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What do you know about the Nantwich Workhouse?  

Where might you find out more? 

 

Today we are going to learn about the Nantwich Workhouse. You may have heard of 

workhouses in Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens? 

 

If you have come by car, there is a car park nearby on the Barony Playing Fields. 

Cross safely by the traffic lights and walk up Barony Road towards Reaseheath. Keep on the right-

hand side of the road and walk past Nantwich Cemetery. Then turn right into Barony Court.  

 

John Snow House 
 

Walk along Barony Court, and you will see John Snow House (named after a famous 

physician) on the left:  

 

 
 

 

We think this building could have formed an entrance to the workhouse.   

  

Why do you think people would need to be interviewed, before being admitted to the 

workhouse? 

 

What other activities do you think may have taken place here?  

 

 Would anyone be turned away? 
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The master would interview people before admitting them to the workhouse. 

 

He would want to know which parish they were from. People from outside the 

area were often sent away, back to their own area parish, as each parish (or 

group of parishes after unions were formed) were responsible for their own 

poor.   You can see a map of Poor Law Unions here. 

 

If, for instance, a woman arrived with her children, 

the master may enquire where the father was. Fathers 

were supposed to be responsible for their families. 

 

Before being admitted they would have been 

weighed. In Nantwich Museum, there is a set of 

scales like those probably used at the workhouse. 

 

People would have their clothes taken off them, and 

be given a bath, before being issued with a 

workhouse uniform.  

 

You can see an example of a 

workhouse bath in Weaver Hall 

Museum & Workhouse, in 

Northwich.  

 

In 1877, Mr Tollemache 

complained that tramps were 

having the luxury of hot baths in 

Nantwich Workhouse. The master 

replied that hot water was necessary 

to kill the living organisms!   

 

 

The photo on this old 

postcard would have been 

taken from where nursery 

now is. In the foreground is 

where vegetables etc were 

grown for the workhouse. 

In the middle of the picture 

is John Snow House.  

 

The big building behind is 

what we shall consider 

next.   

 

https://www.familysearch.org/mapp/
http://weaverhall.westcheshiremuseums.co.uk/
http://weaverhall.westcheshiremuseums.co.uk/
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Walk a few steps back and look at the big building behind John Snow House:  

 

 
 

Nantwich Workhouse 
 

The building you are now looking at today is called Bevan House. It is currently used by the NHS 

and is not accessible (unless on business). If you had come here 200 years ago, it served a quite 

different purpose. If you had nowhere to live, or money to feed yourself, this is where you would 

end up.  

 

The building was first opened 240 years ago, in June 1780. Nantwich Poor Union was formed in 

1837. It covered a huge area and served 86 different parishes and townships. The workhouse was 

substantially enlarged by Nantwich architect George Latham at this time. 

 

 The building is little changed today. 

 

Why do you think workhouses were built? 

 

What were the benefits of forming the Poor Union? 

 

Can you name any other buildings that George Latham was involved in? 

 

 

The workhouses were built to save money on looking after the poor. It was far 

cheaper to have lots of people in one big building than having them live in lots 

different smaller places.  

 

The Poor Unions took the responsibility from looking after the poor off the 

individual parishes, and it was much cheaper to have them in one big building.  

Nantwich Poor Union covered a vast area including Crewe and Alsager. It went 

as far north as Tarporley and went up to Whitchurch in the south. 
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George Latham’s other works in Nantwich include the Savings Bank on Welsh Row, the Market 

Hall and the Baptist Church. He also built Northwich Workhouse, Willington Hall and Arley Hall.   

 

 

Stones, for breaking, at Southwell Workhouse 

     

Did activities, like stone breaking (breaking up large stones into smaller stones) 

take place at Nantwich Workhouse? 

 
What other jobs do you think the people, who ended up there, had to do?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In1842 Mr Hichcliffe gave notice that he should move that the (Nantwich) 

Board of Guardians take into consideration the propriety of purchasing a 

quantity of stones to be broken by able-bodied man applying for relief. Breaking 

up stones (to be used in road building) was a common task in workhouses. With 

a cheap labour force, low profit and menial tasks were common. Stone breaking 

was still going on in 1870 when a Mr Nixson tells us that if they got stones from 

the workhouse, they would be employing “some of those idle fellows at the 

workhouse (casuals), who had to break stones for their breakfast”. 

 

Other occupations included the preparation of oakum, picked out bits, strand-by-strand, from old 

rope. It was a time-consuming activity, which was not worthwhile – unless you had a labour force 

that could work for next to nothing. This is where the term “Money for old rope” comes from. 
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Retrace your steps back, along Barony Court, and look at the building on your right. 

 

Please note that this is now private property, with no public access. 

 

The Children’s Home 

 
 

This was the children’s home.  

 

What was the other purpose of this building? 

 

When was it built?  

 

Hint: Look halfway up the building, above the doors.  
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The signs above the doors tell us that this building was as school as well as a 

Children’s Home. It was built in 1879 – 1880, at a cost of £3,300, and 

accommodated 60 children.  

 

A significant number of people in 

workhouses were under 16. Their 

parents could have died, or abandoned 

them, or could be ill, or in prison, or simply could not afford 

to look after their own children. 

 

 

There was possibly a shortage of paper at the Children’s Home. A few years ago, several coats of 

paint were removed off a door, and drawings were discovered. 

 

 

 

 

This drawing was believed to have been done between 1880 and 1900. 

 

We’ve no idea who the artist was (presumably a child) or who the artist 

has drawn. Perhaps it is a teacher, or the Workhouse Master?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In more recent times the Children’s Home became the Cliffe Unit which was the maternity ward at 

the Barony Hospital. It got its name when it preplaced the Cliffe Maternity Unit at Wybunbury, 

which closed in 1961. 

 

If you have an ancestor, who says they were born at “The Cliffe”, be sure to find out whether it was 

Nantwich, or Wybunbury.   

 

 

Retrace your steps along Barony Road back towards the traffic lights and Nantwich 

Cemetery. At the traffic lights turn left up Middlewich Road. 

 

Turn left into Middlewich Road. Walk past the cemetery and turn left into Beam 

Heath Way. Walk past T G Builders Merchants to Princes Court. 

 

 

On your right is Frederick House. Whilst most of the building is private, and used by the NHS, 

there is currently a café, where you can go inside and purchase food and drink.  
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This building (built in 1890 – 1891) was part of Nantwich Workhouse. 

 

What do you think its function was? 

 

 

 

 

Opened in 1891, this was the hospital for Nantwich Workhouse, and provided 

beds for 70 poor patients. 

 

Many of the people who had ended up in the workhouse had serious illness, 

which resulted them being unable to work and earn money. 

 

If you were ill, before the NHS was founded, you may have gone to a 

workhouse hospital (as doctors and medicine could be expensive. You may find that your own 

ancestors were born in a workhouse. That does not necessarily mean that they were inmates – 

before the NHS it could be a relatively safe place to have a baby. 

 

   

Do you think the food served in the café would be like what people would have eaten 

125 years ago? 

 

How do you think that it could be different? 

 

 

 

 

Workhouse food was notoriously poor. If you’ve read/seen Oliver Twist, you 

will remember that Oliver was served gruel (a thin porridge).  Suppliers to the 

workhouse would often cut corners and adulterate food. There were complaints 

about alum being used in the bread supplied to Nantwich Workhouse. Today 

alum is used as a detergent! Alum produced bowel problems and constipation or 

chronic diarrhoea, which was often fatal for children. 

 

When Mrs Roundell, from Dorfold Hall, visited the workhouse (in 1897) she found the suet 

puddings were as hard as a cricket ball. The inmates had meat, or meat mixed with suet, four times 

a week. The Nantwich Board of Guardians disapproved of her criticism, and told Mrs Roundell if 

she had had any complaint, she should have written it in the Visitors Book. 
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Opposite Frederick House is Charles House: 

 

  
 

This was the Nurses Home (pictured in the centre). The building on the right is Regent House. 

When regent House was built, it doubled the number of hospital beds and became a Women’s 

Hospital. These buildings were erected between 1903 and 1905. 

 

How many nurses do you think were listed at Nantwich Workhouse in the 1911 

Census? 

 

How many patients do you think there were? 

 

 

 

 

In 1911 there were 6 nurses shown on the census, looking after 115 patients. 

 

Compare this with the staffing levels in modern hospitals. 

 

 

 

 

In 1930 the workhouse was transferred to the Local Authority and was classed as a “Public 

Assistance Institution”. 

 

On the outbreak of war in 1939, part of the site was appropriated for use under the Emergency 

Medical Service and a hutted hospital of 240 beds was erected.  

 

It later became known as the Barony Hospital and was taken over by the National Health Service 

(NHS). 
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As you leave the site, look at the car park, outside B & M. Try and imagine what it 

would have been like, when the huts were there.  

 

 

Huts at the Barony Hospital 

 

If you wish, you can extend your tour, and look at the building that became the 

Isolation Hospital. It is now called Alvaston House, and is a private property 

occupied by a business, but you can view it from the road. 

 

 
This building is behind the Sacred Orchard pub, which you can access via the pelican crossing 

beyond Sainsburys. This hospital opened in 1905. There was also a smallpox hospital at 

Ravensmoor, in Burland Parish, which opened in 1901.  
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Now walk back to the graveyard, near the start of this tour, on Middlewich Road.  

 

Although the inmates were free to leave Nantwich Workhouse at any time, for 

many of the inmates that was never going to be possible. If you did not own your 

own home, and perhaps had had a nasty accident at work, or a disabling illness, 

and had lost your job, how were you going to survive living outside the workhouse?    

 

Many people came to the workhouse and remained there until they died. When someone died, the 

family would be notified, and could organise the funerals themselves. Few families could afford 

that, and so the Guardians would organise the funeral. The coffin would be the cheapest available, 

in an unmarked grave, possibly with several other coffins on the same occasion. 

 

 

Funeral Pyre at Southwell Workhouse 

So, you are unlikely to easily spot the inmates of Nantwich Workhouse, in this adjacent cemetery. 

However, you may be able to spot the grave of the Rev Andrew Chater: 
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The Rev Andrew Chater was the vicar of Nantwich, during the 1849 outbreak 

of cholera. The cholera outbreak killed far more people, who lived in 

Nantwich (including people in the workhouse), than died in the Battle of 

Nantwich! 

 

The Rev Chater realised that the water supply in Nantwich was being 

contaminated by seepage from the graves in St Mary’s church yard – and 

arranged this new burial site making Nantwich a safer place to live. You can 

read more about him here, on our website. 

 

 

 

 

Reflect 
 

 

 

 

 

You have now reached the end of your Nantwich Workhouse journey.  

 

 

Would you have liked to have stayed in such a place? 

 

Do we do enough for poor people today?   

 

 

 

 

Workhouses were deliberately designed to be unattractive and unappealing. 

 

They were meant to be a place that you would only go to when you had no other 

alternative.   

 

Men, women, boys and girls were kept in four separate areas, so families would 

rarely see each other.  

 

The food was cheap and unappealing. You would be forced to wear a uniform. The work was hard, 

repetitive, and tedious. 

 

However, although the regime today seems harsh, for some it may have better than before 

workhouses were built. At least you got some food.  

 

Many workhouses, like Nantwich, subsequently became hospitals, the start of our free healthcare 

for all. 

https://nantwichmuseum.org.uk/permanent-exhibitions/famous-nantwich-people/rev-andrew-fuller-chater/
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The Snapshot of the Poor Law of 1834 courtesy of the National Archives: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=596010 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=596010


© Nantwich Museum 2020 

 13 

The poster on the previous age was designed to make people fear the workhouse. Some of the 

activities did take place in workhouses, but others did not.   

 

See if you can do the tasks here: 

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/1834-poor-law 

 

Find Out More 
 

You can find out individuals who were in Nantwich Workhouse (and others) by 

looking on websites such as Ancestry and Find My Past. Both these sites can be 

access free of charge in Cheshire libraries.  

 

Peter Higginbotham has produced two excellent, and comprehensive sites, www.workhouses.org.uk 

and www.childrenshomes.org.uk.   

 

Several workhouses are now museums, where you can visit and get a better idea about what life was 

like as a workhouse inmate: 

 

Llanfyllin Workhouse, in Llanfyllin, Powys: 

www.the-workhouse.org.uk 

 

Southwell Workhouse, in Southwell, Nottinghamshire: 

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/the-workhouse-southwell 

 

Weaver Hall Museum & Workhouse, in Northwich:  

www.weaverhall.westcheshiremuseums.co.uk 

 

You can also find out more about Nantwich Workhouse on our website here: 

www.nantwichmuseum.org.uk/permanent-exhibitions/nantwich-buildings/nantwich-workhouse 

 

and more about Nantwich Hospitals on our website here: 

www.nantwichmuseum.org.uk/permanent-exhibitions/nantwich-buildings/nantwich-hospitals 

 

 

We hope that you liked this tour. Find more on our Things to do page: 

www.nantwichmuseum.org.uk/learning/things-to-do 
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