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PREFACE.

T he following Observations on the Administra­
tion o f the Poor Laws in Agricultural Districts 
refer, almost exclusively, to that artificial expedi­
ent, which is generally known by the name of the 
Allowance System. That system is said to have 
been conceived and cradled in the county of 
Norfolk, where it has now, in many parts, grown 
up to maturity. T h e present appears to be a fair 
opportunity for reconsidering the merits o f this 
practice, and if  any information contained in the 
following pages shall throw any light upon this 
gloomy subject, and tend to produce a more 
wholesome state of public feeling respecting it, 
the Author will not consider his attempt fruitless.

N o  illusion will be made to general education, 
religious instruction, or an improved cottage eco­
nomy. T hese are the only means by which 
noblemen, gentlemen, clergymen, or any other 
persons, not immediately connected with the busi­
ness of agriculture, can really benefit the labourer ;
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but they are not necessary parts of the following 
argument.— N o direct attempt has been made to 
shew the Anli-christian nature of the present 
practice, partly because that has already been 
done by an able and eloquent Divine (Dr. Chal­
mers,) in an inquiry into the principle of the 
English Poor Laws, and partly because such at­
tempts, made by an humble individual, often pass 
for professional or visionary opinions. If, how­
ever, reliance is placed upon other arguments, 
which seem indisputable, the Author freely con­
fesses that, if  he had not felt a firm persuasion of 
the Aiiti-ehristian influence o f  the present sys­
tem, he would not have thrown together ten sen­
tences on the subject.

In the course of the inquiry, it will appear that 
the observations are chiefly addressed to the local 
magistrates, because, whoever were the authors of  
this scheme, it must be confessed, that the conti­
nuance of it in a time of peace and plenty rests 
with that body. I f  in the discussion of the subject, 
the appeal which is made to the honor and consci­
ence of those who administer the system, should 
appear too free and bold, it must be recollected 
that the virtue and happiness of the people are 
deeply involved in it. It must be recollected too, 
that the administrators in this case are, from their 
well known character and honorable intentions, 
too apt to be easy and secure, especially where 
their design is the protection of their inferiors.
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T h e Author’s apology for any firmness or free­
dom of expression, which may appear in the fol­
lowing pages, lies in the hope that his argument 
may lodge in the minds of these honorable gentle­
men the conviction which is so firmly fixed in his 
own, that this system is as unnecessary as it is 
mischievous and impolitic.

T w o  questions will naturally occur to the reader 
of the following remarks— are these practices le­
gal? Are these practices common ? T h e  legality 
of these proceedings was a question which the 
author did not feel himself competent to discuss, 
and if he had, the discussion would have diverted 
him from his purpose. A main part ot the ques­
tion is at present pending a decision in the Courts 
of Law. It would appear, however, that these 
practices are not sanctioned by any specific statute, 
but that they rest for authority on custom, local 
influence, and certain modern constructions of an­
cient laws. It is well known that Mr. Pitt in 1797, 
after the failure ot Mr. Whitbread's bill for fixing 
a minimum of wages in the preceding year, pro­
posed, but afterwards withdrew a bill for the sanc­
tion of this very system of allowance, at the joint 
discretion of overseers and local magistrates. 
“ And be it further enacted, that if any poor per- 
“ son residing in any parish under the authority ot 
“ this act, and not being able to earn the full rate 
“ of wages usually given in such parish, or the 
“ palish or parishes united therewith, shall, with
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“ the previous consent of llie person or persons 
" appointed to tlie management of the poor of any 
"such parish, or parishes, contract and agree to 
“ work at any inferior rale or wages, which wages 
“ shall not be sufficient for the maintenance and 
“ support of such poor person singly, or in con­
ju n c t io n  with his or her family, it shall and may 
" be lawful for such officers of the poor, with the 
“ approbation of one or more justice or justices of 
“ the peace in the district, to make up such deji- 
“ ciency, as may be necessary for the support of 
“ such poor person, and his or her family, (regard 
“ being had to the earnings of such family) out o f  
“ the rates  made for the relief of the poor, witli- 
“ out compelling such poor person to be employed 
“ in any school of industry, or in any other manner 
“ under the authority of this act.”

It appears that on mature reflection, Mr. Pitt 
did not consider the principles of this bill sound and 
safe. He certainly did not think them legal, or he 
would not have introduced a bill to make them so.
In the invaluable report from the select committee of 
the House of Commons on the Poor Laws in 1817, \  
that committee expresses its opinion on the subject.

After proposing certain remedies for the correc­
tion of this practice, the report proceeds. "If,
“ however, it should be thought Avise or even 
“ practicable to persevere in endeavouring' to pro- 
“ vide work for all who want it, fresh powers must 
ki certainly be devised for that purpose : the narrow
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“ limits and strict specifications by which Iheexist- 
“ mg- authority to set to work is confined, have 
“ made your committee somewhat at a loss to 
“ ascertain on what legal provision the practices 
“ of making up the wages o f labour, according to 

a certain scale, have been imagined to depend.” 
p. 19.

As to the next question— Are these practices 
common? Let the county o f Norfolk, and espe­
cially the Western part o f the county, answer it. 
But I collect, from the last Report o f the Com­
mittee o f the House o f  Commons, on the Poor 
Rate Return, the following remarks of the return­
ing officers, published in an appendix to that Report. 
Many of these remarks shew the benefit of select 
vestries and parochial management. T he follow­
ing is evidence o f an opposite description.

D U R H A M .
Stanton and S lreatham .— “ A select vestry has 

“ been formed, but it is nearly useless, for the 
“ magistrates still arrogate to themselves (from a 
“ clause in the Act,) the power o f  ordering what 
“  relief they choose to paupers, and quite against 

the opinion and decision of the select vestry. 
“ T he less magistrates have to do with parish busi- 
“ ness, the better— orders, summonses, and war- 
“ rants, are issued in countless numbers, for every 
“ silly complaint that may be made to them.” 

Sadgefield — « T he township of Scdgefield has
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“ not been able to make any reduction in the 
“ expcnces for the relief of the poor this last year,
“ on account of the magistrates interfering with 
“ the select vestry, which prevented the most 
“ respectable people attending the meeting. How- 
“ ever, they have declined, and will not meddle 
“ with any thing the vestry may agree upon, and 
“ we have no hesitation in saying the expence this 
“ year will be one-third less than last.”

L IN C O L N .
Rinbrook St. G abriel.— “ A select vestry has 

“ been formed, and the greatest benefit was ex- 
“ pected from it, both to the deserving poor, and 
“ the parish ; but the idle and extravagant part of 
“ the poor, finding the magistrates too apt to listen 
“ to them, summon the overseers, on very frivolous 
" occasions, and put them to the trouble of jour- 
“ nies eight or ten miles, with expences and loss of 
“ time to both parties, when the members of the 
“ vestry are much better able to judge than the 
“ magistrates, as being near neighbours, and 
“ knowing the case. T h e interference of the ma- 
“ gistrates not only encourages false swearing, but 
“ is often attended with wrong decisions, and a 
" great expence to the parish.”

N O R T H A M P T O N .
M oreton P in kn ey .— " T w o nominations for a 

“ select vestry, according to the directions ot the



• act, have taken place, hut the magistrates have 
“  refused to allow it.”

S U F F O L K .
F ram lingham .— " On examining the above sum 

“ of £ 1 9 9 1 . 5s. it appears that the sum o f £ 9 7 3 .10s. 
“ was actually paid for subsistence to men with 
“  families, and single men able to work, but could 
“  not obtain employment.”

N O R F O L K .
Congham.— “ T h e rates are increasing from 

“ the inability o f the occupiers to employ the la­
b o u r e r s , from the number of very young men 
“  marrying without any means of support, and 
“  the rapid increase o f the population, and from 
“ the system of allowing a rate o f maintenance 
“  for those who are not able, or not willing to 
“  work, equal to the wages that can be given in 
“  the present most distressed state o f agriculture. 
“  Allowance to a single lad, 5s. per week— man 
“ and wife, 7s.— ditto and one child, 8s. 3d. &c.”

T hese extracts shew, that these practices are 
common, are very prevalent in Suffolk and N or­
folk, and that the Government is anxious to turn 
the public attention to the subject.
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INTRODUCTION.
■ ^  ̂

P a l ' p e u i s m  has been viewed with too much 
complacency in England. It lias been viewed 
through the humane intentions, with which, from 
time to time, laws have been enacted, and admi­
nistered for the relief and protection o f the poor. 
It has been judged of by its patrons, rather than 
by its subjects, by its name, rather than by its own 
intrinsic character.

It has been viewed with too much complacency, 
because it has been confounded with poverty, with 
that condition of distress and misfortune to which 
every man is liable from sickness, infirmity, age, 
past imprudence, or even from long standing bad 
habits. Poverty in its proper sense, as an object 
of pity, is involuntary, is in fact as much a misfor­
tune, as any other to which humanity is liable. 
Pauperism, on the other hand, deserves no pity, 
but in as much as all vice is pitiable, because it is 
voluntary.

T hese two states indeed, in many particular 
cases, (especially where they are theoretically con­
founded) may practically approximate. But in all
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legislation, and in all inquiries respecting the poor, 
the outline can never be too strongly delineated. 
T he statutes of Elizabeth especially mark this 
distinction, providing only for two classes— relief 
for the impotent, and employment for the unem­
ployed, by which they may relieve themselves. 
By the best laws of England, the poor are termed 
the indigent, and paupers the idle and disorderly ; 
whereas modern laws and modem practices have 
confounded paupers, and other poor persons; have 
levelled these distinctions, and left one chaotic 
mass of pauperism a burden upon the country.

As it is desirable to distinguish poverty from 
pauperism, the state immediately beneath it, so it 
is desirable to distinguish it from competency, the 
state immediately above it. Great confusion and 
mischief have arisen from inattention to this dis­
tinction, and many a misguided man, if  this dis­
tinction had been upheld in his own mind, and in 
the public mind, would have been content in the 
state in which Providence had placed him. u T h e  
labouring poor,” the “ poor labourers,” are very 

. common phrases in conversation, and even in 
Acts of Parliament; and by this language the bold 
peasantry o f England, whose industry would have 
supplied them with an honorable and competent 
maintenance, have been seduced to swell the ranks 
o f the poor, and so to descend by the slippery 
path o f poverty, (often imaginary) into the abyss 
of pauperism.
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Such has been the effect o f humane laws, falsely 
so called, and humane language falsely applied. 
T h e whole peasantry of England, in many dis­
tricts, are at this moment immersed in pauperism, 
with the means of happiness, competency, and in­
dependence around them ! !

Such is the melancholy fact. T o  rescue the 
multitudes who have thus fallen, must be the object 
o f every man’s heart. It is an object o f great 
difficulty, but well worthy the anxiety and perse­
verance of all.

Evils o f every kind are more easily endured than 
removed ; but moral evils, when sanctioned by 
popular prejudices and long standing habits, are 
peculiarly difficult o f cure. T he pauperism of  
England has grown up by degrees, and by de­
grees it must, if ever, be removed. Viewed in the 
mass, it is a frightful and mysterious object; but 
when separated into its proper parts, it will become 
more intelligible, and be more easily managed. 
For this purpose, it is important to begin, not 
with the original statutes,* (for they are compa­
ratively harmless, when confined to their original 
design,) but with the practices of the present gene-

* 6( A  plan was formed in the reign of Queen Elizabeth, 
more humane and beneficial than even feeding and clothing of 
millions, by affording them the means (with pry per industry) 
to feed and clothe themselves. And the further any subsequent 
plans for maintaining the poor have departed from this institu­
tion, the more impracticable, and even pernicious, their visionary 
attempts have proved.”— Blackstonc, book tv. c. 32.

c 2



ration. It is desirable to separate modern from 
ancient institutions, local from national regulations, 
agricultural from trading- and commercial district*.

iSo subject has been more generally discussed 
than I he Poor Laws of England. Some in their 
zeal (an honorable and patriotic zeal5) against 
the excesses of pauperism, have levelled an un­
sparing denunciation against the entire principle 
of the poor laws, legal provision for want and in­
digence. On the other hand, while some have 
ascribed the prosperity of this country to our naval 
power and maritime situation— some to our free 
constitution and government by law— some to our 
trade or commerce, or mines, or agriculture; and 
some, more wisely, to all these causes combined, 
there are those who ascribe it all to the system of 
the Poor Laws. These persons seem so convinced 
of the beauty and perfection of the system, that 
they are become absolutely enamoured of pauper­
ism, and use their utmost endeavours to diffuse the 
blessings of it through every village and hamlet of 
the country. All useful inquiry, however, must 
begin, not with the Poor Laws, but with their 
administration ; not with the principle, but with 
the practice. The real merits of the question lie 
in the practical details, in an enquiry in every 
particular case, into the real necessity for legal 
relief, and the effects of that relief, when expected 
or afforded, on the comfort and character of the 
expectant and recipient.

12
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Between three and four years ago, circumstances 
induced me to remove from the Cure of a large 
population in the city o f Norwich, to the Cure of  
the village of Little Massingham, in the county of 
Norfolk. It was natural for a person who had 
been accustomed to observe the condition o f the 
labourers in the city, to institute some sort of  
comparison between their habits and characters, 
and those o f the villagers. A very slight observa­
tion convinced me that the people o f this part of 
the county were under some peculiar sysem, to 
which certain features in their character were to be 
traced. That conviction has been confirmed by a 
longer experience. T o  omit all other peculiarities, 
the perpetual discontent and irritation o f mind, 
subsisting between the labourers and their em­
ployers, is the most remarkable. W e  occasionally 
hear of the combinations of workmen and masters, 
for the regulation of wages ; but the habitual 
feeling that prevails is, I believe, that which ought 
to prevail between patrons and clients. In these 
agricultural districts there is a constant inflamma­
tion of mind, arising from the slightest fluctuations 
in the price of corn, and an habitual dislike and 
suspicion between the labourers and their masters.

This mischief arises from the unnatural inter­
ference of the magistracy between work and wages. 
Whether this interference is or is not necessary, it is 
quite evident that the principle and happiness of the 
population are corrupted by it. I may appeal to
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common experience in proof of this assertion— to 
the general feeling of the country— to the yeomen, 
and even to the poor— to many of the neighbouring 
and other clergy— to those clergymen especially 
who introduced select vestries into their respective 
parishes, from which, after having attended some 
time, they have been obliged to retire. They  
have retired, because they discovered a system 
of imposture which they could not sanction, but 
which, supported as it is by custom, and local 
authority, they could not practically resist, without 
placing themselves in an odious and unprofessional 
attitude towards the poor. These gentlemen pur­
sue the only prudent course that remains to them 
under the present administration ; but they witness 
from day to day evils which they lament, and have 
no power to controul. N o  upright man, indeed, 
can long continue an agent in this business, as it 
is in many cases conducted. Any man, however, 
may observe the effects of these proceedings, and 
satisfy himself by patient inquiry as to their real 
merits.

In general parishes are so large, their interests 
so adverse and complicated, that it is very difficult, 
almost impossible, to ascertain, with arithmetical 
accuracy, the annual amount o f labour, and the 

*

proportion which it bears to the population de­
pendant on its wages. 1 am not aware that this 
point has been ascertained, but on this point the 
naked merits of those regulations, which allect the
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able bodied labourer, must be decided. Whatever 
can throw light on this practical inquiry, in any 
specific case, however small, may facilitate a more 
general investigation into the merits or demerits of  
a system, under the baneful influence of which the 
agriculture and the peasantry of this country have 
been peculiarly depressed.

It has been my main object to ascertain the 
fund which supplies the annual means of sub­
sistence, as well as the degrees and proportions in 
which that fund has been distributed among the 
individuals who compose the society of this place. 
T his will o f course lead us at once to the means 
of comfort which the people might and would 
enjoy if there were no foreign interference. It 
will also lead to some more general, practical, and 
political inferences, which it may be unnecessary 
for me to draw. It will, however, convince the 
country that our national blessings are greater 
than we have supposed or deserved, and that 
while we have reason in some instances to blame 
the interfering hand of human regulations, we 
liave only cause to ascribe united praise to the 
bountiful hand of heaven.
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C H A PT E R  I.

u  No man loves restrictive regulations of any kind less 
44 than myself. A t best, nine times in ten, they are little 
w better than laborious and vexatious follies ; often as in 
“ your case they are great oppressions, as well as great 

44 absurdities.”

B u i i k e .

In discussing the merits o f certain practices in 
the administration o f the Poor Laws in A^ricul- 
tural Districts, it will be convenient to stale first 
what these practices are— secondly, the mischiev­
ous eifects arising* from them— and thirdly, to 
offer a refutation o f the opinions and assertions 
by which they are sometimes defended. It is the 
design o f this chapter to state the origin and nature 
of these practices.

All persons who are acquainted with the history 
of the poor laws in England, are well aware, that 
great changes have taken place in the laws (hem-
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selves, and greater still in the administration and 
execution of them. It is unnecessary to the pre­
sent purpose to give any history of the various 
acts of Parliament relating to maintenance, settle­
ments, &c. &c. Every gentleman has some de­
gree of knowledge of that part of the laws of his 
country. My observations shall begin with the 
22 G. 3, commonly known by the name of Gil­
bert’s Act, the principle of which is, the incorpo­
ration of parishes and hundreds for the mainte­
nance of the poor. This principle has led to the 
greatest deviations from the original design of the 
Poor Laws, and to the greatest errors in practice. 
That act led to the erection of a great number of 
Houses of Industry, at an enormous expence, 
which have in many cases proved a grievous bur­
den to the hundreds, nurseries of vice, receptacles 
for the shameless, and instruments of oppression 
to the good. That act was indirectly the means 
of breaking up and superseding the-old excellent 
English system of parochial management by over­
seers and vestries. W here there are no Houses 
of Industry or Guardians, whole hundreds are 
placed in a state of vassalage to the local magis­
trates, and subjected to laws and regulations, not 
only affecting the management of the poor, but the 
whole business of husbandry, to the great injury of 
all parties concerned. T his kind of local legisla­
t i o n ,  with the best intention, but with the worst 
consequences, has been carried to a great extent.
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T he local magistrates have thus been tempted 
to undertake, in addition to the proper duties of  
their honorable office, the laborious and unneces­
sary task of superintending* the management and 
employment o f the labourers o f the country.

T h e Act o f 22  G. 3, for the maintenance of thé 
poor by incorporated societies, generally provides, 
that nothing in that Act should extend to any 
parish, township, or place, which shall not agree 
to adopt the provisions therein contained.

In a country like this, all experiments o f this 
sort, good or bad, have a general influence beyond 
the limits legally prescribed to them. T his Act 
was considered by the most eminent lawyers o f the 
time only as an experiment, to be tried by parishes, 
townships, and places, that should voluntarily adopt 
the provisions contained in it— whereas it has intro­
duced a general practice o f superseding the duties 
of parish vestries, churchwardens, and overseers.

By the seventh section of that Act it is provided, 
“ that were guardians are appointed, neither 
“ churchwardens nor overseers shall intermeddle  
66 in the care and management o f  the poor, but that 
“ the guardians shall be invested with all powers 
“  given by any Act of Parliament to the overseers of 

, “ the poor, and in all respects, except in reg a rd  to 
€i the m aking and collecting the rates , shall be 
“ overseers— but the churchwardens and over- 
“  seers shall continue to be liable to collect the poor  
“ rate, and shall p a y  the same to the guardians ”

d  2
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Here was a death blow to the parochial system 
of England, a system which has conferred im­
mortal honor on its founder, and the blest blessings 
for ages on this country.*

This innovation has produced great mischiefs in 
many parishes and hundreds, where the incorpo­
rated societies have been adopted, though there 
the Guardians being parties concerned, and having 
a dear knowledge of circumstances, are likely to 
exercise due prudence in the management of the 
funds entrusted to their care. But what has been 
the efiect in those parishes and hundreds which 
have not agreed to adopt the provisions of Gilbert’s 
Act? There the local magistrates are self-ap­
pointed guardians. I mean in the sense of that 
Act. They are guardians who supersede the 
office of overseers and vestries, and by their peri­
odical decrees declare, in the spirit of (his section 
of the Act, that neither churchwardens nor over­
seers shall intermeddle with the management of the 
poor ; but the churchwardens and overseers shall

* The following remarks of the admirable Blackstone can­

not be too frequently recorded :— u W  hen the shires, the hun­

dreds, the tithings, were kept in the same admirable order 

that they were disposed in by the great Alfred, there were no 

persons idle, consequently none but the impotent that needed 

relief; and the statute of the 43 Eliz. seems entirely founded 

on the same principle : but when this excellent scheme was 

neglected and departed from, we cannot but observe with con­

cern w hat miserable shifts and lame expedients have, from time 

to time, been adopted, in order to patch up the flaws occasioned 

by this neglect.”—  UUlcksloriC) book ch. 9.
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be liable to collect the poor rate, and shall expend 
the same as the magistrates shall, in their wisdom, 
see fit.”

Thus the overseers are made mere publicans 
and tax gatherers, who pay their own tribute, levy 
money from their neighbours and equals, and then 
disburse the rate under the order and will of 
strangers, in a most ungracious manner, to the 
poor. This is the reason why we so often hear 
complaints that overseers are very untractable 
beings— that they will not do their duty— that the 
larger occupiers will not undertake the office, but 
pass it over to the inferior persons of the parish, or 
to some one hired for the purpose. T he office is 
stripped of its usefulness, discretion, and honor, 
and then a complaint is made, that respectable 
people will not act, where in fact they cannot act 
in a respectable manner.

T o  the influence of this Act is to be ascribed 
the impotency of parish officers and parish vestries. 
There is also another circumstance, very strongly 
affecting the case in question. In the year 1795, 
the year of scarcity, a practice was introduced of  
allowing so much per head to each child. I copy 
from the Poor Book of the parish o f Great Mas- 
singham, the following memorandum, made in the 
year 1795-1796:—

“ At a vestry held January 2, 179G, it was 
“ agreed to allow to all families wherein there is 
“ only one child, at the rate of Gd. per head per
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“ week, and to those wherein there are more than 
“ one child, 9d. per head.”

In the year 17G0, about the Accession of George 
the Third, the poor rate was £ 5 5 , and in the year 
preceding this regulation the poor rate of the parish 
of Great JYIassingham was £  182, whereas in the 
year after the passing of this regulation, the poor 
rate amounted to £ 1 8 2 .  It has since varied from 
that sum to £ 8 0 0 , and was, during the last year, 
£64r7, through the introduction of a select vestry.

T o  these two circumstances, the passing of 22  
Geo. 3, and other Acts connected with that which 
superseded the parochial system, and the tempo­
rary expedient adopted in 1795, during the scarcity, 
and since continued, we trace the present practice 
in the Administration of the Poor Laws in Agri­
cultural Districts, of supporting the population by 
the allowances of local magistrates.*

T h e statutes of Henry, Edward, and Elizabeth, 
at the Reformation, the law of settlement at the 
Restoration, effected great changes in the manage­
ment of the poor. These changes were, however, 
slight, in comparison of that alteration which has 
taken place since the passing of Mr. Gilbert’s Act,

* The farmers in the first instance called in the countenance 

and sanction of the magistracy* but now the police has assumed 

the entire and absolute controul. This reminds us of the fable—  

Cervus equum pugna melior communibus herbis 

Pelleb.it, donee minor in cestamine longo 

Imploravit opes hominis frænuioq recepit 

Sed posiquam victor violens discessit ab hoste 

Won cijuitem dorso, non frænum depulit ore.



23

and especially since 1795, by the weekly fiats and 
decrees of the local magistrates. I do not happen 
to possess a written copy of what is vulgarly but 
not improperly called the law of the hundred o f  
Freebridge Lynn, in which I reside. It is, how-* 
ever, similar to the laws o f the neighbouring hun­
dreds, and as I have a copy (a circular) of one of 
those o f so late a date as the 19th January, 1824, 
that I may not mistate the case, I here transcribe it :

" 19 th J an u a ry , 1824.
" At a meeting o f the magistrates in and for the

" hundred o f -------, in the county of Norfolk, thj$
"day held, it was determined that paupers and 
" other poor persons, if out of work, or employed 
" on the roads, should receive the weekly allowances 
"follow ing, such allowances to commence and bq 
" made the tenth day of January instant :

s. n.
" Boys from 16 to 20  years o f a g e ................. 3  6
" Single Men above 20  .................................... 4  0
"M an and W ife .................................................. 5 6
" Each Child .................................... ..................  I 9
" W id o w s .................................... ..........................2  6
" Ditto in cases of great infirmity or age . . .  3  0

" T he earnings of any part of the family to be 
" considered as part of the allowance.

" Men to be at work eight hours in the day. 
" It is recommended by the magistrates that the 
“ above rate of allowance be attended to in all



"ordinary eases of persons employed upon the 
“ roads or otherwise, hut it is not intended to be 
"applied to extraordinary cases of distress from 
“ sickness, or any other cause ; in such cases, far- 
“ ther relief, at the discretion of the overseers, will 
“  be required, and i f  refused by them, the parish 
“  will incur the additional expence of summons 
“ and orders for adequate relief.”

C d  (  Magistrates.
W ithout for a moment questioning the legal 

powers of the local magistrates to issue, from time 
to time, these general orders, it is lawful to ask, is 
it a wise or constitutional use of such powers ? 
Can such regulations and edicts be in conformity 
with the institutions of a free country ? Are they 
congenial to the feelings of a people accustomed 
to a representative government? Are they con­
sistent with the industry, enterprise, and happiness 
of a thriving, moral, and religious nation? T he  
fact is, such periodical determinations, recommen­
dations, admonitions, and threats of expence, sum­
mons and orders, would be felt as intolerable in­
sults, did they not proceed from the kindest inten­
tions ofthe most amiable and excellent men. It 
is the private worth of the great body of English 
magistrates, which has long upheld practices that 
are in every view unworthy of the good sense and 
good feeling of the people of Lngland.

But to examine the nature of these decrees, they
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are manifestly universal ami unrestricted; they in­
clude “ paupers out of work or unemployed,” “ poor 
persons out o f work or unemployed ”— in fact, “ all 
ordinary cases o f persons employed on the roads 
or otherwise”— i. e. the whole industry o f the 
country comes within this jurisdiction. For these 
ordinary cases of paupers, poor persons, and all 
persons employed on the roads or otherwise, there 
is one law, varying- not according to the industry 
or character of the individual, not according to 
the discretion o f the employer, farmer, overseer, 
or vestry, but varying only according to the age 
and relation ot life. T h e whole country knows 
how to treat a boy or single man, man and wife, 
widows and children, aged and infirm.— T he  
overseers shall “ not intermeddle with the ina* 
" nagement of these persons, but they shall collect 
“ the rate and pay the sums ordered.” T he de­
cree is comprehensive, universal— it is also unre­
stricted. “ This allowance is not intended to be 
“ applied to extraordinary cases from sickness, or 
“ any other cause”— but observe, “  in such cases 
“ further relief, at the discretion  o f the overseers, 
“ will be required *” this looks like conceding to 
the officers a discretionary power, but what fol­
lows? “ I f refused by them, (with a dash under 
the words in the original MS ) “ if refused by 
“ them, the parish will incur the additional expeiue  
" of summons and orders for adequate relief,” 
according to the discretion of the magistrates.

E



This is said to be the cheapest means of pro­
viding for the greatest number of persons. If it 
were the business of the local magistrates to solve 
this problem, 1 trust the solution is not yet neces­
sary in England— I trust that the country is not 
yet in such a declining and retrograding condition, 
that it is necessary to place the peasantry of a 
whole district on the shortest possible allowance. 
One would hope, that it is not yet necessary to go  
back to this beautiful simple law of nature and 
equality ! It has been said, “ why do you com- 
“ plain of the allowance, since it is little more than 
“ prison allowance?” It certainly is not desirable 
that people should live better in prisons than 
they do out of them— bat I hope I shall shew that 
I do not complain of the allowance for bettering 
the condition of the people, that I do not complain 
of its amount, but of its principle, application, and 
mischievous effects.

T he great object of the local magistrates in 
these decrees is to provide maintenance for all the 
people, and to extend the shield of their protection 
in behalf o f this object over the whole country. 
T h e industry, habits, and virtue of the people are 
not here in contemplation— maintenance is the ob­
ject. Let it be supposed that that object has been 
secured, at least that it has not been frustrated ;— by 
what means and by what sacrifices has it been 
secured, and wei’e those means and sacrifices ne­
cessary to secure the maintenance of the labourer

26
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in the most thriving and prosperous country in 
the world? It is important, for our own sake and 
for posterity, to mark well the measures to which 
we have condescended to secure subsistence to the 
labourer. In laborious efforts to provide mainte­
nance, that has scarcely been effected by the worst 
means, which the people would have effected for 
themselves by the best means— their own industry. 
T his practice has thrown back the peasantry of 
England many degrees. It has not made them 
slaves, but has reduced them, at least by far too 
many of them, to a servile condition, and it is to be 
feared they are descending further and further in 
the scale o f society. W hile the strongest feelings 
o f the British people are roused for the amelioration 
and emancipation o f the negroes of the W est 
India Colonies, we are substituting in this country 
colonial regulations for free laws. W hile we are 
wishing from our hearts to raise in the scale of 
society the planter, and in the scale o f being the 
slave, we have taken many steps to steel the heart 
of the yeoman, and to depress the spirit o f the 
peasant, by substituting the law of maintenance, 
the law of bondmen, for the wages of labour, the 
law of freemen.*

*  The Quarterly Reviewer, in his endeavour to moderate 

between the planters and the abolitionists, seems to be de­

scribing the desired change from pauperism in the agricultural 

districts of England, as well as from slavery in the West Indies, 

in the following language.

44 The present system we should designate as a payment of

E 2
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T he price of corn is the standard by which the 
scales are regulated. In many hundreds the allow­
ance is made out by a certain quantity o f wheat, 
meal, or flour, and is called by the various names of 
head money, mouth money, meal money, and flour 
money ; it appears under these names in many of 
the parish books. T he allowance is generally a 
stone of meal for a person of mature age, and half 
that quantity for a child, with some slight addition 
for clothing. In examining the merits of this prac­
tice, one naturally looks to history, ancient and 
modern, of our own or of other countries, for 
precedent and analogy. Modern history, unless 
it be the history of the W est Indies, seems to fail 
us. There is a practice recorded in ancient 
history, which strongly resembles, in its nature 
and effects, this system of allowances— I mean the 
congiaria of the Romans.* T he congiarium was a 
Roman measure of about a gallon, and by a kind 
of metonymy became a term to express the largess 
of corn given, especially by the Roman Emperors,

“ labour by maintenance, while to the desired change we 

“  should give the name of payment by wages.”

Again— “  W hen the system shall be changed by placing our 

“  negroes in the condition of the labouring poor in Europe, a 

“  situation in which, in case of idleness, they would feel the evil 

“ of hunger, or the insufficiency of clothing or lodging— in 

“  Which in short, the degree of comfort they enjoyed would 

“ depend on the degree of their exertions.”

* See a most beautiful gallou-scale, or cougiarium, in the 

evidence of John Bennett, Esq. before the Select Committee of 

the Ilouseof Commons in 1817. p. 92, 93.
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to the populace o f Rome. T h e history of that 
policy forms a very interesting- illustration o f the 
modern practice of allegiances in agricultural dis­
tricts. As historical lessons are o f great value on 
questions of this sort, inasmuch as they come to us 
with the authority o f truth, and divested o f interest, 
prejudice, and passion, the following account 
o f them, selected from the Roman historians, 
cannot fail to interest. Passing over the accounts 
given us in the pages of Livy, o f the first introduc­
tion of the congiaria, from benevolent motives, in 
times of scarcity, and the subsequent adoption of 
them by the candidates for popular favour at elec­
tions, we find an accurate description o f them in 
the reign and hands of the wise and moderate 
Augustus. T h e historian has given u sa  circum­
stantial account, every word of which is instructive. 
T here is the scale, and the variable nature of that 
scale, the tickets, and the orders. There is the 
scale of ages, from manhood to puberty, from 
puberty to infancy. There is the growing increase 
o f numbers falling upon the lists, who were not 
originally the objects of the bounty. T h e whole 
account indicates the inherent evil o f such practices, 
and their necessary tendency to excite rapacity, 
and destroy the industry of the country. T he  
historian faithfully describes that curious state of  
equilibrium which sometimes exists, but exists 
(like the touch of the balance) only for a moment 
between the hesitating controul of the executive.

>
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and the morbid impatience of the people.* In the 
reio-n of Nero Ave find that it had become dan- 
gerous and impossible to oppose and limit this 
practice ; that it was increasingly burdensome to 
the state,f and that the higher classes of society felt 
their security depended on its continuance. T he  
wretched parricide, in his letter to the senate, after 
the horrible murder of his mother, states, among 
other charges against her, that she had discounte-

*  Coogiaria populo frequenter dédit, sed drversœ fe re  summœ 
modo quadragenos, modo tricenos, non unquam ducenos, quin- 

quagenosque nummos, ac ne ttiinores quidem puer os preteriit, 
quamvis non nisi ab undecinio aetatis anno accipere consuessent. 

Frumentum quoque in annonas difficultatibus, sape levissimo, 

interdum nullo pretio, viritim admensus est tesserasque num- 

marias duplicavit• Sed ut salubrem magis quam ambitiosum 

principem scires, querentem de inopia et caritate vini populum, 

severissima coercuit voce. Satis provisum a genero^suo Agrippa, 

perductis pluribus aquis ne homines sitirent. Eidem populo 

promissum quidem congianum reposcenti ; bonæ fidei se esse 

respondit, non promissum autem tlagitanti, iurpitudinem et im- 

pudentiam edicto exprobavit— afiinnavitque non daturum quamvis 

dare destinarat. Nec minori gravitate atque constantia, cum 

proposito congiario, multos manumissos, insertosq. civium nu­

méro comperisset, negavit accepturos quibus promissum non 

esset, ceterisque minus, quam promiserat dedit, ut destinata 

suinma sufliceret. Magna vero quandam sterilitate ac difficili 

remedio, cum venalitias et lanistarum familias peregrinosq. 

omnes, exceptis medicis et preceptoribus, partemque servitiorum 

urbe expulisset; at tandem annona convaluit u impetum se ce- 
“  pisse, scribit, frumentationes publicas in perpetuum abolendi, 
“ quod earumJiducia cultura agrorum cessarei; neque lamen 
“  perseverasse, quia cerium haberet, posse p er  ambitionem quan- 

66 doque rcstituL'’1— Suetonius, lib. ii. 41, 42.

+ Plebei congiarium quadringenii nummi viritim dati, et ses- 

tertium quadringentiis oerario inlatum est ad retinendam populi 
fidcm .— T^c. Ann. xii. c. 31.
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nanced the congiaria, and endangered the patri­
cians and gentry.*

I f  we extend the investigation to the reign o f  
the more virtuous Trajan, we shall observe, in the 
panegyric o f Pliny, how hopeless all remedy had 
become, and how necessary it was for the Emperor 
and his panegyrist to make a virtue o f necessity. 
One would almost imagine that Pliny, glancing a 
prophetic eye upon our allowance system, was 
describing its universal and unrestricted decrees.f 
One would imagine that he had been an eye wit­
ness of our justice rooms and petty sessions* scenes.^ 
Unhappily, however, for the patrons of this system, 
they have not yet had such an apologist as Pliny.§ 
T h e  orator was also a philosopher, and could not 
but suspect, and delicately express his suspicion of

*  Dissuasisset donativum et congiarium, periculaque viris 
illustribus instruxisset.— A nn. xiv. c. 11.

+ Enimvero qua benignitate divisum est ? quantæ curæ tibi 

fuit ne quis expers liberalltatis tuæ fieret ? Negotiis aliquis, 

valetudine alius, hic mari, illic lluminibus distinebatur ; expecta­
tion est provisumque ne quis œger, ne quis occupât us, ne quis denique 
longe Juisset, venir et quisque quum vellet, venir et quis que quum 
posset. C . P lin . Paneg. Trajano dectus, 25.

J  Adventante congiarii die observare principis egressum. 

Labor parentibus erat ostentare parvulos impositosq. cervicibus 

adulantia verba blandasq. voces edocere. E t quanquam lætissi- 

mumocculis tuis esset, conspectu Romanæ sobolis iinpleri,owwes 

tamen antequam te viderent audirentve recipi incidijussisti ut ja m  
inde ab infantiâ parentem  publicum educationis experirentur. 
lb . c. 26.

§ Quocirca nihil magis in tua totâ liberalitate laudaverem, 

quum quod congiarium das de tuo, alimenta de tuo ; neque a te 

liberi civium, ut ferarum catuli, sanguine et cædibus nutriuntur ; 

quodquegratissimum est accipientibus sciunt dari sibi quod nemini 
est ereptum , locupletatisque tain multus pauperiorem esse factum 

principem tantum. Ib . c. 27.



the effects of this practice, in forcing-a rabble popu­
lation, dependant on the executive for support. *

It is unnecessary to make any observation on 
the comparative impolicy of the Roman and Eng­
lish practices. Those who are interested in the 
latter will not fail to observe the various features of 
the former, and to trace one of the causes of the 
decline and fall of the greatest empire the world 
ever saw. There is one great and happy point of 
difference. T he Roman practice chiefly prevailed 
in the metropolis— the English began, and still 
lurks in the villages of the country. Had it indeed 
extended to our large manufacturing towns, and 
to the capital, the evil would have been still more 
momentous. If at any future time the population 
of our towns should rise and demand the same 
system as prevails in the country, it will be difficult 
to refute the justice of their claim. It is desirable 
that the present moment should not be lost by any 
regard to delicacy in a matter of so much import­
ance. W e have passed from war to peace, from 
scarcity to plenty, from high and low to moderate 
prices of provisions ; and this is the desired mo­
ment which may never return— “ frumentationes 
publicas in perpetuum abolendi.”

* Super omnia est tamen qucd tulis es, ut sub te liberos tollcre 

liberiat el expediat, c ib. Agaiu— Nemo jam parens lilio nisi 

fragilitatis liumanae vices horret, nec inter iusanabiles morbos 

prineipis ira uumeratur. Magnum quidem est educandi incita- 

nieatum, tollere liberos in spem aliiuentoruin, in speui cougiari- 

orum, inujin  lumen in spem libertatis in spent seairitatis, c. 27.
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w Patience, labour, frugality, sobriety, and religion, 
ci should be recommended to them— all the rest is dowu- 
u right fraud.”

B u r k e .

S i m p l e  statements of the most familiar facts are 
of great value both in political and historical in­
quiries. As chronicles are the best sources of 
historical information, because events are stated 
in the order of time and in the manner in which 
they occur—and as biography and family histories 
supply us with the best means of judging of the 
relative positions of the different ranks of society, 
and of society itself in different countries, so a 
familiar narrative of what daily occurs in the 
management of the poor, o f the different parishes 
of England, whether large or small, may afford 
the best records of the Poor Laws, and of the poor 
of our own times. A familiar narrative of occur­
rences may spread a more just public opinion and 
a more wholesome state of public feeling, which it 
is desirable should attend the legislative reforma-

F
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tion that awaits the administration of the Poor 
Laws. It is the design of the present chapter to 
point out, by homely illustrations, the mischiefs of 
the system of allowances, chiefly as they have 
occurred within my own observation and within 
the limits of my own knowledge.

W ages are the stimulus to industry, and what­
ever regulations interfere between work and wages 
must interfere with the industry of the country. 
T he advocates of this system indeed say, we do 
not interfere with the price of labour, we know 
we cannot legally do so, but by putting our own 
construction on the law of maintenance, we have 
an ingenious method of compelling the farmer to 
pay such and such a sum : for instance, if a man 
have five children, we can compel the farmer to 
put out his work to that man at such a rate, that 
he shall not earn less than twelve or sixteen shil­
lings, or more per week, as the price of corn may 
be ; or if he do, that that sum shall be made up by 
the overseer. Then this system does virtually in­
terfere with work and wages, which is always an 
impolitic interference. Look at its effect on the 
spirit o f the man to whom the twelve shillings is 
assigned. Suppose that man to enter the barn on 
the Monday morning, with the certain knowledge, 
that, whether he use his utmost endeavour to earn 
it or no, there is decreed for him on Saturday 
night twelve shillings. Suppose him to be aware 
that his master has an eye upon the scale of al­
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lowance, and that if he should earn fourteen shil­
lings his master will make his observation, and 
(unless he be a liberal man, and above the system  
under which the country is placed,) will reduce 
the price of his work then, or at some future time, 
to the scale of allowance. W hat is the interest of 
the poor man to work lightly for eight shillings, 
fairly for twelve, or indefatigably for fourteen ? 
Certainly he has the strongest inducement to work 
lightly for eight, and to go to the overseer for 
four. Suppose him, though an uneducated man, 
to have so much principle in his breast as will 
induce him, in spite of this system, to work fairly 
and earn twelve shillings, with what feelings will 
lie receive that sum ? W ill he receive it as a 
gracious payment from his master, or as the sweet 
reward of his own industry ? N o, he must feel 
that he receives the allowance of the law and not 
the wages of his labour; he must feel that he re­
ceives an allowance for hard work, which many 
idle and worthless men, merely because they are 
idle and worthless, receive for no work at all. 
Put any other case (except those cases where the 
earnings far exceed the allowance, as harvest 
work,) and the system must operate in the same 
way, impair the spirit, and relax the virtuous in­
dustry of the labourer. T he labourer, under this 
system, does not venture to earn above a certain 
sum, because he secs the farmer will have the 
temptation to reduce the price of his work, by the

9 2
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excess of his earnings above the allowance; and 
the fact is, that in the task work of a great part of 
the year, the labourer and the farmer, in various 
ways, endeavour to adjust the earnings to the 
allowance. This system then interferes mischiev­
ously with the work and wages of the country.

But it will be said, though this system tends to 
relax the spirit o f the workman, it keeps up the 
price of his work, and so secure his earnings. If 
the allowance exceed the average earnings then it 
has a tendency to advance— but if it fall below, 
then it has a contrary tendency to depress the 
price of work. 1 shall shew that the earnings do 
exceed the allowance by 20 and 30, and 40 per 
cent, and consequently that so far as the price of 
work is affected by the allowance, and not by the 
demand, it is on the whole depressed by it, and to 
a far greater extent perhaps than it would be by 
unrestricted competition. So far then as the pea­
santry are concerned, (and for them every one 
must be interested in this inquiry) there could 
scarcely be a system more calculated to depress their 
spirit, and rob their industry of its just reward.

But it will be said again, if this system tend 
to depress the price of work, it must be to 
that extent for the interest of the employer. I 
answer, the wages of labour is not the farmer's 
only consideration— the work effected by those 
wages is a much higher. He has his stock and 
capital employed, and the profit of this depends on
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the efficiency of the manual labour. T he tillage of 
the land and the breeding o f cattle are carried to a 
very high pitch, but the manual labour is divided 
and applied with less skill and judgment in agri­
culture than in any employment whatever. In 
very few employments, however, is it o f more con­
sequence. T h e  farmer has his capital employed ; 
the interest of that capital, the wear and tear and 
waste ; and the profit and the loss of all these are 
affected in a very high proportion by the free or 
restricted industry of the labourer. T he differ­
ence between the profit of the labour of the idle 
and industrious is not to be computed. Besides 
this is not all, for what the farmer appears to gain 
by the diminished earnings of the labourer, that 
sum, many times told, he often pays in poor rate 
through the overseer.

T w o men engaged to thrash some corn for a 
farmer in this parish— the one a pauper with a 
stated allowance, the other a man who had saved a 
little money in early life, and was consequently 
independent of parochial aid ; they had each five 
children at that time ; they worked together for a 
month, and received on account of their work about 
9s. per week each ; but the pauper had an allow­
ance exceeding sixteen shillings, and consequently 
received seven shillings weekly from the overseer. 
T he pauper was removed, and another man with 
a small allowance put in his place. T he two 
men now in the same barn, and with the same corn,
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earn 16s. per week each. W hat were the advan­
tages o f the system in this case to any o f the 
parties concerned ? It made the pauper lazy, dis­
honest to his master, and dishonest to his fellow 
labourer. H e might have earned 7s. per week 
more. It robbed the honest industrious man of  
7s. per week for a month— it made him feel that 
his little property, the earnings o f his former life, 
w as an injury to him. T h e farmer was obliged 
to pay for laziness, what he might and would 
have paid for productive industry.

T h e  magistrates decree that every young man 
unmarried shall have four or five shillings per 
week; the young men in consequence are sepa­
rated from the rest o f the labourers ; they are put 
to work which will not improve their skill or judg­
ment ; they are paid with reference to this scale, 
and not according to the value o f the work which 
they can and often do perform. I have heard o f  
two men being put into a barn, the one married 
and the other single. At the end of the week the 
wa»es are divided— one-third to the unmarried, 
and two-thirds to the married man. I have heard 
o f the same difference being made in hedging and 
ditching, and all other employments. T h e wages 
vary from 8d. to Is. per day for a single man, and 
Is. Gd. to a married man. T o  say nothing of the 
direct stimulus which this practice affords to im­
provident marriages, what must be its effect on 
the spirit o f industry in the youth of the country ?
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N o  misrule, Indian, Turkish, or Egyptian, can ho 
more mischievous than that which discourageso
industry, enterprise, and success in youth.

Et patiens operum exiguoq. assueta juventus 
Sacra deum, sanctique patres ; extrema per illos 
Justitia excedens terris vestigia fecit.

T ill the present system be abandoned, industry, 
frugality, piety and affection to parents, cannot 
flourish in our land.

This system not only weakens the spirit o f in­
dustry, in many cases it absolutely destroys it. 
Hence the number of persons who come under the 
description given of them in the local edict, “ out 
“ o f work, or employed on the roads or other- 
“  wise”— that is, persons whose work is o f no 
value, and who will not work to any good purpose. 
It is said, why do not the overseers punish such 
persons and make examples of them ? T hey can­
not, because they are so many in number, because 
punishment is so expensive, and because punish­
ment after all will not compel a man to work ; he 
may assume the appearance, but sickness and 
weakness are easy excuses. T h e only compulsion 
to make such men work seriously is fear of want, 
which fear the decrees effectually remove.

A few weeks ago, in passing a village between 
this place and Norwich, I fell into conversation 
with two farmers on the employment of their poor. 
They said that the poor were generally employed, 
but that it was impossible to make some of their
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allowance men work. T hey related tlie following 
circumstance, which had occurred at their .vestry 
the day before. T w o allowance men had been 
sent by the parish officers to trench some land as a 
preparation for planting ; they had been at work 
four days and a half, and had trenched in that time 
two rods, at lOd. per rod, and had come to the 
parish to make up their allowance according to 
the magistrates' scale. I inquired why they did 
not punish and make an example of such men ? 
T hey replied that it was very difficult. In this 
case they did threaten to send the men to the 
tread mill, but that so many excuses were at hand, 
that it was found advisable to do nothing. For 
in the first place, they said, we must have gone  
several miles fo ra  summons; we must then have 
appeared at the petty sessions ; when we had sent 
them to the tread wheel we must have maintained 
their families— and when they came out of prison 
we must have made them the same allowance as 
before. In proof of the idleness of these men, they 
further mentioned, that a small farmer in the 
parish had undertaken some o f the same work in 
the same field, and, that in addition to the daily 
business of his own little farm, he had done as 
much in one day as these two idle men, supported 
by his industry, and the industry o f many like him­
self, had done in four days and a half. It was not 
improbable that this industrious farmer had done 
this additional work to raise money for his poor
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mie. “  T he cultivator of a small farm,’* says 
Rev. Joseph Townsend, "rises early, and it is 
“ late before he can retire to rest ; lie works hard 
“ and fares hard, yet with all his labour and his 
“ care he can scarcely provide subsistence for his 
7 numerous family. U e would feed them better, 
“ but the prodigal must f ir s t  be fed ; he would 
“ purchase warmer clothing for his children, but 
" the children of the prostitute must first be 
“  clothed.”?

Besides the general scale, two clauses of the 
•magistrates’ decree deserve notice. First— “ T he  
“ earnings of any part of the family are to be 
“ considered as part o f the allowance.” This 
is ouly another temptation to that species of cun­
ning which so corrupts the poor. W hen the 
earnings of one of the paupers o f this parish excecd 
his allowance, his wife and children earn a great 
deal of money in addition; but when his wife and 
children cannot raise his earnings much above his 
allowance, they are invariably indisposed. In fact, 
whenever he can obtain by fraud what he might 
obtain by his industry, lie prefers the fraud.

T he second article is— “ T hat the men be at 
“ work eight hours in the day.*” T his is certainly 
a very specific regulation. T h e customary period 
oi labour is ten hours, but in consequence of the 
extraordinary exertions of paupers and other, poor

w i 4 , t . . I -  ' \  ü 1

*  Dissertation on t l i e  Poor Laws.
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poisons employed on the roads or otherwise, in 
consideration of their being under the protection of 
his Majesty’s Justices of the Peace, and of their 
good example to all others, from motives of hu­
manity and propriety, two hours a day shall be 
deducted from their stated amount of labour, by 
order o f the magistrates.

Providential are not always associated with in­
dustrious habits— they are, however, never the 
companions o f idleness. O f all the departments 
of industry among the lower orders, none natu­
rally affords the same excitements to frugality as 
the agricultural. T h e  simplicity and uninterrupted 
regularity o f a country life are peculiarly favourable 
to industrious, frugal, and honest habits. “ Vita, 
“  quam tu agrestem voeas, parsimoniœ, diligentire, 
“ juititiœ magistra est.” Y e t  it is lamentable to 
observe the great deterioration that has taken place 
in the agricultural labourers in this respect; for­
merly, domestic and other servants, selected from 
the children o f this class, were the most valuable. 
T h e  parsimony and care that were necessary on 
the part o f the parents in bringing up their chil­
dren, generated in those children corresponding 
habits; but since the introduction o f  this system, 
Scotch bailiffs and Scotch gardeners have sup­
planted, in these respects, the children o f our pea­
santry. T h e  Scotch, not only better educated, 
but frugal from early habit, and dependant on their 
own exertions, are more careful in the manage-
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ment and distribution of every thing entrusted to 
them.

It is more difficult to fathom the improvidence 
of the poor, than to trace that improvidence to 
ils proper cause. T h e  system of allowances not 
only generates prodigality, teaches the people to 
live from hand to mouth, and to look no further 
than the week’s end, but oilers direct impediments 
to saving with a view to secure their future inde­
pendence.

In proof of the former part o f this assertion, I 
adduce two cases, N o. 16 and No. 19, which will 
appear in the account subjoined o f the earnings of  
each family in this parish.

I first compare No. 1f> with himself; his con­
dition in 1821-22, with his condition in 1822-23. 
In 1821-22, he was one of the principal paupers 
of this parish ; he felt himself dependent on the 
magistrates for protection. 1 have not been able 
to ascertain his actual earnings for the whole of  
this year, but 1 have no doubt, that as he was 
constantly employed, they were equal to his earn­
ings in 1822-23*— that is, £ 3 3 .  13s. 2^d. He 
received of the overseer in this year £ 1 0 .  Is. 2d. 
making his gross receipts £ 4 3 .  17s. 4^d. N o t­
withstanding this relict he was unable to pay his 
rent; he contracted debts, and in every respect 
was in an evil condition, l i e  appeared to me to

* The earnings of the people in 1821-2C2 exceeded tlit ir 

earnings in by between 10 and 20 per cent.

G 2
I
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be a misguided rather than a badly disposed man. 
At Michaelmas, 1822, observing him distressed, I 
determined to make an experiment, and desired 
him to come and work form e; he appeared sur­
prised, as I had often reproved him for his con­
duct; he came; the wages were at that time at 
their lowest point, 8s. per week ; after a short in­
terval 1 desired my servant to pay him 9s. after a 
few weeks 10s. 6d. and after another interval 12s. 
per week. His whole earnings amounted at Mi­
chaelmas, 1823, to £ 3 3 .  13s. 2^d. At Michael­
mas, 1822, he had received 10£ . 4s. 2d. in addi­
tion to his earnings ; in this year he had received 
nothing: in the former year he had been unable 
to pay his rent; in this year he paid his rent, 
£ 4 .  10s. and 10s. arrears; in the former year he 
contracted debts ; in this year he discharged debts 
to the amount of £ 2 ,  and was in every respect, to 
use his own words, ic a better man.’' I studiously 
avoided during this year giving him any assistance 
in addition to his wages, and he is now employed 
in my stables, an honest and happy man, through 
his own efforts. The change in his condition is 
certainly not to be ascribed to his receipts, but to 
the satisfaction of his own mind, to a feeling of 
self respect, and to greater care and economy in 
the management of his concerns.

I now compare the circumstances of No. 16 
Avith those of No. 19 in the same year, 1822-23 ; 
they have both the same number of children. The
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earnings o f  No. 19 were, during this year, £ 3 4 .  
4s. lOd. exceeding the earnings of No. 16 by 
10s. 7-fd. No. 19 was still a pauper, and he had 
received allowance o( the parish £ J .  5s. 4d. making 
his gross receipts £ 4 3 .  I Os. 2d. that is, nearly 
£ 1 0  more than No. 16; and what was his con- 
dition ? Me could not pay his rent, his goods have 
been sold, he has been reduced to distress, and the 
parish has expended upon him since Michaelmas 
more than £ 5 ,  in addition to his wages.

No. 19 would have earned less, and received  
move of the parish , if it had not been for the fol­
lowing circumstance :— He was detected in poach­
ing, and though properly discharged, there was 
no question of his guilt. T he magistrates very 
kindly admonished him on his discharge. He 
lamented to one o f his companions, that though 
he had escaped, lie had lost the good opinion of 
the magistrates. T he consequence was, that he 
and his family went to work, and received during 
the remainder of the year a very few shillings in 
parochial relief.

No. 19 would have received less o f  the parish  
and have earned more , if he had been detected 
earlier in the year ; for in the account of his earn­
ings it appears that in twenty-one weeks before, 
and at the time of his detection, he earned 6s. per 
week ; in thirty-one weeks after his detection he 
earned 18s. per week, so that if he had been the 
whole year on his industry, he would have received
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more than he did, with the additional £ 1 0  ot the 
parish.

So much for the first part of this proposition, 
that the system of allowance leads to prodigality. 
In proof of the second assertion— that it offers 
direct impediments to saving, with a view to 
secure future independence— I mention the fol­
lowing cases :

A clergyman, who was desirous to improve the 
habits of his parishioners, observed that many of 
the labourers who had no children, or only one or 
two, received as much wages as others who had 
large families. He spoke with one of these persons 
on the advantage of the Savings Bank, and after 
some persuasion induced him to promise to intrust 
him with his summer earnings to deposit. He 
brought about £ 8 .  Os. Od. and with a trembling 
voice begged that the overseers and farmers might

o onot become acquainted with it, for that if they knew 
he had money they would refuse to relieve him 
in sickness, and often to employ him. The clergy­
man added a small sum to his deposit as an 
encouragement, but after a short time the man 
became alarmed, and withdrew his money, on the 
plea that his employment had so fallen oft, that he 
was obliged to do so, though it was well known 
that in this year his earnings had not diminished.

T he Rector of an adjoining parish related to me 
the following case :— He had obtained a sum ot 
money for a poor woman in his parish, conjointly
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with lier brother and some other parties. They  
divided each £ ‘230. T he clergyman, at (he bro­
ther’s request, deposited for him £'200 in Messrs. 
Gurney’s Bank. W hen the country bankers 
reduced their interest to per cent, it appeared 
advisable to remove this sum by degrees into the 
Savings Bank. T he clergyman met his client on 
that occasion, and happened to ask him how he 
was employed, and expressed a hope that he never 
went to the overseer. T h e  man candidly replied, 
" never, but to have my allowance made up.” T h e  
clergyman pointed out to him the fraudulent nature 
of his conduct; he promised not to renew his ap­
plication, but expressed his fear that the overseer 
would suspect that he had some private means of  
support, in which case he would not only lose his 
allowance, but his employment.

Thus in many instances this system not only 
offers direct impediments to saving, with a view to 
secure independence, but compels the industrious to 
have recourse to fraud in self defence. W ho  
would expect to generate providential habits in a 
state o f society where dépendance is rewarded, 
and where the acquisition of property subjects the 
possessor to great disadvantages? W ho would 
expect veracity or honour, where falsehood is the 
best passport to success, and concealment the only 
means of safety ?

T he system of allowances thrusts its ruthless 
hand into the hearts of the people, and violates the
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ties of nature. Natural affection between parent 
and child is the corner stone of social happiness. 
In Scotland, it is said, that the children and rela­
tions o f  persons who are in danger o f  falling upon 
the parish, generally use their utmost endeavours 
to prevent such a disgrace to the family. This 
was the case in England till the year 1795. Now  
it has become necessary to make Jaws to compel 
parents to maintain their children, and children to 
maintain their indigent parents. .Such enactments 
are a lamentable proof that the natural affection (if 
the poor has fallen to a low ebb. There were two 
cases in this small parish, in which the children, 
though in good business, had neglected their aged 
parents, merely because the parish had been accus­
tomed to find them bread. The anxiety of a 
father to provide for his children would stimulate 
his industry, sweeten his toil, and endear those 
children to his heart But if the law will decree 
that the father and the mother cannot or need not 
provide for their offspring, then may you expect 
that natural affection will cool, and lust usurp the 
dominion of virtuous love over the hearts of tiie 
people. If children are taught that from the day 
of their birth they have been sustained by an allow­
ance from the parish— that as soon as they are able 
to work they are called upon to do so, not to assist 
their parents, but to relieve the parish charge— if 
as soon, or even before they attain the age of dis­
cretion, they are released by a decree of the magis-
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frates from parental authority, and it becomes the 
interest of parent and child to separate all mutual 
connexion and concern, of course one must not 
expect filial affection or honour to parents. W ho  
can read without pain, and even indignation, arti­
cles like the following, blazoned through our villages 
and cottages, with the signatures of the ministers of  
justice, and the ministers ofreligion, in a Christian 
country ?

“ Every child Is. 9d.” “  Every boy 3s.”
“ All the earnings of any part to be considered 

“ as part ot the allowance !”
W hen boys of 13, 14, or 15 years of a«re

** J  o  *

begin to earn more than their allowance, the 
allowance of the parent is diminished by that 
excess ; and to avoid that diminution, parents 
turn their children adrift upon the world, just 
at the time when they most need advice and pro­
tection, and when their industry should avail to 
their parents’ comfort. I have seen father, and 
mother, and daughter, pensioners of the parish, 
preserving their separate allowance, separate purse, 
and separate cupboard, and quarrelling with each 
other who shall provide the fire. It would be tedi­
ous to multiply illustrations here ; but when puerile 
and unnecessary regulations violate the ties of blood 
and the duties of religion, who can regard without 
detestation such an unrestricted system of pauper­
ism ? The rebuke of Jesus to those scribes and 
priests who, by their own by-laws, perverted the

ii
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law of nature, and o f nature’s God, is very pointed : 
(C Y e  say, if  a man shall say to his father or mother, 

it is Corban, by whatsoever thou mightest be pro- 
•f fited by me, he shall be free, and ye suffer him 
“ to do no more for his father and his mother, 
“ making- the word of God o f none effect through 
“ your traditions, and many such like things do

Honour and chastity in every rank, and espe­
cially among the poor, are intimately connected 
with natural affection. On this point, however,
I will not enter into details, which could be only 
painful. It is sufficiently notorious, that promis­
cuous intercourse is become common from early 
age— that marriage is seldom contracted with 
honour, and that illegitimacy has greatly increased 
since the introduction of this system, and the 
existing laws o f bastardy.

I requested the governor o f a neighbouring hun­
dred house to furnish me with the number of 
children born within a certain period, distinguishing 
the legitimate from the illegitimate. T h e  accounto o
was, 77  children born— 23  legitimate— 54 illegi­
timate.

T here is a woman belonging to this parish who 
has had four illegitimate children, and is now preg­
nant with a fifth. During the last year her chil­
dren have been supported almost entirely by the 
parish, partly through the running away of the 
fathers, and partly through the negligence o f the
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former and the present overseers, who have either 
lost the orders or neglected to enforce them. The  
woman has, I believe, received more than the al­
lowance o f a widow in similar circumstances, and 
thus not only is profligacy shielded from punish­
ment, but a bounty is afforded it. I f  the law of  
bastardy should continue in its present shape, a 
few simple regulations would correct many abuses 
attending* it.

Criminal law is introduced for the prohibition 
of crime. Crimes and punishment, and their just 
connexion, form the essence of criminal law. Hut 
in a moral view of this subject, there is another 
important connexion— that is, between crime and 
temptation  to crime. 1 may be permitted to mo­
ralise on this topic, for it is an important one. Sin 
was introduced, and is still propagated in this state 
of trial, by temptation. Poverty, with every other 
condition, has its temptations. It was the prayer 
of a man whose wisdom is bound up with that of  
Solomon’s— Give me not poverty, lest 1 steal, 
“ and take the name of my God in vain.” Disho­
nesty, falsehood, and false swearing, with a view 
to present relief, are the temptations of poverty. 
Extreme poverty, therefore, is an evil greatly to be 
deprecated ; extreme poverty is a state o f so much 
danger as well as misery, that charity, religion, 
and law, where charity and religion fail, should 
conspire to provide for its relief. “ Destitution," 
as Hooker declares, “ i« such an impediment to

h 2



“ virtue, as, till it be removed, suflereth not the 
“ mind o f man to admit any other care.” It is 
sound policy, therefore, to provide relief by law, 
when humanity and religion fail to provide for the 
destitute and indigent.

B u ta  sense of destitution may be increased by cer­
tain treatment. All men, and poor men especially, 
may have their feelings worked upon. T o  sustain 
the virtue o f persons who are in difficulty, it is ne­
cessary to sustain their courage. W hen the panic 
is struck the battle is lost. W hat are these pro­
clamations of allowance, issued from time to time 
by his Majesty’s Justices o f  the Peace, but pro­
clamations to the labourers of England, that they 
are in a destitute condition— that they cannot live 
by their wages— that the farmers will not employ 
them, or not pay them their just hire— that, unless 
the magistrates interfered, they, their innocent 
wives and helpless children, would starve and die 
for want o f  maintenance. Those who have ob­
served the character and condition o f  the labourers 
who are under this treatment, well know that this 
panic, this feeling o f destitution, this fear o f oppres­
sion, is spread among them by these means. T he  
poor, from the nature o f  the case, must be often 
pressed, and it requires no eloquence to work them 
up to a feeling o f  distress. T h e  difficulty and the 
kindness is to sooth and allay those feelings, to 
encourage them to struggle through the trials of  
their lot with clean hands, and in dépendance on
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the blessing o f Providence. T he kindness is, to 
assist them through their own endeavours, to 
benefit them through their own industry, to 
assist them in distress, and to let them feel, that, 
so long as distress shall last, aid shall not be 
wanting. But to call all Norfolk to wit, that the 
labourers in agricultural districts are in a forlorn 
and helpless condition is, one would suppose, the 
most likely means to stir up a feeling of distress 
where it did not exist, and to aggravate it where 
it did.

Retaliation, especially where it has the appear­
ance of self defence, (though not a Christian dispo­
sition,) is very natural. I f  an impression is generally 
given to the poor, as is the case, that they cannot 
live by their own industry, that the farmer with­
holds part of their just wages, it is natural for them 
to feel little hesitation and guilt in helping them­
selves, and in robbing the robber in return. In 
numberless cases the temptation to dishonesty, a 
temptation peculiarly strong, in all cases o f po­
verty, real or imaginary, is increased by the effect 
ot this system. Half the dishonesty, and more 
than half the insensibility to this crime, which is so 
common in the present day, must be ascribed to 
this cause.

Mr Colquhoun, speaking of the Poor Laws, 
observes, “ that the effects of that system incou- 
‘‘ testibly prove, that with respect to the mass of 
“ the poor, there is something radically wrong in
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“ their execution/* Such was Mr. Colqufooun’s 
opinion, expressed after long- experience.

W h at is the opinion of the magistracy and o f the 
county o f Norfolk, when they read the weekly lists 
o f  commitments in our county papers? Does it 
occur to the public that there is something* radically 
wrong in the execution of the Poor Laws ? At the 
very time these remarks are made, the Norfolk 
journals contain a list o f well nigh one hundred 
persons, committed in the first fortnight of the 
month o f February, to our gaols and houses of  
correction. T h e  greater part o f these persons 
come under the denomination (which every one 
understands) o f rogues, vagabonds, idle and disor­
derly persons.* I f  punishments were extended to

*  i t  m aybe observed that this system peculiarly encourages 

all irregular modes of living, by plunder and chance. 1 he 

poacher and the smuggler w ill generally be found upon its 

lists. I  could enumerate, within my own knowledge, many 

parishes which are remarkable for poaching, smuggling, robbery, 

and excessive poor rate.
During the past year five persons in the parish have been 

detected in offences against the game laws, and ail of them pen­

sioners on the allowance lists.
A t a village on the sea coast, implicated as such villages 

generally are in smuggling, thirty or forty fishermen had been, 

during the winter, on their allowances. As their services were 

not wanted, or not valuable in agriculture, the guardians of the 

poor, from a full conviction of their ability to support themsehes, 

offered them an asylum in the hundred house. Hoping to 

intim idate, they went in a body to the house of industry, but 

after a short time, there being no supply of gin, tobacco, and 

such luxuries, they returned to their boats and to their homcb.

66 M ox reficit rates,

“ ---- Indocilis paupcricm pad.”
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all cases of fraud, cozenage, and false swearing, our 
gaols, enlarged and beautified as they are, must 
soon be pulled down and larger still constructed in 
their stead. I f  these cases could be discovered and 
recorded, the Norfolk journals would not contain the 
weekly lists. T h e  public can never too highly esti­
mate the benevolentexertionsof those noblemen and 
gentlemen who have devoted their time and talents 
to the reformation of the criminal law, the improve­
ment of prisons and prison discipline. T hey have, 
like practical men, whose heart is in their object, 
gone into our gaols and examined them cell by cell. 
Let them go still further, and trace back to their 
sources the various streams which supply these 
reservoirs of crime, and sure I am that in agricul­
tural districts, they will be found to have their 
spring and fountain head in the present administra­
tion o f the Poor Laws.*

It must excite feelings of compassion to the poor,

* Gentlemen must recollect, that the tread wheel is only an 

expedient, and that when the people shall become familiar with 

it, it w ill, like the gibbet, whippiog-post, and pillory, lose its 

power as an instrument of terror and discipline. Besides it may, 

like these expedients, become unpopular; it may have so many 

regulators that it will become innocuous. Lord Chief Justice 

Hale very carefully and benevolently, like a Christian as he was, 

studied the condition of the poor, the principle of the poor laws, 

and the effect of punishment on the people. I lis  verdict on 

these points is important. 46 Prevention of poverty,” says he, 

“ and idleness, would do more good than all the gibbets, whip- 

44 ping-posts, and gaols in the kingdom.” On prevention, not 

punishment, must always rely our best hopes for preserving the 

virtue of the population.
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to see them committed by fifties and by hundreds 
to a degrading punishment, however necessary. 
But how many punishments are there unseen and 
unknown, through the galling vexations of this 
system. Suspicion and contempt are punishments. 
T h e  visitations o f conscience for lying and perjury 
are punishments. À poor man in this parish had 
a dispute with his master, respecting some work. 
T h e  dispute originated in a mistake in both parties. 
T h e  farmer coming from another part o f the coun­
try, estimated his work by the statute rod of five 
yards and a half— the labourer by the local mea­
sure o f seven yards. T h e  price was considered, by 
the poor man and his fellow labourers, as an attack 
upon the custom o f  the country. A consultation 
was held, and the poor man, excited by his own 
feelings and the prejudices of his companions, flew 
to his allowance and to the magistrates for protec­
tion. H e had been employed some time at his 
work before the question o f  value arose, and 
had taken on account o f  his work, a few pence 
short o f his allowance, (for two weeks before 
his application for relief.) T h e  pauper therefore 
stated his case accordingly. T h e  overseer, on his 
part, stated that the man could not tell what his 
earnings were, as the work was not admeasured. 
T h e  pauper replied, that he was quite sure he had 
taken the full value of his work. T h e  oath was ad­
ministered, and an order founded upon it, for him to 
receive an allowance o f eleven shillings per week.
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hen he returned his work was measured up, and 
it was found that his earnings exceeded the allow­
ance ordered, and consequently that the oath had 
been falsely taken, and that the order was nu­
gatory.

1 did not hear of these circumstances till after 
they had taken place. It appeared to be my duty 
to speak to the man, who, though in this instance 
infatuated and misguided, is a good sort of person. 
I read over to him his oath, and the order founded 
upon it. He appeared shocked and astonished, 
and said with great agitation that he had not sworn 
to any thing- of the kind ; that he had sworn that 
he had not received his allowance, and that he 
could not live without that. 1 happened to be 
called from home for some weeks after this time. 
On my return I found that this man had been ill. 
1 visited him, and observed something peculiar in 
the state ol his mind. My conversation with his 
wife still further excited my suspicion. I then 
asked the respectable surgeon who attends the 
poor of this parish, what he thought of this person's 
state ot health, l i e  replied, that he had no bodily 
disease whatever, but that his spirits were strongly 
affected, and that he was a melancholy man.

Let not any reader, however accustomed he may 
be to the administration of oaths, think lightly of 
th is narrative. T he following vivid description of 
the effects of perjury on the conscience is from the 
pen of one equally eminent as a theologian and

i
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philosopher:— “ From the impulse of passion,
“ perhaps, or self interest, or the tear of punish- 
“ ment, or the power of persuasion, or from mere 
“ levity and infatuation, a man is led to swear 
“ falsely, and he contrives for a while to confound 
“ or delude his conscience ; buta time comes when 
“ passion and delusion vanish, and rational refiec- 
“ tion takes their place. Then awakens conscience, 
“ who is an arbitrary personage, and so far from 
“ being on such occasions obsequious to our wishes 
“ and inclinations, that the more we strive to silence 
“ her the more violent becomes her opposition, 
“ until it terminates either in melancholy or mad- 
“ ness. The unhappy man has now no rest either 
"day or night. The reproaches of conscience 
“ break even his sleep ; for it is in the silence and 
“ solitude of the night (hat she raises her awful 
“ voice to the loudest pitch, and then he is at last 
“  led to wish that he had it in his power to retract 
“ his perjury.”

1 felt much interested for him, and induced him, 
after some persuasion, to come and work in my 
garden. In a few weeks he recovered his spirits. 
1 begged one of the farmers to give him the best 
employment he could find, l ie  did so, and the 
man has continued ever since in his service. I 
sincerely hope that this man, more honest than 
many, has only suffered in the temporary loss of 
peace what so many suffer in the permanent loss of  
all principle.



I lio magistrates regard themselves, and perhaps 
justly in all other cases, only as officers before 
whom the oath is administered : but I must think, 
dial in (his case, when they undertake the direction 
and management of the poor, tliey are still further 
implicated. Many conscientious magistrates feel 
this subject very strongly, but they can never 
extricate tljcmselves from the difficulty till they 
< ease to act in a double capacity, (ill they cease to 
act in a business for which, through their utter 
ignorance of existing circumstances, they are alto­
gether unqualified. If the system were in itself 
right and necessary, no one can possibly, blame the 
adopting an invariable rule— no other rule is prac­
ticable ; but on (lie other hand, the impracticability 
of the rule, on any just and equitable principle, is 
the strongest possible refutation of it.*

N o  one can be surprized to hear, that the gene­
ral character of the population, where such a sys­
tem is pursued, is greatly depressed. These decrees 
consign the peasantry, and their children after 
them, to a very low condition. Improvident habits, 
regardlessness of consequences, and despair of  
success, deprive them of all qualifications for any

* 'Flic execution of (he Poor Laws (says Lord Kames) 

would he impracticable, were a distinction between virtue and 

vice attempted by an enquiry into the conduct and character of 

every pauper- Where is a judge to be found who will patiently 

follow out such a dark and intricate expiscation ? To accon - 

plish the task a man must abandon every other concern.—  
Ùketches o f Man,
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other situation in.life. It is well known that every 
farmer on a considerable scale generally employs a 
labourer as a foreman and superintendant. T he  
qualifications for such a situation are industry, 
care, and such a degree of integrity as will not 
only refrain, but restrain others from acts o f dis­
honesty. N o t  one of the labourers belonging to 
the parish has ever been employed for any length 
o f  time in such a capacity, except N o . 16, the man 
who is employed on my small farm. All the men 
in such situations are brought from other parts, 
where pauperism is not so rank and general as it is 
here. Since my residence in this parish applica­
tions have been made to me by some friends in Lon­
don, to send up young men as labourers in gardens, 
and similar situations. Anxious as I should have 
been to recommend the youth o f this place to such 
situations, I have not known one on whose de­
meanour, desire to please, and to succeed, I could 
sufficiently rely. I have, however, known young  
men sent up to these situations from other parts of  
this county. One who went up a few years ago is 
now in a situation in the receipt of between £ 1 0 0 .  
and £ LZ00. per annum. Another, after remaining 
in his place a few years, has returned and taken a 
small farm in his native village. A third, who 
went up about two years ago, as a labourer in a 
garden, was soon after removed to an inferior situ­
ation in a counting-house, from which, by his good 
conduct, he has risen to a situation of considerable
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confidence and respectability, with a very hand- 
some salary.

These instances form a delightful contrast to the 
story of the poor of those districts over which pau­
perism is universally spread. T hey excite, how­
ever, painful regret in the mind of any one who is 
interested for the character and happiness o f the 
people among whom his lot is cast, who feels a 
strong persuasion that there is truth in the assertion 
of Defoe— “ that no man in England of sound 
“ limbs and senses, need be poor merely for want 
“ of work. " There is scarcely a family in England 
but from it might arise some individual, who, by 
his skill and enterprize in trade or commerce, might 
raise himself and become the protector of his family. 
It is painful to witness the splendour of our cities, 
the increase of our commerce and wealth, the 
beautiful face of the country cultivated like a garden, 
and yet to behold whole districts cut off, by capri­
cious regulations, from the privileges of their coun­
try, and consigned, generation after generation, to 
pauperism and degradation.*

Having noticed the effcct of this system upon

* I o entail irreversible poverty, (sa) sour British moralist, with

s characteristic feelingj) to entail irreversible poverty 011 gene- 

ration after generation, merely because their ancestors happened 

to be poor, is in itself cruel, if not unjust, and utterly contrary 

to the maxiins of a commercial nation, which always support anil 

promote a rotation of property, and ofler to every individual a 

chance of mending his condition by his diligence.— D r. Johnson's 
Review o f a Free Inquiry into the Suture and Origin o f  E vil.
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the poor, it would he almost unfair not to notice its 
effects on the other classes of society— the adminis­
trators and agents. W ho can recollect without 
pride and pleasure that beautiful epoch of our his­
tory, the Revolution, when nobles and bishops, 
«entry and clergy, yeomen and people, all uniting* 
in that glorious cause, rescued themselves and 
their posterity from superstition and from slavery ? 
Whoever contrasts that state of civil union with the 
present must regret the change. The hearty 
attachment of the yeomen to thé gentlemen and 
clergy, has been discouraged, and for the easy yoke 
of good will and mutual respect, an absurd and 
«rallin<r interference has been introduced, whichÎ-) o  J
has spread on many occasions disloyalty to the
Kin<r, disaffection to the church, and mutual ani-

î j 7mosilies among the respective classes of society.*
* 66 W e cannot forbear to say, that some legislative remedy is 

immediately requisite to correct, not the original principle of the 

Poor Laws, but the mistaken policy of the last fifty years. 

Until we retrace these false steps, until some of the recent 

enactments are repealed, or rather some of the practical regula­

tions now in force are prohibited, especially those which vest in 

the local magistrates the arbitrary adjustment of this tav, the 

mischief will increase from year to year at an alarming rate. 

AVhile a power is given to gentlemen not residing, not even 

possessing property in a parish, to dictate the rate of allowance 

which the farmer is bound to pay— while every discontented 

pauper may procure this compulsory relief, by telling his tale to 

a rich neighbour, whose benevolence costs him nothing, we may 

be sure that the average allowance will exceed the necessity of 

the case, and will tend to a continual and indefinite increase. 

This is one of the greatest and most galling oppressions under 

which agriculture now labours, and if not speedily checked, 

it will convert this sweet and cheerful country into an immense 

arena, on which the fierce passions and conflicting interests of



I he change that has taken place in the character 
o( the yeomen and farmers, as it appears in the 
treatment of their labourers, is the most to be 
lamented. Formerly every thing between the 
farmer and his men was managed by a kind, con­
ventional, good understanding, whereas every thing 
is now transacted by reference to legal regulations 
from both parties T he labourer has been tempted 
to throw oir the natural protection of his master, to 
set up an independent interest, to fight the weak 
with the strong, and has of course suffered for his 
imprudence. Before the introduction of this sys­
tem the whole practice of English agriculture was 
in the benevolent spirit of the Hebrew statute—  
“ Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out 
the corn.” Then the labourer of the country 
welcomed the return o f seasons as the return ofjoy. 
Seed time and harvest, summer and winter, brought 
with them a succession of customary acts of kind­
ness. Every employment began and ended with a 
dinner or a supper, or a festive entertainment. 
T he master paid his servants, not in part, but in 
lull. T h e  overseer and the magistrate had no 
business in this matter. Society was well cemented 
in civil and social union. T he master’s interest 
was in the labourer’s comfort, and the labourer’s 
happiness in the master’s success. These cus-
men will be engaged in hopeless warfare, and the voice of reason 

be drowned amidst their mutual clamour.’' — Quarierh/ Revu‘ii\ 
L i I I , / ; .  267.



toms, however, so natural anti useful in agriculture, 
arc nearly bygone. A strange and foreign influ­
ence 1ms been introduced, which has disunited the 
master and his servant. Strangers indeed have 
interposed with great professions of kindness to the 
weaker party, but these professions have altogether 
deceived their votaries. Before the patrons of this 
system flatter themselves as benefactors to the poor, 
let them reflect what the system has done, and of  
what it has deprived the English labourers. It 
has not given them that with which their own 
industry would have supplied them— a comfortable 
maintenance. It has deprived them of those indul­
gences which hard labour peculiarly requires, to 
which hard labour gives a peculiar relish, and 
which none but their employers can bestow. For 
that noble beneficence which grants those indul- 
gencies has been substituted a cold charity, that 
doles out maintenance, and for the festive board 
the humiliating pittance of eleemosynary allow­
ances. There is some reason to hope that this 
system is about to fall by the solemn decisions of 
the senate, and the recorded verdicts of the courts 
of law. It is desirable that the public mind should 
be prepared for the happy change, and that it 
should be met with the acclamations of all parties. 
T he industrious poor are perfectly safe— they will 
infallibly meet their reward in an increased demand 
for labour. T he labourer will require no allow­
ance ; he will require work and wages, and these

64
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will supply his necessities. l i e  may need kind 
and generous treatment, to allay his apprehensions, 
and I cannot but believe that there are many 
benevolent persons connected with the cultivation 
of the soil, who, being easy in their present circum­
stances, will revive those friendly practices which 
never fail to give satisfaction to the labourer, and 
to promote their own interest. A few good exam­
ples of this sort will soon produce a general influ­
ence, and with the revival of good will the mischiefs 
of the present system will disappear, like the 
ravages of a winter storm with the return of a 
warm and genial summer.

K.
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I  look npon it in an evil light. Í think it not advisable.

I  am sure it is not necessary.

B u r k e .
». i l l '  5 v i t  I \ . . f f  M P * : í '  ‘itf' 1 y  v* s r y i i / t  I 

JVÏoral evils, like those mentioned in the foregoing 
chapter, are more intimately connected with politi­
cal errors than is usually imagined. T he practice 
which has been disclosed, as well as the evils 
resulting from that practice, arc so manifestly at 
variance with common sense, and with the plainest 
principles of political science, that a direct refuta­
tion of them seems scarcely to be required. The  
refutation has, however, engaged the attention of 
the greatest men of our age, and notwithstanding 
the prejudices and slander which self-love and 
plebeian cant have thrown around this subject, they 
have avowed and vindicated those principles in 
which human happiness is involved, and which can 
never be departed from without letting in upon 
society a most pernicious tide of evils. These 
great men, like all the great masters of science, 
are content with tracing out the main outlines, and

V



îiaving established their principles by argumente 
which they ju d ge  to be conclusive, have left others 
to apply those principles, and to illustrate them for 
the benefit o f  common renders. T h is  is certainly 
an inferior but important department o f  the subject, 
and one which is, in many respects, still open tothose  
who, sensible ot their inferiority, claim only the 
rewards ot usefulness. Besides, these principles 
may be qualified or extended when they are applied 
to many unthought-of particulars. Experiments  
and observations, however humble, may alter the 
plausible appearances o f  things, may controvert or 
confirm conclusions which must always be stronger 
or weaker as the induction is more or less «relierai 
and complete. T h e  thinking part o f the commu­
nity is satisfied on this question ; the difficulty 
remains with (he unthinking, always the largest 
mass, and on that account the most difficult to move. 
T h is  difficulty is greatly increased when personsof  
rank or education are induced, from popular or 
better motives, to join the side o f prejudice and 
clamour.

I he strongest argument against the practice in 
question lies in its immoral, mischievous, and de­
grading tendency. T h e  very existence o f  evils 
like those detailed ought to be sufficient, in a coun­
try like this, to decide the case for ever. But as 
there are some scrupulous persons, who affect not 
to sec these evil results, or who pretend that the 
advantages outweigh the disadvantages, or that a

k 2
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system which is in itself* unjust, impolitic, and 
cruel, is practically necessary, it may be desirable 
to offer a refutation of another description, corre­
sponding, as much as possible, to the familiar 
illustrations already given of this practice and its 
effects.

This system is first of all defended on the plea 
of humanity. There can be little humanity in 
robbing the industrious man of the reward of his 
labour, or in encouraging the slothful in his idle­
ness. These humane advocates of this system 
will, I hope, be shocked at its inhumanity, and 
abandon it for ever. An anonymous, but well- 
known and distinguished writer, has so ably refuted 
this plea, that I cannot forbear to quote his admir­
able remarks at length :

“ T he fundamental error to which I allude is 
“  the confusion of moral duty with the task of  
“ legislation. That what all individuals ought to 
“ do, it is the business of the laws to viake  them 
“ do, is a very plausible position, and has actually

*  See Appendix ( I I . )  Report from Sclect Committee of the 

House of Commons, 1817. This memorial does the noblemen 

and gentlemen of Sufl'olk great honour, and it is to be hoped 

that they never have lent or will lend their authority to a system 

which they have so fully shewn to be unjust, impolitic, and 

cruel. This memorial represents the injustice in a point of 

view in which it has not fallen under my observation— viz. in 

throwing the wages of labour upon persons who derive no benefit 

from that labour, the tradesmen and others not engaged in the 

business of agriculture. In  this view it is in fact a rate for the 

employer, not for the labourer, and a most outrageous act of 
injustice.
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" been adopted by some of the ablest and most 
“  virtuous men. But nothing in reality is more 
“ fallacious—nothing less congruous with the na- 
“ ture of man, and with that state of discipline and 
“ trial which his present existence is clearly designed 
“ to be. In the first place, it destroys the very 
“ essence, not only o f benevolence, but of all virtue, 
“ to make it compulsory, or to speak more properly, 
“ it is a contradiction in terms. An action to be 
“ virtuous must be voluntary. It requires a Iivin« 
“ agent to give it birth. I f  we attempt to trans- 
‘ plant it from our own bosoms to the laws, it 
“ withers and dies. T h e  error is fostered by the 
“ promiscuous application of words to individuals 
“ and to the laws, which in their proper application 
" belong to the former only. W e  talk of mild, o f  
“ merciful, of benevolent, of humane laws. T he  
“ professed object of such laws is to do what mild, 

and merciful, and benevolent men are disposed 
“ to do. Hut even to suppose them capable of  
“ effecting this, a point which will presently be 
“ discussed, yet the humanity is lost, as soon as 
“ the act proceeds from a dead letter, not from 
" the spontaneous impulse of any individual. And 

in fact this endeavour to invest the laws with 
the office of humanity, inconsistent and imprac- 

“ ticable as it is, when attempted from the purest 
“ motive, does in reality often originate from an 
“ imperfect sense o f moral obligation, and a low 
“ degree of benevolence in men themselves. Absurd



70

“ as the thought is when expressed in words, man 
“ would be virtuous, be humane, be charitable by 
“ proxy. This, however, not only the divine pur- 
“ pose and thé declared end of our being, but com- 
“ mon sense itself forbids. T o  throw off the care 
“ of want, and disease, and misery, upon the ma- 
“ gistrate, is to convert humanity into police, and 
“ religion into a statute-book.” *

Omitting, therefore, all apologies of this sort, 
there are two assertions (and they are no more 
than assertions) on which this practice is generally 
defended ; the first is an assertion of its usefulness, 
the second an assertion of its necessity. It is 
useful, say its advocates, because it adjusts the 
wages of labour to the price of provisions— it is 
necessary because the population in the agricul­
tural districts of England presses upon the means 
of subsistence. The first of these assertions is 
founded in a speculative error, and both involve a 
practical falsehood.

As to the first, that this system adjusts the wages 
of labour to the price of provisions, this looks 
plausible ; it looks particularly plausible in agri­
cultural society, because provisions and the neces­
saries of life arc the immediate produce of the 
labourer’s work. But ought the price of provisions 
to be the standard of the wages of labour? And

* A  second Letter to the R ight Hon. Robert Peel, by one 

his constituents, p. 17.
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can  laws make it so? Is the price of provisions 
the standard by which the employer can afford  
to pay, or by which the labourer has a r igh t  to 
expect wages ? If this principle, which it has been 
attempted to force upon agriculture, had, by the 
same tyrannical means, been forced upon the 
hardware, or woollen, or cotton, or shipping trade 
of England, could our manufactures or commerce 
have thriven ? This simple rule, if it were possible 
to confirm it, might at any moment throw out of  
work all the labourers employed in our manufac­
turing towns. If for a time it could provide them 
maintenance, it could not permanently raise their 
wages. This indeed is a sufficient reason why the 
labourer ought not to expect the wages of labour to 
fluctuate with the market o f  provisions, because 
such a rule would manifestly interfere with the 
success of the trade on which he depends, with the 
profit of his employer, with the demand for his 
labour, and with his own permanent interest.

But it will be said, this may be true o f trade 
and commerce, and quite consistent with the 
maxims of political economy, but we gentlemen of  
the country do not profess to be political econo­
mists ; we do not trouble our minds with investi­
gations of that sort— but we conclude, with the 
vulgar around us, that the farmer ought to pay his 
labourer according to the price at which he sells 
his corn, and we will make him do so. Under the 
influence of this rustic impression, it has been



attempted in agriculture to force the wages of 
labour to vary with the price of corn, without any 
respect to the crop, supply, or demand. The  
attempt has altogether failed of its object, but it 
has not failed to interfere with the supply and de­
mand of labourers— it has not failed to attach 
the same number to agriculture at all times and 
under all fluctuations— to increase that number 
progressively, where necessity might require their 
diminution, and at various times to rob the 
landlord of his rent, the farmer of his profit, 
the labourer of his wages, and the consumer of his 
comfort.

W ages in agriculture would more, than in any 
other business, if left to their natural course, vary 
in some degree with the price of provisions, be­
cause the profit of the farmer and the demand for 
labour would generally  vary with the price of 
corn. I f  no attempts had been made by the police 
of the country to force  the wages of labour, with 
every advance in the price of corn, and conse­
quently by the farmer to diminish them with every 
fall, the wages of agricultural labourers would, 
like those of manufacturers, have found their level ; 
some mean value, which would enable them to 
support themselves and families, notwithstanding 
the common variations in the price of provisions. 
This mean value would have been more for the 
interest of all parties than any chimerical scheme, 
however plausible at first sight, of forcing the



wages of labour to vary with the fluctuating1 prices 
o f  wheat, meal, and flour *

T he Mosaic dispensation enacted no regulations 
respecting the price of wages ; it did, however, 
require, that the hire which might be agreed upon 
between the contracting parties should be paid 
every night to the day labourer, and for this rea­
son— “ that he is poor and his heart is in it.” 
Can any folly or madness exceed that which would, 
from week to week, and from one petty sessions to 
another, tamper with the feelings and passions 
of the labourers on this point? If  the wages of 
labour could be made to vary with the assize of  
bread, or any other fluctuating standard, it is cer­
tainly very undesirable that they should do so. 
T h e passions of the people would be kept in a 
continual state of agitation, and discontent and 
confusion could be the only result.

Such is the result, to a very great extent, in 
those districts where any thing of this sort is at­
tempted. N o  sooner is there a change in the

* 1 he influence of this system, so far as it extends, not only 

interferes with the interest of the parties immediately concerned, 

hut with the general good, tending to increase consumption in 

time of scarcity and to diminish it in time of plenty. u  The 

u  price of labour, when left to find its natural level, is a most 

u  important political barometer, expressing the relation between 

“  the supply of provisions and the demand for then»— between 

‘ 4 the quantity to be consumed and the number of consumers. 

c* Instead, however, of considering it in this light, we consider 

u  it as something which we may raise or depress at pleasure 

u  something which depends principally upon his Majesty’s Jus- 

u tices of the Peace.”*— Mali has, book iii. c. 5.

L.
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price of corn, (and such changes are very frequent) 
than there are meetings and consultations. The  
whole Sunday, a day of leisure, and a day which 
generally falls between the payment of the masters 
and the sessions of the magistracy, is devoted to 
discussion and debate; a general ferment and 
irritation ensues ; the scale of the magistrates is 
looked for with anxiety, and the poor are deluded 
by the merest mockery that ever was invented. 
The following is a very common article in these 
decrees :

,c When a rise or fall takes place of two-pence 
“ per stone in the price of bread, a corresponding 
“ alteration to be made of a penny  per head, at 
tf the next sitting of the magistrates, after such rise 
“ or fall. At the time of setting the above scale, 
“ bread  was 2s. per stone.”*

Justice and policy seem then to deny this law. 
What is the testimony of experience? Did the 
wages of labour ever vary w ith the price of pro­
visions ? Can laws and regulations ever enforce 
any thing like a fixed ratio between them? A 
veiy cursory historical view will determine this 
point. W e read of great changes in the price of  
provisions in the history of every country— we do

*  “  Their benevolcnce,” (says M r. Malthus, speaking of 

these proceedings of the local magistrates) “  must be either 

it chlld,sh play or hypocrisy ; it must be either to amuse them- 
selves, or to pacify the minds of the common people bv a 
mere shew of attention to their wants.”

/



75

not read of frequent changes in the price o f labour. 
In the days o f Solon, the price of a sheep was an 
attic drachma, and the price o f corn 4s. Gd. per 
quarter, and the daily pay o f a soldier commonly 
about the same as of a day labourer, was a drachma, 
about 7 | ,  nearly the value o f the denarius, which 
was the pay of the Roman soldiery at almost all 
periods o f their history.*

T he following* table,f collected from Sir P. 
Eden’s History o f the Poor, will clearly shew that 
the wages of labour did not vary during a long  
period of our own history with the price of pro­
visions.

* W ithout giving much credit to the following rabbinical 

story, we may collect from it that the Jews and Egyptians had 

not much notion of a fluctuating price of labour. The Egyp­

tians sued the Jews for the gold ami silver vessels carried oil'by 

their ancestors at their departure from Egypt, and insisted on 

their making restitution ; the Jews did not plead prescription ; 

they readily admitted the claim, and offered restitution, but at the 

same time preferred a counter claim in their turn. For 210 

years, said they, we were in Egypt to the number of 600,000 

men; we therefore demand day wages for that period, at the 
rate of a denarius for each man, and our account 6tauds thus — 

365 X 21 0— 76,650 days.

600,000

45,990,000,000 denarii.
1 he Egyptians of course dropt the suit.

+ Second Letter to the R ight Hon. liob t. Teel.

L 2
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1549. From 1500 
to 

1511. 
1500.

1531.

1533.
1549.
15.30.
1560.

1575.
1587.
1589.

1590. 

1593.

1596.

1597.
1598.
1599. 
1601.

P R IC E  O F  P R O V IS IO N S .

V alue in jwe sent M o n " '
\£.  «. d. W heat, per Q uarte r  0 3 4

A verage of ditto . .
Average of Barle>
An O x .....................
A Sheep  .................

£ .  s. d.
5 0£

0 5 2 |
0 3 4 
0 11 8 
0 1 8

0 8 Oi

0 5 0*5
0 18 0 Í  
‘  2 6±

A large O r ............
A Sheep ............
W heat ,  ave rage  . .
B a r l e y .....................
Beef and M utton,

per lb.....................
Begt fat wether . . .
Best W heat ..........
W heat,  f r o m ..........

to . . . .
Beef, per lb.............
W h e a t .....................

I 6 80 2 10 
5 4 
2 4

0 0 0i 
4 4

0 13 4 
0 8 06 0 0 0 11 0 0

W heat,from  . . .
t o ..........

W h e a t .................
B a r l e y .................
A W ether  . . . .
S h e e p ...................
W heat .................
Barley ...............
Whea t, e i  port a t ion

price ..............
B a r l e y .................

W h e a t ..............
R y e ...................
Beef, (he stone 
A fat W ether  . 
A fat Bullock . 
A f a t S h t e p  . .
W h e a t ...............
Ditto . ............

I 16 9
0 3 103 
'  7 H  3 2*

0 0 
0 18 
0 13 0 6 0 6 1
0 13

0 0 12

2 2 1 4 0 0 1 9  
0 15 0 
5 19 6
0 14 6 
0 18 0
1 7 0

Daily Wn°vg appo in ted  11. Value  in pre-

0 0 0* 748
5 04

0 15 6 iJ 8
1 9 5$
) 0 1 u. in
1 0 8
I 0 8 2 8
0  19 H  ) 13 10* 
0 6 10|  
0 6 10̂1 1 8*
0 13 10$
1 0 8 
0 12 4*

I  3 
I 4 0 1 
0 15 
6 3 
0 14 11$
0 18 7*
1 7 11

4*»4
a9*
6

P R IC E  O F  L A B O U R .

H en . V I I .  D. 1495.
A M ower, with diet 
Ditto without . . . .  
A R e a p e r  or Career 

with diet 
D itto  w ithout . .  
Woman Labourer, or o ther Labour­

ers ,  with diet . .  
Ditto without . . . .

sent Money. 
£ ,  s. d.
0 0 5$
0 0  9 i

No account of the 
W ages o f  laboui 
till 1575.

Labourer without 
d i e t .....................

T hresher,  ditto . . .
D itcher, with diet 
T hresher ,  without 
Labourer in a  gar

d e n .....................
Ditto in an orchard
T h a t c h e r ............
Labourer in Y o r k ­

shire. 
Sum m er, with diet 

without 
W in te r ,  with diet 

without 
In  Chester. 

Servant C a rp e n te r ,  
o r  T ha tche r ,  with
d ie t  ...................

Smith o r  Saw yer 
In  Chester.

T he  same as in 
1593.

Labourer,  without 
d i e t ...................

0 0 8 0 0
0 0 8 0 0
0 0 4 J 0
J 0 6 0 0
0 0 3 0 0Ô 0* 4 0 00 0 5 0 0

0 0 2 0 03 0 5 0 00 0 1* 0 00 0 4 0 0

0 1 
0 2

0 4J

2 0.%
0 0 4J 2. s

0 0 1 o. 1
0 0 2 ü * 8

0 0 10 0 0 10 0. 8
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During the last forty years of the seventeenth 
century, and the first twenty o f the eighteenth, 
the average price of corn was such, as compared 
with the wages of labour, would enable the la­
bourer to purchase, with a day’s earnings, two- 
thirds o f a peck of wheat. From 1720 to 1750, 
the price of wheat had so fallen, while wages had 
risen, that instead o f two-thirds the labourer could 
purchase the whole of a peck o f wheat with a 
day's labour.*

If we take the period since 1795, when the 
■allowance system was introduced, we shall find 
that these regulations of police have altogether 
failed in their object of adjusting the wages of  
labour to the price o f provisions. During that 
period the price of corn has been quadrupled—  
the wages o f  labdurhave never been doubled—  
the price of corn has again fallen three-fourths—  
the wages of labour have never fallen one-half. 
If we take only the three last years, in 1821 wheat 
was selling in the market at 16s. the coomb, and 
day labour was Is. 4d.— in 1823 wheat has been 
35s. the coomb, and day labour Is. 6d. which 
clearly shews that these regulations fail of their 
purposes, and do not adjust the wages of labour 
to the price o f  provisions. “ Experience,” says 
the highest authority on this question, “ seems to

* The average price of wheat from 15D5 to 1764 was equal 

to the average price of wheat in this connly, from 1821 to 1823 

nearly— See Adam Smith, book 1, c. oci.p. 303.
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“ shew, that law can never regulate wages pro- 
“ perly, though it lias often pretended to do so.”*

A schedule which will follow, exhibiting: an3 o
account of the labour, poor rate, price of wheat, 
wages per day, annual amount of day wages, and 
total annual amount of wages, supplied me by a 
gentleman who has kept his accounts very accu­
rately for more than twenty years, is a very useful 
document, and will clearly shew, that wages have 
fluctuated from the influence of demand through 
the profit of the farmer, and fallen through the 
check to that demand from the loss of the farmer ; 
but that in 110 instance have these decrees of the 
local magistrates made the wages of labour, or 
even the poor rate, vary according to the pre­
tended scale.f

M o re  attention perhaps has been bestowed upon 
this argument than it deserved, but as the county 
of Norfolk has the peculiar honour of inventing 
the system, this argument, on which it is founded, 
seemed to require the utmost respect. “ The  
“ squires of Norfolk,” says Mr. Burke, “ had dined, 
“ when they gave it as their opinion that the rate 
“ of wages ought to rise and fall with the market 
“ of provisions.” ;̂ If the squires of Norfolk were

* Adam Smith, book 1, c. 8.

+ A  more full examination of the poor rate returns entirely 
confirms this fact.

X Thoughts and Details on Scarcity.— Burke's IVorks vol. 7, p . 397.



among the first to introduce, wo will hope they 
will not be among* the last to abandon this system 
and to remedy the evils that have followed from 
its adoption. It in an unguarded  moment, under 
the influence of some generous  but m isguiding  
impulse, they fell into a great error, we will hope, 
tliat in their more sober moments, they will plead 
the frailty of their nature, confess their error, and 
make the only atonement in their power.*

W e come now to the second assertion, the 
strong' hold of this system— the assertion of ils 
tiecessity. T he supply of labour, it is said, so far 
exceeds the demand— in other words, the popula­
tion presses so much upon the means o f subsistence 
and employment— that it is necessary to adopt this 
measure in agricultural districts. 1 repeat these 
words— in agricu ltura l districts.

These decrees o f the local magistracy carry on 
the face of them many strong presumptions against 
their necessity. As there are more direct refuta­
tions, it is unnecessary to mention these presump­
tions, though they would form a considerable list. 
One may be mentioned, and that is, the variable

* I have heard that this system was introduced not alloue- 

ther under the influence of the generous Bacchus, or of his pre­

ceptor Silenus; it is said that it originated with a mean rather 

than a benevolent motive. The garb of benevolence was and 

is still thrown around it— but it is said that gentlemen during 

the war were afraid that the price of labour should rise to a 

ruinous height, from which it would be impossible acain to 

advance^ they invented this ily wheel to check its
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and capricious mnture o f  these dccrecs. A road, 
a rivulet, a heath, a parish, hundred, or county 
boundary, and especially a select vestry or work­
house, will make these decrees vary 30 and 40 per 
cent, vary till the allowance becomes evanescent. 
These variations, too, are often in a ratio the 
inverse of that which the argument for them sup­
poses, the allowance being the most universal and 
the poor rate (he heaviest, where the population is 
least in comparison of the demand for labour. 
This certainly does not look like necessity, but 
rather like caprice and misrule.

It will be asked, how can you pretend to say that 
this system is not necessary, when it is actually 
adopted on that presumption in so many places, 
sanctioned by so many respectable individuals, and 
we know that eight millions have been spent in 
one year, over and above the wages of labour, in 
the maintenance of the poor. T he eight millions, 
at least so much of it as has been spent in this 
way, is a powerful proof of the extent to which this 
system has been carried, but no proof of its neces­
sity ; it would be begging the case to bring it as 
such, where the necessity is the point in question. 
It may be only a proof that the practitioners in this 
case have been mistaken. It may be only a proof 
that the agriculture of England, which has spent 
so large a sum for unprofitable and mischievous 
purposes, could afford to spend a much larger for 
more honourable and beneficial uses, the proper
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reward o f the labourer’s work, and the improved 
cultivation of the soil.

I f  a physician were called to attend a patient, 
and from a full conviction that the complaint was 
hepatic, should prescribe medicine accordingly; 
if  after a length o f time the patient should grow  
worse under this treatment, and he and his friends, 
suspecting some error in judgment, should call in 
another physician ; if the latter in his consultation 
should express bis suspicion that the complaint was 
pulmonary, or of some other character, and his 
Esculapian brother should still persist in his opi­
nion, that the patient was labouring under a liver 
complaint, on the ground that he had for months 
taken calomel, and was actually in a state of sali­
vation, the logic of this man would of course throw 
a strong suspicion on his skill. But he would in 
fact reason as justly as those who assert that because 
pauperism in England has absorbed so much under 
the present system, the disease was therefore real, 
and the management necessary. But what must 
we say of the empiricism of the man who, having 
as he supposed, ascertained the nature of the dis­
ease, should apply the very medicines which were 
calculated to provoke and aggravate it ? If it were 
true, which it is not, that the fund for the mainte­
nance of labour in this country is insufficient for 
the supply of work and food for the labourers, I his 
system is the most directly calculated at the same

M
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lime to increase the number, diminish the demand, 
and accumulate the evil.

There are sources from which the most important 
and accurate information may be obtained, and 
though the investigation may be tedious, the result 
must be certain and satisfactory.

Dr. Adam Smith has given the following reasons, 
supported by the strongest facts, for concluding 
that the wages of labour in England are amply 
sufficient for the maintenance of the labourer. 
T h e reasons are peculiarly applicable to agriculture, 
and were never more convincing than at the pre­
sent moment. “ There are,” he observes, “ many 
“ plain symptoms that the wages of labour are no 
“ where in this country regulated by the lowest 
“ rate which is consistent with humanity.”*

First. In almost every part of Great Britain 
there is a distinction, even in the. lowest species o f  
labourers, between summer and winter wages. 
Summer wages are always highest ; but on account 
of the extraordinary expence of fuel, the mainte­
nance of a family is most expensive in winter. 
Wages, therefore, being highest when this expence 
is lowest, it seems evident that they are not regu­
lated by what is necessary for this expence. A 
labourer, it may be said indeed, ought to save part 
of his summer wages, in order to defray his winter

*  O f  course this political economist did not contemplate the

benevolent allowance system.

L *
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cxpence ; and that through the whole year they do 
not exceed what is necessary to maintain their 
families through the whole year. A  slave , how­
ever, or one absolutely dependent on us fo r  
immediate subsistence * would not be treated in 
this manner. His daily subsistence would be pro­
portioned to his daily necessities.

Secondly . T he wages of labour do not in Great 
Britain fluctuate with the price o f  provisions.

Thirdly.  As the price of provisions rises more 
from year to year than the wages o f labour, so on 
the other hand the wages of labour vary more 
from place to place than the price o f provisions.

Fourthly . T h e  variations in the price of labour 
not only do not correspond, either in place or time 
with the price of provisions, but they nre frequently 
quite opposite.

But besides these conclusive reasons against the 
alledged necessity for “ this meddlingof authority/' 
there is one other proof which seems to admit of

* Let the patrons of the law of maintenance observe the 

approximation of pauperism to a state of slavery. Let the advo­

cates of emancipation in the W est Indies, and for bondage in 

England, observe it. The country gentlemen who seem to be 

pTetty unanimous m lifting up their voice against W est Ind ian 

slavery, (and who will not raise his voice against it? ) are the last 

persons who should complain of the economy of the planters, on 

those estates at least where the NegToes are moderately worked, 

humanely treated, supplied with food and raiment, and provided 

with a medical attendant, for this seems to be the very beau 

ideal of their own system.

M 2
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as little limitation «is possible, being founded upon 
indisputable facts.

T he annual expenditure of the farmers, for 
manual labour in the cultivation of the soil, is the 
annual revenue of the labourers. That fund sup­
plies them with the necessaries and comforts which, 
when agriculture is free, they annually consume 
and enjoy. If therefore we can ascertain with 
any degree of precision the amount of this fund, 
which the necessary cultivation of the soil sup­
plies, and especially if we can arrive with any 
tolerable degree of accuracy at the degrees and 
proportions in which this fund is distributed, we 
shall obtain what might be the actual condition of 
the labourers.

I f  the present departure from the acknowledged 
rules o f morals and policy, of justice and business, 
can be justified in agriculture on the ground of  
necessity, that necessity will appear as the annual 
expenditure in labour bears, a small or greater 
proportion to the number of persons, who are to 
perform and receive the wages of that labour.

It is of great importance to ascertain these
facts, and I shall endeavour to trace them out__
first, in my own small parish— secondly, in the 
case of this village, conjoined with a larger neigh­
bouring village, with which it is a good deal con­
nected in the business of agriculture— thirdly, in 
the case of Freebridge Lynn, the hundred in which 
this parish is situated— and fourthly, in the case of
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the county of Norfolk— and fifthly, in the case of 
England and W ales.

F I R S T  C A S E .

It will be necessary to go into details, in order 
to ascertain the fact with as much précision as 
possible.

1 he parish o f Little Massingham contains, by 
admeasurement, two thousand, two hundred, and 
seventy-eight acres, of which about seventy are 
wood, eight acres waste, and the rest cultivated 
land— two thousand two hundred. T h e land is 
farmed on the Norfolk four-course system o f hus­
bandly, which it is well known dem ands a large 
amount of manual labour. It would not be diffi­
cult by estimation to arrive, with a practical ap­
proximation, at the amount o f labour necessarily 
required in any particular case. I shall have o c ­
casion hereafter to employ this description o f evi­
dence as collateral, but it will be first desirable to 
ascertain the matter from an actual account of 
payments and receipts.

1  he population of Little Massingham is one 
hundred and fifty-two, o f whom one hundred and 
fourteen are labourers, and the wives and children 
of labourers. 1 take all the labourers, both those 
who belong’ to the parish by the law of settlement 
and those who do not, because the distinction is 
not necessary to the present purpose ; besides there 
are resident in the parish of Great Massin-ham
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belonging to Little Massingham, twelve families, 
and fifty-two men, women, and children ; so that 
the whole number of persons, old and young, de­
pendant upon the wages of labour, in the cultiva­
tion of the soil for their support, is one hundred 
and sixty-six. There are besides fourteen aged 
and infirm persons, part resident and part not, 
making a total of one hundred and eighty persons. 
This population I shall distribute into three classes : 
first class, the single men and boys above the age 
of fifteen ; second class, married and able bodied 
men ; third class, aged, infirm, &c. &c.

CLASS 1st.
S in g le  M e n , the g re a te r p a r t  o f  zehom are  ch ild re n  o f

the m a rr ie d .
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Magistrates’ Allowance, Actnal Earnings.
No. 1 .............  £ i o 8 &  3 19 4

2 • • « . . »  10 8 21 7 0
3 8 2 0 9 0
4 8 19 10 6
5 .............  10 8 23 0 7
6 8 0  . • • • • • 2 0 17 4 *
7 .............  7 16 0 Boy 9 19 6
8 .............  10 8 0  . t • • » • 2 0 9 6
9 .............  10 8 2 2 0 0

10 .............  10 8 2 0 0 0
11 .............  7 16 0 Boy 10 10 0
12 .............  10 8 2 0 0 0
13 .............  10 8 19 12 8
14 .............  10 8 19 10 0
15 .............  10 8 18 14 0
16 8 2 4 3 10
17 .............  10 8 27 0 0
18 .............  10 8 0  . 2 0 0 0
19 .............  10 8 19 10 0

£192 8 0 £ 3 8 0  13 31
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CLASS 2d. 
m a r r i e d  m e n .

.No.otFam. O.ÍHJhild. Allowanceordered. Earnings. i*aid by Overseers. Total Receipts.

£ • d. £ . s. d. £ • t . d. £ . s. d.1 6 3 3 16 0 46 9 0 0 16 6 4 7 5 6
2 5 31 4 0 50 6 11 0 0 0 5 0 6 113 5 31 4 0 50 11 6 0 0 0 50 11 64 5 31 4 0 39 10 0 0 0 0 3 9 10 0
5 5 31 4 0 38 7 H 0 15 9 3 9 3 o f6 5 31 4 0 30 3 H 4 13 2 3 4 16 3 Í7 5 31 4 0 35 12 0 0 0 0 35 12 im0
8 4 2 8 12 0 30 19 3 2 5 11 35 5 29 4 28 12 0 35 19 4 0 10 0 36 9 410 4 2 8 12 0 35 19 8 0 0 0 35 19 8

11 4 2 8 12 0 36 13 H 4 14 0 41 7 1 |1 2 3 26 0 0 3 4 13 H 0 7 0 3 5 0 8 j13 3 26 0 0 32 16 9 i 0 9 4 33 614 3 26 0 0 2 9 12 0 0 5 0 2 9 17 L015 3 26 0 0 30 3 0 0 0 0 3 0 3 016 3 26 0 0 33 13 n 0 0 0 33 13 2 Í17 3 26 0 0 35 13 H 0 0 0 35 13 H18 3 26 0 0 33 9 2 0 0 0 33 9 im

219 3 26 0 0 34 4 10 9 5 4 4 3 10 22 0 2 23 8 0 34 1 4 * 0 7 0 34 8 4 y21 2 2 3 8 0 33 13 4 0 0 0 33 13 42 2 1 2 0 16 0 34 5 0 0 0 3 4 52 3 1 2 0 16 0 3 4 18 2 1 0 0 0 3 4 18 2 12 4 1 2 0 16 0 ' 2 8 5 6 0 0 0 2 8 5 im

62 5 1 2 0 16 0 30 5 11 0 0 0 3 0 5 112 6 1 2 0 16 0 2 5 5 6 0 0 0 2 5 5 62 7 1 2 0 16 0 26 4 4 f 0 0 0 26 4 4 Í2 8 1 2 0 16 0 41 12 0 0 0 0 41 12 im02 9 0 18 4 0 36 0 0 0 0 0 36 0 03 0 0 18 4 0 25 17 0 1 9 0 2 7 6 0
87 7 7 2 4 0 1045 5 1 U 25 18 0 1071 4 O i
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CLASS 3d.
A G E D  A N D  I N F I R M .

31 . Man and W ife

2 . Man & W ife 

and lame Dau

3. Man & Worn. \ 
and 1 Child $

4. O ld Men . . . .  

*3. Widows and)

Bastardy . . .  3 
+ 1. O ld Man . . . .

MagistratesAllowance. Earnings. Overseers. R e ce ip ts .

£ .  s. d . £ .
18. 4 019

rf £•
2

d.

2
£-
22

s.
9

d.
17

S • 

12

20 16 0 5 3 6 20 16 10 25 10 4

20 16 0 7 12 8 17 17 6 25 10 2

10 8 0 5 12 1 6 7 8 11 19 9

32 10 0 7

0 0 o1 0
-

10 6 35 3 0 40 0 6

0 0 5 0 0 0 0 0

102 14 045 15 87 17 2 125 9 i H

Allowance. Earnings. Pd. Overseers.
£• s. d. £ . s. d £• s. d.

1st Class 192 8 0 380 13 3± 0 0 0
2d Class 772 4 0 1045 5 I H 25 18 0
3d Class 102 14 0 45 15 9 \ 87 17 2

1067 6 0 1471 15- 0 i 113 15 2

Receipts.
£ .  s. d.

380 13 3

1071 3 11

125 9 11

1577 7 2

£ . s. d.
10G7 6 0
1471 15 0 |

113 15 2
J577 7 9-L2

SUMMARY.
Magistrates’ Allowance 
Earnings of the People 
Payments ofOverseers in Allowance

*  The Widows are non-resident.

+ The parish allows £ b .  and the son, a farmer, engaged to 

pay him some additional allowance, which I  understand he has 
neglected to do.

Mm
 I
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T h e amount spent in manual labour in the 
parish o f Little Massingham, from Michaelmas, 
1822, to Michaelmas, 1823, is

The amount of rate 

for maintenance 

of the poor & other 

purposes

£ 2 3 3 1  17 7 Total Expenditure.

. 1 Ô7 7  7  2 } T o t a l  r e c e i p t s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e

i £ 7 5 ?  1 0  4 j  Surplus.

T his account is as accurate as it could be made. 
T he amount expended in labour and in poor rate 
is below the average expenditure of former years ; 
and 1 have no doubt that in the present year, willi 
an increase of the price of wages and an increase 
o f demand for labour, the expenditure for manual 
labour will alone amount nearly to the sum ex­
pended in poor rate and labour jointly during the 
past year.

It must be observed, that in obtaining the distri­
bution of the above fund, it was not possible to 
obtain accurately the earnings of each person at 
all times, when that could not be done for any 
week, as every one was constantly employed, day 
wages were then computed— so that the earnings 
of the people are taken at the lowest point, and in 
fact, the people belonging to the parish did, 1 dare 
say, take up another fifty pounds o f the surplus 
above stated.

T he poor rate is a gross return, and includes

£2 1 1 7  13 Q \

217 4 6-J



church rate, county rate, and other bills, amount­
ing' to about £ 5 0 .

After making these deductions, there remains n 
surplus of six hundred and fifty pounds expended 
by the farmers of Little Massingham for foreign 
labour i. e. the labour ol persons not belonging 
to the parish.

It appears, also, that the actual earnings of the 
single men are double the allowance of the magis­
trates j that the actual earnings of the married men 
are fifty per  cent, and the receipts of the aged, 
widows, and infirm, are f iv e  and twenty, per cent. 
above that allowance— and that on the whole of 
this account, the receipts of the people o f all classes 
are f i f ty  Per cent, and the total expenditure a 
hundred p er  cent, above the decreed standard.

T he following schedule, exhibiting the earnings 
of five labourers, from the year 1812 to 1822, 
will clearly shew that in 1822 the receipts o f the 
labourers were unusually low, and consequently 
that the above account is made under circum- 
stances unfavourable to my argument *
7  he E a rn in g s  o f  five L ab o u re rs  th em se lves  o n ly  from
"**• /" ;%  i ° - 3-.
J8Ï2 40 12 6 50 4 11 Ú  in % £ ' *'
1813 37 7 9 43 7 4 --------- r ITT -
1814 31 1 6 36 5 6 ___ _____  ____ _ 40 12 111815 32 7 3 38 11 0 ^  ~  ’ :J8I6 37 0 0 40 16 3 _______ _ «  „  9 *
"is7 I  .1 Í £  'I » *  1 0 ÍÓ o 8  ws
isio 5  I ’o0 H ,? 96 ” * S fl I S’ 38 ,S Ia w? B i l i l  ï'ïi I oil*

9 0
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About two years ago, one of the farms in this 
parish, in thfe time of distress, fell upon the hands 
of the proprietor ot this estate. T h e management 
ot it was entrusted to his agent. T his person is 
employed in the same capacity by many gentle­
men and noblemen in the counties of Suffolk, 
Essex, Hertford, Kent, Surrey, Sussex, W orcester, 
Derby, &c. &c. and o f course well acqùarnted 
with the affairs of agriculture, l i e  soon found the 
labourers upon the allowance system, and naturally 
disposed, on all occasions, to threaten a reference 
to the magistrates. l i e  instructed the young man, 
who was appointed to manage the farm under his 
direction, to throw all the men upon the allowance 
system. I spoke to him on that occasion, and 
endeavoured to shew him that it would be injurious 
to the poor and inconvenient to the management o f  
his business; he replied, that he had well consi­
dered the matter, and that he found it in all cases 
the most convenient plan to accept the allowance 
scale of the magistrates, and then to get his labour 
done at as cheap a rate as possible ; that he felt it 
his duty to adopt this plan in the present case, as 
the entire management was intrusted to him— blit 
that it the proprietor should choose to over-rule his 
opinion, he would with pleasure fulfil his wishes. 
I must contend that the agent in this case did only 
that which, with his view o f the question, it was 
his duty to do, and which ninety-nine men of 
business out o f a hundred would have done under

n *
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similar circumstances. The proprietor, however, 
did in this instance, at my request, very kindly 
overrule the opinion, and I certainly think with 
advantage to his estate, because free must always 
be cheaper than servile labour. In that instance, 
and in that quarter, and in every quarter, and to 
the face of the poor, 1 have felt it a duty to use my 
utmost endeavour to discourage this practice, and 
I shall ever feel it my duty to do so, from a firm 
and justified persuasion that it is injurious to the 
morals, happiness, and receipts of the poor, to the 
peace of the village, and the interest of all. Sup­
pose this system had been acted upon in this 
parish, it appears that the receipts are £*1500. 
and the allowance £ 1 0 0 0 . in round numbers. Of 
course one, two, or three hundred a year might 
have been ground out of the poor, though that sum 
would have been of no benefit to the occupier of 
the soil, the labour of persons under such a system 
being equally diminished in value.

It is no proof of the advantage of this system, 
that the labourers are disposed to cleave to it. It 
excites and gratifies their passions; it appears to 
protect them, but under that appearance it in fact 
robs them of their character, and of all their com­
forts. “ Though the interest of the labourer is 
“ strictly connected with that of the society, he is 
“ incapable either of comprehending that interest, 
“ or ot understanding its connexion with his own. 
“ His condition leaves him no time to receive the
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" necessary information, and his éducation and 
“ habits arc commonly such as to render him unfit 
“ tojudge, even though he was fully informed. 
“ In the public deliberations, therefore, his voice is 
“ little heard and less regarded, except upon some 
“ particular occasions, when his clamour is ani- 
“ mated, set on, and supported by his employers, 
“ not for his but their own particular purpose.” * 
I have no question that on many occasions this 
clamour is excited by cunning and inierested per­
sons, and that magistrates and the poor are equally 
gulled and deluded by it.

T he poor of this parish have on many occasions 
been so deluded. I  have never known a single  
instance o f  interference on the p a r t o f  the m ag is­
trates in which the poor man has not g rea tly  
suffered in every  w ay .  There appears only one 
case among all the able-bodied men of this parish, 
in which the earnings, exclusive of the receipts from 
the overseers, do not exceed the allowance— that 
is N o. 6, whose case I have, in a former page, 
adverted to. It appears that his allowance is 
£ 3 1 .— his earnings £*30. l i e  received o f the 
overseer £ 4 .  making his receipts £ 3 4 .  On exa­
mining his account, 1 find that he was 28  weeks 
employed by the farmers, and 2-1 weeks on his 
allowance. In the 28 weeks he received rather 
less than 16s. per w eek; in the 24  weeks he

*  W e a l t h  o f  N a t i o n s ,  b o o k  1 3 c .  x i .
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received his allowance, 11s. Had he continued in 
his employment with the farmers at the same rate 
throughout the year, his earnings would have been 
£ 4 1 . 12s. 6d.

There is another person (N o. 12) who appears 
to have received 7s. from the overseer in allowance.
I do not know whether he summoned the overseer 
seven times for that sum, but he certainly did 
several times, and on one occasion was ordered 
relief upon oath. His allowance is £ 2 6 .  his 
earnings are £'34. 13s. S-|-d. He is a man of a 
litigious temper, but 1 do not know one who could 
earn more wages. He has been in the present 
year again ordered his allowance, and it appears 
from his account, that for twenty-one weeks before 
his application he received 16s. 6d. per week, on 
an average. Since he has been upon his allowance 
he has received 10s. per week, and his companions 
whom he left have received 14s. per week, nearly, 
for some months during the depth of winter.

T he other person who appears to have received 
the largest sum of the overseer is N o. 19, the man 
who was detected in poaching, and who for 21 
weeks, while depending upon the overseer, earned 
6s. per week, and for 31 weeks, when depending 
upon his industry, earned 18s. per week. T he  
other cases need no. comment— they speak for 
themselves.

Such is the force of custom, prejudice and local 
authority, that the poor have been unquestionably
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often misguided to theirôvvn injury. T he law has its 
influence on all parties concerned ; it teaches the 
farmer to look to the earnings of the labourer, 
rather than to the work executed, which ought to 
be his only concern ; and it teaches the labourer to 
measure the power of his industry, and the neces­
sity for putting forth his exertions by the standard 
o f allowance. Had not this influence prevailed, I 
have 110 doubt whatever that the labourers of this 
parish would have taken up, by their unrestricted 
industry, a large share of the surplus fund, to 
their own comfort, and to the benefit of their 
employers.

W hether, therefore, this system be viewed in its 
influence on individuals, or on the virtue, happiness, 
and comfort of the community, I must look upon 
it in an evil light. I must think it not advisable—  
I am sure it is not necessary. T h e population 
does not press upon the means o f subsistence— the 
supply of labour does not exceed the demand. I 
therefore regard this meddling of authority as a 
laborious and vexatious folly, as a great oppression 
as well as a great absurdity.

S E C O N D  C A S E .

G reat and L ittle  M assingham .
T h e parish of Great Massingham contains 

seven hundred and thirty-eight inhabitants, of  
whom three hundred and fifty-two are dependent
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on the wages of manual labour, besides the fifty- 
two already accounted for as belonging to the 
parish of Little Masi ngham. T he parish of Great 
Massingham contains about four thousand acres of 
land ; so that the two parishes conjoined contain 
thus—

Great Massingham, 4000  
Little Massingham, 2278

627S Acres 
Deduct \  W aste 897

5381 Statute Acres.
It will not be convenient, perhaps not possible, 

to ascertain the fund supplied by the cultivation of 
the soil by manual labour, or the distribution of it 
with the same accuracy as in the former case, but 
a practical approximation may be obtained.

T he cultivation of the land during the year 
1822-23, was greatly checked. It appears that 
the general expenditure was twenty per cent, 
below an average of years, and the earnings of 
individual labourers more. In this year, in Little 
Massingham, the expenditure in labour approached, 
under some local disadvantages, to one pound 
sterling per acre. As I calculate nothing for nearly 
nine hundred acres of waste, nothing for highways, 
nothing for gleaning, &c. the necessary expence 
for cultivating an acre of land by manual labour 
may fairly be estimated at £ 1 .  per acre. As this



is a point of great consequence anil convenience, 
in the following calculations I shall confirm it by a 
variety of direct àftd collateral evidence. O f course, 
as a common observer, I can only judge o f this
point on the evidence before me, and on the
opinion of practical men. From that evidence, 
and from that àùthdiîty, I have no doubt that 
persons best acquainted with the subject will con­
clude, that this estimate is within the truth.

T h e following is air estimation given by a person 
of considerable experience:—
Y ea r ly  expencc o f  m anual labour, on a farm  o f  

one thousand, acres, on a moderate soil, zcaires 
being \s  4d  per d a y —

210 Acres of W heat, £ 1 .  16s. per £ .  s. d.
Acre ........................................ 378 0  0

210 Ditto Harley, £ 0 .  15s. Od. do. 157 10 0
210  Ditto Hay, £ 0  2s. 6d. do. 26 5 0
210 Ditto Turnips, £ 0 . 14s. Od. do. 147 0  0
)6 0  Ditto Pasture, Fencing,* &c. &c. 300  0  0
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1000 1008 15 0
The next is a calculation for a ligh t soil. Labour  

\s .  4(/. p er  day, and is more particu lar  :
T U R N IP S . £ .  s. d.Four P loughing^.........................................  0  4 0

Carting and Grinding R ape Cake . . . .  0  2  0
Harrowing and Cleaning .........................0  2  0
H oeing ..................................................... .. . 0  6 0

0  14 0
*  T h i s  h e a d  o f  e x p c n c e  i n c l u d e s  s h e p h e r d ,  y a r d m e n ,  h o r s e ­

m e n .  t h a t c h i n g ,  c h a f f - c u t t i n g ,  a n d  o t h e r  m i n u t e  p a r t i c u l a r s .
o
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B A R L E Y .

Hay, per acre .............................................g
W H E A T .*Ploughing, per acre ...................

Harrowing and Drilling ............
Filling, Carting, and Spreading 
Hoeing and Weedin 
Harvesting . . . . . . .
Thrashing, Carting, &c. &c.

O'

£ 5. d.
0 2 6
0 6 0
0 7 6
0 16 0
0 2 G

0 1 6
0 1 00 4 6
0 5 0
0 8 00 10 0
1 10 0

100 A C R E S  o f P A S T U R E  & E X T R A  W O R K .

Thatching, Chaff-cutting, and

40 0 040 0 0
30 0 0
30 0 0

j- 90 0 0

230 0 0

from WheSt ÍS the - 1- » «  is increasedfrom 6s. to 8s. per acre—and where the land grows from eight
are fC0°' -Per aCrC’ the Upe"ces of reaPÍHS and thrashfngC e l r S  elnCheT d- A gre?‘ Tarie*  0?these calcalaShave been given by farmers, and though they all varv in the

” “re “  “ ™> i" >kc S g e  andsome on another, yet they all approximate according to the respective qualities of the soil in the result.
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Acres. £ S. d .

225 Turnips, 14s. = 157 10 0
225 Barley, 16s. = 180 0 0
225 Layers, 2s. 6d. = 28 2 6
225  W heat, iiC#3oCO 337 10 0
100 Pasture & extra W ork 2 3 0 0 0

I < r \ 933 2 G

T h e following account is copied from the N or­
wich Mercury, for the year 1820. T h e intelligent 
Editor of that Journal informs me that the informa­
tion was collected in the neighbourhood of Norwich, 
from practical men, and from the most authentic 
sources—

T he O u t- g o in g s  o f  a  L ig h t  L a n d  F a rm , in  N o r fo lk , 

d u r in g  1790, com pared  w ith  those in  1820.

1790. £ • s D. 1820. £ • s. D.
Rent per Acre . . . 0 8 3 Rent per Acre . . . 0 16 0
Tithe d i t t o ............ 0 1 6 Tithe ditto . . . . . . 0 4 0
Labour ditto . . . . 0 14 0 Labour d it to ......... 1 6 6 z
Rates ditto ........... 0 1 o ; Rates d i t t o ............ 0 4

z
9

Direct Taxes ditto 0 0 3 Direct Taxes ditto 0 1 1
Farming Bills ditto 0 6 7 Farming Bills ditto 0 1 1 6
Inter. ofCapital do. 0 4 4 f In ter.of Capital do. 0 7 6

] 15 M i 3 1 1 4|

o 2
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A ccoun t o f  a F a rm  o f  92 A cres o f  g o od  W heat L a n d , 

fiv e  o f  x /iic h  (ire M eadow , the rest unde r a fo u r-  

course S h if t .

1820.

£ • s. D. £ • s. D
Rent & Taxes, &c. 320 1 3 Corn ..................  3 7 5 3 9
Labour ................ 214 9 2 Stock and Poultry 146 1 1 1
Tradesmen’s Bills 57 14 3
R.ates . » . .  ■ •••• 51 16 0 521 5 8
Ditto County . . . 5 6 1 1 Loss 158 1 1 1
Tithes . . . . . . . . . 30 0 0

679 7 7 679 7 7

Utr  'H I iM - il  i . » I

In the Norfolk Chronicle of June 4th, 1822, the 
following valuation and estimate of labour were 
given by a respectable land agent and farmer : he 
takes two farms, o f 400 acres each.— T he first 
“ consisting of good convertible land”'— the second 
“ of strong, retentive, clay land, which requires 
“ underdrawing, consequently a greater expence 
“ for labour.” W hen wheat is at 8Cs. and barley 
at 36s. per quarter, he estimates the labour of the 
first at £ 5 3 6 .  or 27s. per acre nearly, and the 
second at £ 6 7 0 . or 33s. per acre nearly. W hen  
wheat is 40s. and barley 18s. per quarter, he esti­
mates the labour of the first at £ 4 0 2 , or 20s. nearly, 
and the second at £ 5 0 2 . 10s. or 25s. nearly.

In a cause lately tried in this county, valuations 
of labour were given by respectable land agents 
on both sides. T w o on one side, estimating the
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labour of 230  acres, when wheat is 48s. and bar­
ley 24s. per quarter, returned the amount £ 2 2 4 .  
per annum. T w o on the other side, taking the 
price of wheat 44s. and barley 22s. per quarter, 
returned an estimate for labour £ 2 0 9 . ISs. or 29s, 
per acre nearly in both cases, and corn at a very 
low value, and every department o f the business 
depressed.

T h e following appears to me a very valuable 
document in many points o f view. It shews the 
amount annually expended in manual labour for 
21 years, on a light land farm o f 1050 acres. It 
specifies the amount o f poor rate, the price of day 
wages, and the annual amount of day wages. T his  
farm is very favourably situated for cheap manage­
ment, being well inclosed, &c. As much o f the 
work as possible is performed by machinery, with 
horse power, so that of course the manual labour 
is considerably less than it would otherwise be. 
W hen the thrashing is performed by machinery, 
the labour is paid by the day. T his circumstance 
alone is sufficient to raise the amount of day wages 
£ 5 0 .  as if the corn were thrashed by hand, the 
labour would be paid by the piece. In this case 
the day labour would not be above one tenth of the 
annual amount of labour. It appears at present 
about a seventh. This shews that the day wages



are a very imperfect criterion of the actual condi­
tion of the agricultural labourers. If the thrashing 
and other work were performed by manual labour, 
and not by horse power, the whole amount o f la­
bour would be increased at least £ 7 0 .  annually ; 
and this would make the annual cost of a 1050 
acres of land £ 1 0 5 0 . for manual labour.
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Annual Price of
Price of 

Day\Ai 1  imc

Annual

From
amount

of

Poor

Rate

W heat

per

amount 

paid in

Labour. Quarter.
» a a .

Day Wages.

£ • £ • <£ s . d. £ • Í. d. £ • s. d.
1802 . .  1052 . . 89 . . 3 15 6 . . 0 2 0 • • 115 0 0
1803 . .  884 . . 72 . . 2 17 1 . . 0 1 1 0 # # 107 0 0
1804 . .  7 9 2 . . 149 , a 2 1 2 3 . . 0 2 0 137 0 0
1805 . .  960 . . 1 1 2 . • 4 6 2  . . 0 2 0 m • 205 0 0
1806 . .  858 . . 124 , . 3 15 1 1  . . 0 2 0 # f 141 0 0
1807 . .  856 . . 127 , . 3 16 9 . . 0 2 0 # # 1 2 1 0 0
1808 . .  870 . . 1 2 1 , , 3 9 5 . . 0 2 0 • • 132 0 0
1809 . .  983 . . 137 , . 4 1 0 4 . . 0 2 0 # , 1 2 0 0 0
1810 .-. 1094 . . 157 . . 5 2 6 . . 0 2 0 # # 155 0 0
1811 . .  1 2 1 1  . . 133 . . 4 14 7 . . 0 2 6 • • 228 0 0
1812 . .  1 2 2 0  . . 167 . . 5 6 7 . . 0 2 6 • • 187 0 0
1813 ... 1071 . . 98 . . 5 19 1 0  . . 0 2 6 • • 170 0 0
1814 . .  1114 . . 108 . , 3 16 7 . . 0 2 0 • • 176 0 0
1815 . .  922 . . 105 . , 3 5 8 . . 0 1 8 , # 142 0 0
1816 . .  1103 . . 156 , . 2 13 7 . . 0 2 0 • • 162 0 0
1817 . .  1074 . . 1 2 2 . . 5 4 1 0  . . 0 2 0 # # 216 0 0
1818 . .  1088 . . 132 , , 4 5 4 . . 0 2 0 • • 184 0 0
1819 . .  1083 . . 129 . . 3 18 1 0  . . 0 1 9 203 0 0
1820 . .  1 0 1 0  . . 126 3 7 n . 0 1 8 # 9 159 0 0
1821 . .  855 . . 143 . . 2 16 n . 0 1 4 % # 159 0 0
1822 . .  833 . . 1 2 2 *• 2 4 0  . . 0 1 6 145 0 0

20,933 2 1 ) 2 1 3 21)3364 0 0

o 1 l l i }  160 4 o
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On this evidence I conclude, that deducting; for 
waste, and allowing nothing for the repair o f high­
ways, occasional public works, gleaning, &c. I do 
not compute at too high a rate the cultivation of  
the soil by manual labour, when 1 take it at twenty 
shillings per acre.

T hen 5381 acres o f cultivated land, at £ 1  per 
acre, supply a fund of £ 5 3 8 1 .

There are dependent on this fund, for the sup­
ply of their necessities and comforts—

lu  Great Massingham 352 

In  Little Massingham 180

532* men, women, and children.

T he allowance of Mr. Bennett’s scale, according 
to the price o f wheat last year, and taking the 
inhabitants o f Little Massingham as the basis of  
the calculation, would be £ 4 .  10s. per annum for 
each man, woman, and child. T h e average allow- 
ance of the magistrates in this neighbourhood 
would be about £(>. per head .f 532 X  6 =  3192, 
the magistrates’ allowance. But the fund supplied 
by the agriculture of the two parishes is £ 5 3 8 1 .  
Consequently there remains a sum o f £ 2 1 8 9 , unap­

*  This account contains many non-residents, and many re­
sidents, not belonging by the law of settlement.

+ The last Report of the House of Commons states that the 

maintenance ot each pauper (exclusive of children) is about £ 7  
per annum. It the children were added, I  suppose it would be 
about £ 4 .  1 0 s.

«
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propriated for maintenance. Does not this shew 
that there is no necessity for the interference of 
the police ? does it not shew that such interference 
must be injurious to the honest and industrious 
labourer, on the ground of maintenance.

But we have taken no account of the poor rate 
of the two parishes. This has been £  1200 per 
annum. It was last year £ 8 6 4 .

N ow  it is remarkable that, according to the scale 
reported by the Select Committee of the House 
of Commons, the poor rate of the two parishes is 
more than sufficient to maintain the whole popu­
lation of Little Massingham in perfect idleness. One 
hundred and eighty persons, at £ 4 .  10s. per head, 
is £ 8 0 0 .

I conclude, therefore, that as far as the parishes 
of Great and Little Massingham are concerned, 
the interference is unnecessary— that it is a great 
dishonour to the farmer, and a great injustice to 
the labourer, to exhibit before the country this 
beggarly law of maintenance.*

I understand that farmers in general would not 
object to pay £ 1 .  per annum for the free and 
cheerful labour of the peasantry, and that they do 
not expect to cultivate the land at less expence. 
There appears then to be £ 5 3 8 1 . or £ 1 0 . per

*  T h e  p a r i s h e s  o f  G r e a t  a n d  L i t t l e  M a s s i n g h a m  a r e  m o r e  
e x c l u s i v e l y  a g r i c u l t u r a l ,  a n t i  h a v e  f e w e r  f a r m e r s  a n d  f r e e h o l d e r s  
t h a n  a n y  w i t h  w h i c h  1 a m  a c q u a i n t e d .



1 0 3

head for c&ch man, woman, and child; and takinir1 
the family at 4 |  persons, which appears to be the  
case here, there would be £ 4 5 .  per annum for each 
labourer’s family. T his was the sum calculated by 
Mr. Colquhoun as the earnings o f an agricultural 
labourer’s family, when wheat was (in the year 
1S13) £ 5 .  19s. lOd. and day wages 2s. Cd* 
T h e poor rate is about £ 1 .  13s. per head, or 
£ 7 .  Ss. 6d. per family, which, i f  added to the 
former sum, would give to each family £ 5 2 . 8s. 6d.

It will be naturally asked, does not this fund 
put the labourers of these parishes in as good and 
cheerful a condition as yoti can generally expect 
persons in that station o f life to be? Certainly 
not ; and if I were further asked why it does not ? 
1 should reply, because it passes through the sieve 
o f pauperism— because those labourers receive this 
sum as a kind of distribution for maintenance, 
and not as the reward of their skill, industry, and 
personal exertions.*

It will be asked, docs so much depend upon the 
mode and manner in which the labourer is paid ? 
Can his condition be so much affected by the man­
ner, provided he receives the same sum? T he

*  “  W h e n  revenues s u p e r a b o i m d  ( s a y s  A r i s t o t l e ) ,  i t  is  n o w  
u s u a l  w i t h  d e m a g o g u e s  t o  d i v i d e  t h e  s u r p l u s  a m o n g  t h e  p o o r  ; 
b u t  t h i s  is  to p o u r  w a t e r  i n t o  a  s i e v e .  A  g o o d  s t a t e s m a n ,  i n i  
s t e a d  of o c c a s i o n a l l y  r e l i e v i n g  t h e  w a n t s  o f  t h e  p o o r ,  w h o  q u i c k l y  
r e t u r n  t o  be a g a i n  r e l i e v e d ,  w i l l  c o n t i n u a l l y  s t r i v e  t o  b e t t e r  t h e n -  
p e r m a n e n t  c o n d i t i o n . ” —  Pol. book vi. c .  &.
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unhappiness of the labourers in England arises not 
so much from the scantiness of their receipts as 
from the manner in which they are obtained ; not 
from the want of ftinds to employ and maintain 
them, for they are maintained and employed, but 
from misgovernment and mismanagement in the 
distribution of those funds.*

T H I R D  C A SC .

Freebridge Lynn .
T he remaining cases will not detain us long. 

T h e hundred of Preebridge Lynn contains thirty- 
five parishes, ten thousand, five hundred, and

*  “  There are many modesby which the compulsory application, 

under the provisions of a, statute, of the funds which provide the 

maintenance of labour, would tend most materially to place the 

labouring classes in a much worse condition than that in which 
they could otherwise be situated.

“  1 st. An increased demand for labour is the only means by 

which the wages of labour can ever be received ; and there is 

nothing which can increase the demand, but the increase of the 

wealth by which labour is supported; if therefore the compul­

sory application of any part of this wealth tends (as it always 

must tend) to employ the portion it distributes less profitably 

than it would have been if left to the interested superintendance 

of its owners. I t  cannot fail by thus diminishing the funds, 

•which would otherwise have been applicable to the maintenance 

of labour, to place the whole body of labourers in a worse situa­

tion than that in which they would otherwise have been placed.

i 2 dly. 1 he effects of holding out to the labouring community, 

that all who require it shall be provided with work at adequate 

wages is such as to lead them to form false views of the circuai- 

stances in which they are likely to be placed.”— Report from  
S . C .  House o f Commonsy 1817 , p .  17.



thirty-seven inhabitants, and about seventy thousand 
acres of land. Deducting j  for waste, there will 
remain sixty thousand acres of cultivated land. 
There are 2122 families, o f which 460  are em­
ployed in trade, and 1652 in agriculture. T h e  
usual calculation Is about ^  for freeholders and 
farmers, and A  for the families of labourers ; so 
that there will be 931 families of labourers, and, at 

to a family, 4000 persons nearly dependent on 
the cultivation of 60,000 acres o f land by manual 
labour—that is, £ 1 5 . to each persoh, o r £ 6 3 . 15s. 
to each family.

T he poor rate of the hundred of Freebridge 
Lynn is £ 1 2 ,4 7 5 , that is, £ 1 .  2s. Gd. for each 
person, £ 3 .  5s. for each labourer, men, women, 
and children, and £ 1 3 .  16s. 6d. for each family, 
which, added to the wages of labour, gives to each 
family £ 7 7 . 1 Is. 6d. T h e poor rate for England 
and W ales is I Is. per head, for the county o f N or­
folk 15s. for the county of Sussex, the highest, 
£ 1 .  2s. T he following schedule will shew that 
the poor rate of this hundred is higher than that of 
any county in England :—
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A P P E N D I X  ( D .  2 . )
R eport o f the Select Committee o f the House o f Commons, 1823.

Counties. ^H ed d T  Counties. Counties. R ^ * £ erHead. Head.

Sussex . . . .

Northampton

B u c k i n g h a m
Essex .........

Kent . . . . .  

Oxford . . . .  

Suffolk . . . .  

Bedford . . .  

Huntingdon.

B e rk s .........

Norfolk . . .  

Cambridge # 

Leicester . .

W i l t s .........

H ertford . . .  

Southampton 

Dorset . . . .  

Hereford . .

£ .  s. 1 2 
0  18 

0 17 

0 17 

0 17 

0 17 

0 17 

0  16 

0  16 

0 15 

0 15 

0 14 

0 14 

0 14 

0 13 

0 13 

0 12 
0 12

£ .  s.
Lincoln . . . .  0 12

S u rre y ......... 0  1 2
Rutland . . . .  0  1 1  
Montgomery. O i l  

Middlesex . .  0  1 0  
W arw ick . . .  0  1 0  
Westmorland 0  1 0  
E.R idingYork 0  1 0  
Radnor . . . .  0  1 0  
Devon . . . . .  0  9

Durham . . . .  0  9
Gloucester . .  0  9
S a lo p ........... 0  9
Worcester . .  0  9 
N . Riding York 0  9 

Chester . . . .  0  8 
Cornwall . . .  0  8 
Derby ......... 0  8

£• s.
Northumberl.O 8 
Nottingham. 0  8
Somerset . . .  0  8
Stafford. . . .  0  8
Denbigh . . .  0 8 
Merioneth . 0  8
Cumberland 0  7

Monmouth . 0  7

W .R dg .Y orkO  7 

Brecon . . . .  0  7

F lin t . . . . .  0  7  
Glamorgan . 0  7 

Anglesey . .  0  6
Carmarthan. 0  6 
Lancaster . .  0  5

Cardigan . .  0  5

Carnarvon. . 0  5

Pembroke. .  0  5

I would be the last person to complain of the 
amount of poor rate, provided it were paid out of  
the pockets of the rich, for useful and honourable 
purposes to the poor; but neither of these condi­
tions obtain in this case. It is not paid by the 
rich so much as by the poor, by the industrious and 
infirm to the strong and lazy. There are only 
two funds that supply the means of subsistence to 
the people— the fund for labour and the fund for 
charity. T he former should be sacred to industry, 
the latter to indigence. But the equalizing system 
of allowances has bred up a race of idle and dis­
orderly persons, who draw with one hand from the
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resources of the industrious, and with the other 
from the scanty pittance of the aged, the widow, 
and the orphan.

F O U R T H  C A S E .

County o f  N o rfo lk *
T h e county o f Norfolk contains 2092  square 

miles, equal to 1,338,880 statute acres (reckoning- 
640 statute acres to a mile.)

1,338,880 Statute Acrcs 
Deduct 191,268 |  W aste

1,147,612 Cultivated Acrcs.

'The county of Norfolk, including Norwich, con ­
tains 344,368 persons, and 

36,368 Families employed in agriculture 
26,201 In trade, manufacture, and handicraft 
11,928 Other families

74,497 Families, nearly to a family.
Mr Colquhoun computes the large and small 

larmers and freeholders at A , and the labouring©poor at A . There are, then, in the county of 
Norfolk, 88,123 persons dependent on the wages 
o f manual labour in agriculture; and the cultiva­

*  T h e s e  p a r t i c u l a r s  o f  t h e  c o u n t y  o f  N o r f o l k  a r e  e x t r a c t e d  
f r o m  M r .  M a t c h e t t ’s N o r f o l k  a n d  N o r w i c h  R e m e m b r a n c e r .  
T h e  a u t h o r  o f  t h a t  l i t t l e  b u t  v a l u a b l e  w o r k  h a s  c o l l e c t e d  h i s  
m a t e r i a l s  w i t h  g r e a t  c a r e  a n d  a c c u r a c y .
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tion of the soil, at £ l .  per acre, supplies a fund of 
£ 1 ,147 ,612 , or £ 1 3 .  per head, or «£55. 5s. per 
family, and this without the poor’s rate.

F I F T H  C A S E .

E ngland and Wales.
T he area of England and W ales, as measured 

by a trigonometrical survey, contains 57,960  
statute square miles. England and W ales there­
fore contain—  stat. Acres.
57 ,960-f640 (acres in a square mile) 37,094,400  
Deduct for waste land \ ...................  5,299,200
Number of acres cultivated ..............  31,795,200

There are in England and W ales about 800,000*  
families employed in agriculture ; of these families 
about Ti are freeholders of various descriptions, 
and farmers, and t» labourers; and taking the 
labourers’ families at 4 \  each family, there will 
be 1,983,313 persons, men, women, and children, 
dependent on the cultivation of the soil by manual 
labour. Taking the number at two millions, there 
would appear to be more than £ 1 5 . for each 
person, or £ 6 3 .  15s. for each family, supplied by 
the necessary cultivation of the soil, exclusive of 
poor’s rate.

There appears io be no fair objection to this 
mode of calculation. I may have fallen into some

*  1 deduct 47,957 for mines aud minerals,
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errors and inaccuracies. Particular cases may 
need qualifications and limitations; but allowing' 
for all possible discoveries tliat might be made in a 
more accurate analysis, the induction seems to 
stand triumphant, that the agriculture o f England 
supplies a fund for the maintenance o f persons 
dependant upon the wages of labour—large, steady, 
and abundant. It would appear, that even in the 
present imperfect state of agriculture, (and very 
imperfect it is) England is not over-peopled. It 
would appear that the agricultural labourers would 
have, if there were no interference of the police, 
a fair command of the market of labour, and 1 
must think that the assertion, with which these ob­
servations began, is borne out by evidence, that 
the peasantry of whole districts are immersed in 
pauperism, with the means of happiness, compe­
tency, and independence around them ! ! ! I must 
think that the assertion of necessity, on which the 
present administration of the poor laws is some­
times defended, is disproved by evidence, in parti­
cular cases, and in a more general view o f the 
question. This view has at least the advantage of 
being cheering and consolatory. It opens a bright 
prospect for the labouring people of this country,
I hope and firmly believe that it is not visionary. 
W hen restrictive regulations shall be removed 
from our Agriculture as they have been from our 
currency, trade, and commerce, when the immense 
sum so mischievously diverted into the channel of



poor rate shall be poured into the fund for the 
maintenance of labour, and flow through the hearts 
of the people : when the industry of the country 
shall be free, skilfully applied and honestly re­
warded, then will the Agriculture of England, 
like her trade and manufactures, defy the compe­
tition of the world.

This survey of the allowance system adopted in 
agricultural districts might have been fortified by 
more copious statistical documents. My object, 
however, has not been to compile all the informa­
tion that might be collected, but to adduce so much 
as might trace the origin, mark the effects, and 
prove the unnecessary nature of the practice. I 
throw the onus and responsibility of this system 
upon the magistrates, not because other parties 
concerned are innocent, but simply because, with 
my view of the question, the system never could 
have been upreared or continued without their 
authority. I ascribe to that body no other autho­
rity than that which they assume, and which many 
consider as a privilege and sacred right. I hold 
no argument with the amount of allowances, for if 
they could or ought to affect the price of wages, 
they certainly are too low. T he magistracy at­
tempt to do that by law which law never can do; 
they place* within the power of the cunning op­
pressor the means of cheating his equals and op-

*  I  mean inasmuch as they appoint or sanction a certain 

specific known scale of allowance, for to that point these obser­

vations arc directed.
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pressing his inferiors ; they derange the whole sys­
tem of social life, discourage the humane, depress 
the virtuous, and rob the industrious, the young, 
and the aged, to support the lazy, the healthy, and 
the worthless.

T h ey  certainly intend to give no such encou­
ragements, but the question is, do they or do they 
not lend their authority to these purposes ? N on e  
of the foregoing observations have been made with 
any invidious intention ; I cannot believe that they 
will be so understood by an order of men who 
always prefer a manly line of action. W hat would 
be the use of addressing flattering words to the 
magistracy, and hard words to the farmers and to 
the poor? I f  the evils lie in the principles of the 
system and in the errors of the practice, arguments 
must of course be directed to the administrators, if  
those arguments are to be of any avail. There are 
only two quarters from which reformation can 
proceed— the magistracy and the legislature ; all 
other parties are mere instruments and accessories. 
T h e legislature has done something, and will do 
more— the magistracy has done almost nothing to 
introduce a more wholesome system. T he time 
is come for that body to move, to second the legis­
lature, and to adopt a decided and liberal course. 
Their influence is great in supporting this system—  
it may be still greater in removing it.

But after all, legislative will be the only effectual 
remedy in this case. By legislative remedy, I
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mean no new plans and schemes for managing and 
maintaining the poor; they are sufficiently abun­
dant already. T he legislative remedy must be 
applied to wipe out these schemes, and especially 
that of supporting the population by a scale of 
allowances. T he great object is to retrace our 
steps, and to fall back to the wisdom of our fore­
fathers. Happily this scheme is not immemorial—  
the age of man has not yet passed over it— it is 
not yet a precedent in law, but it bids fair to 
become one if it be not speedily interdicted.—  
Twenty and eight years it has been a bane to the 
poor and a nuisance to the country ; seven years it 
has been refuted on the most substantial principles 
and clearest evidence before the House of Com­
mons— and what has been done ? It still lives and 
thrives among us, and so it will continue to do while 
the legislature shall be satisfied with secret and 
select committees and with select vestries. These  
may check and controul the expenditure, may re­
duce the poor rate a few hundreds, or thousands, 
or millions, but the system will not fall till it shall 
receive a more full and free discussion, which may 
rouse the enthusiasm of public virtue, give free 
scope to industry, and restore the parochial system 
of England.

T h e main object of the foregoing pages has been 
to give fresh evidence upon this question, which 
may encourage some immediate remedial applica­
tion. The public documents with which I am
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acquainted exhibit, in various forms, tfre proportions 
subsisting between the amount of poor vale, the 
population, the number of paupers at several 
periods, the price of provisions, the property-tax 
assessments, &c. but though important inferences 
may be drawn from these tables, they do not decide 
the actual necessity which may or may not exist, 
for setting to work and supporting, by a scale of 
allowance, the able-bodied labourers. T hese do­
cuments do not decide the question in a general 
view of it— certainly not in particular instances. 
T h e only table of proportion which is decisive 
upon this point is that which exhibits the expendi­
ture in (he cultivation of the soil by manual labour, 
and the number o f recipients. T his investigation 
was begun in my own small parish, with a view to 
ascertain the real necessities and condition of the 
labourers. T his inquiry has afforded me great 
satisfaction, and I cannot but believe that the 
immediate abandonment of this system would yield 
instant benefit to the labourer, the farmer, and the 
country.

T he legislature has been discouraged by the 
uniform representations that are made o f the low 
wages of agricultural labourers. Day wages are 
not the standard by which their earnings can be 
ascertained, and these have been greatly depressed 
by the scale of allowance. 1 have no doubt 
lliat when their industry is not restricted by the



allowance system, tlieir earnings are higher than 
those of the weavers, shoe-makers, tailors, and 
artizans of the city of Norwich. I subjoin in an 
appendix (A.) a document in proof of this, collected 
with care by some master manufacturers. T he  
agricultural labourers need more support than 
persons employed in sedentary occupations— they 
need more of what has been called vulgar happi­
ness, and which they would have in greater abun­
dance, if their industry were unrestricted, and re­
warded out o f the fund which the necessary culti­
vation of the soil supplies.

A strong impression was undoubtedly made 
upon the country by the publication of Mr.Malthus’ 
Essay on the Principle of Population ; it struck a 
panic which confirmed the very errors he so 
ably refuted in the Administration of the Poor 
Laws. Of the truth of that principle there can be 
no question. T he division of property, the neces­
sity for exertion in the great mass of the people, 
and poverty under every form of government, are 
sufficient proofs. But this principle by no means 
establishes the fact that Eng'land is more over­
peopled than any other country. Mr. Malthus’ 
own words are— “ I can easily conceive that this 
“ country, with a proper direction of the na­
t io n a l  industry, might, in the course o f some 

centuries, contain two or three times its present 
“ population, and yet every man in the kingdom
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“ be much better fed and clothed than lie is at 
" present.”*

A subsequent writer, who has beautifully illus­
trated the divine goodness in an examination 
ot the effects o f  the principle o f population on 
the moral and jwjlitical state o f mankind, seems to 
state too generally his inference from the feet. 
" T he result o f such observations cannot fail to be, 
“ that in every department of national industry 
,c there are more claimants for employ than em ­
p lo y e r s  ; that the demand is for labour rather 
" than for labourers ; that there are somewhat 
“ more manufacturers, more artificers, more a<*ri-y O
" culturists, than can be usefully or profitably,

under the existing circumstances, kept in activity 
4t from the funds destined to their maintenance.

This argument of course applies as much to any 
former period o f our history as to the present— to 
every other country as to our own— to every other 
department of industry as to agriculture. “ Always 
“ in every inhabited country, in every department 
“ of industry/’ are very general terms. Mr. Sum­
ner, however observes, in another passage, “ that 
“ this is not meant to argue that England is over- 
“ peopled.”

In a recent and useful publication, by one of his 
Majesty’s Deputy Lieutenants for the county of

* Book ÎV. c. 4.

+ Sumner's Records of the Création, vol. ii. c. 5 ,

Q. 2

A



Berkshire,* the author, in illu*tralin<raiid defending-O o

the principle of the English Poor Laws, by an 
historical view of indigence in civil society, sets out 
with the following position :— “ The most indigent 
“ class in every society seems to have always con­
s is t e d  of those whose labour is exerted in the

cultivation of the soil.”f  T he opinion of this 
gentleman respecting the cultivators of the soil, 
their wages and condition, is, I believe, a common 
one, but I have never seen that opinion supported 
by any evidence in detail. T he evidence which 
has fallen within my experience and observation is 
of an opposite description. The wages of indivi­
duals in trades and manufacture will rise high 
because skill, and not labour, is in those instances 
rewarded. But I believe that the agriculture of 
England supplies a larger and more steady fund 
for the support of the labourers dependent upon it 
than any other large branch of business. It would 
appear, too, that during the last twenty-one years, 
while corn has quadrupled its price, and again 
fallen to one-fourth, the fund for the maintenance 
of labour has never varied more than twenty per 
cent, above and below the average amount W hile 
the land continues in a state of cultivation there

* Frederic Page, Esq.

+ The object of this publication was to shew that the relief of 

the poor should be strictly confined to cases of indigence, and 

that point the author seems not only to have proved, but secured. 

See Report J /o /n  the county oj  ficrks. Report oj the fJoute o f  Commons,  appendix ( B .)

1 16
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must be a steady fund for employment, whereas in 
particular trades the whole body o f labourers 
dependent on particular branches have been, and 
may be, at various times, thrown out of employ­
ment. Resides, will not the cultivation of 2000  
acres of land amply support 30  families, as in the 
case of Little Massingham ? W ill not 70 ,000  
acres support 1000 families, as in the case of Free- 
bridge Lynn ? W ill not a million and more of 
acres in the county of Norfolk support 20 ,000  
families, and thirty millions and more in England 
and W ales 400,000 families.

As far as regards English Agriculture, it does 
appear that the English labourers are not, and need 
not be, the most indigent class of the community. 
T h e ascertaining of this fact is o f more consequence 
than proposing ten thousand remedies and regula­
tions. If this be the fact, or any thing like the 
fact, the only remedy required is to release, by 
legislative enactment, the agriculture of the coun­
try from the present thraldom of the police, to give 
hope to the labourer, and full scope to his honest 
industry.

I have said nothing on the subject o f the disabled 
and impotent poor, for there is little or no difficulty 
in that part of the question.

Levare functum 
Pauperem laboribus 
Vocatus atque non vocatus audit.

It the fund for charity, which is now mixed up



with the fund for labour, were devoted to its proper 
objects, they would be in a far better condition ; 
the hoary head would be respected, and grey hairs 
descend with honour to the grave. Our aged 
poor would not walk about our lanes and streets in 
tattered garments, the badges of ignominy, but 
with cheerful countenances and in decent clothinjr. 
T he expenditure for these purposes, far more 
liberal than it is at present, would be felt only a 
pleasure. All that is required here is a better 
method, and the regulations of Mr. N olan’s bill, 
as to the management of parochial affairs, will be 
of essential service. T he management should 
become parochial, friendly, and ecclesiastical.

A great deal has been said respecting the differ­
ence of the principle of the English and Scotch 
Poor Laws. T he original laws themselves are of 
a very kindred nature ; but while the Scotch have 
preserved the practice within, we have extended 
ours far beyond the intentions of the law. They, 
like wary mariners, have kept well to windward, 
but we, easy and secure, have flung away all our 
reckoning, and now find the vessel amid shoals 
and quick sands. The ship is well and tightly 
built, and 1ms borne the beating of the storm. The 
Government hitherto has, perhaps, pursued the 
wisest plan in unlading part of the burden while 
the waters were low, but now that the spring tide 
of prosperity flows around us, and the vessel 
floats above the sand, the skilful pilots may come
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on board, refit the rudder, spread the sails, and 
steer her, amid the acclamations of the crew, into 
deep and more tranquil waters. W e may not at 
once reach the course in which the wiser and more 
hardy sailors of the North have navigated ; we 
may, however, and that immediately, imitate their 
tactics and their discipline. ( A p p e n d ix  B .J

A P P E N D IX  (AO
The following is an account of the earnings of the weavers of 

Norwich, collected by the most experienced manufacturers. 

There are four main branches of weaving. Ten are taken from 

each class. The actual receipts of the weavers are given :

FIRST CLASS,
Narrow Bombasins, 7000 weavers.

M iddle rate 1 ..........one year . . .  2 0  0  0
 2 ....  ditto ____  26 0  0
3 .......................................  23 6 0

 4 ...................................... 15 11 0

5 . . . . . . . .  . . ................. 25 0 0

Fine rate . .  6 ....................................... 2 2  15 0

7 .......................................  42 0  0  Scotchman.

 8 ....-...........................  26 0  0
Low rate . .  9 ........................................  9 o q

......................................  21 10 0

10)232 0 0

23 4 0
Deduct, bobbin filling, candles, twis-)

tering, & beaming on, 2 s. per week} 0

£ 1 8  0  0



A P P E N D I X .

This being a very large class, I take another ten from a 

person who is supposed to employ more than any other ma­
nufacturer.

s. d.
Middle rate 1 ................ 0 o l

2 ........................... 0 0
3 ................ 0 0
4 ........................... 0 0
5 ................ 0 0
G ................ 0 0
7 ................ 0 0
8  ................ 0 0
9 ................ 0 0

1 0  ................ 0 0

1 0 ) 2 1 0 0 0

2 1 0 0
Deduct as before ............ 4 0

£ 1 5  16 0

► 52 Weeks.

The average earnings appear to be £ 1 7  each ; there is also 
another large class below these.

Broad W hite or Camlet, 1 0 0 0  weavers.

£■ s. d.
1 average of three years 33 15 0
2  ...........  d i t t o ............ 31 13 4
3 .................................  36 0 0

4 ....... .........................  35 0 0

5 .................. 44 15 0
6 ..............» ................  18 15 0

7 ....... ......................... ...  23 10 0

 8 .......................... .....  29 0 0

9 .................................  39 15 0

10 --- -------- . . . . . .  47 6 8

10)342 1 0 0

34 5 0
4 0

£ 2 9 1 0



A P P E N D I X .

Bombasins, on average of three years, yearly wages.

£ • s. (1.
1 1 0 02  . . . . 0 0
3 ______ 0 0
4 ____ 0 0
5 . . . . 15 06  _____ 0 0
7 ____ 1 0 08 ____ 0 0
9 0 01 0 ......... 5 01 1  ......... 15 01 2 1 0 0

12)548 5 0

ther more in
45 13 9

this case, 2s. 6d. 6 1 0 9

39 3 0

/p g j

Average earnings of ten crape w eavers.....................  3 5  5  0

Deduct out-goings . . . . . . .  6 10 0

28 15 0

r aT T  Bombasins.....a‘ i f  0 o =  11 '0,000
^  r  ................ at 29 0  0 =  29,000
500 Broad Bombasins . . . . a t  3 9  0  0 =  19,500

2 0 0 0  Crapes ................ at 28 15 0  =  57 500
■■ ■ I » . I i  , '

10,500 ■"
- ____  225,000

Average yearly earnings ............ £ 2 1  6

nt
pnT,h7 C cannJ>t be less tlian three persons dependant upon

w e L  t* "  W0U,d fii?e about £ 7 Per head to 31,500

s s i , ,o thu " ,h thc p»» »'
t i l l

R



A P P E N D I X  (B .)
But how, it w ill be asked by our English readers, are the 

poor in Scotland really maintained? W e  answer, by the pri­

vate alms of individuals, and by certain funds under the manage­

ment of the k irk  sessions. I t  is the universal practice, each 

Lord’s Day, in every parish, for such of the audience as are in 

easy circumstances, to give .to the poor such an offering of 

alms as they shall deem proper. This offering is generally 

dropped into a bason, placed at the church door, and under the 

immediate care of an  elder. W hen .the service is be^un, the 

elder removes the bason, which he keeps under his charge till 

the congregation be dismissed. The session then meets, and 

the money is told over, its amount marked down in the session 

account book, and deposited in a box kept for that purpose. 

This box has usually a small slit in the top, through which the 

pieces of money can be dropped w ithout opening it— and it is 

closed with two locks, the key of one of which is usually kept 

by the minister, and the other by the k irk  treasurer, so that 
it cun never be opened but in the presence o j these tzoo at least,

A  k irk  session, when regularly constituted, must always 

consist of the.minister, elders, session clerk, and k irk  treasurer. 

None of these.çvjer.receivé any salary, except the session clerk, 

who is-usually the schoolmaster of the parish, and has a small 

salary allowed for m inuting the transactions. The k irk  trea­

surer is for the most part one of the elders, and he is an im ­

portant member of this court : w ithout his intervention no 

distribution of the poor’s funds is deemed legal, nor can any 

payments bp made, rçccipts granted, or money transferred, but 

by hin^. the minister ,ipul session being personally liable to m*ke 

good a4l moiiey that^ ;m^y otherwise, |)e . given away, should it 

evei^,afterwards })e (-c)iavenged by any heritor in the . parish. 

The precautions taken for the distribution of the poor’s funds 

are likewise simple and excellent, and are as follows : •

N o  money can be legally issued from the poor’s funds even 

by ttye treasurer and session, unless legal proof can be brought 

that public intimation has been given from the pulpit imme­

diately after divine service, and before the congregation has 

dispersed, that a distribution of the poor’s money is to be made 

by the session, at such a time and place, specifying thé same, 

and inviting all who have interest in the case to attend if they 

shall incline. This intimation must be made a full fortnight 

before the time of distribution— and as every heritor (owner of

il
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l a n d e d  p r o p e r t y )  i n  t h e  p a r i s h  h a s  a  r i g h t  t o  v o t e  i n  t h e  d i s t r i ­
b u t i o n  o f  t h e  p o o r ’s  f u n d s ,  t h e y  m a y  a l l ,  i f  t h e y  s o  i n c l i n e ,  t h e n  
a t t e n d  a n d  e x e r c i s e  t h a t  r i g h t — b u t  i f  n o n e  o f  t h e m  s h o u l d  
a t t e n d ,  w h i c h  is  o f t e n  t h e  c a s e ,  t h e  s e s s i o n  h a s  t h e n  a  r i g h t  t o  
p r o c e e d ,  a n d  w h a t e v e r  t h e y  s h a l l  t h u s  d o  i s  d e e m e d  s t r i c t l y  
l e g a l ,  a n d  i s  l i a b l e  t o  n o  c h a l l e n g e .  B u t  s h o u l d  t h e y  p r o c e e d  
w i t h o u t  h a v i n g  g i v e n  t h i s  p r e v i o u s  i n t i m a t i o n ,  t h e y  m a y ,  i f  t h e  
h e r i t o r s  s h o u l d  a f t e r w a r d s  c h a l l e n g e  i t ,  b e  m a d e  t o  r e p a y  o u t  o f  
t h e i r  o w n  p o c k e t s  e v e r y  s h i l l i n g  t h e y  s h a l l  h a v e  s o  i s s u e d .  I t  s o m e ­
t i m e s  h a p p e n s  t h a t  y o u n g  m i n i s t e r s ,  t h r o u g h  h e e d l e s s n e s s  i n  t h i s  
r e s p e c t ,  e x p o s e  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  f a m i l i e s  t o  c o n s i d e r a b l e  t r o u b l e  
a n d  l o s s ,  w h i c h  b y  a t t e n t i o n  m i g h t  b e  e a s i l y  a v o i d e d .  I n  t h e  
s a m e  w a y  s h o u l d  a  m i n i s t e r  a n d  s e s s i o n ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  i n t e r v e n ­
t i o n  o f  a  t r e a s u r e r  r e g u l a r l y  c o n s t i t u t e d ,  l e n d  u p o n  b o n d  o r  
o t h e r w i s e  a n y  o f  t h e  p o o r ’s f u n d s — a n d  s h o u l d  t h e  p e r s o n  s o  
b o r r o w i n g  a f t e r w a r d s  f a i l ,  t h e s e  l e n d e r s  a r e  p e r s o n a l l y  l i a b l e  t o  
m a k e  g o o d  t h e  w h o l e ,  a n d  a n y  h e r i t o r  i n  t h e  p a r i s h  w h o  c h o o s e s  
i t  c a n  c o m p e l  h i m  t o  d o  so .

T h e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  s e s s i o n  a r e  a l s o  l i a b l e  t o  p a y  a l l  l o s s e s ,  
a n d  t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  a l l  s u m s  t h a t  i t  c a n  b e  i n s t r u c t e d  t h e y  r e ­
c e i v e d ;  i f  t h e y  n e g l e c t e d  t o  k e e p  r e g u l a r  b o o k s ,  i n  w h i c h  
e v e r y  t r a n s a c t i o n  s h a l l  b e  e n t e r e d ,  o r  i f  t h e s e  b o o k s  h a v e  n o t  
b e e n  r e v i s e d  a n d  a p p r o v e d  o f  b y  t h e  p r e s b y t e r y — b u t  i f  t h e y  
s h a l l  h a v e  b e e n  s o  r e v i s e d ,  t h e y  c a n n o t  b e  c h a l l e n g e d  f o r  o m i s ­
s i o n  o f  f o r m s ,  a n d  c a n  o n l y  b e  m a d e  t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  e r r o r s  o r  
f r a u d s ,  o r  e v i d e n t  d i l a p i d a t i o n s .

U n d e r  t h i s  w i s e  a n d  e c o n o m i c a l  s y s t e m  o f  m a n a g e m e n t ,  i t  
h a s  b e e n  f o u n d ,  b y  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  m o r e  t h a n  2 0 0  y e a r s ,  t h a t  
i n  t h e  l o w  p a r t s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y ,  w h e r e  t h e  p a r i s h e s  a r e  i n  g e n e ­
r a l  o f  s u c h  m o d e r a t e  e x t e n t  a s  t o  a d m i t  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  e v e r y  
p a r t  o f  t h e  p a r i s h  g e n e r a l l y  t o  a t t e n d  d i v i n e  s e r v i c e  e v e r y  L o r d ’s 
d a y ,  t h e  o r d i n a r y  f u n d s  h a v e  b e e n  a m p l y  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  s u p p l y  a l l  
t h e  r e a l  d e m a n d s  o f  t h e  p o o r ,  a n d  i n  m o s t  p a r i s h e s  a  f u n d  h a s  
b e e n  a c c u m u l a t e d  f r o m  t h e  s a v i n g s  o f  o r d i n a r y  y e a r s  t o  h e l p  
t h e  d é f i c i e n c e s  t h a t  m a y  a r i s e  i n  y e a r s  o f  u n c o m m o n  s c a r c i t y .

B e s i d e s  t h e  w e e k l y  c o l l e c t i o n s ,  t h e  e x t r a  o f f e r i n g s  a t  t h e  a d ­
m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f  t h e  L o r d ’s s u p p e r ,  t h e  p i o u s  d o n a t i o n s  o f  c h a ­
r i t a b l e  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  w h i c h  a r e  a l l  v o l u n t a r y ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  s o m e  
s m a l l  f e e s  p a i d  f o r  t h e  u s e  o f  a  m o r t - c l o t h  ( a  b l a c k  v e l v e t  p a l l )  
a t  f u n e r a l s ,  w h i c h  i s  g e n e r a l l y  p u r c h a s e d  w i t h  t h e  p o o r ’s m o n e y ,  
g o  t o  m a k e  u p  t h i s  p a r o c h i a l  f u n d .  N o r  m u s t  a n y  o n e  b e l i e v e  
t h a t  t h e  m o n e y  w h i c h  c o m e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  h a n d s  o t  t h e  a d m i n i s ­
t r a t o r s  o f  t h e  p o o r ’s f u n d s  i s  a l l  t h a t  i s  b e s t o w e d  u p o n  t h e  p o o r  
in  S c o t l a n d — f a r  f r o m  i t ;  t h e r e  a r e  a  t h o u s a n d  o t h e r  c h a n n e l s  
t h r o u g h  w h i c h  t h e  i n d i g e n t  d e r i v e  c o n s o l a t i o n  a n d  s u p p o r t ,  a l l  
o f  t h e m  t e n d i n g  t o  p r o d u c e  t h e  h a p p i e s t  e i l c c t s  u p o n  s o c i e t y .



A P P E N D I X .

A  son feels himself ashamed to think that his parents should 
require the assistance o f  another to support them—he therefore 
strains every nerve, when in the vigour o f life, to spare a little o f  
his earning, to render their old age more easy than it might have 
been— and sweet to a parent is the bread that is given by the 
pious attention o f a child. i f  there are several children they 
become emulous who shall discover most kindness. I t is a pious 
contention, which serves to unite them the closer to each other 
by commanding their mutual esteem.
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