
164 

ART. XVI .—The book of the Overseers of the Poor in 
the township of Great Strickland, 1778-1835. By 
the Rev. C. M. LOWTHER BOUCH, M.A. 

Read at Penrith, April 2nd, 1949. 

THE history of Poor Relief in these counties has been 
much neglected by local writers, and there is only 

one article on the subject in our Transactions, namely' 
"Poor Relief in Cumberland in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries" by Francis Grainger.' But no 
real survey of the whole area will be possible until the 
records of many more parishes have been tabulated, and 
the present paper has been written as a first move in that 
direction; I hope that other members of the Society may 
be able to assist in the task, for it is one which does not 
call for any special training or abilities, and the records 
upon which it must be based are to be found, not in far 
away London, but in our own parishes. Further, there 
is now an excellent guide available, W. E. Tate's The 
Parish Chest,' which will show the student what to look 
for; and it may be worth emphasizing that the records in 
question (which are usually to be found in the custody 
of the incumbent of the parish) are written in English and 
are normally perfectly legible. It is to be hoped, there-
fore, that there will be further articles, on similar lines to 
the present one, in subsequent volumes of Transactions. 

If we are to understand the meaning of these records, 
it must be realised that until the Act of 1834, each parish 
was responsible for the care of its poor and destitute 
inhabitants, a definition which included illegitimate 

1  CW2 xv 90-96. Cf. now also CW2 xlix 142-147. 
2  Cambridge, 1946, particularly pp. 188-238. 
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children; an account of the various Acts of Parliament 
dealing with the subject may be found in Mr Tate's book.' 
The following statistics will give an idea of the burden 
which the better-off inhabitants had to bear for Poor 
Relief : the population of Great Strickland was 211 in 
18o1, 241 in 1811, 246 in 1821 and 277 in 1841; and the 
township's expenditure on Poor Relief was X16 6s 4d in 
1783, X94 18s 'Id in 1800, £194 Is 92d in 1817 /8, 
£112.19s 3d in 1828 /9 and £134 17s 12d in 1837—after 
that the records cease to give figures, presumably because 
the Act of 1834 had begun to operate. People in receipt 
of relief numbered 7 in 1783, 20 in 1818 and 29 in 1819 
(in the latter year representing approximately 112 % of 
the population). 

It will be convenient to insert at this stage some notes 
upon the history and meaning of the word settlement, as 
applied to Poor Relief, for on its interpretation hung the 
issue as to which parish was responsible for anyone who 
fell by the roadside. The law on this matter was based 
on an Act of 1662, by which any stranger settling in a 
parish could be moved on at once, unless he rented a 
tenement worth X10 or found security against the risk 
that he might become chargeable on the parish; when a 
man only came for a brief stay, for harvesting for 
instance, he had to have a certificate from his own parish 
agreeing to take him back. The aim of every parish, 
therefore, was to take every precaution against anyone 
settling there who might at some future date become a 
burden on their rates. The following entry shows the 
need for such precaution: ` `Joseph Scott's relief. Law 
expenses attending J. Scott's settlement X34 4s." 
(1831 /2).  A series of entries in October and November 
1791, about a Mary Sanderson (presumably a native of 
Great Strickland) who had become a charge on the parish 
of Whitehaven, illustrates the fate of anyone who fell 
into misfortune while away from home : — 

3  Pp. 188-194. 
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"Paid to Mary Sanderson 	11s 6d 
Board of Mary Sanderson and childer 	 2s od 
For removing Mary Sanderson to Penrith, 

expenses 	 2S od 
Paid for vittels and crrage of Mary Sanderson and 

childer from Whitehaven 	 1 3s 6d 
for fetching them from Penrith and vittels and 

lodging 	 3s 6d" 

Here is an example of a similar case : - 
"1804-5 Journeys to Cockermouth, Carlisle, and 

Springfield, with expenses attending 
the said journeys, concerning the 
settlement of Margaret Sanderson 	L4 11S 3d 

1807 	Paid to Margaret Sanderson, 4  May 
1807-22 April 1808 	 7 7S 5d" 

And these payments continued until December 1834, that 
is for over twenty years. Thus it can be seen why a 
parish was willing to incur heavy legal expenses to avoid 
the settlement of a pauper. The cost of helping a native 
of a place might still be a charge on that place even if 
the recipient was domiciled elsewhere: - 
"1832-3 John Dixon for Relief at Nottingham 	i is od" 

Now to deal with the way in which relief was admini- 
stered. 	Before 1822 the accounts were not audited; 
after that date this was done by two justices of the peace, 
verified by the overseer's oath; in 1831 it was noted that 
the various items must be set out in full. Until 1792 the 
method followed was that of direct relief; the sums paid 
varied between is and 3s 6d a week : sometimes house 
rent was paid, and also what was called "hand money", 
or a load of coals. Then, from 1793 onwards, the poor 
were farmed out at the rate of LIO a quarter; but in 1797 
the earlier method was returned to, continuing in force 
until 1833, the scale of payments being much the same 
as before. In 1809-1814, entries of weekly pay as well 
as relief seem to show that wages were being supplemented 
by payments from the rates. 	In 183o recipients are 
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grouped under those who received weekly pay, those who 
were given a pension and those in receipt of relief. From 
1833 the township appears to have acquired a share in 
Eamont Bridge workhouse, at a cost of £I1 5s old  in 
that year. 

The overseers seem to have made reasonable provision 
for their charges. An entry in 1835 runs "Bought for 
John Kendall Bed, Bedding, and Household Furniture 

3 is 8d" ; another, in 1787 / 8, "Richd Burrel, house-
hold goods belonging to the township of Great Strickland 
bought of Wm. Wilkinson in part of two guineas 

 16s od." probably refers to a similar transaction. 
But when the poor died, this is what happened in 1835 : - 
"Paid for funeral expenses at the death of Jane 

Burrel 	 J2 18s 8d 
Received for the goods sold belonging to Jane 

Burrel 	 18s 80" 
The indigent and aged were not the only people for 

whom the overseers were responsible ; they also had to 
care for unmarried mothers and their illegitimate children 
or "bastards", as they are always called in the Great 
Strickland book. Of course, the great thing to do was 
to find the father and make him responsible; the entry 
on the debit side in 1785 / 6 : - 
"Paid to Peggy Bird for the maintenance of her 

bastard child and apprehending the reputed 
father, Isaac Hodgson 	 3 4s 82d" 

is balanced by the following on the credit side : -  
"Received 20 from the reputed father of Peggy Bird's bastard 

child" 

and from then until 1791 payments at £3 a year, or 
thereabouts, appear in the parish books. 	There are 
many such entries; frequently the allowance was larger 
than in the above case. Sometimes the child was boarded 
out : - 
"1783-4 Paid for the board of Ann Gibbins boy 	3 16s 2d" 
"1784-5 To Richd Routledge for the board of 

Mary Bird and Gibbins son 	11 15s id" 
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In some cases provision was made for. education: 4s. 3d. 

was paid for schooling for the "Gibbins boy"  in 1786/7, 

and in the latter year he was apprenticed: - 

"8 Aug 1787 Paid to John Webster 2 2S in part of Gibbons 
prentice fee 

For board and cloathing 	 L2 Ios 4d" 

As evidence of what might happen to a parish if its 

inhabitants included any really bad stock, I may cite the 

history of the Penrith family, as shown in the Great 

Strickland book, from 1791 to 1835: - 

"1791 Nancy Penrith hand money 
Removing Nancy Perith to Penrith and 

expences 
John Penrith and family hand money 

1792 Inquiring about the settlement of John Pen- 
rith and a letter 

John Penrith, house rent 
(1793-1796  the poor were farmed out, and there are 

therefore no entries) 
1797 hat for use of Bella Penrith 

making 3 gowns for the use of J. Penrith's 
children 

clothing and the indenture of G. Robinson's 
apprentice, Jno Penrith 

2 months board of J. Penrith's children 
Isaac Penrith's board 
Bella Penrith's clogs 
clerk's fees signing Jno Penrith's indenture 

1798 board of Penrith's children 
Penrith's children, cloaths, shoes, clogs 
Isaac Penrith's board 

1799 Penrith childer, board and cloathing 
1800 ditto 
18o i ditto 
1802 Penrith boys board 

close (sic) and repairs 
for Isaac, bone setting and journey 
Ann Penrith, petticoat and shift 
her board 

s d 
1 6 o 

1  7 
I I2 0 

I o 
1 5 0 

2 2 

2  3 

16 7 
1 6 8 
I I o 

3 0  
2 0 

IO IO 3 
2 15 4 
I 4 6 

I2 15 Io 
16 17 9 
19 6 3 
9 2 0 

I II 9 
3 6  
8 

3 14 0 
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1803 Penrith family boarding 	 12 5 16i 
binding Thos Perith an apprentice 	3 15 3 
Shap doctor, curing Ann Perith of the venerai 

disease and healing Jas. Woolf 	 4 2 4 
Ann Penrith, I she stole of bounty, not 

collected 7/ 9 	 1 7 9 
1804 Penrith family board 	 8 o 
1805 Isaac Penrith, cloaths 	 I II 6 
1806 remainder of Thos Penrith's apprentice fee 2 I o" 

So, after paying for sixteen years, the people of Great 
Strickland doubtless hoped that they were quit of the 
Penrith family. They were soon disillusioned, for the 
accounts for 1808 include a payment of £q. 7s "to the 
use of Eliza Penrith's bastard child" ; these payments, 
the amounts of which varied between £6 and £7  yearly, 
continued until 1819, but they were offset by the receipt, 
from 1808 to 1813, of £6 yearly from William Rumney 
"for the use of Eliza Penrith's child" ; then in 1817 there 
is a note of "expenses on Eliz Penrith's account 
for warrant, order etc. 6s 6d", and of £2 8s 6d "weekly 
pay"—she also had her usual grant of £6: this is 
followed in 1818 by an entry on the debit side of £6 to 
William Rumney, "to Elizabeth Penrith bastard child", 
and by one on the credit side of £8 145 8d from John 
Robinson of Heggle Head "for the maintenance of 
Elizabeth Penrith bastard child". The latter arrange-
ment continued in 1819, with the additional payment: 
"Eliz Penrith bastard child by J. R. £7  1os" ; so Eliza-
beth had been at it again. John Robinson's payments 
continued till 1826. The mother began to receive 
"relief" in 1820, £12 13s in that year; in 1825 the entry 
is "Eliza Penrith bastard child weekly pension £7 16s" ; 
in 1826 the sum paid dropped to £1 19s and in 1827-
1832 it was £1 or less each year; in 1833,  £3 2S was paid 
for relief, and this is the last we know of the lady—but 
not of the Penrith family, for the 1835 accounts include 
the payment of 2s to "relieving John Penrith" : so the 
cycle seems to have started again. That is the last year 
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in which full accounts are available, so nothing more 
can be said. 

The accounts throw some light on current prices. In 
those for the period 1786-1802 we find a shirt costing 3s, 
and clogs the same amount; another pair cost 2s 2d. 
The bill for 2 shirts, waistcoat and clogs came to Its, a 
petticoat and shift 8s id, and making a gown gd. A 
load of coals cost 3s 11d; an adult's funeral cost £2 6s 
and a child's 16s 6d. In the period 1804-1836 we find 
a pair of shoes costing between 3s and 7s, clogs "col-
ked" 6s 6d and a pair of stockings 3s. A mare was 
sold for f 2 2s. The householder of to-day will learn with 
envy that a load of coals varied between 135 6d and 
£,1 8s 6d in price. The sums paid in relief and pension 
ranged between is 6d and 45 a week; house rents ranged 
from £2 to £4 a year. A mole-catcher was a more or 
less permanent official, at a wage of £3 7s 6d per annum. 
Finally, in 18og /10, 12s was paid to Joshua Ritson's 
family "during his stay in the local militia". 

The foregoing notes have been on a somewhat sordid 
subject, one with none of the glamour or romance of 
history. None the less, it tells us of the life of over eleven 
per cent of the people of a rural parish at the end of the 
Georgian and the opening of the Victorian era. I hope 
that other members of the Society who have access to 
records of a similar kind will let us have articles on them 
in due course. I have to thank the Rev. D. H. C. Rudd, 
vicar of Great Strickland, for the loan of the book from 
which my notes have been made, and for permission to 
use it in compiling them. 
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