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Addingham, Cumbria, and the
workhouse in Penrith: its use by
unmarried mothers 1820-1939
LY D I A G R AY

This article is drawn from a detailed investigation into illegitimacy in the rural parish
of Addingham, east of Penrith, Cumbria. The parish contained four separate
townships: Gamblesby, Glassonby, Little Salkeld, and Hunsonby and Winskill. The
study covers the period from 1820 to the Second World War—during the research,
173 unmarried mothers and their 236 children were studied in detail, to examine the
strategies employed by the mothers, and the subsequent lives of the women and
children. The initial prompt was most often a baptism record, but marriage registers,
newspapers, and census returns were also important—as was the workhouse births
register, on which much of this present article is based. This register is complete from
1837, although the 100-year closure rule for personal records means that the
research into workhouse links effectively ended in 1918.1 The study demonstrates
that very few local women resorted to the workhouse, contrary to a common
impression that most unmarried women were forced to do so. There was limited
interaction between the Penrith Workhouse and the mothers and children in this
study at three main junctures: first, when the mother needed somewhere to give
birth; second, when she needed support thereafter (which, in later years, might take
the form of out-relief, rather than entry into the workhouse); and third, when,
towards the end of the nineteenth century, other links were created between
illegitimacy and the parish, with the adoption by the Poor Law Guardians of fostering
and boarding-out. The latter aspect will be examined in a subsequent article.
A note on nomenclature is needed: many people at this time—and especially women
and the illegitimate—used different surnames as they passed through stages of life.
To cope with this problem, and to avoid having constantly to use the descriptor ‘née’
for married women, I adopted the convention of giving both birth name and any
subsequent names (whether legally or informally acquired) in an undivided
chronological string—for example, Mary Jane GedlingCollinsonSlater was born
Gedling; married Collinson; and although she did not marry Slater, was often known
by his name. Any names not expressed as a string are original birth names: Elizabeth
Workman LancasterVarty was born Elizabeth Workman Lancaster and married Varty.
In her case, as in others, the middle name is the clue to her paternity. This looks
rather cumbersome on the page but helps to identify the person accurately and
consistently, while preserving important distinctions and also allowing family
historians to use the information effectively.

Background
In his sixth annual report, for 1842, the registrar-general picked out seven counties
with high illegitimacy rates, of which Cumberland had the highest. Its illegitimacy rate
was 11.4 per cent, more than double that of Devon and Cornwall.2 Within the Northern
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1 The Penrith Poor Law Union

2 The townships of the parish of Addingham
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Division (the counties of Durham, Northumberland, Cumberland and Westmorland),
the Brampton and Longtown area (Cumberland) had the highest rate (17.2 per cent),
while the rather odd grouping of Penrith, Alston and Bootle was second (12.5 per
cent). Penrith and Alston Poor Law Unions were contiguous and formed a single bloc,
while Bootle PLU was geographically completely separate, 30 miles away on the
opposite side of the Lake District.3 Nationally, in 1842 the Penrith group was in fourth
position—by 1845, despite its rate rising to 13.1 per cent, it had dropped to seventh
place, having been overtaken by Chorley (Lancashire), Ludlow (Shropshire) and
Wigton (Cumberland).4 However, as Denman has shown, the grouping of Penrith with
Alston and Bootle gave an unbalanced reflection of the situation in 1851, when Penrith
had a rate of 11-12 per cent, while Alston and Bootle were 1-2 per cent higher.5
Denman found a steady increase in illegitimacy rates in north-east Cumberland
between 1815 and 1865, regardless of legislative change such as the Poor Law
Amendment Act 1834.6 The revelation in 1864 that the illegitimacy rate in
Cumberland, at 12.1 per cent, was almost double the national rate of 6.4 per cent,
caused local consternation. A Penrith newspaper felt it necessary to investigate this
‘seeming … blot upon the reputation of the county’, and argued that the statistics,
though accurate, did not explain what was happening.7 It suggested that local
registration was simply more accurate than that in London or Birmingham, where it
was easy to conceal the product of immorality. Such a situation could not apply in the
small towns and villages of Cumberland and Westmorland, and ‘hence the fruit of
illegitimacy is brought forward with a prominence which guarantees the registry of all
natural-born children’. It was also suggested that the healthiness of the local
population led to more children being born alive, thus removing ‘one great
temptation to conceal the birth of a natural-born child, in as much as murder would
have to be added to the crime of concealment, and if discovered … lead to penal
servitude, if not death on the gallows’.
Thus far, the argument seemed to be simply that the rest of the country was underregistered, disguising the true situation to Cumberland’s disadvantage. However, the
newspaper went on to suggest that another reason was evident in the local police
court in ‘a lamentable absence, amongst both parties to illegitimacy, of that deep
[their italics] sense of shame which pretty generally prevails amongst similar
characters in neighbouring counties’. This, it argued, itself led to higher levels of
registration—but whether the absence of shame led to more actual illegitimacy, as
opposed to a more accurate registration of it, the paper did not say. It did postulate
several causes of the problem, apart from the unsuitable accommodation afforded to
servants, and the evils of the twice-yearly hiring fairs. Among the supposed causes
was the distinctive difficulty encountered by farmers’ sons in saving sufficient capital
to marry and maintain a family, leading them to ‘carry on’ with servants ‘just for a
frolic’, with the inevitable result. Land reform, assisted emigration, and changing the
law to allow the legitimating of the child by a subsequent marriage were all suggested
as remedies. Henriques agrees that the statistics need treating with caution: ‘in the
country where people knew each other concealment was difficult. This, as much as
the survival of the old custom of boarding farm servants in the house (to which it was
usually ascribed), might help to explain the very high illegitimacy figures for
Cumberland, Westmorland, Norfolk and Hereford’.8 Marshall and Walton, while
claiming that ‘the farmer’s sons and daughters were rarely or never mentioned’, also
accept the argument about the problems resulting from delayed marriage.9
Addingham differed from both the national and the local picture. During the period
1845-1929 its overall illegitimacy rate was 5.8 per cent, not so far above the national
figure of 5.1 per cent. Only briefly in the 1890s was it as high as 9 per cent.
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Penrith workhouse and the Addingham mothers
This article, however, focuses primarily not on statistics, but on the experience of
illegitimacy for the mothers and children of Addingham.
But now that he was enveloped in the old calico robes which had grown
yellow in the same service, he was badged and ticketed, and fell into his place
at once—a parish child—the orphan of a workhouse—the humble, halfstarved drudge—to be cuffed and buffeted through the world, despised by
all, and pitied by none.10
Was this the experience for many of the illegitimate children born in places such as
Addingham? Many have concluded that it was. It has been suggested that, nationally,
‘by the mid-nineteenth century ... probably well over fifty thousand children a year
were born out of wedlock, most ending up in the workhouse—if they survived’.11 And
again, ‘illegitimacy was a major trigger for women entering the workhouse, and was
the reason many children were abandoned and grew up in the workhouse’.12 And yet
again, ‘within living memory, mothers of illegitimate children were consigned to the
workhouse’ and ‘unmarried women had no alternative to the workhouse, where they
were separated from the child at the age of three months … mother and child had to
remain in the workhouse until the child was sixteen or able to support itself ’.13 It is
certainly the case that most of the babies born in the workhouse were illegitimate—
but within the Penrith Poor Law Union these were only a small percentage of those
born illegitimate.
Neither the high mortality implied above, nor the ‘ending up’ in the workhouse, nor
the requirement to stay in the workhouse, nor the abandonment of the child, applied
to the vast majority of the mothers or children in this study. Addingham mothers and
babies generally survived, and they overwhelmingly remained in the community.
Therefore, were the few who turned to the workhouse the most friendless and
desperate, initially denied out-relief under the New Poor Law of 1834 and lacking
the family support that a married woman could expect? Or were they the most
brazen, or the more astute and aware of their rights, or the ‘ins-and-outs’ who used
the system as suited them best, or the most able to live with the shame and
humiliation of being admitted to the workhouse?
Some mothers, like Jessie Phillips, the eponymous heroine of the anti-poor law novel
by Fanny Trollope, might have wanted to keep their situation hidden from family and
friends.14 Maybe, given that it was over seven miles from the nearest part of
Addingham to the Penrith workhouse, only the most determined, or the healthiest,
or those able to beg a lift in a cart, were able to make it there. Thompson, in his
study of the poor law in Cumbria, concluded that, although the workhouse was still
feared and people felt stigmatised at being placed in a ‘repository of social failure …
we may seriously doubt whether the deterrent workhouse, as conceived by the Poor
Law Commission, ever really existed [here]’.15 In Ireland, ‘the image of unmarried
mothers as vulnerable and dependent has been countered to some degree [as] their
resourcefulness [has been noted], a canny ability to avail of economic opportunity,
medical attention, or opportunities to work, even apparently using their vulnerability
to achieve entry to the workhouse or participation in an emigration scheme’.16
Were the Cumbrian women as resourceful as those Irish women? When it became
possible to pursue affiliation many were indeed pro-active; however, for several years
after the imposition of the New Poor Law Act 1834, the unmarried mother, if she
wished to obtain relief, had no alternative but to enter the workhouse. A few of the
Addingham women at this particular time in their lives may have been realistic
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enough, or sufficiently unworried by any social stigma, to accept what they saw as the
best option for the actual birth. In the workhouse they could at least hope to have a
roof over their heads for a few weeks, some basic nursing assistance, the hope of
more help from a doctor if needed, and a period to lie-in afterwards.
Thompson believed that ‘it is immensely doubtful that any of the boards of
Guardians in Cumbria really believed that the threat of the workhouse would deter
single women from any temptation to “immorality”’.17 The Penrith Guardians liked
the so-called ‘Bastardy Clauses’ in the New Poor Law Act no better than did many
other similarly placed officials and much public opinion—indeed, in 1839 they
appointed a committee to draw up a petition against the clauses.18 However, they had
to follow the dictates of the law. Thompson concludes that this policy resulted in a
significant imbalance in the workhouse population, which in consequence
overwhelmingly comprised single, able-bodied women, most of whom were the
mothers of illegitimate children.19 This was not true for Penrith workhouse, where the
proportion of adult women (over 15)—single, married and widowed—stayed
relatively constant at an average of 24 per cent from 1841 to 1911, with a maximum
of 32 per cent in 1861. It is true that the vast majority of Penrith workhouse births
were to the unmarried, and an average of 65 per cent of adult female inmates during
these years were unmarried, but that figure includes all ages, and census returns
indicate that not all younger single women were mothers. On average, about a third
of the unmarried women appear to have been mothers or were awaiting the birth,
although some had more than one child with them. The eleven of 1861 had declined
to seven by 1911, although as the proportion of unmarried women in the workhouse
had also declined, these seven did constitute half of the adult women, the highest
proportion since 1841. Some unmarried mothers took advantage of the workhouse
to give birth and to lie-in afterwards, but then left and did not return.
Between 1837 and 1918 (after which the 100-year access rule prevented examination
of the births register) there were a total of 689 births in the workhouse, of which 635
(92 per cent) were illegitimate.20 The highest annual total for illegitimate births in the
workhouse was 22 (in 1845 and 1859). This does not seem a particularly large
number considering the total number of illegitimate births in the area covered by the
Union. For example, in 1859 there were 88 illegitimate births for the Penrith
registration district, only 22 (25 per cent) of which are in the workhouse births
register. In 1869 the equivalent figures were 12 out of 72 (17 per cent).21 In the six
months from October 1873 to March 1874, the Penrith Medical Officer of Health
reported 25 illegitimate births in his area (both rural and urban) but the births
register accounts for only six, while for the whole of 1896 the equivalent figures
(urban area only) are 30 and five.22 It has been suggested that in Hertfordshire, as a
result of the New Poor Law, ‘although difficult to quantify, it is probable that many
unwed mothers were forced—through their poverty and the difficulty in obtaining an
affiliation order—into the union workhouse’.23 In the Nottingham Union, similarly,
‘the number of very young, probably single, women giving birth in the workhouse is
evidence of the poverty associated with being a single parent and the lack of
alternative support for unmarried mothers’.24 However, it is clear that in the Penrith
area most unmarried mothers managed without resort to the workhouse and avoided
it ever more successfully as the years passed.
The Penrith Guardians decided that the old workhouse, in the town centre, was
unsuitable for the requirements of the New Poor Law. In 1838 they opened a new
institution, just outside the town on the Greystoke road. It was one of only three new
workhouses built in the early years of the New Poor Law in Cumberland and
Westmorland, and the second largest after Cockermouth, with accommodation for
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250 inmates.25 However, it never seems to have been anywhere near full at the time of
the census: in 1851 there were 214 inmates and the next highest census total was 153
in 1841.
It is possible that in Fanny Trollope’s Jessie Phillips, we have an insight into life in the
Penrith workhouse in the later 1830s. Mrs Trollope was living in Penrith while she
was writing the book, and was entertained by Sir George Musgrave of Edenhall, who
in 1838 was chairman of the Guardians. The book is set in the fictional Deepbrook,
in a ‘favoured’ Midland county, ‘important as the centre of a rich agricultural
neighbourhood, comprehending one or two of the finest estates in the kingdom’.26
Despite the Midland assertion, Penrith workhouse and Guardians may well have been
in Trollope’s mind when she wrote of ‘the terrible discomfort of that melancholy
abode’.27 Her son, Tom, claimed that she left her newly-completed house in the
spring of 1843 because she ‘found our neighbours too dull and stupid’; however, it is
tempting to speculate that, having begun publishing the first parts of such a forceful
novel at the end of 1842, she also felt it politic to move away.28
Shortly afterwards, in 1844, the infamous ‘Bastardy Clauses’ that she thought so
iniquitous were amended. Trollope, on behalf of her heroine Jessie, rails at ‘this
ludicrously useless proviso’ that permitted only the Guardians (not the mother) to
pursue a putative father to pay the workhouse charges and she paints a picture of the
pregnant Jessie appearing before the Board of Guardians, begging for admittance,
only to be told by the vicar that ‘I am certain that the Board will not permit your
coming in here to live in idleness when you are so perfectly well able to maintain
yourself ’.29 When she faints, she is granted admittance, given Union clothing to wear
and has her head shaved. Jessie then joins the ‘miserably idle inmates’ forced to
stand around all day, or prop themselves against the bench along the wall, denied
even the comfort of the activity and gossip around the washtub.30 Trollope, however,
was writing with polemical purpose. Workhouse clothing and a thorough cleansing
were part of the normal admissions procedure system, but shaving the hair was not.
Indeed, recent research has led to a
rethinking of the nature and consequences of workhouse regimes. Just as
autobiographies have suggested that workhouses were not as loathsome to the
sentiments of the poor as earlier commentators have suggested, so we might
suspect that, in terms of education, medical care and nutrition, workhouse
inmates were in a better position than their immediate counterparts outside
the workhouse … Reluctance to enter or active avoidance of the workhouse
was not a uniform sentiment and practice. There were regional, situational
and personal influences on attitude, and it could not have escaped the notice
of some prospective or actual paupers (for instance pregnant women) that the
treatment they were likely to receive in the workhouse was better than that to
be obtained through personal or neighbourhood provision31

The case-studies: giving birth
Research over an 80-year period (1837-1918) reveals only nine local women who
gave birth to an illegitimate child or children in the workhouse, and the connection
to the parish of two of them is questionable. Nothing has been established about
Mary Ann Salkeld of Gamblesby, who gave birth in 1839. The remainder of this
paper explores what we can discover about the circumstances and family context of
the remaining eight who were, it must be emphasised again, quite atypical of the
unmarried mothers of the parish—contrary to the popular impression.
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Mary Holmes of Little Salkeld was accompanied by her two children when she
entered the old workhouse (in the centre of Penrith) in 1837. There she gave birth to
John, her third illegitimate child, probably in the ordinary adult female
accommodation.32 In July 1837 the Poor Law Guardians directed that her daughter
Margaret Holmes, aged 3, should be discharged from the workhouse and sent to the
country, to the care of ‘a person’ at 1s 8d per week, as the doctor felt country air
would be beneficial.33 The child must have been ailing, but this change of scene was
apparently to no avail. She was probably the Margaret Holmes whose death was
registered in Penrith in the summer of 1837, and her younger sister Sarah died in
the workhouse, aged 2, in December 1837.34
The only extant plan of the new workhouse gives no details of its internal layout, so
we cannot tell whether in 1839 Mary Holmes bore another daughter, her fourth
illegitimate child, in a dedicated lying-in ward; conditions could still have been
‘appalling, even by the undemanding standards of the time’.35 She may have been
attended only by a pauper nurse, although the workhouse did employ a doctor who
could be called upon if needed. Nevertheless, such assistance was probably more
than she could expect to receive at home. Mary died in 1844, aged 46 and still an
inmate of the workhouse.36 Being in the care of the workhouse may have been the
saving of her younger children, John and Mary. They may have been boarded out by
the Guardians, and were probably the children who were in the care of Ann Bowman,
an agricultural labourer, at Newbiggin in 1841. John seems to have been in
Glassonby in 1851, fending for himself as a 12-year-old servant and receiving
parochial charitable support in 1851-1852; he was still there in 1861. His sister Mary
was back in the workhouse in 1851 but a Mary Holmes had charitable support from
Addingham in 1853-1855, perhaps indicating that brother and sister returned to
their mother’s parish. Mary may have had an illegitimate child herself in the
workhouse in 1864. The name is too common to be certain, but the mother was from
Little Salkeld. Nothing more is known about her or her child (yet another Mary),
although a Mary Holmes died in Penrith in 1864.
Ann WatsonKindred was illegitimate herself and was apparently brought up by her
grandparents. She knew enough about her rights to attempt to affiliate her first
illegitimate son: the putative father was ordered to support his child. However, he
rapidly took himself off to Devon, where he married and lived for the rest of his life,
so it seems unlikely that such support was forthcoming. Ann had a second son in
1856. Neither of these children was born in the workhouse. Like Mary Holmes,
therefore, she already had two illegitimate children when she gave birth to her third
baby (a stillborn child) in the workhouse in 1861. Despite bearing a fourth
illegitimate child in 1865, she managed to avoid entering the workhouse again, and
raised the three surviving children to adulthood. She did finally marry in 1867, very
probably to the father of William, her last child, but her husband Joseph Kindred
then disappeared to Australia.
Some of her extended family were still living in the parish but were probably in no
position to help her. However, Hunsonby and Winskill township had access to charity
money—the Hutchinson Trust was created by the will of a resident in the previous
century. Ann was a long-term recipient of this dole. In 1861, for example (when its
record book starts), she received eight payments totalling £7 10s 6d, while payments
were also being made for the lodging of her sons, and for clothing and shoes for
them—and even for books. In fourteen months in 1861-1862 Joseph received
benefits on fifteen occasions, and Thomas on eight. In 1866 Ann received £4,
clothing was bought for both her sons, and ‘indenters’ were paid for Thomas in April
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1867. Could she have managed to avoid the workhouse without such substantial
charitable support? Of 173 unmarried mothers and their families examined in the
study, only one other received comparable assistance.37
Ann Jackson gave birth to two children in the house—John William in January
1863 and Mary Elizabeth in 1864. In November 1863 an argument with the
workhouse staff resulted in her being put in the workhouse lock-up. She clearly
knew her rights: when her son was removed, she demanded to have him returned
to her, knowing that this would mean she would have to be released. When that
was refused, she asked to go before the Guardians but that was not permitted. She
then demanded to leave the house, and did so, but was not allowed to take her
child with her. She later returned, claimed she had been mistreated and took the
matron to court, where counterclaims of violence were made. The court case,
according to the newspaper account ‘was conducted with great patience and
impartiality’, but her claim was dismissed; she then left the workhouse with her
child but almost immediately abandoned him, ‘leaving it on the doorstep of the
Workhouse’ at 8.30 on a November night. It was perhaps not surprising that John
died in the workhouse just short of his first birthday. Ann was sentenced in June
1864 to eight months’ hard labour in Carlisle Gaol for the abandonment of the
boy.38 She was already pregnant again and her second child was born in the
workhouse at the end of September. This daughter probably also died as an infant
and in 1875 Ann was classified as a workhouse lunatic and could thus be detained
there.
Mary RobinsonMarshall, herself illegitimate, gave birth to her second illegitimate
child, Frances, in the workhouse in December 1870. Both were still there when the
1871 census was taken. Mary was attributed to Renwick parish when she entered the
workhouse, but her first child (who died as an infant) was baptised in 1869 by the
Methodist minister when she was living in Glassonby, and she was also there when
her third, Joseph, was baptised with the Anglican rite at Addingham in 1876. Her
mother, meanwhile, having had at least three illegitimate children herself, finally
married at Addingham in 1875, aged 50. Like several of the families investigated,
both mother and daughter appear on successive censuses with an assortment of
children whose parentage is not always clear. Mary herself married in 1879, but there
were no more children.
Margaret Ann Slater, who belonged to an extended family that feature several times
in this study, entered the workhouse in February 1885, when her place of residence
was given as Hunsonby. Her family certainly had numerous connections with the
parish of Addingham (and with the workhouse), but she herself was born in 1865 at
Eamont Bridge near Penrith. She probably lived in Winskill when very young, but
her mother died when she was only three and by 1871, aged 6, she was living with
her uncle and aunt in Yanwath, close to Eamont Bridge. She was probably living with
her half-sister, Mary Jane GedlingCollinsonSlater, who was cohabiting with Margaret
Ann’s father, John Slater, when she was enrolled at Langwathby School in 1876;39 by
1881 she was a servant in Penrith. When Margaret Ann gave birth in the workhouse
in June 1885 her daughter was not entered into its register of births, but was noted as
‘born in the workhouse’ in the admissions register on the day she was born.40 Mother
and baby may have benefitted from the services of the nurse appointed in early 1875;
the vote among the Guardians on the need for a nurse was close, at nine for and
eight against, so clearly not all saw the need and the nurse was probably untrained.41
Margaret left with her seven-week-old daughter in July and the baby probably died
very shortly after.
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Margaret Ann clearly led a troubled life, becoming an ‘in and out’ at the workhouse,
coming and going apparently more or less as she pleased both before and after the
birth of her child.42 She was possibly a servant at Dacre in 1891 and spent time in the
Garlands County Lunatic Asylum, near Carlisle, in February 1892, when her halfsister Mary Jane, with whom she had been living, was recorded as her step-mother
and next-of-kin. By this time her father, described in the notes as ‘stupid and
dangerous, very passionate’, was dead.43 Her uncle, Thomas Slater, was also an
inmate of an asylum in Northumberland. The Garlands asylum notes say that she was
a ‘small stupid sort of girl, looks younger than 26’, that she had been a ‘nice quiet
girl’ but had ‘sad surroundings at home’; Mary Jane reported that Margaret Ann kept
leaving her situation ‘without cause or a moment’s notice’ and had threatened her
with a carving knife. She was discharged, apparently recovered, in July 1892, was
back in the workhouse in September, and in November was sent from there to
Garlands again. There, perhaps surprisingly in view of the earlier assessment, she
was described as ‘a dull wretched-looking woman: old looking for her years’, who had
had several bouts of mania or depression. One wonders what the modern-day
diagnosis of this might be?
She was back in the workhouse in October 1893; in April 1894 for the best part of a
year; for six weeks in August 1896; and in November 1898 was admitted with her
illegitimate baby son, James, born in Hesket the previous year. He accompanied her
in and out for several years.44 In 1903, Margaret Ann, like Ann Jackson, was finally
declared a pauper lunatic and could be detained in the workhouse. She was
described as having been ill for 29 years, ‘simple in manner and easily influenced –
carries a bag about containing all sort of things tea cakes [sic] … is not fit to take care
of herself and her boy’ and was ‘easily imposed on’. Her nearest relative was recorded
as Mrs. Annie Wilson of Yanwath, a cousin.45 However, she managed to abscond in
1908 and in 1911 was working as a housekeeper in Distington near Whitehaven.46
Her death was registered in 1939 by the workhouse authorities.
Kate Thompson, aged 28 in 1895, and Bessie Nicholson, born in Appleby in 1882,
were both linked to Hunsonby at the time of their confinement. Kate was attributed
to Skelton when admitted but her baby was attributed to Hunsonby when formally
admitted after his birth; nothing is known of any link to Hunsonby. Bessie, herself
illegitimate, was probably working in Hunsonby and the father of the child she
named Harry may have been local. She was admitted to the workhouse a month
before the birth and she and Harry were recorded there in the 1901 census.
Conditions had been much improved since Mary Holmes gave birth in the 1830s.
Infectious paupers were now sent to the Fairhill isolation hospital at Penrith, while
the former infectious block had become the infirmary with a paid and professional
nurse, appointed in 1892;47 by 1901 two nurses were employed. Bessie became the
object of suspicion in April 1901 when she was found to have £2 in her possession—
money and valuables were normally taken away for safekeeping when people entered
the house.48 It was decided that she should be allowed to take only £1 when she left.49
Her baby died in the house before he was a month old, and she left four days later—
perhaps sad or perhaps relieved? Nothing more is known of her and she is the last
mother from Addingham that I have found in the workhouse birth records.
This may be connected with two subsequent moves on the part of the Guardians. In
1905 they agreed to petition the Local Government Board, suggesting that, in view
of the increase of paternity suits, Guardians should have powers to detain all mothers
of illegitimate children for up to a year after the birth of child. It is not clear what
happened, but the petition is indicative of the way such women were now viewed and
raises the question of what it was thought such detention would achieve. Was it to
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punish, or to prevent further conceptions?50 In 1909, under the heading ‘Midwifery
Orders’, the Guardians resolved that all single women applying for ‘medical relief on
confinement’ should be offered an order for the workhouse (and married women
should understand that any relief should be repaid.) This implies the possibility of
relief to cover childbirth outside the workhouse, and hints that other women had
taken advantage of this.51 The policy to force women into the workhouse and then, if
possible, to detain them, must surely have acted as an even stronger incentive to keep
out at all costs.
As is clear from the foregoing case-studies, the babies born in the workhouse to
Addingham mothers did not usually live long. The two born to Mary Holmes in the
1830s probably survived through the good offices of the Guardians, made necessary
by the death of their mother, but otherwise only the child born to Kate Thompson in
1895, and later seemingly deserted by her, can be definitely traced, aged five and on
his own in the workhouse, and later serving throughout World War I. That most of
the others were stillborn or died as babies may be a consequence of the poor quality
of the workhouse facilities—Crowther does not paint a pretty picture of the nursing
care available in the early years of union workhouses, and not until 1902 did the
Midwives’ Act require certain qualifications for the post.52 The increased likelihood of
infection in an institution was certainly an issue, but the high mortality rate was
probably also connected to the irregular lives, and the lack of wider family support,
that characterised the Addingham mothers who resorted to the workhouse for the
birth of a child.

The case studies: bringing up the child
These circumstances were also typical of the unmarried mothers who made use of the
workhouse after the birth, although in the context of the total number of illegitimate
births their number was few—I identified only seven such mothers, in addition to
those described above, and the details are uncertain for four of them. We have met
Mary Jane GedlingCollinsonSlater before. She was born and brought up in Winskill
and in May 1880 resorted to the workhouse on two brief occasions with her four
children.53 Thereafter she managed somehow to maintain them all outside the house,
living mainly in Penrith. However, her daughter, Margaret Jane Maria
CollinsonSlater, had recourse to the workhouse in 1906 to give birth to a stillborn
daughter; she left four months later, but was admitted again in 1912, when she had a
second illegitimate daughter.54
Ruth GedlingFawcett, also brought up in Winskill, was sister to Mary Jane
GedlingCollinsonSlater and half-sister to Margaret Ann Slater (they were often in the
workhouse together). She, like Margaret Ann, was an erratic ‘in and out’. Her
daughter, Mary Jane Fawcett, born in the house in 1876, was perhaps technically
legitimate, since her mother was listed as a deserted wife; legally, much depended on
where her husband was at the time of conception and whether he had had ‘access’ to
his wife. Mary Jane spent her first nine years moving in and out of the workhouse
with her mother. Providing that notice was given, a woman and her child could not
be detained—indeed, the mother was supposed to take her child with her. Leaving
the child behind while she looked for work was not permitted, such action being
viewed as giving a premium to vice by relieving her of the care of the child. Women
were put in an impossible situation, unable to look for work and unlikely in such
circumstances to find a husband who could provide support.55 Mary Jane must have
suffered chronic instability. However, as with Ann Jackson (above), the workhouse
authorities might occasionally intervene and retain the child: Mary Jane Fawcett
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seems often to have been on her own, including a period of two years when her
mother was admitted for only brief periods. There was always a Christmas treat given
by wealthy benefactors and in 1881 a trip to Morecambe is mentioned, but Mary Jane
must often have missed out on the treats, just as she missed out on the education.56
In 1882 Ruth was classified as a ‘pauper lunatic’, allowing her to be detained in the
workhouse, but in January 1885, still apparently at large, she was charged with
returning drunk to the workhouse and assaulting the master. An application was
made to the magistrates to send her child, who had been found wandering and
begging in the streets of Penrith, apparently in fear of her mother, to the Glasgow
Industrial School at Maryhill.57 Ginger Frost suggests that mothers were more likely
to lose their daughters to the care of the state than they were to lose their sons.58
Maryhill was a residential establishment run much like a workhouse, with
accommodation for two hundred girls whose families could not support them. It had
recently been the subject of a scandal, when the assistant superintendent resigned
following a public outcry over her flogging of a child.59 Was life there one of ‘intense
dullness’, likely to produce ‘a type of character peculiarly hard, helpless and
apathetic, incapable of adapting itself to persons and circumstances, and presenting
a remarkable degree of stubbornness and violence in a large number of instances’, as
one Poor Law inspector described the district schools in 1873?60 Mary Jane was still
there in 1891. Ruth was discharged from the workhouse in 1893 and died shortly
thereafter, run over by a carriage in the dark near Keswick. Touchingly, a recent letter
from her daughter was found in her pocket, so clearly they had kept in touch.
Elizabeth StamperLeggettWhitehead was left a widow with four children in 1882.
She had an illegitimate child in 1889 in Little Salkeld, before marrying William
Whitehead, a widowed labourer and miner, in 1890; between them they now had
seven children. Perhaps sheer poverty was enough to send her to the workhouse for
extended periods in 1910, 1912 and 1915,61 or perhaps she fell out with William, who
was on the census in 1911 as a boarder in Glassonby, while she was in Penrith visiting
her illegitimate son James. Jane Ann Slee appeared before the workhouse Guardians
in 1894, to claim outdoor relief for three children. She was allowed 8s fortnightly for
eight weeks and a warrant was issued for the apprehension of Robert Robinson Slee,
the father of the children.62 No further application for assistance has been found, or
any further reference as to the success of the warrant. It seems that Jane Ann had
been deserted and left with three young children. Her financial difficulties were
compounded by the arrival of an illegitimate son in 1898, and she needed parochial
charitable support for several years, but she managed to avoid the workhouse.
Perhaps six of the mothers from outside the parish also had proven contacts with the
system. Barbara Sewell, for example, not a local woman but the mother of three
illegitimate children born in Glassonby, moved to Penrith and gave birth to another,
by a different man, in the workhouse in 1853. Lacking local family and perhaps
ostracised by Addingham people, she probably had nowhere else to go.
Apart from the births register, the workhouse records are not complete: the minutes
of the Guardians are missing between 1839 and 1861, while the admissions and
discharge books start only in 1873.63 The evidence for some periods is therefore
lacking. The admissions and discharges were searched for people admitted from
Addingham, and any omissions are minor and would not make any significant
difference to the conclusions. Only nine local unmarried mothers (from a total of
173) sought admission for the birth of a child. Some of them, and a few others, also
sought help subsequent to the birth. A small number used the service quite
intensively. The overwhelming majority managed without resort to the workhouse.
This seems to contradict both the views of contemporaries and the analysis of more
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recent historians, although Denman found a similar situation in Longtown Poor Law
Union in north Cumberland.64 Was Cumberland different? We need to look again at
the evidence from local micro-history to see the real picture more broadly.
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