
Serious Assault on Workhouse Master 1899 
 

Insubordination by Tramps 
 
 

 
William Waters, a tramp, was brought up in custody 
and charged with a serious assault upon the Master 
of the Tisbury Workhouse, Mr J Issac. 
 
Mr W Marsh, as clerk to the Board of Guardians, 
appeared to prosecute. 
 
Mr Isaac stated that he admitted the prisoner into the 
casual ward of the Workhouse on Saturday last, and 
told him that, in accordance with the rules, he would 
have to remain until Monday and do the prescribed 
task.  He replied that he would see about that if his 
wife came up. 
 
When casuals came in on Saturday nights, explained 
witness, they were detained until the following 
Monday morning, when they had to perform the task 
of picking 4lbs of oakum. 
 

 
Witness heard nothing more of the prisoner until Monday morning, when on giving him the customary 4lbs of oakum to pick, he 
pushed it in his face violently, smashing into pieces a pair of glasses which he was wearing.  He was almost blinded for a few 
seconds, and on recovering himself he saw the prisoner approaching him with a fire shovel (produced), which he held in a 
threatening attitude.   
 
Immediately, the man aimed a blow at his head, but witness, in order to avoid the full force of this, dodged and closed with him.  
They both fell to the ground and after a brief struggle, he managed to overpower the prisoner, who he afterwards gave into 
custody of Superintendent Fox. 
 
As a result of the blow witness received with the shovel, his head bled freely, and he felt the effects for several days. 
 
He had received special instructions from the Guardians to see that casuals performed their full task, as they had become so 
numerous. 
 
Dr J L Ensor said he examined the wound which Mr Isaac received on the head as a result of the blow from the shovel, and 
found a deep cut on the scalp an inch long.  He washed and dressed it and told Mr Isaac, who was very much upset, to keep 
quiet for a few days.  The blow must have been a violent one to have caused the injury. 
 
Defendant, in defence, alleged that the Master promised him that he should leave the House on Monday morning in order that 
he might meet his wife, who had been sent by the police to a lodging house instead of to the Workhouse.  He, however, failed 
to carry out this promise and when he (the Master) gave him the oakum he merely pushed it aside.  In doing this, he slipped, 
and his foot coming into contact with the fire shovel, he stooped to pick it up, whereupon the Master rushed at him and got his 
wound by striking his head against a post in the scuffle which ensued. 
 
The Bench decided to convict and Mr Marsh then said he must press for a severe punishment, as great trouble had recently 
been experienced at the Workhouse in consequence of the insubordination of tramps.   
 
The Bench inflicted the maximum punishment of two months’ imprisonment with hard labour. 
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