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The lives of the poor in the past can be researched using many different sources. Poor Law 

records and census enumerator’s books (CEBs) are obvious places to start, but local 

newspapers should not be ignored. A particularly valuable but generally overlooked feature of 

local newspapers in the nineteenth century are reports of the weekly petty sessions which many 

of them contain. At the petty sessions, persons arrested for minor criminal offences such has 

public drunkenness, assault and low-value theft were put on trial. Bastardy examinations and 

child support disputes were also settled in the court of petty sessions. These reports invariably 

feature the names and other details of the those involved, and as many nineteenth century 

newspapers have now been digitised (and are therefore keyword searchable) they are certainly 

worth checking if you are trying to reconstruct the lives of specific persons. More than this, 

though, reports of petty sessions can shed light on a range of social issues and provide valuable 

insights into the lives of Victorian Britain’s poor and marginalised. By way of demonstration, 

the following short case study is based around a series of local newspaper reports of petty 

sessions trials held in the industrial town of Preston, Lancashire, during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. It focuses on one individual, a woman named Mary Mawdsley, who 

frequently found herself on trial before the magistrates at the petty sessions and spent much of 

her adult life in prisons and workhouses. 

Mary Mawdsley lived on the margins of society. A violent drunk, a thief and a prostitute, 

by the age of 30 in 1861 she had appeared at the Preston petty sessions on no fewer than 37 

separate occasions for a string of public order offences. It was at this time that her regular 

courtroom appearances, sometimes more than once in a single week, began to capture the 

attention of the local press. ‘AN OLD OFFENDER’, headlined the Preston Chronicle 

newspaper in its first report on Mawdsley in February 1859.1 The report detailed her arrest for 

drunkenness and disorderly conduct just two days after being released from prison, and on this 

occasion the magistrates sent her back to prison for a month. Subsequent headlines included 

‘DRUNK AGAIN’, ‘A DARK HISTORY’ and ‘AN INCOURIGIBLE’.2  

The February 1859 Chronicle report indicates a common theme in Mary’s adult life; she 

was often arrested shortly after leaving an institution. In August 1860, for example, she was 

arrested for being drunk and disorderly the day after she came out of the Preston Union 

workhouse. ‘I am very sorry’, Mary explained, ‘I went to Mr. Fletcher’s [a public house] in 

Great Shawe Street, and got a few glasses, and they took hold of me – (Laughter)’.3 This is one 

of the few occasions we read Mary’s own words. The magistrates decided in this instance to 

send her back to the workhouse, but she was warned that if she appeared before them again she 

would be sent to prison at Lancaster Castle for twelve months.4 Mary did not take heed of this 

warning. Within one week she had been hauled before the magistrates again for drunkenness 

and disorderly conduct, and was sentenced to six months in Lancaster Castle. During the next 

decade, the same pattern was repeated time and time again. By her 38th birthday, in 1869, this 

‘wretched looking’ woman had served a combined total of over nine years in prison, including 

a stretch of four years at Lancaster Castle between 1861 and 1865 for stealing money from a 

man who appears to have paid for her services. She owed at least twenty-five shillings in unpaid 

fines.5  
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Mary Mawdsley was clearly without a fixed abode during this period of her life. On more 

than one occasion she was arrested for ‘illegally sleeping’ in various places around Preston.6 

When she was not on the streets or in prison, she was in the Preston Union workhouse. Indeed, 

the magistrates frequently sent her to the workhouse because she had nowhere else to go. She 

was in the institution on census night 1861, listed as an unmarried house worker. Although we 

do not know how often or for how long she resided in the workhouse (the Preston workhouse 

registers have not survived for this period), it is clear that institutions in one form or another 

served as her main home throughout the majority of her thirties and forties. Curiously, on one 

occasion in 1860 Mawdsley was selected by the workhouse master to act as a temporary 

‘female assistant’ in the home of a man whose wife was dying. The man, who had four children, 

had applied to the guardians for help so that he could go out to work. Mawdsley agreed to go, 

but it can hardly be said that she approached her new role enthusiastically. After just thirty 

minutes in the man’s home she decided to leave and did not return. This episode was brought 

up during the meeting of the guardians the following week, where it was decided that 

workhouse inmates were ‘totally unfit’ to care for the poor in this way. The policy of allowing 

inmates to go out to other people’s homes was swiftly abandoned.7   

The last we hear of Mawdsley is in August 1868, when the Preston Herald reported that she 

had been charged with theft and sentenced to serve twelve months in Lancaster Castle.8 She 

had been drinking with a man in a public house, and stole one shilling and two pence as well 

as a knife from him as he slept. Quite what happened to her after she served this sentence is 

unclear. She would have been 38 or 39 when she left prison, and had few if any options open 

to her. We know nothing about her familial and kinship networks, but they were hardly likely 

to have been strong enough to raise her from her miserable circumstances. She very probably 

continued on the same criminal and destitute path, moving between the prison and the 

workhouse. Indeed, she appears to have ended her days, still relatively young, in the latter 

institution. In January 1879 a women named Mary Mawdsley died in the Preston Union 

workhouse aged 49, the same age the Mary Mawdsley featured in the study would have been.9   
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