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Introduction
In the spring of 2020 The National Archives Education Service 
released a themed collection of historical documents entitled: 
‘Workhouse Voices: What did Paupers say about the Poor Law’

The collection represents a small sample of the letters that have 
been identified and transcribed as part of ‘In Their Own Write’, an 
Arts Humanities Research Council funded project, 2018 to 2021, 
which uses letters from paupers and other poor people, and other 
material such as petitions, sworn statements and advocate letters 
written on behalf of paupers to investigate the lives of the poor 
between 1834 and 1900. 

To celebrate the release of the collection we challenged students 
to write a short story of no more than 450 words inspired by these 
documents. We asked for realistic characters, good background 
detail on the workhouse system, a sense of location, interesting 
language, description and dialogue which reflects the time. 

We received over 350 entries across our three age categories, 
Key Stages Two, Three and Four, and enlisted the help of author 
Sharon Gosling to judge our finalists. Sharon is the author of many 
childrens books including The Diamond Thief, The Golden Butterfly 
and The House of Hidden Wonders, all set in the Victorian period 
making her the perfect guest judge for the competition. 

Contained within this ebook are the shortlisted stories - twenty five 
finalists, five from each category. Sharon has kindly given feedback 
on each story which can be found at the beginning of each section 
before the winning three stories and the two runners up.

Each of the winners will receive a £25 book token, a copy of 
Sharon’s latest book and a goody bag from The National Archives 
shop. 
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Judge’s Comments
Outside by Florence Coen - Winner
I thought the descriptions in this were beautifully phrased, as was the way 
the author built the atmosphere of the workhouse. ‘Their faces were as 
pale as the dust of the windowsill’ stood out to me – it manages to give a lot 
of information in a very succinct, eloquent way. I also loved the extended 
metaphor of Mrs Watson’s tablecloth and the sun glinting on the snow like 
the silver thread running through the same. Some lovely imagery there. I 
also thought the way the final sentence recalled the title was very clever.

The Darkest Day by Matthew Porter - Winner
There were a lot of wonderful images throughout this story that did a very 
good job of building the atmosphere. I particularly liked ‘The atmosphere 
was hollow, bare; the looming workhouse walls welcomed desolation,’ which 
I thought was a great line. I also liked the way the author described his 
character as being ‘hurled into the jaws of the workhouse’. The image of the 
institution as a literal monster is very clever. I also loved the cliff-hanger and 
want to know more!

Boy of the Workhouse by Rebecca Turner - Winner
This is cleverly constructed - I appreciated the ‘show rather than tell’ nature 
of the introduction before we meet the main character, Daniel. Rebecca 
describes the character’s emotions and trauma very well, particularly when 
it comes to his memories of being taken from his mother, and the short 
sentences towards the conclusion really do a good job of conveying the 
sense of hopelessness Daniel has about his situation. The way he is so 
matter of fact about the death and hardship around him is very moving. 

Worth less than coal sacks by Cecilia Axon 
I love the idea of a workhouse inmate being brave enough to write a letter 
about her terrible experiences, and I appreciated the unique approach. I 
very much liked the image of the girl being ‘raided from head to foot’ when 
she entered the institution – it produces a very clear image of ruffians rifling 
through the child’s pockets and taking everything personal that she has left. 
Well done!  

First day in a workhouse by Nikitas Baltsezak 
I loved the personification of hunger in this story, and the image of 
it wrapping its arms around the narrator, which is a wonderful, vivid 
description. I also appreciated the way this story ended on a cliff-hanger. 
Great building of tension there, and I think Nikitas should write the rest of 
this story now!



I woke up and stumbled over to the window. Violet, Eliza and Bessie 
were still sleeping. They were huddled up together under the thin 
rough brown blanket like tiny chicks in a nest. Their faces were 
as pale as the dust on the windowsill under my knees. Suddenly 
Bessie coughed, startling me. 

‘Ada, come back to bed. The bell hasn’t rung yet!’

‘It snowed last night. Out there, it’s as white as Mrs Watson’s 
tablecloth. I wish I could go out to play in it!’

I looked across the yard and saw how the morning sun glinted 
on the snow, just like the silver thread in the tablecloth. Beyond 
the yard, I caught sight of Mr Watson’s beautiful garden. We 
weren’t allowed in there although people said that the garden was 
meant for us to use. They said that His Grace Hugh Percy, Duke of 
Northumberland had given the land to the Workhouse. I wonder 
whether he had ever thought to visit and see if we used the garden. 
I could see the holly trees with their beautiful red berries and 
their vibrant green leaves. Birds and small animals had left tiny 
footprints in the snow. I wanted to explore the garden and make 
snowballs, just like I had seen Mr Watson’s children doing. 

I shivered from the cold breeze blowing through the crack in the 
window onto my thin nightdress. My tummy rumbled violently. 
I was starving…again! Last night’s supper had been cold greasy 
broth and a piece of mouldy bread, and foul cabbage. That wasn’t 
the worst though. My friend Albie had got into trouble for just 
whispering to other boys during supper. Matron came up behind 
him and pulled Albie up by his ears with such force that she tore his 
earlobe. He screamed as she dragged him to the Black Hole in the 
basement. 

The bell rang and all of the girls in the long room tumbled out of 

Outside
By Florence Coen



bed and hurriedly put on their clothes. Then in single file we went 
down to the hall. Matron stood at the bottom of the stairs with 
Albie next to her. His eyes were red and tears splattered down his 
cheeks. Albie’s ears were so bruised and a snake of dried blood 
slithered down his neck. I felt sorry for him, but I carried on walking 
down the stairs so I wouldn’t get caught staring and get put in the 
Black Hole as well. 

As we entered the hall we sat down one by one. Then we waited 
for our lump of bread and our pint of watery milk. Children slurped 
their milk and chewed bread ravenously. Nobody spoke. I could 
only dream about the outside. 



As the frigid evening breeze came swarming into the workhouse, 
Rose found herself in a snaking line of scruffy girls, doing the 
laundry. The atmosphere was hollow, bare; the looming workhouse 
walls welcomed desolation. She gazed longingly at the thick 
trousers and ivory shirts – proper shirts – that she was hurling into 
the laundry bag. Then Rose noticed something: a grubby hand stain 
on the girl beside her’s fresh laundry. She gaped at it. Returning to 
her work, she couldn’t help feeling a spark of sorrow for the girl.

Late that night Rose heard footsteps, echoing throughout the 
lonely rooms of sleeping children. Dum… Dum! Closer. Dum… Dum!

“Jane Tier, come!” the Master boomed, his voice seeping into their 
ears like venom. Slowly, silently, a girl stood up.

“You stained my best clothes, girl,” he spat, dragging her away.

Hearing the whip lashing at the girl, Rose felt a whip inside her. It 
never stopped. With every blow, nausea swirled in her stomach. 
She was ill. Tears trickling down her face, her eyes flickered shut. 

Rose dreamed. She dreamed of her mother. Alive. Walking. Holding 
her hands out welcomingly like she would when they would meet 
again. If they would meet again. Rose desperately wanted to see 
her, dive into her open arms. She wished she could’ve stayed with 
her mother in the first place. She would still be cold, hungry, and 
unhealthy, but she would be loved, treasured like the largest pearl 
ever found. Instead, she was hurled into the jaws of the workhouse, 
forever watched over by the towering ceiling, forever forced to 
eat the watery mush that quickly dissolved in their mouths. She 
couldn’t stand it any longer.

As the moon leapt onto the wispy clouds, a silver eye peering 
upon the world, Rose waited for heavy breathing to fill the room. 
Everything seemed to stop: the wind held its breath; the world was 

The Darkest Day
By Matthew Porter



waiting for the escape to begin.

Sitting up with a jolt, Rose thought. How would she do it? Could she 
dig herself out? The questions pranced around in her head. 

Then, like it was guilty for all its crimes, the whip lay before her, 
beckoning to help, and a plan formed in her mind. Grasping the 
whip, she frantically searched for a window. The room was home 
to only one; it would have to do. It was ugly, coated in a fine layer 
of dust with a frame that had long ago lost its lustre. She whipped 
it. Again. Again. It remained robust. Bones aching, the menacing 
sea of nausea grew. Rose fell, and let go of the whip. Her breathing 
stopped…

and a ghostly figure of her mother walked up to her.



“Help! Help me!”

Despairing cries were ringing around the barren exercise yard. All 
heads turned blankly in an owl-like manner towards the haunting 
wailing noise, which was now a whooshing sound, followed by a 
searing crack and an agonized screeching. To complete the ghastly 
scene, the man flogging ol’ Albert was Mr Cane. Or, at least, that’s 
what us ‘inmates’ call him. His real name is Lord Brimstone. When 
we heard Cane finish tormenting Albert, men flooded round him. 
Not for a good reason, for many.

“Did you see his expression?”

“He’s such a meater!”

Ol’ Albert was lying still on the floor. His hands were coarse and 
bloody, and his back gave the appearance of a man who had 
angered a tiger, and who had had claws scraped down his back. 
Bailey, the Matron, strode up. She raised her eyebrows.

“Just leave ‘im. ‘E’ll come round.” Kicking him, she swaggered off, 
sniggering unpleasantly. My name is Daniel. Daniel Troy. I am a 
prisoner. A prisoner of the workhouse.

When I first arrived here eight years ago, I was a pitiful scrap of 
bones bundled in ragged blankets. I lived with my mother for two 
years, until I turned seven. I hated that day. Torn from her arms, 
screaming. Never saw her again. The only thing I remember about 
her is her eyes. And how gentle she was with me. Apparently, 
in those years, my personality shone through. It seems I was 
strong but kind. I don’t know. I’ve never felt strong. Or, according 
to someone else, (three guesses who) I became an ungrateful 
troublemaker. Mother died a year ago. Consumption. Workhouse 

Boy of the Workhouse
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had got a large lot of money to pay for her treatment. It was a 
huge sum: fifty pounds. Fifty! Cane didn’t spend any on her. Not a 
sixpence. He spent it on a large new couch and a fancy suit. Gold 
trim ‘n’ all. He’s a spiteful man. Often I want to strangle ‘im. I’d use 
me bare hands. 

I went in for lunch. It was stale bread with gruel. Saying was proved 
true ‘gain. Lizzie (an inmate) died in the night. Left in a coffin. 
Most of ‘em do. We sleep on the floor here, by the way. Without 
mattresses. It’s very cold and my back always aches. I have been 
flogged many times by Cane. I am now scarred, and will be for life. 
My only friend, Roy once wrote to a rich lady. E’ was taken off to ‘er 
mansion. N’er came back. E’s ‘appy now. Maybe I’ll give it a try...



October 28th 1851

Honourable Sirs

I am addressing you to complain of the inhumanity of the 
treatment in the workhouse. I am your humble servant Cecilia Axon 
and have suffered at the neglectful hands of Mr Reed, master of 
the workhouse, along with my fellow inmates.

I have been ordered to pick oakum for the past three months and 
my fingers have been rubbed raw so I cannot work. I was forced 
into the workhouse when I was nine years old. The brutality is 
unbearable – people are worked to death. Many of them are like 
walking skeletons with black shadows beneath their bloodshot eyes 
and no flesh on their bones.

My mother died when I was three giving birth to my younger 
brother, and my father is now in a debtor’s prison. Most people 
would rather starve than go into the workhouse but many like me 
have no choice. When I entered the destitute and detested building 
I was raided from head to foot. Mr Reed’s assistants took from me 
a small locket from my mother and a piece of bread and cheese. 
They say it is too keep it safe and will give it back when I leave but 
nothing ever returns.

On one of my first days picking oakum I was a boy being beaten for 
simply not working hard enough and that boy being much younger 
and smaller than me so the master had no right to do this. Another 
day a young woman was put in a windowless room in the cellar 
with no bed and only straw to sleep on.

This is not the only reason I am writing to you today. The thin bowls 
of watery gruel and harsh daily beating are nothing compared to 
this. I have discovered that the boys and girls are disappearing. The 

Worth less than 
coalsacks
By Cecilia Axon



children here are worth less than coal sacks but they still matter I 
implore you to investigate this further and I will try to do the same. 

God grant we poor creatures may soon be rid of Mr Reed. 

I remain your most humble servant. 

Cecilia Axon.

P.S. Since writing this letter my father has died. I fear my future 
will forever be overshadowed by this dreadful workhouse. Now I 
am not only a pauper but an orphan. I pray I will not be the next to 
disappear. Mr Reed has vowed never to leave a pauper without a 
beating or two so I hope to get away from here.



Hunger was my constant companion – it followed me everywhere 
till I would eventually fall asleep. Even then I could feel its strokes 
and breath, wrapping its arms around me. Misery and solitude – 
my other true friends – I was in a good company and never alone.   

It was a typical dismal gloomy morning when I arrived at the 
Cleveland Street Workhouse with my mother. The scent of rain 
hung in the air as I watched the sky darken and the colours fade 
away as the morning arrived. Nestled in the central 
London, surrounded in gloom and murk, stood our dreary prison, 
or formally known as the workhouse. 

“Oi, what are you waiting for? Get ‘in!” bellowed the man. Me 
and ma were bundled in separate ways. They put me 
in ragged clothes, cut my hair with blunt scissors and gave me a 
cold shower. I begged pleadingly “Please, can I see my ma?” This 
remark was ignored so I asked the man once again, “Please, can I 
see my ma...?”

The man simply retorted, “’Morrow. Now you have school. Ain’t 
that right, sonny?” I was taken to a big room where I could see 
thousands and thousands of children lined up in silence with a 
look of despair and fatigue written over their faces. This was the 
grand hall. I was served a piece of bread and a bowl of gruel; then I 
followed the children to an unremarkable classroom.  

The teacher was a cold stern gentleman with a look which could 
pierce through every child. Swish! Swish! Anyone out of place would 
be instantly flogged into place by Mr Ogden’s ferocious whip.  

“God is good. God is holy. God is life.”  

I wanted to scream, “No, he ain’t! He ain’t good to me!” But I kept 
my mouth clamped shut.   

First Day in a Workhouse
By Nikitas Baltsezak



“Write! Write! You lazy worms!”   

A boy next to me was unlucky, he stammered, “I don’t know 
how to write, sir.” Horror was depicted on Mr Ogden’s face 
as he threw the boy a few feet backwards. The wretched boy 
lay under an avalanche of tables and chairs and the 
teacher manoeuvred towards him and kept whipping him.  

“Silence, you ungrateful dog!” Then the teacher calmly walked 
away with a smirk enveloping his face. The withering poor little 
boy was taken to the infirmary. I would not have liked to be in 
the excruciating pain the boy was in. From that day and forward I 
grew to hate the teacher and I vowed I would not make the same 
mistake the boy did.  

“How are you...?” I whispered when I saw the boy again. All I ever 
got was a mournful moan of despair... 
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Judge’s Comments
The Kindness of their Hearts by Olivia Wyatt - Winner
I very much liked that this presented a more positive take on the workhouse, 
and that the story had a strong arc that began in despair, but ended with a 
glimmer of hope. The main character, Elsie, had a very clear voice, which was 
great, and the relationship between her and her little brother Ed was lovely 
to read and very nicely depicted. 

The Life of a Workhouse Girl by Sandali Dharmarathna - Winner
There was some very evocative vocabulary and descriptions in this piece. I 
particularly liked the use of ‘scrumptious’ and the idea that the kitchen of 
the workhouse was where ‘all the commotion and noise are born’. I thought 
the final paragraph was particularly powerful, and cleverly hinted at a 
link between this historical story and the strife still experienced by many 
children in the world today. 

Master’s Rule by Isaac Kim - Winner
I appreciated the diary style of this story, which makes the facts woven 
throughout feel all the more real and believable. I also like the flash of 
defiance that George shows in keeping the diary in the first place – despite 
his privations he’s hoping to bring the Master to justice, which is very brave. 
I liked the inclusion of the detail about one person being so hungry that 
they try to eat the rope they’re unpicking. That really gives the reader a clear 
image of how desperate the workhouse inmates were.

We were happy once by Tallulah Birchall 
This was a very sad story, and the author did a great job of conveying that 
emotion to the reader. I liked the idea that the narrator, Sarah, has no 
emotions left after being traumatised by the first few days in the workhouse. 
I think this story also rather importantly points out that though they were 
very poor, prior to Sarah’s father’s death they were happy – it wasn’t their 
impoverished state that made them unhappy, but their treatment and the 
conditions at the workhouse. 

A Workhouse Nightmare by Ramzi 
There were some great historical details in this that felt as if they had been 
lifted straight out of the archives. I particularly liked the mention of the 
dogs refusing to eat the food that the narrator, Nick, was expected to eat 
because it was so bad. The detail of people sewing through their fingers as 
they worked really made me wince – that was very visceral and beautifully 
written!



“Through the kindness of yer hearts, let yer help us…”

The door slammed shut in my face. My tears of sadness and fear 
fell from my pleading eyes. I walked away to join my younger 
brother at the road. Horses rumbled past, perilously close to 
crushing us, as we walked along, hand in dirty hand in the gutter. 

There was none to help.

Ma was dead, she had had tuberculosis and we didn’t know Da. 
He’d left after Ed was born.

“Does this mean we ‘ave to go to the work’ouse?” asked Ed, 
trembling. He was thin and his eyes were like big round orbs in his 
grimy face. 

Picking him up, I took a weary step forward. His frail body chilled 
mine. Cold we were. I knew we couldn’t last another night out here. 
“We ain’t never gonna go to the work’ouse.” I whispered. 

“Is it bad place?” Ed questioned. I kissed his soft curls.

“It is very bad place.” I told him, walking across the stony cobbles. 

“I miss Ma, Elsie.” Ed sobbed.

“So do I.” Ma never deserved to die, she didn’t. I gulped. 
“Remember, Ma’s with the angels now.” 

My tired legs suddenly gave out. I fell into the road, dropping Ed. I 
let out a yelp. My ankle was throbbing in pain. My home-search was 
failed. But I swore to Ed before we began that there was no way, 
ever, that we would end up in a workhouse. 

Gently, Ed touched my ankle, making me wince. He withdrew his 
hand and looked concerned. 

The Kindness of their 
Hearts
By Olivia Wyatt



“Does it ‘urt? Are ye gonna die like Ma?”

“No.” I reached out to hug him. “I ain’t gonna die, but it does ‘urt.”

The click-clack of hooves made me look up. A horse was heading 
for us! With a cry, I rolled to the side, dragging Ed with me. 

Looking up, I saw the rider was a policeman. I tried to run away, Ma 
had always warned me of policemen, but I wasn’t going anywhere. 

He was looking down at us. He had kind black eyes.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

“Ma’s dead.” I said. “And we ain’t got no place to go.”

“’Course you have somewhere to go.” 

“If yer mean the work’ouse, we ain’t gonna go there. Ma said that 
was bad place.”

“Nonsense.” He laughed. “My wife came from there, sweet they 
treated her.”

I looked up at him. 

“Look, if you like I’ll give you a lift. You won’t make it far on that 
ankle.”

“Fine.” I said, after a second. 

And the kindness of their hearts at the workhouse, was enough for 
us. 



Misfortune falls upon me. I have nowhere to be. No connections to 
my past. No one who loves me. I am just a lonely orphan that lives 
in a horrible workhouse. 

Why must my life be so hard? What is life like outside these stone 
walls? What is life like when you are free to do as you please when 
you please?

I want to see the world - go on adventures - not stay here, in this 
England workhouse, in misery and loathsome self-pity. I want to 
feel the warmness of the radiant sun on my skin. I want to eat 
succulent, scrumptious food. Someday, I would be able to uplift 
my melancholy, pensive state of life. Wherever I go, it is like a living 
dungeon; time seems to stand still in this state – not moving, stuck 
in this meaningless rut.

Toiling day and night, infinitely just for some scraps of food. I work 
in the kitchen of the workhouse: where all the commotion and 
noise are born. The head cook shows a stench of cruelty to the 
others yet not to me. I have always wondered why. It seems as 
though even in such an unequal world; I am unknowingly saved 
for reasons I cannot begin to fathom. I am one of many homeless 
orphan children who work to the core. Children should have the 
right to have a little fun in life, however my unavoidable lack of a 
home and family lead me to be dragged back here every time I try 
to escape.

The  head matron once told  me  that  I  was  found  on  the  
doorstep  of the  workhouse; I  wonder  why  my  parents  left  me  
here.  Was I that much of a trouble? Seldomly, I pretend they did it 
for the best; to keep me safe.

When outside of our posts, most of us are treated badly while 

The Life of a Workhouse 
Girl
By Sandali Dharmarathna



some of us are treated with a bit of respect. Of-course I am treated 
badly by the matron. According to the workhouse master, I am a 
ruffian and a brute. Now I  am  used  to  the agonising pain  as  it 
soars  through  my veins when they use the long, slick whip on me. 
I am accustomed to the bubbling anger inside of my chest, without 
any way to complain. I am used to the hearing deathly screams of 
horror when I fall into fitful sleep, now it even represents a scary 
lullaby.

Grief, gloom and woe is the full package: once one feeling 
manifests, you succumb to the others. Where is equality displayed 
in this world? No one should be treated differently – yet each 
horizon tells the story of another person at the mercy of another’s 
rage.



I am George Smith and I write in this diary in the hope that one day, 
this can be used as evidence against The Master.

1st September 1839 

We are woken at 6 o’clock sharp by the matron, always the same. 
We are given a thin soup, more likely than not over 50% water, and 
a piece of bread, almost always as stale as the table we eat it on. I 
have heard we are promised butter; if this is true, I can honestly say 
that it is not present in any of our meals. 

After breakfast at 7 we are worked, and I can say that I have not 
heard from the other inmates that we should be exploited in such 
a manner. We are given the back-breaking jobs of smashing bones 
or pulling thick pieces of old rope apart, either with our fingers, 
making them raw, or with a spike if the master is feeling generous. 
Someone in my room recently tried eating the rope just yesterday, 
they did not like it, but since they had been put in the black hole for 
the last week, with almost nothing to eat, they were ravenous and 
starving.

The rooms where we work are grimy and dirt-coated, and when 
we complain to the master, no matter of age or condition, we are 
whipped without mercy and then put to the black hole, where we 
are kept for a week. 

At 12, in lunch, where and when we should have meat; I have never 
seen beef in my life in something other than a bowl with scraps 
a dog would not stoop so low as to eat. Bacon I have never seen. 
I was shocked to hear that over 20lbs of meat have been seen to 
enter the back door at one given time, yet the madams who work 
there are told to put meat and butter and other luxuries in one 
pile, where they can be ‘held in a special storeroom’ yet no meat 
looking so lean as those pieces been seen again; they vanish in the 

Master’s Rule
By Isaac Kim



night, perhaps to the master’s house, we know not. But the master 
oversees this to make sure there is no funny business. 

We are put to work again, till 7, when we are put to bed, with no 
candles, not even for the dying. We are given a meagre amount of 
anything and everything, I am barely given enough food to survive 
on. I hate the master and matron, who conceal the goings-on at 
the workhouse, and we are not allowed to complain for fear of the 
master’s whip. One day I hope we will be set free from the master.



From the moment I set foot in that place, I knew I was lost forever. I 
knew I would most certainly die, or worse - I would be the only one 
left. This was a game of survival and one I was unsure if I wanted to 
win.

I had a life before the workhouse - I think. I had a name too. You 
lose all of that when you go to the hell house. My name was Sarah, 
and I had a mother, father and a brother but we were all forced 
apart when we arrived. I was 10; my brother was only 7. I promised 
mother I would look after him however that promise was quickly 
broken. He is probably dead now. I should be sad; except I lost all 
capability of emotion in those first few horrifying days.

We were happy once. All we had was a tiny shack, even so it was 
perfect. Every day, father would come home and collapse into 
his special chair; jokingly-complain about what he did for the 
day. I would always reply “I wouldn’t enjoy working”. Soon his 
complaining wasn’t in jest, and my reply was becoming truer. One 
day he came home, sat down and cried. All he did was cry until his 
face turned red and blotchy. Then one day, he stopped. That was 
the day we went to the workhouse.

Silently sobbing, we trudged towards the colossal, looming 
workhouse. We clung to the few belongings we had and some 
scraps of fo od. I brought the doll I was given for my eighth 
birthday. As I squeezed the doll for reassurance, my tears cascaded 
down my cheek and landed on the doll. As soon as we entered the 
building, we were instantly separated. My brother’s deafening cry 
made me squirm as I fought to get to him. Still struggling, I was 
dragged away by an emotionless shadow of a man.

They took everything: my clothes, spare pennies, even my precious 
doll. I already felt imprisoned and ready to escape. I was scrubbed, 
shoved into some potato sack clothes and put in a dorm. In our 

We were happy once
By Tallulah Birchall



dorm we weren’t allowed to talk; I realized that when it was too 
late. The master caught me and another girl laughing, and we were 
lashed in the courtyard in front of everyone. Through the agony, I 
heard an ear-piercing scream. It was my mother. I saw the tears in 
her eyes, and she was feeling my pain. That memory has forever 
been scratched into my brain and the scars are carved in my skin.

Every night, I wonder if I will escape. But I know I never will.



I have been locked up for countless days. I do not know what to 
do or where I am. Sometimes, when everything is silent, I hear 
master brutally whipping misbehaving workers. It makes me even 
more ill than I already am, knowing that these people do not care 
about anyone’s health physically or mentally. All of my meals are 
soaked in water but that doesn’t make the hard, mouldy bread any 
softer. However I still eat it because that’s all I have along with a 
fake block of cheese. I’ve heard they use soap to reduce the cost of 
production. Maybe that will explain why the dogs refuse to eat it, or 
why everyone is falling ill, including me.

Being locked up doesn’t help. I miss my family. They are the reason 
why I am here. All because I told them I miss them and love them 
when I was leaving my room to do a job. One little mistake led me 
up to be locked in a rickety, old room. I mostly miss my dad, James 
Astley. I never forgot him saying things like, “Mornin’ Rick. Slept 
well?”, ”Goodnight Rick. Sleep well”, or most importantly, “I love 
you”.

But master is a cruel, heartless monster and he will not let that 
happen. I miss him. I miss my family. I miss everyone. I’m trying 
my best to keep my mental state stable. However, it’s nearly 
impossible. I’m going to go insane. I’ve witnessed too many things I 
shouldn’t have. I’ve seen people suddenly collapse. I’ve seen people 
cut off their fingers while sewing. I’ve seen people crush their hands 
while trying to transport heavy rocks around.

I can’t take this anymore. I want to go home. I want to be happy. 
I want to be... free. I was told I will have to do heavy work once I 
am released. I am not looking forward to it. Master is treating us 
as if we are worthless slaves. I want to stop him, however I have 
no power in his eyes. I’m just a useless worker who is forced to do 
people’s dirty work. My life is shattering in front of my eves, and 

A Workhouse Nightmare
By Ramzi



I cannot do anything about it. I’m helpless. I just have to sit back 
and watch it. But I don’t want to. I don’t want to wake up every day 
hoping that today will be a better day. I don’t want to watch myself 
go through the worst mental pain imaginable while begging for 
mercy.

I don’t want to... live anymore.
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Judge’s Comments
Hope by Izzy Doyle - Winner
I like the different approach to this one, and the text has a very lyrical style. 
I also appreciated the way the author equated entering the workhouse 
with entering the Underworld. There’s also some really lovely and evocative 
imagery, especially the descriptions of the ‘charcoal clouds’. This piece is 
atmospheric and descriptive, with a welcome hint of the hope implied by the 
title. Very clever!

The Master’s Entertainment by Madison Connor - Winner
I like the perspective of this coming from a member of staff rather than an 
inmate. I also like the casual mention of missing fingers, which hints at how 
often injuries like this happen at the workhouse. That’s a great example 
of ‘showing’ rather than ‘telling’, and adds depth to the piece. I love the 
description of the workhouse and its ‘high, bare walls’ and lack of light, and 
the Poor Law was also cleverly woven in there. 

Danger in the Dark by Millie Logue - Winner
This is nicely descriptive – I particularly liked the mention of the creaks as 
the women settled down in their beds, and the silence of them all besides 
this creates a quite a vivid atmospheric. I liked the flash of bravery and 
determination of the character of Anne Corley as she keeps her diary. I think 
we’d all like to believe we’d be that brave in similar circumstances! There 
could perhaps be an interesting follow up where Anne gets caught?

The Master by Abigail Harknett
I love the vivid description of how the master looks in this story, and also the 
description of separated families trying to get a glimpse of each other, which 
is very emotive. The stark details of the inmates’ daily privations are deftly 
written and nicely contrasted against the narrator’s period of daydreaming 
while at the harsh job of unpicking the rope. 

Untitled by Grace Royffe 
In this one I particularly liked the equation of the soulless building with 
the soulless inmates. It made me think of Patrick Geddes, a scholar 
and activist of the Victorian period whose main focus was on providing 
the extreme poor with beautiful surroundings, which he believed was 
important for the human spirit to thrive. He pioneered building gardens in 
Edinburgh specifically so that the children of tenement dwellers could learn 
horticulture. 



A grandad laments the woes of his youth to his curious grandchildren

“Marching into the workhouse felt like being damned to a hell 
worse than the one 6ft under; With the desperate possibility that 
we might one day walk back the way we came, into the light of the 
sun and the warmth of its embrace, we had hope, the only thing we 
could’ve had. The thing keeping us breathing was the same thing 
making us crave for its finish.

We knew most who went didn’t come back, grew old imprisoned or 
were unlucky enough to be born there.

I remember that day like I remember the name I was granted, I 
recoiled at it every night in the fear that I might forget what was 
yonder those walls.”

“It was the time of year when not even the daytime dared to stay 
for long; guarding the gate was Cerberus. A fierce pack of dogs, 
howling with gnarled teeth, every step I took, closer and closer to 
their starving jaws, their slobber battered the cobbles.

Deeper into the belly of the beast, the creek of the iron-bars was 
haunting for they held the screams of all those ghosts confined 
within.

Charcoal clouds and smog patrolled the sky, snarling at the workers 
down below. As my group shuffled in, I kept my head low. In the 
vast courtyard was a wasteland, the people worked like the dead. 
Monotonous, repetitive, every day the same as its successor. The 
only thing keeping them sane was the knowledge that one day 
enough of them would keel over and die that the place would be 
forced to close. It was a graveyard in its prime.

Hope
By Izzy Doyle



I didn’t breathe until I reached the dorms. I didn’t dare let them 
know I still had a soul to wear down.

The hallways were dismal, illuminating an aura of depressive 
agony. Rotting, with ominous black mould lurking in the cracks of 
the brick. By now my legs were buckling, from something I’m too 
proud to call fear, though I’d say I was lucky to be standing on my 
two legs at all.

When all you got is yourself, you better be glad you got it.

Didn’t even get the chance to sleep before I was put to work, 
hammer in my ruddy hands, shattering stones tediously. One after 
the other, after the other.”

“Thinking about that first day, it wasn’t the lonesome walk through 
a crowd, it wasn’t the decaying odour that lingered throughout 
and it wasn’t the dogs growling at the gate. They could bare their 
teeth, tear our skin, beat us with their sticks but that was the worst 
of them. The real thing I had to be wary of was the voice inside my 
head. Fighting for my sanity. And thank God I didn’t lose it. Thank 
God we made it this far.”



The clock tolled midday, a series of chimes ringing out an ear-
splitting harmony. No one was in the ward, so I had no excuse yet 
to put down my novel and accompany the rest of the staff to the 
Master’s place for his briefing. My morning hadn’t been a busy one; 
a couple of missing fingers and a gash down the side of someone’s 
brow, compared to last week where it seemed as though I was 
running marathons around the ward.

The corridors were deserted, dinner was always served at midday 
in the dining hall, located farthest from the Master’s place on the 
north side of the complex. Thankfully, the hospital ward was a 
short walk away, nothing caused me more distaste than walking 
amongst the bare high walls of the workhouse, dim from the 
windows six feet above the floor, cutting off the inmates’ ability 
to look out. That alone was enough to make a sane man feel 
claustrophobic, as though trapped inside a prison; which in some 
ways I suppose this was.

First to reach the Master’s place, I took a stand at the back of the 
room, joined by the teacher, Chaplin, porter and lastly the Matron 
strode in, positioned closest to the desk. Our bodies automatically 
stiffened as the Master walked in, causing us to stand just that 
little bit more upright. He took his seat and proceeded with the 
same message as always, though this action was rehearsed many 
a time. We were informed about the current situation inside and 
out the workhouse; we were just as shut away from the outside 
as the paupers, something I rather disliked. The Master informed 
us about the latest news from the Poor Law Union; their message 
unchanged. Make the workhouse as unpleasant as possible to 
discourage more requests of help from the poor. Of course, this 
was very much achieved through the Master himself, constantly 

The Master’s 
Entertainment
By Madison Connor



attacking and punishing paupers, never sending them to my ward 
afterwards for help.

“Send me his medical report straight away!” a voice boomed out, 
cutting off my daze.

Looking up bewildered, my eyes met an ice-cold stare, realising that 
he was directly addressing me. I asked whose report he required, 
having not caught the name the first time, only to find that this 
displeased him even more.

“Hankinson,” he spat, “John Hankinson. He’s persistently claimed 
he cannot work as a hand loom weaver due to rheumatic pains! 
I’ve punished him but I’m tempted to send him to prison for hard 
labour!”

I committed the victim’s name to my memory, praying for the 
pauper that his medical report would excuse him, even still, the 
Master would send him there for entertainment anyway.



The dank room seemed to stretch for yards as Matron ordered the 
workhouse women inside. Low, iron-framed beds lined the walls. 
Each hand clutched a candelabra; the wax dripped down the metal 
structure. While stood stoically at the end of their beds, Matron 
paced the room, the austerity on her face daring them to breathe. 

“Lights are to be extinguished immediately. If I see so much as an 
ember in this room, all shall go without dinner.” They all knew that 
this was no empty threat; it would be acted on without hesitation. 

“Do you understand?”

“Yes, Matron.” The muttered chant echoed simultaneously. 

Standing by the doors, Matron oversaw as they settled onto the 
mattresses, the creaks the only thing disrupting the silence. With 
one final glare, Matron glided from the room – locking them in – at 
exactly eight.

Every candle was killed. Every candle, that is, except one. A minute 
glow continued from the back of the room. Anne Corley, a lowly 
pauper girl, retrieved the parchment, dip pen and inkwell she 
managed to sneak in upon her admittance.

The light emitting from the candle only offered little assistance to 
her sight, but she would clutch at every beam offered by the dying 
wick. For just shy of a month, Anne had been keeping a journal of 
her times in the workhouse, hoping that when they were re-read, 
she would be free of the building’s clutches. 

She positioned herself as comfortably as possible and began to 
scrawl in her messy cursive: 

Danger in the Dark
By Millie Logue



October 20th, 1852 

Diary, 

A broth was served at dinner, cold, but I suppose that was to be 
expected, especially by now. After two months of vigorous labour, 
I should be accustomed to this place’s disturbing ways. I spent the 
day in the kitchens, making meat puddings for the cook to serve 
at lunch. Three hours down there had my fingers numb from 
kneading.

Due to my lack of cleanliness on Wednesday last, Matron decided 
to place me in solitary confinement for three fretful days. I was 
deprived of food and the little warmth I am usually allowed! I must 
say that this is a most concerning issue, and if I didn’t have my wits 
about me, I’d have sent a letter to the Master of this institution, 
demanding something be done about this cruelty. 

I hope to return to you with happier news, 

Until then I bid farewell. 

A.C.

Footsteps pierced her writing trance as she signed her initials. 
Scrabbling to stuff the equipment away, she blew out the candle 
{to clear any evidence that she was awake}, lay down and drew the 
thin sheet over her body just as the door swung open… 

She had narrowly escaped.



Creak. The rotting wooden door swings forward on its rusty hinges 
to reveal the large silhouette of the master. He stands in front of 
the dirt-encrusted window, allowing the dim sunlight to fall on his 
red, blotchy, bloated face as he bellows at us to get moving. Still 
half asleep, the hundreds of other girls and I, who have all been 
rammed in to one cramped dormitory, swap our discoloured, 
threadbare nightgowns for equally filthy aprons and thin dresses 
that hang off of our skeletal bodies before being herded outside. 
Here, my fellow inmates become more alert as they desperately 
try to catch a glimpse of their beloved relatives on the other side of 
the partition. Again, the pump is frozen solid, meaning we are lead 
back inside to the huge hall where we can collect a meagre serving 
of gruel. The hungriest and most desperate of us try different ways 
to make the tiny portions more filling, whether that’s by swallowing 
it as quickly as possible or by taking tiny sips. However if you try 
that way you could to leave the hall blue and purple, as the master 
has a nasty temper when he gets impatient. Some have died 
because of it, but the deaths are always recorded as a fall or the flu.

By 5am, we’re working. On the table there’s miles of rope, which 
we’re ordered to unpick for the threads to be resold. I glance down 
at my scarred, scarlet hands mournfully. They didn’t always look 
like this did they? After all this time here, my hands are numb to 
the sharp pain that used to feel like a million tiny whips with every 
strand. Unpicking is such a mind numbing task that my thoughts 
start to wonder to thoughts of my life before I came here. I’m 
scared to find that I can barely remember any details and even the 
faces of my father and brother are hazy and I feel a sharp knot in 
my stomach as I think, will I ever see them again? Tears prick my 
eyes and I concentrate on the rope and the wind and sound of the 
eerie, bare trees warning people away. 

The Master
By Abigail Harknett



Its 8pm by the time we’re allowed to go up to the table to get more 
gruel. Each day our bowls seem emptier and the masters more full. 
I’m so tired that my eyes are barely open and my head feels like 
it’s about to implode. The dorms shrouded in darkness and I have 
to make sure I don’t tread on any of the rats as they bite. I pull my 
nightgown over my head and collapse on my bed, wishing to be 
anywhere else.



Fresh purple bruises hindered my sleep, for every turn I took to 
gain comfort only welcomed excruciating pain, shocking me into 
full blown consciousness making my rest minimal. Morning came 
sooner than expected; summer was fast approaching meaning 
hotter days and decreased sleeping hours. Arms began sweeping 
the covers off of rotting bodies until the fear provoking shriek of 
whips slashing wooden banisters and bed frames jolted everyone 
into a rapid routine.  

Coal furnaces swiftly heated light-deprived rooms filled with empty-
souled beings. The lives of workers became less and less relevant 
every day, for the owners became richer and richer. The outside 
appearance was almost as bland as the souls that live within, cold, 
life-deprived bricks laid anciently upon another, moss engulfing 
the clay cuboids, wiping away their warming red colour to portray 
a discoloured rock. Food deprived faces stared through door 
frames before being permitted to enter the work space, fine cloth 
draped over women’s shoulders and unwashed skirts covered their 
bodies moderately and their knotted, grease ridden hair was tied 
effortlessly into high buns, perimetered by an excess piece of fabric 
from their homemade garments. Intoxicating fumes had ages 
their faces drastically, dragging their gentle faces down, forcing 
wrinkles that disfigured their faces almost beyond recognition. The 
only thing that maintained these poor ladies characters was the 
everlasting glow that grew in their eyes. A hypnotizing glimmer of 
hope, these ladies kept starving children sane and cradled new-
borns in maternal arms. Many of the female inhabitants were 
widows, plunged into debt after the loss of their breadwinner 
husbands. This misfortune threw them into workhouses where 
they made little money for hours of inhumane work.  

My story does not include dead husbands, however. My fathers 
failed business made my mother file for divorce, and after now 

Untitled
By Grace Royffe



owing money to the state, we fell deep into a financial downfall. 
I have not seen my mother since, and do not wish to. The aged 
women here had become my adopted mothers. Some women 
often gave up their small daily meal to feed deprived children such 
as myself since we were all sorted together at lunch. The men 
were not allowed near the women and children which caused a 
lot of heartbreak within these walls. I haven’t seen my dad since 
we arrived here either. I haven’t been held in his tender masculine 
arms or told him the details of my childish days. I wish I still could.  
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