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Edward Shepherd was appointed Governor of Wakefield House of Correction in 1832 and retired through ill-health in 1864. Following his appointment he set about bringing in reforms for the prisoners. He introduced mat-making for the short-term prisoners, although the long-term inmates continued to be made to exercise on the treadmills. This industry produced goods made by hand from cocoa-fibre in the prison workshop to be sold in the shops of Wakefield. The main product, matting, was made by inmates, and the profits went towards the prisoners’ upkeep, reducing the ratepayers’ bill in Wakefield.  The cost of housing the prisoners came down dramatically over the years. Gradually the market expanded. For example in 1857 S.L. Evans & Company were appointed as sole agents in the Oxford district for the sale of mats and matting manufactured at the Wakefield House of Correction. 

In 1864 Mr Shepherd was followed by Captain Armytage as Prison Governor. He continued with the system, and for much of this time the long-term prisoners also participated in the mat-making work. Steam-powered machinery was introduced which increased production to the extent that the prison had to find new outlets for their mats and re-organise prices. In 1865 the Wakefield Industrial Fine Arts Exhibition was held and the prison was allowed to show these mats. Many of the visitors became interested and the prison received orders for their goods from all over England and Europe. 

Although this business was good for Wakefield taxpayers, the prison sold their goods below market price creating unrest among weavers and shop keepers throughout the country. This eventually led to a debate in Parliament. It was argued that it was wrong to use prison labour to make mats which were sold under market value, thus reducing sales of producers from elsewhere.  During the debate two visiting Justices of the Peace from Wakefield, Major Waterhouse and Mr Akroyd, argued for the system. They explained that the employment of the prisoners had greatly reduced the numbers in the prison and the numbers returning. It had also educated the prisoners for their release. They suggested that it was up to the weavers to catch up in the market as it was supply and demand that set prices and contracts. Also they had heard that other prisons had adopted mat-making to reduce rates for their townspeople. 

One long-standing outlet for Wakefield prison mats was W & J Baldwins, Brush manufacturers, St James Street Brush Works, Burnley, who advertised their goods regularly, ‘prices reasonable’, ‘all goods warranted’ and returnable if unsatisfactory. This order carried on till the firm cancelled the contract in 1882 after years of trade. The prison found new outlets in the shops, but they had to sell at market price. From 1877 convicts could no longer make matting as a result of several disturbances in prisons arising from the work, so only short-term prisoners continued to make mats. By May 1888 the total number of prisoners employed in mat-making was only 1660 in all prisons. The Home Secretary was put under pressure to abolish mat-making throughout the prison system but prisons continued to resist and carried on till July 1895 when phasing-out began. 

Wakefield was the only prison in the country to use steam machinery for the production of mats. The city can be proud of this innovation which found useful and profitable work for prisoners. Let’s not forget Mr Edward Shepherd whose reforms benefitted the people of Wakefield. 
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