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SOCIAL HISTORY 

WELFARE 

Poor Relief 

The Civil War would have brought poverty with the destruction of property and trade. In 

1652 St James parish was overburdened with poor and required those lodging strangers to 

pay additional rates and those not lawfully settled to be removed.1 In 1664 393 households 

were exempt from hearth tax for poverty.2 In 1667 24 rural parishes contributed to the relief 

of the St James poor and £173 was distributed in sums of between 6d. and 2s. a week. Many 

children were fostered out. In 1678 c. 85 households in the parish received regular relief. 

Fluctuations in the serge industry may have affected demand for relief. In 1687 £420 was 

spent and 126 people were on regular relief and in 1697 the cost of relief was over £600 

although there were only 115 regular recipients. After a fall to £372 in 1699 costs rose again 

and there were a large number of removals, mostly to St Mary’s but some to other counties 

and incomers were required to deposit settlement certificates from their home parishes.3 The 

removal of non-residents rose sharply in the 18th-century with the economic decline and 

wives and children of soldiers and sailors posted abroad were removed.4 Casual relief in cash 

and kind saw the greatest increases. In St James regular pay was usually under £400 a year 

and although it rose to £572 in 1722 the total expended on the poor that year was £805.5 St 

Mary’s parish in the early 1730s supported 197 parishioners including 20 blind and bedridden 

and 32 very young children.6 

Pauper apprenticeships reflect changes in the economy. In the late 17th century at 

least 280 children from St Mary’s were apprenticed, 220 to learn sergeweaving. In the 1730s 

 
1     SHC, Q/SPet/1/130; Quarter Sessions, 1646—60, p. 201. 
2     Gibson, Religion and Enlightenment 1600—1800 , 114. 
3     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/13/2/1, 13/3/1; DD/SAS/TN/57. 
4     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/3/4. 
5     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/13/2/2. 
6     SHC, DD/SAS/TN/15 (loose papers). 
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and 1740s many children were bound at their own requests to learn a trade but between 1747 

and 1766 only c. 20 children from St Mary’s were put out to learn a trade compared with 142 

to housewifery and 123 to husbandry with wealthy ratepayers probably against the wishes of 

both. By the later 18th century fewer children were bound out.7 In 1832 the practice was said 

to have been abandoned.8 

Expenditure on the poor in St James’ parish rose to £818 in 1740 and £999 in 1741 

before falling back to £680 in 1742 and continuing to fall in the 1740s. Over 180 households 

were on regular pay, but that figure fell later, probably as many poor families were removed.9 

Wages were often insufficient to support life and children in a silk factory were on poor 

relief, albeit reduced, in 1782 when over 70 people were clothed by the parish. In the 1790s 

paupers were paid fortnightly at 3s. 4d. rising to 4s. 6d in 1800 when c. 30 were on regular 

pay. The office of assistant overseer merited a salary of over £30 a year. In 1800 the rise in 

prices led the parish to raise subscriptions to supply the poor with bread and potatoes during 

the winter. By 1817 the number of recipients had risen to 120 and provisions such as rice 

were bought for sale at low prices to the poor. There were also payments to families of those 

serving in the militia until c. 1816 and to vagrants who received 3d. each in the 1800s.10 

 In 1815 the parishes of St James and St Mary spent c.£4,000 and maintained 370 

people on regular relief, 82 in their workhouses and 51 occasionally.11 In 1819—20 there 

were 1,220 registered paupers in St Mary’s parish receiving between 1s. 6d. and 5s. in 

weekly relief and paying between 6 d. and 1s. 6d. in rent, a few paid more especially those 

with large families. Elderly people were taken into the workhouse when they were not 

 
7     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/2/252; 13/6/1; DD/SAS/TN/15 (vestry min. 1751). 
8     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/9/1; above, econ. hist. 
9     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/13/2/3; D/P/tau.m/13/2/9, 62—5. 
10     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/1; DD/SAS/TN/157. 
11     Abridgement of the Abstract of the Answers and Returns…so far as relates to the poor (HC 1818), 394—5. 
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earning including a female servant who had only received food for her work.12 One man 

abandoned his family and married another woman but had repaid his first wife’s poor relief 

until he was in prison in 1822.13 Unemployment was a major factor in poverty in the 1820s, a 

bad period for manufacturing. Even well-paid men like a father and son who had been 

earning over 15s. a week each were forced to claim relief when work dried up. Many people 

left the town and applied for relief in other parishes.14 In 1821 over half of adults on relief 

were capable of employment. There were almost as many children on relief as adults as they 

typically earned about 1s.6d. a week.  Even a skilled female silk weaver only earned c. 5s. a 

week whereas an unskilled male labourer received 9—10s. Some women spent most of their 

earnings on childcare usually between 1s. 6d. and 3s.a week compared with 9d. a week for 

lodgings and there was pressure to have very young children employed even for a few pence 

a week to save that cost.15  

 Exchange of money was increasingly preferred to physical removal of paupers and the 

parish paid others to look after their poor including the large medical bill for a woman treated 

in London for breast cancer and ulceration following a mastectomy. Although some families 

continued to be removed, mainly to Devon, in 1832 it was estimated that seven per cent of St 

Mary’s paupers were non-parishioners.16 Removal orders were still used in the 1930s 

between workhouses.17 

 In 1829 St Mary’s paid over £60 a month to more than 100 recipients and by 1831 

spent over £3,600 on the poor.18 In 1832 its poorhouse had only 30 inmates at a cost to the 

parish of £11 a head but 875 paupers in varying states of health were relieved in the parish. 

 
12     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/2/254—5. 
13     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/3/14. 
14     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/13/7/1—2, 4; D/P/tau.m/13/9/1; 13/10/4. 
15     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/5; 13/2/254; above, econ. hist., silk. 
16     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/9/1/1; 13/7/1—2, 4; D/P/tau.m/13/9/1; 13/10/4; DD/SAS/TN/157. 
17     SHC, C/WS/1/2, 82. 
18     SHC, DD/SAS/TN/157; D/P/tau.m/13/3/16. 
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Many were in work but had only their food or earned under 3s. a week. A select vestry had 

been abolished for being over generous to the poor, frustrating the attempts of the overseers 

to reduce relief. The assistant overseer of St James considered that magistrates were too ready 

to take the word of a ‘worthless pauper’. He wanted to encourage emigration to rid the parish 

of the surplus population, due to a depression in the silk industry.19 However, many paupers 

were orphans, elderly, disabled or widows. Women’s low earnings whether they were 

charwomen or kept a school meant that they could not keep themselves let alone their 

children without help.20 

 St Mary’s overseers spent £5,144 in 1833 falling to £4,465 in the following years as 

the number of paupers fell to 624 of whom 104 were in the parish workhouse and 11 in the 

lunatic asylum. A third of paupers were children.21 In July 1836 the medical officer was 

concerned that the poor queued for most of the day in bad weather for their pay and that 

paupers in St James parish might wait all day and not be paid.22 Under the new poor law from 

1836 four relieving officers were appointed for Taunton and surrounding parishes to take 

responsibility for administering poor relief and in 1839 were paying up to £150 a week.23 

Following the creation of the Poor Law Union costs reduced. In 1838 the Taunton parishes 

spent £3,480 on the poor, but only £1,901 in 1875 and £591 in 1893. In 1894 there were 339 

people on relief, less than two per cent of the population compared with nine per cent in some 

rural parishes.24  

 

Poor houses 

 
19     SHC, D/P/tau.m/12/1; 13/9/1. 
20     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/2/256. 
21     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/9/1. 
22     SHC, D/G/ta/57/1. 
23     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/1—2. 
24     4th Report Poor Law Com., App. D (1838), 173; SHC, D/G/ta/57/21. 
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In 1627 Taunton had both a house of correction and a workhouse each with its own keeper 

and serving an area larger than the town.25 The workhouse at the Tone Bridge and said to 

have been bought in 1626 with the annual rents of the Town Lands.26 It may be the house in 

St James parish complained of in 1628 as housing the keeper and his family and 20 poor 

children from St Mary’s parish and the mean building for the poor recorded in 1633.27 

Income from the rent of the site, a coalyard by the later 18th century, was given to poor 

widows by the constables.28  

 In 1734 a Taunton St Mary workhouse was proposed using the Henley almshouse, 

which could accommodate 36 people in 18 heated rooms, and the church house in Church 

Square for the remainder and with a kitchen to supply meals to both houses. A governor and 

governess were to have £30 a year and a training week at another workhouse.29 In 1737 it was 

agreed that the back building on the church house site was to be raised in brick and provided 

with large oak windows, presumably as the governor’s house.30 In 1742 it was given give as 

too expensive and in 1744 the contents were sold. Medical attendance for the poor, no longer 

under one roof, increased to £20.31 In 1753 the workhouse was re-instated to be paid for by 

woollen manufacture by the inmates and a new governor was appointed.32 It remained in use 

until the Union workhouse was built. The inmates were fed for 1s.6d. a week each in 1781 on 

bread, cheese and broth with meat and roots or peas four days a week.33 Inmates were also 

provided with bedding, clothing and fuel and slept two to a bed in separate rooms for men 

and women. Anyone capable of work helped in the house, produced nets or worked outside 

 
25     SHC, Q/SR/58/19. 
26     SHC, A/CPT/15/5: Toulmin MS Hist. of Taunton, p. 433. 
27     E.H. Bates-Harbin, Somerset Quarter Sessions 1625—39, 77; SHC, A/CPT/15/5, p. 88; Gerard’s 

Description of Som., 59. 
28     SHC, Dd/FJ/30. 
29     SHC, DD/SAS/TN/15 (loose papers). 
30     SHC, DD/SAS/C/795/TN/15 (vestry  min. 1732, 1737). 
31     SHC, DD/SAS/C/795/TN/15 (vestry  min. 1742, 1744). 
32     SHC, DD/SAS/C/795/TN/15 (vestry  min. 1753, 1761). 
33     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/1. 
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including street cleaning. The governor had a share of pauper earnings and was compensated 

when the number of inmates fell below 35 but by 1803 he was also keeper of the house of 

correction. In 1809 a temporary governess was paid £20 a year to run the house but she was 

replaced by Thomas Bellamy in 1810.34 

In 1819 19 adults and 27 children in the workhouse earned between 5 ½ d. and 4s. 9 

½ d. a week of which they kept a fifth and another fifth went to the governor.35 In December 

that year new workhouse regulations were drawn up including not farming out the poor, 

giving the infants and sick whatever they needed, and producing weekly accounts to the 

overseers including pauper earnings but they were not put into practice.36 Three men were 

appointed to visit the house regularly and report back to the select vestry. There were 

allegations of poor accounting especially for the inmates’ earnings, farming of paupers and 

infants, and mothers persuaded to leave the house for 1s. a week. A lock-up room was used 

for refractory inmates and there were several assaults caused by those who worked out 

coming back drunk. The death in 1821 of Phoebe Jarvis, a sick girl abandoned by her family 

in the workhouse and neglected on the night she died, led to a careful examination of the 

workings of the house by the select vestry with evidence taken from many witnesses. As a 

result the vestry required that accounts were kept weekly with the overseers and the 1819 

orders were enforced. The governor was replaced by a matron who would share management 

of the house, now housing 73 paupers, with the assistant overseer and be assisted by a 

maidservant. The inmates were to hear evening prayer in the vestry room every Sunday and 

have seats reserved for them in St Mary’s church.37 The diet was more varied and included 

vegetables, cake, biscuits and Christmas puddings. Supply of basic provisions like meat, 

 
34     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/1—2. 
35     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/2/252. 
36     SHC, D/P/tau.m/3/10/4. 
37     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/5, 9. 
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bread, potatoes and candles  and  coffin making were put out to tender.38 The house was 

extended in 1824 including facilities for lying-in women but the number of inmates continued 

to rise reaching 101 in 1834 although numbers fluctuated from week to week. In the severe 

winter of 1835 blankets and quilts were needed for 104 inmates and the figure remained 

around 100 until the house closed in 1836.39 It became briefly the new poor-law house for 

children and the able-bodied and from 1837 for women and young children until the new 

workhouse opened.40 The vestry opposed the sale of their workhouse as it included the vestry 

room and the house was retained by the parish and used from c. 1838—58 as a police 

station.41 In 1858 the parish agreed that the National Society should demolish it to extend the 

school.42  

The two-storey building, probably of the late 15th or early 16th century, was 

evidently the parish church house. It had a non-symmetrical front with three upstairs and four 

downstairs windows all of three lights with stone mullions, three doors, two ogee-headed, and 

gable chimney stacks. The back wall matched the front except that there was a single door 

and opposite the second door and its adjoining window was a massive chimney stack. In 1865 

there appears to have been an attic at one end and a rear west range with plain doors and 

windows. The large first floor room was open to the massive timber roof supported on 

corbels.43 

 Taunton St James workhouse in East Reach, said to have been built in 1653 but 

rebuilt later, was held of the Priory manor for 2s. a year and may have replaced a cottage held 

by the parish in 1621.44 It was held by trustees who let it to the parish officers.45 The earnings 

 
38     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/2/246, 286—7; 13/3/1. 
39     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/9; 13/2/2. 
40     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/1; below, this section. 
41     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/3; D/G/ta/57/42; local govt., police. 
42     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/54; D/G/ta/57/48. 
43     SHC, A/DIF/44, 116; T/PH/rea/3/104. 
44     E. Jeboult, A Popular History of West Somerset (1893), 191; SHC, A/DAS/2 (12822); D/P/tau.ja/4/1/3; 

DD/SAS/C795/TN/138. 
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of paupers never amounted to more than a quarter of the costs of running the house and of the 

nets they made in 1736 332 were unsold.46 In the 1790s the governor was allowed a house 

rent free with soap and coals and any profits from inmates’ work but no salary. He was 

allowed 2s. a week for each pauper and in 1801 was entrusted with the supply of beans, 

potatoes, herrings, pilchards and rice to the poor. In the 1800s 32 inmates received 4s. a 

fortnight. The parish paid for shaving, coal, snuff, tobacco, wine, and clothing as well as 

repairs, the delivery of babies and the laying out of the dead. Sedan chairs were used to move 

sick paupers. Some inmates were employed in spinning and a twisting mill was possibly used 

in the making of thread or twine for nets. By 1818 the workhouse was producing enough 

money to pay the vestry clerk. That year was one of sickness possibly brought by vagrants 

two of whom died in the house, necessitating expenditure on vinegar, vitriol and nitre for 

fumigation.47 In 1827 the governor was removed on the grounds he had not allowed the 

inmates food and fuel as agreed and the parishioners appointed a matron instead, as in St 

Mary’s.48 People were encouraged to leave the house and receive the same allowance, often 

to their disadvantage as they lost the value of lodging and fuel and the able-bodied were 

employed stone-breaking for the parish.49 Despite the size of the three-storey house, two 

houses in North Town belonging to the parish were also used to house the poor and were sold 

c. 1836 to defray the parish share of the cost of building the Union Workhouse.50 

The Board of Guardians leased the old workhouse for £40 a year to house the aged 

and infirm poor, males only from 1837 until the union workhouse opened.51 The house was 

sold in 1839 for £743 and by 1865 it was a warehouse.52 

 
45     SHC, DD/CH/32. 
46     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/13/2/3. 
47     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/9/1/1, 13/2/43—4. 
48     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/9/1/1; 13/7/1. 
49     SHC, DD/SAS/TN/157. 
50     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/9/1/1; Q/Rup/82. 
51     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/1; D/P/tau.ja/9/1/1. 
52     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/2, 57/42; A/DAS/2 (12822). 
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Union Workhouse 

The Taunton poor-law union was governed by a Board of Guardians, which first met on 13 

May 1836.53 A large workhouse for 400 was planned south-east of the tow. The building, 

completed in 1838, was designed by Sampson Kempthorne and built by Pollards of Taunton 

for c. £7,200. An eight-foot boundary wall and a new road from Holway Lane were 

constructed. The building was hexagonal with three internal cross ranges creating three 

internal yards each divided in two and included schoolroom, chapel and boardroom. The 

main frontage of eleven bays, the three central ones breaking forward, is all that now 

survives. Although converted to a row of houses it still bears the inscription ‘Taunton 

Workhouse’.54  

In 1838 a master and mistress, schoolmaster and schoolmistress, chaplain, porter and 

nurse were appointed.55 The house was designed for all paupers except those with mental 

conditions and was divided into separate accommodation for men, women, boys and girls, 

able bodied and infirm and even a ‘refractory’ or punishment ward.56 Inmates were punished, 

occasionally physically, for disorderly conduct, criminal damage, or absconding with 

workhouse clothing. Window breaking was a regular problem and in November 1845 388 

glass panes had been broken.57 In 1847 two local builders were accused of stealing lead from 

the roof.58 The workhouse was altered in the 1840s and 1850s to accommodate tramps of 

both sexes, unmarried mothers and their babies, married couples with children, boys and girls 

without parents, infants and the sick.59 

 
53     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/1. Research in the guardians’ records was carried out by Judith Blaker. 
54     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/1—2. 
55     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/2. 
56     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/1, 3—4. 
57     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/6, 8—9. 
58     SHC, Q/SR/559/74. 
59     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/8—10, 12. 
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Paupers were buried at St Mary’s although in 1842 the vicar objected to burying 

paupers originally from elsewhere.60 In July 1848, the workhouse chapel having been 

converted to other uses and services being held in the dining room, it was decided that 

inmates should attend Holy Trinity church via a private path and have their own gallery in the 

church.61 Roman Catholics and others could attend their own place of worship but all paupers 

were expected to attend church or chapel on Sunday.62 The Revd. Smith continued to act as 

chaplain to the workhouse after leaving Holy Trinity and gave a Sunday sermon and held one 

weekday service in the house.63 In 1871 the boys dormitory was converted into a chapel 

although unspecified pictures had to be removed in 1873 as opposed to the teaching of the 

book of common prayer.64 In 1880 a communion set was given to the chapel, replacing plate 

borrowed from St Mary’s.65 There were problems with lighting for evening services in 1896 

and in 1898 the chapel was altered and redecorated.66 The chaplain proposed raising funds for 

a pipe organ in 1922 but Samuel White gave an organ and stained glass in memory of his 

wife and the chapel remained in use in the 1930s.67 

In 1839 boys were given some basic training in crafts like shoemaking and carpentry 

but there was little provision for the adults although men were employed building the access 

road in 1837 and women were expected to do all the domestic work of the house.68 In 1842 a 

corn mill was installed to provide flour and work for six men but oakum picking, for both 

men and women, and stone and bone crushing were the usual tasks although inmates also 

made clothes and shoes.69 Bone crushing and oakum picking were noxious activities 

 
60     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/5 (27 Apr. 1842). 
61     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/8 (July 1848). 
62     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/11 (25 May 1853); D/G/ta/8a/13 (22 Oct. 1856). 
63     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/14 (8 Mar. 1859). 
64     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/21 (Nov. 1871); D/G/ta/8a/22 (10 Apr. 1873). 
65     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/26 (10 Mar. 1880). 
66     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/35 (23 Sep. 1896);  D/R/ta/34/10/1. 
67     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/47 (11 Jan., 31 May, 22 Sep. 1922); C/WS/1/1, p. 399. 
68     SHC, D/G/ta/57/1 (11 March 1837); D/G/ta/8a/1 (6 Dec. 1837); D/G/ta/57/42 (May 1839). 
69     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/5 (Sep., Nov. 1842, Jan 1844); D/G/ta/8a/9 (Jun 1847); D/G/ta/8a/57/25—6. 



11 

 

 

sometimes forbidden by the Poor Law Board but the guardians found them profitable. Over a 

ton of oakum was sold at Plymouth for £22 10s. a ton in 1864 but by 1892 4 cwt was 

unsold.70 Stone breaking was regularly carried out, usually at 1s. a yard for the town council, 

but in 1892 the eye infirmary asked that eye protection be worn.71 

In February 1848 there were 373 paupers in the house including 86 young children 

and the limit was 410.72 By January 1849 the house was full and it was suggested that the 

aged poor be relieved at home and also the families of male paupers, the fathers remaining 

inside. By discharging paupers and appropriating the vagrants’ wards and bakehouse it was 

felt sufficient accommodation might be found.73 In November 1849 an outbreak of cholera 

killed several inmates.74 In December the drains were reported as leaking and filthy, the well 

water was impure, the rainwater being used for the laundry, venereal and other wards lacked 

ventilation and facilities for personal cleanliness were inadequate.75 After a cesspool 

overflowed in 1851 the house was connected to the public sewer.76 At first ‘lunatics’ were 

removed to an asylum but by the 1860s people of ‘unsound mind’ were housed in the 

workhouse.77 In 1885 ‘harmless incurable lunatics’ were transferred to the workhouse.78 The 

same year the guardians protested against a Home Office proposal to keep juvenile offenders 

in workhouses.79  

 There were often problems with food,especially deliveries of bad meat in 1845.80 By 

1847 bread was baked in the workhouse and provided to the poor out of the house with the 

 
70     SHC, SHC, D/G/ta/8a/6 (19 Nov, 10 Dec.1845); D/G/ta/57/45 (18 Jan. 1849); D/G/ta/57/49 (22 June, 1 

July 1864); D/G/ta/8a/33 (22 Jun. 1892). 
71     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/33 (28 Oct. 1890, 3 Aug. and 14 Sep. 1892). 
72     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/4 (20 Apr. 1842); D/G/ta/57/45. 
73     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/8. 
74     Below, health. 
75     SHC, D/G/ta/57/8. 
76     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/10 (9 Apr. 1852); D/G/ta/57/47. 
77     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/18 (1867). 
78     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/26 (Feb., Mar. 1880); 8a/30 (4 Feb. 1885); 8a/31 (13 Jul. 1887). 
79     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/27 (Dec. 1880). 
80     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/6 (Nov. 1845). 
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help of a bread cart but the flour mill, proposed in 1842 only arrived in May 1848, and was 

seldom in working order.81 In 1846 pigs were bought to fatten on kitchen waste.82 However, 

in 1849 the guardians decided that the workhouse diet was better than that of working 

labourers and restricted full cooked dinners to twice a week, with suet pudding on two days 

and bread and soup the rest of the week. Breakfast was to be bread and gruel and supper 

bread and broth or soup.83 Peaches were produced and distributed to boys working in the 

garden in 1852.84 The diet improved in the later 19th century and inmates received gifts such 

as the cake, oranges and nuts given by the Mayor in 1879. Toys, magazines and pillows were 

given in 1890.85 The children and elderly were taken out to the Sunday School centenary and 

Cothelstone Hill in 1880 and to the circus in 1892.86 The queen’s diamond jubilee was 

celebrated with a fried breakfast, Christmas dinner and other treats.87 A similar celebration 

for Edward VII’s coronation included sports and dancing with every inmate receiving a box 

of chocolates.88 

In 1852 three young women were to emigrate to Van Diemen’s Land from the 

workhouse at the expense of their parishes but as that was a penal colony it was agreed to 

send them to Australia.89 Several boys went for military training including three boys to the 

training ship Formidable in 1878 and 1880. Others transferred to St Saviour’s Home in 

Bishops Hull parish. Girls went to the training home for servants on East Reach until c. 

 
81     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/7—8; D/G/ta/57/45. 
82     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/7 (Aug. 1846). 
83     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/8 (Jun. 1849). 
84     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/11 (Sep. 1852). 
85     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/26 (1 Jan 1879); D/G/ta/8a/33 (24 Dec. 1890). 
86     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/27 (30 Jun., 8 Sep. 1880); D/G/ta/8a/33 (11 May and 8 Jun. 1892). 
87     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/36 (19 May 1897). 
88     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/38 (20 Aug. 1902). 
89     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/11 (23 June , 14 July 1852). 
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1914.90 Children were supplied to employers as far away as Newton Poppleford in Devon and 

in 1905 one deserted child wanted to go to Canada.91 

 In 1853—4 the Board of Guardians bought land, the Hill Place inn and a cottage 

south-east of the workhouse for income until the buildings were sold in 1889 to build Holy 

Trinity vicarage.92 The guardians received a rent from the Holman Clavel inn at Otterford in 

the 1890s.93  

Pauper numbers declined from 650 relieved in the workhouse in six months in 1875 to 

255 in the same period in 1894.94 By 1898, in contrast to the overcrowded casual wards and 

infirmary, there was spare permanent accommodation in the workhouse for 30 elderly women 

to be transferred from Bristol.95 Parents of children in the workhouse were only allowed to 

visit once in two months. As far as possible children were boarded out and in 1901 it was 

considered desirable ‘to remove workhouse associations’.96 In 1902 13 children had a 

fortnight’s holiday in Weymouth and a playground with swings was provided c. 1904.97 In 

1910 the Local Government Board decreed that children over 3 be removed from the 

workhouse and in 1911 the guardians purchased three houses in Portman Grove, now 73—7 

Cheddon Road, as Petersfield Children’s Home. In 1912 the children moved in although 

those with dirty habits or ringworm were returned to the workhouse.98 Up to 20 children were 

in the care of a matron or superintendent and an assistant. They went to school until they left 

the home at 16 and were taken out for treats and to the workhouse to visit their parents.  

People brought them gifts especially at Christmas and until 1932 they had a playground in 

 
90     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/25 (July 1878); D/G/ta/8a/26 (Jan. 1880); D/G/ta/8a/27 (10 Nov. 1880); D/G/ta/8a/29 (28 

Feb, 5 Sep. 1883); Bishops Hull. soc. hist. 
91     SHC, D/G/ta.8a/29 (17 Jan, 21 Feb. 1883); D/G/ta/8a/40 (26 Apr. 1905). 
92     SHC, D/H/ta/4/1/3; D/G/ta/8a/12 (1-15 Mar. 1854); D/G/ta/8a/32 (5 Jul. 1888—26 Jun. 1889). 
93     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/35 (22 May 1895). 
94     SHC, D/G/ta/57/21. 
95     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/36 (Sep. 1898). 
96     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/37 (21 Feb. 1900), 8a/38 (28 Mar. 1901). 
97     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/38 (20 Aug. 1902), 8a/39 (20 Jan. 1904). 
98     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/43 (23 Aug., 4 Oct 1911, 21 Aug. 1912); 8a/44 (21 Jan. 1914, 17 Feb. 1915); 8a/45 (10 

Oct. 1917); D/R/ta/34/11/4; C/WS/1/3, p.2. 
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Cheddon Road. By 1927 the home took children from Axminster, Chard and Wellington 

unions whose parents were brought to visit at Christmas and Easter but by 1933 most 

children were boarded out with a suitcase of essential clothes. In 1934 the remaining children 

were rehoused, the girls to a home in Wellington and the staff and boys to Cannington. In 

1936 the home re-opened for nine children from two families but they were to be re-homed as 

soon as possible. The home was sold in 1937.99 

The First World War brought problems to the workhouse, then the Poor Law 

Institution, such as retaining staff and accommodating prisoners of war.100 In January 1918 

there were 70 inmates including five children and a further 62 in the infirmary. By the end of 

1918 there were also 15 German prisoners of war with their guards and an unspecified 

number of Austrian aliens housed in the workhouse.101 Although the last prisoners left in 

November 1919 the numbers of inmates rose and by January 1924 the 136 inmates included 

11 children and 48 in the infirmary and by January 1926 there were 155.102 The local 

authority took over the building in 1929 and it became Holmoor House Public Assistance 

Institution. However, local people still called it the workhouse and as late as 1946 the elderly 

feared going to Holmoor Hospital in case they were moved into the workhouse building even 

though by then it formed part of the hospital.103 In the 1930s the walls of the yards were 

removed to allow the area to be grassed down but by 1935 there were only 61 people in the 

workhouse, probably all of whom were infirm, as the last of mentally disabled had been 

removed c. 1930.104 

 

 
99     SHC, C/PA/T/18; D/G/ta/8a/49 (89 Aug. 1927); C/WS/1/1, pp. 287, 406, 472, 481; C/WS/1/2, pp. 98, 

376—7, 406, 472, 481; C/WS/1/3, pp. 2, 57, 888. 
100     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/44—6 (passim). 
101     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/46 (10 Jan., 27 Nov. 1918, 22 Jan. 1919) 
102     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/46 (17 Dec. 1919); D/G/ta/8a/47 (passim), 8a/48 (4 Jan. 1924, 6 Jan. 1926). 
103     SHC, C/WS/1/4, p. 723; below, this section, hospitals. 
104     SHC, C/WS/1/1, pp.458, 472; C/WS/1/2, p. 599, 719. 
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Vagrants 

Vagrants received 3d. each in the 1800s and sometimes temporary accommodation. In 1817 

an ‘East Indian’ spent three weeks in St James workhouse and received clothing and shoes 

and the following year an ‘American’ stayed for a fortnight. In 1818 there were an unusually 

high number of vagrants in town and at least two died in the St James workhouse.105 Both 

parishes agreed c. 1822 to accommodate vagrants instead of paying them and took the Nook 

in Magdalene Lane as the ‘vagrants office’ with a keeper’s house for the keeper. Men and 

women lodged in a single room and the parishes shared the cost of their keep with St Mary’s 

paying two thirds. However, in 1821 the woman keeper took down the name board and took 

in lodgers instead.106  Large numbers of travellers were still assisted by the parishes and in 

1825—6 more than 750 received alms all but c. 10 on their way to Devon and Cornwall some 

to seek passage back to their native countries. Ohers were military families or under removal 

orders including pregnant women. The parish paid 6s. 6d. to take a blind man by waggon to 

Barnstaple.107 In 1832 men were appointed to inspect vagrants, partly for fear of cholera.108 

Later vagrants were directed to the Union workhouse on a ticket system.109 The Nook was 

sold c.1862—3 presumably to extend the post office.110 

 In 1868 a police superintendent was appointed relieving officer of tramps, relieving 

2,507 that year, and was credited with reducing the number to 579 by 1872.111 The reduction 

was short-lived and by 1877 the tramp ward was inadequate for the numbers using it, 208 in 

October and 21 including two children in a single night.112 In the winter of 1879—80 2,028 

 
105     SHC, D/P/tau.m/9/1/1; DD/SAS/TN/157; D/P/tau.ja 9/1/1, 13/2/43—4. 
106     SHC, D/P/tau.ja 9/1/1, D/P/tau.m/9/1/5. 
107     SHC, D/P/tau.m/13/10/2. 
108     SHC, D/P/tau ja 9/1/1, D/P/tau.m/9/1/5. 
109     SHC, D/G/ta/57/2. 
110     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/16 (29 Mar. 1862, 3 Jan. 1863). 
111     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/22 (Jan. 1873). 
112     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/25  (8 Nov. 1877). 
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vagrants were relieved.113 In the 1890s casuals were given a half pound of bread with water 

for breakfast and supper, a bath and clothing and on several occasion the ward was so 

crowded the master had to pay for places in a lodging house.114 The Bird in Hand in Mary 

Street appears to have become a doss house for tramps and 24 lodged there on census night 

1901 including two wives.115 New single-storey casual wards with bunk-bedded cells and 

washing facilities were added to the workhouse in 1900 and those tramps willing to work at 

painting or joinery were accommodated for a week and paid 3s. 6d. Those who refused were 

given a week’s hard labour, usually stone breaking, but the number continued to increase and 

by 1904 there was a shortage of stone and no market for oakum.116 In the first week of 

November 1904 37 male tramps were admitted and in the next fortnight a further 86, many 

former soldiers who had been on the road for years. Vagrants continued to be lodged at the 

workhouse until it became a hospital.117 

From 1929 the county’s public assistance committee was responsible for the casual 

wards and in 1932 decided to close them although up to 133 vagrants were in Taunton on 

census night 1931.118 Vagrancy continued to be a problem in the later 20th century when 

groups of men spent time in Taunton on the way to and from Devon and Cornwall where they 

spent the summer. Several charities provided overnight accommodation and food vouchers 

but hostel accommodation was insufficient. However, their numbers were matched by the 

number of resident rough sleepers, who increased in number in the late 20th century.119 

 

The Servants Training Home  

 
113     SHC, D/G/ta/57/21. 
114     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/34 (31 Jan. 18 94), 8a/35 (18 Nov. 1896), 8a/36 (30 Dec. 1896, 9 Feb. and 16 Nov. 1898). 
115     TNA, RG 13/2278. 
116     SHC, D/B/ta/24/1/26/1722; D/G/ta/8a/37 (4 Apr. 1900); 8a/39 (10 June, 11 Nov., 9 Dec. 1903, 8 Jun., 6 

July, 1904). 
117     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/40 (Nov.—Dec. 1904). 
118     SHC, C/WS/1/1, pp. 1, 143, 145, 439; Census, 1931. 
119     SHC, D/P/tau.a/9/4/4.. 



17 

 

 

The home in a former inn in East Reach was founded in the 1870s for poor, orphan or 

friendless girls who were boarded, clothed and trained for domestic service. The home was 

run along similar lines to the boys’ home in Bishops Hull and was supported by gifts in cash 

or kind. Girls gained experience as temporary domestics with women who paid a small sum 

to the home. By 1888 212 girls had been through the home and that year there were 28 in 

residence in the care of a matron.120 The trustees also supported younger girls at the Royal 

Fort Home in Bristol. By 1898 the number of girls had fallen and the home was expensive to 

run. It closed and the house was sold and the money used to support the Young Women’s 

Christian Association.121 In the 1890s there was also a girls’ refuge in Viney Street and in 

1914 a girls’ training home in Canon Street in the care of a matron and a home run by the 

women’s mission.122 

 

The Soldiers Home 

This was established by Mary Davison in 1902 in south-east High Street in part of the former 

Rose and Crown inn.123 It had a bowling alley, bar, reading room and caretaker’s flat and was 

opened to all military personnel during the First World War.124 In 1922 it was extended by 

public subscription125 but closed c. 1934 when it was used as a club room for the 

unemployed.126 

Modern welfare 

 
120     Taunton Courier 1 March 1876: BNA accessed 2 March 2020; Kelly’s Dir. Som. (1883, 1889); Taunton of 

Today (1896), 45. 
121     SHC, DD/CH/87/1; Taunton Courier 7 Sep. 1898: BNA accessed  2 March 2020. 
122     Taunton and West Somerset Annual 1897 (Taunton, 1896), 130; Kelly’s Dir. Som. (1914). 
123     Kelly’s Dir. Som. (1914). 
124     SHC, SHC, D/B/ta/24/1/29/226; C/EW/8/49. 
125     Kelly’s Dir. Som. (1923). 
126     SHC, D/DC/tau.d/25/15 (1678); D/B/ta/13/3/1, p. 41. 
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In the 20th century central government provision, especially the introduction of the old age 

pension, gradually reduced local welfare. In 1915 welfare payments to younger people were 

inadequate and the practice of paying single women less than single men was recognised by 

some as unfair.127 Depression drove up unemployment and an emergency relief committee 

was appointed in 1921 when 200 men marched to the relieving officer’s house. 

Unemployment relief work included replacing cobbled pavements with tarmac with 

preference given to ex-servicemen. However, they were paid only paid 1s. 3d. an hour a 

penny less than the council labourers. By 1923 it was said that large numbers were destitute 

and without benefits.128  

 Infant welfare provision in the later 20th century consisted of sessions at Tower Lane 

clinic and various church halls where young children could be checked and immunised, 

mothers advised and items like free baby milk and cod liver oil provided by the Ministry of 

Food or the Taunton Infant Health Society.129 Childcare provision outside the home became 

important in the 20th century and a day nursery opened in Victoria Park before 1952 and took 

48 children although designed for 30. It was open from 8 am to 6 pm but there was a long 

waiting list and only vulnerable children from poor homes were eligible. In 1966 the Hollies 

opened in South Street adjoining the central schools kitchen whose site it expanded into in 

1970. Somerset County Council opened several nurseries later.130 Commercial and workplace 

nurseries usually took 9—24 children and church and community playgroups averaged 20 

children each.131 By the 2010s many nurseries were oversubscribed and the larger ones had 

between 60 and 80 children.132  

 
127     SHC, A/DIF/95/32. 
128     SHC, D/B/ta/4/3/4 (1921); D/G/ta/8a/47 (1921, 1923). 
129     SHC, C/PHH/169 (1952, 1965). 
130     SHC, D/B/ta/4/22/1; C/PHH/169 (1952, 1965, 1967). 
131     SHC, D/P/tau.a/9/4/11. 
132     e.g. reports.ofsted.gov.uk/provider/16/EY142844, 330522, 457194, 467521, 474983, 501678: accessed 4 

Sep. 2019. 
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In the later 20th century local authorities provided children’s centres and a residential 

centre for families with young children referred by the courts.133 There were ten places for 

children in a home in Staplegrove Road in 1978, now flats, and for disabled young people at 

Halcon. Day centres at Halcon and Obridge Road provided for up to 100 mentally and 

physically disabled people. Others were cared for in ordinary houses and in the early 21st 

century some traditional children’s homes and day centres closed. The council in association 

with charities provided hostels for vulnerable groups including abused women and the 

homeless. In 2012 the county council become responsible for women’s refuges, which had 

been provided by a local charity since the 1970s.134 During the 2020 pandemic at least 100 

homeless people were provided with emergency accommodation.135 

In 1957 there were three nursing homes.136 Calway House, named after a local silk 

throwster who became chairman of the county council, was built in the 1960s and remained 

open in 2018.137 In 1970 a home was built at Lyngford near the shopping parade, which 

remained open in 2018.138 By 1978 there were 173 places available in council-run homes but 

in 1997 there were 227 places in eight care homes and 251 in eight nursing homes run by the 

local authority. There were also many privately run homes for the elderly.139 In 1962—3 a 

day centre or the elderly was built in Canon Street carpark and named the Chestnut Tree after 

a nearby tree was felled in 1967. Demand for its facilities later declined and it closed in 2010 

and was demolished.140 

 
133     e.g. reports.ofsted.gov.uk/provider/16/EY316345, 371197, 456118: accessed 4 Sep. 2019; faass.co.uk: 

accessed 2 March 2020. 
134     SHC, D/PC/stapg/7/3, p.86; C/OP/3/151; tauntonwomensaid.org.uk; accessed 1 Dec.2021. 
135     www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-somerset-54692919: accessed 7 Oct. 2020. 
136     Kelly’s Dir. Taunton (1957). 
137     SHC, PAM 3063. 
138     SHC, A/DIF/116/221. 
139     SHC, D/PC/stapg/7/3, p. 86; C/OP/4/12. 
140     SHC, D/B/ta/24/1/149/9046; A/DDH/1. 
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Housing for the elderly in Taunton was in almshouses or council housing for those 

who could look after themselves. Most flats built from the 1930s to early 1960s had shared 

bathrooms and toilets and were not suitable so from 1964 the council built grouped dwellings 

for the elderly with resident wardens. In 1967 seven wardens looked after the elderly 

occupants of 76 bedsitting rooms, 145 one bedroom-flats and 17 bungalows. Rents varied 

from £1 1s. to £2 1s. 8d. a week and 130 elderly people were on the waiting list.141 The 

British Legion also provided flats for the elderly from 1971.142 

Calway House, named after a local silk throwster who became chairman of the county 

council, was built in the 1960s and remained open in 2018.143 In 1970 a home was built at 

Lyngford near the shopping parade, which remained open in 2018.144 By 1978 there were 173 

places available in council-run homes but in 1997 there were 227 places in eight care homes 

and 251 in eight nursing homes run by the local authority. There were also many privately 

run homes for the elderly.145 In 1962—3 a day centre or the elderly was built in Canon Street 

carpark and named the Chestnut Tree after a nearby tree was felled in 1967. Demand for its 

facilities later declined and it closed in 2010 and was demolished.146 

 

HEALTH 

Disease 

Excavations in the lay cemetery at the west end of the priory church in the early 21st century 

showed that children formed the largest group of burials. Among the adults there were great 

differences in health between men and women. Fewer females were buried in the excavated 

area and they had poorer dental health and iron deficiency and no trace of the diabetes and 

 
141     SHC, D/B/ta/24/1/157/9648, 24/1/197/11120; A/DIF/114/23. 
142     SHC, D/B/ta/24/1/218/10897. 
143     SHC, PAM 3063. 
144     SHC, A/DIF/116/221. 
145     SHC, D/PC/stapg/7/3, p. 86; C/OP/4/12. 
146     SHC, D/B/ta/24/1/149/9046; A/DDH/1. 
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obesity found amongst the men. One male had parasites from eating under-cooked meat. 

Many people had suffered malnutrition and arthritis but women’s skeletons showed more 

evidence of violence.147 The bubonic plague leaves no trace in the skeleton but one burial was 

found marked by a charred plank, traditionally used to indicate plague burials.148 The 

manorial hundred of Staplegrove which included the rural area of St James’ parish, had 75 

tenant deaths in 1348 but soon found new tenants. The borough lost some trade but St 

Botolph’s fair was held as usual although the tolls were reduced.149  

 Taunton suffered several epidemics, mostly plague, in the 16th and 17th centuries. In 

1592 Taunton people were barred from travelling or trading to Wells because of the plague, 

which killed c. 240 people in St Mary’s parish between July 1592 and August 1593, mostly in 

the autumn when many had to be buried on Sundays.150  Another epidemic in the parish 

killed 59 people in 1600.151 In 1625 tents were erected at Bathpool, West Monkton to 

quarantine people from London and other infected places coming to Taunton. Watchmen 

were appointed to keep Londoners out and to guard houses with lodgers from infected towns. 

Trade with infected areas was stopped and people not settled in the town were to leave or be 

imprisoned.152 A ‘pest house’ received infected people by 1626 but there was no great 

increase in deaths.153  

The plague hit Taunton in summer 1640 preventing the holding of Quarter Sessions 

and the raising of troops in the area for fear they would harm the army more than ‘the 

enemy’s sword’.154 At least 225 people died in St James’ and over 300 in St Mary’s mainly 

 
147     S. Membery, Taunton Priory excavations (Taunton, 2013), 36—40. 
148     Membery, Taunton Priory excavations, 42—3. 
149     SHC, T/PH/win 1348—50. 
150     A. Nott and J. Hasler, Wells Convocation Acts, 79; SHC, D/P/tau.m/2/1/1. 
151     SHC, D/P/tau.m/2/1/1. 
152     SHC, Q/SR/55/6. 
153     SHC, Q/SR/57/102; D/P/tau.m/2/1/1. 
154     B.L., Eg. MS 2711; Cal. SP Dom. 1640, p. 437. 
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between July and September.155 In 1646 plague struck again and the justices ordered £30 a 

week to be raised within five miles. Forty people were in the fields at the charge of the 

constables and if not provided for might scatter and spread infection. The Civil War 

destruction meant that many were homeless and large houses in neighbouring parishes like 

Hestercombe House in Cheddon were used to accommodate the infected.156 Taunton St 

James was said to be in great distress but other parishes said they could not afford to relieve 

the sick there.157 In the 1650s a man was still trying to claim money from relatives of a 

plague orphan he had taken in.158 An outbreak of smallpox in 1658 may have claimed up to 

100 lives in St James’ parish.159 

Later epidemics were not identified but from 1683 to 1686 there were 220—275 

burials a year at St Mary’s, double the normal rate.160 Aubrey found smallpox was in Taunton 

every seventh year including 1684, which saw the peak in deaths.161 A great many children 

died in 1720 and in 1727 deaths were double the usual number in St James parish but not in 

St Mary’s. Smallpox accounted for many 18th-century epidemics as it went in cycles varying 

with the build up or loss of immunity in a population affected by migration and was severe in 

1740—1.162 A surgeon from East Anglia came to Obridge in 1767 and carried out smallpox 

inoculations for three years.163 When the boys charity school opened in 1809 only boys who 

had been inoculated were admitted.164 Smallpox epidemics in the later 19th century such as in 

1853 and 1858 were blamed on poor management of vaccination.165 It was alleged that some 

 
155     Nott and Hasler. Wells Convocation Acts, 39; T.G. Holmes, Som. Assize Orders 1640—59, 3—4; SHC, 

D/P/tau.ja/2/1/3; D/P/tau.m/2/1/1. 
156     Holmes, Som. Assize Orders 1640—59, 12; Mayberry, The Vale of Taunton Past, 61. 
157     E.H. Bates Harbin, Quarter Sessions 1646—6, pp 117—18, 21. The registers were badly kept in the 1640s. 
158     Bates Harbin, Quarter Sessions 1646—60, pp 184, 311. 
159     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/2/1/2; G. M. Howe, Man, Environment and Disease in Britain (1976 edn), 145. 
160     SHC, D/P/tau.m/2/1/32. 
161     O.L. Dick, ed., Aubrey’s Brief Lives (1972), 25; Howe, Man, Environment and Disease, 145. 
162     SHC, D/P/tau.ja/2/1/9; D/P/tau.m/2/1/32—3; DD/X/ALX/1. 
163     SHC, DD/HC/55/1. 
164     SHC, D/P/tau.m/17/1. 
165     SHC, A/BIV/3. 
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births were not registered to avoid vaccination.166 In 1871—2 there were 74 cases in the 

borough of which nine were fatal, all people who had not been vaccinated, and sufferers were 

removed to a temporary hospital at Rowbarton.167 Another outbreak in 1884—5 led to school 

closures and 37 deaths out of 230 cases.168 In 1905 it was feared an outbreak might be spread 

by tramps to the workhouse.169 There were concerns in 1914 that the disease would be carried 

by soldiers but it was meningitis that proved most dangerous.170 

Gaol fever or typhus, spread by lice, was a scourge of overcrowded areas such as 

prisons. In 1730 prisoners from Ilchester infected the Lent assizes in Taunton and killed the 

judge Sir Thomas Pengelly. It appears to have spread presumably from lawyers and court 

officials into St Mary’s parish, which saw high mortality in late April and May and there 

were increased deaths in St James in May and June.171 Poor health generally may have made 

the population vulnerable to epidemics. In 1829 a third of men of military age were unfit to 

serve.172 

A cholera outbreak in 1832 cost St Mary’s £80 and men were appointed to check 

vagrants, although mortality was not much higher than usual.173 There were influenza 

epidemics in 1833 and 1837 and dysentery broke out in the workhouse in 1838.174 Cholera 

spread south through the county in 1849 and on 3 November reached the Union workhouse 

girls’ school and within 48 hours there were 42 cases of which 19 were immediately fatal.175 

There had been possible cases previously, described as bilious diarrhoea, and mortality had 

 
166     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/4; D/G/ta/8a/14 (Apr. 1858). 
167     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/22 (Feb., Mar., Dec. 1872); D/B/ta/2/1/5, pp. 447—8, 504. 
168     SHC, D/P/tau.m/18/2/6; A/AYO/2/1 (1885); Dr H. Alford, Olden Taunton, a Cycle of Change (Taunton c. 

1921), 26. 
169     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/40 (July 1905). 
170     SHC, A/CXE/2 (1914), 3 (1917). 
171     ODNB, Sir Thomas Pengelly: accessed 12 Apr. 2018; D/P/tau.ma/2/1/32; D/P/tau.ja/2/1/9.  
172     SHC, DD/CN/5/7. 
173     SHC, D/P/tau ja/9/1/1, D/P/tau.m/9/1/5; 13/9/1. 
174     SHC, D/P/tau.ma/2/134; D/G/ta/8a/1 (15 Nov. 1837); D/G/ta/57/2 (17/11/1837); Howe, Man, Environment 

and Disease, 157. 
175     SHC, D/P/tau.m/4/1/47. 
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been high in 1848 when the hospital refused to treat cholera sufferers as in-patients.176 The 

workhouse cesspit had been uncovered shortly before the November outbreak. The disease 

was confined to the workhouse even though sick children were removed into the town, where 

they all recovered.177 About 30 healthy inmates were taken to Orchard Portman, where a 

house and a cottage accommodated them, but a request to use the barracks was refused. The 

Board of Guardians met daily during the epidemic.178 A total of 60 people, 35 under 16, died 

within a single week and extra men and large quantities of lime had to be employed for 

burials at St Mary’s. After some dispute St James’ agreed to bury 21 corpses but it was clear 

both parishes were running out of burial space.179 The frequency of diarrhoea was blamed on 

the town’s poor sanitation and lack of water.180 Reports on the unhealthy state of the 

workhouse and its sickrooms, continuing cases of dysentery and fear of cholera getting into 

the town probably hastened the provision of sewerage and drainage in 1850.181 There were 

cholera scares in 1853 and 1866.182 

Infant mortality remained high for much of the 19th century accounting for a third to 

a half of all burials.183 Scarlatina or scarlet fever broke out in the workhouse in 1842184 and 

an outbreak in 1850—1 led to 68 fatalities.185 In 1871 five children died of scarlet fever at 

Original Infants school out of 392 cases in the borough186 and in 1876—7 another fatal 

outbreak killed 13 children in October alone as the disease spread in the factory where they 

 
176     SHC, D/H/ta/1/1/2 (2 Nov. 1848). 
177     Rep. Gen. Bd of Health on Cholera Epidemic 1848—9, 37—8, App. II, 11—13. 
178     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/8 (Nov. 1849); D/G/ta/8a/9 (14 Nov. 1849); D/R/ta/34/11/3 (insurance). 
179     SHC, D/P/tau.m/4/1/47; 9/1/3. 
180     L. Toller, ‘Death and Disease in Somerset’, TS in VCH office, 6—8, 14—16. 
181     SHC, A/BVA/6; D/G/ta/8a/9 (12 Dec. 1849, 30 Jan., 10 Apr., 15 May, 10 Jul. 1850);  Jeboult, Hist. West 

Som., 189. 
182     SHC, D/H/ta/1/1/3 (25 Oct. 1853, 6 Sep. 1866). 
183     SHC, D/P/tau.m/2/1/34—5. 
184     SHC, D/G/ta/8a/4. 
185     L. Toller, ‘Death and Disease in Somerset’, TS in VCH office, 6—8, 14—16. 
186     TNA, ED 2/391/2; D/B/ta/2/1/5 (1871). 
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worked.187 Cleaning drains with carbolic acid was the only remedy available. Severe 

outbreaks continued into the 20th century but were rarely fatal as the disease appears to have 

become milder.188 The new Taunton waterworks and the sewage plant of 1877 were credited 

with a great decline in enteric fever often connected with wells polluted by sewage and 

responsible for 12 deaths a year in the 1860s.189 Outbreaks of diphtheria in Taunton in the 

early 1880s spread to rural parishes.190 Diphtheria remained a scourge of children passing 

from school to school and in 1890 a five-week school holiday was credited with stopping an 

outbreak.191 There were epidemics in 1903 and 1912.192 Infant schools regularly lost pupils 

from a range of childhood diseases including diphtheria, measles and croup.193 By 1914 there 

was a school clinic at the Technical Institute and by the 1940s at least two nurses visited 

schools.194  

 Tuberculosis was a serious problem by the late 19th century averaging 37 deaths a 

year195 and the Taunton Consumptives Aid Association provided milk and eggs and other 

food to patients. The increase in cases in the 1910s led to the association’s replacement by the 

Taunton and District Tuberculosis Care Committee whose visitors attended 58 patients in 

1914.196 There was a county tuberculosis dispensary in Priory Avenue from the 1920s to the 

1940s.197  

Taunton had an outbreak of influenza in 1890 during a five-year pandemic but the 

December 1916 outbreak was apparently more severe with many deaths although it does not 
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seems to have affected children.198 However, the 1918—20 Spanish influenza outbreak 

affected several schools especially boarding schools but Taunton suffered very few deaths.199 

Far worse for infants were severe outbreaks of mumps, whooping cough, pneumonia and 

measles in 1919, following bad years for measles in 1896, 1900 and 1910, and most schools 

in the borough closed for several weeks in the autumn.200 Measles epidemics continued to 

affect children’s education in the 1920s and there were 646 cases in 1939.201 A severe flu 

outbreak in 1932—3 resulted in only 18 deaths including one maternity case but required the 

district nurses to work up to 12 hours a day visiting patients.202 Although isolating infectious 

cases and better public health reduced the transmission and morbidity of many diseases, 

epidemics still broke out such as paratyphoid in 1941.  Vaccination take up was often low and 

only 13 per cent of children were immunised against diphtheria before the war. The influx of 

several thousand evacuees in 1940 led to the setting up of a separate sick bay unit for 

evacuees, presumably to lessen cross-infection but only 379 children were immunised against 

diphtheria.203  

 After the war the fight against some diseases was more successful and by 1952 the 

borough had been diphtheria free for five years following an increase in immunisation rates 

to 70 per cent. A thousand children received radiography screening for tuberculosis, all 

infants had milk and orange juice and schoolchildren had regular dental checks. There were 

three welfare clinics, a health centre in Tower Lane and four health visitors. However, in 

1953 a polio epidemic struck Somerset with more than half the cases in Taunton mostly on 

 
198     Howe, Man, Environment and Disease, 196; SHC, C/E/4/359/2; D/B/ta/4/2/2 (1916).  
199     SHC, D/B/ta/4/2/2 (1918—19), 4/2/3 (1920)); C/E/4/367/3, pp. 1, 4; Bromwich, Kings College, 23; 

education. 
200     SHC, A/ARQ/4/6 (1887), 4/3 (1919); A/AUS, pp. 9—10; A/BEZ/1/1 (1910, 1918—19); C/E/4/367/3, pp. 

12—20. 
201     SHC, A/BFW/1/7 (1925); A/BEZ/1/1 (1928); C/PHH/169 (1939). 
202     SHC, DD/C/322 (report 1933). 
203     SHC, A/CXE/8; D/B/ta/4/2/3 (Dec. 1940). 



27 

 

 

the Halcon and Lambrook estates and two children died.204 Sewage disposal and poor 

housing remained concerns. Measles epidemics still broke out almost annually and a severe 

outbreak in 1958 affected three quarters of the children at Original Infants school. Heart 

disease was already the major adult killer and lung cancer rates rose rapidly.205 Tuberculosis 

vaccines became available in the 1960s to add to those already introduced for polio, 

smallpox, diphtheria and tetanus. Influenza remained a problem before the advent of vaccines 

and the outbreak of 1969—70 was described as the worst in living memory. When 55 

hospital nurses went down with influenza in 1969 local nuns helped out.206 The Covid 19 

pandemic of 2020—1 severely affected the town and cost several hundred lives.  

As early as the mid 19th century there was concern about dead bodies were being kept 

in small houses.207 The hospital at East Reach had a mortuary but by 1905 a council mortuary 

was needed and was built c. 1907 at their Coal Orchard depot.208 It was inadequate by 1958 

and it was decided to turn the Musgrove Park Hospital mortuary into a public facility.209 

 

Doctors 

A Taunton leech was pardoned in 1400.210 An apothecary was in debt to a London grocer in 

1573211 and another was licenced to practice physic and surgery in 1631.212 In 1617 three 

medical men were in the town one of whom was reputed an expert surgeon and another was a 

physician.213 Between 1662 and 1706 at least seven surgeons were licensed, although a 
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caveat was issued against licensing one in 1680.214 At the same period there were several 

apothecaries and doctors, some of who acquired substantial wealth. Apothecaries often 

practiced as druggists and physicians and half of one apothecary’s wealth was tied up in the 

utensils, physic and books in his shop in 1683.215 By the later 18th century St Mary’s paid 

£15 a year to a surgeon and £20 to an apothecary to take care of their poor.216 Ten 

apothecaries, surgeons and physicians were in practice in 1784.217  

Among early physicians practicing in Taunton were Michael Dickson (d. 1779) who 

left £3,000 to each of three children and spent £2,000 establishing his eldest son ‘in the 

Indies’ and Samuel Farr (d. 1795), author of several medical treatises and translator of 

Hippocrates.218 In 1807 the Taunton Medical Society was formed to provide doctors with a 

library, transferred later to the hospital.219 Four physicians and 12 surgeons and apothecaries 

were recorded in 1822—3. One of the latter was John Liddon of Hammet Street, possibly 

father of surgeon Henry Liddon who established a practice in adjoining Church Square, 

which remained in his family until the early 20th century when other doctors were taken into 

partnership. In 1982 the practice moved to St James Street where it remained in the 2020s.220 

By 1830 there were six physicians in the town.221 In 1848 Dr Henry Alford, later Medical 

Officer of Health, was credited with the first case of childbirth under chloroform although it 

was administered at the mother‘s insistence.222 In 1872 there were eight physicians and 17 

surgeons,. Many doctors with practices in Taunton lived outside the town but in 1887 14 

town surgeries were recorded included one homeopathic practice.223 From the 1880s several 
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doctors added purpose-built consulting rooms and surgeries to their houses including 

Salisbury House in Billetfield and North Town House in Staplegrove Road.224 

 After the establishment of the National Health Service private houses were gradually 

replaced by purpose-built surgeries. In 1957 although there were still two-man practices there 

was a large group practice at Powlett House, High Street whose nine members included a 

dentist, a physiotherapist and two consultant surgeons.225 By 1972 there were at least 44 

doctors.226 A new medical centre was built at French Weir c. 1973 starting a move of medical 

practices to new centres in residential areas. Of about a dozen surgeries serving Taunton by 

2019 only two were in the central area.227  

 

Midwives and nurses 

There were unlicensed midwives in the 1630s.228 In the early 18th century Taunton had the 

services of skilled midwife Sarah Stone who wrote a guide to midwifery. She was scathing 

about her fellow practitioners who killed mothers and children by rough or inadequate 

intervention in difficult births. She noted high maternal and infant mortality among the 

weavers of Taunton St James and their habit of giving birth standing.229 In 1824 a lying-in 

room was established in St Mary’s workhouse.230 

 The Taunton Institution for Relieving Lying-In Women was founded in East Street in 

1806 and by the 1840s was used by c. 150 women a year. New mothers were given sheets, 

baby linen and food financed by subscriptions.231 It moved c. 1842 to Upper High Street and 
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by 1852 was in the care of a former schoolmistress.232 With the rise in population during the 

19th century births increased to c. 700 a year by 1853.233 By 1859 the institution had moved 

to Paul Street and was under the care of a surgeon.234 In 1872 it shared premises with the eye 

infirmary under a matron.235 The institution had apparently closed by 1883 for shortage of 

funds.236 Few women described themselves as midwives in the 19th century even by 1891 

there were only two but presumably many of the over 50 nurses acted as midwives, although 

probably none had formal training.237 

 The Taunton District Nursing Association was established in 1891—2 by Ethel Mary 

Fisher (d. 1900) and its remit included maternity cases.238 At least one of its nurses went out 

to South Africa with the army and died there in 1900.239 There was a district maternity nurse 

based in East Reach by 1902.240 A Rowbarton Nursing Association was supported by St 

Andrew’s church, which paid a nurse’s salary in 1901—4.241 The Somerset Nursing 

Association was formed in Taunton in 1902 and supplied Queens’s nurses to neighbouring 

towns and village nurses.242 The three nurses for Taunton were given a house in Elm Grove 

and a servant before 1911.243 By 1914 the Taunton association was making over 12,000 visits 

of which 1,524 were to maternity cases and held a weekly school for new young mothers. 

Infant mortality fell from an average of 139 deaths per 1,000 births in the 1880s to 77 in 1914 

and 37 in 1939. Poverty, lack of suitable food, filthy conditions and the practice of insuring 

infants were all blamed in the 1900s for high mortality and numbers of premature births were 
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also high. In 1907 a female health visitor was appointed. Despite the improvement in 

mortality there was a high incidence of stillbirth in 1942—3 including many twins.244 In the 

1930s and 1940s the Taunton Nursing Association had six general nurses and midwives in 

addition to those working in the maternity home. In addition to sick visiting, assisting with 

minor operations and attending maternity cases the nurses attended ante-natal clinics. The 

number of visits per nurse rose from c. 2,800 in 1931 to c. 3,230 in 1941 and a fifth of cases 

were confinements.245 

By 1925 the council was planning a maternity home in Canon Lodge, Canon Street 

and in 1927 the Taunton Nursing Association sold the premises to the borough, which built 

an annexe with 10 beds, enlarged in 1933 to provide labour and lying-in wards.246 Pauper 

cases continued to be confined in the workhouse until 1930 or later.247 Only 99 confinements 

took place in the maternity home in 1933 whereas 275 women gave birth at home with the 

help of a district nurse.248 Four fifths of all births still took place at home in 1939 and fewer 

than half of expectant mothers received ante-natal care. When 34 pregnant women were 

evacuated to Taunton in four days in September 1940 a new nursery was created at the 

home.249 In 1942 there were 246 case including evacuees and soldiers’ wives. After the war 

numbers fell and in 1946—7 218 patients stayed for an average of two weeks in the care of a 

sister, two midwives and two nurses.250 The unit became part of the National Health Service 

and remained open in the care of a midwife in 1972 although the special care baby unit was at 

Musgrove Park Hospital to which all maternity cases were later removed.251 The Nursing 

Association became the Taunton Aid in Sickness Fund in 1993 to help the sick poor residing 
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within a radius of 5 miles of St. Mary's church and had an income of over £30,000 a year in 

2016—17.252 

 Taunton did not establish a branch of the Royal College of Midwives until 1944 and 

the following year it amalgamated with Bridgwater and Minehead branches. 253 Although the 

birth rate fell after the war from over 18 per 1,000 to 14 in 1952 and 1970,254 midwives in the 

branch area increased from 75 in 1946 to 303 in 1994, although not all may have been in 

practice.255  

 

Dentists 

By the 1830s there were three dentists, six in 1851 including Taunton’s first woman dentist 

Julia Blackmore, and five in 1872.256 Thomas Coker had a dental surgery in Bridge House 

from the 1840s to 1870s.257 In 1891 there were eight dentists258 and c. 1894 The English and 

American Dental Company was established in North Street under W. E. Simpkiss and offered 

painless extraction. By 1914 there were three artificial teeth makers.259 In 1972 there were at 

least 18 dentists in eight surgeries.260 There were at least 11 surgeries in 2020 and two 

orthodontic clinics; and unlike doctors most dentists are based in or near the town centre.  

  

Other health practitioners  

By 1830 there was a family of opticians and for most of the 19th and 20th century there were 

three firms261 and by 2020 they had been joined by several national firms.262 In 1871 two 
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women practiced chiropody.263 By 1957 there were seven chiropodists, four physiotherapists, 

three masseuses and a chiropractor.264 In 2020 there were at least five chiropody practices, 

three physiotherapy and seven osteopathy and chiropractic clinics. Alternative therapy was 

provided by herbalists in 1861265 and in the 1930s an African American and his stepdaughter 

had a stall on the market and later a consulting room in High Street.266  By the 21st century 

there were homeopathy and hypnotherapy clinics besides individual practitioners. 

 Apothecaries acted as druggists in the 17th century but by the late 18th century the 

latter had become a separate profession. In the late 18th century several chemists and 

druggists manufactured and patented their own drugs and veterinary medicines.267 By the late 

19th century at least one had an analytical laboratory and another practised homeopathy.268 

Two of the oldest pharmacies were at 15 East Street by 1830 and 18 Fore Street by 1884. 

They survived until the later 20th century the latter with prescription books surviving from 

1893.269 

 

Mental health 

The mentally ill were not well provided for before the 20th century. A sick woman was 

confined to the house of correction in 1669.270 Later paupers found to be mentally ill were 

sent to asylums outside the parish usually Fivehead.271 In 1820—41 they were sent to 

Fullands in Wilton272 or Fairwater House in Staplegrove for the mentally deranged, begun 
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before 1839 but closed by 1868 . Both were only for those whose families could afford the 

fees.273 By the 1860s many people of ‘unsound mind’ were cared for in the union workhouse 

although dangerous cases were transferred to an asylum.274 

In 1956 the Taunton and District Society for Mentally Handicapped Children was 

formed and in 1983 it took over the redundant Albemarle Baptist Chapel off Station Road as 

a centre.275 Although during the 20th century most patients were treated at Tone Vale 

Hospital there were day and residential units in Taunton. The former isolation hospital in 

Cheddon Road was replaced after 1986 by a mental health unit consisting of five wards each 

with 14—15 beds for detained individuals, adults and the elderly with acute mental health 

problems and dementia patients. There were also private clinics for various disorders.276 

 

Ambulance service 

The need for an ambulance had been raised in 1894.277 In 1906 a horse-drawn ambulance was 

donated by Sir Edward Boyle MP for which a shed was erected near the Market House in 

1910. It was used by the Isolation Hospital but in 1922 was housed at Castle Green.278 The 

Red Cross had a motor ambulance in Taunton during the First World War and continued to 

maintain an ambulance station at Coal Orchard.279 In 1935 the two ambulances were in a poor 

state and a subscription was raised for a new motor ambulance.280 The Isolation Hospital 

appears to have had its own ambulance by 1941.281 In that year the people of Honolulu gave 

Taunton a trailer ambulance but it was given to the St John Ambulance at Bishops 
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Lydeard.282 As late as 1944 there were only two ambulances in Taunton, provided by the Red 

Cross and kept at Coal Orchard, but there were four with four ambulance cars by 1952. The 

ambulance station, beside Musgrove Park Hospital, was extended in 1961 and had 15 

ambulances by 1972.283 In the 1980s the present ambulance station was built in Lisieux Way 

and is run by the South West Ambulance Trust.284 

 

HOSPITALS 

The Tone Conservators were required to pay surplus funds to the Taunton parishes to build a 

hospital for the poor. In 1735 it was said the Conservators had claimed illegal expenses and 

the resulting debts and a demand for a reduction in tolls meant that the Tone Charity, as it 

was named, had not come into effect by the 1820s and it was feared would never do so.285  

By 1767 a site at Shuttern occupied by houses in poor repair was earmarked for a 

hospital but in 1771 the property was sold to Sir William Yea and the scheme had to be 

abandoned.286 Instead a site was found on gently rising ground in South Road where a new 

purpose-built hospital was erected from 1772. It was designed by the partnership of Stowey 

and Jones to comprise three storeys and attics and four nine-bay 90-ft frontages. The north 

front had ground and first floor entrances with a double stair and portico and the east and 

west sides had three-storey bowed central sections. A central open courtyard 13 ft in diameter 

formed a circle within a square the corner spaces thus created were for two staircases and 

water closets. The ground floor was to house domestic areas and hot and cold baths, the two 

principal floors were for staff quarters, surgery, operating room, committee room and nine 

wards of varying sizes including two running the full width of the building. The design was 
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not ideal from a medical point of view with the operating room on the top floor and poorly 

lit.287 

The cost was over £6,300 but subscriptions dried up by 1777 and by 1780 the builders 

were oved over £600 for which they brought legal action. The hospital was not completed or 

equipped and stood empty and vandalised for ten years until an Act of Parliament was 

obtained  to dispose of it in 1793 to pay the builders if no income was forthcoming.288 

Eventually it was bought by the father of Edward Coles, Clerk of the Peace and called The 

Lodge but was not a success as a private house and was sold to Franciscan nuns.289  

In 1789 Dr Cox opened at his own expense a dispensary for the sick and appointed a 

surgeon apothecary. It treated nearly 600 patients but for lack of funds it closed in 1793.290 

 

Taunton and Somerset Hospital 

In 1809 the Taunton and Somerset Hospital was established by local doctors led by Dr 

Malachi Blake to mark the 50th year of the reign of George III. A site in East Reach was 

given by banker George Sheppard of Bishops Hull, the foundation stone was laid in 1810 and 

the hospital opened in 1812.291 Additional land was acquired in 1811, 1827 and 1838 to 

extend the site south from the old burgage boundaries to the new Queen Street.292 The 

hospital was governed by the physicians and surgeons who visited when required and the 

major donors. Donations were solicited from churches and chapels with any clergyman 

preaching and collecting for the hospital being appointed governor for a year.293 The original 

building by Richard White was of four storeys and five bays of which the central bay 
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projected towards the street. The first floor porticoed entrance was accessed by a large double 

stair. On two wide string courses the inscriptions ‘Taunton and Somerset Hospital’ and 

‘Supported by Voluntary Contribution’ survive.294 

Although the governors met regularly and a prominent local man was chosen each 

year to serve as president, management of the hospital was by a committee, which met 

monthly.295 It was replaced in 1948 by a Hospital Management Committee responsible for all 

Taunton hospitals.296 

In 1832 the Bridgwater and Taunton Canal Company bought out the navigation 

interests of the Conservators of the River Tone who spent the proceeds building and 

maintaining a new hospital wing and finally fulfilled the charitable intentions in their 

founding Act. Fifteen of the Conservators were elected hospital governors and had the right 

to nominate patients for admission. Their generosity was remembered with the later naming 

of Conservators ward in Musgrove Park Hospital.297 Charities included Ann Jenkins 1815 gift 

of £5 9s. 7d. a year to buy books for patients, Mary Blake’s gift of £15 9s. 2d. a year of 1844 

and the Revd Frederick Smith’s gift of £30 a year in 1857.298 Gifts in kind were frequent 

especially foodstuffs like game as up to 80 per cent of hospital expenditure went on food in 

the mid 19th century with meat the major item. A lot of money was spent on alcohol, but 

expenditure fell from £271 in 1868 to £80 in 1886. In 1897 meat accounted for £458 out of 

total hospital expenses of £4,202, compared with £438 spent on nurses.299 

The building was extended by William Shewbrooks in 1848 to create matching blocks 

either side of the original building. Fees, collections and subscriptions met the cost and 

 
294     SHC, A/DIF/44; DD/SAS/TN/54. 
295     SHC, D/H/ta/1/1/2—13. The first minute book is missing. These records were researched by Jenni 
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296     SHC, D/H/ta/1/2/1—23. 
297     Gen Digest of Endowed Chars. Som (1869—71), 60—1;  SHC, A/BMG/5/2. 
298     Gen Digest of Endowed Chars. Som (1869—71), 60—1. 
299     SHC, D/H/ta/3/1—2 passim. 
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between 1812 and 1853 there were 10,123 inpatients and 42,927 out-patients.300 In 1850 gas 

lighting and water heating were installed and a subscription library and museum had been 

established. By 1853 there were 81 beds including air and water beds, three physicians, four 

surgeons, a matron and a chaplain.301 In the early years there was no resident doctor but rules 

drawn up in 1860 provided for a house surgeon who would live in free of charge and have a 

salary of £75 but must not practise outside the hospital. He might take two apprentices in and 

two out of the hospital, which was lucrative. Apprentice surgeons served for five years and 

were entitled to attend operations paying premiums of up to £200 a year to the hospital and 

£50 to the surgeon they served.  By 1880 apprenticeships had ceased and surgeons usually 

trained in London.302 As late as 1902 the physicians, surgeons and dental surgeons were 

honorary elected staff and the house surgeon and his assistant were the only paid medical 

staff.303 The hospital and the nurses were in the charge of matron who was elected at a 

governors’ meeting. She was to make twice daily ward rounds and see that the hospital was 

locked at night.304 In 1841 only matron, two nurses and a female servant slept in the hospital 

but by 1881 13 nurses lived in as did the house surgeon and porter.305 

Accident cases were always taken in but other patients had to be recommended, be 

over 7 and neither pregnant, mentally disordered or suffering from infectious disease. Each 

patient had to give security to meet the costs of burial.306 There were fears that paupers would 

use the hospital for minor conditions as there was no longer a free dispensary in Taunton.307 

Until the 1870s patients wore a uniform jacket, presumably with a number attached, in case 
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they absconded.308 In 1861 the hospital had 90 beds309 but before 1870 the male wards were 

extended to provide a further 20 beds. A mortuary was added and two convalescent wards 

designed by J. Houghton Spencer were built in the grounds linked to the main building by 

glazed corridors. In 1873 a matching west wing was added and in 1881 a separate laundry.310 

By 1889 a total of 33,726 in-patients and 140,292 out-patients drawn from west and south 

Somerset, east Devon and west Dorset had been treated.311 In 1900 ten beds were set aside for 

Boer War casualties.312 

A hospital chapel was built in 1895 the gift of Mrs Portman of Hestercombe and was 

moved to Musgrove Park Hospital in 1954.313 In 1898 electric lighting was installed and in 

1901 a lift.314 By the centenary in 1912 the total of in-patients had reached 52,500.315 In 1914 

a new operating theatre was built and 603 major operations were carried out under general 

anaesthetic. The war brought staffing problems, increased food prices and the need the find 

beds for the wounded.316 By summer 1916 sick and wounded soldiers were arriving and a 

venereal disease clinic was needed.317 In 1918 disabled servicemen were treated and in 1920 

the hospital received the remaining funds from the Red Cross hospital.318 

During the late 19th and early 20th century the hospital acquired by gift or purchase 

many houses along East Reach and neighbouring streets, including a public house and back 

courts, together with Penzoy farm, Westonzoyland whose rents contributed to the running of 
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309     PO Dir. Som. (1861). 
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the hospital and provided land for the nursing institute and other extensions.319 The farm was 

a liability and was sold in 1915 and 1918, as was a gift of land in New Zealand in 1920.320 

Some cottages were occupied by the nursing staff,321 land opposite the hospital, the site of 

two houses bought in 1846, provided gardens and tennis courts for staff and property on 

Queen Street was acquired to expand the hospital. The Jubilee Nursing Institute was built 

west of the hospital in 1887, also designed by J. Houghton Spencer.322 An anonymous donor 

paid £5,000, half the cost of the Institute, which was to be self-funding through hiring out 

private nurses.323 It opened on 25 October 1888. Pupil nurses got £10 a year and ward nurses 

£25 with board and indoor and outdoor uniform including a blue cloak and a bonnet, put to 

charitable use when worn out.324 By 1891 resident staff had risen to 32, mostly nurses but 

also the cook and five maidservants.325 

Nurses, who had to be single, were trained on the Nightingale model from 1867 and 

the first pupil nurses were admitted in 1869 to serve a three-year training, extended to four 

years from 1896, under the care of a lady superintendent after a probationary period of three 

months. In the 1880s the most senior nurses could expect £36 with board, lodging and 

washing. The Jubilee building housed outpatients on the ground floor and 17 nurses’ 

bedrooms with day rooms and accommodation for the head nurses over the two upper 

floors.326 By 1893 only four hospital nurses were provided by the Institute. Each ward was 

staffed by a ward nurse, an assistant and a pupil during the day and a night sister and an 

assistant nurse at night. Sisters were known by the name of their ward in the 19th century. In 
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the 1890s members of the public could hire a nurse for £1—2 a week for a maximum of eight 

weeks, if they needed additional time a new nurse would be sent. That brought in nearly £500 

a year but there was ill feeling between the respective committees that hospital nurses lived in 

the Institute to which the hospital did not contribute. In 1900 it was decided that all nurses 

should be paid by the hospital effectively merging the two.327 In 1901 the building was 

extended to provide additional accommodation. Nursing had become a popular profession 

and in 1903 34 women applied for nursing training but only eight places were available. In 

1907 36 women applied for the post of matron.328 Eight private nurses continued to be 

employed but over half the requests for nursing had to be turned down.329 By 1918 private 

nurses was reduced to four and gradually the service declined.330 In 1906 the hospital spent 

£782 on nurses to care for 1,109 inpatients and 5,419 out patients a year.331 Accommodation 

for sisters was built in the grounds in 1933 and additional bedroom blocks were added for 

nurses in 1937.332 From 1938 nurses had to be 18, preferably 19, to start training.333 

By 1934 the hospital cost c. £14,000 a year and money was needed to extend the 

hospital and nurses’ accommodation.334 Two large diagonal wings were added to the rear of 

the hospital opened by Princess Alice in 1938 when nursing staff numbered 48. The hospital 

dealt with 1,710 inpatients and nearly 28,000 outpatients annually, performed 1,217 

operations under general anaesthetic and kept a register of blood donors.335  The average 

patient stay in hospital had fallen from 30 days in 1907 to 17 in 1937.336 At the outbreak of 
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the Second World War 67 emergency beds were set up and there were increased admissions, 

including the victims of the local rail disaster in 1940, and both pairs of entrance gates went 

for salvage.337  

More space was needed to accommodate and train nurses. In 1944 Henley Lodge, 

Wellington Road became temporary accommodation for 14 night nurses and a house opposite 

the hospital was acquired for the eight staff nurses.338  In September 1947 Pyrland Hall was 

leased to house nurses on their preliminary three months training but the purchase of 

Lyngford House and grounds had already been agreed, and the latter was used instead.339 In 

the 1960s nurses could take three-year courses including obstetrics for women or psychiatry 

for men to become State Registered nurses or eighteen-month courses to become either 

children’s or mental health nurses. After a short stay at Lyngford nurses moved to Musgrave 

Park where accommodation was built in 1963.340 By 1968 there were c. 300 nurses at the 

hospital.341  

By 1944 costs had risen to nearly £30,000 a year and the management considered 

building a block for fee-paying patients. In 1947 costs were £14,000 a quarter and 

investments were sold to meet a deficit. It was probably with relief that the management 

committee handed over the hospital on 28 June 1948 to the South West Regional Hospital 

Board to become part of the National Health Service.342 The East Reach and Musgrove Park 

hospitals were united as a single institution on two sites. In the late 1950s the emergency and 

pathology departments at East Reach were extended. A new accident centre was built in 

1967—8 to deal with the 888 road casualties arriving annually by 1968 as part of over 23,000 
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visits to accident and emergency.343 The East Street site was outgrown and could only 

provide 117 beds in 1980, mainly for accident and emergency, trauma and orthopaedic 

surgery.344 It closed c. 1984 and was sold for office accommodation. The later wings and 

buildings were demolished but the main building and nursing institute survive as East Reach 

and Nightingale houses. A proposed 1,500-bed hospital at Lyngford, or Nerrols Farm in 

Cheddon Fitzpaine, was never built and Lyngford House was used as a conference centre 

until it was sold in 2017.345  

 

Military Hospital  

A large house on Mount Street was bought in 1876 and converted into a military hospital but 

was later demolished to extend the parade ground. A new hospital was built in the barracks 

but lack of accommodation in 1885 forced the use of overflow tents.346 In 1886 a military 

prison hospital was recorded.347 

 

Eye Infirmary  

An eye hospital, supported by public subscription, opened in a three-storey town house in 

Upper High Street in 1816 under James Billett surgeon who operated for cataracts, probably 

using wine of opium. In 1844 it had a matron, separate accommodation for male and female 

patients and admitted 36 in-patients who were treated free of charge. However, by 1846 it 

was short of funds and the house was demolished in 1847.348 Plans for a new infirmary in 

Mount Field in 1848 came to nothing but the large Shuttern tollhouse, former headquarters of 

the Taunton Turnpike Trust, was acquired by Billet in 1853. It was converted and enlarged to 
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create a new eye hospital, which opened in 1854 and was vested in trustees. James Billet 

continued as surgeon assisted by consulting surgeons and physicians, matron, nurses and 

servants. The infirmary was a charity to treat eye and ear disease in the poor and was run by a 

management committee and a treasurer. In 1855—6 it treated 653 patients of whom 493 were 

cured.349 By 1864 there were two surgeons and a matron and 20,860 patients had been treated 

since 1816.350 In 1879 in-patients normally stayed a week or less for cataract operations but 

some stayed several weeks.351 In 1883 there was a late morning clinic on Saturdays but the 

Taunton and Somerset Hospital had established ophthalmic wards in 1860, which eventually 

reduced demand at the eye hospital.352 The last in-patient was treated in 1903 and the 

infirmary closed in 1905. With the consent of the Charity Commission its funds including 

proceeds of the sale of the building and contents were given to the Taunton and Somerset 

Hospital.353 The H-shaped crenelated building on the corner of Westgate Street had two 

storeys and attics lit by quatrefoil windows, a three-bay entrance range and flanking three-bay 

wings.354 It was converted into dwellings and the gothic-style windows, quatrefoils and 

battlements were removed although the blank windows on the west wall remain.355 

 

Workhouse Hospital   

There were sick wards in the original workhouse but a separate poor-law infirmary was 

needed. By July 1849 a small fever hospital had been completed east of the workhouse. From 

1851 west and east wings were added with water closets and a nurse’s apartment.  The 
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workhouse sick wards were converted to children’s rooms.356  There was only one nurse and 

in 1853 able-bodied female paupers were expected to assist her.357 In 1866—7 a two-storey 

cholera ward was created.358 In the 1880s the hospital lacked accommodation for children and 

venereal cases.359 In 1898 there were insufficient nurses for the large number of patients and 

the hospital was so overcrowded that patients had to be treated in the workhouse. A new two-

storey east range completed in 1901 increased provision for women including a lying-in 

ward.360 In August 1904 of the 60 patients 34 were bed-ridden but there were only two nurses 

and the guardians refused to appoint another.361 Scarlet fever cases were removed to the 

Isolation Hospital.362 In the early 20th century there were usually 50—60 patients and a hut 

for tuberculosis cases was built in 1919.363 

In 1930 there were seven nurses including a night nurse and the maternity ward had 

closed but the infirmary was still overcrowded. In 1935 there were 75 patients in the 

infirmary and others slept in the workhouse. The infirmary was by then a geriatric hospital 

and needed to expand into the workhouse, then known as the Holmoor Public Assistance 

Institution.364 The buildings suffered minor damage from enemy action in May 1941.365 the 

overcrowding and shortage of nurses led in 1947 to the removal of male patients to Musgrove 

Park. The infirmary and workhouse were both transferred to the Taunton Hospital Board in 

1948 to be used solely for the sick.366 
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Renamed Trinity Hospital in 1954, there were 14 wards, sitting rooms, flower and 

vegetable gardens and a piggery until c. 1963.367 Patients were taken to the circus in 1959 and 

to Musgrove Park Hospital for the Queen Mother’s visit. The former matron of Paignton 

hospital was a patient and that year celebrated her 102nd birthday. The hospital had a training 

school for nurses many of whom lived in by 1962 when there were 18 wards with 129 

beds.368 In 1972 there were 68 nurses but ten more were needed and a ward had to be 

closed.369 Beds were reduced to 87 by 1980 and upstairs wards disused but demand for places 

prevented further reductions. Many patients were recovering from surgery before returning 

home and were transferred to nursing homes c. 1989 leaving only acute geriatric patients. The 

hospital closed in 1993 and patients transferred to Musgrove Park Hospital. The infirmary 

and most of the former workhouse were demolished for housing development.370 

 

Taunton Isolation Hospital.  

In 1871 a temporary smallpox hospital was opened in Rowbarton and by April 1872 62 

patients had been admitted. The costs were shared between the Local Board of Health and the 

Guardians. It was kept in case of need until 1873 but the premises were rented and unsuitable. 

In 1875 land on Cheddon Road was bought for a fever hospital despite objections from 

residents.371 It opened in 1879 mainly for scarlet fever and diphtheria cases.372 Adjoining land 

was bought to extend the hospital in 1935 and 1945.373 It was run by councillors from the 

borough and rural districts meeting monthly as the Hospital Joint Committee, which 
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appointed two hospital visitors.374 In 1933 the committee was succeeded by the Taunton and 

District Joint Hospital Board with representatives from more councils.375  

 In its first 30 years the hospital dealt with 1,972 cases. Outbreaks of diphtheria in 

1903 strained bath and laundry facilities and the hospital committee urged the town council to 

prevent the disease spreading. As in the 1890 outbreak it argued that releasing patients too 

soon led to further infection. Fortunately there were few deaths. Nurses received £20 a year 

in 1914 but a doctor appointed in 1906 on £120 asked for an increase and in 1914 received 

£140. Matron’s salary was increased to £40 in 1915. The war delayed the construction of a 

planned sanatorium to cope with tuberculosis cases but brought infected soldiers, usually 

with enteric fever.376 By 1917 tuberculosis cases were being admitted but also meningitis, 

often fatal, and typhoid. Measles cases were turned away for lack of accommodation. Many 

patients came from Cotford asylum and boarding schools.377 Smallpox cases were excluded 

but patients were taken from the workhouse and children’s home.378 

 In 1929 the hospital was provided with a concert hall and a porter’s lodge. It was 

renamed the Taunton and District Isolation Hospital and Somerset County Council 

Sanatorium, the latter a separate building to the north of the site. In 1932 a virulent form of 

diphtheria broke out in the borough and the hospital closed to non-diphtheria patients. On one 

day there were 40 patients and only 32 beds. In 1933 the hospital paid to transfer patients 

elsewhere.379 The hospital performed tracheotomies and other minor operations.380 Some 

patients were boarded out and in early 1937 while the hospital was extended patients 

transferred to Shepton Mallet but the sanatorium remained open.381 One new block was for 
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puerperal fever cases and from 1939 infants were admitted with their mothers.382 The war 

years brought overcrowding and an outbreak of cerebro-spinal meningitis in 1940 possibly 

brought by military personnel and fatal in a third of cases. There were many cases of measles, 

whooping cough and ophthalmia neonatorum caused by gonorrhoea. Admissions to the 

sanatorium increased and the death rate was high. In 1941 Cossington smallpox hospital was 

acquired for several months to house scarlet fever patients.383 In 1943 the staff comprised a 

matron, two ward sisters, two staff nurses, five assistant nurses and five probationers.384 A 

greater variety of cases were accepted after the war, usually up to 25 a month.385 

 In the 1950s the hospital dealt with the polio epidemic, including 14 children in July 

1953, pneumonia and tubercular meningitis. Death rates declined to seven out of 267 hospital 

cases in 1954 but remained at over ten per cent in the sanatorium which comprised wards and 

wooden chalets. 386 The great improvement in tuberculosis treatment meant that by 1960 

there were only eight patients and in 1962 the Quantock sanatorium closed and patients 

transferred to Taunton.387 In 1964 the hospital had 89 beds but with changes in hospital 

practice it came to be used largely as a geriatric hospital. It closed in 1986 and the site was 

redeveloped as a mental health unit.388 

 

Red Cross Hospital   

The Red Cross had been active in Taunton since 1909. In 1915 a Red Cross Hospital funded 

by local subscriptions was established in the new Priory School to relieve the general 

hospital. The 100—130-bed hospital treated 1,121 patients and was run by two women, a 
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commandant and a matron who lived in. There was a hostel in Priory Avenue for staff. The 

men’s section ran an ambulance and borrowed vehicles to transport soldiers. Patients had 

recreational facilities in Victoria Park and free admission to cinemas and shows. The most 

serious cases were transferred to East Reach hospital, which received remaining funds after 

the war.389 In the 1930s and 1940s the Red Cross was based at the drill hall in Burton Place 

and provided an ambulance service.390 

 

Musgrove Park Hospital  

Musgrove Park in Galmington, Wilton,  was built as an American army hospital in 1942 and 

treated c. 24,000 patients. It passed to the Ministry of Pensions in 1945 and became a 

National Health Service hospital in 1951.391 It was leased to Somerset County Council, which 

in 1961 licensed it to the Hospital Management Committee. The hospital acquired property 

Galmington in the 1960s and 1970s.392 By 1980 there were 451 beds and it was part of the 

Taunton and Somerset Hospital but with the closure of the East Reach hospital came to be 

known as Musgrove Park Hospital. In 1990 the Taunton and Somerset National Health Trust 

was established.393 Although new buildings have been added regularly to the site notably the 

Queens Building (1987), Duchess Building, Beacon Centre (2010) and Jubilee Building (c. 

2016), part of the original single-storey brick building remained in use.394 In 2020 the 

hospital had c. 600 beds in 30 wards, 15 operating theatres and c. 4,000 staff to deal with 

56,000 emergency cases of which c. 41,000 were admitted, 43,000 surgical cases, 315,000 

out-patients and 3,400 births annually.395  

 
389     SHC, A/BAV/14; D/H/ta/3/3 (1915, 1916, 1920); C/EW/8/49; Taunton St James, school project 2014—

18. 
390     Goodman, Dir. Taunton (1939), A34; SHC, A/DIF/114/12. 
391     SHC, A/DPH, cat.; A/DRT/3. 
392     SHC, D/H/4/1/3. 
393     SHC, D/PC/stapg/7/3, p. 89; A/DBL/135/1 [1980]; A/BHI/1/20/7. 
394     SHC, A/DPH/2/12. 
395     www.nhs.uk: accessed 4 March 2020. 
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