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AGM & Members’ Questionnaire Analysis - by the 

committee and Pat Snelson 
Our Annual General Meeting will take place on 15th September to start 

the 2025/6 year. Our aim this year is to get through the business end of the 
meeting as quickly as possible, so the chairman’s report and the annual 
accounts will be circulated ahead of time as part of the newsletter. 

After the short AGM, Pat Snelson will take the floor to talk us through the 
results of the members’ questionnaire that we did earlier his year. This will 
be followed by a refreshment break before Bob returns to run through the 
committee’s action plan in response to the questionnaire findings. 

This meeting will be held in the Clifton Centre on Monday 15th 
September at 7:30pm. 

Rousham House Visit 
The tour of Rousham House will take place on Wednesday 23rd July. All 

members who have signed up for it are reminded to meet in the car park at 
1:45pm, in time to start the tour promptly at 2pm. We will be split into two 
groups to tour the house separately and will then meet up back in the car 
park afterwards for refreshments. After that you are free to enjoy the 
gardens at your leisure. 

A Walk Around Bicester’s Buildings 
On a showery, but, otherwise, pleasant Sunday afternoon, ten BLHS 

members set out with our guide, Pat Snelson, to explore the architectural 
delights of Bicester. It’s all too easy to miss these gems as we scurry about 
our busy lives and they are certainly too numerous to fit in one afternoon’s 
walking.  

Starting at St Edburg’s Church, we considered the clues to its 
development over the centuries and pondered the mystery of the seven 
triangular stones in its south wall.  
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Pat’s architectural insights were put in the context of the town’s 
long history, none more so than Bicester House and the role of the 
Coker family in the town’s governance and growth.  

Heading for the Market Square, we paused to inspect various 
properties in King’s End and Church Street. Here Pat painted a picture 
of this part of the town in days gone by and guided us in the 
interpretation of windows, chimneys and lintels, all of which tell a 
story.  

The Market Square gave us a plethora of buildings from different 
periods. We learnt of the transition from market stalls to commercial 
premises, living accommodation and land located on narrow burgage 
plots, still evident in the town’s central layout. 

We studied Market House, which forms part of Poundland, and Pat 
engaged in a little myth-busting with regard to the ‘blind’ windows in 
the upper storeys. These should not be attributed to our friend from 
schooldays, the Window Tax, but, rather, to a desire for symmetry and convenient internal arrangements.   

Many fine buildings are to be found in Sheep Street, dominate among them being the former County 
Courthouse. This handsome property bears close inspection to identify the many motifs that comprise its façade 
and construction. It demonstrates the Victorians’ desire to infuse the values of morality and religion into their 
buildings, and, incredibly, includes a stepped shoulder design at the top of the main entrance, which derives 
directly from Carnarvon Castle.  

At the north end of Sheep Street, we gathered outside 
the Penny Black. To all intents and purposes, we were 
looking at a fine Georgian property. Although the 1914 date 
on the rainwater hoppers tells a different story, we are still 
fortunate to have this unique building to enhance our 
streetscape.  

The Methodist Church concluded our tour. Opened in 
1927, Pat felt that the tensions within the various strands of 
Methodism that existed in the town at that time 
contributed to the complex nature of the building’s design.  
Whilst the walk could only cover some of the more 
important buildings and architectural features which 

contribute to Bicester’s unique character, it proved to be an eye-opening tour enjoyed by all. We’re grateful to Pat 
for sharing her expertise (and humour!) 

If you would like to know more, copies of our DVD, Bygone Bicester – Bicester’s Buildings, written and narrated 
by Pat Snelson, are available from us for the members’ price of £5 . 

Sally James 

Poverty, Pestilence and Public Health in Victorian Britain - by Dr Simon Wenham 
The Victorian era is regarded as one of prosperity and empire building. 

However, poverty was rife. Benjamin Disraeli’s 1845 novel  Sybil  or The Two 
Nations traces the plight of the working classes of England. 

Poverty can be categorised as: relative poverty, where people are worse off 
than others; social exclusion, which includes the unemployed and deprived and 
absolute poverty, when people lack what they need to survive. 

Urban poverty, largely caused by industrialisation, was portrayed in Dickens’ 
Little Dorrit and other fiction and non-fiction works of the period. 

The housing stock in towns was often substandard with damp and poor 
facilities being very prevalent. Pollution, smoke, open sewers, cesspits and 



increased population density had a significant impact on 
mortality rates. 

Surveys by journalist Henry Mayhew and businessman 
Charles Booth established that 85% of poverty in London was 
due to unemployment and 15% to drink and thriftlessness. Edwin 
Chadwick’s report, The Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring 
Population, published in 1842, was of great importance in terms 
of forcing change. The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, a pamphlet 
published in 1883, was instrumental in further raising awareness 
of the appalling living conditions endured by the paupers of 
London. In the north of England, Seebohm Rowntree analysed 
the level of deprivation, established the concept of the ‘poverty 
line’ and pressed for reform. 

The rural poor also suffered from inferior housing and bore 
the brunt of crop failings. In the Irish Famine (1845-1852) one 
million people died and a further one million emigrated. At this 
time, a North Devon agricultural worker’s diet was found to be 
40% deficient in nutrients and others were barely surviving on a 
diet that was “not enough for mere physical efficiency”. 

Poverty led to undesirable activities such as crime, prostitution 
and the establishment of male adolescent gangs. 

Mary Ann Cotton was a notorious serial killer who is believed to 
have murdered upwards of twenty-one people, mostly family 
members for whom she received an insurance payout. 

Amelia Dyer (pictured here after her arrest in 1896) was a  baby 
farmer who is credited with being one of the most prolific murderers 
in British history. Baby farming was the practice of adopting 
unwanted infants in return for a fee. She is suspected of murdering 
more than 400 of the babies, reputedly to reduce the cost of caring for 
them. 

Prostitution could be the only choice for impoverished women to 
survive. Their plight was brought to the fore by the murders of 
prostitutes carried out by an unknown serial killer known as Jack the 
Ripper in the Whitechapel area of London in 1888. 

Against a backdrop of harsh economic deprivation, gangs of 
unemployed young men fell into crime. The Cornermen and High Rip 
gangs operated in Liverpool, using violence and intimidation. 

Diseases widespread at the time were varied, with tuberculosis being the worst. A quarter to a third of all cases 
proved fatal. In 1831, the first recorded cases of cholera appeared in Sunderland, believed to have been spread by 
sailors from India. A national epidemic claimed more than 50,000 lives. Transmission of these diseases was not 
fully understood, so that efforts to combat their spread were often ineffective. 

Hazardous working conditions were responsible for some specific ailments, e.g. black spit (coalminers), 
potters’ asthma, sweeps’ cancer. The Factory Acts ushered in some improvements in working conditions. 

Prior to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834,  poor relief was administered at parish or township level, 
financed by rates levied on local property. The cost represented a generous 2% of the country’s income and this 
began to cause concern. One of the main recommendations of the Poor Law Commission was that outdoor relief 
should only be provided in workhouses. It also established a distinction between ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ 
poor. 

Charitable efforts to support the poor were extensive. Octavia Hill, a social reformer, campaigned for improved 
housing. Louisa Twining of the Twinings Tea family pressed for better poor law provision, particularly for women. 
Samuel Smiles advocated self-help and published a book of that name in 1859. Dr Thomas Barnardo focussed on 
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helping children living in poverty and established 
homes for destitute boys and girls with the ethos 
that no child should be turned away. Friendly 
societies, such as the Ancient Order of Foresters, 
began to institute sick funds and trade unions grew 
in strength. 

Local Boards of Health were set up under the 
1848 Public Health Act with the aim of improving 
the sanitary condition of towns by placing the 
supply of water, sewerage, drainage, cleansing, 
paving and environmental health regulation under 
a single local body. Further legislation in 1875 
placed sanitation and disease prevention under 
government control and formed the basis of our law 
today. 

This enabled improvements in living conditions, 
although it was notable that London’s sewers were 
in a poor state of repair and discharged into the 
River Thames, from where Londoners took their 
drinking water. One of several cholera epidemics 
struck London in 1853. Medical opinion at the time 
held that cholera was caused by foul air: a so-
called  miasma. Physician  John Snow  had earlier 
advanced a different explanation, which is now 
known to be correct, that cholera was spread by 
contaminated water. As Chief Engineer of 
London's  Metropolitan Board of Works, Joseph Bazelgette created the London Main Drainage, the  sewerage 
system for central London, in response to the  Great Stink  of 1858, which was instrumental in relieving 
the city of cholera epidemics. 

By the 1860s, medical advances had facilitated a move towards prevention of disease: for example, smallpox 
vaccination became mandatory. Florence Nightingale and Mary Seacole made great strides in the training of 
nurses and the provision of better hospital care. Also at this time, greater respect for the medical profession 
developed, as did the public’s awareness of hygiene. Additionally, the government came to see the maintaining of 
the public’s health as crucially important . 

Sally James 
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