
CHAPTER XI1 

THE ENGLISH e ALMS-CHEST 

WHEN the parish system came into existence, and each 
parish church as it established its claim was given the 
control of its own temporalities, it was required to 
administer these according to canon law. Gradually 
the powers and duties which had hitherto been vested 
in cathedrals, minsters, abbeys, and other Baptismal- or 
Mother-Churches were transferred to parish churches 
within their own parochial bounds. The Mother- 
Churches of course retained their own proper endow- 
ments, and with them the responsibility of carrying on 
their own services, maintaining their own charitable 
institutions, and ministering to such communities within 
their provinces as were not yet parochialized. In Eng- 
land the revenues of the parish were managed and 
administered by the incumbent of the parish and by 
the parish officers duly appointed for that purpose, 
viz, the Churchwardens, with the Overseer of the Poor 
as their agent in administering poor relief. 

The resources available for this purpose were origin- 
ally and in the main adequate. The bishop or other 
church authority saw to it that no parish church was 
sanctioned unless it was sufficiently endowed. The 
provision on which it relied consisted of the parish 
tithes, together with the free-will offerings of the 
people, which were made on stated occasions and were 
regarded as more or less obligatory. 

These were later augmented by f Church Ales,' 
which became a common feature of parish life. Other 
forms of this social custom were known as 'Parish 
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PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

One of the finest and most fiuitfiul instances of parish 
poor-relief was the system of apprenticeship. Orphans 
and the children of destitute families, both boys and 
girls, were apprenticed to suitable trades, and the fees 
for their apprenticeship were paid out of the parish 
stock. In  most parishes, perhaps in all, in addition to 
the funds available for the help of the poor in general, 
foundations were bequeathed for this special purpose 
by benefactors who may have owed their prosperity 
to their own paid apprenticeship, and who in any case 
had the welfare of the parish and its poor at heart. 
So long as these funds were administered under the 
cohtrol of the parish authorities themselves, strict 
supervision was kept oyer the welfme of the apprentices. 
They were children of the parish, their apprenticeship 
fees were paid out of parish funds, and it was to the 
interest of the parish that they suffered no disadvantage, 
and that the obligations resting upon their masters were 
in every respect fulfilled. Nor did any stigma attach 
to their apprenticeship at the public expense. Whether 
their fees were paid out of parish stock or out .of special 
foundations or out of both, they were drawing upon 
resources to which they were entitled as of right, and 
were given the opportunity to repay the benefit by their 
skill and usefulness to the community. 

The properties held and administered by the parishes, 
as well as by the corporations of cities, boroughs, and 
towns, for various kinds of poor-relief, substantial to 
begin with, were continually being augmented by 
private donations until their aggregate value must have 
been immense. An Act of Elizabeth for the proper 
supervision and administration of such charities recites 
' lands, tenements, rents, annuities, profits, heredita- 
ments, goods, chattels, money, and stocks of money ' as 
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among the properties held ; ‘ some for relief of aged, 
impotent, and poor people; some for maintenance 
of sick and maimed soldiers and mariners, schools of 
learning, free schools, and scholars of universities ; 
some for repair of bridges, ports, havens, causeys, 
churches, sea-banks, and highways ; some for educa- 
tion and preferment of orphans ; some for marriages 
of poor maids ; some for supportation, aid, and help 
of young tradesmen, handy-craftsmen, and persons 
decayed ; and others for relief or redemption of prisbner 
or captives, and for aid or ease of any poor inhabitants, 
concerning payment of fifteenths, setting out of soldiers, 
and other taxes.’ This Act shows how wide and far- 
reaching was the scope of parish charity, or, to use the 
more modern term, of parish social service. It is also 
interesting as being among the earliest instances in 
which the State used the parish machinery and parish 
funds for its own purposes. 

Another Act passed shortly afterwards, in the reign of 
James I, deals specially with the question of apprentice- 
ship. It speaks of < the bringing up of apprentices of 
both sexes in trades and manual occupations,’ ‘ there 
being already great sums of money freely given, and 
more in time to come like to be given, by divers well- 
disposed persons, unto the corporations of divers cities, 
boroughs, towns . , . and parishes within this realm 
of England, to be continually employed in the binding 
out as apprentices of a great number of the poorest 
sorts of children unto needful trades and occupatiom.’ 
This practice had already brought forth very great 
profit and commodity ’ to local communities, and from 
it there would no doubt consequently ensue ‘the 
exceeding good of the commonwealth in general.’ 

It was therefore enacted, for the encouragement of 
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PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

many other such well-disposed people, that all sums 
of money freely given for the binding-out of apprentices 
should be ' used and employed to such uses intents and 
purposes only ; and that, ' in towns or parishes not 
incorporate, the parson or vicar of every such town or 
parish, together with the constable or constables, the 
churchwarden or churchwardens, collectors, and the 
overseers of the poor for the time being, or the most 
part of them,' should have ' the nomination and placing 
of such apprentices, and the guiding and employment 
of all such monies ' as had been or might be bequeathed 
for that purpose. Perhaps it is not merely fanciful to 
trace the frugal hand of the King himself in this enact- 
ment ; but in any case it.only made statutory what had 
been use and wont for generations in every parish in 
England. 

It remains to add that, so long as this system of 
administration obtained, the fees for apprentices were 
not as a rule paid outright to the masters to whom they 
were bound, but were loaned to them free of interest, 
to be repaid into the parish stock when the period of 
apprenticeship was ended. In this way the capital 
available was preserved and continually replenished. A 
steady income was also secured from the stock and 
maintenance for the poor ' by loans placed at interest 
with persons in need of capital, or with more well-to-do 
parishioners to tide over a period of straitness. These 
loans, made on security and usually at the rate of 10 
per cent. per annum, like the quality of mercy were 
twice blest : they enabled enterprising or hard-hit 
parishioners to weather a difficult time and to increase 

* or recover their prosperity, and they helped to swell 
-somewhat exorbitantly on modern reckoning-the 
revenues of the parish for poor-relief. 
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THE ENGLISH ALMS-CHEST 

Thus for centuries throughout the p,arishes of Eng  
land was discharged that duty to the poor which was 
of the very essence of the Gospel, and the symbol and 
instrument of which was the alms-chest which stood in 
every parish church. So long as the funds available, 
whether derived from Church revenues or from founda- 
tions specially bequeathed, were regarded as the rightful 
' patrimony of the poor,' and were administered by the 
officers of the parish without external interference, the 
Christian spirit and motive prevailed, and the duty was 
discharged in a more or less Christian way. Perhaps 
the administration of poor-relief never can be an 
altogether pleasant business on either side ; . but where 
the right of the recipient is recognized, and where 
there is neighbourly sympathy and kindness, no stigma 
attaches to poverty or misfortune as such. There is 
abundant evidence, too, that bequests for charitable 
purposes steadily increased and reached substantial 
proportions-a fact which attests at  once the Christian 
spirit of the donors and their faith in the methods by 
which such trusts were administered. 

The trouble began when, in the fourteenth century, 
the benefices of parishes were appropriated by powerful 
Churchmen, usually in the interest of monasteries and 
other great religious institutions which thus, as well as 
the Churchmen themselves, acquired vast wealth. Even 
so, parishes in England were not so utterly despoiled 
and impoverished as they were, for example, in Scot- 
land during the same period. Action was repeatedly 
taken by Parliament to check this abuse, and to secure 
that the rights of parishes to their own endowments 
were recognized, and that the appropriated benefices 
were at least in some measure applied to parish pur- 
poses, Also, as has been seen, by the end of the 
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PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

sixteenth century parishes had themselves been sub- 
stantially enriched by private foundations and bequests. 

The suppression of the monasteries and the confisca- 
tion of their wealth by Henry VIII, however, struck 
a heavy blow against the whole English system of poor 
relief. A portion at least of their vast revenues had 
been devoted to this purpose. Now these were wholly 
alienated ‘ to the king, his heirs and successors, to do 
and use therewith his and their own wills, to the 
pleasure of Almighty God and the honour and profit 
of the Realm.‘ Part was reserved for the royal use, 
part was given to the king’s favourites, part was devoted 
to the maintenance of a standing army of 40,000 men, 
and part to the relief of national taxation. 

The result was that from Henry’s day onwards the 
plight of the English poor grew worse and worse. 
Toulmin Smith, in his book The Parish, roundly declares 
that ‘this monstrous pillage of the poor, and gross 
fraud upon the nation, produced an immediate effect. 
The real and deserving Poor, robbed of what was thus 
from of old set apart to meet their true needs, were 
flung upon society. Vagrancy had thus everywhere 
a colourable excuse given to it, and soon largely in- 
creased. Instead of the true remedy being applied, 
and a part of what had been wrongfully misappropriated 
being restored, a new burden was cast upon the country 
for the support of the Poor as a class. Thenceforth 
cc pauperism ” became a caste in England.’ 

It was during Henry’s reign also that the parish came 
under the cognizance of the State as a source of national 
revenue and an instrument of government. Until quite 
late in that reign no civil functions had been inposed 
upon churchwardens by statute, but then they were re- 
quired to provide harness or arms for soldiers, etc. In the 
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reigns of Elizabeth and James I the parish was regularly 
used as an instrument for the maintenance of army 
hospitals, for passing maimed soldiers, for relief of way- 
faring Irish and others, and for equipment of volun- 
teers. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
additional and ever-increasing burdens were laid upon 
the parish by the legislature. It was required to pro- 
vide fire-engines, to inspect slaughter-houses, to license 
public-houses, to furnish men for the navy and army, 
to collect the assessed taxes, and to arrange for the 
billeting of soldiers. 

Such additional burdens bore heavily upon parish- 
ioners. In  addition to the care of the poor, such duties 
as the upkeep and repair of churches, and the building 
and repair of bridges and highways, had been from time 
immemorial a parish obligation. Officers were appointed 
to carry out these duties, and provision was made for 
their discharge out of the common ‘stock of the parish, 
aided by such expedients as the holding of Parish Ales. 
When for any reason these resources proved insufficient, 
resort was had to the passing of by-laws whereby rates 
were levied on the parishioners. Church-rates, poor- 
rates, and highway-rates were among those thus levied. 
The power in the hands of parish authorities to pass 
by-laws and levy rates was of use and wont, and, if the 
word ‘ by-law ’ is of Saxon origin as it appears to be, 
may have derived from Saxon times. The word ‘ by ’ 
means township, village, community, or inhabited 
district, as in Derby, Saxby, Whitby, and the like ; so 
that ‘ by-laws ’ are laws passed by such local com- 
munities to regulate their own affairs. The first re- 
corded reference to such a by-law occurs in. 139% but 
the power to make such local ordinances was of much 
greater antiquity. It is natural to suppose that they 
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would be made only on proved public necessity, and 
in particular that rates would be levied for parish 
purposes as sparingly as possible. 

When, however, the wealth of the monasteries was 
confiscated by the State, and when, in addition, from 
the middle of the sixteenth century onwards, the parish 
was saddled with an ever-increasing number of State 
obligations, parish rates bore more and more heavily 
on parishioners until they became a crushing burden. 
The numbers of the poor increased, while the resources 
available €or their relief correspondingly diminished, 
in spite of the Act of Elizabeth in 1601 which taxed 
every inhabitant in every parish for the relief of the 
poor. This Act came but slowly into operation and 
gave rise to innumerable evils and abuses, probably 
because its administration was taken out of the hands 
of parish authorities and placed in the hands of county 
justices. So scandalous did these evils and abuses 
become that in 1691 an Act had to be passed to remedy 
them ; but this Act also was attended by so many 
abuses that early in the eighteenth century efforts were 
made to check these, by making the justices act with 
the overseers, and by making the overseers accountable 
to the parishioners by means of returns and the power 
of inspection. Thus some small measure was restored 
to parishes of that self-government which they had 
exercised so long and in the main so worthily; but 
it was so exiguous as to be for the most part ineffective. 

The course of the eighteenth century was marked by 
frequent legislation to deal with this intractable social 
problem ; but, in spite of all that was done to improve 
the condition of the poor, matters went from bad to 
worse until, at the close of the century, the situation 
became alarming. Workhouses were established by 
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law in 1723 ,  and Workhouse Unions in I 782, and both 
became a by-word and a hissing throughout the land. 
On the workhouse system indoor relief was substituted 
for the allowance made to the poor in their own homes, 
while the workhouse union was a larger institution of 
the same kind, intended to serve the poor of several 
parishes and so reduce the expenditure for their support, 
Refusal to accept this method of poor relief involved 
being struck off the poor's-roll. To the decent and 
deserving poor the thought of entering one of those 
institutions was a nightmare; the necessity of doing 
so was equivalent to a sentence of death. 

Moreover, the whole system of poor-law administra- 
tion was honeycombed with corruption. Inefficiency, 
venalty, and extravagance were rampant. Parish 
officers enriched themselves at  the public expense, 
passing hundreds of pounds a week through their hands 
without voucher or receipt produced, paying the poor 
in base coin, falsifting the returns of both revenue and 
expenditure, and levying blackmail on parishioners 
through official information in their hands. In  one 
instance the churchwardens of a city parish had to 
raise a loan of more than &II,OOO to make good the 
defalcations of a tax collector ; and it would be easy 
to multiply examples of similar corrupt administration. 
As early as 1726 it is recorded that ' the mischief is 
caused by the artifice and knavery of some designing 
men in the parish, who make interest to get into offices 
of the parish, and particularly into such offices as have 
the disposal of parish money ' ; while at the close of 
the century the scandal had grown to such dimensions 
that investigations were initiated all over the country, 
and especially in progressive communities like London, 
Liverpool, Manchester, and Leeds, to bring it to an end. 
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It was, not parish officers alone, however, who thus 
enriched themselves at the expense of the parish, and 
especially of the parish poor. The laxity with which 
funds were administered by parish vestries gave oppor- 
tunity to unscrupulous men, particularly in town and 
city parishes, to obtain control of the administration 
and to exploit the parish rates. It would have been 
surprising in these circumstances if such exploitation did 
not become a highly-organized and lucrative business. 

The Webbs, in their volume on English local govern- 
ment, Parish and County, call it ‘ The Rule of the Boss,’ 
and record in considerable detail one flagrant instance 
of its working. They paint a vivid picture of the skill, 
persistence, and audacity of a local demagogue who 
practically ruled the parish of Bethnal Green in what 
was then north-east London, with only a few years’ 
interval, from 1787 until his gradual retirement from 
active life half a century later. In I 742 its area of one 
square mile had a population of 15,000, principally 
journeymen weavers and their families, who lived three 
or four families in a house in densely crowded narrow 
streets and courts, and worked at home at their looms 
and reels for the master-weavers in Spitalfields. 

By I 787 the population had increased to some ~O,OOO, 
when it came completely under the influence of one 
Joseph Merceron, assistant to a poor-rate collector. 
He first gained the confidence of a little knot of regular 
attenders of the vestry meetings. Within a year or two 
he was placed on all the committees, became the leader 
of the vestry, concentrated all the effective powers of 
administration in his own hands, dominated the prin- 
cipal standing committee, ‘ The Directors of the Poor,’ 
and was appointed permanent treasurer of all parish 
funds. Gradually he put into other parish offices a 
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little coterie of dependants and followers, who became 
his obedient servants. With the control and manage- 
ment of all public moneys, and with subservient tools 
to carry out his will, he became the dictator of the parish 
with almost unlimited powers to confer favours on his 
friends and bring pressure to bear on all who opposed 
him. He also had the demagogue’s gift of public appeal, 
and sought to increase his popularity by tolerating 

’ popular sports such as dog-fighting and bullock-hunting 
in the streets even on Sundays, and by posing as the 
people’s friend. 

By these means he acquired a considerable fortune. 
A criminal prosecution was instituted against him, 
which he managed to get quashed in court. The state 
of the parish was at last brought to the notice of the 
House of Commons Committee, which was then deal- 
ing with the question of police in the Metropolis. 
Investigation showed that he had fraudulently appro- 
priated Lgqj of parish money to his own uses, which 
was only one of many such transactions too skilfully 
concealed to be proved. Despite a fine and a term 
of imprisonment, by an appeal ad misericordiam, he 
regained his popularity and power, reigned for another 
.twenty years as uncrowned king of Bethnal Green, and 
died in the odour of sanctity. So Tammany Hall was 
not unknown in England almost a generation before 
it found a local habitation and a name in New York, 
and graft was a common practice in the Old Country 
for as long a period before it began to flourish in the 
virgin soil of the West. 

Under such a system it is almost impossible to con- 
ceive how widespread and desperate were the sufferings 
of the poor. The Hammonds, in their two exhaustive 
volumes on The Town Labourer and The Village Labourer 
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(1760-1832), tell the pitiful story of their plight during 
that period, when the rake's progress of maladministra- 
tion, corruption, and extravagance came to a head. 
I t  is only fair to remember, of course, that the en- 
closure of commons, the introduction of machinery 
with consequent widespread unemployment, the mass 
migrations into town and cities, and crushing taxation ' 
due to the Napoleonic wars, aggravated a situation 
which was already crying to heaven for redress ; and 
that, as soon as these wars were over, Parliament began 
to take the situation in hand. Previous legislation, 
which had sought to remedy the desperate social evils 
by a subsidy of wages, had only succeeded in increasing 
the burden of taxation, fostering a new brood of abuses, 
and making confusion worse confounded. 

Two Parliamentary Commissions were appointed to 
inquire into the working of the poor laws, one in 1817 
and the other in 1832. The first stated its opinion 
that unless checked the assessment would swallow up 
the profits of the land. The evidence brought before 
the second revealed a disastrous state of things, showing 
that the independence, integrity, industry, and domestic 
virtue of the poorest classes were in some places nearly 
extinct. In  1834 the money expended in poor relief 
was estimated at eight shillings and ninepence half- 
penny per head of the population. At last, by the 
passing of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, 
poor-law rating and relief were withdrawn from parish 
government, a new local authority was set up under 
central executive supervision and control, and the care 
of the poor thenceforth became the concern and 
responsibility of the State. 

This did not mean, however, that they ceased to be 
regarded as the concern and responsibility of the 
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Church. Rather it provided the Church with an 
opportunity of developing in other directions that 
charitable ministry which is of the very essence and 
spirit of the Gospel. In addition to caring for the 
poor of its own membership, as it has always done 
and as it does still, parish by parish and congregation 
by congregation, it found new fields for the exercise 
of the Christian spirit. That spirit found outlet and 
expression in the manifold missionary, philanthropic, 
and ameliorative agencies which are an outstanding 
feature of the nineteenth century. Many of these have 
already been taken over by the State, but they were 
the original creation and for long the concern of the 
Church alone, which thus continued to inspire the 
community with nobler and more Christian ideals of 
social responsibility and service. 
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