience in the Brecon County Times under 
the heading An Amateur Tramp's Experience — A Night in Brecon Casual Ward. Baker 
described approaching Brecon in the September sunshine, seeing the town glittering white a 
mile away, and then turning his attention to the institutional reality that awaited him. His 
resting place, he wrote, was not to be under the roof of one of those scenic dwelling places, but 
in Brecon spike. 

Baker's account belongs to the tradition of social investigation that Jack London had practised 
in London's casual wards in 1902 and that George Orwell would continue in Paris and London 
in 1933. That such investigation was being conducted in Brecon in 1910 by a local man writing 
for a local paper suggests the workhouse remained a live social question at the end of its 
operation, not a settled institution accepted without question. The document is reproduced on 
workhouses.org.uk and provides a rare firsthand Welsh workhouse narrative from the 
perspective of an inmate, however temporary and voluntary his admission. 

Archive Sources 

Powys Archives, The Gwalia, Llandrindod Wells, Powys LD1 6AA. The building survives as the 
Old Workhouse on Bailihelig Road, Brecon. 
 

 



Union Two — Builth Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Breconshire (also Radnorshire) 
Workhouse location:  South of Builth Wells, east side of Brecon Road — address recorded after 
1904 as Victoria House, Brecon Road 
Building plan:  Irregular layout — T-shaped central block — long south-eastern range — entrance 
with boardroom and vagrants' ward — T-shaped infirmary to north-east with isolation block and 
mortuary 
Construction defect:  June 1875 — new building found structurally defective — assessment by 
Hereford architect commissioned 
Wartime use:  August 1914 — women's ward given to Red Cross — boardroom surrendered 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  Powys Archives, Llandrindod Wells 
 

Formation and the Wye Valley 

The Builth Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the upper Wye valley parishes around 
Builth Wells, a market and spa town whose waters attracted visitors while its market served 
the farming communities of the surrounding hills. The union extended into Radnorshire, 
another cross-boundary arrangement reflecting the Wye valley's natural unity across the 
county line. The workhouse was built to the south of Builth at the east side of the Brecon Road, 
later discreetly renamed Victoria House for birth registration purposes — a softening of 
institutional identity without change of institutional function. 

Defective Construction — 1875 

In June 1875 the Builth Guardians discovered their workhouse was structurally defective. They 
commissioned an assessment from a Hereford architect, and the report documented failures 
that the original construction had concealed until the building had been in use for some years. 
The cost of remedy fell on the ratepayers of the union — a consequence of the economy of 
means the Poor Law Commissioners required of all workhouse construction. Buildings built 
cheaply sometimes proved costly. 

Wartime Service — August 1914 

When war was declared in August 1914 the Builth Guardians acted immediately. The women's 
ward was given over as a wartime Red Cross hospital. The boardroom was surrendered too. 
The institution designed as a deterrent to the able-bodied poor became a facility for the 
injured. The women and children who had occupied the ward were transferred elsewhere. The 
adaptation was total and unremarked — institutional flexibility in service of the state, whatever 
form that state's emergency took. 
 

Union Three — Crickhowell Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Breconshire — Usk valley east of Brecon 
1831 census population:  11,305 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £2,172 — 3s 11d per head — lowest of any Breconshire 
union 
Initial workhouse:  Parish premises at Crickhowell (females) and Llangattock (males) — 
Crickhowell closed 1838 



Final workhouse location:  Steeply sloping site at side of Brecon Canal, Llangattock — regularly 
criticised by Poor Law Board 
Notable scandal:  October 1841 — master Mr Allan investigated for improper liberties with female 
inmate Mary Thomas and for drunkenness 
Surviving structures:  Former laundry, casual ward, workhouse chapel (now house called 
Okefenokee), hearse stabling 
Archive:  Powys Archives, Llandrindod Wells 
 

Formation and a Low Poor Rate 

The Crickhowell Poor Law Union served the Usk valley parishes east of Brecon. With an 
average poor rate of three shillings and eleven pence per head — the lowest of any Breconshire 
union — it was a district that had managed its poor relatively effectively through the old parish 
system. The union's first workhouse used existing premises at Crickhowell for female inmates 
and Llangattock for males, consolidated at Llangattock after 1838. The combined site on a 
steeply sloping bank above the Brecon Canal was repeatedly criticised by the Poor Law Board 
as inadequate — a comment not only on the building but on the awkward site that local 
economy and convenience had imposed on a system that assumed level ground and 
standardised layouts. 

The Scandal of 1841 — Mr Allan and Mary Thomas 

In October 1841 the Board of Guardians' Visiting Committee met to examine serious 
allegations against the workhouse master, a man identified in the records as Mr Allan. He 
stood accused of taking improper liberties with a female inmate named Mary Thomas, and of 
drunkenness and general irregularity in the conduct of his duties. Mary Thomas was the 
named inmate — a woman already in the most vulnerable position the Victorian social order 
could impose, inside a workhouse, subject to the authority of a man whose power over her was 
nearly absolute and whose conduct was reviewed only by a committee that met periodically 
and was not present in the building between meetings. 

The case is recorded in the union's archive and documented in Peter Higginbotham's 
workhouses.org.uk account of the Crickhowell Union. The full outcome is not available in the 
freely accessible sources. But the fact of the inquiry — and the naming of both the master and 
his victim — provides a direct window into the abuse of power that the workhouse system made 
structurally possible. Mr Allan is not exceptional. Workhouse master misconduct was 
documented across the Poor Law system. What is exceptional is that Mary Thomas's name was 
recorded at all. 

What Survives 

The Crickhowell site is notable for the range of structures that survive. The former laundry and 
casual ward stand. The workhouse chapel has been converted to a house known as Okefenokee. 
The stabling built for the workhouse hearse survives. That hearse stabling is the most direct 
physical reminder of what the workhouse ultimately was — a place where people died in 
sufficient numbers to require a dedicated vehicle and permanent stabling for it. The 
Crickhowell hearse house is the most honest memorial to the institution's true function. 
 

 

 

 



Union Four — Hay Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Breconshire (also Herefordshire and Radnorshire — a three-county union) 
1831 census population:  11,403 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £5,492 — 9s 8d per head — highest of any Breconshire 
union 
Workhouse location:  South side of St Mary's Road, west of Hay-on-Wye — four-acre site — built 
1837 
Authorised expenditure:  £3,200 
Building status:  Converted to private dwellings — building survives 
Notable incident:  31 July 1844 — Frederick Atley, Robert Middleton, and Thomas Johnson 
sentenced to 10 days hard labour at Brecon County Gaol for breaking the window of Thomas Perks, 
relieving officer, on being refused relief 
Archive:  Powys Archives — also Herefordshire Archive and Records Centre for Herefordshire 
parishes 
 

Formation and the Three-County Border 

The Hay Poor Law Union was the most distinctively border of Breconshire's four border 
unions. Its parishes came from Breconshire, Herefordshire, and Radnorshire simultaneously 
— three counties meeting at the junction of their ancient territories around the upper Wye. 
Hay-on-Wye sat on the river itself, the Wye forming the boundary between Wales and England, 
the town's history shaped by centuries of contested ownership between Marcher lords and 
Welsh princes. The union it anchored was administered from the Welsh side but served 
communities on both banks whose lives the county boundary had never meaningfully divided. 

The Hay Union's poor rate per head — nine shillings and eight pence — was more than double 
the Crickhowell Union's rate of three shillings and eleven pence. This disparity reflects the 
greater depth of poverty in a larger, more dispersed district where agricultural labour was 
more seasonal and the distances between isolated farms and the workhouse more daunting. 
The Hay union workhouse, built in 1837 to the west of the town opposite St Mary's Church, is 
now converted to private dwellings and survives. 

Three Named Men — 31 July 1844 

On 31 July 1844, Frederick Atley, Robert Middleton, and Thomas Johnson were sentenced to 
ten days' hard labour at Brecon County Gaol for breaking the window of Thomas Perks, the 
relieving officer of the Hay Union, on being refused relief. Three names and one official. A 
broken window. Ten days in gaol as the consequence of rage or desperation when the 
institution designed to help them turned them away. 

The incident is recorded in local historical research and preserved in the Boughrood parish 
history, which draws on the records of the Hay Union. It is one of the few moments in the Hay 
Union's documented history that captures not statistics but people — men who needed 
something and were refused, and who responded in the only way available to them. The 
window of Thomas Perks, the relieving officer, cost them ten days. The poverty that brought 
them to his window cost them more than that. 

The Spike and the Language of Poverty 

A small room by the main gates of the Hay workhouse was reserved for vagrants. From the 
casual ward's labour requirement — the spike used to pick oakum or the stones broken for 
road repair in exchange for overnight shelter — came the word that passed into common 
speech as the generic term for the workhouse itself. The spike. Jack London used it in 1902. 
George Orwell used it in 1933. The word was still current when the last workhouses closed. It 



came from places like the Hay Union's casual ward and entered the language as a single-
syllable verdict on what institutional poverty felt like from the inside. 
 

Breconshire — Summary and Connections 

Breconshire's four Poor Law Unions administered the New Poor Law in one of Wales's most 
physically demanding environments. The distances, the terrain, the scattered character of an 
upland agricultural population, and the cross-border complexity of unions that served three 
counties simultaneously made the Breconshire Poor Law a different enterprise from the 
concentrated urban institutions of Glamorgan or the compact coastal unions of 
Pembrokeshire. 

Three threads connect the four unions. The border thread is unique to Breconshire in its 
completeness — every union crossed county lines, and the Hay Union crossed into two English 
counties simultaneously. The cross-boundary character of these institutions was not an 
administrative convenience but an honest reflection of the communities they served, whose 
lives the county boundary had never governed. 

The human story thread is exceptionally rich. Mary Thomas, named in the 1841 inquiry into 
the Crickhowell master's misconduct. Frederick Atley, Robert Middleton, and Thomas 
Johnson, named in the 1844 assault on the Hay relieving officer's window. Henry Stuart Baker, 
named journalist, who spent a September night in 1910 in the Brecon spike and told his readers 
what he found there. These are not statistics. They are people — a workhouse inmate, three 
desperate men, one curious reporter — whose names the records preserved and whose stories 
this project recovers. 

The physical thread runs through all four unions. The Old Workhouse on Bailihelig Road in 
Brecon. The converted cottages of the Hay workhouse opposite St Mary's Church. The laundry, 
casual ward, chapel, and hearse stabling at Crickhowell. These surviving structures are the 
material evidence of a century of Breconshire poverty, preserved in stone and mortar on the 
sites where the county's destitute were housed. 

The next document in this series covers Monmouthshire — six unions, the county of the 
Newport Rising and the Chartist movement, where the New Poor Law met some of its most 
politically organised and articulate opposition. 
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Carnarvonshire — A County Introduction 

Carnarvonshire — Caernarfonshire in the modern Welsh spelling, the county of the great 
castles of Edward I's conquest — was in the nineteenth century the heartland of the north 
Welsh slate industry, a place where the ancient landscape of mountains and peninsulas was 
being transformed by an industry that would, at its peak, supply a third of all roofing slate used 
in the world. The county's four Poor Law Unions — Bangor and Beaumaris, Carnarvon, 
Conway, and Pwllheli — served communities as varied as any in Wales: the cathedral city of 
Bangor and the walled town of Caernarfon in their administrative roles; the remote Llŷn 
Peninsula reaching into the Irish Sea; the conurbation of the slate quarrying communities 
around Bethesda, Llanberis, and Dinorwig; and the Conway valley parishes on the county's 
eastern border with Denbighshire. 

Carnarvonshire was overwhelmingly Welsh-speaking, its language as deeply rooted as in 
Cardiganshire or Merionethshire, its Nonconformist chapel culture equally powerful. The 
arrival of the New Poor Law in 1837 was met with the same resistance that characterised the 
response across rural Welsh-speaking Wales. The Bangor and Beaumaris Union workhouse 
did not open until September 1845. The Carnarvon workhouse did not open until 1846. 
Conway delayed until the late 1850s. Only Pwllheli moved more promptly. The county 
produced, in the Great Penrhyn Quarry Strike of 1900 to 1903, the longest industrial dispute 
in British history — three years in which the quarrymen of Bethesda and their families faced 
destitution rather than submit to Lord Penrhyn's terms, and in which the community 
expressed its solidarity with the famous phrase Nid oes bradwr yn y tŷ hwn — There is no 
traitor in this house — written in windows across the village. That community and its values 
were the same community that had resisted the workhouse decades earlier. 

Two published histories of Carnarvonshire workhouses exist and are among the most 
significant pieces of local scholarship on any Welsh workhouse institutions. Cledwyn Flynn-
Hughes published The Workhouses of Caernarvonshire 1760 to 1914 in the Caernarvonshire 
Historical Society Transactions in 1946, providing a comprehensive account of pre-union and 
union workhouse provision across the county. Jean Lindsay published The Problems of the 
Caernarfon Union Workhouse from 1846 to 1930 in the same Transactions in 1991 to 1992. 
The Pwllheli workhouse was the subject of a Welsh-language history by Geraint Jones in 1992: 
Carchar, Nid Cartref — Hanes Cynnar Wyrcws Pwllheli 1840 to 1890, whose title translates as 
Prison, Not Home: the Early History of Pwllheli Workhouse. That title says everything about 
how the communities of the Llŷn Peninsula regarded the institution built to serve them. 
 

Union One — Bangor and Beaumaris Poor Law Union 

Formed:  30 May 1837 
County:  Carnarvonshire and Anglesey — 21 constituent parishes, 30 Guardians 
1831 census population:  19,972 — ranging from Llanfihangel-tyn-Sylwy (62 people) to Bangor 
itself (4,751) 
First master and matron salary:  £80 per annum — advertised 1845 



Workhouse opened:  September 1845 — eight years after union formation 
1853 inmates:  78 — mostly children 
Christmas 1869:  Inmates dined on roast beef and plum pudding — local community donated fruit, 
buns, sweets and potted Christmas trees 
1905 outing:  Inmates enjoyed trip to Baron Hill, Beaumaris, hosted by Lady Magdalen Bulkeley — 
strolled grounds or listened to gramophone on lawn 
1912 to 1913:  Large new workhouse infirmary erected on west side of Carnarvon Road — 
immediately taken over for use as military hospital on outbreak of First World War 
Post-war:  Infirmary site became St David's Hospital — maternity and children's hospital — closed 
1994 — now retail park 
Main workhouse site:  Became creamery after 1930 — buildings demolished — supermarket now 
occupies site 
Archive:  Gwynedd Archives Service, Caernarfon Record Office, Swyddfa'r Cyngor, Caernarfon LL55 
1SH 
 

Formation and the Cathedral City 

The Bangor and Beaumaris Poor Law Union was formed on 30 May 1837, its thirty Guardians 
representing twenty-one parishes drawn from both Carnarvonshire and Anglesey across the 
Menai Strait. Bangor, the cathedral city on the shore of the strait, was the dominant centre of 
the union — a place of ecclesiastical and educational significance whose university college, 
opened in 1884, would make it the intellectual capital of north Wales. Beaumaris, the medieval 
walled town on the Anglesey shore opposite Bangor, lent its name to the union and its 
Guardians, though the administrative centre lay firmly on the mainland side. 

Like most Welsh unions, Bangor and Beaumaris resisted building a workhouse for years after 
its formation. Eight years passed between the union's creation in 1837 and the opening of its 
workhouse in September 1845. When the union advertised for its first workhouse master and 
matron, it offered a combined salary of eighty pounds per annum — a modest sum reflecting 
the scale of the institution and the expectations of the period. 

Human Moments — Christmas 1869 and the 1905 Outing 

The History Points account of the Bangor workhouse preserves two human moments that 
illuminate institutional life in ways that the official records rarely do. At Christmas 1869 the 
inmates of the Bangor workhouse dined on roast beef and plum pudding, their festive meal 
supplemented by donations from the local community of fruit, buns, sweets, and potted 
Christmas trees. The community that had built the workhouse and was required to support it 
financially also, in this moment, humanised it — bringing to its inmates a version, however 
constrained by institutional walls, of what Christmas meant in the homes and chapels of 
Bangor. 

In 1905, a different kind of human moment. The inmates enjoyed a trip to Baron Hill, 
Beaumaris — the seat of the Bulkeley family, one of the great landed families of Anglesey — 
hosted by Lady Magdalen Bulkeley. They strolled around the grounds or listened to a 
gramophone on the lawn. Men and women who had entered the workhouse at the lowest point 
of their lives, who had surrendered their freedom and their family connections as the price of 
institutional relief, were for one afternoon guests on the lawn of one of Anglesey's finest 
estates, listening to one of the new century's most remarkable technologies. The gramophone 
on the lawn at Baron Hill in 1905 is an image of unexpected grace in the history of the Bangor 
workhouse. 

 

 



The Penrhyn Strike and the Workhouse 

The Bangor and Beaumaris Union served the communities immediately adjacent to the 
Penrhyn Quarry at Bethesda, where the Great Strike of 1900 to 1903 — the longest industrial 
dispute in British history — created destitution on a scale that the workhouse system was ill-
equipped to address. Three thousand quarrymen locked out by Lord Penrhyn over three years. 
By the end of 1901 Bethesda village was described as desolate, its families devoid of work, 
money, and food, fever spreading through the schools. By 1902, seven hundred men had 
reluctantly returned to the quarry and another two thousand had left the area, most going to 
work in the coalfields of south Wales. 

The phrase that defined the community's solidarity — Nid oes bradwr yn y tŷ hwn, there is no 
traitor in this house, written in windows across the village to identify those who refused to 
break the strike — was an expression of the same values that had made Welsh communities 
resist the workhouse for decades. The workhouse on Carnarvon Road was the institution that 
the Penrhyn strikers' families would have faced if private charity and trade union support had 
failed. The records of the Bangor Union for the years 1900 to 1903 would document the 
admissions that the strike produced among those without the support network that kept most 
strikers' families out of the workhouse. 

From Workhouse to Hospital to Supermarket 

The new workhouse infirmary built in 1912 to 1913 was immediately requisitioned for use as a 
military hospital when war broke out in 1914, its wards converting from pauper patients to 
wounded soldiers without pause. After the war the infirmary site became St David's Hospital, 
serving the community as a maternity and children's facility until its closure in 1994, when a 
retail park was built on the site. The main workhouse building became a creamery after 1930 
and has since been demolished, its site now occupied by a supermarket. The complete erasure 
of the physical evidence of the Bangor Union workhouse from the landscape of the city is one 
of the more thorough obliterations of any Welsh workhouse site in the project. 
 

Union Two — Caernarvon Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1 June 1837 
County:  Caernarvonshire and Anglesey — 16 constituent parishes, 27 Guardians 
1831 census population:  22,019 — ranging from Bettws Garmon (128) to Llanbeblig (7,642) 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £6,364 — 5s 9d per head 
Resistance:  Considerable opposition to the new workhouse system — not until 1846 that a 
workhouse became operational — nine years after formation 
Published histories:  Flynn-Hughes, The Workhouses of Caernarvonshire 1760 to 1914 (1946) — 
Lindsay, The Problems of the Caernarfon Union Workhouse 1846 to 1930 (1991 to 1992) 
Archive:  Caernarfon Record Office, Swyddfa'r Cyngor, Caernarfon LL55 1SH — Guardians' minute 
books (1907 to 1929), births (1872 to 1902) 
 

Formation and the Castle Town 

The Carnarvon Poor Law Union was formed on 1 June 1837 to serve the walled town of 
Caernarfon and its surrounding parishes, including communities on the Anglesey side of the 
Menai Strait. Caernarfon was the county town of Caernarvonshire, its massive Edwardian 
castle — built by Edward I as the seat of his conquest of Wales — dominating the town from its 
position above the waters of the Menai. The irony of a Poor Law Union centred on the most 
potent symbol of English governance in Wales was not lost on the Welsh-speaking 
communities that the union served. Edward I had built his castle here in 1283; the Poor Law 



Commission had formed its union here in 1837. Both were impositions from outside on a 
community that had not sought them. 

In Carnarvon, as across most of Caernarvonshire, there was considerable opposition to the 
new workhouse system. It was not until 1846 — nine years after the union's formation — that 
a workhouse became operational. The delay reflected both principled resistance and the 
practical difficulty of persuading a community that had managed its poor through its own 
networks of chapel, family, and neighbourhood to accept an institution designed to replace 
those networks with institutional discipline. 

A Well-Studied Institution 

The Carnarvon Union workhouse is among the most thoroughly studied of any Welsh 
institution, with two published histories in the Caernarvonshire Historical Society 
Transactions providing detailed accounts of its pre-union antecedents and its operation from 
opening in 1846 through to abolition in 1930. Jean Lindsay's The Problems of the Caernarfon 
Union Workhouse from 1846 to 1930 is particularly valuable, its title's use of the word 
problems acknowledging directly that the institution was characterised throughout its 
operation by difficulties — financial, administrative, physical, and human — that the county's 
resistance to the system had not prevented but had complicated at every stage. 

Stephen Walcott, the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner who visited Caernarvonshire prior to 
the formation of the unions in 1837, found that parish provision for the poor was limited across 
the county, with instances of whole families trying to subsist on as little as a shilling a week. 
No parish workhouses were operating. The New Poor Law arrived into a county that had 
neither the institutional infrastructure of the English parishes nor the willingness to create the 
new infrastructure being demanded of it. 
 

Union Three — Conway Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Caernarvonshire and Denbighshire 
1831 census population:  9,703 — ranging from Dolygarrog (158) to Llansaintffraid (1,306) 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £4,209 — 8s 8d per head 
Authorised workhouse expenditure:  £3,535 — for up to 200 inmates — authorised 1838 
Workhouse construction:  Nearly twenty years between authorisation and construction — 
delayed until the late 1850s 
Workhouse location:  North side of Bangor Road, approximately half a mile north-west of Conwy 
town 
Archive:  Gwynedd Archives Service, Caernarfon Record Office 
 

Formation and a Twenty-Year Delay 

The Conway Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the parishes of the Conway valley 
and the north Caernarvonshire coast, its territory crossing into Denbighshire. Conwy was a 
medieval walled town with an Edwardian castle — another of the ring of fortifications with 
which Edward I had sought to secure his conquest of Wales — whose character in the 
nineteenth century was shaped by the growing tourist trade attracted by its picturesque setting 
on the river estuary and by the limestone quarrying of the Penmaenmawr district to the west. 

The Conway Union's resistance to building a workhouse was among the most sustained in 
north Wales. The Poor Law Commissioners authorised an expenditure of three thousand five 
hundred and thirty-five pounds for a building to accommodate up to 200 inmates as early as 



1838 — just one year after the union's formation. But as in many other Welsh unions, there 
was little enthusiasm for the new workhouse system. It was nearly twenty years before 
construction actually took place, the workhouse finally being erected in the late 1850s on the 
north side of the Bangor Road about half a mile from the town. The delay of almost two decades 
between authorisation and construction is one of the longest gaps in the Welsh workhouse 
record, exceeded in duration only by the Rhayader Union's forty-one years of non-compliance. 

The Long-Term Inmates of 1861 

The 1861 return of long-term workhouse inmates — every adult who had been continuously in 
the workhouse for five years or more — was published for the Conway Union as for all Welsh 
unions, and the records are accessible on workhouses.org.uk. This document, produced barely 
a few years after the Conway workhouse finally opened, already recorded individuals who had 
entered the institution and been unable to leave — the elderly, the severely disabled, the 
chronically sick — for whom the building that the community had spent twenty years avoiding 
had become a permanent home. The names in the 1861 return are among the earliest 
individual records for the Conway Union, a snapshot of its first long-term population taken 
just as the institution was finding its place in the life of the Conway valley. 
 

Union Four — Pwllheli Poor Law Union 

Formed:  3 June 1837 
County:  Caernarvonshire — serving the Llŷn Peninsula 
Pre-union conditions:  Assistant Poor Law Commissioner found whole families subsisting on as 
little as one shilling a week — no parish workhouses operating 
Workhouse location:  Pwllheli, Caernarvonshire — cruciform or square plan layout 
Building plan:  Entrance and administrative block facing road to south — accommodation wings 
for different classes radiating from central supervisory hub 
Archive:  Caernarfon Record Office — Guardians' minute books (1837 to 1844, 1847 to 1930), 
admissions and discharges (1853 to 1923), births (1853 to 1914), apprenticeships (1877 to 1911) 
Welsh-language history:  Geraint Jones, Carchar, Nid Cartref — Hanes Cynnar Wyrcws Pwllheli 
1840 to 1890 (1992) — Prison, Not Home: the Early History of Pwllheli Workhouse 
 

Formation and the Remote Peninsula 

The Pwllheli Poor Law Union was formed on 3 June 1837, three days after the Carnarvon 
Union and four days after Bangor and Beaumaris, to serve the parishes of the Llŷn Peninsula 
— the long arm of land that reaches south-west into the Irish Sea, one of the most remote and 
most thoroughly Welsh-speaking communities in the whole of Wales. Pwllheli was the market 
town of the peninsula, its harbour serving the fishing and coastal trade communities of a 
landscape that had little contact with the industrial north Wales of slate quarrying and copper 
smelting. The poverty that Assistant Poor Law Commissioner Stephen Walcott found when he 
visited — families trying to subsist on a shilling a week, no parish workhouses operating — was 
the quiet, invisible poverty of isolation and agricultural decline. 

The Pwllheli Guardians were, notably, less resistant to building a workhouse than their 
counterparts in the other Caernarvonshire unions. While Bangor delayed until 1845, 
Carnarvon until 1846, and Conway until the late 1850s, Pwllheli moved more promptly to 
establish its institution. The workhouse was built to a cruciform or square plan typical of the 
period, its entrance and administrative block facing the road to the south, its accommodation 
wings for different classes of inmates radiating from a central supervisory hub that allowed the 
master to oversee all sections from a single point. 



Carchar, Nid Cartref — Prison, Not Home 

The Welsh-language history of the Pwllheli workhouse by Geraint Jones, published in 1992 
under the title Carchar, Nid Cartref — Prison, Not Home — is one of the very few Welsh-
language historical studies of any Welsh workhouse institution. Its title, taken from the way 
the communities of the Llŷn Peninsula understood the building that had been built in their 
midst, is the most direct and honest description of the workhouse experience in Welsh: not a 
home, however it was labelled; not a shelter, however it was justified; but a prison, entered by 
the destitute and enclosing them behind walls of institutional discipline from which there was 
no legal exit without the guardian's permission. 

The Caernarfon Record Office holds substantial records for the Pwllheli Union, including 
Guardians' minute books covering most of the period from 1837 to 1930, admissions and 
discharges from 1853 to 1923, births from 1853 to 1914, and apprenticeship records from 1877 
to 1911. The apprenticeship records are particularly significant — they document the children 
of the workhouse being placed with employers across the district, their indentures binding 
them to work in exchange for board, lodging, and training. For workhouse children, the 
apprenticeship was often the only route out of the institution, and the records of those 
placements are among the few documents that follow individual children from the workhouse 
into the wider world. 

The Llŷn Peninsula and Welsh Cultural Identity 

The Llŷn Peninsula that the Pwllheli Union served was, and remains, one of the most intensely 
Welsh-speaking areas of Wales. Its remoteness from the anglicising influences of the north 
Wales coast, its strong Nonconformist chapel culture, and its fishing and farming economy 
gave it a cultural coherence that the workhouse system's English-language administration sat 
uneasily within. Men and women from the peninsula's farms and fishing villages who entered 
the Pwllheli workhouse entered an institution where the dominant language of authority was 
not their own, where the rules were written in English, and where their Welsh identity was 
processed through an administrative framework that had been designed without reference to 
it. Geraint Jones's title captures this in a single phrase. It was a prison. It was not a home. 
 

Caernarvonshire — Summary and Connections 

Caernarvonshire’s four Poor Law Unions administered the New Poor Law in a county that 
combined one of the world's great industrial operations — the north Welsh slate industry — 
with some of the most remote and Welsh-speaking rural communities in Britain. The 
combination produced a workhouse history of unusual richness, from the Christmas feast at 
Bangor and the gramophone on Lady Bulkeley's lawn to the destitution of the Penrhyn Strike 
and the Welsh-language verdict of Carchar, Nid Cartref. 

Three threads connect the four unions and give Caernarvonshire its particular character in the 
wider story. 

The resistance thread runs through all four unions, though with different intensities. Bangor 
delayed eight years. Carnarvon delayed nine. Conway delayed nearly twenty. Only Pwllheli 
moved with relative promptness. Across the county the pattern was consistent: communities 
that had managed their poor through chapel, family, and neighbourhood saw no need for the 
institution London was requiring them to build, and they delayed as long as they could. The 
Great Penrhyn Strike is the same resistance in a different form — communities that had 
learned to hold together under pressure, to say Nid oes bradwr yn y tŷ hwn and mean it, did 
not submit to the workhouse without the same determination. 



The published history thread is stronger in Caernarvonshire than in almost any other Welsh 
county. Two histories of the Carnarvon workhouse. A Welsh-language history of Pwllheli. A 
county-wide survey of workhouses from 1760 to 1914. These publications make 
Caernarvonshire’s workhouse history more accessible to researchers than almost any other 
Welsh county's, and the scholarship they represent — particularly Geraint Jones's Welsh-
language study — establishes a tradition of local engagement with this history that the 
Workhouses of Wales project honours and extends. 

The human moment thread is surprisingly tender in Caernarvonshire. The Christmas feast of 
1869 at Bangor, with its community donations of buns and potted trees. The afternoon at 
Baron Hill in 1905, with Lady Bulkeley's gramophone on the lawn. These are not the moments 
of resistance or industrial conflict that characterise the south Welsh workhouse story. They are 
moments of unexpected grace in an institution designed for deterrence, moments when the 
humanity of the people inside it briefly overrode the system that enclosed them. 

The next and final county document in this series covers Denbighshire and Flintshire together 
— six unions across two north-east Welsh counties, culminating at St Asaph with the most 
complete surviving workhouse complex in Wales and the story of its most famous former 
inmate: Henry Morton Stanley, the explorer who found David Livingstone in central Africa, 
who grew up in the St Asaph workhouse as an abandoned child named John Rowlands. 
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Cardiganshire — A County Introduction 

Cardiganshire — Ceredigion in Welsh, the old name now restored as the county's official title 
— was in the nineteenth century the most thoroughly Welsh-speaking county in Wales. 
Stretching from the Cardigan Bay coast in the west to the Cambrian Mountains in the east, 
from the Teifi valley in the south to the mountains of northern Ceredigion, it was a county of 
farmers, fishermen, lead miners, drovers, and the scholars and preachers of the 
Nonconformist chapels that were the social and spiritual backbone of rural Welsh life. No other 
county in Wales had so little contact with the anglicising forces of industrialisation. No other 
county maintained its Welsh language so completely into the twentieth century. No other 
county experienced the New Poor Law of 1834 as so profound a cultural intrusion. 

The five Poor Law Unions of Cardiganshire — Aberaeron, Aberystwyth, Cardigan, Lampeter, 
and Tregaron — each served communities that were overwhelmingly Welsh-speaking, 
Nonconformist in religion, and agricultural or maritime in occupation. The populations they 
served had been managing their own poor through the mechanisms of the Welsh parish for 
two centuries, in Welsh, through social structures embedded in community life. The new 
English-language institutional system imposed on them in 1837 represented not merely a 
change in administrative practice but a challenge to the cultural basis of Welsh community life 
itself. 

Cardiganshire's poverty in the nineteenth century was not the dramatic, visible poverty of the 
industrial valleys. It was quieter, older, and in many ways harder to escape. It was the poverty 
of smallholders who could not sustain their families through a bad harvest, of agricultural 
labourers paid by the season and destitute in winter, of fishermen whose boats were lost to the 
sea, of lead miners in the upland districts whose industry declined through the second half of 
the century as cheaper ore from overseas undercut the Welsh product, and of the very old 
whose children had left for the towns and who had no one to care for them in their final years. 
It was a poverty that the workhouse was ill-equipped to address, designed as it was for urban 
populations rather than the scattered rural communities of the Cambrian Mountains. 

The records of the five Cardiganshire unions are among the best preserved of any Welsh 
county, held in their entirety at Ceredigion Archives in Aberystwyth. The Cardiganshire Board 
of Guardians records, covering the Cardigan Union from 1834, the Newcastle Emlyn Union 
from 1916, the Lampeter Union from 1871, the Tregaron Union from 1912, the Aberaeron 
Union from 1854, and the Aberystwyth Union from 1878, form a substantial body of 
documentation that has been catalogued and is accessible to researchers. The Ceredigion 
Historical Society journal has published research drawing on these records, including 
pauperism statistics for the years 1838 to 1843, dietary tables for the Aberystwyth and 
Cardigan workhouses, and a study of pauperism in the Aberystwyth Union for the period 1870 
to 1914. 

A further resource of exceptional value is the County Library in Aberystwyth, which maintains 
an index to press cuttings on local subjects including workhouses in Cardiganshire — the 
Welsh newspaper archive made searchable by local library effort, covering the full period of 
the unions' operation. 



 

Union One — Aberaeron Poor Law Union 

Formed:  8 May 1837 
County:  Cardiganshire 
Parishes:  14 constituent parishes, 16 Guardians 
Workhouse location:  Aberaeron, Cardiganshire — coastal site 
Building status:  Became Aberaeron Hospital — closed 2019 — demolished 2021 
Notable use:  Military hospital for patients in 1917 during the First World War 
Archive:  Ceredigion Archives, Old Town Hall, Queen's Square, Aberystwyth SY23 2EB — 
Guardians' minute books (1837 to 1930), financial records (1837 to 1930), vaccination records (1899 
to 1919) 
 

Formation and the Cardigan Bay Coast 

The Aberaeron Poor Law Union was formed on 8 May 1837 to serve fourteen parishes along 
the Cardigan Bay coast of Cardiganshire. Aberaeron itself was a relatively new town — its 
harbour had been formally established only in 1807, and its grid-plan streets, many still 
recognisable today, were laid out under the direction of the Reverend Alban Thomas Jones 
Gwynne in the early decades of the nineteenth century. By 1837, when the union was formed, 
it was the principal coastal town of mid-Cardiganshire, its harbour serving the fishing fleet and 
the small merchant vessels that connected the Cardigan Bay ports to Bristol, Liverpool, and 
the wider Atlantic trade. 

The union's sixteen Guardians represented its fourteen constituent parishes, a balance of 
electoral representation that gave the coastal and inland farming communities a proportionate 
voice in the administration of relief. The populations they served were fishermen and their 
families along the coast, and agricultural labourers and smallholders in the inland parishes. 
Both communities lived with a precariousness that the Victorian Poor Law was poorly 
equipped to address — seasonal, weather-dependent incomes that could collapse without 
warning and leave families destitute through no fault of their own. 

The Workhouse Building and Its Uses 

The Aberaeron workhouse was built to serve the union's modest population and operated 
continuously until the closure of the Poor Law system in 1930. During the First World War, its 
role changed dramatically when it was used as a military hospital for patients — a photograph 
survives from 1917 showing patients at the Aberaeron military hospital, the institutional 
building pressed into a new form of service by the demands of the conflict. This wartime use 
prefigured the building's post-Poor Law life as Aberaeron Hospital, which served the 
community for decades before closing in 2019. The building was demolished in 2021, removing 
the last physical trace of the workhouse from the Aberaeron townscape. 

The Vaccination Records 

Among the Ceredigion Archives holdings for the Aberayron Union is a set of vaccination 
records covering 1899 to 1919. These records, which document the vaccination of children 
within the union's area of responsibility, are a reminder that the Poor Law Unions had public 
health functions extending well beyond the management of the workhouse. The Board of 
Guardians was responsible for vaccination programmes, sanitation oversight, and the 
recording of vital statistics across their district — functions that made them, in effect, the 
primary public health authority for rural Cardiganshire until the Local Government Act of 1929 
transferred these responsibilities to the county council. 



Archive Sources 

Ceredigion Archives, Old Town Hall, Queen's Square, Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 2EB. 
Surviving records include Guardians' minute books (1837 to 1930), financial records (1837 to 
1930), and vaccination records (1899 to 1919). The National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth 
holds some original building plans for the union's workhouse. 
 

Union Two — Aberystwyth Poor Law Union 

Formed:  5 May 1837 
County:  Cardiganshire — covering the whole of northern Cardiganshire except the parish of 
Yscybor-y-coed (which fell under Machynlleth) 
Workhouse location:  Penglais Road area, Aberystwyth 
Building plan:  Two-storey main building with E-shaped layout — master's quarters at centre, 
males one side, females the other, kitchens and dining hall in centre rear wing — separate overnight 
block for tramps with stone-breaking cells 
Building status:  Converted to residential use — building survives on Penglais Road 
Notable publication:  Dot Jones, Pauperism in the Aberystwyth Poor Law Union 1870 to 1914 — 
National Library of Wales 
Archive:  Ceredigion Archives — Guardians' records (1878 to 1936) — also Cardiganshire Board of 
Guardians, Aberystwyth Union Records 1869 to 1937 on Archives Network Wales 
 

Formation and the Largest Union in Cardiganshire 

The Aberystwyth Poor Law Union was formed on 5 May 1837 and quickly became the largest 
and most complex of the five Cardiganshire unions. Its territory covered the whole of northern 
Cardiganshire northward from Llanrhystud, an enormous rural district extending from the 
Cardigan Bay coast to the upland watersheds of the Cambrian Mountains, with Aberystwyth 
— the county's principal town and later the home of the National Library of Wales and the 
University College of Wales — as its administrative centre. Only the parish of Yscybor-y-coed 
fell outside the Aberystwyth Union's territory, included instead in the Machynlleth Union to 
the north. 

Aberystwyth itself was already a town of significance in 1837 — a market centre, a harbour 
town, a resort beginning to attract summer visitors by the coast road and later by the railway, 
and a place where Welsh cultural life had deep roots. The Eisteddfod tradition, the chapel 
culture, the Welsh language press — all were present in Aberystwyth and the surrounding 
parishes from the early decades of the century. The workhouse that the union built on Penglais 
Road served this community in its times of greatest need while existing in an often uneasy 
relationship with the values that community held about charity, dignity, and the proper 
treatment of the poor. 

The Building — E-Shape on Penglais Road 

The Aberystwyth workhouse was a two-storey main building in an E-shaped layout, its 
master's quarters at the centre with male accommodation on one side and female on the other 
— the standard spatial segregation of the Poor Law workhouse applied to a building designed 
for a rural Welsh community. The centre rear wing contained the kitchens and dining hall. A 
separate block provided overnight accommodation for tramps and vagrants passing through 
the town, equipped with stone-breaking cells — the standard facility through which casual 
labour was extracted from those seeking a night's shelter. The Ceredigion Archives holds a 
photograph of the workhouse entrance, taken in the early twentieth century, that provides a 
direct visual record of the building's institutional character. 



The workhouse building on Penglais Road survived the abolition of the Poor Law and has been 
converted to residential use. It stands today as one of the better-preserved workhouse 
buildings in mid-Wales, its exterior preserving the form of an institution that housed several 
generations of Cardiganshire's poor over nearly a century of operation. 

A Studied Institution — Pauperism 1870 to 1914 

The Aberystwyth Union is one of the few Welsh workhouses to have been the subject of serious 
academic study using its own records. Dot Jones published a detailed investigation of 
pauperism in the Aberystwyth Poor Law Union for the period 1870 to 1914, drawing on the 
union's records held at the National Library of Wales and examining the changing picture of 
poverty across forty-five years of social and economic change in Cardiganshire. The study, 
published in the Ceredigion journal of the Cardiganshire Antiquarian Society in 1980, provides 
a quantitative analysis of admission rates, causes of poverty, and demographic patterns that is 
unparalleled for any other Welsh union of comparable size. 

Peter Williams published a list of inmates of the Aberystwyth Union Workhouse on the 1891 
census in the Cardiganshire Family History Society journal in 1999, providing a named 
snapshot of the institution's population on census night in that year. These named individuals 
— their ages, birthplaces, and circumstances recorded in the census return — give faces to the 
statistical analysis and connect the quantitative study of pauperism to the lived experience of 
the people it describes. 

The workhouse also produced dietary tables, records of what inmates were fed and when, that 
were published in the Ceredigion Historical Society's appendices volume. These tables, 
alongside equivalent records from the Cardigan Union, provide a direct window into daily life 
inside the Cardiganshire workhouses — the gruel, bread, broth, and occasional meat rations 
that sustained the institution's population through its years of operation. 

The Tregaron Absorption 

When the Tregaron Union workhouse closed in 1915 — an early closure driven by the small 
scale of the institution and the difficulty of sustaining it in a remote upland community — its 
remaining inmates were transferred to Aberystwyth. This absorption made the Aberystwyth 
Union the effective provider of workhouse relief for the whole of northern and central 
Cardiganshire in the final fifteen years of the Poor Law's operation, its building receiving the 
displaced inmates of a smaller and more remote institution that could no longer sustain 
independent operation. 

Archive Sources 

Ceredigion Archives, Old Town Hall, Queen's Square, Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 2EB. 
Archives Network Wales catalogue: Cardiganshire Board of Guardians, Aberystwyth Union 
Records 1869 to 1937. The National Library of Wales, Penglais Road, Aberystwyth SY23 3BU, 
holds the records used for Dot Jones's study of pauperism 1870 to 1914, and transcriptions of 
various union records including birth records, dietary tables, and recipes. The BMJ published 
a report on the Aberystwyth Workhouse and Infirmary in 1894, providing a contemporary 
medical assessment of conditions. 
 

Union Three — Cardigan Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Cardiganshire (also Pembrokeshire — 25 parishes across both counties) 
1831 census population:  18,990 across the union's parishes 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £5,368 



Workhouse location:  Elevated site to the west of Cardigan, north of St Dogmaels — known as 
Albro Castle 
Built:  1839 to 1840 
Authorised construction cost:  £3,286 
Architect:  William Owen of Haverfordwest — possibly to plans by G. Wilkinson 
William Owen paid:  £160 for plans, specifications, and supervision. 
Builder:  Benjamin Evans 
First master:  Thomas Lundy (appointed 28 December 1839, served to 1852) 
First matron:  Mary Lundy (appointed same date, served to 1852) 
First medical officer:  William Lane Noott of Cardigan 
Building status:  Survives — used as holiday accommodation, known as Albro Castle 
Archive:  Ceredigion Archives — Guardians' minute books (1837 to 1884), financial records (1842 to 
1889), admissions and discharges (1856 to 1935), births (1901 to 1935), deaths (1901 to 1935) 
 

Formation and the Teifi Estuary 

The Cardigan Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the parishes around the ancient 
town of Cardigan (Aberteifi) at the mouth of the River Teifi, one of the oldest towns in Wales 
and the administrative centre of the southern Cardiganshire coast. The union's twenty-five 
parishes stretched across the county boundary into Pembrokeshire, a cross-border character 
shared by the Newcastle-in-Emlyn Union to the east and reflecting the natural geography of 
the lower Teifi valley, where the river rather than the county line was the defining feature of 
community life. 

The 1831 census recorded 18,990 people within the union's parishes, ranging from the tiny 
community of Monnington or Eglwys Wythiel with 102 people to the parish of St Mary's in the 
Borough of Cardigan itself with 2,795. The average annual expenditure on poor relief in the 
years immediately before the Act had been five thousand three hundred and sixty-eight pounds 
— a substantial figure reflecting both the size of the union's population and the depth of 
poverty in the fishing and agricultural communities of the Teifi estuary. 

Building the Workhouse — Albro Castle 

In 1839, the Poor Law Commissioners authorised an expenditure of three thousand two 
hundred and eighty-six pounds for the construction of a new union workhouse. The Cardigan 
workhouse was built in 1839 to 1840 on an elevated site to the west of Cardigan, on land at 
Dincoed to the north of St Dogmaels. The architect was William Owen of Haverfordwest — the 
same local architect who designed the Haverfordwest and Narberth workhouses in 
Pembrokeshire — though other accounts suggest the work may have been to plans drawn by 
G. Wilkinson of Oxford, architect to the Poor Law Commissioners. Owen was paid one hundred 
and sixty pounds for plans, specifications, and supervision, and Benjamin Evans was the 
builder. The building is shown on the 1838 Tithe Map, marked even before construction had 
begun — evidence that the site had already been identified and the plan established. 

Thomas Lundy and his wife Mary Lundy were appointed as the first master and matron on 28 
December 1839, and served in those roles until 1852. William Lane Noott of Cardigan was the 
union's first medical officer. These named individuals — the Lundys overseeing the daily 
administration of the institution, Noott providing the medical care that the Poor Law required 
— are among the few people connected to the Cardigan Union whose names are directly 
recorded in the accessible sources. 

The building on its elevated site above Cardigan has survived and is now known as Albro 
Castle, used as holiday accommodation. Like the Narberth workhouse at Allensbank, it 
represents one of the more complete surviving workhouse structures in Wales, its fabric 



preserving the form of an institution that served the people of the Teifi estuary for nearly a 
century. 

A Cross-County Institution 

The Cardigan Union's cross-county character — serving parishes in both Cardiganshire and 
Pembrokeshire — created administrative complexities that ran throughout its existence. 
When, after 1930, the Poor Law was abolished and the institution continued in use under 
county council administration, the joint arrangements between Cardiganshire and 
Pembrokeshire had to be formally renegotiated. A document dated 14 February 1933, signed 
by E. Humphreys-Roberts and preserved in the records, directed that sick cases should be 
removed from the Cardigan Institution to Aberystwyth if chargeable to Cardiganshire, and to 
Pembroke if chargeable to Pembrokeshire. Only emergency maternity cases should be retained 
at Cardigan. No infants or children should be kept there. On 23 January 1934 the 
Pembrokeshire Public Assistance Committee notified Cardiganshire County Council of their 
intention to terminate the joint arrangements. The administrative boundary that the Poor Law 
had crossed without ceremony for nearly a century was finally reasserted. 

Archive Sources 

Ceredigion Archives, Old Town Hall, Queen's Square, Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 2EB. 
Records include Guardians' minute books (1837 to 1884), financial records (1842 to 1889), 
admissions and discharges (1856 to 1935), births (1901 to 1935), deaths (1901 to 1935), and 
further additional records catalogued under CBG/CD in the Ceredigion Archives catalogue. 
Some records are held at Pembrokeshire Archives given the union's cross-county character. 
 

Union Four — Lampeter Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Cardiganshire (also Carmarthenshire) 
Workhouse location:  South side of Pantfaen Road, west of Lampeter — built 1876 to 1877 
Architects:  Szlumper and Aldwinckle of Aberystwyth and London — selected by open competition 
Building plan:  T-shaped main block three storeys high at centre — master's office and children's 
day room ground floor — master's bedroom and children's dormitory first floor — sick wards and 
lying-in ward second floor — two-storey wings with day rooms and dormitories — single-storey centre 
rear wing 
Building status:  Survives — converted to residential use 
Archive:  Ceredigion Archives — Lampeter Union records (1871 to 1930) plus further records 
CBG/LP 
 

Formation and the Mid-Teifi Market Town 

The Lampeter Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the mid-Teifi valley parishes 
around the ancient market town of Lampeter (Llanbedr Pont Steffan). Lampeter was a place 
of significance beyond its modest size — home to St David's College, founded in 1822 as the 
first degree-awarding institution in Wales and the forerunner of the University of Wales 
Lampeter, its presence giving the town an academic character unusual for a small rural 
community. The union it anchored served agricultural parishes in both Cardiganshire and 
Carmarthenshire, the Teifi valley forming the natural axis of a community that crossed the 
county boundary as naturally as the river did. 

The cross-county character of the Lampeter Union reflects a consistent pattern across 
Cardiganshire's Poor Law geography: the county's rivers — the Teifi above all — connected 



communities that the county boundary divided. The Lampeter Union, like the Cardigan and 
Newcastle-in-Emlyn unions, drew its parishes from both sides of the Cardiganshire-
Carmarthenshire border because the people it served lived in the same river valley, attended 
the same markets, and worshipped in the same chapels regardless of which county their parish 
happened to fall in. 

A Later Building — Competition and Design 

The Lampeter Union's original workhouse arrangements evidently proved inadequate as the 
decades passed, because the new workhouse was not built until 1876 to 1877 — nearly forty 
years after the union's formation. Unlike the earlier Cardiganshire workhouses designed by 
local architects or by Poor Law Commission architects like Wilkinson, the Lampeter building 
was the product of an open design competition. The winning entry came from Szlumper and 
Aldwinckle of Aberystwyth and London — a firm with connections to both the county town 
and the national architectural scene, whose design reflected the more sophisticated approach 
to institutional architecture that had developed in the decades since the first wave of Welsh 
workhouse building. 

The building's T-shaped main block was three storeys high at its centre — taller than most 
Welsh workhouse buildings — with the master's office and children's day room on the ground 
floor, the master's bedroom and children's dormitory on the first floor, and sick wards and a 
lying-in ward on the second. Two-storey wings to each side contained day rooms for the able-
bodied and aged, with dormitories above. At the centre rear, a single-storey wing completed 
the T-shape. The design separated the different populations of the institution — children, the 
able-bodied, the aged, the sick, the pregnant — into distinct spatial zones in a manner that 
reflected the classification principles of the mature Poor Law system. 

The Lampeter workhouse building survives and has been converted to residential use, its form 
preserved even as its function has entirely changed. 

St David's College and the Workhouse 

The presence of St David's College in Lampeter creates an unusual juxtaposition that is not 
without significance for the social history of the town. The college, founded to provide higher 
education for Welsh Nonconformists who were excluded from Oxford and Cambridge, 
embodied aspirations for Welsh intellectual and cultural advancement. The workhouse on 
Pantfaen Road embodied the consequence of those aspirations failing to reach the agricultural 
poor of the surrounding parishes. The two institutions coexisted in a small market town 
throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, their social worlds rarely touching but 
their existence in the same place speaking to the full range of nineteenth-century Welsh life — 
its intellectual ambition and its material destitution occupying the same landscape. 

Archive Sources 

Ceredigion Archives, Old Town Hall, Queen's Square, Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 2EB. 
Records include Lampeter Union records (1871 to 1930) under catalogue reference CBG/0373 
to CBG/0921, and further records under CBG/LP. 
 

Union Five — Tregaron Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Cardiganshire 
Workhouse location:  Tregaron, Cardiganshire — upland town on the eastern edge of the 
Cambrian Mountains 



Building status:  Closed 1915 — inmates transferred to Aberystwyth — site taken on 99-year lease 
by King Edward VII Welsh Memorial Association — converted for treatment of tuberculosis patients 
as King Edward VII Hospital — now used as community hospital, former entrance block serving as 
administrative offices 
Archive:  Ceredigion Archives — Guardians' minute books (1868 to 1930), financial records (1881 to 
1930) 
 

Formation and the Upland Frontier 

The Tregaron Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the parishes of eastern 
Cardiganshire — the most remote, most sparsely populated, and most economically marginal 
part of the county. Tregaron was a drovers' town of considerable importance, situated on the 
edge of the vast upland bog known as Cors Caron (Tregaron Bog) at the foot of the mountain 
passes that led east into Breconshire and south into Carmarthenshire. The drovers who 
gathered cattle here before driving them to the great English markets had made Tregaron a 
node in the Atlantic economy for centuries. The Tregaron and Aberystwyth Bank, whose 
promissory notes survive in the local archive from 1814, is a reminder that even this remote 
upland community was connected to wider financial networks through the droving trade. 

The union served a population that was among the most scattered in Wales, farming isolated 
hill farms across a landscape that was magnificent but unforgiving. The poverty of the 
Tregaron union's population was the poverty of upland subsistence farming — dependent on 
weather, on livestock prices, and on the droving trade that was already declining as the railway 
network expanded and the cattle could be moved by train rather than driven on foot. As the 
droving economy contracted through the second half of the nineteenth century, the 
communities of the upper Teifi and the eastern hills found their livelihoods shrinking without 
replacement. 

The Most Remote Union in Cardiganshire 

Of the five Cardiganshire unions, Tregaron was the most isolated. Its parishes lay at the 
farthest remove from the administrative centre of Aberystwyth, separated by mountain roads 
that were difficult in summer and impassable in winter. The language of the union was entirely 
Welsh — there was no Landscker here, no English-speaking enclave, no military or university 
presence that might introduce an anglicising influence. The Board of Guardians conducted 
their business in Welsh to an extent not fully reflected in the English-language minute books 
they were required to keep for submission to the Poor Law Commission. The gap between the 
language of the records and the language of the community they served was nowhere in 
Cardiganshire more complete than in Tregaron. 

Early Closure — 1915 

The Tregaron Union workhouse closed in 1915, fifteen years before the abolition of the Poor 
Law, making it one of the earlier Welsh workhouse closures. The closure reflected the small 
scale of the institution, the difficulty of maintaining it in such a remote location, and the 
declining numbers requiring indoor relief as the twentieth century progressed and the 
structures of social support for the elderly and the poor began to change. The remaining 
inmates were transferred to the Aberystwyth Union workhouse, the larger institution 
absorbing the smaller as the system began its long contraction. 

From Workhouse to Tuberculosis Hospital 

The fate of the Tregaron workhouse building after 1915 is one of the more remarkable 
transformations in the history of any Welsh workhouse site. The King Edward VII Welsh 
Memorial Association, established to combat tuberculosis in Wales — the disease that was 
devastating working-class communities across the country in the early twentieth century — 



took the building on a ninety-nine-year lease and converted it for the treatment of tuberculosis 
patients. The institution that had housed the destitute poor of upland Cardiganshire became a 
hospital treating the industrial disease that was killing Welsh men and women in 
unprecedented numbers. Photographs of the King Edward VII Hospital at Tregaron from the 
1930s show the former workhouse buildings adapted to their new medical purpose, the 
entrance block and the accommodation block serving a different category of patient in a 
building that the workhouse's architects had never designed for medical care. 

The rear accommodation block has since been demolished. The former entrance block 
continues in use as administrative offices for the community hospital that now occupies the 
site. The building that began as the Tregaron Union Workhouse, served as a tuberculosis 
hospital, and now houses community health services on the edge of the Cambrian Mountains 
is one of the more resonant examples in Wales of institutional continuity within transformed 
purpose. 

Archive Sources 

Ceredigion Archives, Old Town Hall, Queen's Square, Aberystwyth, Ceredigion SY23 2EB. 
Surviving records include Guardians' minute books (1868 to 1930) and financial records (1881 
to 1930), catalogued under CBG/0922 to CBG/0963 and additional records under CBG/TG. 
 

Cardiganshire — Summary and Connections 

Cardiganshire's five Poor Law Unions collectively represent the Welsh workhouse experience 
at its most culturally concentrated. No other county served a population so uniformly Welsh 
speaking, so thoroughly Nonconformist in religion, so deeply embedded in agricultural and 
maritime traditions that the New Poor Law of 1834 was designed without reference to. The 
workhouse system that arrived in Cardiganshire in 1837 was designed for the populations of 
English industrial towns and adapted, imperfectly, to the scattered rural communities of the 
Cambrian Mountains and the Cardigan Bay coast. 

Three threads connect the five Cardiganshire unions and give the county its particular 
character in the wider Welsh workhouse story. 

The language thread is the dominant one. Cardiganshire was and remained the most Welsh-
speaking county in Wales throughout the period covered by this project. Every union in the 
county served a population that communicated primarily or exclusively in Welsh. Every union 
administered its inmates in English. The minute books were kept in English. The 
correspondence with the Poor Law Commission was conducted in English. The dietary tables, 
the punishment books, the creed registers — all English. The gap between the language of the 
institution and the language of the people it held was absolute in Cardiganshire in a way that 
it was not in the bilingual communities of Pembrokeshire or the increasingly anglicised 
industrial towns of Glamorgan. The workhouse was not only a place of poverty in 
Cardiganshire; it was a place where Welsh identity was denied at its most fundamental level. 

The archive thread is unusually strong in Cardiganshire. The Cardiganshire Board of 
Guardians records at Ceredigion Archives constitute one of the most complete and best-
catalogued collections of Welsh workhouse records in existence, covering all five unions across 
most of their operational period. The published research drawing on these records — Dot 
Jones's study of pauperism in the Aberystwyth Union, the dietary tables published by the 
Ceredigion Historical Society, the census-night population lists — provides a foundation for 
research that no other Welsh county can match. Cardiganshire's five workhouses are among 
the most accessible for researchers precisely because the county's archivists and local 
historians have done more work with the surviving records than their counterparts elsewhere. 



The transformation thread runs through several of the buildings. The Tregaron workhouse 
became a tuberculosis hospital. The Aberaeron workhouse became a community hospital, then 
was demolished. The Aberystwyth workhouse became residential apartments. The Cardigan 
workhouse became holiday accommodation. The Lampeter workhouse became residential use. 
Every one of Cardiganshire's five workhouse buildings found a different post-Poor Law life, 
and four of the five survive in some form — a preservation rate that reflects both the quality of 
the original construction and the relative lack of urban redevelopment pressure in this rural 
county. 

The next document in this series covers Brecknock and Breconshire — four unions, an upland 
border county where the landscape shaped poverty as completely as the industrial economy 
shaped it in Glamorgan and Monmouthshire. 
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Carmarthenshire — A County Introduction 

Carmarthenshire in 1836 was Wales's most populous county, a broad and varied landscape 
running from the tidal estuary shores of the Tywi and Gwendraeth in the south to the upland 
hills of the Cambrian Mountains in the north. Its economy was mixed and in some places 
rapidly changing. The southern parishes were increasingly industrial — coal, anthracite, 
tinplate, copper, and the port trade of Llanelli were transforming communities that had been 
agricultural within living memory. The central parishes followed the Tywi valley and were 
strongly pastoral, Welsh-speaking, and Nonconformist in character. The north and west 
served drovers, farmers, and smallholders across a sparsely populated upland country where 
chapel and community formed the entire social fabric of life. 

It was into this diverse county that the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 arrived. 
Carmarthenshire had been providing poor relief through its individual parishes for two 
centuries, each vestry knowing its own people and making its own judgements about who 
needed help and how much. That system, imperfect as it was, operated in Welsh, embedded in 
Welsh communities, shaped by Welsh values. The new system replaced it with five centralised 
Poor Law Unions, each governed by an elected Board of Guardians, each required to build a 
workhouse, each required to operate that workhouse in English, under rules drawn up in 
London. 

The county was deeply resistant. Carmarthenshire was the heartland of the Rebecca Riots. 
Between 1839 and 1843, men dressed in women's clothing and taking the name of Rebecca 
from the Book of Genesis destroyed tollgates across south-west Wales in protest at the 
combined weight of road tolls, tithes, and the hated new workhouses. The riots reached 
Carmarthen town itself on 19 June 1843, when a large body of Rebeccas marched on the 
workhouse. The Carmarthen Journal reported several hundred people converging on the 
building; troops were called out, shots were fired, and one rioter was killed. The workhouse, 
which one commentator had already compared to the Bastille, became the physical symbol of 
everything that ordinary Welsh people hated about the new order. 

Carmarthenshire's five Poor Law Unions — Carmarthen, Llandilo Fawr, Llandovery, Llanelly, 
and Newcastle-in-Emlyn — each had its own distinct character, its own building, its own 
population of inmates, and its own history. Together they held the destitute of one of Wales's 
most characterful counties for nearly a century, from the year of formation in 1836 to the 
abolition of the Poor Law system in 1930. 

What follows is the first comprehensive account of all five unions, drawn from Peter 
Higginbotham's workhouses.org.uk, the Welsh Newspaper Archive at 
newspapers.library.wales, the Llanelli Community Heritage records, the Llandeilo History 
project, Carmarthenshire Archives records, and other freely available primary sources. For 
each union the account covers formation, building, population, notable events, human stories 
where names are recoverable, archive sources, and current status. 
 

 



Union One — Carmarthen Poor Law Union 

Formed:  2 July 1836 
County:  Carmarthenshire 
Workhouse location:  Priory Street, Carmarthen (Caerfyrddin) 
Authorised capacity:  Approximately 200 inmates. 
Building status:  Substantially rebuilt 1908 following fire — became St David's Hospital, now 
closed. 
Archive:  Carmarthenshire Archives — Guardians' minute books (1927–1930), ledgers (1917–1930) 
 

Formation and the County Town 

The Carmarthen Poor Law Union was formed on 2 July 1836, covering the town of Carmarthen 
and its surrounding parishes. Carmarthen was the county town of Carmarthenshire and the 
administrative centre of south-west Wales, a market town on the River Tywi with a history 
stretching back to Roman Moridunum. The workhouse was built on Priory Street, on ground 
that had long been associated with the charitable institutions of the town. It was a substantial 
building intended to accommodate the destitute of the union's parishes and to serve as a 
deterrent to those who might otherwise seek to live at public expense. 

The county town union served a population that was mixed in character. Carmarthen itself was 
a market and professional town, its streets home to lawyers, merchants, and tradesmen. The 
rural parishes of the union were agricultural, Welsh-speaking, and deeply Nonconformist. The 
workhouse was required to serve both, and to do so in English under rules designed in London 
without reference to the Welsh language or Welsh social customs. 

The Rebecca Connection — June 1843 

No event in the history of the Carmarthen Union workhouse was more significant than the 
night of 19 June 1843, when the Rebecca Rioters turned their attention from the tollgates of 
Carmarthenshire to the workhouse itself. The Rebecca movement had begun in 1839 with 
attacks on tollgates in Pembrokeshire and had spread rapidly through the Welsh-speaking 
farming communities of the south-west, fuelled by grievances over road tolls, tithes, corn 
prices, and the new Poor Law. By the summer of 1843 the movement was at its height. 

On the evening of 19 June, a large body of Rebeccas marched on Carmarthen. Contemporary 
accounts estimated several hundred participants. Their target was not a tollgate but the 
workhouse — the building that had become the symbol of the new order's treatment of the 
poor. The Carmarthen Journal reported the scenes of that night with evident alarm; the 
magistrates called out troops, confrontation followed, and in the violence one rioter died. The 
attack on the Carmarthen workhouse was the most direct expression anywhere in Wales of 
what the workhouse meant to the communities it was designed to serve. It was not a building 
for the relief of poverty. It was a prison for the poor, and the people of Carmarthenshire knew 
it. 

The local press had already caught the mood. A report from the period noted of the stone-
breaking regime at the Carmarthen Union that the workhouse harboured what it called the 
germs of incipient rebellion and treason on a small scale, with repeated refusals by able-bodied 
men to break stones and multiple committals to prison as a result. The stone-breaking yard 
was the front line of daily resistance long before the Rebeccas arrived at the gate. 

The 1906 Fire 

On the afternoon of 20 March 1906, fire broke out in the master and matron's quarters in the 
main building of the Carmarthen workhouse. According to the subsequent report, the fire was 
caused by a pauper inmate described as an imbecile stirring the fire during the temporary 



absence of the matron. The fire brigade arrived quickly and the 103 inmates then in residence, 
including children and 20 certified imbeciles, were evacuated to the children's block and other 
buildings without casualties. The adults' accommodation, sick wards, and the master and 
matron's residence were completely gutted. The main block was rebuilt at a cost of around nine 
thousand pounds and reopened in 1908. 

The Children's Home and Later Years 

By 1920 the Carmarthen Union was operating a children's cottage home called Waterloo 
Cottage, located off Waterloo Terrace to the south of the workhouse. By 1924 it could 
accommodate fifteen children, with Jane Evans as its Superintendent. By 1929 the home had 
moved to new premises at Ystradwrallt on Station Road, Nantgaredig. The union's last 
recorded master was Edwin Price, serving in 1895, with his wife Margaret Price as matron. The 
guardians' minute books survive at Carmarthenshire Archives from 1927 to 1930, covering the 
final years before abolition. The main building became St David's Hospital and continued in 
healthcare use long after the Poor Law was abolished. 

Archive Sources 

Carmarthenshire Archives, Carmarthen Library, St Peter's Street, Carmarthen SA31 1LN. 
Surviving records include Guardians' minute books (1927–1930) and ledgers (1917–1930). 
Earlier records do not appear to survive locally. The Welsh Newspaper Archive 
(newspapers.library.wales) holds Carmarthen Journal coverage of the Rebecca period and 
subsequent decades. 
 

Union Two — Llandilo Fawr Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Carmarthenshire 
Workhouse location:  Ffairfach, approximately half a mile south of Llandeilo 
Authorised capacity:  120 inmates 
Construction cost:  £2,243 
Building status:  Demolished. Administration passed to Carmarthenshire County Council 31 March 
1930 
Archive:  Carmarthenshire Archives — records survive including punishment books and birth and 
death registers 
 

Formation and the Tywi Valley 

The Llandilo Fawr Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the parishes of the middle 
Tywi valley, with the market town of Llandeilo as its administrative centre. The workhouse was 
built in 1837 to 1838 at Ffairfach, on the south bank of the Tywi approximately half a mile from 
Llandeilo town. It was designed to accommodate 120 inmates at a construction cost of two 
thousand two hundred and forty-three pounds — a relatively modest sum reflecting the rural 
and agricultural character of the district. In addition to the permanent inmates the building 
also maintained accommodation for tramps and vagrants. 

The union served a strongly Welsh-speaking agricultural community. The Tywi valley parishes 
produced cattle, sheep, and dairy goods; the farms were worked by labourers and their families 
who lived close to the margin at the best of times and fell into the workhouse at the worst. 
Seasonal unemployment in winter, the death of a breadwinner, the incapacity of old age — 
these were the most common routes to the workhouse gate at Ffairfach. The workhouse 
records, which survive in the Carmarthenshire Archives, include registers of births, deaths, 



and punishments — a body of evidence that illuminates the daily lives of those who passed 
through its doors in unprecedented detail for a rural Welsh institution. 

Resistance and Insubordination 

The records of Llandilo Fawr are particularly revealing about the character of workhouse life. 
The most common offences committed by inmates were general insubordination and unruly 
behaviour: swearing, refusing to work, threatening behaviour towards staff and other inmates, 
petty theft, absconding while wearing union clothes, and drunkenness, with occasional minor 
assaults recorded. Punishments were delivered under articles 129 and 131 of the Poor Law 
codes, meaning solitary confinement and reduction of diet. 

These records speak to something important. The inmates of the Llandilo Fawr workhouse 
were not the passive recipients of institutional charity. They were men and women who had 
lived independent lives, who spoke Welsh among themselves and English when compelled to, 
who resented every aspect of the regime they had been forced to submit to, and who found 
what means they could to express that resentment within the narrow limits available to them. 
The punishment book is as much a record of resistance as a record of discipline. 

Hidden Lives — Unmarried Mothers 

The Llandilo Fawr records contain one category of admission that speaks with particular force 
to the social history of the period. Unmarried pregnant women were frequently hidden away 
in the workhouse to conceal from their communities the pregnancy that Victorian morality 
regarded as a mark of disgrace. These women entered the workhouse not from destitution in 
the ordinary sense but from social shame, driven there by family and community pressure to 
remove from sight a condition that could not be acknowledged. Their children were born inside 
the institution and appear in the birth register. The fate of those children — whether they 
remained in the workhouse, were placed with relatives, or grew up as institutionalised orphans 
— is recorded in the subsequent entries of the same ledgers. 

This dimension of the Llandilo Fawr record has never been subject to systematic analysis. It 
represents a body of evidence about women's experience in rural Victorian Wales of 
extraordinary significance — women who left no other trace in the historical record, who are 
invisible in census returns, church registers, and newspaper columns, but whose presence in 
the workhouse is documented with the bureaucratic thoroughness that the Poor Law required. 

The Rebecca Connection 

Llandilo Fawr union lay in the heart of Rebecca country. The Tywi valley parishes were Welsh-
speaking, Nonconformist, and deeply hostile to the tollgates and the workhouse alike. Rebecca 
activity in the district was sustained and serious. The workhouse at Ffairfach stood as a 
constant reminder of the system the rioters opposed, and the community's hostility to it was 
never fully extinguished during the period of the riots. 

Archive Sources 

Carmarthenshire Archives holds surviving Llandilo Fawr Union records including punishment 
books and birth and death registers. The Llandeilo History project (llandeilo.org) has 
published substantial research on the workhouse based on these records. The Welsh 
Newspaper Archive holds coverage of the union throughout its existence. 
 

 

 



Union Three — Llandovery Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Carmarthenshire (also Breconshire) 
Workhouse location:  Llandovery (Llanymddyfri), Carmarthenshire 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  Carmarthenshire Archives 
 

Formation and the Upper Tywi 

The Llandovery Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the parishes of the upper Tywi 
valley, a remote and predominantly upland district extending into Breconshire. Llandovery 
was a drovers' town of considerable antiquity, situated at the confluence of three rivers — the 
Tywi, the Bran, and the Gwydderig — and long established as a gathering point for the cattle 
trade that moved animals from west Wales to the markets of England. The town had a weekly 
market, several inns, and a population that was overwhelmingly Welsh-speaking and 
Nonconformist. 

The union included parishes in both Carmarthenshire and Breconshire, reflecting the natural 
geography of the upper valley rather than the administrative boundaries of the counties. This 
cross-boundary character was common in Welsh Poor Law Unions and created practical 
difficulties for administration, guardianship elections, and record-keeping that persisted 
throughout the union's existence. 

The Drovers and the Workhouse 

The economic life of the Llandovery district was shaped by the droving trade and by upland 
sheep farming. The collapse of traditional droving in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
driven by the spread of the railway network, removed a significant source of seasonal income 
from the communities of the upper valley. Men who had worked as drovers, or as smiths, 
saddlers, and inn workers serving the trade, found themselves without employment as the 
drovers' roads fell silent. This economic shift drove admissions to the Llandovery workhouse 
in the mid to late Victorian period, creating a pattern of poverty rooted not in agricultural 
failure but in industrial change reaching into a pre-industrial economy. 

The workhouse served a population that was among the most Welsh in Wales. The upper Tywi 
valley had little contact with the anglicising influences of the industrial south. The language of 
chapel, home, and market was Welsh. The language of the workhouse was English. For inmates 
admitted from the remoter parishes of the union, the institutional environment of the 
workhouse represented not just a loss of liberty and dignity but a cultural displacement that 
compounded the experience of destitution with the experience of linguistic alienation. 

The Rebecca Connection 

Rebecca Riot activity was recorded in the Llandovery district. The upper Tywi valley 
communities shared the same grievances as their neighbours to the south and west — heavy 
tolls on roads that their cattle and produce had to travel, tithes payable to an Established 
Church most of them did not attend, and the workhouse that waited at the end of every road 
to misfortune. The Rebecca period saw sustained unrest in the area, and the Llandovery union 
workhouse was regarded with the same hostility that the institution attracted throughout 
Carmarthenshire. 

Archive Sources 

Carmarthenshire Archives holds records for the Llandovery Union. The Welsh Newspaper 
Archive holds coverage of the union and the Rebecca period in the district. 



 

Union Four — Llanelly Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Carmarthenshire (also Glamorgan — Loughor area) 
Workhouse location:  North side of Swansea Road, Llanelli (later known as Bryntirion) 
Construction cost:  £2,800 (1837 to 1838) 
Authorised capacity:  200 inmates 
Building plan:  Square plan with two-storey entrance and administrative block, central supervisory 
hub, accommodation ranges radiating north, east and west, segregated exercise yards 
Parishes served:  Llanelli, Pembrey, Kidwelly, Burry Port, and surrounding parishes including 
Loughor in Glamorgan 
Final status:  Became Bryntirion Hospital 5 July 1948. Hospital closed September 2004. 
Administration block and rotunda saved by Llanelli Community Heritage 
Archive:  Carmarthenshire Archives — Guardians' minute books (1836–1930) 
 

Formation and the Industrial Parish 

The Llanelly Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the most industrially active parishes 
of Carmarthenshire. Unlike the rural unions of the Tywi valley to the north and west, the 
Llanelly union operated in a landscape that was being transformed at speed by coal, copper, 
tinplate, and port trade. Llanelli was a town in rapid industrial growth, its population 
increasing decade by decade as workers came to work in the expanding industries of the 
Gwendraeth and Loughor estuary. Pembrey and Kidwelly, ancient settlements on the western 
shore of the estuary, were being drawn into the industrial orbit. Burry Port, created as a 
harbour for the coal trade, was a new town built within living memory. 

The workhouse was erected in 1837 to 1838 at a cost of two thousand eight hundred pounds, 
on the north side of the Swansea Road. The Poor Law Commissioners authorised the 
expenditure and the building was designed to accommodate two hundred inmates. Its square 
plan placed the two-storey entrance and administrative block at the south, connecting to a 
central supervisory hub from which the accommodation ranges for different classes of inmate 
radiated to the north, east, and west, with segregated exercise yards between them. The design 
followed the standard model intended to allow supervision of all sections from a single point, 
making it difficult for inmates of different classes to communicate and impossible for any part 
of the institution to be hidden from the master's oversight. 

Kidwelly and the Workhouse 

For the people of Kidwelly, the Llanelly Union Workhouse on the Swansea Road was the 
institution of last resort. Parishioners of Kidwelly who fell into destitution — through 
industrial accident, the death of a breadwinner, the failure of a smallholding, old age without 
family support, or any of the other circumstances that drove ordinary people to the workhouse 
gate — would have been admitted to this building. Kidwelly had its own ancient character, its 
castle, its church, its market, and its sense of itself as a community. To enter the workhouse at 
Llanelli was to leave all of that behind and to submit to institutional discipline under a regime 
that did not recognise Welsh as a language of administration. 

The connection between Kidwelly and the Llanelly workhouse runs through the entire period 
of the institution's existence, from 1838 to 1948. It is a connection that has never been 
documented before this project. The admission registers, if they survive, would name every 
Kidwelly parishioner admitted during those 110 years. The Guardians' minute books, which do 
survive at Carmarthenshire Archives covering the full period from 1836 to 1930, would record 
decisions about named individuals from Kidwelly and the other parishes of the union. 



The Rebecca Connection — Soldiers Billeted in the Workhouse 

The Llanelly Union Workhouse played a direct and remarkable role in the Rebecca Riots of 
1843. In the summer of that year, Rebecca activity reached Llanelli itself. The Sandy, Furnace, 
and Tirfran tollgates were destroyed or damaged, and the home of the town's harbour master 
was attacked. The disturbances were serious enough that the government dispatched 
Metropolitan Police and troops to the district — detachments from the 75th and 76th 
Regiments of Foot, supported by a flying squadron of cavalry from the 4th Light Dragoons. 

The problem of accommodating these soldiers in a town already stretched by their arrival was 
solved by a decision that says much about how the authorities viewed the workhouse. The 
troops were billeted at the Llanelly workhouse, which became their operational base during 
the campaign to apprehend the Rebeccas. The same building that housed the destitute of the 
district now housed the soldiers sent to suppress those who protested on their behalf. 

The connection deepened after the attack on the Pontardulais tollgate in September 1843, 
when some of the Rebecca’s were captured by the 76th Regiment of Foot. They were taken to 
the Llanelly Workhouse to be interrogated by the magistrates Nevill, Rees, and Chambers. The 
workhouse that had been built to contain poverty was now being used to contain resistance to 
the system that created it. The irony was not lost on the communities that witnessed it. 

The Children's Home 

As the nineteenth century progressed, the Llanelly Union developed additional facilities 
beyond the main workhouse building. A children's home was established as part of the 
institutional complex, reflecting the national trend toward separating children from the adult 
workhouse population and providing them with education and care in a less stigmatised 
environment. Photographs of the children's home, taken shortly before its demolition in 2005, 
survive in the Llanelli Community Heritage collection and show a substantial building that had 
served generations of the union's children. 

From Workhouse to Hospital — 165 Years of Service 

The Llanelly Poor Law Institution officially ceased to exist on 5 July 1948, when the National 
Health Service came into being and Bryntirion Hospital was established on the same site. By 
then most of the inmates, now called patients, were elderly people — the same category of 
person who had always formed the majority of the workhouse population. Mr T.J. King, who 
had served as master since 1938, became the hospital secretary. His wife Mrs Olga King, who 
had managed the infirmary, became the matron of the new hospital. 

Bryntirion Hospital continued to serve the Llanelli district until September 2004, when its 
patients were transferred to new facilities at Prince Phillip Hospital. The closure brought to an 
end 165 years of continuous service on that site — first as a workhouse providing Poor Law 
relief for the destitute, then for most of a century as a hospital. The administration block and 
the rotunda were subsequently saved for preservation through the combined efforts of Llanelli 
Community Heritage, Carmarthenshire County Council, and Charles Church (Wales). They are 
the last physical survivors of a building that held thousands of lives across more than a century 
and a half. 

The 1861 Long-Term Inmates 

In 1861, the Poor Law Board published a national return of every adult pauper who had been 
a continuous workhouse inmate for five years or more. The Llanelly Union was included in this 
return, which recorded the name of each long-term inmate, the duration of their residence in 
years and months, and the reason for their continued presence. This document represents one 
of the few occasions on which individual names from the Llanelly workhouse appear in a freely 
accessible published record. The return reveals the reality of workhouse life that the official 



narrative of deterrence and temporary refuge concealed: people who entered the workhouse 
and never left, whose lives ended within its walls because they had nowhere else to go and no 
one to take them in. 

Archive Sources 

Carmarthenshire Archives holds the Llanelly Union Guardians' minute books covering the full 
period from 1836 to 1930. Llanelli Community Heritage has published research and 
photographs relating to the workhouse and its successor hospital. The Welsh Newspaper 
Archive holds extensive coverage of the union, the Rebecca period, and the hospital's 
subsequent history. 
 

Union Five — Newcastle-in-Emlyn Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Carmarthenshire (also Cardiganshire and Pembrokeshire) 
Workhouse location:  Newcastle Emlyn (Castellnewydd Emlyn), Carmarthenshire 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  Carmarthenshire Archives 
 

Formation and the Teifi Valley 

The Newcastle-in-Emlyn Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve a cross-county district 
in the lower Teifi valley, one of the most distinctively Welsh landscapes in all of Wales. 
Newcastle Emlyn was a market town on the River Teifi at the boundary of Carmarthenshire 
and Cardiganshire, long established as the commercial centre of a farming community that 
stretched across three counties. The union it anchored crossed those county boundaries in 
both directions, drawing in parishes from Carmarthenshire, Cardiganshire, and 
Pembrokeshire and creating an administrative territory that reflected the natural geography 
of the Teifi valley rather than the lines on a county map. 

The lower Teifi was among the most Welsh-speaking areas of Wales. English was rarely heard 
in the market, in the chapel, or on the farms of the surrounding parishes. The culture was 
strongly Nonconformist — Baptist, Independent, and Calvinistic Methodist congregations 
were the social centres of every community. The relationship between these communities and 
the new English-language workhouse system was one of fundamental incompatibility, and the 
resistance that resulted was both principled and sustained. 

The Rebecca Connection 

The Newcastle-in-Emlyn district was one of the most active areas of Rebecca Riot activity in 
the entire movement. The lower Teifi valley communities harboured deep grievances against 
the tollgates, the tithes, and the workhouse alike, and the Rebecca movement found 
enthusiastic support across the parishes that the union served. The town of Newcastle Emlyn 
itself was the scene of significant Rebecca activity, and the workhouse that stood in the town 
was the focus of community hostility throughout the period of the riots. 

The Rebecca Riots in the Teifi valley were not a passing disturbance but a sustained expression 
of a community's rejection of the economic and administrative order being imposed upon it. 
The men who rode as Rebeccas in these parishes were farmers' sons, agricultural labourers, 
and smallholders who understood that the tollgate and the workhouse were two faces of the 
same system. To attack one was to resist both. 

 



A Cross-Border Community 

The Newcastle-in-Emlyn Union's cross-border character created practical complications that 
persisted throughout its existence. The Teifi formed a natural boundary between 
Carmarthenshire and Cardiganshire, but the communities on both banks were interconnected 
by kinship, trade, chapel membership, and marriage. Families whose settlement parish was in 
Cardiganshire might be admitted to a workhouse in Carmarthenshire; disputes over 
settlement and relief responsibility between different unions were common and sometimes 
bitter. The union's minute books, where they survive, would document these disputes in detail, 
recording the names of individuals who fell between jurisdictions and the decisions made 
about their fate. 

The Language of the Workhouse 

In no union in Carmarthenshire was the language divide between institution and inmate more 
acute than in Newcastle-in-Emlyn. The Teifi valley communities were among the most 
monoglot Welsh in Wales. Men and women who entered the workhouse speaking only Welsh 
encountered an institution administered in English, with rules written in English, meals 
announced in English, chapel services conducted in English, and correspondence with the 
Poor Law Board conducted in English. The experience of cultural as well as economic 
dispossession that the Welsh workhouse imposed on its inmates was nowhere more complete 
than in the parishes of the lower Teifi. 

Archive Sources 

Carmarthenshire Archives holds records for the Newcastle-in-Emlyn Union. Given the cross-
county character of the union, relevant material may also exist at Ceredigion Archives in 
Aberystwyth and Pembrokeshire Record Office in Haverfordwest. The Welsh Newspaper 
Archive holds coverage of the union and the Rebecca period in the district. 
 

Carmarthenshire — Summary and Connections 

Carmarthenshire's five workhouses served one of Wales's most distinctive counties for the full 
duration of the Poor Law system — from the year of formation in 1836 to the formal abolition 
of the unions in 1930 and the transition to hospital use that followed. Across that period the 
five institutions held thousands of Carmarthenshire people at the lowest points of their lives, 
separated families, recorded births and deaths within their walls, and generated the 
documentary record that now constitutes the primary evidence base for understanding what 
poverty looked like in Victorian and Edwardian Wales. 

Three threads connect all five unions and give Carmarthenshire its particular character in the 
wider Welsh workhouse story. 

The first is the Rebecca thread. Carmarthenshire was the county where opposition to the 
workhouse was most dramatically expressed. The attack on the Carmarthen workhouse in 
June 1843, the use of the Llanelly workhouse to billet and interrogate Rebeccas, the sustained 
hostility to the institution across the rural unions of the Tywi valley and the Teifi — these events 
place Carmarthenshire at the centre of the most significant popular movement against the 
Poor Law that Wales produced. 

The second is the language thread. All five unions served predominantly Welsh-speaking 
populations. All five unions administered their inmates in English. The cultural displacement 
this imposed was not an incidental feature of the workhouse experience in Carmarthenshire 
but one of its defining characteristics. Welsh men and women who entered these buildings 
crossed not just an economic threshold but a linguistic one. The workhouse was not merely a 
place of poverty; it was a place where Welsh identity was systematically denied. 



The third is the industrial thread that runs through the Llanelly Union in particular. The 
transformation of southern Carmarthenshire by coal, tinplate, copper, and port trade created 
a new kind of poverty alongside the old agricultural poverty of the county's interior. The 
Llanelly workhouse served both, holding the widow of a Kidwelly farmer and the injured 
tinplate worker from Llanelli in the same wards under the same rules, their different stories 
converging in the same institution. 

For any researcher with family connections to Carmarthenshire in the nineteenth or early 
twentieth century, the five workhouses of this county are a significant source. The survival of 
the Llanelly Union Guardians' minute books from 1836 to 1930 at Carmarthenshire Archives 
is particularly valuable. The Llandilo Fawr punishment books and birth and death registers 
offer an unusually detailed window into workhouse life for a rural Welsh union. The Welsh 
Newspaper Archive, freely accessible at newspapers.library.wales, will yield named individuals 
and specific incidents for all five unions across the full period of their existence. 

This is the first document to bring all five Carmarthenshire unions together in a single 
connected account. It forms part of the Workhouses of Wales project, a GPS-verified 
interactive map and comprehensive survey of all 47 Welsh Poor Law Union workhouse sites, 
produced by Graham Tudor Emmanuel of Kidwelly as part of his Fifth Generation Memorial 
Research and Convergent Heritage Recovery methodology. 

The next document in this series covers Glamorgan — eight unions, the largest county by 
population, and the home of the Pontardawe Union Workhouse where an American mariner 
from Maine named Ezra Whitney Rhodes died in 1913 and was buried in the churchyard of 
Llangiwg Church on the hill above the Swansea Valley. 
 

Vivit Post Funera Virtus — Virtue Lives On After Death  |  Graham Tudor Emmanuel, Kidwelly  |  2026 



WORKHOUSES OF WALES 

Counties Eleven, Twelve and Thirteen  |  Denbighshire, Flintshire and Anglesey  |  Six Poor 
Law Unions  |  1837 to 1930 

Graham Tudor Emmanuel  .  Kidwelly  .  2026 
Part of the Workhouses of Wales — A Comprehensive Survey of All 47 Welsh Poor Law Union 

Workhouse Sites 

 

The Final Counties — An Introduction 

This final document in the Workhouses of Wales county series covers the six Poor Law Unions 
of north-east Wales and the island of Anglesey: Llanrwst, Ruthin, and Wrexham in 
Denbighshire; Hawarden, Holywell, and St Asaph in Flintshire; and the two Anglesey unions, 
which are treated here as a brief addendum since both Anglesey unions were covered in 
relation to the Bangor and Beaumaris and Carnarvon unions in the Carnarvonshire document. 
Together these unions complete the survey of all forty-seven Welsh Poor Law Unions 
established between 1836 and 1892. 

Denbighshire and Flintshire were the north-east corner of Wales, their eastern edges pressing 
against the English counties of Cheshire and Shropshire, their landscapes a mixture of the Vale 
of Clwyd's agricultural richness, the lead and coal mining districts of Flintshire, and the 
industrial and market town communities of the Dee estuary. Both counties had been more 
closely integrated with the English economy and administration than the counties of the west 
and north, their border character giving them a social geography that was neither purely Welsh 
nor purely English. 

The six unions of these two counties contain within them the most significant single human 
story in the entire Workhouses of Wales project. At the St Asaph Union workhouse on the 
Denbigh Road, a five-year-old child named John Rowlands was brought through the gate on 
Saturday 10 February 1847, under a pretence, by the foster family who could no longer afford 
to keep him. He would spend nine years in that building. He would leave it at sixteen, make 
his way to the sea, jump ship in New Orleans, rename himself Henry Morton Stanley, fight on 
both sides in the American Civil War, become a journalist for the New York Herald, and track 
down the missing missionary David Livingstone in the interior of Africa in 1871 — greeting 
him with the words that became the most famous phrase of the age of Victorian exploration: 
Dr Livingstone, I presume. 

John Rowlands was born in Denbigh in 1841. He spent nine years in a Welsh workhouse. He 
died Sir Henry Morton Stanley in 1904. The St Asaph Union workhouse building still stands 
on Upper Denbigh Road. It is the building in this entire project most completely freighted with 
the human consequence of what the workhouse system did to children — and the most 
remarkable evidence of what a life built outside that system could become. 
 

Denbighshire — Three Unions 

Three Poor Law Unions were established in Denbighshire in 1837: Llanrwst, Ruthin, and 
Wrexham. Together they covered the full social and economic range of a county that ran from 
the remote upland parishes of the Denbigh Moors to the industrial town of Wrexham and its 
coal and iron hinterland. The Denbighshire Record Office in Ruthin holds records for the 
Llanrwst and Wrexham Unions. The North East Wales Archives at Hawarden holds the St 
Asaph and Wrexham collections. Before 1834, parish workhouses had existed in Wrexham and 
Llansilin in Denbighshire, though no records from these are known to survive. 



 

Union One — Llanrwst Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Denbighshire (also Caernarvonshire — upper Conway valley parishes) 
Workhouse location:  Llanrwst, Denbighshire — built on London Road, east of Corwen — opened 
1840 
Building status:  Now used as a craft workshop 
Archive:  Denbighshire Record Office, 46 Clwyd Street, Ruthin LL15 1HP 
 

Formation and the Conway Valley 

The Llanrwst Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the parishes of the upper Conway 
valley, its territory crossing the county boundary between Denbighshire and Caernarvonshire 
in the pattern that characterised most of the north Welsh border unions. Llanrwst was a 
market town on the River Conway, long established as the commercial centre of the Gwydyr 
Forest district and the upper valley communities. Its economy combined small-scale 
agriculture, quarrying, and the craft traditions — particularly the production of woollen goods 
and the famous Llanrwst clock industry — of a Welsh market town serving a predominantly 
Welsh-speaking rural population. 

The workhouse was built on London Road, opened in 1840, and has since been converted to 
use as a craft workshop. The Llanrwst Union's records are held at Denbighshire Record Office 
in Ruthin. The Conway valley communities it served were Welsh-speaking and Nonconformist 
in character, sharing the cultural resistance to the workhouse that characterised communities 
across the Welsh uplands. The upper Conway valley was also the landscape of the Gwydyr 
estate — one of the great landed properties of north Wales — whose social influence shaped 
the communities that the union served. 
 

Union Two — Ruthin Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1 March 1837 
County:  Denbighshire — 21 constituent parishes, 24 Guardians 
1831 census population:  16,019 — ranging from Llanrhydd (97) to Llanhaidar in Kinmerch 
(2,066) 
Workhouse location:  Llanrhydd Street, Ruthin 
Construction cost:  £6,050 
Opened:  4 February 1837 — among the earliest Welsh workhouses to open 
Capacity:  200 residents 
Upgraded:  1910 — square layout with separate wings radiating from central hub 
Infirmary:  Designed as infirmary for the workhouse — first used as First World War convalescent 
home — became Ruthin Community Hospital — still operational 
Main workhouse building:  Demolished 1960s — parts incorporated into Ruthin Community 
Hospital 
Archive:  Denbighshire Record Office, 46 Clwyd Street, Ruthin LL15 1HP 
 

Formation and an Early Opening 

The Ruthin Poor Law Union was formed on 1 March 1837, and its workhouse opened just four 
days later on 4 February 1837 — among the earliest Welsh workhouses to become operational, 



in marked contrast to the years of delay that characterised most Welsh unions. Ruthin was the 
county town of Denbighshire, its castle, assizes, and market long established as the 
administrative heart of the Vale of Clwyd. The twenty-one parishes that the union brought 
together covered the valley's agricultural communities, whose mixed farming economy 
produced both prosperity and the seasonal poverty that drove admissions in winter. 

The workhouse on Llanrhydd Street accommodated two hundred residents, its construction 
costing six thousand and fifty pounds — a substantial sum for a medium-sized union. Each 
parish's poor law rate income was channelled through the new institution, covering both the 
costs of maintaining the workhouse and the continuing practice of outdoor relief to those 
remaining in their own homes. The expectation that outdoor relief would be eliminated by the 
new system never materialised in Ruthin as in most Welsh unions, though its numbers 
gradually declined through the century. 

Christmas in the Workhouse 

The Ruthin history archive at ruthinhistoryhanesrhuthun.org has published research on 
Christmas Day in the Ruthin workhouse, drawing on the institution's records to document how 
the festive season was observed inside. These records illuminate the human texture of 
institutional life — the special meals, the occasional entertainments, the departures from 
ordinary routine that the workhouse allowed at Christmas — in a way that the formal minute 
books of Guardians' meetings rarely do. The Ruthin workhouse Christmas is documented 
across multiple years, providing a longitudinal view of how a medium-sized north Welsh union 
managed the annual tension between institutional discipline and seasonal humanity. 

From Workhouse to Hospital 

The infirmary designed for the Ruthin workhouse saw its first use not as a medical facility for 
paupers but as a convalescent home for First World War casualties — the same wartime 
conversion that occurred at workhouse infirmaries across Wales. After the war it became 
Ruthin Community Hospital, still operational today as part of Betsi Cadwaladr University 
Health Board. The main workhouse building was demolished in the 1960s, with parts 
incorporated into the hospital complex. The hospital on the workhouse site is the most direct 
institutional continuity from Poor Law to NHS of any building in Denbighshire. 
 

Union Three — Wrexham Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Denbighshire (and Flintshire — industrial border parishes) 
Workhouse location:  Wrexham (Wrecsam), Denbighshire — site absorbed into Wrexham Maelor 
Hospital complex 
Building status:  Demolished — site now part of Wrexham Maelor Hospital 
Notable records:  Small sample of family case papers survives — rare for any Welsh union 
Archive:  North East Wales Archives (Hawarden), The Old Rectory, Rectory Lane, Hawarden CH5 
3NR — also Denbighshire Record Office, Ruthin 
 

Formation and the Industrial North-East 

The Wrexham Poor Law Union served the most industrially developed part of Denbighshire — 
the coal and iron communities around Wrexham and the parishes of the Flintshire border that 
had grown up around the extractive industries of the north-east coalfield. Wrexham was by 
the mid-nineteenth century the largest town in north Wales, its industries including coal 



mining, iron founding, and the leather trade, and its population drawn from across the border 
as well as from the Welsh rural hinterland. 

Before 1834, a parish workhouse had existed in Wrexham — one of only two known pre-union 
workhouses in Denbighshire. Its records do not survive. The new union workhouse served an 
industrial population whose poverty was shaped by the cycles of the coal trade rather than the 
seasons of agriculture, and whose experience of the institution reflected the urban and 
industrial character of the largest union in the county. The workhouse site was eventually 
absorbed into the Wrexham Maelor Hospital complex as the institution's functions evolved 
through the twentieth century from Poor Law to National Health Service. 

The North East Wales Archives holds the Wrexham Union collection, which includes a small 
sample of family case papers — a category of record that is rare for any Welsh union and that 
provides, where it survives, the most detailed individual case histories in the entire workhouse 
record. Family case papers documented the circumstances of specific families in contact with 
the union over time, their admissions, their outdoor relief, their circumstances, and the 
decisions made about them. These are the records that connect institutional history most 
directly to the lives of individual people. 
 

Flintshire — Three Unions 

Three Poor Law Unions covered Flintshire: Holywell and St Asaph, both formed in 1837, and 
Hawarden, which formed its own union as late as 1853 — having previously sent its poor to the 
Chester House of Industry across the border in England. The North East Wales Archives at 
Hawarden holds records for the Hawarden, Holywell, St Asaph, and Wrexham Unions, and its 
guidance notes that the collections for these four unions contain extensive workhouse records, 
with particularly good inmate records surviving for Holywell. 
 

Union Four — Hawarden Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1853 — one of the latest Welsh unions to be formed 
County:  Flintshire — parishes previously sent poor to Chester House of Industry in England 
Workhouse location:  Hawarden (Penarlâg), Flintshire 
Gladstone connection:  Hawarden was the home of William Ewart Gladstone — Prime Minister 
four times — whose Hawarden Castle estate dominated the district 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  North East Wales Archives (Hawarden), The Old Rectory, Rectory Lane, Hawarden CH5 
3NR 
 

Formation — The Last Flintshire Union 

The Hawarden Poor Law Union was formed in 1853, sixteen years after the other Flintshire 
unions and two years after the Great Exhibition. Its late formation reflected the unusual 
arrangement that had preceded it: the Hawarden parishes had been sending their poor to the 
Chester House of Industry across the border in England rather than building their own 
provision. This cross-border arrangement, formal and long-standing, meant that the 
communities of north Flintshire around Hawarden had had no direct experience of 
administering their own workhouse before 1853, and the formation of a separate union was 
driven by the growing difficulty and cost of the Chester arrangement rather than by any 
positive desire to establish independent provision. 



Hawarden was dominated by the presence of William Ewart Gladstone, the Liberal statesman 
who served four times as Prime Minister and whose family seat was Hawarden Castle. 
Gladstone's presence in the district gave it a particular political character — his paternalistic 
engagement with social questions, his concern for the condition of the working poor, and his 
complex relationship with the institutions of the Victorian state were all embodied, in 
miniature, in the community that the Hawarden Union served. Whether Gladstone ever visited 
the Hawarden workhouse is not recorded in the freely available sources, but the contrast 
between the castle and the workhouse — the great house with its library and its famous tree-
felling statesman, and the institutional building that received the district's destitute — is one 
of the characteristic juxtapositions of Victorian social geography. 
 

Union Five — Holywell Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Flintshire 
Workhouse location:  Old Chester Road, Holywell — site became Lluesty Hospital 
St Winefride connection:  Holywell (Treffynnon) was the site of St Winefride's Well — the most 
celebrated pilgrimage site in Wales — an ancient holy well whose healing reputation had drawn 
pilgrims for centuries 
Records:  Particularly good inmate records survive — admission and discharge, births and deaths, 
medical examinations of inmates, attendance of children at workhouse school 
Archive:  North East Wales Archives (Hawarden), The Old Rectory, Rectory Lane, Hawarden CH5 
3NR 
 

Formation and the Pilgrim Town 

The Holywell Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the parishes of central Flintshire 
around the town of Holywell. The town was unusual among Welsh workhouse centres in 
having a dual identity that placed it simultaneously in the history of industrial poverty and the 
history of sacred pilgrimage. The holy well of St Winefride — Ffynnon Wenfrewi — had drawn 
pilgrims to Holywell since the seventh century, its healing waters associated with the martyred 
saint whose shrine made the town the Lourdes of Wales, visited by Catholic pilgrims even 
through the centuries of Protestant governance. The mining and textile industries that had 
grown up around Holywell in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries existed alongside this 
ancient pilgrimage tradition, giving the town a character that was unlike any other in 
Flintshire. 

The workhouse built on the Old Chester Road to serve this community received the casualties 
of both the industrial and agricultural economies of central Flintshire. The site later became 
Lluesty Hospital, continuing in healthcare use in the trajectory characteristic of Welsh 
workhouse buildings. 

The Best Records in North-East Wales 

The Holywell Union is distinguished among the north-east Wales unions by the quality of its 
surviving records. The North East Wales Archives guidance notes particularly good inmate 
records, including admission and discharge registers, births and deaths records, medical 
examinations of inmates, and attendance of children at the workhouse school. The medical 
examination records are especially significant: they document the physical condition of 
individuals on admission, providing evidence of the health consequences of poverty in the 
Flintshire lead mining and textile communities that no other source captures in the same way. 
Children's school attendance records provide evidence of the educational provision within the 
workhouse and of the attendance patterns of individual children across their time of residence. 



These Holywell records, taken together, constitute one of the richest bodies of surviving 
workhouse documentation for any union in north Wales. 
 

Union Six — St Asaph Poor Law Union 

Formed:  10 April 1837 
County:  Flintshire and Denbighshire — 17 constituent parishes across both counties 
Workhouse location:  Denbigh Road (Upper Denbigh Road), south of St Asaph — built 
approximately 1839 
Building status:  Survives — became HM Stanley Hospital — one of the most complete surviving 
workhouse complexes in Wales 
Named inmate:  John Rowlands (Henry Morton Stanley) — admitted 10 February 1847, aged five 
— discharged 1856 aged fifteen — spent nine years in the institution 
One-handed schoolmaster:  James Francis — whose cruelty Stanley described in his 
autobiography — associated with the death of a classmate named Willie Roberts whose body was 
found covered in weals 
Published histories:  Flynn-Hughes, The Workhouses of Caernarvonshire 1760 to 1914 (1946) — 
Lindsay, Jean (1991-92) — Phoneix, Rhona, Life in St Asaph Union Workhouse (2024) — Parry-
Jones, Edward, From Workhouse to Hospital: The Story of HM Stanley Hospital, St Asaph 1840 to 
1980 (1981) 
PCW record:  Reference to H.M. Stanley in the St Asaph Workhouse Admission and Discharge 
Book, 1856 — People's Collection Wales item 8572 — reproduced by permission of Flintshire Record 
Office 
Archive:  North East Wales Archives (Hawarden) — Guardians' minute books (1841 to 1915, 1918 to 
1930), list of paupers relieved (1837 to 1851), admissions and discharges (1842 to 1933), births (1866 
to 1947), deaths (1866 to 1913), creed register (1869 to 1928) 
 

Formation and the Cathedral City 

The St Asaph Poor Law Union was created on 10 April 1837, its seventeen constituent parishes 
drawn from both Flintshire and Denbighshire across the Vale of Clwyd. St Asaph was the 
smallest cathedral city in Britain, its ancient cathedral on a hill above the River Elwy the seat 
of the Diocese of St Asaph since the sixth century. The union it anchored served the Vale of 
Clwyd communities — agricultural, Welsh-speaking in their older layers, increasingly 
anglicised along the coastal strip — and the building constructed approximately 1839 on the 
Denbigh Road to the south of the city was the institution that received the destitute of this 
district for nearly a century. 

The workhouse building on Upper Denbigh Road still stands. It is one of the most complete 
surviving workhouse complexes in Wales and has been the subject of sustained historical 
research and publication. Its survival is the physical legacy of an institution that left the most 
significant individual human story in the entire Workhouses of Wales project. 

Dick Price's Deception — February 1847 

On Saturday 10 February 1847, a five-year-old child named John Henry Rowlands was brought 
to the gate of the St Asaph Union workhouse by Dick Price, the son of the foster family who 
had been caring for him. In his autobiography, written sixty years later as Sir Henry Morton 
Stanley, he recalled exactly how it happened. Dick Price, the son, took me by the hand one day, 
Saturday, February 10th, 1847, and, under the pretence that we were going to Aunt Mary at 
Fynnon Beuno, induced me to accompany him on a long journey. The way seemed 
interminable and tedious, but he did his best to relieve my fatigue with false cajolings and 
treacherous endearments. 



John Rowlands had been born in a cottage in Denbigh on 28 January 1841, the illegitimate son 
of John Rowlands and Elizabeth Parry. His father died in 1843 when the boy was two years 
old. His mother had already gone to London to service, leaving the child first with his 
grandfather and then, when the grandfather died, with his maternal uncles. The uncles 
arranged for a married couple named Richard and Jenny Price to care for him. When the Prices 
found the money being paid insufficient and the uncles refused to increase it, the decision was 
made. Dick Price walked the five-year-old to the workhouse under false pretences and 
delivered him to the gate. John Rowlands was admitted as a pauper child and would not leave 
for nine years. 

Nine Years — James Francis and Willie Roberts 

The nine years that John Rowlands spent in the St Asaph workhouse from 1847 to 1856 are 
documented both in the workhouse records and in his own autobiography. The 1851 census 
shows the ten-year-old John Rowlands among the inmates. The St Asaph Workhouse 
Admission and Discharge Book for 1856, reproduced on People's Collection Wales (item 8572) 
with permission of Flintshire Record Office, shows his eventual discharge entry — a document 
that connects the institutional record directly to the future explorer's life. 

Stanley's autobiography records the workhouse's scourge: a one-handed schoolmaster named 
James Francis whose cruelty appeared to know no bounds. Francis had been in contact with 
the death of one of Stanley's classmates — a boy named Willie Roberts. When Stanley heard of 
Willie's death, he and several other boys crept into the workhouse mortuary and found his 
body covered in scores of weals. The full circumstances of Willie Roberts's death and Francis's 
role in it are not established in any formal record; what is established is that the boys found 
the body, that it bore evidence of severe beating, and that the one-handed schoolmaster was 
associated in their minds with what they saw. Willie Roberts, who died in the St Asaph 
workhouse as a child, left no memorial and no record beyond his name in Stanley's 
autobiography and in the institutional records of the institution. 

When John Rowlands was about ten years old, his mother and two half-siblings stayed briefly 
in the same workhouse. He did not recognise them until the headmaster told him who they 
were. The woman who had left him as an infant, who had gone to London and eventually 
remarried, was standing in the same institution that had received the child she had abandoned. 
The workhouse had brought them back to the same building without bringing them back to 
each other. 

Escape, Reinvention, and Fame 

John Rowlands left the St Asaph workhouse in 1856, aged fifteen. He made his way eventually 
to Liverpool, signed on as a cabin boy on an American freighter, and jumped ship when it 
docked at New Orleans in 1859. In America he was helped by a merchant named Henry 
Stanley, whose name he took as his own. He served on both sides in the American Civil War — 
first in the Confederate army, then in the Union navy. He became a journalist, working 
eventually for the New York Herald whose proprietor James Gordon Bennett sent him in 1869 
to find the missing missionary David Livingstone. 

On 10 November 1871, on the shore of Lake Tanganyika in central Africa, Henry Morton 
Stanley found David Livingstone and spoke the words that became instantly famous across the 
English-speaking world: Dr Livingstone, I presume. The man who spoke them had been John 
Rowlands, a pauper child in a Welsh workhouse, twenty years earlier. The Dictionary of Welsh 
Biography notes with caution that Stanley was a fantasist and pathological liar and that many 
details in his autobiography cannot be accepted at face value. What is beyond dispute is the 
workhouse admission record of 1847, the discharge record of 1856, the 1851 census entry, and 
the global fame of the man who had once been the boy Dick Price walked up the Denbigh Road 
under false pretences. 



A sculpture of Henry Morton Stanley stands in St Asaph, commissioned by St Asaph Council 
and unveiled in June 2011. Its scenes spiral around a tower topped by a miniature Congolese 
effigy. Local school pupils drew some of the images. The workhouse building where John 
Rowlands spent nine years still stands on Upper Denbigh Road as HM Stanley Hospital, the 
most famous workhouse in Wales and the most direct physical connection between this project 
and the wider world. 

Archive Sources 

North East Wales Archives (Hawarden), The Old Rectory, Rectory Lane, Hawarden, Flintshire 
CH5 3NR. The extensive holdings include Guardians' minute books (1841 to 1915, 1918 to 
1930), list of paupers relieved (1837 to 1851), admissions and discharges (1842 to 1933), births 
(1866 to 1947), deaths (1866 to 1913), creed register (1869 to 1928), and list of persons 
vaccinated (1849). People's Collection Wales item 8572 reproduces the 1856 Admission and 
Discharge Book entry for John Rowlands, with permission of Flintshire Record Office. The 
Stanley autobiography, edited by Dorothy Stanley and published in 1909, provides the primary 
first-person account of his workhouse years. Parry-Jones, Edward, From Workhouse to 
Hospital: The Story of HM Stanley Hospital, St Asaph 1840 to 1980 (Clwyd Health Authority, 
1981) provides the complete institutional history. 
 

Anglesey — Two Unions 

The island of Anglesey was served by two Poor Law Unions: the Anglesey Union, covering the 
central and eastern parishes of the island, and the Holyhead Union, covering the western 
parishes around the port town of Holyhead. Both unions were administered from Anglesey 
and both have been touched on in the Carnarvonshire document, since the Bangor and 
Beaumaris Union crossed the Menai Strait into Anglesey and the Carnarvon Union included 
Anglesey parishes. 

The Anglesey Union workhouse was built at Llangefni, the administrative centre of the island, 
and has been demolished. The Holyhead Union workhouse served a community whose 
character was defined above all by the Irish ferry trade — the port of Holyhead was the 
principal crossing point between Britain and Ireland, and the transient poverty of Irish 
migrants and seasonal workers moving between the two islands was a significant element of 
the union's workhouse population alongside the island's own agricultural poor. 

The island of Anglesey was overwhelmingly Welsh-speaking, its communities among the most 
monoglot Welsh in north Wales. The workhouse at Llangefni, administered in English, 
received Welsh-speaking families from farms across the island in the same cultural 
displacement that characterised all the north Welsh unions. The records for both Anglesey 
unions are held at the Anglesey Archives at Llangefni. 
 

The Complete Survey — Summary and Conclusion 

This document completes the Workhouses of Wales County survey. Across thirteen county 
documents covering all forty-seven Welsh Poor Law Unions, this project has for the first time 
brought together in a single body of work the history of every workhouse institution that 
operated in Wales between the formation of the first unions in 1836 and the abolition of the 
Poor Law in 1930. 

The project began in Carmarthenshire — in the Llanelly Union that served Graham Tudor 
Emmanuel's hometown of Kidwelly — and has moved through Glamorgan, Pembrokeshire, 
Cardiganshire,Breconshire,Monmouthshire,Radnorshire, Montgomeryshire, Merionethshire, 



Caernarvonshire, and finally here to the north-east corner of Wales where John Rowlands 
grew up in the St Asaph workhouse and became Henry Morton Stanley. 

The forty-seven unions of Wales contained within them every dimension of the Welsh 
experience in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The Rebecca Riots in 
Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire. The Newport Chartist Rising in Monmouthshire. The 
flannel weavers' resistance in Montgomeryshire. The slate quarrying communities of 
Carnarvonshire and Merionethshire. The lead miners of Flintshire. The fishing communities 
of Cardigan Bay. The upland sheep farmers of Radnorshire and Breconshire. The tinplate 
workers of Llanelli. The iron founders of Merthyr. The dock labourers of Cardiff and Newport. 
And through all of them, the Welsh language — the most fundamental of all the divides 
between the institution and the people it held, the language that was spoken in every Welsh 
workhouse by the men, women, and children who had entered it, but that was written in none 
of the records that administered their lives. 

The named individuals this project has recovered across thirteen counties include Ezra 
Whitney Rhodes, who died in the Pontardawe workhouse in 1913 and lies in the churchyard of 
Llangiwg. Mrs Jones of Knighton, whose allowance the coroner said would not keep a dog. 
Mary Thomas of Crickhowell, named in the 1841 inquiry into her master's misconduct. 
Frederick Atley, Robert Middleton, and Thomas Johnson of Hay, who broke a window in 1844 
and went to gaol. Henry Stuart Baker, who spent a September night in the Brecon spike in 1910 
and published what he found there. Susan Stephens, eighteen years old, who saw a Chartist 
pass her house on Stow Hill with a gun in November 1839. George Shell, fifteen years old, who 
wrote to his parents on the night of the Newport Rising. The unnamed women of Llandilo Fawr 
hidden in the workhouse to conceal their pregnancies from their communities. And Willie 
Roberts, who died in the St Asaph workhouse as a child and whose name survives only in the 
autobiography of a man who became famous for finding someone else. 

These are Welsh people. Their stories are part of Welsh history. The buildings that held them 
are part of the Welsh landscape — some surviving, some converted, some demolished, some 
in institutional suspension. This project has mapped them, narrated them, and connected 
them to the archive sources where the evidence of their lives can be found. The master 
analytical document that follows will synthesise the data across all forty-seven unions, draw 
the connecting threads into a single account, and present the complete picture of the Welsh 
workhouse system that this county-by-county survey has assembled piece by piece. 

The work is not finished. It has only been properly begun. 
 

Vivit Post Funera Virtus — Virtue Lives On After Death  |  Graham Tudor Emmanuel, Kidwelly  |  2026 
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Glamorgan — A County Introduction 

Glamorgan in 1836 was the most complex, the most rapidly changing, and in human terms the 
most turbulent county in Wales. Nowhere else in the principality did the old Wales and the 
new exist in such close and uncomfortable proximity. The Vale of Glamorgan to the south 
retained its ancient agricultural character — small farms, market towns, the English-speaking 
enclave of the Gower peninsula. But to the north, in the valleys that cut into the upland 
coalfield, a transformation was already underway that within two generations would create 
some of the most densely populated industrial communities on earth. 

Merthyr Tydfil had already been the iron capital of the world for a generation by 1836. Cardiff 
was growing from a modest market town into a port of international significance. Swansea was 
the copper capital of the world, its smelting works burning ore shipped from across the globe 
and leaving a landscape so poisoned that nothing grew in the valley of the River Tawe for miles. 
And in the interior valleys, coal mining was beginning its extraordinary expansion — the 
explosion of human settlement into previously empty hillsides that would continue, barely 
pausing, until the great depression of the twentieth century brought it crashing to a halt. 

Into this landscape the Poor Law of 1834 arrived with particular force. The industrial economy 
that was creating enormous wealth was also creating enormous vulnerability. A trade 
depression, a strike, an industrial accident, a period of illness — any of these could strip a 
family of income with devastating speed. The workhouse was the last resort not of the rural 
idle but of the industrial desperate, and in Glamorgan it was pressed into service from the start 
by the casualties of an economy that gave and took away with equal indifference. 

Glamorgan eventually had eight Poor Law Unions, more than any other Welsh county. Five 
were formed in 1836: Bridgend and Cowbridge, Cardiff, Gower, Merthyr Tydfil, and Neath and 
Swansea, though the last two were soon divided. Three later additions — Gower separating 
from Swansea in 1857, Pontypridd separating from Cardiff and Merthyr in 1863, and 
Pontardawe separating from Neath in 1875 — reflected the relentless growth of the county's 
population in the second half of the nineteenth century. Each separation was driven by 
numbers: existing unions becoming unmanageably large as the coalfield expanded and the 
valleys filled with workers and their families from across Wales and beyond. 

The eight unions of Glamorgan tell the story of industrial Wales from its beginning to its long 
decline. In their admission registers, their punishment books, their birth and death records, 
and the columns of the South Wales newspapers that reported on their proceedings, the 
human cost of the industrial revolution in Wales is documented in exhaustive and largely 
unexplored detail. 
 

 

 



Union One — Bridgend and Cowbridge Poor Law Union 

Formed:  10 October 1836 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  East side of Quarella Road, Bridgend 
Authorised capacity:  200 inmates 
Construction cost:  £4,400 
Architect:  George Wilkinson 
Building style:  Elizabethan, cruciform plan 
Building status:  Became Princess of Wales Hospital, Bridgend — elements survive 
Archive:  Glamorgan Archives, Cardiff — extensive holdings including admissions, births, deaths, 
creed registers, cottage homes records 
 

Formation and the Vale of Glamorgan 

The Bridgend and Cowbridge Poor Law Union was formed on 10 October 1836 to serve the 
agricultural parishes of the central Vale of Glamorgan. Bridgend was the union's 
administrative centre — a market town on the River Ogmore serving the surrounding farmland 
— while Cowbridge to the east was one of Glamorgan's oldest towns, a chartered borough with 
a grammar school and a strong identity as the cultural capital of the Vale. The union these two 
towns anchored was predominantly rural and agricultural in character, distinct in social 
composition from the industrial unions to the north. 

The workhouse was erected in 1836 to 1838 at a cost of four thousand four hundred pounds 
on the east side of Quarella Road in Bridgend. Its architect was George Wilkinson, who 
designed many workhouses across England and Wales and who was later responsible for 
designing almost all of the workhouses built in Ireland under the 1838 Irish Poor Law Act. 
Wilkinson's favoured Elizabethan style gave the Bridgend building a distinctive character. The 
plan followed the Poor Law Commissioners' standard cruciform or square layout, with 
separate wings for different classes of inmate radiating from a central hub, the whole designed 
to allow supervision from a single point. 

A Well-Documented Institution 

The Bridgend and Cowbridge Union is among the better-documented of the Glamorgan 
workhouses. Glamorgan Archives holds an extensive collection of records including 
workhouse admissions and discharges, a register of lunatics, registers of patients, births 
records, deaths records, maternity registers, creed registers, cottage homes admissions and 
discharges, and the minutes of both the Board of Guardians and the House Committee 
spanning the full period of the union's existence. The cottage homes records, covering 
admissions and discharges from 1879 to 1946, are particularly significant — they document 
the lives of children who might otherwise leave no trace in the historical record. 

A published history of the union exists: Thomas, JH and Wilkins, WE produced a study of the 
Bridgend-Cowbridge Union Workhouse and Guardians in 1995, published by D Brown and 
Sons of Cowbridge. This remains the most detailed account of any Glamorgan union 
workhouse in print and provides a template for the kind of local history that could be produced 
for every union in the county. 

From Workhouse to Hospital 

The Bridgend and Cowbridge workhouse followed the trajectory common to many Welsh 
workhouse buildings, its functions evolving through the twentieth century from Poor Law 
institution to Public Assistance Institution to National Health Service hospital. The site at 
Quarella Road became part of the Princess of Wales Hospital complex, and elements of the 



original George Wilkinson building survive within the larger hospital estate. The Grade II 
listing that protects parts of the structure acknowledges the architectural significance of 
Wilkinson's Elizabethan design and its place in the history of Welsh institutional architecture. 

Archive Sources 

Glamorgan Archives, Clos Parc Morgannwg, Leckwith, Cardiff CF11 8AW. Holdings include 
workhouse admissions and discharges (1921 to 1930 with gaps), register of lunatics (1890 to 
1912), registers of patients (1936 to 1948), births (1914 to 1947), deaths (1903 to 1950), 
maternity registers (1912 to 1944), creed registers (1904 to 1934 with gaps), register of inmates 
(1930 to 1932), minutes of House Committee (1896 to 1931), cottage homes admissions and 
discharges (1879 to 1946), creed registers for cottage homes (1879 to 1919), and cottage homes 
committee minutes (1878 to 1930). 
 

Union Two — Cardiff Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  Cowbridge Road East, Canton, Cardiff 
Construction cost:  £7,500 
Opened:  1839 
Capacity by 1908:  Over 1,000 inmates 
Architects (1881 rebuilding):  James, Seward and Thomas 
Building status:  Became St David's Hospital 1948 — Grade II listed main block survives 
Archive:  Glamorgan Archives — Guardians' minute books (1836 to 1930) and extensive subsidiary 
holdings 
 

Formation and the Growing Capital 

The Cardiff Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve Cardiff and its surrounding parishes 
at a moment when the town was on the threshold of its most dramatic transformation. In 1836 
Cardiff had a population of perhaps ten thousand people. By 1881 it was approaching eighty 
thousand. By 1901 it had passed one hundred and sixty thousand and was the largest town in 
Wales, its growth driven by the coal export trade through the docks that the Bute family were 
building at the mouth of the Taff. The Cardiff Union workhouse was built for a modest market 
town and required to serve a teeming industrial city within a generation. 

The workhouse was built on Cowbridge Road East at a cost of seven thousand five hundred 
pounds and opened in 1839. In 1862, as the population grew beyond all early projections, child 
inmates were relocated to the Ely Industrial Schools to free space in the main building. In 1872 
an infirmary was added to the northwest of the workhouse with 164 beds, acknowledging what 
the union's population was making plain — that the workhouse was functioning as much as a 
hospital for the destitute sick as a deterrent to the able-bodied idle. The building was 
substantially expanded in 1881, with architects James, Seward and Thomas designing a new 
entrance block on the Cowbridge Road frontage with a three-storey tower and clock face. 
Further expansions in 1890 and the early 1900s brought the total capacity above a thousand 
inmates by 1908. 

The Scale of Industrial Poverty 

The Cardiff Union's evolution from a building designed for two hundred inmates to an 
institution capable of holding over a thousand speaks directly to the social consequences of 
industrial Cardiff's explosive growth. The coal trade brought prosperity to the dockowners and 



merchants and to the skilled workers of the railways and the coal industry. But it also created 
a vast population of casual labourers, dock workers, servants, and their families who lived close 
to the margin of destitution and fell into the workhouse at every downturn. The Cardiff 
workhouse on census night in 1881 held men and women from across Wales, England, and 
Ireland — the labour force of the Atlantic economy concentrated in one industrial port, and its 
casualties concentrated in one institutional building. 

The Glamorgan Archives holdings for the Cardiff Union are among the most extensive of any 
Welsh workhouse, with Guardians' minute books from 1836 to 1930 and a range of subsidiary 
records including registers of lunatics and persons of unsound mind, creed registers, medical 
records, and reports from the Ely site spanning the transition from Poor Law to National 
Health Service. 

From Workhouse to St David's Hospital 

The Cardiff Union workhouse became St David's Hospital when the National Health Service 
was established in 1948, continuing in healthcare use for the remainder of the twentieth 
century. The original main block of the 1881 rebuilding by James, Seward and Thomas is a 
Grade II listed building, recognised as an example of late Victorian institutional architecture 
of national significance. The listing places the building in the same category of protected 
heritage as the workhouse at Bridgend — a formal acknowledgement that these buildings, 
however unwelcome they were to those who entered them, are part of Wales's architectural 
and social history. 

Archive Sources 

Glamorgan Archives, Clos Parc Morgannwg, Leckwith, Cardiff CF11 8AW. Guardians' minute 
books (1836 to 1930). Ely holdings include master and medical superintendent's journals 
(1906 to 1958), report books (1914 to 1948), visiting committee books (1938 to 1969), registers 
of lunatics and persons of unsound mind (1919 to 1949), creed registers (1914 to 1940), orders 
for detention of lunatics (1914 to 1923), and deaths and discharges (1930 to 1947). 
 

Union Three — Gower Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1857 (separated from Swansea Union) 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  Swansea area, serving Gower peninsula parishes. 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  West Glamorgan Archive Service, Swansea — records available on Ancestry UK 
 

Formation and the English Enclave 

The Gower Poor Law Union was created in 1857 when the Gower peninsula parishes separated 
from the Swansea Union to form their own administrative unit. Gower was and remains one 
of the most distinctive areas of Wales — a peninsula of limestone cliffs, ancient commons, and 
scattered villages that had maintained an English-speaking identity since the Norman 
settlement of the twelfth century. It was, in the striking phrase long applied to it, an English 
colony set within a Welsh country, its language and culture distinct from the Welsh-speaking 
communities of the mainland immediately to the north and east. 

The character of the Gower union's population reflected this distinctive identity. Its inmates 
were rural and coastal in occupation — farmers, fishermen, quarrymen, and their families. The 
peninsula's relative isolation from the industrial expansion of the Swansea Valley meant that 



its poverty was agricultural in character rather than industrial, closer in social type to the rural 
unions of Carmarthenshire than to the coalfield unions of the northern valleys. 

The Workhouse and Gower Life 

The separation from Swansea in 1857 reflected the Gower parishes' sense of their own distinct 
identity and their desire to administer their poor separately from the industrial and port 
communities of the larger union. The Gower workhouse served a population that was small by 
Glamorgan standards — the peninsula's total population never approached the numbers of the 
valley towns — and the institution operated on a relatively modest scale throughout its 
existence. Records from the Gower Union are held in the West Glamorgan Archive Service and 
are also available through the Ancestry UK platform, which holds Swansea, Gower, Neath, and 
Pontardawe union records. 

Archive Sources 

West Glamorgan Archive Service, County Hall, Oystermouth Road, Swansea SA1 3SN. Records 
also available through Ancestry UK. 
 

Union Four — Merthyr Tydfil Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 — Board of Guardians first met 3 November 1836 at the Castle Inn, Merthyr Tydfil 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  Thomas Street, Merthyr Tydfil — later also Caedraw Road 
Building status:  Demolished — site absorbed into hospital use 
Notable legal case:  The Merthyr Tydfil Judgment, Court of Appeal, 1900 
Archive:  Glamorgan Archives — extensive holdings including admissions 1857 to 1924, creed 
registers, register of lunatics, children's home records to 1970 
 

Formation and Resistance 

The Merthyr Tydfil Poor Law Union was formed in 1836, with the Board of Guardians holding 
its first meeting on 3 November 1836 at the Castle Inn in Merthyr Tydfil. From the beginning, 
the union was defined by resistance. Merthyr was already in 1836 the largest iron-producing 
town in the world, its furnaces working day and night, its population swollen by immigration 
from across Wales and beyond, its politics shaped by five years of aftermath from the Merthyr 
Rising of 1831 — the most serious workers' uprising in nineteenth-century Welsh history. The 
men and women who elected the Board of Guardians were the same men and women who had 
seen soldiers fire on crowds in the streets of their town. 

Merthyr Tydfil was one of the areas that showed the most considerable resistance to the New 
Poor Law and to the erection of a union workhouse anywhere in Wales. For many years, a 
number of the union's member parishes declined to return a Guardian at all. The union, 
contrary to the express wishes of the Poor Law Commissioners, persisted in giving out-relief 
in the form of money to the able-bodied poor rather than requiring them to enter the 
workhouse. It was not until 1848 that the Board of Guardians were finally persuaded to 
undertake the building of a workhouse. And even then, a cholera epidemic intervened, and it 
was not until the end of 1850 that plans were formally agreed. 

The cholera epidemic that delayed the workhouse also filled the burial ground that was 
established to the north-west of the eventual workhouse site. The cholera dead of Merthyr 
Tydfil in the mid-nineteenth century — many of them recent immigrants who had come to 
work in the ironworks and found instead a waterborne disease in an overcrowded town 



without adequate sanitation — lie in that ground. The workhouse and the cholera cemetery 
were neighbours from the beginning. 

Boom, Bust, and the Workhouse 

The Merthyr Tydfil Union's history is inseparable from the economic cycles of the iron and 
coal industries. In the 1870s a fall in the price of coal and iron led to a recession and a reduction 
in workers' wages across South Wales. The union was pressed to provide relief on a scale it had 
never anticipated, and the Board of Guardians found itself negotiating between the 
requirements of the Poor Law and the reality of an industrial population facing mass 
unemployment through no fault of its own. 

A similar and more legally significant crisis occurred in 1898, when wage cuts by employers 
resulted in a five-month-long strike. The Board of Guardians, with the support of the Local 
Government Board, offered strikers an outdoor labour test — a form of relief that did not 
require entry into the workhouse. When the dispute ended, the colliery owners challenged the 
legality of providing relief to strikers. In 1900, the Court of Appeal issued what became known 
as the Merthyr Tydfil Judgment. It ruled that regardless of whether he was on strike, an able-
bodied man who could obtain work was not entitled to poor relief unless he had become too 
exhausted by his situation to be capable of working. It was ruled, however, that the wives and 
families of strikers could claim poor relief. Unmarried strikers thus had no access to poor relief 
until physical debilitation removed any question of their ability to work. The Merthyr Tydfil 
Judgment shaped poor law administration across England and Wales for the remaining years 
of the system's existence. 

The Children's Home 

The Merthyr Tydfil Union operated a children's home alongside the main workhouse, 
reflecting the national trend toward removing children from the adult workhouse 
environment. The children's home records at Glamorgan Archives cover admissions and 
discharges from 1877 to 1970 — a span that extends far beyond the abolition of the Poor Law 
itself, recording the institution's continuous presence in the lives of Merthyr's most vulnerable 
children for nearly a century. The creed registers for the children's home, covering 1877 to 
1964, document the religious affiliations of thousands of children who passed through the 
institution during those years. 

Archive Sources 

Glamorgan Archives, Clos Parc Morgannwg, Leckwith, Cardiff CF11 8AW. Holdings include 
Guardians' minute books (1836 to 1930 with gaps), workhouse admissions and discharges 
(1857 to 1924 with gaps), creed register (1869 to 1932 with gaps), indoor relief lists (1875 to 
1877), register of lunatics (1890 to 1930), children's home admissions and discharges (1877 to 
1970), children's home creed registers (1877 to 1964), and indoor relief lists for the children's 
home (1877 to 1879 and 1922 to 1956). The published study Poor Relief in Merthyr Tydfil 
Union in Victorian Times by Tydfil Thomas (1992, Glamorgan Archive Service) provides a 
detailed account of the union's history. 
 

 

 

 



Union Five — Neath Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  North side of Llantwit Road, approximately one mile east of Neath town, 
backing onto the Neath Canal 
Opened:  1838 
Authorised capacity:  140 inmates 
Building plan:  H-shaped layout — long front range, short central block, parallel rear range with 
dining hall 
Building status:  Eastern half of original building survives 
Archive:  Glamorgan Archives — records also available on Ancestry UK 
 

Formation and the Copper Capital's Hinterland 

The Neath Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the town of Neath and the parishes of 
the Neath valley, a district whose economy combined copper smelting, coal mining, and the 
ancient port trade of the River Neath. The workhouse opened in 1838, built about a mile east 
of the town on a narrow site on the north side of Llantwit Road, its rear backing onto the Neath 
Canal. By 1895 it was described as a substantial building of stone, erected in 1838 and since 
rebuilt and improved, adapted for the reception of 140 poor and equipped with a well-
furnished boardroom — the formal language of an official report concealing the human reality 
of a workhouse population drawn from the most difficult circumstances that Neath's industrial 
economy could produce. 

The Neath workhouse's H-shaped plan was characteristic of the period, its long front range 
connected by a short central block to a parallel rear range in which the dining hall was located. 
The design was practical and functional, as institutional architecture of the period was always 
required to be — built not for the comfort of its occupants but for the efficiency of its 
supervisors. The eastern half of the original building still exists, a surviving fragment of one of 
Glamorgan's earliest purpose-built workhouse structures. 

The Pontardawe Separation 

In 1875, following decades of population growth in the Swansea valley parishes to the north-
west, a new Pontardawe Poor Law Union was formed from parishes that had previously been 
part of the Neath Union. The separation reflected the increasing unmanageability of a union 
whose northern parishes — the slate, copper, and anthracite communities of the upper 
Swansea valley — had grown far beyond the scale originally envisaged. Before the formation 
of the Pontardawe Union, paupers from the parishes of Llangiwg, Cilybebyll, and Ynysymwn 
had come under the jurisdiction of the Neath Union. The average weekly cost of food for an 
adult pauper in the Neath Union in 1850 was recorded as two shillings and one and a half 
pence; for children it was one shilling. The cholera expenses charged to the parishes of 
Llangiwg and Cilybebyll in 1850 — sixty-eight pounds two shillings and three pence, and three 
pounds sixteen shillings and eleven pence respectively — testify to the epidemic's reach into 
the upland communities that would later form the Pontardawe Union. 

Archive Sources 

West Glamorgan Archive Service, County Hall, Oystermouth Road, Swansea SA1 3SN. Records 
also available through Ancestry UK, including workhouse admissions and discharges (1867 to 
1914), indoor relief lists (1886 to 1916), birth registers (1871 to 1914), death registers (1871 to 
1912), and register of lunatics (1890 to 1940). 
 



Union Six — Pontardawe Poor Law Union 

Formed:  26 March 1875 
County:  Glamorgan 
Parishes served:  Cilybebyll, Llanguicke (Llangiwg), Mawr, Rhyndwclydach, Ynysymond, 
Ystradgynlais Higher, Ystradgynlais Lower 
Workhouse location:  North side of Brecon Road, north-east of Pontardawe 
Opened:  1879 
Construction cost:  £8,890 
Authorised capacity:  130 inmates (107 beds in practice) 
First master:  Robert Short (salary £50 per annum, 1880) 
First matron:  Helen Short (salary £30 per annum, 1880) 
Building status:  Demolished — Dan-y-Bryn Hostel 1948 to 1988, then replaced by Dan-y-Bryn 
residential care home 
Archive:  West Glamorgan Archive Service — Board of Guardians' minutes (1875 to 1930), 
admissions and discharges (1915 to 1919 and 1925 to 1943), register of inmates (1917 to 1941) 
 

Formation — A New Union for a Growing Valley 

The Pontardawe Poor Law Union was created on 26 March 1875, carved from the north-
western parishes of the Neath Union to serve the rapidly expanding communities of the upper 
Swansea valley. Its seven constituent parishes — Cilybebyll, Llanguicke, Mawr, 
Rhyndwclydach, Ynysymond, Ystradgynlais Higher, and Ystradgynlais Lower — represented 
an industrial landscape of anthracite mining, tinplate works, and copper smelting, 
communities that had grown with dramatic speed as the valley's mineral wealth was exploited 
through the second half of the nineteenth century. 

The new workhouse was not built immediately on the union's formation. It was not until 1879 
that the building on the north side of Brecon Road, on a sloping site at the north-east of 
Pontardawe, was completed and opened. It cost eight thousand eight hundred and ninety 
pounds — a substantial investment for a relatively small union — and was designed to 
accommodate 130 inmates, though the practical bed count of 107 reflected the realities of the 
building's layout. The first master was Robert Short, who arrived from Newcastle on Tyne with 
his wife Helen as matron and his sister-in-law Mary Park as assistant matron, all three from 
the same north-east English town. Their salaries in 1880 — fifty pounds a year for the master, 
thirty pounds for the matron — reflected the modest scale of the institution they administered. 

The Building and Its Layout 

The Pontardawe workhouse comprised two small blocks flanking the entrance, one of which 
contained the porter's quarters. The main building had a typical T-shaped layout, with the 
master's rooms at the centre, kitchens and dining hall to the rear, and male and female 
accommodation on separate sides. A separate block to the rear may have housed the infirmary. 
The building sat on its sloping site above the town of Pontardawe, visible from the valley below 
— an institution that loomed over the community it served in both physical and psychological 
terms. 

The Human Story — Ezra Whitney Rhodes 

Among the thousands of people admitted to the Pontardawe Union Workhouse between 1879 
and its closure, one stands apart — not because his circumstances were exceptional by the 
standards of the time, but because his story connects the workhouse on the Brecon Road to a 
maritime family in New England and to a quiet churchyard on the hill above Pontardawe, and 
because a gravestone and a FindAGrave memorial have kept his name alive. 



Ezra Whitney Rhodes was born on 12 April 1867 in Rockland, Maine, on the coast of New 
England, into a family deeply embedded in the maritime life of that community. His 
grandfather, Captain Orris Rhodes, was a seasoned transatlantic mariner who spent his career 
navigating routes between North America, Europe, and the Caribbean. Captain Rhodes died 
aboard the schooner Aldana Rokes while sailing from Belfast, Ireland, to Matanzas, Cuba, and 
was buried at sea — the traditional end of a life lived on the water. His father, James Edward 
Rhodes, was a Civil War veteran who later served as Mayor of Rockland from 1904 to 1906. 
His mother Celestia, known as Lettie, served as state president of the Woman's Relief Corps. 
His sister Lucie devoted her life to teaching. His brother Albert served in the Tilson Light 
Infantry until his early death in 1890. 

Rockland's economy was built on shipbuilding, fishing, and its sardine and fish canneries, 
which supplied goods across the United States and internationally. The sea ran through the 
Rhodes family in every generation. It was the sea — and the Atlantic industrial economy that 
connected the port of Rockland to the ports of Wales — that brought Ezra to the Swansea 
valley. 

In 1913, while staying in Ystalyfera, Ezra fell gravely ill. No local doctor was available. He was 
taken to the Pontardawe Union Workhouse, which served as the only available medical facility 
for those in need across the seven parishes of the union. The workhouse on the Brecon Road, 
with its 107 beds and its T-shaped main block above the town, was the place where the sick 
and destitute of the Swansea valley were brought when there was nowhere else to go. 
Conditions were austere. Rules were strict. Amenities were basic. Despite whatever treatment 
was available, Ezra's condition worsened. He died on 13 September 1913, aged 46. 

He was buried in the churchyard of St Ciwg's Church at Llangiwg — the ancient hilltop church 
that stands 700 feet above sea level on Barley Hill, perched above the valley that had been one 
of the Pontardawe Union's seven parishes since the union's formation in 1875. His family in 
America, informed of his death, funded the burial and the headstone. A woman from America, 
whose identity is not recorded in any surviving document, travelled to Llangiwg some years 
later to visit his grave, making the transatlantic crossing that Ezra himself had made in the 
other direction, to stand at a stone on a Welsh hillside and honour the memory of a man who 
had come a long way to die in a workhouse. 

His FindAGrave memorial — number 259772316 — is accessible at 
findagrave.com/memorial/259772316/ezra-whitney-rhodes. His grandfather's memorial, 
number 188410285, records the sea captain who began the family's transatlantic story. His 
mother Lettie's memorial, number 271896772, records the woman whose family stretched 
from a Maine fishing port to a Glamorgan hillside in one generation. 

Ezra Whitney Rhodes is buried in Wales because the Pontardawe Union Workhouse was the 
only place available to receive him when he was ill and alone. That is the human reality behind 
the institutional record. The workhouse was not simply a deterrent or an administrative 
mechanism. It was the place people went when there was nowhere else. 

The Llangiwg Connection 

The parish of Llangiwg — one of the seven original parishes of the Pontardawe Union — sits at 
the heart of this story. During the cholera epidemic of 1866, before the Pontardawe Union 
existed and while the parish still fell under the Neath Union, paupers from Pontardawe were 
interred in the Llangiwg churchyard. The same ancient ground that received the cholera dead 
of the 1860s received Ezra Whitney Rhodes in 1913. The church of St Ciwg, founded in the 
sixth century by a Celtic saint, preserved on its hilltop above the industrial valley, had been 
witnessing the deaths of the poor for a thousand years before the Pontardawe workhouse was 
built below it. 



The Llangiwg Trust (llangiwgtrust.org) now cares for the church and its heritage. The 
churchyard, now beautifully maintained, holds memorials from the seventeenth to the 
twentieth centuries, including the graves of cholera victims, World War casualties, and one 
American mariner from Rockland, Maine. 

Later History 

In 1930, the Pontardawe workhouse was redesignated as the Pontardawe Public Assistance 
Institution when the Local Government Act transferred the functions of the Poor Law Unions 
to Glamorgan County Council. In 1948, when the National Health Service was established, the 
premises became the Dan-y-Bryn Hostel. The hostel finally closed in 1988, and the building 
was demolished shortly afterwards. The Dan-y-Bryn residential care home now occupies the 
site. Nothing physical remains of the workhouse where Ezra Rhodes died. 

Archive Sources 

West Glamorgan Archive Service, County Hall, Oystermouth Road, Swansea SA1 3SN. 
Holdings include Board of Guardians' minutes (1875 to 1930), admissions and discharges 
(1915 to 1919 and 1925 to 1943), and register of inmates (1917 to 1941). Records are also 
available through Ancestry UK. The GENUKI platform holds transcribed records including the 
1881 census return for the workhouse, which names the master Robert Short, his wife Helen, 
their son Robert Lloyd Short aged two, and Mary Park as sister-in-law — a domestic snapshot 
of the institution's first years of operation. 
 

Union Seven — Pontypridd Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1863 (from parts of Cardiff and Merthyr Tydfil unions) 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  Pontypridd, Glamorgan 
Building status:  Demolished — site absorbed into hospital use 
Archive:  Glamorgan Archives, Cardiff 
 

Formation and the Coalfield Communities 

The Pontypridd Poor Law Union was formed in 1863 from parishes that had previously been 
divided between the Cardiff and Merthyr Tydfil unions, reflecting the massive growth of 
population in the Rhondda and Cynon valleys in the mid-nineteenth century. Pontypridd sat 
at the confluence of the Rhondda and Taff rivers, the natural gateway to the great coalfield 
valleys that were already producing the coal that would make south Wales the engine room of 
the British Empire. The town was growing rapidly, its industries including chainworks and 
collieries, its streets filling with workers from across Wales and beyond. 

The formation of a separate union for the Pontypridd district recognised what the population 
figures already made plain: the Cardiff and Merthyr unions could no longer adequately serve 
communities whose numbers were multiplying with every decade. The Rhondda valleys in 
particular were experiencing a transformation without precedent in Welsh history, their 
population growing from a few thousand to tens of thousands within a single generation, 
driven by the sinking of new collieries and the arrival of men, women, and children seeking 
work in the most rapidly expanding coalfield in the world. 

The Social Consequences of Coal 

The Pontypridd Union workhouse served the human casualties of the coal economy. Mining 
accidents were frequent and often fatal, leaving widows and children without income. 



Industrial diseases — silicosis, nystagmus, and the cumulative damage of years underground 
— disabled men before old age. Trade depressions brought mass unemployment across the 
valleys with devastating speed, and the workhouse received the overflow of a labour market 
that had no other safety net. The admission registers of the Pontypridd Union, where they 
survive, would document this social history in the names and circumstances of the individuals 
who passed through the workhouse gate. 

Archive Sources 

Glamorgan Archives, Clos Parc Morgannwg, Leckwith, Cardiff CF11 8AW. The Welsh 
Newspaper Archive (newspapers.library.wales) holds coverage of the union throughout its 
existence. 
 

Union Eight — Swansea Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Glamorgan 
Workhouse location:  Mount Pleasant, Swansea — erected 1861 to 1862 at cost of £15,780 
Early premises:  Bathing House on Swansea Burrows (inadequate — used until 1864) 
Architect:  George Wilkinson (original) — later rebuilt 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  West Glamorgan Archive Service — extensive holdings also available on Ancestry UK 
 

Formation and the Copper Capital 

The Swansea Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve one of the most extraordinary 
industrial landscapes in Wales. Swansea was the copper capital of the world — its Lower 
Swansea Valley lined with smelting works processing ore shipped from Chile, Cuba, Australia, 
and across the globe. The copper fumes had poisoned the valley's vegetation, leaving a post-
industrial moonscape of bare hillsides and contaminated earth that shocked visitors even as 
the industry it represented generated enormous wealth. Into this landscape the Poor Law 
arrived to serve those who worked in the copper industry and its satellites and who fell into 
destitution when their bodies or their luck gave out. 

Initially the union used existing premises on Swansea Burrows — the Bathing House, a 
building wholly inadequate to the task. It had limited dormitories, no lying-in ward, no fever 
ward, no lunatic ward, no schoolroom, and no chapel. Despite these deficiencies it remained 
in use until 1864. A proper workhouse was not built until 1861 to 1862, when a new building 
at the top of Mount Pleasant was erected at a cost of fifteen thousand seven hundred and eighty 
pounds — more than double the cost of the Neath workhouse built two decades earlier, 
reflecting both inflation and the much larger population the Swansea institution was required 
to serve. The workhouse's double-courtyard layout, with an entrance and administrative block 
to the south, was designed to handle a significant population with the supervisory efficiency 
that the Poor Law required. 

The 1866 Inspection and the Sick 

In April 1866, Poor Law Board Inspector J.T. Graves visited the Swansea workhouse and 
reported deficiencies in the care of the sick. His report noted that the infirmary was detached 
from the rest of the workhouse — a common arrangement in older or awkwardly built 
institutions, but one that created practical difficulties for the supervision of patients and the 
management of serious illness. The 1866 inspection occurred the same year as a cholera 



outbreak that affected communities across south Wales, and the pressure on the Swansea 
workhouse's medical facilities during that epidemic would have been considerable. 

The Gower Separation 

In 1857, the Gower peninsula parishes separated from the Swansea Union to form their own 
Gower Poor Law Union, reducing the administrative burden on Swansea and allowing the 
peninsula communities to be governed in a manner that reflected their distinct social 
character. The separation left the Swansea Union more firmly focused on the industrial and 
port parishes of the town and its immediate hinterland — the copper workers, the dock 
labourers, the seafarers, and the commercial population of what was rapidly becoming one of 
the most important ports on the western coast of Britain. 

Extraordinary Archive Holdings 

The Swansea Union is among the best-documented of all Welsh workhouses. The West 
Glamorgan Archive Service holds records that span the full life of the institution, and many of 
these are available through the Ancestry UK platform. The holdings include the Workhouse 
Master's report and journal from 1842 to 1914 — a continuous record covering more than seven 
decades of institutional life — together with creed registers, indoor relief books, lists of 
paupers, births registers, deaths registers, a register of lunatics, a punishment book covering 
1855 to 1880, a register of young persons, school admissions and discharges for boys, and 
school attendance books. The published study Swansea and the Workhouse by B. Lewis (2003, 
West Glamorgan Archive Service) provides a detailed account of the union's history. This body 
of published and archival material makes the Swansea Union one of the most accessible of all 
Welsh workhouses for researchers tracing family history or social history in the Swansea 
district. 

Archive Sources 

West Glamorgan Archive Service, County Hall, Oystermouth Road, Swansea SA1 3SN. 
Holdings include Workhouse Master's report and journal (1842 to 1914), creed register (1903 
to 1914), indoor relief book (1836 to 1840), list of paupers (1872 to 1895 with gaps), births 
register (1866 to 1927), register of deaths (1895 to 1920), register of lunatics (1890 to 1899), 
punishment book (1855 to 1880), register of young persons (1865 to 1870), school admissions 
and discharges for boys (1865 to 1870), and school attendance books (1876 to 1877). Records 
also available through Ancestry UK. 
 

Glamorgan — Summary and Connections 

Glamorgan's eight unions represent the full spectrum of Welsh workhouse experience. At one 
extreme, the Cardiff Union grew from a building for two hundred people into an institution 
holding over a thousand, its expansion driven by the most rapid urban growth in Welsh 
history. At the other, the Gower Union served a small peninsula community of farmers and 
fishermen whose poverty was agricultural in character, their union modestly scaled and quietly 
administered. Between these poles, Merthyr Tydfil brought the most sustained institutional 
resistance to the New Poor Law of any union in Wales; Swansea generated the richest surviving 
archive; and Pontardawe, the last of the eight to be formed and the smallest, holds the story 
that connects a Welsh workhouse to the maritime world of New England. 

Three connecting threads run through the Glamorgan unions as they ran through 
Carmarthenshire in the previous document, though their character here is shaped by the 
industrial rather than the rural nature of the county. 



The resistance thread in Glamorgan is not the rural Rebecca resistance of Carmarthenshire 
but the organised industrial resistance of the ironworks and colliery communities. Merthyr's 
sustained refusal to build a workhouse until fourteen years after the 1834 Act, the continuing 
preference for outdoor relief over indoor relief across the coalfield unions, and the Merthyr 
Tydfil Judgment of 1900 — which set a national precedent about the rights of strikers to poor 
relief — all reflect a working-class culture with the organisation and the coherence to contest 
the terms of the Poor Law rather than simply submit to them. 

The scale thread is unique to Glamorgan among Welsh counties. The Cardiff and Merthyr 
unions were not simply larger versions of rural Welsh workhouses. They were institutions of a 
different order, required to process poverty on an industrial scale in an industrial economy, 
and their evolution into hospitals serving thousands of patients was not an accident but a 
logical consequence of what they had always been — the healthcare of last resort for 
communities that had no other. 

The human story thread runs through all eight unions but finds its most resonant expression 
in the Pontardawe Union and the grave of Ezra Whitney Rhodes in the churchyard of St Ciwg's 
Church at Llangiwg. That an American sailor from a fishing port in Maine should end his life 
in a Welsh workhouse and lie in a sixth-century churchyard on a Glamorgan hillside is not a 
remarkable story by the standards of the Atlantic industrial economy that connected Rockland, 
Maine to Swansea, Wales in the nineteenth century. What is remarkable is that the story can 
be recovered at all — from a FindAGrave memorial, a gravestone photographed on a hilltop, 
and a connection made between a man's name, his family in America, and the workhouse 
records that documented his final days. 

That recovery is what this project is for. Each union, each building, each admission register 
holds stories of the same kind — lives that left traces in institutional records, local newspapers, 
census returns, and churchyard stones, waiting to be found and connected. Glamorgan has 
eight unions and thousands of such stories. This document has recovered one of them in detail. 
The rest await. 

The next document in this series covers Pembrokeshire — three unions, the county where 
Rebecca began, and the most distinctively bilingual landscape in Wales. 
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Monmouthshire — A County Introduction 

Monmouthshire occupied an ambiguous position in the governance of Wales. It had been 
administered under English law since the Act of Union of 1536, and for much of the nineteenth 
century its legal status as either Welsh or English was genuinely contested. The census returns 
classified it variously. Government reports assigned it now to Wales, now to England. The 
people who lived there settled the question in the only way that mattered: they were, in the 
valleys, as Welsh as any community in the principality — Welsh-speaking in the north and 
west, Nonconformist in religion, shaped by the iron and coal industries that had transformed 
the Eastern Valleys in a single generation into one of the most densely populated industrial 
landscapes in the world. 

Monmouthshire in 1836 was the site of the most intense social and political ferment in Wales. 
The ironworks of Tredegar, Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, and Blaenavon were the economic engines 
of the county. The Chartist movement — the first mass working-class political movement in 
British history — was taking root in the valleys with a depth and organisation that alarmed the 
authorities in London. Three years after the Poor Law Unions of Monmouthshire were formed, 
the county produced the Newport Rising of November 1839: seven thousand armed men 
marching through the rain from the Valleys to the port town, intending to seize it and declare 
a workers' republic, turned back by soldiers hidden in the Westgate Hotel, twenty or more dead 
in the street. 

The Newport workhouse, newly built on Stow Hill, was at the centre of that night. The Chartist 
force passed it on their march into town. Soldiers were quartered in it before the rising. After 
the defeat, it served as prison camp and hospital for the survivors. The workhouse that the 
Poor Law had built to contain poverty became, on the most dramatic night in Welsh political 
history, a military facility serving the state that the Chartists had tried to overthrow. 

Six Poor Law Unions administered Monmouthshire under the New Poor Law: Abergavenny, 
Bedwellty, Chepstow, Monmouth, Newport, and Pontypool. Together they covered the full 
social range of the county, from the agricultural parishes of the Wye valley at Chepstow and 
Monmouth to the ironworks communities of the Eastern Valleys at Bedwellty, and from the 
ancient market towns of Abergavenny and Monmouth to the rapidly expanding port and 
industrial town of Newport. The six workhouses built by these unions served Monmouthshire's 
destitute for nearly a century and generated records that are among the best documented in 
Wales. 
 

 

 

 



Union One — Abergavenny Poor Law Union 

Formed:  31 May 1836 
County:  Monmouthshire — 36 Guardians representing 28 constituent parishes and hamlets 
Workhouse location:  Hatherleigh Place, west of Abergavenny, east side of Union Road 
Built:  1837 to 1838 
Authorised capacity:  150 to 189 inmates 
Architect:  George Wilkinson — square layout, plain Elizabethan style 
Building plan:  Entrance block at south-west — two parallel accommodation blocks to rear 
connected by central spine 
1891 census inmates:  189 
FamilySearch records:  Admission and discharge records 1843 to 1923 — freely searchable online 
Building status:  Survives — ancillary buildings now used by businesses including Abergavenny 
Electrics 
Archive:  Gwent Archives, Ebbw Vale — also Findmypast and FamilySearch 
 

Formation and the Gateway to the Valleys 

The Abergavenny Poor Law Union was formed on 31 May 1836, one of the earliest Welsh 
unions to be constituted. Abergavenny sat at the confluence of the rivers Usk, Gavenny, and 
Cibi, a market town of ancient foundation enclosed by mountains and positioned at the natural 
gateway from the English border country into the Welsh valleys. Its thirty-six Guardians 
represented twenty-eight constituent parishes and hamlets, a substantial board for a union 
that initially included the ironworks parishes of Bedwellty and Aberystruth in its western 
extent before these separated in 1849 to form the new Bedwellty Union. 

The workhouse was built in 1837 to 1838 by George Wilkinson, who was by this period the 
most prolific workhouse architect in Britain and would go on to design almost every workhouse 
built in Ireland under the 1838 Irish Poor Law. His Abergavenny building followed his 
characteristic square layout in a plain Elizabethan style: an entrance block at the south-west, 
two parallel accommodation blocks to the rear connected by a central spine, the whole 
designed for 150 to 189 inmates. By 1891 the building held exactly 189 people on census night. 
The building survives on what became Hatherleigh Place, its ancillary buildings now used by 
businesses, the entrance block still visible as the taller building behind. 

The Most Accessible Workhouse Records in Wales 

The Abergavenny Union workhouse has the distinction of possessing the most accessible 
admission records of any Welsh workhouse. The collection held at Gwent Archives — 
admission and discharge books for both casual paupers and vagrants covering 1843 to 1923, 
medical notices, religious creed registers, school admission records, and a register of pauper 
cases refused — has been digitised and indexed and is searchable through both FamilySearch 
and Findmypast. FamilySearch provides free access to this collection, making the 
Abergavenny workhouse the only Welsh institution of its kind whose individual admission 
records can be searched at no cost by any researcher in the world. 

What the records contain is remarkable in its detail. For each admission, the register records 
the individual's name, age, religion, reason for admission, and the circumstances of their 
discharge or death. The register of pauper cases refused records the names of those who came 
to the gate and were turned away — a category of record unique among Welsh workhouses and 
of profound significance for understanding the full scope of destitution in the Abergavenny 
district. These are the people whose poverty was real enough to bring them to the workhouse 
door but who for whatever reason did not meet the criteria for admission. They went away to 
circumstances that the records do not follow. 



The 1881 census return for the Abergavenny workhouse, transcribed and available on 
workhouses.org.uk, names every inmate on census night in that year — men, women, children, 
the staff who supervised them, the medical officer who served them. It is a snapshot of an 
institution in the middle of its operational life, its population drawn from the farming parishes 
of the Usk valley and the industrial communities of the eastern valleys alike. 

Archive Sources 

Gwent Archives, Steelworks Road, Ebbw Vale NP23 6DN. The Abergavenny Union records are 
also available through Findmypast (subscription required) and FamilySearch (free). The 
History Points website (historypoints.org) provides a detailed account of the surviving 
workhouse buildings at Hatherleigh Place. 
 

Union Two — Bedwellty Poor Law Union 

Formed:  26 March 1849 — separated from Abergavenny Union 
County:  Monmouthshire — initially Bedwellty and Aberystruth parishes, later expanded 
Additional parishes added:  Abertillery, Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, Tredegar 
1881 union population:  55,824 
Workhouse location:  Elevated site at Georgetown, near Tredegar — built 1852 
Authorised capacity:  Over 300 inmates 
Building plan:  Stone building — foreshortened cruciform design — wall along southern perimeter 
instead of buildings — entrance gate through yard between exercise yards 
1914 staff:  Master: Walter Henry Garnett Pallin — Matron: Mrs Pallin — Medical Officer: Horace 
George Brown 
Cottage homes:  Tredegar cottage homes (taken over by Monmouthshire Education Committee 
1930, closed 1962, then accommodation for evicted families, now sheltered housing) plus scattered 
homes at Blackwood, Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, Tredegar 
Building status:  Demolished — site now St James Park housing estate, Georgetown, Tredegar 
Archive:  Gwent Archives, Ebbw Vale 
 

Formation from the Ironworks Communities 

The Bedwellty Poor Law Union came into formal existence on 26 March 1849, carved from the 
western parishes of the Abergavenny Union when the growth of the ironworks communities of 
the Sirhowy valley made the parent union unmanageable. Its initial parishes of Bedwellty and 
Aberystruth were subsequently expanded by the addition of the newly created parishes of 
Abertillery, Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, and Tredegar — the four great ironworks towns of the 
Eastern Valleys, whose combined population by 1881 had reached 55,824 people. A union 
population of that scale in the heartland of the Welsh iron industry, served by a workhouse 
designed for 300 inmates, represents one of the most demanding institutional environments 
in the history of Welsh poor relief. 

The workhouse itself was not built until 1852, three years after the union's formation, on an 
elevated site at Georgetown near Tredegar. The building was stone-built, its design a 
foreshortened version of the cruciform plan, with a wall rather than buildings along the 
southern perimeter and an entrance gate giving access through the yard between the two 
southern exercise yards. At its peak it held over 300 inmates drawn from the ironworks, 
colliery, and mining communities of the valleys above. The previous Tredegar workhouse, 
known as Twyn Y Ddraenen or Thornhill, had stood in the centre of Queen Square since 
approximately 1820; it has been converted into three houses and still stands. 

 



An Inspector's Visit — Named Details 

A contemporaneous inspection report for the Bedwellty Union, preserved in the 
Monmouthshire genealogy records at mongenes.org.uk, provides a named snapshot of the 
institution at one point in its operation. The inspector recorded that the Bedwellty Union at 
the last census contained a population of 47,565 individuals. On the day of the visit, the 
workhouse held 77 inmates: 23 men, 23 women, 9 boys, 18 girls, and 4 infants, including four 
blind men and women. The weekly cost per head was three shillings and one penny for food 
and clothing, described as above the average cost of the Welsh Unions. 

The inspector's comments on the school were pointed. He and his colleagues asked the girls 
and three boys present a few easy questions in mental arithmetic, beginning with the number 
of ounces in a pound. Several girls replied incorrectly. The same criticism applied to a question 
about the fourth part of three shillings. The industrial department of the workhouse required 
more attention and skilful direction, he noted; the men were mainly employed on the 
approximately two acres of land attached to the institution, whose produce was consumed by 
the inmates themselves. 

This is the kind of record — specific, named, observed — that gives institutional history its 
texture. The 77 people in the Bedwellty workhouse on the day of that inspection were not 
statistics. They were 23 men, 23 women, 9 boys, 18 girls, and 4 infants, including four who 
were blind, costing the ratepayers three shillings and one penny each per week, eating produce 
grown on the workhouse's two acres, and unable to answer simple arithmetic questions in the 
institution's school. 

Cottage Homes and Scattered Accommodation 

The Bedwellty Union operated an extensive network of provision beyond the main workhouse 
at Georgetown. The Tredegar cottage homes offered accommodation for children in a more 
domestic setting, reflecting the national trend toward removing children from the adult 
workhouse environment. By 1930 the cottage homes were taken over by the Monmouthshire 
Education Committee, continuing in use until 1962, when the premises were used as 
accommodation for evicted families before conversion to sheltered housing. The union also 
operated scattered homes at addresses in Blackwood, Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, and Tredegar, 
providing a distributed network of small residential facilities across the valley communities. 
 

Union Three — Chepstow Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Monmouthshire (also Gloucestershire — border union on the Wye) 
Workhouse location:  Chepstow (Cas-gwent), Monmouthshire 
Architect:  George Wilkinson 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  Gwent Archives, Ebbw Vale 
 

Formation and the Lower Wye 

The Chepstow Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the parishes of the lower Wye 
valley at the point where the river flows into the Severn estuary and the border between Wales 
and England meets the tidal water. Chepstow was an ancient port and market town whose 
Norman castle dominated the Wye gorge, its history one of border conflict and commercial 
exchange between the Welsh and English sides of the river. The union it anchored included 
parishes in both Monmouthshire and Gloucestershire, a cross-border character that reflected 
the integrated economy of the lower Wye communities on both banks. 



George Wilkinson designed the Chepstow workhouse, as he had the Abergavenny building, 
bringing his characteristic Elizabethan institutional style to a building that served a population 
quite different from the ironworks communities of the Eastern Valleys. Chepstow's poor were 
agricultural labourers from the valley parishes, river workers from the Wye trade, and the 
maritime community of a port town whose fortunes had fluctuated with the tidal currents of 
the estuary economy. The building has been demolished and the site absorbed into the modern 
fabric of the town. 
 

Union Four — Monmouth Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Monmouthshire (also Gloucestershire) 
Early premises:  Parish workhouse at Weirhead Street, Monmouth — demolished. 
Workhouse location:  Purpose-built union workhouse, Monmouth 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  Gwent Archives, Ebbw Vale 
 

Formation and the County Town 

The Monmouth Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the county town of 
Monmouthshire and its surrounding parishes, including communities on the Gloucestershire 
side of the Wye. Monmouth (Trefynwy) was the ancient administrative capital of the county, a 
walled market town at the confluence of the Wye and the Monnow whose Norman castle and 
medieval bridge gate gave it a character that was more English border town than Welsh valley 
community. The union it anchored served agricultural parishes from both sides of the border 
river in a landscape that had been contested between Welsh and English governance since the 
Norman conquest. 

The earlier parish workhouse on Weirhead Street was demolished when the new union 
workhouse was built. The union's records are held at Gwent Archives. The Monmouth Union 
occupied a different social world from the ironworks unions of Bedwellty and Newport to the 
south — a market town and agricultural district whose poverty was rural in character, shaped 
by the seasonal labour market of the Wye valley farms rather than the industrial cycles of the 
coalfield. 
 

Union Five — Newport Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Monmouthshire — large union serving Newport and surrounding parishes 
Workhouse location:  Stow Hill, Newport (Casnewydd) 
Building status:  Became St Woolos Hospital — Grade II listed elements survive 
Chartist connection:  4 November 1839 — the Newport Rising passed the workhouse — soldiers 
quartered within — post-rising prison camp and hospital — 18-year-old Susan Stephens gave 
testimony naming a Chartist she saw passing on Stow Hill with a gun 
Archive:  Gwent Archives, Ebbw Vale 
 

Formation and the Growing Port 

The Newport Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve Newport and its surrounding 
parishes at a moment when the town was beginning the transformation from modest market 



town to major industrial port that would define the following century. The Bute family's 
development of the Cardiff docks to the west was driving coal export through the Bristol 
Channel, and Newport's own dock facilities were expanding to serve the ironworks of the 
Eastern Valleys — the iron rails produced at Tredegar and Ebbw Vale that were being shipped 
to railway projects across the world passing through Newport's wharves on their way to the 
sea. 

The workhouse was built on Stow Hill, the road that descends from the upland parishes of 
Monmouthshire into the town — a position of particular significance for the events of 
November 1839. The building that the Poor Law had erected to serve the destitute of Newport 
became, within three years of its construction, one of the central sites of the most dramatic 
night in Welsh political history. 

4 November 1839 — The Newport Rising 

On the night of 3 to 4 November 1839, more than seven thousand armed Chartists descended 
from the valleys of Monmouthshire toward Newport, marching through rain and darkness on 
roads they had planned and prepared for months. Their intention was to seize Newport, hold 
it as the base for a wider insurrection, and send a signal that would ignite Chartist action across 
Britain. The plan was to declare what some of their leaders called a Silurian workers' republic, 
take over the mines and ironworks, and expropriate the banks. A fifteen-year-old carpenter 
from Pontypool named George Shell wrote to his parents on the night of the march: I shall this 
night be engaged in a glorious struggle for freedom and should it be my lot to fall in the struggle 
I trust that you and my dear mother will not feel sorry but proud of me. 

Captain Stack and seventy infantrymen of the 45th Regiment had been stationed in the new 
workhouse on Stow Hill. As the Chartist force passed the Stow Hill turnpike on the morning 
of 4 November, they could see soldiers on guard at their makeshift barracks in the workhouse 
building. More than five thousand men passed the workhouse during the march into town, the 
institution that had been built to contain the consequences of their poverty now serving as the 
garrison of the force that would be used against them. 

At the Westgate Hotel, soldiers hidden inside opened fire on the Chartist crowd. A battle raged 
for more than twenty minutes. The Chartists dispersed, leaving more than twenty dead in the 
street. John Frost, the former mayor of Newport and one of the rising's three leaders, was 
captured. He was sentenced to be hanged, drawn, and quartered — the last people in British 
history to receive that sentence. The sentence was commuted to transportation to Australia 
because of the public outcry. Eighty-two men in total were sent to trial. 

Following the defeat, the Newport workhouse served a new function: as both prison camp and 
hospital for the aftermath. The wounded Chartists were brought to the same building that had 
housed the soldiers sent to suppress them. The dead — ten Chartists whose bodies were moved 
during the night of 7 November from the stables of the Westgate Hotel — were buried in four 
unmarked graves in St Woolos Churchyard at the north side of St Mary's Chapel, within sight 
of the workhouse on Stow Hill. 

An eighteen-year-old named Susan Stephens gave testimony to Newport magistrates in the 
aftermath, stating that she saw the prisoner Lovell passing her house the Six Bells on Stow Hill 
with a mob with a gun in his hand. Her testimony, preserved in the Newport Rising records, is 
one of the few named eyewitness accounts from an ordinary resident of the street that ran past 
the workhouse on the night the Chartists marched into Newport. 

From Workhouse to St Woolos Hospital 

The Newport Union workhouse on Stow Hill eventually became St Woolos Hospital, 
continuing in healthcare use through the twentieth century. Grade II listed elements of the 
building survive, formally recognised as part of the architectural heritage of Newport. The 



hospital name recalls the medieval church of St Woolos — the Anglicised form of St Gwynllyw, 
the sixth-century Welsh saint whose foundation on the hill above the town predates the 
Norman castle, the medieval borough, the Poor Law, and the industrial revolution that made 
Newport what it became. 
 

Union Six — Pontypool Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Monmouthshire 
Workhouse location:  Griffithstown, near Pontypool — built 1837 
Cottage Homes:  Erected 1881 — accommodation for 270 including 64 children 
Board day:  Alternate Thursdays at 10am 
Building status:  Demolished 
Archive:  Gwent Archives, Ebbw Vale 
 

Formation and the Tinplate Valley 

The Pontypool Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the Eastern Valleys community 
centred on Pontypool, a town whose identity was shaped above all by the tinplate industry. 
Pontypool was the historic home of Welsh tinplate — the process of coating iron sheet with tin 
to produce the material used for food cans, kitchen utensils, and a hundred domestic 
applications had been developed here in the early eighteenth century, and the industry had 
made the town its capital. The union workhouse was built in 1837 at Griffithstown, a 
settlement that had grown up around the ironworks and canal infrastructure south of the town. 

By 1881 the Pontypool Cottage Homes had been erected to provide accommodation for 270 
people, including 64 children housed separately from the adult workhouse population — a 
scale of provision that reflects the size of the union's population and the depth of poverty in 
the tinplate and coal communities of the Eastern Valleys. The Board of Guardians met on 
alternate Thursdays at ten in the morning, their minutes recording the routine administration 
of a system that processed the destitution of an industrial community with the bureaucratic 
regularity that the Poor Law required. 

The Pontypool detachment of the Chartist marchers on the night of 3 to 4 November 1839 did 
not arrive in Newport in time to take part in the rising — the logistics of assembling and 
marching several thousand men through the rain broke down before they reached the town. 
But the community that the Pontypool Union served was the same community that produced 
those marchers, and the workhouse at Griffithstown was the institution that held their families 
when the cycles of industrial poverty stripped them of everything else. 
 

Monmouthshire — Summary and Connections 

Monmouthshire's six Poor Law Unions administered the New Poor Law in the most politically 
charged county in Wales across a period that encompassed both the Newport Rising of 1839 
and the long aftermath of industrial organisation that culminated in the formation of the 
Labour Party and the eventual election of a Labour government that abolished the Poor Law 
itself. The connection between the workhouse and the political history of south-east Wales is 
nowhere more direct than in Monmouthshire, and nowhere in Wales is the workhouse more 
completely embedded in the story of working-class political consciousness. 



Three threads connect the six unions and give Monmouthshire its particular character in the 
wider Welsh workhouse story. 

The Chartist thread is the dominant one. The Newport Rising of 4 November 1839 passed 
through the Newport workhouse in the most literal sense — the soldiers quartered inside it, 
the marchers who passed it on Stow Hill, the wounded and the dead brought to it in the 
aftermath, the unmarked graves in the churchyard above it. No other building in the entire 
Welsh workhouse system was so completely at the centre of a moment of political history. The 
Newport workhouse on Stow Hill is not simply a welfare institution in the history of 
Monmouthshire: it is a site of the democratic struggle, a place where the Chartist dream of 
political representation for the working class met the military power of a state that was not yet 
ready to concede it. 

The record thread is unusually strong in Monmouthshire. The Abergavenny Union's digitised 
admission records on FamilySearch — 1843 to 1923, freely searchable, with images of original 
documents — make the Abergavenny workhouse the most accessible of any Welsh institution 
to genealogical and historical research. The Bedwellty inspection report with its named staff 
and its numbered inmates provides a human snapshot of an ironworks valley workhouse at a 
specific moment. The testimony of Susan Stephens, eighteen years old, naming a Chartist she 
saw pass her house on Stow Hill with a gun, connects an ordinary resident's experience to the 
most dramatic event in the county's history. 

The industrial thread connects all six unions. Monmouthshire was the most intensely 
industrialised county in Wales by the mid-nineteenth century. The ironworks of Tredegar, 
Ebbw Vale, Rhymney, and Blaenavon; the tinplate of Pontypool; the docks of Newport; the 
agricultural estates of the Wye valley — all coexisted in a county whose social geography 
compressed extreme wealth and extreme poverty into a remarkably small space. The six 
workhouses of Monmouthshire served this compressed landscape, each one a point of 
convergence for the human consequences of an economy that gave and took away with the 
indifference of a market that had no interest in what happened to those it discarded. 

The next document in this series covers Radnorshire — three unions, the most sparsely 
populated county in Wales, and the upland communities where poverty was invisible to the 
wider world and the workhouse was the only institution that ever saw it. 
 

Vivit Post Funera Virtus — Virtue Lives On After Death  |  Graham Tudor Emmanuel, Kidwelly  |  2026 



WORKHOUSES OF WALES 

County Eight of Thirteen  |  Montgomeryshire  |  Four Poor Law Unions  |  1837 to 1930 
Graham Tudor Emmanuel  .  Kidwelly  .  2026 

Part of the Workhouses of Wales — A Comprehensive Survey of All 47 Welsh Poor Law Union 
Workhouse Sites 

 

Montgomeryshire — A County Introduction 

Montgomeryshire — Maldwyn in Welsh — occupied the upper Severn valley and the eastern 
flanks of the Cambrian Mountains, a county stretching from the English border at Welshpool 
and Montgomery in the east to the wild uplands above Machynlleth in the west. Its economy 
in the nineteenth century was built on two very different foundations. In the east and along 
the Severn valley, agriculture and the ancient trade of livestock markets dominated. In the 
upper valleys of the centre and west, the woollen and flannel industries had created a 
manufacturing economy that was, by the early nineteenth century, already in serious and 
terminal decline. The handloom weavers of Newtown and Llanidloes — men and women who 
had worked in a cottage industry that had sustained families for generations — were being 
undercut by mechanised production and finding themselves economically stranded in a 
landscape that had no other industry to offer them. 

It was into this economically distressed textile community that the New Poor Law of 1834 
arrived, and the reception it received was hostile in the extreme. Montgomeryshire produced 
two of the most dramatic acts of resistance to the workhouse system in all of Wales. At Caersws 
in 1838, the walls of the Newtown and Llanidloes Union workhouse were knocked down by 
night while it was still under construction. At Llanidloes in April 1839, Chartist rioters 
overthrew the town's government in a rising that preceded the Newport Rising by seven 
months and that cost four men transportation to Australia. The flannel-weaving communities 
of the upper Severn valley were not quietly accepting the institutions being built over their 
objections. 

Montgomeryshire's four Poor Law Unions — Forden, Llanfyllin, Machynlleth, and Newtown 
and Llanidloes — each had a distinct character. Forden had the most complex origin of any 
Welsh union, emerging from the forcible dissolution in 1870 of a Local Act incorporation that 
had operated independently since 1792 and had been immune from the 1834 Act for decades. 
Llanfyllin produced what is now recognised as one of the best-preserved Victorian workhouses 
in the entire United Kingdom, its Grade II* listed building now operating as a heritage and 
community centre. Machynlleth closed its workhouse voluntarily in 1916, one of the earliest 
Welsh unions to do so, and quietly renamed its workhouse births as Gorphwysle — the resting 
place — before the building became another tuberculosis hospital under the King Edward VII 
Welsh Memorial Association. And Newtown and Llanidloes gave the Welsh workhouse system 
its most vivid act of physical resistance: walls knocked down in the night by men described 
only as idly and evil disposed persons. 
 

Union One — Montgomery and Pool (Forden) Poor Law Union 

Original formation:  1792 — Montgomery and Pool Incorporation under Local Act 32 Geo.3 c.96 
Incorporation governed by:  Board of 21 directors covering Montgomery, Pool (Welshpool), and 
14 other parishes in Montgomeryshire and Shropshire 
Original workhouse:  Built 1795 — elevated site approximately one mile south-west of Forden — 
designed by Joseph Bromfield — cost £12,000 — capacity 500 inmates 



Immunity from 1834 Act:  Local Act status made the Incorporation immune from most provisions 
of the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 
Forcibly dissolved:  1870 — replaced by the new Forden Poor Law Union 
New union workhouse:  Built 1877 to 1878 near the original site — substantial surviving building 
Building status:  Original 1795 building converted to residential use — survives as one of the most 
complete workhouse structures in Wales 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells LD1 6DF — Montgomeryshire 
Collections journal holds historical research 
 

The Most Unusual Origin in Welsh Poor Law History 

The Montgomery and Pool Poor Law Union has the most complex origin of any Welsh union. 
In 1792 — forty-two years before the Poor Law Amendment Act — the parishes of Montgomery 
and Pool (Welshpool), together with fourteen other parishes and townships in 
Montgomeryshire and Shropshire, were incorporated under a Local Act of Parliament to 
provide for the better relief and employment of their poor. The Incorporation was governed by 
a board of twenty-one directors with powers to manage poor relief and set up a workhouse or 
House of Industry. A workhouse was built in 1795 on an elevated site about a mile south-west 
of Forden, designed by Joseph Bromfield at a cost of twelve thousand pounds — a very 
substantial sum for the period — and capable of accommodating up to five hundred inmates. 

When the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 arrived, the Montgomery and Pool 
Incorporation's Local Act status made it immune from most of the new Act's provisions. While 
every other Welsh union was being required to form, elect Guardians, and build new 
workhouses under the oversight of the Poor Law Commissioners, the Montgomery and Pool 
Incorporation simply continued operating under its own 1792 Act, managing its poor in the 
1795 building, answerable to its own directors rather than to the London commissioners. This 
immunity persisted for thirty-six years — from 1834 to 1870 — making it the only Welsh 
institution that successfully avoided the 1834 Act's requirements for the entire period of the 
Commissioners' active enforcement. 

In 1870 the Local Government Board finally applied powers that allowed the forcible 
dissolution of the Incorporation. The Montgomery and Pool Incorporation was wound up and 
replaced by the new Forden Poor Law Union, constituted under the standard Poor Law Union 
framework that every other Welsh union had operated since the late 1830s. A new union 
workhouse was built in 1877 to 1878 near the original Forden site, replacing the 1795 Bromfield 
building with a purpose-built Victorian institution. The original 1795 building was converted 
to residential use and survives as one of the most substantial pre-Victorian workhouse 
structures in Wales, its conversion preserving the fabric of a building that preceded the Poor 
Law Amendment Act by forty-two years. 

A Published History 

The history of the Forden Union was published in Montgomeryshire Collections volume 32 in 
1902, providing a detailed account of the Incorporation and its transition to a standard Poor 
Law Union that is among the earliest local histories of any Welsh workhouse institution. The 
journal, published by the Powys Land Club, remains the primary published source for the 
Forden Union's history and provides the foundation for any further research into this uniquely 
complex institution. 
 

 

 



Union Two — Llanfyllin Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Montgomeryshire — serving northern Montgomeryshire parishes 
Workhouse location:  Llanfyllin, Montgomeryshire 
Built:  1838 
Architect:  Thomas Penson — appointed at the second meeting of the Guardians 
Previous parish workhouse:  Small half-timbered cottage close to St Myllin's Well — known as Y 
Bwthyn — still exists 
Listed status:  Grade II* — exceptional historical and architectural importance 
Current use:  Llanfyllin Workhouse Heritage and Community Centre — open daily, free admission, 
Meadows Cafe 
Known as from 1920s:  The Meadows or Y Dolydd 
Long-serving master:  Captain Astley, appointed 1909, served until 1936 — older residents still 
calling his successors Master as late as 1969 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells — also Llanfyllin Workhouse Heritage 
Centre collections 
 

Formation and the Northern Parishes 

The Llanfyllin Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the parishes of northern 
Montgomeryshire, a predominantly agricultural and Welsh-speaking district centred on the 
small market town of Llanfyllin in the valley of the Cain. At the union's second meeting, 
Thomas Penson was appointed as architect for the new workhouse — a significant choice, as 
Penson was a member of one of the most distinguished architectural families in mid-Wales, 
and his design for Llanfyllin would prove to be among the most enduring of any Welsh 
workhouse building. The previous parish workhouse at Llanfyllin, a small half-timbered 
cottage close to St Myllin's Well now known as Y Bwthyn, became redundant when the new 
building opened in 1838. It still exists, a direct physical link to the pre-Poor Law system that 
the union had replaced. 

The Best-Preserved Victorian Workhouse in the United Kingdom 

Llanfyllin Workhouse is described on its own website as one of the best-preserved Victorian 
workhouses in the United Kingdom. It is listed as Grade II*, a designation reserved for 
buildings of exceptional historical and architectural importance — the middle tier of listed 
status, above Grade II but below Grade I, indicating a building of more than special interest. 
Very few former workhouses in Wales or England carry this designation. Its award to the 
Llanfyllin building is a formal acknowledgement that Thomas Penson's 1838 design and the 
fabric he built have survived in a condition of remarkable completeness. 

The building operated as a workhouse until the abolition of the Poor Law in 1930, then 
continued as a Public Assistance Institution administered by the District Council and later by 
Montgomeryshire County Council. During the 1920s it was given the friendlier names of The 
Meadows and Y Dolydd — a softening of institutional identity that reflected the gradual 
humanisation of poor law administration in the institution's final years of operation. Captain 
Astley, appointed as master in 1909, served until 1936, his long tenure bridging the workhouse 
and its successor institution and giving a continuity of personal authority that outlasted the 
legal framework within which he had been appointed. Older residents of the institution were 
still calling his successors Master as late as 1969 — forty years after the Poor Law had been 
abolished. 

In 1948 the Council produced plans to modernise the building, but thorough remodelling did 
not occur until the 1960s, when Y Dolydd was redesigned as an old people's home serving 



much of the county, receiving residents from as far away as Newtown and Machynlleth. This 
expanded residential role continued until the building's eventual transition to its current use. 

Llanfyllin Workhouse Heritage Centre Today 

The Llanfyllin Workhouse today operates as a Heritage and Community Centre, open daily 
without charge and receiving donations, with frequent events, exhibitions, and the Meadows 
Cafe open most days. Visit Wales lists it as an attraction, and its own website at 
llanfyllinworkhouse.org.uk provides detailed historical information about the building, its 
inmates, and its long institutional life. The former parish workhouse cottage Y Bwthyn, the 
Thomas Penson building of 1838, and the Heritage Centre it has become form a layered 
historical landscape that is unique among Welsh workhouse sites — the only former Welsh 
workhouse currently operating as a dedicated heritage institution telling the story of its own 
past. 
 

Union Three — Machynlleth Poor Law Union 

Formed:  16 January 1837 
County:  Montgomeryshire (also Merionethshire and Cardiganshire — 11 parishes, 15 Guardians) 
Workhouse location:  Machynlleth, Montgomeryshire 
Birth registration from 1904:  Address recorded as Gorphwysle — meaning resting place in 
Welsh 
Workhouse closure decision:  May 1914 — Guardians voted to close 
Workhouse finally closed:  1916 — remaining inmates transferred to neighbouring union 
Post-closure:  1920 — premises taken on 21-year lease by King Edward VII Welsh Memorial 
Association — converted to King Edward VII Hospital for tuberculosis treatment — later Machynlleth 
Chest Hospital — now Bro Dyfil Community Hospital 
Vagrants provision:  Mid-1920s — union purchased and renovated separate site for vagrants after 
workhouse closure 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells LD1 6DF 
 

Formation and the Dyfi Gateway 

The Machynlleth Poor Law Union was formed on 16 January 1837, one of the earliest 
Montgomeryshire unions to be constituted. Its eleven constituent parishes were drawn from 
three counties — Montgomeryshire, Merionethshire, and Cardiganshire — reflecting the 
natural geography of the Dyfi valley, where the ancient town of Machynlleth sat at the head of 
the estuary that divided mid-Wales from the north. Machynlleth was a place of deep historical 
resonance. It was here, in 1404, that Owain Glyndŵr had held his parliament — the last Welsh 
parliament before the full incorporation of Wales into the English administrative system. The 
town's sense of its own historic identity gave it a particular quality of cultural self-confidence 
that expressed itself, in the Poor Law era, as a quiet determination to do things on its own 
terms. 

Gorphwysle — A Name for Birth 

In 1904, the Machynlleth Guardians agreed to a recommendation from the Registrar General 
that the registration certificates for births in the workhouse should record the location not as 
the workhouse but as Gorphwysle — the Welsh word meaning resting place. This decision, 
small in administrative terms, is significant in what it reveals about the relationship between 
the Machynlleth Board of Guardians and the institution they administered. They did not want 
children born in their workhouse to carry that stigma through their official documents. The 
workhouse birth, recorded in the public register, would be recorded as a birth at the resting 



place — a linguistic act of compassion, or at minimum of social sensitivity, that has no 
equivalent in the records of any other Welsh union. 

The Welsh language was here being used not merely as a translation but as a tool of 
institutional mercy. Gorphwysle is not a bureaucratic euphemism — it is a word with genuine 
meaning and resonance in Welsh culture, evoking rest and shelter rather than destitution and 
institutional discipline. The Machynlleth Guardians chose it deliberately. 

Voluntary Closure — May 1914 

In May 1914, the Machynlleth Board of Guardians voted to close their workhouse — a voluntary 
decision made two years before the building actually shut, with the remaining inmates 
eventually transferred to a neighbouring union's institution in 1916. This placed Machynlleth 
among the earliest Welsh unions to voluntarily close their workhouses, a decision that the 
Tregaron Union in Cardiganshire had made the previous year and that reflected a growing 
recognition in some parts of rural Wales that the workhouse was neither necessary nor 
appropriate for the small populations they served. 

The Machynlleth closure was not forced by dissolution as the Presteigne Union's had been. It 
was not driven by the absorption of inmates into a larger institution. It was a decision made 
by local people who had administered their workhouse for nearly eighty years and had 
concluded that they no longer needed it. The resting place was no longer needed as a place of 
last resort for the communities of the upper Dyfi valley. 

A Third King Edward VII Hospital 

In 1920, four years after the workhouse closed, the premises were taken on a twenty-one-year 
lease by the King Edward VII Welsh Memorial Association and converted for the treatment of 
tuberculosis patients — the same organisation that had converted the Tregaron workhouse in 
1915 and would convert others across Wales. A large new block was erected to the east of the 
main building. The site was subsequently known as Machynlleth Chest Hospital and in more 
recent times became Bro Dyfil Community Hospital, continuing in healthcare use to the 
present day. The resting place became a place of healing. The workhouse that had processed 
poverty became a hospital that treated disease. The continuity of the site across these different 
institutional purposes is one of the consistent threads of the Workhouses of Wales project. 
 

Union Four — Newtown and Llanidloes Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1837 
County:  Montgomeryshire 
Workhouse location:  Caersws, midway between Newtown and Llanidloes — Ty Gwyn Road, 
Caersws SY17 5HA 
Built:  1837 to 1840 
Architect:  Thomas Penson of Oswestry 
Authorised capacity:  350 inmates 
Authorised expenditure:  £8,292 
Construction attacked:  May 1838 — walls knocked down while building under construction by 
what were described as idly and evil disposed persons 
Military precaution:  December 1838 — detachment of Montgomeryshire Volunteer Regiment 
stationed in field next to workhouse over Christmas to guard against attack 
Llanidloes Chartist Riot:  April 1839 — Chartists overthrew the town's government — Home 
Secretary sent three London policemen — infantry deployed from Brecon — four men transported to 
Australia 



Coflein reference:  Coflein.gov.uk site 32045 — Union Workhouse Caersws, Llys Maldwyn 
Hospital 
Building status:  Survives — later known as Llys Maldwyn Hospital 
Published history:  B. Owen, The Newtown and Llanidloes Poor Law Union Workhouse, Caersws, 
1837 to 1847 — Montgomeryshire Collections volume 78, 1990 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells — National Archives holds union 
boundary records 
 

Formation and the Flannel Capital 

The Newtown and Llanidloes Poor Law Union was formed in 1837 to serve the most 
economically distressed part of Montgomeryshire — the upper Severn valley communities 
whose identity had been built around the flannel and woollen industries and whose economy 
was collapsing as mechanised production rendered the handloom weaver obsolete. Newtown 
had been, from the eighteenth century, the capital of the Welsh flannel trade. Its market, its 
warehouses, and its hundreds of handloom weavers had sustained a commercial economy that 
connected the upper Severn valley to the cloth markets of England and beyond. By the 1830s 
that economy was failing, and the men and women who had woven flannel in their cottages 
had no alternative employment to turn to. 

It was against this background of industrial collapse that the new workhouse was proposed. 
Thomas Penson of Oswestry — the same architect who would design the Llanfyllin Union 
workhouse — was commissioned to design a building at Caersws, a village on the Severn 
midway between Newtown and Llanidloes, chosen as a geographically neutral location 
between the union's two largest towns. The Poor Law Commissioners authorised eight 
thousand two hundred and ninety-two pounds for a building capable of accommodating three 
hundred and fifty inmates. 

Walls Knocked Down — May 1838 

The construction of the Caersws workhouse did not proceed without incident. In May 1838, 
while the building was still under construction, some of the walls were knocked down at night 
by persons described in the official record as idly and evil disposed. The language is the 
language of authority — dismissive, criminalising, designed to attribute the act to 
worthlessness rather than political conviction. But the flannel weavers of Newtown and 
Llanidloes who tore down the workhouse walls were not idle or evil. They were men whose 
livelihoods had been destroyed by economic forces beyond their control, who were being 
offered an institution that would separate them from their families and set them to labour 
under prison-like discipline as the price of survival. They demolished it in the night with the 
tools available to them. 

The authorities took the threat seriously. In December 1838, as Christmas approached, a 
detachment of the Montgomeryshire Volunteer Regiment was stationed in a field next to the 
workhouse as a precaution against further attack over the holiday period. Soldiers in a field 
beside a building site in a mid-Wales valley, posted to protect an institution that had not yet 
opened from the people it was designed to serve. The workhouse opened in 1840. 

The Llanidloes Chartist Riot — April 1839 

In April 1839, seven months before the Newport Rising, the flannel-weaving town of 
Llanidloes became the site of the most serious Chartist disturbance in mid-Wales. The Chartist 
movement had taken deep root in Llanidloes, its demands for universal male suffrage and 
resistance to the Poor Law resonating with exactly the community that the Newtown and 
Llanidloes workhouse had been built to serve. Chartist radicals met at the Angel Hotel on Great 
Oak Street. Pamphlets circulated. Meetings grew in size and intensity. 



When the Home Secretary sent three London policemen to the area to maintain order — a 
relatively new and in mid-Wales deeply resented metropolitan mode of keeping order — the 
community's patience broke. Feelings had been running so high that by April 1839 a riot broke 
out and the Chartists temporarily overthrew the town's government. The infantry was 
deployed from Brecon to restore order. Four men were transported to Australia as 
punishment. Many others were imprisoned. Llanidloes's museum, in the town's medieval 
market hall, still displays a substantial exhibition on the history of Chartism and the 1839 riot, 
a direct acknowledgement that the town regards this moment of defiance as central to its 
identity. 

The Caersws workhouse whose walls had been knocked down the previous year served the 
same community whose young men were now being transported across the world for 
demanding the vote. The connection between the two acts of resistance — demolishing 
workhouse walls in 1838 and overthrowing the town's government in 1839 — is direct. They 
were expressions of the same political consciousness in the same community at the same 
moment of economic and social crisis. 

Robert Owen — The Newtown Connection 

There is one further dimension to the Newtown and Llanidloes Union that places it in a 
uniquely significant position in the history of social thought. Robert Owen — the social 
reformer, utopian socialist, and pioneer of the cooperative movement — was born in Newtown 
in 1771 and is buried there. Owen's vision of human welfare, developed through his model 
community at New Lanark in Scotland and his writings on the formation of character, was in 
direct philosophical opposition to every principle that the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 
embodied. Where the Act punished poverty, Owen believed poverty was produced by social 
conditions that could be changed. Where the Act separated families and imposed institutional 
discipline, Owen built communities designed to nurture human capacity. That the town where 
Robert Owen was born and is buried was also the town whose flannel weavers demolished a 
workhouse under construction and whose workers joined the Chartist movement is not a 
coincidence. It is the expression of a political tradition with deep roots in this particular valley. 
 

Montgomeryshire — Summary and Connections 

Montgomeryshire's four Poor Law Unions represent the full range of Welsh workhouse 
experience compressed into a single county, from the ancient pre-1834 Incorporation at 
Forden through the best-preserved Victorian workhouse in Britain at Llanfyllin, the 
compassionate linguistic gesture of Gorphwysle at Machynlleth, and the demolished walls and 
transported men of Newtown and Llanidloes. 

Three threads connect the four unions and give Montgomeryshire its particular character in 
the wider Welsh workhouse story. 

The resistance thread runs through Montgomeryshire with unusual depth. Not the nocturnal 
riot of Carmarthenshire or the community march of Monmouthshire, but a sustained pattern 
of institutional defiance: the Forden Incorporation using its Local Act immunity to avoid the 
1834 Act for thirty-six years; the flannel weavers of Caersws demolishing workhouse walls in 
the night; the Llanidloes Chartists overthrowing their town's government; the Machynlleth 
Guardians quietly closing their workhouse in 1914 before the law required it; and behind all of 
it, the town of Robert Owen, whose intellectual legacy gave the upper Severn valley a 
framework for thinking about poverty that was more sophisticated than anything the Poor Law 
Amendment Act offered. 

The preservation thread is strong. Llanfyllin is Grade II* listed and actively operating as a 
heritage centre — the only former Welsh workhouse fulfilling this function. The Forden 



building survives in residential conversion. The Caersws building survives as Llys Maldwyn 
Hospital on Coflein. Montgomeryshire has a higher rate of surviving workhouse fabric than 
almost any other Welsh county. 

The transformation thread runs through Machynlleth with particular clarity. The workhouse 
that named its births Gorphwysle became a tuberculosis hospital named for a king, then a 
chest hospital, then a community hospital. The building that sheltered the destitute poor of 
the upper Dyfi valley has sheltered the sick and recovering of the same communities for over 
a century since its closure as a workhouse. The resting place has never stopped being one. 

The next document in this series covers Merionethshire — four unions, the slate quarrying 
valleys of Ffestiniog, the remote uplands of Bala and Dolgellau, and a county where Welsh 
identity and workhouse resistance were as deeply intertwined as anywhere in Wales. 
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Pembrokeshire — A County Introduction 

Pembrokeshire in 1836 was a county of deep contrasts, remarkable history, and a social 
character unlike anywhere else in Wales. Its geography was determined by the great Milford 
Haven waterway — one of the finest natural harbours in the world — and by the ancient 
division between the Welsh-speaking north and the English-speaking south that had defined 
the county since the Norman settlement of the twelfth century. The boundary between these 
two worlds, running roughly east to west across the county's middle, had been called the 
Landsker since medieval times. North of it, Welsh was the language of home, chapel, and 
market. South of it, in what travellers had long called Little England beyond Wales, English 
had been spoken for seven centuries. 

This bilingual character gave Pembrokeshire a complexity that neither its neighbours in 
Carmarthenshire nor its counterparts in the English border counties fully shared. The county's 
three Poor Law Unions — Haverfordwest, Narberth, and Pembroke — each sat at a different 
point along this cultural divide, and each served a population whose character reflected its 
position relative to the Landsker and the waterway. Haverfordwest was the administrative 
capital, a market town of ancient foundation serving the mixed communities of central 
Pembrokeshire. Narberth lay in the east of the county, its parishes a complex mixture of Welsh 
and English settlement that had generated centuries of cultural negotiation. Pembroke, at the 
south-western tip of the county, served the Royal Naval Dockyard town of Pembroke Dock and 
the surrounding maritime communities of Little England beyond Wales. 

Pembrokeshire also has the distinction of being the county where the Rebecca Riots began. It 
was in Pembrokeshire — at Efailwen in the north of the county, on the night of 13 May 1839 — 
that the first tollgate was destroyed under the name of Rebecca. The movement had its origin 
in Pembrokeshire's particular grievances: the heavy tolls on roads that farming communities 
had to use, the tithes payable to an Established Church most of them did not attend, and the 
workhouses that the Poor Law had imposed on communities that had managed their own poor 
for generations. That first blow struck at Efailwen echoed through south-west Wales for the 
next four years, and the workhouses of Pembrokeshire felt the consequences directly. 

The three Pembrokeshire unions were formed in 1836 and 1837 and operated continuously 
until the abolition of the Poor Law system in 1930. Their buildings — designed by the local 
architect William Owen for Haverfordwest and Narberth, and by George Wilkinson of Witney 
for Pembroke — each had a distinct character reflecting the resources, the scale, and the social 
context of the union they served. All three survive in some form, making Pembrokeshire's 
workhouse buildings among the best-preserved in Wales. 
 

 

 

 



Union One — Haverfordwest Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Pembrokeshire 
Workhouse location:  Elevated site above the old Priory, south of Haverfordwest 
Built:  1837 to 1839 
Authorised capacity:  Approximately 150 inmates 
Construction cost:  £4,000 
Architect:  William Owen (local Haverfordwest architect) 
Building plan:  Square layout — three parallel ranges linked by a central spine, entrance block at 
north-east with separate male and female entrances 
Building status:  Became St Thomas Hospital — closed 1978 — converted to flats 1982 — building 
survives 
Archive:  Pembrokeshire Archives, Prendergast, Haverfordwest SA61 2PE — many records survive 
 

Formation and the County Town 

The Haverfordwest Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the county town of 
Pembrokeshire and its surrounding parishes. Haverfordwest was the administrative, 
commercial, and judicial heart of Pembrokeshire — a walled town on the Western Cleddau 
whose castle, churches, and market had made it the dominant centre of the county for 
centuries. The town had been created, according to tradition, by Flemish immigrants settled 
in Pembrokeshire by Henry I, and its character was firmly English despite its position in a 
largely Welsh-speaking county. As the county town, it was the natural seat of the new Poor 
Law Union and its Board of Guardians. 

The workhouse was built between 1837 and 1839 on an elevated site above the old Priory at 
the south of Haverfordwest, with the four thousand pounds authorised by the Poor Law 
Commissioners providing a substantial and prominent building designed to accommodate 
approximately 150 inmates. The architect was William Owen, a local Haverfordwest man who 
also designed the workhouse for the adjacent Narberth Union. Owen's choice of a square layout 
with three parallel ranges linked by a central spine gave both buildings a similar character — 
practical, austere, and built to last. The entrance block at the north-east of the Haverfordwest 
building had two separate entrance doors, likely providing separate access for males and 
females in the manner adopted at Bridgend and elsewhere. 

An Elevated and Visible Institution 

The site chosen for the Haverfordwest workhouse — elevated above the town on high ground 
to the south — was not accidental. Workhouse sites were typically chosen for their visibility. A 
building that could be seen from the streets below served a deterrent function simply by its 
presence. The people of Haverfordwest could see the workhouse from much of the town. It 
stood on the skyline as a reminder of where poverty led. That visibility was part of the 
institution's purpose. 

The workhouse that William Owen built above Haverfordwest Priory became, over time, a 
familiar presence in the life of the town. Its inmates — the old, the sick, the orphaned, the 
destitute — were drawn from the parishes of the union across a wide area of central 
Pembrokeshire. The 1861 long-term inmates return, which recorded every adult who had been 
continuously in the workhouse for five years or more, would document the individuals who 
had entered the building and been unable to leave — the elderly without family, the chronically 
sick, the profoundly disabled, the mentally ill who in that era had nowhere else to be housed. 

 



Rebecca and the County Town 

Haverfordwest was the county town in which Rebecca Rioters stood trial. The Shire Hall 
courtroom in Haverfordwest — a building described by one later observer as then on the point 
of being destroyed despite pleas from all quarters — was the scene of the legal proceedings that 
followed the suppression of the riots. Men who had ridden as Rebeccas in Pembrokeshire, 
Carmarthenshire, and Cardiganshire were brought to the county town to face justice. The 
workhouse that sat above the town on its elevated site was the emblem of the system they had 
resisted; the Shire Hall was where they paid the price for that resistance. 

The Times correspondent Thomas Campbell Foster reported from Pembrokeshire and west 
Wales during the riots, and his sympathetic dispatches brought the story of the Rebeccas to 
national and international attention. Foster's reporting helped generate the government 
inquiry chaired by Thomas Frankland Lewis that eventually led to legislation reforming the 
Turnpike Trust system that had been at the centre of the original grievances. The workhouse, 
however, was not reformed. It remained. 

From Workhouse to Hospital 

The Haverfordwest workhouse followed the trajectory common to Welsh workhouse 
buildings: Poor Law institution until 1930, Public Assistance Institution known as 
Haverfordwest Institution or Priory Mount until the Second World War, hospital from the war 
years onwards, renamed St Thomas Hospital and serving as a unit of the County Hospital and 
Withybush Hospital complex until its closure in 1978. The building was converted into flats in 
1982 and the structure survives, now residential accommodation on its elevated site above the 
old Priory, still visible from much of the town below. 

Archive Sources 

Pembrokeshire Archives, Prendergast, Haverfordwest SA61 2PE. Many records survive. The 
Welsh Newspaper Archive (newspapers.library.wales) holds coverage of the union, the 
Rebecca period, and the subsequent history of the institution. The BMJ published a report on 
nursing and administration at the Haverfordwest workhouse in 1894 to 1895, a rare 
contemporary assessment of conditions inside a Welsh workhouse from a medical perspective. 
 

Union Two — Narberth Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Pembrokeshire (also Carmarthenshire — 50 parishes in total) 
Workhouse location:  Narberth Mountain, approximately one mile from Narberth town 
Built:  1838 to 1839 
Authorised capacity:  150 inmates 
Architect:  William Owen — same design as Haverfordwest 
Construction style:  Local stone, simplified Tudor style, three connected parallel rows 
Contractor:  J Thomas and Son of Narberth 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £5,538 — or 5 shillings and 5 pence per head 
Building status:  Converted to holiday accommodation — survives as Allensbank 
Archive:  Pembrokeshire Archives, Prendergast, Haverfordwest SA61 2PE 
 

Formation and a Cross-County Union 

The Narberth Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve a large district of eastern 
Pembrokeshire and adjoining parishes in Carmarthenshire — fifty parishes in total, whose 
combined population at the 1831 census had been 20,530. Individual parishes ranged in size 



from the tiny community of Mounton with a population of 41 to the combined parishes of 
Narberth with 2,589. The average annual expenditure on poor relief in the years immediately 
before the Act had been five thousand five hundred and thirty-eight pounds, or five shillings 
and five pence per head — a figure that placed the Narberth district among the heavier 
spenders on poor relief in south-west Wales. 

Initially, three existing parish poorhouses within the union continued in use for the provision 
of indoor relief. Then in 1837 the Board of Guardians resolved to build a single new workhouse. 
The Narberth guardians were aware that the adjacent Haverfordwest Union was already 
constructing a workhouse to the designs of William Owen, and they resolved to adopt the same 
design for their own building. The order to build was issued on 12 May 1838, and after an initial 
problem with the tendering process, J Thomas and Son of Narberth were eventually selected 
as contractors. The site chosen was on Narberth Mountain, approximately one mile from the 
town. 

The building was constructed in local stone in the simplified Tudor style that William Owen 
and many other workhouse architects of the period considered appropriate for institutional 
buildings — solid, plain, without ornament, designed to communicate function rather than 
comfort. The Narberth guardians were emphatic that Owen should reduce ornamentation to a 
minimum. The layout, following the Haverfordwest model, was three connected parallel rows: 
the front range containing the main entrance, the guardians' boardroom, the schoolteacher's 
room, male and female receiving wards, bathrooms, and a small windowless punishment cell 
known as the black hole; the middle and rear ranges containing the sleeping accommodation, 
workrooms, and other institutional facilities of the Poor Law system. 

Attacked Before It Opened — 1839 

The Narberth workhouse was attacked by a mob before its construction was even complete. In 
1837, missiles were hurled at the Assistant Poor Law Commissioner William Day when he 
visited the district. Special constables had to be employed to protect the building site after a 
mob attempted to burn down the new workhouse before it had received a single inmate. The 
records of the Narberth Union show a payment of almost twelve pounds for special constables 
in 1843 specifically because the workhouse was threatened with destruction — an entry in the 
accounts that captures the sustained hostility with which the community regarded the 
institution on Narberth Mountain. 

The Rebecca Riots — A Mob of Six Hundred 

The most dramatic episode in the history of the Narberth workhouse occurred in 1843, when 
the Rebecca Riots reached the height of their intensity. In February of that year the workhouse 
had received three written threats of attack unless the inmates received better food — a threat 
that combined humanitarian grievance with political intimidation, and that the guardians took 
seriously enough to pay for protection. The threats proved to be a prelude. 

Later in 1843, a mob estimated at several hundred — one account says six hundred — Rebecca 
Rioters converged on the workhouse on Narberth Mountain, intent on attack. Their purposes, 
as with Rebecca attacks elsewhere, were multiple: protest against the workhouse as an 
institution, anger at the treatment of inmates, and the general fury of agricultural communities 
at a system that punished poverty while leaving the structural causes of poverty untouched. 
The Castlemartin Yeomanry had to be called out to keep the rioters at bay. The Assistant Poor 
Law Commissioner William Day later claimed that no serious incident had occurred — a 
characteristic official minimisation of events that the local accounts did not support. 

The attack on the Narberth workhouse in 1843 placed the union firmly at the centre of one of 
the most significant events in Welsh history. Pembrokeshire was where Rebecca had begun, at 
Efailwen in 1839, and it was Pembrokeshire that saw some of the movement's most sustained 
and well-organised activity. The workhouse on Narberth Mountain was not an incidental 



target. It was one of the central symbols of the system against which the rioters had taken to 
the roads. 

Human Stories from the Records 

The Narberth Union records contain the kind of named individual stories that give 
institutional history its human dimension. Among those documented in local research is the 
case of James John of Whitland, a haulier jailed for three months in 1903 after giving his wife 
and four young children tiny amounts of money to live on while he ate well and spent his time 
in public houses. His wife and children were admitted to the Narberth workhouse as a 
consequence of his neglect. He owned a horse and cart that sometimes stood outside public 
houses while he drank. He had on at least one occasion eaten ham and eggs at home while 
refusing food to his starving children, who had no boots to wear. The workhouse received his 
family; the magistrates received him. 

An earlier case from 1873 records William Mason of Martletwy, ordered to pay two shillings a 
week while his wife lived in Narberth workhouse. Mason told the court she had walked out on 
him and that he preferred to pay the workhouse fees rather than have her back. These are not 
exceptional stories — they are representative of the domestic circumstances that drove 
working-class women and children into the workhouse when the men in their lives failed them. 
The admission registers of the Narberth Union would contain hundreds of equivalent cases 
across the union's ninety years of operation. 

Many women came to the Narberth workhouse with children, after their husbands had 
abandoned them or failed to provide. This pattern was common across Welsh workhouses but 
is particularly well-documented for Narberth through local historical research. It points to a 
dimension of workhouse admission that the official narrative of deterrence and relief obscures: 
the workhouse as refuge of last resort for women and children left destitute by male failure, 
not by any failure of their own. 

The Building Survives 

After 1930, the Narberth workhouse was redesignated as a Public Assistance Institution and 
became known as Narberth Lodge Hospital. Around 1948 it became an old people's home, later 
renamed Allensbank. It was sold into private ownership in 1965 and finally closed in 1972. The 
buildings have since been adapted for use as holiday accommodation. The original layout of 
the ground floor — front range, middle range, rear range — remains substantially intact, and 
the building known as Allensbank near Templeton preserves one of the most complete 
surviving workhouse complexes in Wales. The punishment cell known as the black hole, the 
guardians' boardroom, the receiving wards — the spaces where Pembrokeshire's poor were 
processed and housed — exist in recognisable form within a building that now accommodates 
holiday visitors rather than paupers. 

Archive Sources 

Pembrokeshire Archives, Prendergast, Haverfordwest SA61 2PE. The Welsh Newspaper 
Archive (newspapers.library.wales) holds coverage of the union, the Rebecca Riots, and 
subsequent decades. The History Points website (historypoints.org) and British Listed 
Buildings database hold detailed accounts of the Allensbank building and its history. Local 
historical research has documented individual named cases from the union's records. 
 

 

 



Union Three — Pembroke Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 — Board of Guardians first met 7 January 1837 
County:  Pembrokeshire 
First chairman:  Earl Cawdor of Stackpole Court 
Workhouse location:  North side of Pembroke River — three-acre site purchased for £450 from 
John Adams of Holyland 
Authorised capacity:  180 inmates 
Architect:  George Wilkinson of Witney 
Building contract:  £2,650 — awarded to Thomas Evans of Carmarthen 
First inmates admitted:  24 December 1838 
Final cost:  £4,998 13s 4½d 
Building status:  Became Woodbine House Hospital — elements survive 
Archive:  Pembrokeshire Archives, Prendergast, Haverfordwest SA61 2PE 
 

Formation and Little England Beyond Wales 

The Pembroke Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the southernmost parishes of 
Pembrokeshire — the area long known as Little England beyond Wales, whose English-
speaking population, medieval walled towns, and Norman castles gave it a character distinct 
from the Welsh-speaking north of the county. The Board of Guardians held its first meeting 
on 7 January 1837 and immediately resolved to build a new union workhouse. Its chairman 
was the Earl Cawdor of Stackpole Court, one of the great landowners of south Pembrokeshire 
— the social order of the area expressed in the person chosen to lead its poor law 
administration. 

A three-acre site on the north side of the Pembroke River was purchased for four hundred and 
fifty pounds from John Adams of Holyland. The new building was designed by George 
Wilkinson of Witney — the same architect who designed the Bridgend and Cowbridge 
workhouse and who was later responsible for almost all the workhouses built in Ireland. 
Wilkinson's Pembroke building was intended to accommodate 180 inmates, slightly larger 
than the Haverfordwest and Narberth buildings designed by William Owen for the same 
county. The building contract was awarded to Thomas Evans of Carmarthen for two thousand 
six hundred and fifty pounds. The first inmates moved in on Christmas Eve 1838, though the 
building was not fully complete until the middle of the following year. The final cost, including 
all additions and adjustments, came to four thousand nine hundred and ninety-eight pounds, 
thirteen shillings, and four and a half pence — the bureaucratic precision of the final figure 
reflecting the meticulous accounting the Poor Law Commissioners required of every union. 

George Wilkinson's Building 

George Wilkinson's buildings survive more completely than those of any other workhouse 
architect who worked in Wales. His Pembroke workhouse is among the survivors — a building 
that has been identified in the wider literature as an example of Wilkinson's characteristic 
approach, which he later applied with modifications to almost every workhouse in Ireland. His 
design philosophy favoured practicality and economy over architectural ambition, producing 
buildings that were functional, durable, and distinctive without being ornamental. The 
Pembroke building, on its riverside site, embodied those principles in local stone and within 
the constraints of the budget the commissioners allowed. 

The Dockyard and Its Consequences 

The defining fact about the Pembroke Poor Law Union in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries was the Royal Naval Dockyard at Pembroke Dock. The dockyard had been 
established in 1814 on the north bank of the Milford Haven waterway and by the 1830s had 



become one of the principal shipbuilding facilities in the Royal Navy. Between 1814 and 1926 
it produced 260 ships, including several royal yachts and major men-of-war. It also produced 
a community unlike any other in Pembrokeshire. 

Pembroke Dock was a town built for and by the dockyard. It had no existence before 1814, 
when the site of present-day Pembroke Dock was an isolated farming community called 
Paterchurch. Within a generation it had become a substantial town of dockyard workers, naval 
personnel, and the tradesmen and families who served them. In 1864 the government 
considered closing the dockyard but reprieved it, and many craftsmen transferred from the 
closed yards at Deptford and Woolwich, their London accents contributing to what one 
historian described as the distinctive Pembroke Dock nuance of the South Pembrokeshire 
dialect. By the turn of the century it was a tight, settled, prosperous working community where 
nearly every man was in government employ — permanent, pensionable work that 
distinguished the dockyard town from the casualised labour markets of the industrial valleys 
to the east. 

The dockyard shaped the Pembroke Union's experience of poverty in a specific way. Dockyard 
employment was secure while it lasted, but its loss was catastrophic. When the government 
finally closed the dockyard in 1926, the effect on Pembroke Dock was devastating. The frantic 
growth of the town came to an abrupt and painful end. Hardship followed for many families 
with their men out of work, and many left for shipyards in other parts of Britain. The four years 
between the dockyard's closure in 1926 and the abolition of the Poor Law in 1930 saw the 
Pembroke Union under pressure from a community facing mass unemployment for the first 
time in over a century of dockyard employment. The RAF opened a flying boat base at 
Pembroke Dock in 1930, but it employed far fewer men than the dockyard and the 
community's economic fortunes never fully recovered. 

The Workhouse and the Dockyard Community 

For most of the Pembroke Union's existence, the dockyard community's relative prosperity 
insulated Pembroke Dock's working population from the worst of the poverty that drove 
admissions at other Welsh workhouses. Dockyard workers were not wealthy but they were 
employed, and employment was the margin between independence and the workhouse. The 
union's admissions were dominated by those who fell outside the dockyard economy: the 
agricultural poor of the surrounding parishes, the old without family support, the sick and 
disabled, the widows and orphans of men who had died before their time. The dockyard closure 
of 1926 changed this pattern abruptly, bringing into the workhouse's orbit men who had never 
expected to need it. 

A Well-Documented Institution 

A photograph survives of the Pembroke Board of Guardians at approximately their final 
meeting in 1931, when control passed to Pembrokeshire County Council. At the front centre, 
in a fox fur, sits Lady Meyrick, who was still actively involved in the hospital's management 
committee in the 1950s — a human face on an institution that had operated for nearly a 
century. The photograph is a rare surviving image of a Welsh workhouse Board of Guardians 
and provides a direct visual connection to the people who administered the Pembroke Union 
in its final years. 

After 1930, the institution continued in operation under various names and uses. The Public 
Assistance Institution's infirmary took the name Woodbine House Hospital. A maternity unit 
opened in 1941, and part of the old north-east wing of the workhouse served as a nursery. 
During the Second World War the buildings provided care for war casualties. The site 
continued in healthcare use through the post-war decades, a trajectory shared with many 
Welsh workhouse buildings whose infirmary facilities proved adaptable to hospital use long 
after the Poor Law that created them had been abolished. 



Archive Sources 

Pembrokeshire Archives, Prendergast, Haverfordwest SA61 2PE. The Welsh Newspaper 
Archive (newspapers.library.wales) holds coverage of the union throughout its existence. A 
photograph of the final Board of Guardians meeting circa 1931, courtesy of Lyn Shore, is 
reproduced on workhouses.org.uk and provides a rare visual document of the institution in its 
closing phase. 
 

Pembrokeshire — Summary and Connections 

Pembrokeshire's three workhouses served one of Wales's most distinctive counties from the 
formation of the unions in 1836 to the abolition of the Poor Law in 1930. Each of the three — 
Haverfordwest, Narberth, and Pembroke — tells a different aspect of Pembrokeshire's 
particular story, and together they illuminate dimensions of Welsh workhouse history that no 
other county can provide in the same combination. 

The most significant connection running through all three unions is the Rebecca thread, and 
in Pembrokeshire it has a special force. This is the county where Rebecca began. The first 
tollgate destroyed under that name stood at Efailwen in northern Pembrokeshire on the night 
of 13 May 1839, two years before the movement reached its peak and less than a year after the 
Narberth workhouse received its first inmates. The workhouses of Pembrokeshire were not 
incidental to the Rebecca Riots — they were among their primary causes and among their 
primary targets. The attack on the Narberth workhouse by six hundred people in 1843, the 
attempt to burn it down before it opened in 1839, the payment for special constables to protect 
both the Narberth building site and the completed workhouse — these events place 
Pembrokeshire's Poor Law institutions at the centre of the most sustained popular resistance 
to the New Poor Law that Wales produced. 

The second connecting thread is architectural. Pembrokeshire's three workhouses were 
designed by only two architects — William Owen of Haverfordwest for Narberth and 
Haverfordwest, and George Wilkinson of Witney for Pembroke. All three buildings survive in 
some form, making Pembrokeshire the county with the best preservation rate for its 
workhouse buildings in Wales. The Haverfordwest building is now residential 
accommodation. The Narberth building is holiday accommodation. The Pembroke building 
continued in healthcare use. All three can still be seen on their original sites, their fabric 
preserving the architectural evidence of the institutions that once occupied them. 

The third thread is the human recovery thread. The Narberth Union's documented cases — 
James John of Whitland, whose wife and four children entered the workhouse while he drank; 
William Mason of Martletwy, who preferred to pay workhouse fees rather than live with his 
wife; the unnamed women who brought their children to Narberth Mountain after their 
husbands abandoned or neglected them — are representative of a vast body of named 
individual stories that lie in the Pembrokeshire Archives and in the Welsh Newspaper Archive, 
waiting to be recovered and told. 

Pembrokeshire also provides the clearest illustration of how workhouse admissions were 
shaped by the specific local economy of each union. The Pembroke Union's experience was 
defined by the Royal Naval Dockyard — its presence providing a floor of employment security 
that insulated Pembroke Dock's working population from the worst poverty, its closure in 1926 
withdrawing that floor suddenly and brutally. No other Welsh union experienced quite this 
combination of prolonged relative stability followed by sudden industrial collapse in the years 
immediately before the Poor Law's abolition. 



The next document in this series covers Cardiganshire — five unions, the most Welsh-speaking 
county on the survey, and the upland communities of the Cambrian Mountains where poverty 
was older, quieter, and in many ways harder to see than the industrial poverty of the south. 
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Radnorshire — A County Introduction 

Radnorshire — Maesyfed in Welsh, the smallest and most sparsely populated of all Welsh 
counties — was a place that the nineteenth century largely passed by. Much of it was forest, 
moorland, and low mountain, its population scattered in farmsteads and hamlets across a 
landscape that the drovers' roads crossed but that the railways, for a long time, did not. Its 
chief towns — Knighton, Presteigne, and Rhayader — were market towns of modest size 
serving agricultural communities that had changed little in their basic character for 
generations. The county's total population in 1831 was around 25,000 people spread across an 
area larger than many English counties with twenty times the inhabitants. 

Radnorshire's relationship with the Welsh language was complex and in many ways unique. 
The county had been substantially anglicised since the Norman period and the later Tudor 
land settlements that brought English-speaking gentry into the upland valleys. Welsh survived 
in patches, but the county was far less Welsh-speaking than its neighbours to the west and 
north. It was border country in the same sense as Breconshire — neither fully Welsh nor fully 
English, its identity shaped by centuries of negotiation between the two cultures that met at 
Offa's Dyke, the ancient earthwork that crossed the county from south to north and that gave 
Knighton its Welsh name, Tref-y-Clawdd, the town on the dyke. 

The Poor Law Commissioners formed three unions for Radnorshire in 1836: Knighton, 
Presteigne, and Rhayader. What followed over the next forty years was the most sustained and, 
in some respects, the most successful resistance to the New Poor Law of any county in Wales. 
Presteigne never built a workhouse at all and was eventually dissolved in 1877. Rhayader did 
not build one until 1877 to 1878 — making it the last workhouse to be erected in the entirety of 
England and Wales, not merely in Wales. Knighton built its workhouse in 1837 but then spent 
decades dealing with the consequences of the institution it had created, including the death of 
a workhouse master in a gas explosion and a manslaughter charge against another. 

In 1845, the Poor Law Commissioners recorded that seventeen out of forty-seven Welsh unions 
still had no efficient workhouse in operation — compared to nineteen out of five hundred and 
forty-four English unions. Radnorshire contributed disproportionately to that Welsh figure. 
Its resistance was not the dramatic riot and rebellion of Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire 
but the quieter, more sustained resistance of local governance simply refusing to comply, year 
after year, until forced by legal mechanisms that took decades to be applied. It was, as one 
academic study described it, a stubborn, intractable body of Guardians who saw no need for 
what London was demanding. 

Peter Higginbotham's authoritative publication Workhouses of Wales and the Welsh Borders, 
published by The History Press, notes that Rhayader in Radnorshire was the last area in the 
whole of England and Wales to build a workhouse. That distinction belongs to this sparsely 
populated upland county on the edge of the Cambrian Mountains, and it is one of the most 
remarkable facts in the entire history of the Welsh Poor Law. 
 

 



Union One — Knighton Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Radnorshire (also Herefordshire and Shropshire — a three-county union) 
1831 census population:  8,719 — ranging from Stowe (147 people) to Knighton itself (1,259) 
Average annual poor rate 1834 to 1836:  £4,003 — 9s 2d per head 
Workhouse location:  South side of Knighton — erected 1837 
1877 expansion:  Seven parishes added from dissolved Presteigne Union 
Known as by 1920s:  Offa's Lodge Poor Law Institution 
Gas explosion:  12 December 1907 — workhouse master Richard Morgan Butler killed investigating 
gas leak with lit candle — administrative block severely damaged. 
Wartime use:  First World War — served as Red Cross Hospital 
Building status:  Site still occupied by Knighton Hospital — most original workhouse buildings 
replaced. 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells LD1 6DF 
 

Formation on Offa's Dyke 

The Knighton Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the parishes around the ancient 
border town of Knighton, which sat precisely on Offa's Dyke — the eighth-century earthwork 
built by the Mercian king Offa to mark the boundary between his kingdom and the Welsh 
territories to the west. Knighton's Welsh name, Tref-y-Clawdd, means the town on the dyke, 
and the boundary it named was still a meaningful cultural divide when the Poor Law came. 
The union crossed that boundary in both directions, drawing parishes from Radnorshire, 
Herefordshire, and Shropshire in a three-county arrangement that reflected the integrated 
farming economy of the upper Teme valley on both sides of the Welsh-English border. 

The union's population at the 1831 census had been 8,719 — small by the standards of the south 
Wales unions but spread across an upland landscape where even modest numbers represented 
a significant administrative challenge. The average annual poor rate expenditure of nine 
shillings and two pence per head was among the higher rates in mid-Wales, reflecting both the 
depth of rural poverty in this isolated district and the relative generosity of the parish system 
that had preceded the Poor Law. 

The Workhouse and Its Troubles 

The Knighton workhouse, erected in 1837 on the south side of the town, operated without 
particular distinction for seventy years before producing two of the most dramatic incidents in 
the history of any Radnorshire institution. The first was a manslaughter charge against a 
workhouse master, reported in the Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian of 22 November 1845 under 
the headline BUMBLEDOM AT KNIGHTON. The master of Knighton workhouse had been 
committed for trial by a coroner's jury on a charge of manslaughter. A poor woman named Mrs 
Jones, a pauper, had for two weeks been allowed only one shilling and sixpence per week for 
herself and her child. The coroner calculated that this amounted to ninepence each per week, 
which he stated would not keep a dog. Mrs Jones's name, the inadequacy of her allowance, and 
the coroner's memorable verdict on it are preserved in the newspaper record. What happened 
to her is not recorded. 

The Gas Explosion of 1907 — Richard Morgan Butler 

On 12 December 1907, the Knighton workhouse master Richard Morgan Butler died in an 
explosion in the administrative block. He had been investigating a gas leak using a lit candle 
— the method of leak detection that was standard practice in an era before the gas safety 
procedures that later generations would take for granted. The candle ignited the escaping gas. 



Butler was killed. There were no other casualties, but the administrative block was severely 
damaged. 

Richard Morgan Butler is one of the few named workhouse staff members in the Radnorshire 
record whose death is directly documented. He was doing his job — maintaining the institution 
he managed, investigating a fault in its infrastructure — when the gas that should have lit its 
lamps killed him instead. His death was an accident of the kind that institutional buildings 
regularly produced in an age of gas lighting and limited safety regulation, but it was also a 
human life ended in the service of an institution that the communities it served had spent forty 
years trying to avoid building. 

Offa's Lodge and Knighton Hospital 

By the 1920s the workhouse was known as Offa's Lodge Poor Law Institution, taking its name 
from the ancient earthwork on whose line the town stood. After 1930 it became a Public 
Assistance Institution run by Radnorshire Council, and after 1948 it joined the National Health 
Service as Knighton Hospital. The site is still occupied by a local hospital, though most of the 
original workhouse buildings have been replaced by later construction. The continuity of 
healthcare provision on the same site — from workhouse to hospital across more than a 
century — is characteristic of the trajectory of Welsh workhouse buildings throughout the 
project. 

Archive Sources 

Powys County Archives Office, Unit 29, Ddole Road Enterprise Park, Llandrindod Wells LD1 
6DF. The Welsh Newspaper Archive (newspapers.library.wales) holds the 1845 Cardiff and 
Merthyr Guardian report of the manslaughter charge against the Knighton master. 
Workhouses.org.uk records the 1907 gas explosion and the death of Richard Morgan Butler. 
 

Union Two — Presteigne Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Radnorshire (also Herefordshire) 
Workhouse built:  Never — the union held out against the 1834 Act's workhouse requirement for 
its entire existence 
Dissolved:  25 March 1877 — under the Divided Parishes and Poor Law Amendment Act 1876 
Parishes reassigned:  Radnorshire parishes to Knighton Union — Herefordshire parishes to 
Kington Union 
Pre-Act record:  1795 — 19 persons in the existing parish house, 65 families of out-pensioners 
receiving weekly pay — the house described as a most wretched hovel with 9 beds of chaff and flocks 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells — no local workhouse records survive 
 

The Union That Never Built 

The Presteigne Poor Law Union has a unique distinction in the history of the Welsh Poor Law 
and indeed in the history of the English and Welsh Poor Law as a whole: it never built a 
workhouse. Formed in 1836 to serve the county town of Radnorshire and its surrounding 
parishes in both Radnorshire and Herefordshire, the Presteigne union held out against the 
central requirement of the 1834 Act for its entire forty-one-year existence. No general union 
workhouse was ever erected. When the Local Government Board finally ran out of patience 
and applied the new powers granted by the Divided Parishes and Poor Law Amendment Act 
of 1876, the union was dissolved on 25 March 1877. Its Radnorshire parishes were transferred 
to the Knighton Union. Its Herefordshire parishes went to the Kington Union. The Presteigne 



Poor Law Union ceased to exist without ever having built the institution it had been created to 
operate. 

This is not simply an administrative curiosity. The Presteigne Union's forty-one-year refusal 
to build a workhouse represents the most complete expression of Welsh resistance to the New 
Poor Law in the entire historical record. Every other Welsh union eventually complied, 
however reluctantly. Rhayader delayed until 1877 to 1878. Lampeter until 1874. Builth until 
1875. Tregaron until 1876. But all of them eventually built. Presteigne did not. It was dissolved 
instead. 

The union's pre-Act record, preserved by the social investigator Frederic Morton Eden in his 
1797 survey of the poor, provides a vivid picture of what had preceded the new system in 
Presteigne. Eden reported that the poor had been farmed by the same person for eight years 
for an annual allowance of one hundred and forty-five pounds, with the township making him 
a gift of twenty pounds extra because provisions had become expensive. There were nineteen 
persons in the parish house in November 1795, together with sixty-five families of out-
pensioners, about sixty of whom received weekly pay. The house stood in a fine situation but 
was, Eden recorded directly, a most wretched hovel, its nine beds made of chaff and flocks. 
The farmer's father had farmed the same poor forty-eight years earlier for sixty pounds a year 
and had given no out-pensions, obliging all who were necessitous and did not number more 
than eight to come into the house. 

This was the system that the 1834 Act replaced in the rest of Wales. In Presteigne, it was never 
fully replaced at all. The union managed its poor by means that fell short of the workhouse 
requirement throughout its existence, providing outdoor relief in the old parish tradition while 
the London commissioners pressed for compliance that never came. Whether this represented 
genuine local compassion or simply resistance to the expense of building and maintaining an 
institution, it produced a result that was, for the destitute of Presteigne, arguably better than 
the alternative. They were not required to enter a workhouse because no workhouse existed. 

Archive Sources 

Powys County Archives Office, Unit 29, Ddole Road Enterprise Park, Llandrindod Wells LD1 
6DF. No local workhouse records survive for the Presteigne Union, as no workhouse was built. 
Frederic Morton Eden, The State of the Poor (1797), provides the pre-Act description of the 
Presteigne parish poorhouse. The academic study A Stubborn, Intractable Body: Resistance to 
the Workhouse in Wales, 1834 to 1877 (Family and Community History journal, 2014) 
discusses the Presteigne Union's resistance in its wider Welsh context. 
 

Union Three — Rhayader Poor Law Union 

Formed:  1836 
County:  Radnorshire 
Workhouse built:  1877 to 1878 — the last workhouse erected in the whole of England and Wales 
Location:  North side of the Builth Road, approximately half a mile south-east of Rhayader 
Architect:  Stephen William Williams — County Surveyor for Radnorshire 
Construction cost:  Approximately £4,000 
Originally intended capacity:  60 inmates — successfully petitioned down to 40 
Resistance period:  41 years between union formation and workhouse construction 
Rebecca Riots connection:  Between 1839 and 1842, six tollgates in Rhayader demolished by local 
farmers dressed as women 
Post-1930 uses:  Brynafon Public Assistance Institution — then Royal Cambrian School for the 
Deaf (boys section, evacuated from Swansea 1941, remained until Llandrindod Wells School for the 



Deaf opened 1950) — then factory — then fire-drill site — converted to Brynafon Country House 
Hotel 1989 
Building status:  Survives as Brynafon Country House Hotel 
Archive:  Powys County Archives Office, Llandrindod Wells LD1 6DF 
 

Formation and the Last Resistance 

The Rhayader Poor Law Union was formed in 1836 to serve the most remote parishes of 
Radnorshire — the upper Wye valley communities around the market town of Rhayader, 
gateway to the Cambrian Mountains and historically a stopping point on the drovers' routes 
that connected the cattle farms of west Wales to the English markets. The union's formation 
was unremarkable. What followed over the next forty-one years was extraordinary. 

For four decades, the Rhayader Board of Guardians simply did not build a workhouse. Like 
the Presteigne Union to the east, it resisted the central requirement of the 1834 Act with a 
stubbornness that the Poor Law Commissioners found infuriating and that the communities 
the union served found entirely natural. Under increasing pressure from the Poor Law Board 
and its successor the Local Government Board, the Rhayader Guardians finally agreed in the 
early 1870s to the construction of a workhouse — but even then continued to prevaricate over 
the choice of site and the size of the building. Originally intended to accommodate sixty 
inmates, the Guardians successfully petitioned for the capacity to be reduced to forty. The new 
workhouse was finally erected in 1877 to 1878, designed by Stephen William Williams, the 
County Surveyor for Radnorshire, and built at a cost of approximately four thousand pounds 
on the north side of the Builth Road about half a mile south-east of the town. 

It was the last workhouse built in the whole of England and Wales. Not merely the last in 
Wales. The last anywhere. By the time the Rhayader workhouse opened its doors, the system 
it represented was already forty-three years old. The battles over its construction, the 
resistance of its Guardians, and the eventual grudging compliance of a community that had 
never wanted what was being imposed on it are a distillation of the entire Welsh workhouse 
story. 

The Rebecca Connection — Six Tollgates Destroyed 

Rhayader had been at the heart of Rebecca Riot activity in the early 1840s. Between 1839 and 
1842, no fewer than six tollgates in the Rhayader district were demolished by local farmers 
dressed as women, taking the name of Rebecca and acting in the same tradition of protest that 
had swept through Carmarthenshire, Pembrokeshire, and Cardiganshire in the same years. Six 
tollgates — more than any single town in the Rebecca record. The fury that drove men to dress 
as women in the night and tear down the gates on the roads of the upper Wye valley was the 
same fury that made the Rhayader Guardians resist building a workhouse for forty years. The 
tollgate and the workhouse were both products of a system that taxed and institutionalised 
poverty without addressing its causes, and the community of Rhayader rejected both with 
equal determination. 

A Photograph of the Guardians 

A photograph of the Rhayader Board of Guardians in the early 1900s survives, reproduced on 
workhouses.org.uk. It shows a group of men — farmers, professional men, local figures of 
standing — who administered the institution from its opening in 1878 until the abolition of the 
Poor Law in 1930. Their faces are those of the men who finally, reluctantly, built the last 
workhouse in England and Wales and then managed it for half a century. They look like what 
they were: practical men of a small market town doing a job they had inherited without 
choosing it, in an institution their predecessors had spent forty years refusing to create. 



From Workhouse to Deaf School to Hotel 

The Rhayader workhouse's post-Poor Law history is among the most varied of any building in 
this project. In 1930 it became the Brynafon Public Assistance Institution under Radnorshire 
Council. In 1941, when the Royal Cambrian School for the Deaf was evacuated from Swansea 
at the outbreak of war, the boys' section was first relocated to Dolgerddon Hall, Rhayader, and 
then transferred to the former workhouse. The building that had been built to house the 
destitute poor of the upper Wye valley now housed deaf children evacuated from a Welsh city 
to escape German bombing. The boys remained in the former workhouse until the opening of 
the Llandrindod Wells School for the Deaf in 1950. 

After the school's departure the building was used as a factory, then as a local fire-drill site — 
the institution successively stripped of its original function, repurposed for emergency 
education, then reduced to industrial and training use before its final transformation. In 1989 
it was converted to become the Brynafon Country House Hotel, which continues to operate on 
the site. The last workhouse built in England and Wales is now a hotel on the banks of the Wye, 
half a mile from the town where six Rebecca tollgates once burned. 

Radnorshire — Summary and Connections 

Radnorshire's three Poor Law Unions tell the story of Welsh resistance to the New Poor Law 
at its most complete and its most remarkable. No other county in Wales — and no county in 
England — can match what Radnorshire's unions achieved in their forty years of defiance. 

The resistance thread dominates this county as no other. Presteigne never built. The union was 
dissolved. Rhayader delayed for forty-one years and built the last workhouse in the whole of 
England and Wales. Knighton built early but generated decades of incident that illuminate 
what the institution meant in practice for the people it was designed to serve — Mrs Jones and 
her child living on ninepence each per week, the master committed for trial for manslaughter, 
Richard Morgan Butler killed by the gas leak he was investigating with a candle. 

The Rebecca thread runs through Rhayader with unusual force. Six tollgates demolished in a 
single town between 1839 and 1842. The same community that attacked the tollgates with such 
persistence spent forty years refusing to build the workhouse. The connection between these 
two forms of resistance — violent and institutional, nocturnal and administrative — is direct 
and documented. Rhayader is the place in Wales where the Rebecca spirit and the anti-Poor 
Law spirit most clearly inhabited the same community. 

The transformation thread is particularly striking in Radnorshire. The Knighton workhouse 
became Knighton Hospital and still serves the community. The Rhayader workhouse became 
a deaf school for children evacuated from wartime Swansea and is now a country house hotel. 
The Presteigne union left no building because it never built one — the most complete form of 
institutional transformation, the refusal to create the institution at all. 

Radnorshire's contribution to the Workhouses of Wales project is disproportionate to its size. 
The county had three unions and fewer than 25,000 people. But it produced the union that 
never built, the last workhouse in England and Wales, and one of the most sustained records 
of resistance to the central imposition of the New Poor Law that any community in Britain can 
claim. That story has not been told before in a single connected account. This document tells 
it. 

The next document in this series covers Montgomeryshire — four unions, the flannel-weaving 
communities of the upper Severn valley, and the county that includes one of the most complete 
surviving workhouse buildings in Wales at Forden. 
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Preface — What This Document Is 

This is the capstone document of the Workhouses of Wales project. Thirteen county narrative 
documents have told the story of each union in its own landscape and its own community. This 
document steps back from the individual union and asks the larger questions. What did the 
Welsh workhouse system look like as a whole? How did Wales compare to England? What 
were the connecting threads that ran across county boundaries? Who were the people inside 
the buildings? What happened to the buildings themselves? And what does the complete 
picture reveal that the individual county accounts could not show on their own? 

The project was conceived and executed by Graham Tudor Emmanuel of Kidwelly, 
Carmarthenshire, using the methodology of Fifth Generation Memorial Research and 
Convergent Heritage Recovery — integrating GPS field survey, archival research, digital 
mapping through Google My Maps, publication through People's Collection Wales, and formal 
submission to the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales for 
accession into the Coflein national database. The interactive map of all 47 union workhouse 
sites is accessible at the TinyURL linked to this document. The thirteen county narrative 
documents form the companion series. 

The sources used throughout this project are freely accessible online: Peter Higginbotham's 
workhouses.org.uk, the Welsh Newspaper Archive at newspapers.library.wales, FamilySearch, 
the Ceredigion Archives catalogue, the North East Wales Archives guidance, Coflein, People's 
Collection Wales, and the census returns and official reports available through Google Books 
and the Vision of Britain database. No archive visits were required. No subscription services 
were used. The entire project was built from open sources, applied with systematic 
methodology to a subject that had never been treated comprehensively for Wales before. 
 

Part One — The Complete Record 

All 47 Welsh Poor Law Unions — Reference Table 

The table below provides the complete reference record for all 47 Welsh Poor Law Unions 
established under the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834 and the subsequent legislation that 
modified the system through to its abolition in 1930. Formation dates, authorised capacities 
where recorded, and building status as of 2026 are included for each union. 

Union County Formed Capacity Building Status 

Carmarthen Carmarthenshire 1836 ~200 Became St David's Hospital — survives 

Llandilo Fawr Carmarthenshire 1836 120 Demolished 

Llandovery Carmarthenshire 1836 ~100 Demolished 

Llanelly Carmarthenshire 1836 200 Became Bryntirion Hospital — admin block 
survives 



Newcastle-in-
Emlyn 

Carmarthenshire 1837 ~100 Demolished 

Bridgend & 
Cowbridge 

Glamorgan 1836 200 Became Princess of Wales Hospital — 
elements survive 

Cardiff Glamorgan 1836 1,000+ Became St David's Hospital — Grade II 
listed block survives 

Gower Glamorgan 1857 ~80 Demolished 

Merthyr Tydfil Glamorgan 1836 ~400 Demolished — site absorbed into hospital 

Neath Glamorgan 1836 140 Eastern half of original building survives 

Pontardawe Glamorgan 1875 130 Demolished — Dan-y-Bryn care home on 
site 

Pontypridd Glamorgan 1863 ~300 Demolished — absorbed into hospital 

Swansea Glamorgan 1836 ~400 Demolished 

Haverfordwest Pembrokeshire 1836 150 Became St Thomas Hospital — converted to 
flats — survives 

Narberth Pembrokeshire 1836 150 Converted to holiday accommodation 
(Allensbank) — survives 

Pembroke Pembrokeshire 1836 180 Became Woodbine House Hospital — 
elements survive 

Aberayron Cardiganshire 1837 ~100 Became Aberaeron Hospital — demolished 
2021 

Aberystwyth Cardiganshire 1837 ~150 Converted to residential — survives 

Cardigan Cardiganshire 1837 ~120 Converted to holiday accommodation 
(Albro Castle) — survives 

Lampeter Cardiganshire 1837 ~100 Converted to residential — survives 

Tregaron Cardiganshire 1837 ~60 Became King Edward VII Hospital — 
community hospital on site 

Brecknock Breconshire 1836 100 Became St David's Hospital — now Old 
Workhouse residential 

Builth Breconshire 1836 ~100 Demolished 

Crickhowell Breconshire 1836 ~80 Partial survival — laundry, chapel, hearse 
stabling remain 

Hay Breconshire 1836 ~100 Converted to private dwellings — survives 

Abergavenny Monmouthshire 1836 150-189 Survives — ancillary buildings in 
commercial use 

Bedwellty Monmouthshire 1849 300+ Demolished — St James Park housing 
estate on site 

Chepstow Monmouthshire 1836 ~100 Demolished 

Monmouth Monmouthshire 1836 ~100 Demolished 

Newport Monmouthshire 1836 ~300 Became St Woolos Hospital — Grade II 
listed elements survive 

Pontypool Monmouthshire 1836 ~200 Demolished 

Knighton Radnorshire 1836 ~80 Became Knighton Hospital — most 
buildings replaced 

Presteigne Radnorshire 1836 Never 
built 

Dissolved 1877 — no workhouse ever 
erected 



Rhayader Radnorshire 1836 40 Became Brynafon Country House Hotel — 
survives 

Forden Montgomeryshire 1870 500 
(1795) 

1795 building converted to residential — 
survives 

Llanfyllin Montgomeryshire 1837 ~120 Grade II* listed — Heritage Centre — 
survives 

Machynlleth Montgomeryshire 1837 ~80 Became King Edward VII / Bro Dyfil 
Hospital — survives 

Newtown & 
Llanidloes 

Montgomeryshire 1837 350 Became Llys Maldwyn Hospital — survives 

Bala Merionethshire 1837 ~80 Rebuilt 1875 — demolished 

Corwen Merionethshire 1837 ~80 Demolished 

Dolgelley Merionethshire 1837 ~100 Demolished 

Festiniog Merionethshire 1837 ~120 Became Bron y Garth Hospital — closed 
2009 — vacant 

Bangor & 
Beaumaris 

Carnarvonshire 1837 ~150 Demolished — supermarket on site 

Carnarvon Carnarvonshire 1837 ~150 Demolished 

Conway Carnarvonshire 1837 200 Demolished 

Pwllheli Carnarvonshire 1837 ~100 Demolished 

Llanrwst Denbighshire 1837 ~80 Converted to craft workshop — survives 

Ruthin Denbighshire 1837 200 Demolished — infirmary became Ruthin 
Community Hospital 

Wrexham Denbighshire 1837 ~300 Demolished — absorbed into Wrexham 
Maelor Hospital 

Hawarden Flintshire 1853 ~100 Demolished 

Holywell Flintshire 1837 ~120 Became Lluesty Hospital — survives 

St Asaph Flintshire 1837 ~150 Became HM Stanley Hospital — most 
complete surviving complex in Wales 

Anglesey Anglesey 1837 ~100 Demolished 

Holyhead Anglesey 1837 ~100 Demolished 

 

 

Part Two — Wales and the Poor Law: The National Picture 

Before 1834 — A County Without Workhouses 

The contrast between Wales and England in the provision of parish workhouses before 1834 
is stark and significant. A national survey conducted in 1776 recorded almost two thousand 
parish workhouses operating in England. In Wales, the number was just nineteen — and of 
those nineteen, more than half were in Pembrokeshire alone. The rest of Wales had almost no 
institutional provision for the poor. The parish vestry, the chapel, the family, and the 
neighbourhood were the mechanisms through which Welsh communities supported their 
destitute. The workhouse was an English solution to an English problem, developed through 
two centuries of English urban poverty that Wales had not experienced in the same form. 

This absence of workhouse tradition was not poverty of provision — it was a different social 
philosophy. Welsh communities understood their poor as neighbours, as chapel members, as 



the same people who worked beside them and worshipped with them. The idea of removing 
them to an institution, separating their families, and setting them to institutional labour as the 
condition of relief was alien to the social fabric of Welsh community life in a way that it had 
never been entirely alien to the more urbanised, more individualistic, and more commercially 
stratified communities of English towns. 

1834 to 1845 — The Welsh Resistance 

When the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 imposed the workhouse system on Wales, the 
response was not compliance but resistance — sustained, widespread, and in some cases 
violent. By 1845, eleven years after the Act, seventeen of the forty-seven Welsh unions still had 
no efficient workhouse in operation. This was a resistance rate of thirty-six percent. In England 
over the same period, only nineteen of five hundred and forty-four unions — three and a half 
percent — lacked operational workhouses. Wales resisted the workhouse at more than ten 
times the English rate. 

The resistance took multiple forms. Some unions simply did not build, continuing to provide 
outdoor relief as their predecessors had done. Some built inadequate premises that the Poor 
Law Commissioners refused to certify as efficient. Some were attacked — the Newtown and 
Llanidloes workhouse walls were demolished during construction in 1838; the Carmarthen 
workhouse was attacked by Rebecca Rioters in 1843; missiles were hurled at Poor Law 
Commissioner William Day when he visited the Newtown district in 1837. Some held out 
through bureaucratic inertia, sending returns that satisfied the commissioners on paper while 
continuing to manage their poor through outdoor relief in practice. And some — Presteigne 
above all — simply refused to build at all and were eventually dissolved. 

1861 Census — Wales as the Most Resistant Division 

The 1861 census General Report provided the first comprehensive statistical picture of 
workhouse use across England and Wales. Its findings confirmed what the years of resistance 
had suggested: Wales was the least workhouse-dependent division in England and Wales by a 
significant margin. The report recorded that in the Welsh Division, one indoor pauper was 
returned for every 319 of the population. In the north-west of England — Cheshire and 
Lancashire — the ratio was one in 204. In a few unions in Yorkshire and Wales, the report 
noted, there were no workhouses at all, outdoor relief only being given. Wales's ratio was not 
merely the lowest; it was substantially lower than any other division, and it reflected a 
consistent and principled preference for outdoor relief over institutional provision that 
persisted throughout the Victorian period. 

This statistical picture is the most important single datum in the Welsh workhouse story. It 
means that the workhouse in Wales was not the dominant mechanism of poor relief that it was 
in England. The buildings were built — eventually, in forty-six of the forty-seven unions — and 
the boards of guardians administered them for nearly a century. But the communities they 
served continued, wherever they could, to receive relief in their own homes rather than in the 
institution. The less eligibility principle that was supposed to make the workhouse so 
unattractive that the genuinely able-bodied would prefer any employment to admission had a 
different effect in Wales: it made the workhouse so unattractive that even those in genuine 
need preferred to subsist on outdoor relief at below-subsistence levels rather than enter the 
building. 

The Last Workhouse in England and Wales 

The Rhayader Union in Radnorshire received its first workhouse inmates in August 1879, 
making it the last union in the whole of England and Wales to open a workhouse complying 
with the requirements of the 1834 Act. The building took forty-five years to arrive in a county 
town that had spent those same years demolishing tollgates in Rebecca's name, resisting the 
Poor Law commissioners' demands through a Board of Guardians described in the academic 
literature as a stubborn, intractable body, and eventually yielding only when the law gave the 



Local Government Board the power to dissolve the union if it continued to refuse. The last 
workhouse in England and Wales was built in Wales, in the most remote upland county of mid-
Wales, by a community that had spent forty-five years not building it. 
 

Part Three — The Five Connecting Threads 

Thread One — The Rebecca Thread 

The Rebecca Riots of 1839 to 1843 were the most dramatic expression of Welsh rural resistance 
to the economic and administrative order of the mid-nineteenth century. Their primary target 
was the tollgate — the physical manifestation of the turnpike trusts that taxed the movement 
of people, animals, and goods on every road in south-west Wales. But the workhouse was 
always present in the background of the Rebecca movement as the second great symbol of the 
same oppressive order. In Carmarthen in June 1843 the Rebeccas marched not on a tollgate 
but on the workhouse itself. The connection was explicit and understood. 

The Rebecca thread runs through the following unions across this project, each one a point 
where the movement and the workhouse directly intersected. In Carmarthenshire: the attack 
on the Carmarthen workhouse in June 1843, the Carmarthen Journal reporting several 
hundred rioters, troops called out, one rioter killed; the Rebecca soldiers interrogated at the 
Llanelly workhouse after the Pontardulais gate attack in September 1843; troops billeted at 
the Llanelly workhouse throughout the summer of 1843; sustained hostility to the Llandovery 
and Newcastle-in-Emlyn workhouses throughout the riot period. In Pembrokeshire: the attack 
on the Narberth workhouse before it opened in 1839, the mob of six hundred in 1843, the 
Castlemartin Yeomanry called out; missiles hurled at Poor Law Commissioner Day at the 
beginning of the union formation process; the first Rebecca tollgate destroyed at Efailwen in 
the Narberth Union's district in May 1839 — the act that began the entire movement. In 
Breconshire: Rebecca activity at Rhayader, where six tollgates were destroyed between 1839 
and 1842. In Cardiganshire: Rebecca activity across the Teifi valley unions. 

The geography of Rebecca and the geography of workhouse resistance are not identical but 
they substantially overlap. The communities that destroyed tollgates were in most cases the 
same communities that delayed or attacked workhouse construction. The grievance was the 
same: the imposition of a system designed in London, administered in English, that taxed and 
institutionalised Welsh rural communities without understanding or respecting the social 
fabric it was disrupting. 

https://tinyurl.com/Rebecca-Riots-1839-1844 

Thread Two — The Language Thread 

The Welsh language divide is the most consistent and most profound thread running through 
the entire Workhouses of Wales project. Of the forty-seven Welsh unions, the overwhelming 
majority served communities that were predominantly or wholly Welsh-speaking. The entire 
administration of every one of those unions was conducted in English. The minute books were 
kept in English. The correspondence with the Poor Law Commission was in English. The rules 
posted on workhouse walls were in English. The chapel services provided for inmates were in 
English. The dietary tables, the punishment entries, the admission registers, the death records 
— all English. 

The fourteen unions of the most intensely Welsh-speaking areas — all five Cardiganshire 
unions, all four Merionethshire unions, all four Caernarvonshire unions, and the Newcastle-
in-Emlyn Union in Carmarthenshire — served populations where English was rarely if ever the 
first language of any inmate. In these unions the cultural displacement of workhouse 
admission was absolute. A Welsh-speaking family entering the Tregaron or Bala or Pwllheli 



workhouse did not merely lose their liberty and their family connections; they lost their 
language as the medium of the institution's authority over them. 

The Machynlleth Guardians' decision in 1904 to record workhouse births as occurring at 
Gorphwysle — the Welsh word for resting place — rather than at the workhouse is the single 
most revealing act of linguistic compassion in the entire Welsh workhouse record. It is a small 
administrative decision. But it expresses in one Welsh word everything that the communities 
of the upper Dyfi valley thought about what the English-language institution on their doorstep 
was doing to the people it held. 

The Pwllheli workhouse history published by Geraint Jones in 1992, Carchar, Nid Cartref — 
Prison, Not Home — is the definitive Welsh-language verdict on the institution. That the only 
substantial Welsh-language history of any Welsh workhouse uses the word carchar — prison 
— in its title is not a coincidence. It is the precise word that the Welsh-speaking communities 
of the Llŷn Peninsula applied to the building the Poor Law had erected in their market town. 
And it is the word that the English-language official records, written by and for administrators 
in London, could never have used. 

Thread Three — The Industrial Thread 

The workhouse experience in industrial Wales was fundamentally different from the 
workhouse experience in rural Wales, and the difference shaped everything from admission 
rates to building sizes to the political character of resistance. The industrial unions of 
Glamorgan and Monmouthshire — Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil, Newport, Swansea, Bedwellty, 
Pontypridd — operated in a world of cyclical boom and bust that the agricultural unions of 
Cardiganshire or Radnorshire never experienced. 

In a mining or ironworking community, poverty could arrive with brutal suddenness. A trade 
depression could lay off thousands of workers in a matter of weeks. An industrial accident 
could destroy a family's income overnight. A strike could produce mass destitution among 
communities that had been prosperous a month earlier. The Cardiff Union grew from a 
building for two hundred to an institution for over a thousand within a generation, its 
expansion driven directly by the growth of the coal export economy and the vulnerability of 
the labour force it created. The Merthyr Tydfil Judgment of 1900 — which established the legal 
principle governing poor relief for strikers and their families — emerged from the Merthyr 
Union precisely because the industrial economy of the Welsh coalfield had created questions 
about poverty and relief that the 1834 Act had never anticipated. 

The contrast between the industrial south and the rural north and west is most clearly visible 
in the building sizes. The Cardiff Union workhouse held over a thousand inmates by 1908. The 
Rhayader Union workhouse was built for forty. Both were operating under the same Poor Law. 
The difference between them is the difference between Cardiff in 1908 and Rhayader in 1879 
— the difference between the most rapidly growing city in Wales and the last market town in 
England and Wales to build a workhouse at all. 

Thread Four — The Chartist Thread 

The Chartist movement and the workhouse system were products of the same decade, the same 
political moment, and in Wales the same communities. The Newport Rising of November 1839 
is the best-known Chartist event in Welsh history, but Chartist activity connected to the 
workhouse ran from Monmouthshire to Montgomeryshire in the years between 1838 and 
1843. 

At Newport in November 1839, the new workhouse on Stow Hill was simultaneously a garrison 
for the soldiers sent to suppress the rising and a hospital and prison camp for its aftermath. 
More than five thousand Chartists passed the workhouse gate on their march into town. The 
same building that had been built to contain poverty was used to contain the political 
expression of that poverty's consequences. Twenty or more Chartists were killed at the 



Westgate Hotel. John Frost was transported to Australia. The workhouse received the 
wounded. 

At Newtown in 1838, the walls of the union workhouse were demolished in the night by what 
the records called idly and evil disposed persons — flannel weavers whose industry had 
collapsed, who understood the workhouse as the institution being built to receive them when 
the last of their income was gone. At Llanidloes in April 1839, Chartists overthrew the town's 
government in a rising that preceded Newport by seven months. Four men were transported 
to Australia. The Home Secretary sent three London policemen; the infantry came from 
Brecon. The town's museum still displays its Chartism exhibition with pride. 

The Chartist demands — votes for all men, annual parliaments, secret ballot, equal electoral 
districts, no property qualification for MPs, payment for MPs — were political demands. But 
they emerged from economic circumstances that the workhouse directly represented. The men 
who marched on Newport and who demolished workhouse walls at Caersws were men who 
had experienced or feared the workhouse, who knew what it meant to fall through the floor of 
the industrial economy into the institution at the bottom of it. Their politics were inseparable 
from their poverty, and their poverty was inseparable from the system of which the workhouse 
was the most visible symbol. 

Thread Five — The Human Thread 

Across thirteen county documents this project has recovered the names of individuals who 
passed through Welsh workhouses and left traces in the records that can still be found. These 
are not representative samples or statistical abstractions. They are people, named in records, 
whose presence in a workhouse at a specific moment in their lives is documented and 
recoverable. 

Ezra Whitney Rhodes, born in Rockland, Maine, on 12 April 1867, the grandson of a 
transatlantic sea captain. He died in the Pontardawe Union Workhouse on 13 September 1913, 
aged 46, having fallen ill in Ystalyfera with no local doctor available. His family in America 
funded his burial at Llangiwg. A woman came from America to visit his grave. His FindAGrave  

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/259772316/ezra-whitney-rhodes 

John Rowlands, born in Denbigh on 28 January 1841. He entered the St Asaph Union 
Workhouse on 10 February 1847, aged five, having been walked there under false pretences by 
Dick Price. He spent nine years inside. The one-handed schoolmaster James Francis terrorised 
the children. A classmate named Willie Roberts died and was found covered in weals. John 
Rowlands's own mother stayed in the same workhouse when he was ten and he did not 
recognise her until the headmaster told him who she was. He left in 1856, made his way to 
America, took the name Henry Morton Stanley, and found David Livingstone on the shore of 
Lake Tanganyika in 1871. The building where John Rowlands spent nine years still stands on 
Upper Denbigh Road, St Asaph. 

Mary Thomas of Crickhowell, named in the October 1841 inquiry into the improper conduct of 
the workhouse master Mr Allan. She was a female inmate. He was the master. The committee 
met and investigated. The outcome is not recorded in the freely available sources. Her name 
is. 

Mrs Jones of Knighton, whose story was reported in the Cardiff and Merthyr Guardian of 22 
November 1845 under the headline Bumbledom at Knighton. A pauper, she and her child had 
been allowed one shilling and sixpence a week between them. The coroner who committed the 
master for trial calculated this at ninepence each per week and said it would not keep a dog. 
Her name survives in a newspaper report. Her fate does not. 

Frederick Atley, Robert Middleton, and Thomas Johnson of Hay-on-Wye, sentenced on 31 July 
1844 to ten days' hard labour for breaking the window of Thomas Perks, the relieving officer 



of the Hay Union, on being refused relief. Three names. One official. A broken window. Ten 
days in gaol. 

George Shell, fifteen years old, a carpenter from Pontypool, who wrote to his parents on the 
night of 3 November 1839: I shall this night be engaged in a glorious struggle for freedom and 
should it be my lot to fall in the struggle I trust that you and my dear mother will not feel sorry 
but proud of me. He marched toward Newport with the Chartist force. His parents received 
the letter. Whether he survived is not recorded in the freely available sources. 

Susan Stephens, eighteen years old, who lived at the Six Bells on Stow Hill, Newport. She gave 
testimony to the magistrates after the Rising of 4 November 1839 that she had seen the 
prisoner Lovell passing her house with a mob with a gun in his hand. An ordinary resident of 
the street that the Chartists marched down past the workhouse. Her name is in the record. 

Henry Stuart Baker, who spent a night in the Brecon casual ward in September 1910 and 
published what he found there in the Brecon County Times. A journalist. An amateur tramp. 
A man who wanted to see what the spike was like from the inside and who told his readers. His 
account is reproduced on workhouses.org.uk. 

The unnamed women of Llandilo Fawr, who entered the workhouse not from ordinary 
destitution but to conceal pregnancies their communities would not accept. Welsh-speaking 
women in a community whose Nonconformist values had given them a fierce sense of personal 
dignity, hidden in an English-language institution to protect reputations that the chapel world 
would have destroyed. Their names are in the admission registers at Carmarthenshire 
Archives. The registers have never been systematically analysed. 

Willie Roberts, who died in the St Asaph workhouse as a child and was found in the mortuary 
by John Rowlands and his classmates, his body covered in weals. His name survives only in 
Stanley's autobiography. There is no other record of him. He has no memorial. 

These nine individuals — from Carmarthenshire, Glamorgan, Monmouthshire, Breconshire, 
Radnorshire, Flintshire, and Maine — represent a fraction of the thousands of named people 
whose connection to Welsh workhouses can be established from the freely available sources. 
The full recovery of those names is the next phase of this project. 
 

Part Four — The Buildings 

What Survives 

Of the forty-seven Welsh workhouse sites, a substantial number retain physical evidence of 
their original use. The following buildings survive in some recognisable form as of 2026, 
arranged by category of current use. 

Heritage use: Llanfyllin, Montgomeryshire — Grade II* listed, operating as a Heritage and 
Community Centre, the only former Welsh workhouse currently fulfilling this function. This is 
the most significant surviving workhouse building in Wales from a heritage perspective. 

Hospital use: Holywell (Lluesty Hospital), Flintshire; Tregaron (Bro Dyfil Community 
Hospital); Machynlleth (Bro Dyfil); Newtown and Llanidloes (Llys Maldwyn Hospital); Ruthin 
infirmary (Ruthin Community Hospital). Five Welsh workhouse sites continue in active NHS 
healthcare use, their institutional continuity from Poor Law to National Health Service 
unbroken across nearly two centuries. 

Hotel use: Rhayader (Brynafon Country House Hotel) — the last workhouse built in England 
and Wales, now a hotel on the banks of the Wye. 



Holiday accommodation: Narberth (Allensbank), Pembrokeshire — one of the most complete 
surviving workhouse layouts in Wales; Cardigan (Albro Castle) — converted for holiday use. 

Residential conversion: Haverfordwest (flats on elevated site above Priory); Aberystwyth; 
Lampeter; Brecknock (Old Workhouse); Hay-on-Wye (private dwellings); Forden (1795 
building); Llanrwst (craft workshop). 

Partial survival or site continuity: Carmarthen (became St David's Hospital, now developed); 
Cardiff (Grade II listed main block); Abergavenny (ancillary buildings surviving on 
Hatherleigh Place); Newport (Grade II listed elements, St Woolos Hospital site); Pembroke 
(Woodbine House Hospital elements); Neath (eastern half of original building); St Asaph 
(most complete surviving workhouse complex in Wales — HM Stanley Hospital buildings). 

Institutional suspension: Festiniog (Bron y Garth Hospital, closed 2009, sold for 
redevelopment, scheme stalled — building vacant and deteriorating). 

What Was Lost 

The majority of Welsh workhouse buildings have been demolished. Of the forty-seven sites, 
roughly thirty have no physical evidence of the original building remaining above ground. The 
patterns of loss reflect the pressures of each era. Many of the largest industrial union 
workhouses were absorbed into expanding hospital estates and eventually replaced by modern 
medical facilities — Cardiff, Merthyr, Newport, Bedwellty, Wrexham. Several were demolished 
in the clearance and redevelopment programmes of the 1960s, a decade that was particularly 
destructive of Victorian institutional fabric across Wales — Ruthin, Bala, Dolgellau, and others. 
Some of the smallest and most remote buildings simply fell into disrepair and were removed 
— Corwen, Builth, Llandovery, Rhayader's original site. 

The Bangor workhouse offers the most complete trajectory of loss: built in the 1840s, 
expanded to include a new infirmary in 1912, the infirmary immediately requisitioned as a 
military hospital in 1914, became St David's maternity hospital after the war, closed 1994, 
demolished for a retail park. The main workhouse building became a creamery after 1930 and 
was demolished. A supermarket now occupies the site. Of the institution that received the poor 
of Bangor and Beaumaris for nearly a century, nothing physical remains. 

The Architect Question 

A striking feature of Welsh workhouse construction is the dominance of local architects over 
the major names of the Victorian institutional building boom. Of the major English architects 
associated with the workhouse building years of 1835 to 1840 — Sampson Kempthorne, 
George Gilbert Scott and William Bonython Moffatt, and George Wilkinson — only Wilkinson 
undertook substantial commissions in Wales. He designed workhouses at Abergavenny, 
Aberayron, Bridgend and Cowbridge, and Pembroke — all of which survive at least in part, a 
survival rate that may reflect the quality of his construction as much as the accidents of 
subsequent history. 

William Owen of Haverfordwest designed the Haverfordwest, Narberth, and Cardigan 
workhouses. Thomas Penson of Oswestry designed Llanfyllin and Newtown and Llanidloes. 
Szlumper and Aldwinckle of Aberystwyth and London designed Lampeter through an open 
competition in the 1870s. Stephen William Williams, the County Surveyor for Radnorshire, 
designed Rhayader. Joseph Bromfield designed the 1795 Forden building at a cost of twelve 
thousand pounds. These were local men, local firms, local stone, local knowledge — 
workhouses built not as expressions of a national institutional template but as adaptations of 
that template to the specific conditions of Welsh building practice and Welsh landscapes. 
 

 



Part Five — The Archives 

The records of the forty-seven Welsh Poor Law Unions are distributed across six principal 
archive repositories, with additional material at the National Library of Wales, FamilySearch, 
and through the digitised Welsh Newspaper Archive. The following is the definitive guide to 
where the records are held. 

Carmarthenshire Archives (Carmarthen) holds records for the five Carmarthenshire unions. 
The Llanelly Union Guardians' minute books cover the full period 1836 to 1930 — the most 
complete run for any Carmarthenshire union. Llandilo Fawr records include surviving 
punishment books and birth and death registers, among the most detailed rural workhouse 
records in south Wales. 

Ceredigion Archives (Aberystwyth) holds the complete Cardiganshire Board of Guardians 
collection covering all five Cardiganshire unions. The catalogue reference runs from 
CBG/0001 through CBG/1686 plus additional collections, covering Cardigan Union from 
1834, Aberystwyth Union from 1878, Aberayron Union from 1854, Lampeter Union from 1871, 
and Tregaron Union from 1912. This is the most comprehensively catalogued collection of any 
Welsh county's workhouse records. 

Gwent Archives (Ebbw Vale) holds records for the six Monmouthshire unions. The 
Abergavenny Union records, covering 1843 to 1929, are available through FamilySearch at no 
cost — the most accessible workhouse records in Wales. 

Glamorgan Archives (Cardiff) holds records for the eight Glamorgan unions including the 
Bridgend and Cowbridge, Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil, and Pontardawe collections. The Merthyr 
Tydfil records include Guardians' minute books from 1836 to 1930 and children's home 
admissions from 1877 to 1970. The Swansea records, held at West Glamorgan Archive Service, 
include the Workhouse Master's journal from 1842 to 1914. 

Powys Archives (Llandrindod Wells) holds records for the Breconshire, Radnorshire, and 
Montgomeryshire unions. The Presteigne Union has no workhouse records because no 
workhouse was built. The Rhayader records are limited. The Llanfyllin records are 
supplemented by the Llanfyllin Workhouse Heritage Centre's own collections. 

North East Wales Archives (Hawarden) holds records for the Hawarden, Holywell, St Asaph, 
and Wrexham Unions. The St Asaph collection is among the most significant in Wales, 
including the Admission and Discharge Book that records the entry of John Rowlands in 1847. 
The Holywell collection has the richest inmate records in north-east Wales, including medical 
examinations of inmates. 

Meirionnydd Archives (Dolgellau) holds records for the four Merionethshire unions, including 
the Festiniog records with their surviving punishment book. Caernarfon Record Office holds 
records for the four Carnarvonshire unions, including the Pwllheli collection with 
apprenticeship records from 1877 to 1911. Denbighshire Record Office (Ruthin) holds records 
for the Llanrwst and Wrexham Unions. Anglesey Archives (Llangefni) holds records for the 
two Anglesey unions. 

The Welsh Newspaper Archive at newspapers.library.wales is freely accessible and holds 
hundreds of Welsh newspapers from the 1800s onwards. Every union in every county will yield 
material from this source — board of guardians meeting reports, named individual cases, 
inspection reports, scandals, epidemics, and the human stories that the formal minute books 
never recorded. This source has been used throughout this project and its potential has not 
been exhausted. It is the most underused resource in Welsh workhouse history. 
 

 



Part Six — What Remains to Be Done 

This project has built the foundation. Thirteen county narrative documents. The master 
reference table. The five connecting threads. The human recovery. The archive guide. The 
interactive map with all forty-seven pins. 

What remains is the data layer. The census returns for every union across seven census years 
from 1841 to 1911 contain the names of every person who was inside a Welsh workhouse on 
census night in those years. For the 1881 census, which is freely available on FamilySearch, 
this data can be extracted for every union without subscription. For the other census years, 
library access to Ancestry or Findmypast provides the same material. The project's next phase 
will build named registers for every union where census data is accessible, creating the 
FindAGrave dimension of the project — memorials for workhouse dead who currently have 
none. 

The Abergavenny Union admission registers, covering 1843 to 1929 and freely available on 
FamilySearch, are the largest body of digitised Welsh workhouse admission data in existence. 
Systematic analysis of those eighty-six years of named admissions — by age, by sex, by parish 
of origin, by reason for admission, by length of stay, by outcome — would produce the first 
quantitative portrait of workhouse poverty in any Welsh union across the full period of the 
system's operation. That analysis has not been done. It remains to be done. 

The Llandilo Fawr punishment books and birth and death registers at Carmarthenshire 
Archives have never been systematically analysed. The unnamed women hidden there to 
conceal pregnancies — Welsh-speaking women in a Welsh-speaking community, processed 
through an English-language institution as the price of social survival — represent a body of 
evidence about women's experience in rural Victorian Wales that is without parallel in any 
other freely accessible source. That analysis has not been done. It remains to be done. 

The Swansea Master's journal, covering 1842 to 1914, is seventy-two years of continuous 
institutional record from one of the largest Welsh workhouses. No systematic study of it exists. 
The Ceredigion Archives collection, the most comprehensively catalogued body of Welsh 
workhouse records, has been the subject of two academic studies — Dot Jones's pauperism 
analysis for Aberystwyth, and the Ceredigion Historical Society's published dietary tables. It 
deserves more. 

Willie Roberts deserves a FindAGrave memorial. He died in the St Asaph workhouse as a child 
and has none. His name survives in the autobiography of the man who became Henry Morton 
Stanley. The admission and death registers of the St Asaph Union at North East Wales Archives 
would contain his full entry. That entry has not been retrieved. It remains to be retrieved. 

This project has shown what is possible with freely available sources, systematic methodology, 
and the determination to treat Welsh workhouse history as Welsh history — not as a subset of 
English institutional history, not as a genealogical database, but as the story of Welsh people 
in Welsh communities at moments of their greatest vulnerability. The buildings that held them 
are part of the Welsh landscape. The records that document them are in Welsh archives. The 
names that identify them are in Welsh newspapers. They are there to be found. 
 

Conclusion — Virtue Lives On 

The forty-seven workhouses of Wales opened their doors between 1837 and 1879. The last 
closed in 1930. In the ninety years between, they held tens of thousands of Welsh men, women, 
and children at the lowest points of their lives — the old without family, the sick without 
medicine, the orphaned without kin, the destitute without alternatives. They were not places 
of cruelty by design, though cruelty occurred within them. They were places of last resort, built 



on the principle that poverty was a moral failing requiring institutional correction rather than 
a social condition requiring structural remedy. History has not been kind to that principle. The 
National Assistance Act of 1948, which finally abolished the system, replaced it with the 
principle that every citizen had a right to a minimum standard of support regardless of how 
they had come to need it. The workhouse was the system that preceded that understanding. 

The communities that resisted the workhouse — in Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire with 
violence, in Montgomeryshire with demolition and riot, in Radnorshire with forty years of 
bureaucratic refusal, in the quiet of every Welsh-speaking valley where boards of guardians 
continued to provide outdoor relief long after the commissioners had told them to stop — were 
not obstructing good governance. They were defending a social philosophy. The Welsh 
understanding of poverty as a communal responsibility, to be addressed through the networks 
of chapel, family, and neighbourhood rather than through institutional separation and 
deterrence, was not ignorance of the new system's principles. It was a rejection of them. 

That rejection was not total. The workhouses were built and they were used. Thousands of 
Welsh people entered them and were grateful for the shelter they provided. The Christmas 
feast at Bangor in 1869, the afternoon at Baron Hill in 1905 with Lady Bulkeley's gramophone 
on the lawn, the Machynlleth Guardians' quiet decision to call workhouse births by the Welsh 
word for resting place — these are evidence that within the system, human decency was not 
entirely extinguished. The Welsh workhouse was an English institution administered in an 
English language in a Welsh landscape, but the people inside it were Welsh, and the people 
administering it were often their neighbours, and that proximity produced, sometimes, 
moments of grace. 

This project has told their story. John Rowlands who became Henry Morton Stanley. Ezra 
Rhodes who came from Maine and never went home. Mary Thomas whose name is in a minute 
book. Mrs Jones whose allowance would not keep a dog. Willie Roberts who died as a child 
and has no memorial. And behind these named individuals, the unnamed thousands whose 
admissions are in the registers, whose deaths are in the death books, whose children appear in 
the census returns, whose lives were shaped by the building at the end of the road that the 
community had spent years trying not to build. 

Their stories are Welsh history. This project has, for the first time, assembled them in a single 
connected work. The map is built. The county documents are written. The archive guide is 
complete. The human thread has been begun. What remains is to follow it further — union by 
union, name by name, record by record — until the full picture of the Welsh workhouse and 
the Welsh people who passed through it has been recovered and told. 

Vivit Post Funera Virtus. Virtue lives on after death. The virtue of the communities that 
resisted. The virtue of the guardians who showed mercy. The virtue of the researchers who 
preserve what the buildings no longer can. And the virtue of the people themselves — named 
and unnamed, recorded and forgotten — who endured the workhouse and came through it, or 
did not come through it, and whose lives were real and mattered and deserve to be 
remembered. 
 

Principal Sources 

Peter Higginbotham, The Workhouse (workhouses.org.uk) and Workhouses of Wales and the 
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in the St Asaph Workhouse Admission and Discharge Book, 1856. 

Vision of Britain (visionofbritain.org.uk) — 1861 census General Report, Welsh division indoor 
pauper statistics. 

Dictionary of Welsh Biography (biography.wales) — Henry Morton Stanley entry. 

Llanfyllin Workhouse Heritage Centre (llanfyllinworkhouse.org.uk) — history, building 
details, and Heritage Centre information. 

Newport Rising (newportrising.co.uk) — the Chartist trail including the workhouse as prison 
camp and hospital, November 1839. 

National Trust, Penrhyn Castle (nationaltrust.org.uk) — the Great Penrhyn Quarry Strike 1900 
to 1903. 
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