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XIV - Poor Relief in Troutbeck 1640-1836
By M.A. PARSONS

R

ecent attempts to re-evaluate the Old Poor Law have done little to illuminate
the situation in north-west England; nor has any detailed study been made of its
operation over a long period in an upland valley of Westmorland. The
documentation for Troutbeck is reasonably large and therefore it seems advisable
that a detailed local examination is attempted of this evidence to provide a basis for
later comparisons and the build up of a wider picture. Recent research has criticised
the earlier interpretation of the Old Poor Law as inefficient and repressive, claiming
that it helped to bind together a small scale community by affording generous relief.'
Sufficient evidence survives for Troutbeck to assess the validity of this analysis for an
upland township in Westmorland.
In a community in which, in 1574, nearly a quarter of its inhabitants held less
than 1-1' /2 statutory acres, there must always have been some who were on the edge
of subsistence. 2 The economy, however, was predominantly pastoral, and both
pasture rights and by-employments would have done something to alleviate their lot.
Nevertheless bequests by more prosperous tenants and the provision of loans by the
township bear witness both to the existence of need and to its sympathetic
recognition. Thus Humphrey Birkhead by his will of 1588 instructed that oats
should be made into meal for the poor and 22 yards of linen or harden cloth bought
for them by his supervisors. 3 Until 1583 little control was exercised over the
administration of loans allowed from the chapel stock which in consequence had
been subject to `waste and decay ... the township not knowing how'. 4 The system
was then carefully regulated. Records were to be kept of all the money lent, and the
handing over of part of their tenement as security and the insistence on the
production of two guarantors made avoidance of repayment difficult. A similar
arrangement seems to have operated in the north-east, but unlike in Troutbeck,
where interest was demanded and had to be paid every quarter, no interest was
demanded in the Durham parish of Winston. 5 The system must have been
invaluable in helping the small farmer to tide himself over a difficult period and
properly administered it did not deplete the township's resources. But it was of little
assistance to the orphan, the aged or the impotent.
Good use continued to be made of the loans from the chapel stock in the early
17th century: 38 tenants were borrowing from it in 1629. 6 It seems possible that the
system survived longer here than in the north-east for as late as 1755/6 it was the
overseers who bore the expense of going to the Bishop of Chester to see about
securing the stock.? But statutory relief began to be available for the inhabitants of
the township in the 1630's though it may well have played only a marginal role
initially. 8 The machinery for the implementation of the Poor Law Act of 1601 was in
existence in the parish of Windermere, of which the township of Troutbeck formed
part, 9 by at least 1639 when the administration of Borwick's charity was given to the
rector, James Wakefield, Christopher Phillipson of Calgarth, and the churchwardens
and overseers. 10 Soon after this Troutbeck began to appoint its own overseer.
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Accounts were being kept at least as early as 1640 and the following year a poor rate
was levied. 11 The provisions of the Act of 1662, which exempted Westmorland from
the obligation of using the parish as the unit for the assessment of the poor rate,
were therefore anticipated in Troutbeck by over two decades. In this, as in many
other instances, a statute only sanctioned existing arrangements. 12 The problems of
administering poor relief in such a large and scattered parish had already been
recognised by 1640: the township of Troutbeck itself was in a valley six miles in
length.
The changeover from parish to township control, however, caused some
confusion for a considerable length of time and may well have mitigated against the
efficient administration of relief. In the 164O's, although the other three townships of
the parish — Applethwaite, Ambleside and Undermilnbeck — all had their own
overseer, the payments made between the four overseers suggests a continued joint
responsibility for the poor of the parish. 13 As late as 1728 Benjamin Browne
recorded in his diary that he, with Thomas Birkett and George Elleray, was `setting
ye land for the Windermere poor.' 14 Although the justices who, in 1658, ordered the
churchwardens and overseers of Windermere to pay weekly pensions to Robert and
George Atkinson, both of Troutbeck, 15 were doubtless working under the terms of
the Poor Law Act of 1601 and ignoring local developments; their successors in
1727, long after the Act of 1662, ordered the same parish officials to assume joint
responsibility with the father for William, the bastard child of Susan Birkett of
Troutbeck. 16 Nevertheless it seems likely that the involvement of the parish declined
as the 17th century progressed. Borwick's charity, which was still being administered
by the parish in 1677 17 was ordered in 1683 to be distributed by the churchwardens
and overseers of the three divisions on the advice of the rector and his 24
sidesmen. 18 In 1705 the inhabitants of Troutbeck, Applethwaite and Undermilnbeck
claimed, at the Quarter Sessions, that they had maintained the poor of their own
townships for many years and that the bastard Deborah Whetwell was the sole
responsibility of the township of Ambleside where she was born. 19 The arguments
which preceded cases like this must have hindered the granting of speedy help.
The overseers of Troutbeck, therefore, acquired the main responsibility for the
poor of the township in the latter 17th century and retained that control until
Troutbeck was absorbed, with 57 other townships, into the Kendal Union in 1836.
The participation of the churchwarden, as was generally the case, was largely
nominal, a fact underlined by the subsequent addition of the words `and
churchwardens' to the order issued to the overseers by the Kendal Quarter Sessions
in 1752. 20
The overseers were appointed at the township meeting and their accounts audited
by that body at the end of their yearly term of office. 21 For most of the period the
overseers were unpaid officials who were appointed on the basis of the property they
held. In accordance with the Act of 1601 they are described as `substantial
householders' but the obligation to serve was probably based on the unit of the five
cattel tenement which was held by the majority in the 16th century. 22 There is little
indication even in the early 18th century of any notable social divide between those
receiving and those administering relief. The tenant of Cotesike was an overseer in
1710/11 23 but his successor was receiving relief in 1756/7. 24 Those acting as
overseers in the 18th century included a carpenter, a shoemaker and a waller. 25 And
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these craftsmen served side by side with more prosperous tenants like the Brownes. 26
Such social closeness was likely to result in sympathetic treatment. 27 There was
doubtless, as in the case of all voluntary officials, some reluctance to serve: the job
was likely to be time-consuming, especially in the latter 18th century, and was even
dangerous on occasions. 28 Substitutes were sometimes sought 29 and accounts
occasionally scrappy 3 ° but from surviving records they seem to have been regularly
kept 31 and submitted to the township meeting. Nor was the system entirely
inflexible. Although only one overseer was appointed in the 1640's, 32 by the early
18th century two had become the norm and three were occasionally appointed. In
1800/1, when there was a sudden increase in relief, the township experimented by
using a single overseer for the first six months and another for the remaining part of
the year. 33 The experiment, however, was not repeated.
The office remained unpaid until 1810/11 when a salary of £6.10s.0d. was
granted to the overseer. 34 The vestry seems to have preferred to continue the
practice of paying their overseer until 1826 rather than hire a paid assistant overseer
in accordance with the Sturges Bourne Act of 1819. In 1826, however, it decided
against the practice of paying the overseer in favour of granting a salary to an
assistant overseer, provided he was nominated in a general vestry and appointed by a
magistrate, as the overseer had been. 35 Troutbeck, therefore, unlike many smaller
townships, 36 was not reluctant to pay for the administration of its poor relief in the
early 19th century. Payment was doubtless the key to greater efficiency. A select
vestry or poor law committee had been set up by 1823 37 and in rural areas this is
believed both to have improved the operation of poor relief and facilitated the
control of expenditure. 38 In the early 19th century the Troutbeck vestry was meeting
every two weeks; twice as often as that in Eskdale. 39
Some financial help was afforded to the overseers by other officials. In the early
18th century they were receiving payments from the lord's grave in Troutbeck which
sometimes contributed nearly as much as the poor rate to their income. 40 Occasional
gifts were also made by the churchwardens, and the constables did not confine their
duties to ejecting vagrants from the township. They made payments to poor seamen
in 1750 and to a sick vagrant in 1801. 41
There is reason to believe, therefore, that the administrative machinery of the Old
Poor Law in Troutbeck was reasonably competent though confusion between the
responsibilities of parish and township in the latter 17th century was not conducive
to rapid action.
There is no doubt that Troutbeck faced an alarming increase in the burden of its
poor relief during this period. As the graph (Fig. 1) shows, however, the steep rise in
expenditure comes late in the 18th century. National expenditure on Poor Relief
apparently increased threefold 1700-50 42 and there was a general upward trend in
expenditure in the north-east in the early 18th century. 43 There is no consistent
upward trend, however, in Troutbeck in that period. 44
Surviving evidence does not suggest that poverty existed on a large scale in
Troutbeck in the 17th century. Although the levy of a poor rate in 1641/2 was
relatively early for a rural community in the north-west 45 the scale of the rate was
small: 6d. was charged on each five cattel tenement bringing in an income of 36
shillings. 46 Even this level was not maintained: only 1 d. was levied on each tenement
in 1646/7. 47 It must be remembered, however, that the poor rate was initially
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regarded merely as a supplement to charity 48 and some of the poor of Troutbeck
were still being maintained by the parish of Windermere at this stage. The size of the
poor rate is therefore only a partial indication of the size of the problem, and no
overseers' accounts survive from the latter half of the 17th century to indicate the
degree of need during that period. Given the availability of loans for the able-bodied
the overseers concentrated their attention on children, the sick and the impotent.
The lame wife of Thomas Fleming was paid weekly maintenance and given a down
payment of 3 shillings in 1641/2. 49 Single pregnant women had to be looked after if
settlement could be established 50 and the father could not be found. In 1663 the
Kendal Quarter Sessions ordered the churchwardens and overseers to maintain Jane
Grigge until she was brought `in bed' and up again. Her child was to be provided for
`in case it live' until further order. The father, as was frequently the case, `is fled and
cannot be apprehended.' 51
There is no doubt that there was a growing number of tenants living on the edge
of subsistence in the latter 17th century. The legislation of 1589, prohibiting the
building of new cottages on the commons and wastes and ordering four acres of land
to accompany every tenement, proved as difficult to enforce in Troutbeck as
elsewhere; in 1686 John Cookson was charged before the Quarter Sessions with
failing to assign the necessary four acres to the cottage he had built. 52 Parcelling of
tenements left some tenants with holdings for which they paid only ls.8d. or even as
little as 8d. instead of the 6s.8d. which had been usual in the 16th century. 53
Developments such as these resulted in 13 of the 50 tenants listed in the Hearth Tax
returns of 1669-71 being exempt from payment. 54 By-employment did not always
suffice to provide the small-scale tenant with adequate resources. The bequest made
by Miles Wilson in 1665 to the children of the tanner George Birkett suggests a
craftsman struggling to survive. 55
By the early 18th century the township was becoming alarmed by what it regarded
as a serious escalation in the number of its able-bodied poor. In 1737 the Troutbeck
Jury complained that the parcelling of tenements was `tending to fill the Town with
poor and with ill members to the impoverishment and vexacion of ye town.' 56 They
feared that leasing a cottage could `bring a great charge of poor on the tenants and
inhabitants of Troutbeck by setling ... children and servants and creat a numerous
poor.' 57 There is no doubt that the factors that were intensifying the problem of
impoverished able-bodied tenants in the latter 17th century were still operating.
Some tenants were paying as little as 2d. rent in 1719 58 and the attempted purchase
by John Cookson of a three acre close in 1735 was rejected by the manorial court on
the ground that it left insufficient land for the occupiers of Great House. 59 Some
craftsmen still needed sporadic help. 6 ° In 1735/6 it was found necessary to levy two
poor rates bringing in more than twice the amount raised in 1710/11. 61 But this
increase was not maintained (see Fig. 1) and in 1751/2 only 13.10s.0d. was
collected from the rate; less than in 1710/11. 62 The `numerous poor' are hardly
evident in the records of the overseers and £6.9s.10d. of the L10.19s.1d. raised in
1735/6 was spent on a single individual. A number of irregular payments were now
being made indicating that some of the able-bodied had to be helped. In 1736/7 the
brother of Robert Otlay was paid 5 shillings and John Dixon received 4s.8d. over a
two week period. 63 But most of the able-bodied poor were apparently managing to
survive without relief.
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In the second half of the 18th century Troutbeck, like many other areas, 64 faced
unprecedented increases in the burden of poor relief (see Fig. 1). After a steady rise
from the comparatively modest sum of £14 in 1764/5 to £37.16s.0d. in 1789, the
poor rate rose unevenly to a peak of £138.12s.0d. in 1800/1 and to another peak of
£168.18s.6d. in 1821/2. 65 It is hardly surprising that the list of arrears lengthened
rapidly in the early decades of the 19th century. 66 Charitable donations were still
made but they were now of minor importance. In 1790 Borwick's charity provided a
mere £2.17s.6 1 /2d. 67 and the bequest of William Birkett of Middlerigg £2.1s.8d. 68
It is unlikely that a growth of population was a major factor behind the heavy
burden of relief. The overall increase in the population of Westmorland 1750-1801
was only 8%. 69 Families were often large in Troutbeck but this was probably nothing
new in Troutbeck or unusual in the area. 70 The number who paid the poor rate in
1751/2 was virtually identical to that in 1814: 58, as opposed to 57. 71 The end of
partible inheritance doubtless encouraged younger sons, as in the case of the Browne
family, to seek employment elsewhere. On the other hand leasing and the parcelling
of tenements was likely to increase the population and this fear was certainly being
experienced in 1737. Few of these small holders, however, had proved a burden to
the overseers in the early 18th century.
Later in the century economic forces made the dependence of this group much
more likely, and the number of landless labourers also increased. Troutbeck, in fact,
was not immune from the unemployment and underemployment that affected
English and Welsh rural society in general from the mid 18th century. 72
By the end of the century it was no longer easy to supplement with manual crafts
the small income from farming on which many depended. Tanners still needed
sporadic help 73 and in the mid 19th century their livelihood was to be undermined
by the introduction of chemical tanning. 74 But it was in the once prosperous
domestic cloth industry that the change was most evident in the late 18th century,
when the spread of machine-operated mills deprived households of an additional
income which had once been widely available. 75 The weaver William Birkett was
described as a `poor farmer' in this period; 76 and among those exempt from service
in the militia in 1801, owing to his poverty, was the tailor James Dixon. 77 The
nearby mills, notably at Staveley, provided work for some but in 1801 Sarah
Lancaster had to be lent 4 shillings a week and given 2s.6d. for clothing `when the
mills were stopped.' She was ordered to repay the money `when times are better'. 78
By the second half of the 18th century the increasing social divide in Troutbeck
not only left a number of poor cottagers vulnerable to economic forces; 79 it also
meant that those, like the Browne family, who had increased their holdings, needed
paid labour to help work their farms. Some of this work, provided both by landless
labourers and by cottagers, was seasonal and paid by the week or even by the day
and at a lower rate if it rained. 80 The insecurity was already evident in 1756/7 when
Robert Cooper `craved maintenance at sundry times' and had to be provided with a
night's lodging. 81 It is very probable that these labourers were affected by the
economic crises of the Napoleonic War period. The sudden increases in poor relief
in 1795/6 and 1800/1 coincide with these crises and there is another steep rise in
expenditure in the early 1820's when the post-war depression is known to have
affected pasture areas. 82 Michael Lancaster was provided with a weekly pension and
his house-rent in 1798/9 when `out of work at different times' 83 and in 1800 Miles
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Birkett received £1.14s.0d. for `subsistence at different times.' 84 The list of those
exempt from service in the militia owing to the size of their family and their poverty
in 1801 included the names of two labourers: Thomas Line and Thomas Airey. 85
Female workers also suffered: in 1801 Agnes Mason was granted 2s.6d. for the week
of 13 May, she `saying that she had no work,' and Sarah Braithwaite was given a
similar amount for a week's pension. 86
If the outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars seemed to promise a chance to lighten the
burden of relief by sending the able-bodied to serve in the forces it sometimes
proved an expensive operation. The costs incurred on behalf of William Mounsey, a
poor housekeeper who was serving in the navy in 1794/5, amounted to nearly a third
of the outlay of the overseers in that year. 87 Failure to supply the necessary
militiamen also rebounded on the overseers: they had to pay a fine of £10.Os.2'/2d.
out of their income of £63 in 1798/9. 88 The families of those serving in the forces
also had to be supported as did those who returned wounded. 89
The extent to which the increased expenditure on poor relief was due to bigger
pensions is difficult to assess. Pensions of a similar size were granted to both men and
women in the first and second half of the 18th century. 90 Moreover the size of
pension granted to one individual varied considerably from time to time. It was also
determined partly by the extent to which the payment was supplemented by grants in
kind 91 and by the payment of house-rent. The scale of pension is sometimes
misleading as the fact that it includes the family of the recipient is not always
mentioned. Nor is the size of the family often specified. Nevertheless there does seem
to have been a trend in Troutbeck, as was generally the case in the north-west, 92 to
spend more per head on the poor in the latter part of the 18th century. It was more
usual to grant a pension of 2s.6d. a week to men and ls.6d. to 2 shillings to women at
the end of the century, compared with ls.9d. for men and 1 shilling for women in the
earlier part of the century. In some instances the pensions of the latter half of the
century were much more generous. Thomas Hayton, who received a pension of 5
shillings a week may have been regarded with special favour as he had previously
boarded paupers and acted as an undertaker. He had to pay 6d. for his rent and firing
but that still left him with 4s.6d. a week. 93 Some more generous pensions seem to
have been granted in the expectation that they would only be temporary and were
subsequently reduced. Widow Rigg's pension, originally amounting to 4 shillings a
week for the first 27 weeks was gradually reduced to 1 shilling though the latter sum
was augmented by the gift of two shifts and 16 carts of peat. 94 Grants in kind were far
more varied at this stage 95 and doubtless added to expenditure. The setting up of a
poor house also involved the overseers in a considerable capital outlay: £27.15s.5d.
was spent on `poor house sundries' in 1799/1800. 96
The increased expenditure on the poor in the latter 18th and early 19th centuries
was therefore due mainly to the problems faced by the able-bodied, and in
Troutbeck, as elsewhere 97 over half of those being relieved at the outset of the 19th
century belonged to this category. Between May 1800 and May 1801, 14 people
received relief: three children; three women, all of whom were able-bodied; and
eight men, five of whom were also in good health and often receiving only sporadic
help. 98 The scale of the problem was not markedly different in 1837 when 16 were
afforded relief. 99 The proportion of the population receiving support had increased
only marginally between these two dates: from 4.5 in 1801 to c. 5.3 in 1837.100
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The scant information that has survived concerning the methods of poor relief in
the 17th century suggests that the township was prepared to offer assistance which
varied according to the degree and nature of the need. For those facing temporary
hardship loans were available from the chapel stocklo 1 and those who were indigent
were given weekly pensions and clothing. 102 In the early part of the century help was
also occasionally given to those outside the township. 103 Education at the school,
which was established in 1637 for the teaching of both boys and girls, was given to
poor children from several different sources. The endowment of the school provided
free education for three poor scholars; 1 ° 4 Borwick's Charity helped the teaching of
poor children of Troutbeck; 1 o 5 and the overseers also paid for pauper children to
attend. 106 Despite Oxley's assertion that the obligation to provide apprenticeships,
imposed by the Poor Law Act of 1601, was widely forgotten,'° 7 it is clear that in
Troutbeck some attempt was made to implement this duty in the 17th century.
Given the limited demand for labour in a township mainly comprising small pasture
farms this could not have been easy. But the payment of 6d. to the apprentice
William Byrkett in 1642/3 suggests both that training had been found for him locally
and that the overseers were keeping a watch on his needs. 108 Nor were the overseers
deterred by the paucity of local jobs: in 1640/1 they sent Henry Jackson all the way
to London to be apprenticed. 1 o 9 Financial help to provide apprenticeships was
doubtless given from Borwick's Charity which also aimed to provide children with `a
good and honest trade.' 1 to
In his examination of the Poor Law in north-east England, Rushton has argued
that in the course of the 18th century the Poor Law was gradually professionalised
and institutionalised. 111 In Troutbeck, as might be expected by the escalation of the
problem in the latter part of the century, it is in that period that these elements are
most evident for they were essentially designed to hold down expenditure.
Even the employment of professional medical skills, for which there is little
evidence in the earlier part of the century, 112 made good economic sense if health
could be restored and dependence reduced. The use to which the payments of
5 shillings and 10s.6d. made to Thomas Hayton when he was `wanting health' were
put, is not specified. 113 But Thomas Birket, who had served in the militia, and whose
family was dependent on the township, was provided with the skills of Surgeon
Atkinson at the substantial cost of J5.1 s.9d. in 1800. 114 Even the mothers of bastard
children were provided with the services of both doctors and nurses. Jane Willan was
helped in childbirth by Dr Robinson and by the nurse Sarah Dockray in 1790. 115
Great faith was placed in the restorative properties of wine and 19s.6d. was spent on
wine for sick paupers in 1816/7. Itch ointment was provided by Dr. Simpson for
James Martindale in 1800/1 at a cost of 6d. 116
Bureaucratic regulation by the system of tabling the poor was already being
practised at the end of the 17th century 1 7 and in Troutbeck the term seems to have
covered both agreements made directly with the poor for the level of a year's relief 118
and also those made on their behalf by someone prepared to provide that relief for a
fixed sum over a set period. Agnes Tyson was paid L6.0s.0d. in 1735/6 for Robert
Otley's table. This was to cover 48 weeks at a rate of 2s.6d. per week. 119 The precise
expenditure was therefore known in advance.
The extent to which the provision of workhouse accommodation was intended to
be a deterrent in Troutbeck, as it apparently was in the north-east, 12 ° is difficult to
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assess. Although only the unit of the parish is mentioned in the Act of 1722
authorising the establishment of workhouses and enabling small or impoverished
areas to form unions to assist the process, 121 the township of Ambleside probably
had a workhouse by the mid 18th century. In 1759 the Troutbeck authorities agreed
to share its running costs in proportion to the number of poor each township
housed. This appeared to them to be a better option than running a separate
establishment. 122 The Troutbeck overseers probably sent paupers to the Ambleside
workhouse as early as 1753/4 for in that year they gave George Longmire £2.7s.0d.
`for board and attendance at Ambleside.' 123 John Vaux, however, was being boarded
out in Troutbeck at this stage and helped by relatively generous gifts of clothing. 124
He was not sent to the Ambleside workhouse until 1759. It seems likely, therefore,
that the main motive behind the transfer was financial. If so, it achieved little. The
annual cost of his maintenance in Ambleside was £4.12s.0d.: marginally more than
the average cost of his board in Troutbeck. 125
It was probably for this reason that the arrangement with Ambleside was soon
abandoned and Troutbeck began, at least as early as 1765, to make a series of
contracts with `undertakers' who undertook to care for the poor either by boarding
them in their own houses or elsewhere. This system was doubtless an extension of
that of tabling, the contracts being made for a fixed sum enabling the overseers to
hold down the level of expenditure to the precise sum agreed. This practice, then,
was not an innovation of the 19th century 126 nor was it purely a metropolitan
phenomenon. 127 The contracts were drawn up at the township meetings, like those
involving tabling had probably been, 128 and were initially for a period of years. In
1765 the yeoman, Abraham Read of Middle Fairbank, Staveley, promised to
provide for all the poor entitled to relief and maintenance from the township for
three years at a cost of L14 a year, to be paid in four-weekly instalments. He was to
pay for any burials but was to have the clothing of those who died. He was to pay
five shillings to the overseers towards the fathering of any bastard and any payment
made by the father was to be shared between the two parties to the agreement. The
overseers thus retained some responsibility for young illegitimate children. Abraham
Read promised not only to provide meat, lodging, drink and clothing for the poor,
but also employment. Some, at least, of those admitted were expected to be ablebodied: there is no attempt here, as was sometimes the case in the north-east, to
restrict entry to the bedridden. 129 The poor were to be lodged within Abraham
Read's own farm premises: 13 ° he was in fact operating a small rural workhouse.
It seems likely, however, that the farmhouse, like many others used as small
workhouses, 131 soon reverted to its original use. Later contracts were made annually
with undertakers in Troutbeck who promised to find premises other than their own
in which to house the poor. In 1773 John Dennison, yeoman, in conjunction with
the linsey weaver George Wilson, agreed to wash and lodge all the poor brought to
Troutbeck and father any illegitimate children born there and to keep them in `a
good dwelling house within the township.' The charge had now risen to
L20.18s.0d. 132 The poor were apparently still lodged in a single building at this stage
but by 1779 this practice had been abandoned. Four different undertakers now
promised to share responsibility for the poor for a total payment of £ 19.10s.0d. 133
William Brocklebank and George Hayton were each to care for one female pauper;
Edward Hird for George Birkett, shoemaker and his family, and William Story for
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the rest of the poor `and all hazard.' In 1781 an undertaker outside Troutbeck was
again used — John Hutchison of Kentmere. The cost of the contract had now risen
sharply, to £28.15s.0d., and this undertaker seems to have arranged, rather than
supplied, accommodation for the needy. In May he negotiated with George Dixon
of Townhead for the board, lodging and maintenance of Mary Cookson for five
guineas. 134
Soon after this the overseers set up a small workhouse in Troutbeck. They were
buying bedding and furniture for the poor in 1787/8 135 and in 1788/9 gave
£1.1 ls.6d. `to a house taken of William Birket for paupers.' 136 They must still have
been equipping the house in 1800 for in this year `Poor House sundries' absorbed
£27.15s.5d. of the £87.5s.4'/2d. spent by the overseers. 137 This workhouse seems to
have survived until 1834 and can probably be identified as Lowther House. John
Strickland was paid 2 shillings for the carriage of goods to Lowther in 1827/8 and
the overseers bought peats costing £1.5s.3d. for Lowther in 1831/2. 138 The house is
frequently referred to as a barn in the accounts of the early 19th century and
admissions to it were probably controlled by the undertakers. In 1792 John
Dennison promised to provide for a certain number of paupers for £27.19s.0d.
Since the total poor rate in that year was £28.7s.0d. he must have been dealing with
all the poor and the overseers were still negotiating with undertakers in 1815/16. 139
The greater bureaucratic regulation involved in tabling, and the use of undertakers
and workhouses, may well have been inspired by the desire to keep a close watch on
expenditure. But looked at in conjunction with other forms of relief offered this does
not suggest any lack of humanity. Grants in kind were more varied in the 18th
century than previously. The fact that food was sometimes given directly to the poor
themselves is probably a reflection of the greater importance of the able-bodied:
milk, butter, potatoes, meal and sugar all figure in their grants. 14 ° Both peat and
wood was provided for fuel. In 1788/9 four carts of wood costing 5s.2d., 11 carts of
peat from Kirkstone costing 14s.8d., and two carts of peat from John Longmire at 1
shilling were bought for the poor. 141 The pension of 1 shilling per week allowed to
widow Mason and her grandson was small enough but it was supplemented not only
by £ 1. l 1 s.6d. for house-rent, cloth and clog mending, but also by 18 carts of
firewood costing a total of £1.15s.6d.142
Despite the escalating poor rate in the later 18th century Troutbeck continued to
provide education and apprenticeships for pauper children. This could well, of course,
make them less likely to need relief in adulthood. Charitable sources were of
considerable help in this respect. Borwick's Charity contributed more than the
overseers to the expenses of apprenticing both John Godmond and Thomas Birkett. 143
In 1792 Michael Benson of High Green gave a bond of £100 to the churchwardens
and overseers to ensure that the bastard male child of Elizabeth Thompson, born in
Troutbeck, should not become chargeable to the township for his maintenance or
education. 144 Mutual help agreed on by neighbouring parishes eased the problem of
finding sufficient apprenticeships. The churchwardens and overseers of Kirkby Kendal
were allowed, in July 1778, to apprentice William Garnett, aged 11, to George Browne
of Townend to be taught husbandry; 145 whereas, in 1780, those of Troutbeck
apprenticed Thomas Birkett, aged 14, to John Story, a waller of Applethwaite. 146
Industrial developments also eased the problem. Both the Godmond children and the
son of James Martindale were sent to Backbarrow 147 and by the early 19th century
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local bobbin mills were also used. 148 The system, as might be expected, was not devoid
of difficulties for those who accepted the children. William Garnett absconded
overnight in October 1785 and was punished with a month's incarceration in the
House of Correction at Kenda1. 149 Nor did the children always justify the effort made
to train them. William Robinson not only lost his indentures: when employed as a
labourer he frequently failed to turn up for work. 150
Although the provision of work for the able-bodied poor is often reckoned to be
one of the least successful aspects of the operation of the Old Poor Law 151
Troutbeck at least recognised its obligations in this respect in the mid 18th century
and in common with many parishes made increasing efforts to find employment for
the poor after the 1780's. 152 Prior to this it was probably not a problem of any
consequence. 153 Nor did they initially gain much financial advantage from this.
Occasional small payments were made by the overseers for work performed by
paupers in the mid 18th century 154 and work was being provided by the Ambleside
workhouse. 155 The contract made with Abraham Read in 1765 left him with the
responsibility of providing work for the poor 156 from which he would presumably
benefit. But this obligation was never subsequently included in the contracts made
with undertakers. After the 1780's the overseers provided temporary or piece work
for the poor to offset the cost of their upkeep. They were used either to carry out
work on behalf of the overseers, such as carrying peat, 157 or provided with work at
carding and spinning. 158 But the domestic cloth industry was in decline and both
Sarah Lancaster and Mary Martindale were employed in the mill at Staveley at the
turn of the century. 159 The importance attached by the overseers to the obligation of
finding work for the poor at the beginning of the 19th century is underlined by the
fact that the township meeting of 19 July 1801 is described as being held specifically
to find work for Mary Martindale and three other paupers. 160 The wages of paupers
were making at least a small contribution to the expenses of the overseers in the
early 19th century: in 1800 Mary Martindale's wages brought in 10s.4d. and in
1809/10 they received £1.2s.2d. for the work of Cookson Dockeray. 161
The methods used to provide for the poor, therefore, suggest a system sufficiently
flexible to adjust to changing needs, such as the increase of the able-bodied poor,
but also an increasing concern over the growing burden of expenditure which it was
hoped could be kept in check by greater bureaucratic regulation and the provision of
training and employment.
There seems little doubt that Troutbeck coped with its small burden of poor relief
adequately until the mid 18th century. The scale of pensions granted compares
favourably with those of north-east England and Cumberland in the 17th century.
In the North-East pensions were only 3d.-4d. per week and had only risen to 6d.1 shilling by the 1700's. 162 In Cumberland the usual pension at the end of the 17th
century was 12d. a week and this was later reduced to 6d. 163 Pensions of 6d. a week
were being paid in Troutbeck in the mid 17th century and in 1663 George Birkett
was granted a weekly pension of 16d. 164 The occasional appeal made to the justices
to rectify the shortcomings of the overseers were probably due to the confusion over
where the responsibility for providing relief lay. 165 Severity was reserved for bastard
bearers, who were sent to the House of Correction in Kendal and sometimes
sentenced to hard labour. 166 They could be forcibly prevented from escaping to
another township which might lead to a confrontation over charges. 167 But
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Troutbeck took a pride in ensuring that all had a right to subsistence. The grant to
George Birkett of 7s.6d. towards his rent and of 6d. to James Akister to sow his
garden 168 shows a real appreciation of the comfort and contentment of these old
men. In the mid 18th century the township reported that they regarded it as `a great
honour' that no one had needed to beg for the last 30 years. When the wife of
Christopher Wilson was forced by her husband's unwarranted refusal to support her,
to don her scarlet cloak and beg from door to door with her white bag under her
arm, she was `served handsomely at every house.' 169
But the township was already apprehensive about the growing problem of poverty
in 1737 170 and even in the early 18th century the justices had to relax pressure on
relatives of limited means ordered to help support those needing relief. 171 In the
second half of the century the system was clearly under strain and attempts to
economise unduly are more evident. The overseers were not only prepared to spend
considerable amounts of time and money tracing fathers of illegitimate children 172
but were sometimes found to have unjustly attributed fatherhood to the wrong
individual. 173 There were occasions when those refused relief had to appeal to the
justices for help 174 and the payment to Thomas Birkett and his family in 1800/1 was
made `by justice order.' 175 An attempt was made in 1756/7 to impress John Ward as
a soldier so that the township should `be free of him.' 176 There was always a danger
that those having settlement in Troutbeck but living elsewhere might be forgotten.
George Browne's friend Reginald Braithwaite urged him to persuade the overseer to
send help quickly to John Hutchinson who was living in Hawkshead but had
settlement in Troutbeck. He stressed that without the help of neighbours in
Hawkshead he and his family would already have died and their lives were in
imminent danger. 177 The township became involved in lengthy and often
acrimonious disputes in this period over rights of settlement and in some cases, like
that of William Thompson in 1791, their obligation was proven and the pauper
`thrown on Troutbeck.' 178 Moreover the diary of George Browne indicates that the
township could no longer pride itself on the absence of beggars. 179
There were, then, indications that the township was not always meeting its
responsibilities towards the poor in the latter 18th century. Nevertheless the overall
picture suggests that a real concern for the needy was retained both by individuals
and by the authorities. Sympathetic inhabitants helped to provide education for
pauper children 180 and George Browne not only made small gifts to beggars in the
winter but even took the trouble to record in his diary the exact time of day when
the pauper Robert Cowper died. 181
There is no reason to believe that the contracts made with undertakers involved
the abrogation of their responsibilities by the overseers. The agreement made with
William Brocklebank and Thomas Hayton in May 1774 made provision for the
overseers or any landowner to enter the house or houses where the paupers were
kept to ensure they were maintained, clothed and kept `in a decent and Christianlike manner.' 182 The inclusion of `any landowner' may have been made to cover a
possible lethargy on the part of the overseers but it implies a very real concern by the
community as a whole.
More often than not the township won its battles over rights of settlement. Faced
with the claim of Warrington in 1782 that Jane Robinson and her five children aged
between nine months and 14 years were the responsibility of Troutbeck, the
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overseers were doubtless delighted at her assertion that she had never been within
miles of their township. 183 The claim by Overstaveley that Troutbeck had
`fraudulently and unjustly' burdened them with the support of Hannah Watson `to
the great damage of the inhabitants and evil example to others' also proved
unfounded. 184 If the overseers of Troutbeck occasionally neglected those having
settlement in their township but living elsewhere, there are other instances when
they showed real concern for these paupers. The efforts made by George Browne, as
overseer, to find a resident in Cockermouth to pay the pension of Miles Birkett, a
journeyman hatter belonging to Troutbeck but living in Cockermouth, suggest
careful thought for the welfare of the young man. 185 Even in the case of Jane Willan,
who left and came back to Troutbeck on four separate occasions, bearing a number
of illegitimate children, the overseers continued to maintain her when she finally
settled at Dufton, visiting her annually. 186
At the beginning of the 19th century a paternalistic attitude towards the needy is
still evident. In May 1801 the overseers paid John Dobson's house-rent of L1.11s.6d.
to prevent him having to sell his goods 187 and in 1802 they made a gaol allowance to
Miles Hayton who had been imprisoned for assault. 188 Work for the able-bodied was
being actively sought at the township meetings 189 and the substantial help offered in
1801 was made by a unanimous agreement. 19 ° In 1823 the Select Vestry was meeting
every two weeks to cope with the problem of poor relief. 191
It seems, therefore, that the Old Poor Law, reinforced as it was throughout the
period by other forms of charity, served the needy of Troutbeck reasonably well.
There were, inevitably, cases of neglect, particularly when the financial strain was
heavy in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. But the overseers not only continued
to afford the accustomed methods of help at this stage, often on a more generous
scale, but were prepared to ease the lot of the growing number of unemployed and
underemployed able-bodied poor by the grant of sporadic financial help and the
provision of work. Bureaucratic regulation, by contracts with individuals and for all
the poor, made for greater financial efficiency. Harshness seems to have been
reserved for those trying to claim settlement unjustly and those bearing illegitimate
children who were likely to become a burden on the township. There are indications
towards the end of the period that some difficulty was being experienced in
collecting the poor rate, but the preparedness of the township to pay its overseer
even before the Sturges Bourne Act of 1819 and the township meetings being held
specifically to deal with the problem of poverty indicate a community still very aware
of its responsibilities and anxious to meet them. The evidence from Troutbeck,
therefore, reinforces recent research which regards the Old Poor Law not as
inefficient and repressive, but as an adaptable system offering on the whole a
satisfactory response to the needs of the community. 192
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