
Poor Law 

I awoke as usual at half past five on a bitterly cold February morning in 1903, desperately 

wanting to stay under my blanket but knowing full well the punishment that would be the 

certain outcome if I did so. Rubbing my eyes and yawning, I grudgingly shoved the blanket 

to one side and flinched as my bare feet came into contact with the ice-cold floor. Crossing to 

the other side of the dormitory, I shook the inert lump in the bed belonging to Freddie Bark. 

“It’s half past five, Freddie,” I whispered into a small opening at the top of the bulge, “better 

get up quick, else Master Norton will be after us!” 

Freddie groaned, pulling his cover half-heartedly down below his chin, revealing his 

bleary blue eyes and his cropped light blond hair which stood out from his head in a way that 

reminded me vaguely of the seed head of a dandelion. Yawning cavernously and scratching 

his head vigorously, he blinked then sighed and pulled himself up to a sitting position. 

“Blimey it’s a chilly one this morning, Will!” he exclaimed, rubbing his arms. 

“All the more reason to get down to the basement and stoke the greenhouse boilers: I’ve 

already been up once in the night because old Norton prodded me and told me I had to get 

down there pronto to make sure the boilers were doing all right. ‘Can’t live off dead plants 

can we, eh, Thompson?’” I said, doing a fair impression of Master Norton’s gruff, gravelly 

voice. 

Freddie grinned; my impressions always cheered him up. “Come on then,” he sighed, 

“better get dressed and head off.” 

Seeing him start to pull on his clothes, I returned to my bed and put on my own 

crumpled shirt and trousers, holey socks and ill-fitting shoes before we both made our way 

quietly down to the basement. 

Freddie and I had been ‘doing the greenhouse boilers’ for the past two months, since 

we’d both turned twelve years of age. I’d sort of taken him under my wing, because he was 

new to the ‘cottage home’ whereas I’d been there for six months already. 

I was sent there because my mother had become ill and couldn’t work anymore or look 

after me, my older brother Henry and our younger sisters Daisy, Annie, Ruth and Mary. My 

father had died from typhoid fever back when I was eight, leaving Mother to look after us 

children on her own. My grandparents (my father’s parents) had done what they could, and 

when Mother had become ill they even managed to take on the older two of my sisters. But 

they could not be expected to care of all of us, and so Mother had been taken into the 

workhouse infirmary while me, Henry, Ruth and Mary were taken to the ‘cottage homes’ – 

the children’s equivalent of the workhouse. 

I was glad not to be the only boy in the family, because that meant I got to be with Henry 

at mealtimes at least. My sisters, however, were housed in the girls’ home next door, and 

even though they were so close by, we were not allowed to see each other. Once, I had seen 

Mary over the garden wall, but when I ran over to speak to her, Master Norton told me it was 

forbidden to make any contact with the girls and gave me three cuts with the cane. He told 

me he was letting me off lightly because I didn’t know the rules yet. Since then, I’ve only 

seen my sisters once over the wall, and I’d learned well enough to not even smile when I saw 

them, even though I was aching to find out how they were. 

When we’d been living there for about two months, Matron Greenway had been given 

the unpleasant task of telling Henry and me that our mother had died. Henry asked if he could 

be allowed out to go and tell our grandparents and our sisters, but Matron said that Master 

Norton had written them a note and that one of the older boys was already on his way to 

deliver it. We never heard about her funeral, and knew better than to ask if we could attend. 

Anyway, me and Freddie went and stoked the boilers (luckily they were still going quite 

well since I’d attended them in the night). We’d just finished and were off to the dayroom for 

breakfast when Master Norton appeared at the top of the stairs and called down saying that he 



wanted to speak to me. Freddie and I exchanged worried looks and I trudged off up the stairs 

to Norton’s rooms. 

I’d been inside them a number of times, mostly to clean the fireplace and light the fire, 

or sometimes to deliver a cup of tea or cocoa in the afternoon. The size of his rooms 

compared to the cramped dormitories in which the boys slept never ceased to surprise me. He 

was in charge, and entitled to more luxury than us poor children, but he certainly didn’t want 

for anything much as far as I could tell. I tried never to stare at anything when I was in his 

room, for one time when I had he had glared at me and told me not to “get any ideas about 

pinching anything”. As if I would; I was brought up to be honest and proud by my 

hardworking mother and father. 

On this occasion, Master Norton wanted me to run an errand for him: He picked up an 

envelope that had been lying on his desk, tucked the flap inside to close it and hastily wrote 

something on the front before handing it to me, instructing me to deliver it to Mr Bunton at 

Pilkington School. “Go straight there; no dilly dallying. Put it right into his hands. Be sure 

not to give it to anyone else, do you understand?” he said frowning sternly down at me. 

“Yes, sir. Now, sir?” I asked hesitantly. 

“Yes, now, Thompson. Right now!” 

I turned on my heels and hurried off, not even stopping to collect my coat before heading 

down the stairs and out into the cold morning air. 

Pilkington School was, I guessed, about two miles away if I took a short-cut across St 

Martin’s Plain and a couple of fields. Not wanting to be punished for being tardy, I ran most 

of the way there and arrived puffing and panting and red in the face. “I have a… letter for… 

for Mr Bunton… from… Master Norton.” I announced to the elderly caretaker who met me at 

the door. 

“I’ll take it to him,” suggested the old man, reaching out a gnarled hand to take the 

envelope. 

“Master Norton said to… to give it to him myself,” I declared, breathing a little easier 

now. I held the envelope close to my chest and stood up straight, lifting my chin to show that 

I meant to follow my instructions precisely. 

“Very well then,” grumbled the caretaker grudgingly. “His office is upstairs at the end of 

the corridor,” he added, pointing towards the stairs opposite. 

“Thank you,” I replied with a nod, feeling slightly less nervous now. I marched smartly 

up the stairs and along the musty corridor to the door marked ‘Headmaster,’ where I knocked 

confidently before my nerves finally caught up with me and I slunk back half a step, 

hunching my shoulders. 

“Enter!” boomed a voice from inside. Tentatively, I turned the doorknob and pushed 

open the door. I peered cautiously into the room, to see the imposing figure of Mr Bunton 

sitting at his desk, silhouetted in the light coming through the large bay windows behind him. 

He looked up from his work and stood up, frowning as I scurried into the room, all my self-

assurance having now totally deserted me. “What do you want?” he asked, as if I were a 

speck of dirt to be flicked off his immaculate robes. 

I thrust the letter towards him. “L… l… letter from Master Norton, sir,” I stuttered. 

“Well, bring it here then, boy!” he rumbled. 

Taking half a dozen steps forward, the letter still in my outstretched hand, I leaned 

forward the last few inches to pass him the envelope as though I was hand-feeding a scrap of 

meat to a hungry dog. Not taking his eyes off me, he snatched the envelope and opened it, 

extracting the two sheets of writing paper within. Finally glancing away from me and towards 

the letter, he scanned the pages quickly, moving his lips silently along with the words as he 

read through the contents of the note.  



He raised his eyebrows, looked briefly back at me, then stuck his hand down inside the 

envelope feeling around inside. He frowned, his dark bushy eyebrows covering the top part of 

his eyes. Staring ominously at me, he said, “Where is the half-crown?” 

“I don’t know, sir,” I replied honestly, a feeling of trepidation growing inside my chest. 

He rubbed his chin and nodded slowly. “Wait outside,” he ordered bluntly. 

I gulped and turned, hurrying back out into the corridor and perching on the edge of the 

nearest of the row of four wooden chairs lining the wall beside his door. Nervously, I rubbed 

the palms of my hands together, and then, using my left thumb, massaged the spot on my 

right hand where I had been caned by Master Norton for trying to speak to my sister over the 

garden wall. 

A couple of minutes later, the door opened and I jumped up out of my seat as though I’d 

heard a gunshot. Mr Bunton’s face appeared around the door, and he handed me another 

envelope. “Take this back to Master Norton,” he said abruptly. I took the letter from his hand 

and the door slammed shut in my face. 

Feeling considerably relieved that Mr Bunton must have believed me after all, I 

wandered back down the stairs before running back across the fields and the plain to the 

cottage home. 

Once there, I went straight back upstairs to Master Norton’s rooms and knocked gently 

on the door. “Come in!” he shouted impatiently. I went inside, still red in the face from my 

run across the fields, and handed the letter directly to Master Norton. 

Taking a letter-opener from his desk, he swiftly tore open the top of the envelope and 

removed the letter inside, waving for me to leave as he did so. I turned smartly and started 

towards the closed door; I had just reached out for the doorknob when Master Norton barked, 

“Wait!” 

Stopping in mid-stride, I turned tentatively around and looked up at Master Norton. His 

normally ruddy face had turned a disturbing shade of purple, and a vein stood out on his 

forehead as if it would burst. I recoiled, backing away a step. 

“Where,” he growled, “is the half-crown, boy?” 

“I didn’t see a half-crown, sir,” I replied quietly, beginning involuntarily to shiver. 

“Well, Mr Bunton says my letter arrived without it, so you must have it. Give it to me 

now, you thief!” 

“Sir, I am no thief. There was no half-crown in the envelope when I arrived at the 

school,” I explained, lifting my chin and trying to look a great deal more confident than I felt. 

“If you deny there was a half-crown, then you are calling me a liar, Thompson!” he 

roared, turning yet more purple in the face. 

I looked down at my feet, already knowing my likely fate. “No, sir,” I mumbled, trying 

to figure out what had happened to the half-crown. “Maybe it dropped out of the envelope…” 

“Oh, don’t try to make excuses, boy! Empty your pockets out: now!” 

I stuffed my hands into my trouser pockets and pulled the linings inside out. The only 

thing in them was a rather dirty handkerchief in the right one. 

“Then you have hidden it somewhere!” he concluded. “And your lies make the situation 

even worse, boy! Will you give me the half-crown, or do you choose to pay the price?” 

“I don’t have your half-crown, sir,” I reiterated. “I never saw it.” 

Opening one of the desk drawers, he pulled out a rubber strap about 15-18 inches long 

and about an inch thick. Glaring at me with a look of disdain on his face, he ordered me to 

pull down my trousers and bend over the armchair by the window. 

I had no choice but to obey. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, no-one to help 

me. As he hit me again and again with the strap, I counted each blow to my back and legs as 

tears – more of anger than of hurt, despite the intensity of the pain – ran down my cheeks into 

the soft padding of the chair. By the time he stopped at twelve whacks, I felt as though I 

would pass out. 



“Now leave,” he said simply, turning to look out of the window, the strap still hanging 

limply from his right hand. 

I pulled my trousers back up over the raw wounds left by the strap, and left as quickly as 

my unsteady legs would carry me. I used the dirty handkerchief to wipe away my tears as I 

stumbled back downstairs to the dormitory, shaking with anger at being labelled a thief and at 

the brutal punishment for something I had not done. 

 

The next day, Master Norton’s son, James, came to see me. James was a young man of 

sixteen and was known amongst the inmates for his friendly manner and for treating us boys 

more like equals than like the paupers we were. He took me to one side and said that his 

father had told him about the stolen half-crown, but he could not believe that I would do such 

a thing. He asked me what had happened and which way I had walked to get to Pilkington 

School. He said that he would go directly to his father and tell him that he believed me to be 

honest and arrange a search party to scour the route I had taken to see if the coin could be 

found. Grateful at his offer of help in proving my innocence, I did not argue with his plan. 

That afternoon, James and three of the senior boys from the cottage home retraced my 

route to Pilkington School. A short distance outside the entrance gate, James himself found 

the missing half-crown, witnessed by the three other boys. 

Back at the home, James returned triumphantly waving the half-crown above his head, to 

the delight of all the boys; especially me. He ran straight off up the stairs to tell his father 

what had happened, and a small group of us waited in the lower hall.  

Ten minutes later, an angry-looking James returned to the waiting group of boys. “He 

will not apologise,” he said, glowering towards the door of his father’s rooms, “so I’m afraid 

I shall have to do so on his behalf, Thompson: I am sorry that you were falsely accused of 

theft and punished by my father. I hope you can forgive him for his pride in not delivering an 

apology in person.” 

I just shook my head, turned and walked away. 

 

One Friday evening some three weeks later, when the external evidence of my punishment 

had begun to fade away, I was asked by Cook to take Master Norton’s cup of cocoa up to his 

rooms. She handed me the steaming cup, then bustled off into the pantry. 

I looked down at the brown liquid in the cup, and an idea struck me. Quickly, I crossed 

the room to the cupboard where the Epsom Salts were stored and stirred a large spoonful into 

the cocoa. Then I climbed the stairs to Master Norton’s rooms where he instructed me to 

leave the cup on his desk. My conscience unaffected by my actions, I placed the cup on his 

desk with no hint of an expression of guilt upon my face and left the room. 

Downstairs, I told Freddie what I had done, and the story soon spread to all the boys who 

shared my dormitory. Wanting to see the result of my actions, many of them found hiding 

places along the route between Master Norton’s rooms and the Masters’ toilet outside and 

patiently waited to witness the consequences of my deed. 

That night, none of the boys in my dormitory slept at all because of the continual 

whispering and giggling and the comments that, “the look on his face was a picture!” or, “he 

was almost running!” or “I saw him at least a dozen times!” 

I lay there in my bed wearing a wide grin that must have stretched from ear to ear; 

satisfied that I had justly repaid him for his wrongful accusation and heartless punishment. 

“Well, I suppose you could call that ‘Poor Law justice’!” laughed Freddie. 

 


