
^  DOVER'S WORKHOUSE
A talk by Derek Leach reported by Alan Lee

January Meeting

Our Chairman Derek Leach began the 
evening by going back many centuries 

to the time when mainly religious houses 
provided care for the poor and needy. 
These included the Priory of St. Martins, 
the Maison Dieu, St. Radigund's Abbey 
along with St. Bartholomew's Hospital, 
Buckland who cared for the lepers. Back in 
1535 individual parishes were responsible 
for their poor with provision for Indoor 
relief in specially built houses and Outdoor 
relief in people's houses.

As a consequence of the 1723 Workhouse 
Tfest Act, the then Mayor, Charles Smith, 
ordered the old corporation store in 
Limekiln Street to be leased to St. Mary's 
Parish as a poorhouse. It remained as such 
from 1725 to 1795. It was then replaced 
the following year by a new workhouse by 
the river at St. Catherine’s Place, Charlton.

In 1793 the River Union poorhouse 
covered six parishes, which then 
increased to thirteen. River House is now

a private dwelling. Many parish 
workhouses were in existence at this time: 
St. Jam es' in Woolcomber Street, 
Charlton's at St. Peter's in Bridge Street 
and The Gilbert Workhouse at Elham. 
This is also now a private dwelling and 
still named The Poor House.

By 1832 there were 373 Unions dispensing 
Outdoor relief nationally at the cost of £8 
million. By 1835 there were two new large 
workhouses established by the River and 
the Eastry Unions. On 1st May the River 
Union held its first meeting to set the 
relief for the able-bodied poor in all their 
parishes. They agreed on a day rate of lOd 
for a single man, 1/- for a couple plus Id 
for each child, but not exceeding Is 6d for 
children! Half of this amount was to be in 
kind.

In 1835, realising the need for larger 
premises, they purchased three acres and 
three roods of land in Buckland from 
George Hatton at £80 per acre. A further 
one acre, one rood and eight perches was 
leased for 21 years at £2 10s an acre. Work 
proceeded quickly with building tenders 
invited for 11th July, only eight days later. 
One further week later the clerk wrote to 
the parish ordering all able-bodied 
labourers on poor relief to report to Mr 
Land's farmyard opposite Buckland 
Brewery. Some 50 men turned up at 8am 
the next Thursday ready for work. In 
February 1836 five more acres of land at 
£80 an acre was purchased to allow 
additional buildings to be erected. The 
new workhouse opened on 24th April
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1836. It had taken only nine months and 
one week to complete at a cost of £6,374 
4s lid . In July the Guardians of the River 
Union had gained permission from the 
Poor Law Commission for St. Mary's 
Parish to join them.

In April 1837, as the greatest population 
in the Union was in the Borough of Dover, 
they would change the name to the Dover 
Union. The dinner that Christmas was 
baked beef, plum pudding and a pint of 
porter to drink the Queen's health.

There were four types of inmates: casuals 
or tramps, the able-bodied, the aged and 
the sick. A tram p could apply for 
admission between 4pm and 9pm. He had 
a bath, a meal of bread and soup, was kept 
for one day and employed by the Labour 
Master. He would be dismissed the next 
day, with a chunk of bread and cheese and 
a way ticket, which entitled him to a free 
drink at a specified place halfway to the 
next workhouse.

There were 286 inmates by 1843 who if 
they refused to work would be committed 
to jail. They were also encouraged to 
migrate to the north or to emigrate to 
Canada or Australia.

The num ber of inm ates in 1902 
had reached 427 but their conditions 
had im proved m arkedly. The 
dormitories were clean, some had 
separate rooms and there was a 
nursery. There was a large modern 
kitchen, a pleasant workroom with 
good views of Dover's hills and the 
large efficient laundry was handling 
12,000 items each week. Now taught 
locally, the girls were at Buckland 
School and the boys at Charlton. 
The cost of running the workhouse 
was now £9,491 per year but by 1924 
this had risen to £50,000.

The Board of Guardians ran the 
workhouse until 1930 when the 
responsibility fell to Kent County Council. 
They had most of the original buildings 
demolished but by 1936 it had been 
rebuilt and renamed the Public Assistance 
Institution.

The Second World War saw the able- 
bodied inm ates transferred. Operating 
and X-Ray theatres installed and members 
of the Volunteer Auxiliary Detachment 
(VAD) directed to work at the newly 
nam ed Emergency Medical Services 
Hospital. It became the Dover County 
Hospital w hen the Public Health 
Department of Kent County Council took 
over in 1943 and on the setting up of the 
National Health Service in 1948 it was 
renamed Buckland Hospital.

Derek ended his most enlightening talk 
with the following thought: Many of the 
old workhouse buildings remain today on 
the Buckland Hospital site and although 
Buckland is not included in the provision 
of future hospital care in Dover many 
people of Dover and District will mourn 
its demise. They will also wonder what 
lies ahead.


