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The London workhouse was a ubiquitous institution. The capital’s parishes made the move to indoor relief with alacrity following the 1723 Workhouse Test Act. By the middle of the eighteenth century William Maitland counted 50 such institutions in the metropolis:

Table 1 Parish workhouses in eighteenth-century London

	District
	Number of houses
	Parish workhouses
	Houses per workhouse

	
	
	
	

	Southwark
	14,371
	9
	1,597

	Middlesex parishes
	32,375
	16
	2,023

	Parishes within and outside City jurisdiction
	24,260
	18
	1,348

	City of Westminster
	15,445
	7
	2,206

	Total
	86,451
	50
	1,729

	Source: W. Maitland, Survey of London, II, 1756 edn, pp. 1188, 1347, 1381, 1392




Parliamentary returns in 1803 suggested that between 1 and 3% of the total population of London’s parishes were housed in a workhouse at any one point in time. Given the much higher throughput of such institutions, experience of these institutions must have been commoner, but how common? Moreover, it is apparent from the St Martin’s evidence that the London workhouse performed particular welfare and medical functions for only particular sub groups of the population. Again, it is clear that the parish workhouse was just a part of what Jo Innes has dubbed the ‘mixed economy of welfare’ in the metropolis. The experience of paupers must have been multi-faceted, even occasionally bewildering, as they were passed between parochial institutions, city hospitals, infirmaries and private medical institutions.

This paper aims to describe the welfare functions and medical services that parish workhouses might provide for local populations by looking at one of the best documented. This is the parish workhouse of St Martin in the Fields, currently the subject of intensive analysis as part of the ongoing ESRC Pauper Biographies Project 

(http://www.staff.ncl.ac.uk/j.p.boulton/esrcframeset.htm).

We aim to set the workhouse firmly in its parochial context. What sort of people were admitted and at what point in their life cycle? How common was experience of the workhouse, and what part did the workhouse play in the ‘mixed economy of welfare’ in the Georgian capital city? To what extent do patterns of admission to, and discharge from, this large workhouse reflect changes in the society and economy of the metropolis?

