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The subject of this paper is an almost forgotten man. He is, I think, 
wrongly forgotten. The neglect of his memory is discreditable both to his 
town and to our times: to his town because he worked so hard and steadily, 
over the span .of a whole generation, to alleviate the suffering of thousands 
of its poor; to our times because now that we have enthroned the Welfare 
State and made "social work" one of its leading professions, we show so 
little interest in its pioneers, in the isolated individuals up and down the 
country who were engaged in the business before any of the present social 
workers, eo nomine, were born. 

I 

In his origins Dare himself exemplified one of the chief social problems 
that he was going to have to contend with in his working life. He was born 
at Titchfield in Hampshire in 1800, one of two pairs of twins that his 
mother produced in that single year. She had twelve more children besides. 
She was a Jewess named Hannah Isaacs. His father's people were all 
countrymen, his grandfather a miller at Bramshott. 

When Joseph was young they moved northwards to Hinckley. The 
dispersal of the large family soon began. Three of Joseph's brothers 
settled in New York, and eventually in 1841 their parents, with four or 
five more children, joined them there. Joseph, however, stayed at home, 
married a Hinckley girl, Mary Collington, in 1830, and kept a school in 
the town. His parents had joined the Unitarians, and Joseph remained 
connected with them. His school was housed in a room attached to the 
Unitarian chapel, and it comprehended night work with adults as well 
as the conventional teaching of children by day. His reputation in the 
community grew. He became secretary of a number of voluntary bodies, 
like the Widows and Orphans Society, and as he was known to be a 
competent accountant, he was asked to investigate the affairs of Needham 
& Hemmings Bank, which was tottering to its ruin in the early 1840s. 
In order to give proper time to this engagement he temporarily relinquished 
his school to a friend; the friend proved inefficient and the school collapsed, 
leaving Dare without permanent work. At this moment the Unitarians 
of the Great Meeting at Leicester had just decided to set up a Domestic 
Mission in the town. One of the leading members of the community was 
Thomas Paget the surgeon, and through him and his wife, Dare was invited 
to take charge of the Mission. He accepted, and moved into Leicester to 
begin his new work in 1845.1 
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The Leicester Unitarians had not thought up this idea for themselves. 
The Domestic Mission originated in the United States in the work of 
Joseph Tuckerman as "Minister at Large" in Boston, Massachusetts, in 
1826 - 39. 2 Tuckerman visited England, and Domestic Missions, somewhat 
after the pattern he had established in Boston, were set up in the 1830s in 
London, Manchester, and Liverpool, and subsequently in Birmingham, 
Bristol, Leeds, and Leicester.3 The pattern is firmly laid down in the 
constitution of the Liverpool Domestic Mission, adopted in 1836. The 
duties of the missionary are defined there as "to establish an intercourse 
with a limited number of families of the neglected poor, to put himself 
into close sympathy with their wants and feelings, to become to them 
a Christian adviser and friend, to promote the order and comfort of their 
homes and the elevation of their social tastes, to bring them into a 
permanent connection with religious influences, and, above all, to promote 
an effective education of their children, and to shelter them from 
corrupting agencies" .4 

The scope of Dare's duties, when he began work nearly ten years 
later, was in general terms much the same, but three things distinguished 
the Leicester Mission from its prototype in Liverpool. Though both of 
them grew up under the auspices of the Unitarians, the specifically 
religious tone adopted in Liverpool was not found in Leicester; this 
was due in part, perhaps mainly, to Dare's own highly distinctive outlook. 
(It is symptomatic that the administrator of the Liverpool Mission was 
always referred to as a "Minister"; in Leicester he was a "Missionary"
a word with a weaker religious connotation.) Then whereas in Liverpool 
the Ministers came and went, in Leicester Dare stayed, to complete a 
continuous service of more than 30 years. Finally, Leicester was a town 
much smaller than Liverpool, in which the distress of the poor, though 
glaring enough when the Mission began its work, was less ghastly and 
pervasive. Appropriately, therefore, its work was on a much smaller scale. 
When a crisis arose in Liverpool, large purses were generously opened; 
as when the Minister died in the course of his work in 1847 and £2,500 
was raised forthwith for the support of his widow and six children. The 
Liverpool Mission had a fund, too, from which loans could be made to 
those in need of them; those loans amounted to some £14,000, all told, in 
thirteen months in 1843 - 4.s The Mission in Leicester had no comparable 
resources. 

The Liverpool Mission's annual income, in its earlier days, varied 
considerably, from about £200 to the bumper year in 1858, when it rose 
to £471.6 In Leicester things were on a more modest scale.7 Indeed a 
very modest scale: the annual income of the Leicester Mission from 
subscriptions and donations usually stood at about £!30. To this must 
be added a small Relief Fund, usually amounting to a little more than £20, 
and gifts in kind, which were also important. Dare's salary started at £75 
a year, was soon raised to £85, and attained £100, its maximum, in 1865 - 6. 
In the eighth year of his service his life was insured for £200, at an 
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annual premium of £10. Salary and insurance premiums were paid out 
of the subscription income. 

The Unitarians, who established and maintained the Mission, were 
the most closely-knit and perhaps the most influential religious body in 
Leicester at this time. They had come into power with the reform of the 
Corporation in 1836; the first seven mayors of the new borough all 
belonged to the Great Meeting, which became known naturally as "the 
Mayors' Nest".8 The first President of the Mission was Joseph Whetstone 
(who had been Mayor in 1839 - 40); the Committee included the Reverend 
Charles Berry (Minister of the Great Meeting), two of the Biggses, 
Samuel Stone the Town Clerk, and Dare's friend Thomas Paget, who 
succeeded Whetstone as President in 1847 and remained in that office 
five years. These men and their successors, connected closely together 
and deeply rooted in the society of Leicester, gave Dare the continuous 
support he needed for his task. There is every indication that they worked 
in unison throughout, that the sponsors of the Mission had complete 
confidence in him and left him to shape it in his own way. 

It was always a Domestic Mission, whose first business was with the 
poor in their homes. Wisely, it confined its operations within a limited 
and manageable district, in the northern part of the Old Town. Its base 
was a single room (which had formerly been used by the Chartists), 
fitted up for use as a school, in All Saints Open.9 Dare himself lived for 
many years near by, at 122 Churchgate, in a house at the north end of the 
street, which belonged to the Great Meeting ( one may presume he had it 
free of rent).10 Though this was a residential district still, it abutted 
immediately on the slums in which his work lay. As he walked home from 
the Mission Room by Northgate and Sanvey Gate on Saturday nights, 
he picked his way past groups of men, women, and children fighting 
outside the pubs.11 In other words, in a fashion that was still customary 
in many other professions than his, he lived on the job; and he kept long 
hours. 

"Visiting is the distinctive feature of the Domestic Mission", wrote 
Dare in 1847;12 visiting at home, that is, learning to appreciate at first 
hand the needs of the poor people and their difficulties. There was, of 
course, nothing new in this practice. Conscientious priests and other 
ministers of religion had been fqllowing it for centuries past. But their 
effectiveness in the task notoriously, and necessarily, varied; and however 
important it seemed in their eyes, it came second to ministering to the 
needs of the church or chapel for which they were responsible. Dare was 
employed primarily for this purpose, and for the related purpose of 
educating - in a very wide sense of that word - the people in his 
district. His first task was to get to know them, individually and 
collectively as a sector of the population of the town at large. He was 
soon paying some 4,000 visits a year13- a number that he seems to have 
maintained pretty steadily thereafter: a detailed diary that he gives of one 
week's work in 1853 - 4 shows him making 81 visits, in addition to 
attending the evening classes the Mission ran, taking a service for it in its 
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Room on Sundays, and looking after its affairs in general. 1 4 He started, 
too, to play a modest but useful part in public service. At the request of 
William Biggs (then Mayor for the second time) he made a survey of the 
Leicester schools in 1848 - 9, visiting every one in the town. Out of a 
population of 56,000 he found that less than 5,000 children were at school 
and that those who did attend did so, on the average, for less than two 
years. "The schools belonging to the Establishment", he observed with a 
characteristic candour, "are the most numerous and most efficient".rs 
The evidence he collected was used by Biggs in a lecture on education 
given to a large and representative audience at the Town Hall in April 
1849. 

Dare acted as an enumerator at the census of 1851, chiefly in order to 
improve his understanding of the educational needs of the town; and in 
collaboration with six other enumerators, working in districts contiguous 
to his, he made certain special inquiries. Taken together, their districts 
provided a large sample: they contained nearly 5,000 people, about a 
twelfth of the whole population. The broad conclusion that he and his 
colleagues came to was that two-thirds of the children who ought to have 
been receiving instruction (i .e. those between the ages of five and fifteen) 
were not at school. The great majority of those who were being taught 
were under nine; in one district, which included 600 children, only a single 
child at school was as old as thirteen. The despairing cry of the teachers 
was that not one child in twenty remained in their charge long enough 
to get anything that might be called an education. 1 7 

The lesson Dare drew from these experiences was one he never 
swerved from for the rest of his life: that the only remedy was "a sound 
system of National Education_, combined with industrial and evening 
schools, at which, as regards certain classes, there must be compulsory 
attendance". Stated thus in 1851, that view was by no means conventional; 
nor can it have been popular doctrine with employers in a town like 
Leicester, whose industry depended in large measure on children's labour. 
Dare came to know just where the resistance to the spread of education was 
to be found. After the passing of the Act of 1870 it was chiefly among 
the "private nailers and finishers", who employed little boys, especially 
in the shoe manufacture, working a day of 14 or 16 hours. It was useless 
to attempt to teach such children. "They are overwrought", he said, 
"restless, inattentive, and many fall asleep".18 Nothing in Dare's life can 
have delighted him more than the opening of the Board Schools; he took 
up at once the in5piring - and the ungrateful - task of serving as one of 
the Managers of the school in Slater Street, in the quarter he had made 
his own. 1 9 In the following year the Domestic Mission's school was closed, 
the Board School having superseded it.20 

The passionate belief in the power of education as an instrument for 
remedying the prevalent social evils was held in common by almost all the 
serious-minded mid-Victorians-including those who were uneasy about 
many of the other tendencies of the time, like John Stuart Mill. We are 
apt to smile at them now on this account, a little wearily; to say, in the 
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light of what has happened since, that they were naive, that they over
simplified both the problems and their solution. The commentary provided 
by a man like Dare helps us, I think, to readjust the balance. He was not 
a powerful thinker, or in any way an original one. His own education had 
been limited, and the experience of his life was narrow, confined to two 
towns in one county and their immediate neighbourhood. Though he went 
up to Leeds, to meet his fellow Domestic Missionaries, in 1849,21 we 
almost never hear of him going to London; nor did he take a holiday of 
any substance until 1871 when, after a protracted illness, some of the 
friends of the Mission sent him off to the Isle of Man.22 But the con
finement of his life intensified his observation. He could never regard the 
people he worked among as wicked. He had reached his conclusion at the 
time he began his mission, and it remained with him unchanged to the 
end: "most of the failings of the poor arise from the want of education, 
and that from necessity". 2 3 Their sufferings were, to him, in large measure 
remediable. They arose from ignorance, which could be combated by 
education, and from want, which was due to faults in the economic 
system that he, for one, was prepared to see put right by the action of the 
State. "That human beings should suffer", he wrote in 1852, "because 
'dolls' eyes' may have grown dull in the market is a social morbidity which 
our State physicians would do well to remove. If some new branches of 
industry could be introduced into this locality and carried on through the 
intervals unoccupied by our present manufactures, a great blessing would 
be conferred upon the whole of the inhabitants".2 4 He was no economist, 
but he was perfectly right; and he had the pleasure of noting the improve
ments that sprang from the diversification of the town's industries after 
1860.2s 

He was, then, a close and keen observer, and all the better because he 
had so few axes of his own to grind. .He fought drunkenness, he called 
constantly for improved sanitation, he was always a man of religion. And 
yet listen to his conclusion, at the end of the first dreadful Crimean winter: 
"the temperance advocate may call for Maine liquor laws, the medical 
officer may prescribe his remedy, the popular religionist 'deal damnation 
round the land', but until the causes are removed, ignorance and want 
drunkenness, crime, and disease will abound in our midst".26 Surely, 
looking back, one must feel that his view was not only compassionate, it was 
penetra.ting and it was hard-headed. 

II 
Dare's reports were written for a very small audience: the subscribers 
to the Mission, the majority known to him personally, many of them his 
friends, even his neighbours. Their character therefore is intimate. 
General description would be out of place in them, and he never attempts 
it. (How one wishes he had chosen to write an extended account of the 
Leicester he knew! It would have been a unique document.) Yet by 
slight touches, brief · allusions, he can often give us the very feeling of life 
in the place. 
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Look, for example, at what he has to say about the people's 
amusements. It is significant that he does not pay serious attention to 
them until prosperity has begun to creep up in the later fifties. Then he 
expresses himself more than a shade primly. "Cigar divans and British 
wine shops have much increased", he tells us in 1857, "and many of the 
public houses have recently opened large saloons, fitted up in elaborate 
style, for the express purpose of alluring the young to the loose dance, 
or more abominable masquerade". Older and nastier pastimes persisted. 
On Sundays "the rat-hunter and dog-fancier are beating the river, or, 
secreted in some back room or remote field, are fighting their poor dogs or 
practising their young ones upon rats, whose teeth they have previously 
knocked out".2 1 There was no exaggeration in this. Even in the eighties, 
as we know from a very worldly witness, you could visit a dog-fancier 
"who keeps a badger in a kennel to periodically cultivate the courage of 
his terriers"; cock-fighting was by no means extinct in the town; and there 
was a rat-pit in Soar Lane "patronised by dog-fanciers from the nobleman 
down to the nailer". 28 

More respectable amusements were also growing in popularity. Most 
factories soon had their bands; more than a dozen of them at a time would 
compete for prizes on the Cricket Ground. The taste for music had been 
greatly furthered, Dare notes, by "the cheap issues by Novello that 
comprise the compositions of the best authors". 29 (Too little attention 
has perhaps been paid to this agency of popular culture.) Bathing in the 
river became a widespread pastime, to be commended on grounds of 
hygiene but reprobated for the indecency it involved. Dare constantly 
urged the making of a regular tree-lined promenade on the bank of the 
river from the North Bridge to the Abbey, and the regulation of public 
bathing.3° Bathing-places were duly set aside in the late sixties;3' the other 
project was never fulfilled, though it was partly subsumed into something 
bigger when the Abbey Park was opened, after much controversy, in 1882. 
On the south side of the town the race-course, known by now as the 
Victoria Park, was thrown open to the public in the sixties and became 
a lively centre of open-air sports. The old grandstand was replaced by 
"a handsome pavilion, . . . affording accommodation for social and musical 
gatherings" ;32 cricket matches began to be played there, and it was found 
to be "admirably adapted" for an agricultural show, which it accom
modated in 1867.33 

But the pubs and popular haunts of entertainment still worried Dare. 
In 1865 he published an extended account of one of the "singing saloons", 
from his own experience.34 Three years later he noted sadly3s that the 
lower sort of working people "gloat over the 'marvellously sensational 
ballet of Can Can! ' which the town is informed by blazing posters has 
just been introduced from France, from the 'Jardin Mabille', and is now all 
the rage in London".* 

* The Jardin Mabille was a place for open-air dancing in the Champs Elysees in 
Paris. Alas, the posters lied, as so often : the dance had been known in England 
for a long time-the ruarist Greville refers to it twenty years earlier. It may have 
made its way to France from North Africa, with the colonisation of Algeria 
in the 1830s. 
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And yet, though Dare shook his head, he was not really censorious -
or if he was, it was not so much of the audiences themselves as of those 
who degraded them and provided such vulgar and demoralising entertain
ment. He realised with a calm sympathy that these things arose from the 
need to satisfy people whose lives were intolerably drab and often 
miserable. He put them on just the same footing as the wilder kinds of 
religious revivalism, which he observed with even greater distaste. For 
him - and was he wrong? - they sprang in large measure fr_om the 
same roots. 

The Mormons began to make their appeal in Leicester, with some 
success, in the forties. Dare saw this as "an offspring of poverty, for it 
gains the greater number of its adherents by promises of an Eden in the 
'far west' where the earth is to bring forth, without culture, her fruitage 
and flowers".36 They were succeeded by other new religious bodies. In 
1860 he notes the arrival of the Spiritualists37 and the Jews.38 Five years 
later it was something more sensational: "the 'fire-brigade of Jesus' have 
opened the Alhambra and traverse our streets, a prognostication, it is to 
be hoped, that a reaction is taking place among the fallen masses, but 
which in that form it is only their degradation makes possible".39 Dare was 
never surprised at the survival of superstition in any shape. In 18 52, 
expatiating on the town's bad water supply and drainage, and the con
sequent disease, he remarks that the poor trot out to visit the Wise Woman 
of Wing, in Rutland, who was a miraculous healer. She was reported to 
have given back his senses to "a born idiot" and to have "restored a 
withered arm", so that she was thought "nearly as good as our Saviour 
for cures".4° 

Though Dare had no use for such mumbo-jumbo, he expresses no 
disapproval of it. He reserves his contempt for a fellow-missionary, who 
distributed tracts among the sick that depicted the pains of hell and were 
"full of the terrible, such words as 'God is angry! ', 'God is angry ! ' 
occurring six or eight times in a small page. The idea of putting such a 
book into the hands of a person whose brains were racked with fever! "4' 

He was well aware of the gloomier side of religion, and he disliked it. 
He also understood very clearly why so many of the poor refused the 
opportunities the religious bodies held out to them. Some of them were 
genuinely too exhausted by the week's work, performed on an inadequate 
diet, to attend church or chapel on Sundays. Others were acutely aware 
of their shabby clothing. As they put it, "the rich tuck up their fine things 
and sit away from us, as if we were filled with vermin".42 Others again 
complained that the clergy who visited them were either condescending or 
officiously inquisitive.43 For one reason and another Dare was sure the 
religious bodies were losing the battle for the new, fast-growing population. 
In 1869 he drew up a comparison of a kind also made elsewhere. He 
counted 64 places of worship in Leicester (16 Anglican, 48 Nonconformist), 
and 545 drinking establishments (285 licensed victuallers, 243 beer-houses, 
17 wine-shops).44 The number of beer-shops in Churchgate had doubled, 
during the time of his residence there, though the population of the street 
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had remained the same.45 He did not wish to impase teetotalism; his mind 
was too genuinely liberal for that. When a Working Men's Club was 
started, connected with the Mission, the members were supplied with beer 
at stated hours. In spite of some initial apprehensions, the venture seemed 
to work satisfactorily.46 He welcomed the Licensing Act of 1872 with 
wide-open arms, noting the strange quiet in the streets on the first 
Saturday night after it came into force . "Legislation has wrought the 
change'", he exclaimed.47 No doubt it was simple-minded of him to 
suppose that legislation by itself could do any such thing. But we, who 
remember that Act chiefly for the controversy it has aroused among 
historians about its effect on the political allegiance of the brewers, may 
well be startled and informed by Dare's triumphant cry. 

III 
Such were some of the ideas, the prejudices, and the tastes of the Leicester 
Dare knew, which he tried to further or to fight. But, as he recognised as 
well as anybody, it was the physical conditions that formed the framework 
within which the Mission operated, that often imposed narrow limits upon 
what it could achieve. The span of his work coincided closely with the 
most rapid growth in the town's population. Without any enlargement of 
boundaries it more than doubled in those years, from about 55,000 when 
he took up his appointment to about I I 5,000 when he retired. The physical 
expansion that was a consequence of this growth affected Dare, directly, 
very little, for it occurred far beyond the limits of the Old Town; and the 
most striking changes in his own neighbourhaod came after his death, with 
the building of the Great Central Railway and the street that went with 
it in the nineties, the drastic reconstruction of the High Street in the first 
years of the twentieth century. It has been taken a long stage further in 
our own time by the cutting of Vaughan Way, just along the southern edge 
of Dare's district. These developments, and the building of factories and 
warehouses that has gone on steadily for more than a century, have left 
Dare's quarter of Leicester a waste land of shabby commercial red brick, 
in which the Jewry Wall, the three medieval churches, and the Great 
Meeting itself are almost all that he would recognise today. All Saints 
Open still exists as a street, but the sole building in it is a hosiery works. 

To see that part of the town as he knew it, and to get to grips with 
one of his" chief problems, one must go back to the lithographs of John 
Flower, which were published about twenty years before he came to 
Leicester. Their purpose was to portray historic and picturesque buildings, 
but they are equally interesting to us now for the views they give us of streets 
with their ordinary houses, shops, and inns; and - here is the point - they 
show us almost nothing of brick. Everything is built of timber and 
plaster. What was true of the main streets shown by Flower was even 
more completely true of the side streets and back courts in which Dare's 
work chiefly lay. Here things changed little and slowly. The houses were 
ancient, ill repaired, full of vermin, without drains, grossly over-crowded. 
Dare enables us to see, again and again in an individual case, what it 

, 
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really meant to live in such houses as these. Look at one example. The 
summer of 1852 was intensely hot; so hot that Dare, who never 
complained of his work, noted that it made sick-visiting "physically 
repulsive in the extreme". He found one poor old widow "literally frying 
in her bed, which was reeking with her perspiration". The ceiling of the 
room was low, with a slated roof lying close upon it, and no window 
would open; the upper sash was a fixture .48 

That last practice was common in a great many of these houses, and 
Dare campaigned tirelessly to secure its prohibition. It was not found 
only in old houses; he notes that new ones were being erected in the 
sixties with the same monstrous defect.49 The Local Board of Health was 
doing good work; but it was timid in acting to secure a change in the by
laws, forbidding malpractices of this sort. So although Dare could note 
with pleasure in 1865s0 the replacement of some of the squalid back courts 
by new houses (built of brick, of course, instead of timber), those new 
houses did not represent the full measure of improvement that might 
have been expected. 

In Dare's earlier years many of the most dilapidated of the old timber 
buildings were lodging houses, and he thought them the worst of all the 
centres of disease in the town. The Irish, who crowded in particularly at 
harvest time, congregated in Abbey Street and Abbey Lane. In the 
summer of 1847, at the time of the Famine, Dare noted one house there 
occupied by an Irishman, his wife, and six children. It had only two rooms, 
one up and one down, and into those two rooms were also crowded, during 
the harvest, 12 or 14 more men.5' There was at this time no supervision 
of lodging houses by any public authority in the town. Control of them 
was one of the first things Dare called out for, and it was satisfactory for 
him to note two years later that the Corporation had assumed the 
responsibility.52 Its exercise was not, however, entirely effective, and in 
18 53 he was insisting on the need for keeping a closer watch on "the lower 
classes of dwellings, the abodes of the newly-arrived Irish, and especially 
those pest-holes called ready furnished rooms".s3 Even when the most 
filthy of the lodging houses had disappeared or been cleaned up, they 
remained centres of disease and crime. In the next year Dare gives 
some pages of his report to a detailed account of the swindling mendicants 
who forgathered there, preserving some interesting fragments of the jargon 
they used in their operations. "High-flyers" were the best educated. They 
would claim old acquaintance in gentle families and sometimes wheedle 
out of them substantial sums - "if less than gold is presented they think 
the application has failed" . "Forney-squarers" made cheap rings for 
servant girls. They would sometimes accept payment in kind, which they 
called a good "cant", meaning food or clothing. "The Widow's Lurk" was 
a favourite trick by a woman posing as a widow (if necessary, with 
borrowed children), by which she might hope to make enough to maintain 
a feckless husband in the background. Ballad-singers, rehearsing some 
tale of woe that was said to have befallen them, were known as "Griddlers" 
and "Chanters".s4 
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Dare was making no discovery when he drew attention to the evils aris
ing from the town's lodging houses. "These nests of disease and misery of 
every kind" were the words used of them by the Parliamentary Commission
er of 1845; but he went on to add that in Leicester they were "not numer
ous", estimating that their average population was only about 240.55 One 
may easily believe that, as a visitor, he did not learn of all the houses of this 
kind existing in the town and so under-assessed the number of lodgers. 
Still, he is warning us not to exaggerate the importance of this factor in 
the spread of contagious disease. No doubt it struck Dare most forcibly, 
comparing one kind of miserable dwelling in his own neighbourhood with 
another; but he would at once have agreed that it was only one factor 
among many. 

What one never gets away from for long in his reports is the hopeless 
invincible ignorance of the poor in their treatment of disease, reinforced 
very often by an appalling fatalism engendered by their misery. Take two 
cases that he records from the smallpox epidemic of 1863 - 4. In the first 
he found that the father had died of it and that his body was then kept 
for three days, before burial, in the only bedroom in the house. In the 
second, three children were in bed together with the disease. One of them 
had caught it through contact with an infected child next door. When 
Dare remonstrated with the mother for allowing the children to meet, she 
replied : "I did not think it any use to keep my child away, for God could 
find him out wherever he was, as well as He did the other". That poor 
woman's God was indeed not Dare's God. Tersely he summed up the 
causes of all these horrors : "ignorance and filth and fatalism" .56 

In the course of his 30 years he saw some real improvements in the 
treatment of disease, as he willingly acknowledges. He visits the Dispensary 
in 1868 and pays tribute to it as a source of sound medicines.s7 He 
welcomes the start of a regular training for nurses and rejoices to note, 
in that same year, that the first five of them are at work.s8 These were 
what we now call District Nurses, visiting their patients in their homes. 
One can scarcely over-estimate the service that these women and their 
successors were to render to the people they attended. Again, their 
introduction into Leicester was due largely to the efforts of a member 
of the Great Meeting-Mrs. W. H. Walker, whose husband had served 
as the first Secretary of the Domestic Mission. She was energetically 
backed by the wife of the Reverend D. J. Vaughan, the Vicar of St. 
Martin's.59 

Here indeed is an example of one of the changes for the better that 
must have pleased Dare most: the quietly increasing collaboration between 
members of the different religious bodies in the town. He had gone out 
of his way to commend Vaughan's activities in adult education, shortly 
after the Working Men's Institute had been founded - though he very 
truly observed that they affected the upper working class only.60 When he 
himself fell seriously ill, through over-work in the torrid summer of 1868, 
ministers of other denominations took it in turns to carry on some of his · 
work at the Mission Room.61 Such things would have been much rarer 
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in the thirties and forties, when Leicester Nonconformity was dominated 
by hard, unyielding partisans like Edward Miall. They were not easy to 
achieve, indeed, even in Dare's later years; he must have seen a great 
deal of the old spirit when he served on the School Board towards the 
~nd of his life. There never could be any doubt where he stood. In 
earlier days, when he lived at Hinckley, he had gone to the Roman 
Catholic church to hear Wiseman preach, and had come away to write a 
poem in recognition of the ecumenical spirit of the sermon - an extra
ordinary gesture from some one who might have been labelled a left-wing 
Protestant.62 In the whole series of his reports there is only one passage 
that even hints at sectarian animosity. Like many other people in Leicester, 
Dare was bothered by the young and engaging William Henry Anderdon, 
who became Vicar of St. Margaret's in 1846, and at one moment we may 
feel that he is glancing at Anderdon's activities.63 He disliked what he 
thought were his Tractarian antics, feeling sure that he was going himself, 
and trying to lead others, to Rome. He was quite right. After four years 
Anderdon resigned his living and was received into the Catholic church; 
he died a Jesuit. With that solitary exception all that one sees in Dare 
is an intense, over-riding desire for the furtherance of the work he was 
committed to, and a real appreciation of any one, from any religious body, 
who would take a hand in it. 

Looking at the town more generally, and not just at the treatment of 
sickness, Dare also allows some improvement. In almost every repo'rt he 
refers to the economic character of the year, and this emphasises the 
violent fluctuations of employment and apparent prosperity that he 
witnessed. (One must say "apparent" because a modern reader, un
accustomed to very large differences between one year and its successor, 
is apt to take Dare and his contemporaries too literally on this point; even 
in bad years ruin did not stare their economy in the face, as it stares 
ours more and more plainly today. Victorian prosperity was fundamental 
and, unlike ours, real and continuous.) Dare's yardstick is always the 
general condition of the working class, in terms of employment, wages, 
and prices. Things get better in 1848 - 50, then there is a setback, then they 
improve very markedly until the Crimean War begins to have its effect, 
particularly in raising prices. We watch the upward climb again between 
the two years of financial panic, 1857 and 1866 - Dare cries out in 
bewilderment that it will be a happy day when the causes of these panics 
are found.64 The staple manufactures are then disorganised, a "busy, 
bustling, and difficult period"6s ensues, and we arrive at the brief radiance 
of the early seventies. His last observation at his retirement in 1876 is 
that the previous year had been "on the whole not quite so prosperous as 
many of its predecessors", and he refers tO an exceptionally wet and cold 
November.66 We are at the beginning of what it used to be permissible 
to call the Great Depression. 

Now there is nothing in Dare's observations on these matters that is 
in the least original, that we cannot also learn from economic historians. 



76 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHJ£.OLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

What he does, very concisely (for he seldom takes more than two sentences 
to record the economic temperature), is to give us the sense of these sharp 
changes in prosperity, as they affected a fair-sized provincial town; and to 
do so from the point of view of those who were in large measure the help
less victims of those changes, who had, at a time of unemployment or 
sickness, little or nothing to fall back upon, who lived always in anxiety 
and often in fear. We can reconstruct the anxiety and fear, make them 
more precise in terms of wages and the cost of living. Dare tells us 
directly how his people felt. 

He records surprisingly little complaint or vehement protest; what 
protest there is comes usually from himself. The old fatalism played its 
part. When distress reappeared in the first Crimean year, he tells us that 
"the cause was generally attributed to the war and the consequent un
settled state of the civilised world. Hence it was borne hopefully and 
patiently".67 The spirit of revolt was abroad, then as always; but leader
less and without direction in the years between the collapse of Chartism 
and the growth of the trade unions and labour movement in the seventies. 
Once or twice Dare interested himself in looking into the circulation of 
cheap subversive newspapers. In 1850 he reports that the Red Republican, 
edited by the old Chartist Harney, sold 66 copies in Leicester and Cooper's 
Journal 150. With these he compares Household Words-at the same 
level, rnr; the Family Herald, 532; the News of the World, 570.68 

According to his inquiries, more than 6,000 copies of penny publications 
were taken weekly in the town - that is, about I to 4 of the adult popula
tion. A third of these he supposed to be "of decidedly immoral character".69 

Some years later he shows his dislike for the "Sunday strollers" with the 
Reasoner or Reynolds in their hands, who spend their time arguing about 
religious or political matters that are too high for them, "while their own 
families are suffered to grow up in filth and rags".7° For once, one hears 
him speaking in the tones of unimaginative orthodoxy. But at least he 
did not shirk the duty of contesting opinions he thought wrong: "the 
friendly contest with political or religious error" went on constantly as he 
visited his people in their homes.11 And he had few illusions. "I have 
not met with much of what is called 'enlightened ,unbelief'," he remarks, 
"nor, I may add, of enlightened faith".12 

From time to time he would draw up a simple balance sheet of 
improvement and retrogression. It tended to show gain in material things, 
offset by moral stagnation or loss. In 1857 he notes, among a series of 
gains, a greater sympathy between employers and employed.73 He rated 
the arrival of the new trades, above all the shoe manufacture, at its true 
importance.74 By 1868 he was prepared to allow that "Leicester's lean 
stockinger", a proverbial figure of earlier years, had disappeared.75 In 
intellectual and moral matters, too, there were changes for the better, 
besides the overwhelming victory represented by the Education Act of 
1870. In his very first report he had expressed a wish for, among other 
thi1t1gs, "an extensive museum" in Leicester,16 Three years later he was 



A VICTORIAN SOCIAL WORKER 77 

able to record the opening of the Museum in New Walk (one of the first 
to be supported out of the rates in any English town) and the "delight" 
with which many working men had spoken of it.77 He warmly welcomed 
Thomas Cook's Temperance Hall in Granby Street, particularly as a 
place of meeting for Friendly Societies. They had hitherto been obliged 
to base themselves on public houses, and this had led to "one of the worst 
features of drunkenness, that of compulsory drinking" .78 At the end of the 
sixties, while the fundamental battle over children's education was still 
being fought, he was encouraged by the inauguration of the School of Art 
and Design- the germ of today's Polytechnic.79 To Dare these were all 
signs of true progress, and he saluted them gratefully as such. 

Yet many of the old evils persisted. Some of them took new forms. 
The sanitary condition of the town remained in some ways very bad even 
beyond Dare's time. His last reports reflect what became the prevailing 
anxiety of the late Victorian age in Leicester: its bad eminence in infant 
mortality. He characterised it as "at all times frightful" in 1869,80 and he 
set himself to try to understand its causes. 81 From his discussion with 
doctors and his own observation he came to suspect that it was to some 
extent a consequence of the expansion and the mechanisation of industry 
in the town, which afforded constantly increasing opportunities of work to 
its women, who, in proportion as they took them, could spend less time in 
looking after their families. 82 

That was in Dare's penultimate report. The argument he hints at 
there - and he offers it as a tentative theory, certainly not as a dogmatic 
opinion - had a long future before it, reaching down to our own time. He 
reverted to infant mortality as the most conspicuous blot on the condition 
of Leicester in his final words to the subscribers to the Mission.83 By that 
time he was 76. Though his health was far from feeble, it had been 
permanently impaired by his illness in 1868. He must have felt it was time 
for him to go. The Mission itself was beginning to run into difficulties, 
with a slightly falling income from subscriptions. By 1877 it had to reckon 
with a serious deficit. In January of that year a new Domestic Missionary 
took up his duties, Henry Thomas Basford. From his first report it is clear 
that things changed swiftly. He himself lived away on the Belgrave Road. 
The Mission's quarters in All Saints Open were abandoned - no doubt 
on grounds of economy - and the whole work concentrated in the Great 
Meeting schools. The report is businesslike, energetic, thoroughly decent; 
but one detects ai: once the absence of Dare's peculiar tone, his mature 
observation, his constant curiosity about cause and effect, his special blend 
of clear-sightedness with compassion. 

He seems to have been able to enjoy his retirement. He read a great 
deal (including Vanity Fair : Becky Sharp roused him to a transport of 
simple indignation - he had never, among all the criminals and wastrels 
he had known, come across such infamy as hers); he wrote poems; he was 
put on to the first Committee of the Leicester Charity Organisation 
Society.84 Having advocated the better education of women all his life, it 
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must have pleased him particularly to see his daughter, Mrs. William 
Evans, elected as the first woman member of one of the School Boards in 
the town and presently appointed one of the first Governors responsible 
for the Wyggeston Girls' School established in 1879. He died on 6 
September 1883. His estate amounted to £386. 

IV 
This paper has set out to describe what Dare wanted to do and what he did, 
chiefly from his own modest and matter-of-fact record. If one goes on to 
ask the natural question, "What were the effects of his work?", neither he 
nor anybody else can give us the answer. 

He must have paid more than 100,000 visits to his people in the 
course of his 30 years. One cannot attribute a single result specifically to 
any one of them. He would have admitted this himself. The real evidence 
of what he had done reposed in the confidence between him and those he 
helped. They were not articulate, and they have left no record. The scale 
of his operations was tiny, governed by the minute resources at his disposal. 
He was deeply respected and beloved, he was long remembered,85 he was 
genuinely and not in any cant phrase the friend of the people he worked 
among - sometimes, we can be sure, their only friend. That comprehends 
all we can say. 

No doubt Dare would have thought it enough. He would have been 
surprised that anybody should read through the series of his closely
printed little reports, a hundred years and more after they were written; 
more surprised still to know of the value that might be thought to attach to 
them. They afford a kind of evidence that is less common than might be 
supposed: a contemporary account, written up year by year, of a poor 
quarter in a town passing through important changes in its industrial life; 
written not for publication in the full sense of the term but half-privately, 
for a handful of readers; a simple record free from all self-commendation, 
which would have been seen through in this small circle, and absurdly out 
of character for Dare. No one who reads the reports can doubt the truth 
that is written all over them. Dare may not have seen everything clearly, 
he was blind and puzzled at times like the rest of us. But he certainly 
wrote down nothing that he did not believe to be true; and this establishes 
a curiously strong bond between his remote reader and himself. He has 
also a singular freedom from sectarianism. Here is a mid-Victorian Non
conformist who speaks to us quite directly even on matters of religion, 
without snide comment on Anglicans or Roman Catholics or his fellow 
Dissenters - save only when, like the hell-fire man, they betray the 
Christian spirit. There was nothing great about him, but he was morally 
strong without self-righteousness or rigidity; strong enough to endure the 
protracted strain of living continuously with suffering, which he could 
often do little to ease, without breaking down or hardening his heart. 
As a witness of what he saw and thought fit to record, he is exceptionally 
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valuable to anybody who is interested in his age or his town. As a 
hwnan being, perhaps we can apply to him the words Marty South used 
of Giles Winterborne, "You was a good man, and did good things". 

NOTES 

1. This account of Dare's family and earlty life is based chiefly on Isabel C. Ellis, 
Records of Nineteenth-Century Leicester (1935), 82-6. A few recollections of it 
are also to be found in Dare's book of verse, The Garland of Gratitude [1849]. 
A photograph of Joseph Dare appears in Mrs. Ellis's book (op. cit., 82) 

2. For Tuckerman see Dictionary of American Biography and Joseph Tuckerman 
on the Elevation of the Poor: a Selection from his Reports (Boston, Mass., 1874) 

3. I have been unable to find any records of the London Mission. The history of 
the Manchester Mission was written by H . E. Perry in A Century of Liberal 
Religion and Philanthropy in Manchester (1933); and a large number of the 
Mission's reports are in the Manchester Central Library. The Liverpool Society's 
reports for 1837-75 and 1900-37 are in the Liverpool Reco,rd Office: Acc. 2072. 
The history of the Birmingham Mission is recounted in H. New, Hurst Street 
Domestic Mission, Birmingham [1890]. The Birmingham Reference Library 
has a number of the Mission's reports, though no long continuous series., 
between 1840 and 1938. A copy of the first report of the Leeds Mission (1845) 
is in the British Museum; the Leeds Reference Library has one of the I Ith 
(1855) 

4. Liverpool Domestic Mission Society, ISt Report, 39 
5. 7th Report, 35. Many loans were repaid in the course of this time, so that 

money was lent several times over 
6. 22nd Report, 92 
7. The main source for all that follows is the reports of the Leicester Domestic 

Mission, of which a set (lacking the 25th and 26th, for 1869-71) is in the City 
Reference Library. For brevity they are referred to here thus: 1 R 17=rst 
Report, p. 17 

8. A. T. Patterson, Radical Leicester (1954), 214 
9. r R 17 

10. He seems to have occupied this house until about 1873. His 29th Report (1873-4) 
is dated from Soar Lane Cottage, its two successors from 23 West Street 

11. 27R5 
12. 2 R 18 
13. 3 R21 
14. 9R6-18 
15. 4 R 7-8 
16. W. Biggs, National Education [1849], 6-7 (City Reference Library, Pamphlet 

Collection, vol. 71) 
17. 6R 7-8 
18. 27 R 13; cf. 23 R 6 
19. 29R8-9 
20. 30R5 
21. 5 R6 
22. 24R4, 27R4 
23. I R 14 
24. 7R6 
25. 16 R 6, 17 R 4 
26. 10R5 
27. 12R6 
28. R. Read, Modern Leicester (1881), 194, 196, 286 
29. IS R6 
30. 16 R 17 
31. 23 R 4. The Corporation had helped to maintain a "large penny swimming bath" 

since 1849; it erected covered-in baths in Bath Lane in 1879. See J. Storey, 
Historical Sketch of some of the principal Works ••• of the Borough of Leic
ester (1895), 70-3 

32. 21 R3 
33. 23R5 
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34. 20R10-12 
35. 23R9 
36. 6R4 
37. English Spiritualism was just then entering on what one of its historians has 

called its "classic period": F. Podmore, Modern Spiritualism (1902), ii. 47. It 
flourished at least as much in the provinces as in London. In the 1860s and 1870s 
there was a large invasion of American professional mediums into Britain 

38. 15 R6 
39. 20R7 
40. 7 R 10. The Wise Woman was Amelia Woodcock. She was not consulted only 

by the poor and illiterate. Cf. Notes and Queries, 5th series, v. 4-5, 375 
41. 17 R 13 
42. I R6-7 
43. 12R6 
44. 24R8 
45. 23 R6 
46. 21 R6-7 
47. 27R5 
48. 7R8 
49. 19R5 
50. 20R7 
51. 2 R21-2 
52. 4R6 
53. 8 R 16 
54. ro R 10-13 
55. Parliamentary Papers, 1845, xviii. 627 
56. I9 R 14-16 
57. 23 RS-9 
58. 22 R 16, 23 R 9 
59. Ellis, 93 
6o. 19R7 
61. 24R5 
62. The Garland of Gratitude, 22-3 
63. 3 R9 
64. 14R5 
65. 23 R4 
66. 3I R9 
67. 9R5 
68. For the Family Herald see Early Victorian England, ed. G. M. Young (1934), 

ii. 69-71. The News of the World had begun to appear in 1843 and called itself 
"the novelty of nations": ibid., ii. 17 

69. 5 R 13-r4 
70. 12R6 
71. 8 R5 
72. 6 R 4 
73. 12 R6 
74. 17R4 
75. 23 R3 
76. I R25 
77. 4R6 
78. 8R9 
79. 24R6 
So. 24R10 
81. 28 R 13 
82. 30R IO 
83. 31 R u-13 
84. Ellis, 95-6, 1o6-7 
85. Ibid., 96-7; Mrs. T. Fielding Johnson, Glimpses of Ancient Leicester (1906), 

387. 

I am much indebted for help in preparing this paper to the staff of the Leicester 
City Reference Library, the Public Libraries of Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liver
pool, and Manchester, and the Guildhall Library, London. Mrs. G. H. Martin and 
Professor F. W. J. Hemmings also kindly answered questions I put to them. 


