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People in seventeenth-century England consid-
ered idleness to be sinful and poverty an evil to 
avoid. This sometimes conflicted with their reli-
gious duty to be charitable to anyone in need. A 
statutory system of poor relief developed as reli-
gious charity to the poor declined. It supported the 
deserving poor and punished those thought to be 
idle. The law dealing with relief of poverty was 
set out in an Act for the Relief of the Poor of 1601 
which consolidated previous legislation and set up 
a system of relief for the able bodied and disabled 
deserving resident poor in every parish, adminis-
tered by parochial overseers of the poor. These, 
usually reluctant, local people were responsible 
for determining and collecting a tax (a parish rate) 
from local landowners. They were able to raise 
rates for relieving the people who could not work, 
apprenticing children and setting able bodied to 
work. There were usually two overseers per parish 
who had day-to-day autonomy in decision making, 
but Justices of the Peace could hear appeals against 
contested decisions and scrutinized their accounts 
annually.

However, there had always been poor people 
who wandered the countryside begging and taking 
seasonal and casual work. The law sought to distin-
guish between the ‘deserving poor’ who were 
unable to work and should be supported by the 
local community and the ‘idle beggar’ who should 
be punished or moved on. The first legislation on 
poverty followed the Black Death. Legislation was 
harsh: in 1495 a law was passed that vagabonds, 

idle and suspected persons be put in stocks for 
three days, fed only bread and water and then put 
out of the town. In 1530, a proclamation described 
idleness as ‘mother and root of all vices’ and public 
whipping substituted for putting in the village 
stocks.1 Even the more deserving poor could only 
beg in area set aside by justices. Vagabonds were 
forced to swear they would return to their place of 
birth or where they had last dwelt for three years.

In 1597, the law set out a long list of suspicious 
people who could be punished including scholars 
going about begging, seafarers pretending loss at 
sea, people pretending to tell fortunes, players of 
interludes, minstrels (except licensed) jugglers, 
tinkers, pedlars, petty chapmen, berewards, [and] 
counterfeit Egyptians (Gypsies).2 Offenders were 
to be stripped naked from the waist, whipped 
bloody and taken to their home parish. Any person 
founded wandering abroad without a good reason 
was adjudged a rogue.

During the seventeenth century, there was an 
increasing number of discharged or injured soldiers 
in need of assistance. Plenty of English men partic-
ipated in wars (effectively as mercenaries) during 
the Thirty Years’ War in Europe in the early part 
of the century, and then in the wars in Scotland 
and Ireland that preceded the English Civil War. 
Legislation to support disabled soldiers was passed 
in 1601.3 There were nine ordinances in the 1640s 
providing for maimed soldiers and dependants. On 
28 May 1647 an Ordinance for Relief of Maimed 
Soldiers, Sailors and their dependents was passed 
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stating they were to be settled in, and presumably 
removed to, their parish of origin. The civil wars 
in the middle of the century led to social upheaval 
and migration. Vagabonds were seen as rootless, 
unsettled and likely criminals. The poor were seen 
necessary as examples to avoid and encourage 
others to work. Each parish was supposed to have 
overseers for the poor in charge of collection and 
relief and hold a register of the true poor – impo-
tent and aged. The penalty for begging was whip-
ping and boring through the ear for first offence; at 
the third offence the crime was treated as a felony 
which could lead to imprisonment or execution. 
There was a legal duty on parishes to have fort-
nightly watches to interrogate travellers and arrest 
any rogues found among them. On 9 June 1657 it 
was ordered that all wandering idle and vagrant 
persons not found in their usual abode should be 
adjudged rogues and punished accordingly by 
whipping.4 The same ordinance deemed musi-
cians, fiddlers and minstrels to be rogues. Rogues 
were punished even if there was no actual evidence 
of begging. The preamble to the legislation referred 
to the increase in wandering ‘idle, loose, dissolute 
and disorderly persons’ and increase in crime. No 
one was allowed to take a wanderer into his house 
without informing the village constable.5 Every 
village had to keep stocks in repair for punish-
ment of rogues: Dinton still has its stocks complete 
with whipping post, both currently unused. Inter-
estingly, during the Interregnum there were no 
legislative changes to the Poor Law. The Protector 
issued a proclamation in 1655 to enforce the 
existing law. The system survived intact, although 
less supervised by central government.

Much of the assistance provided to the vagrant 
poor became the province not of the poor over-
seers, but of the churchwardens, whose main 
duties related to the fabric of the church and 
religious discipline. Wardens were expected to 
provide accounts that were also subject to annual 
scrutiny at the vestry meeting. Their duties are set 
out in church canons which were supplemented 
by various handbooks of advice. By 1650 episco-
pacy had been abolished, but the local structure 
of churchwardens, minister and vestry meeting 
supervised by justices remained.6 Average parish 
expenditure came under seven headings: parish 
administration, bells, church structure, church 
interior, communion supplies, churchyard and 
miscellaneous. The latter would include ecclesi-

astical duties and destruction of vermin.7 There 
is no mention in this list of relieving poverty, but 
there was a strong tradition of charitable gener-
osity among the gentry and better-off parishioners. 
Churchwardens also organised national charitable 
collections for relief of disasters, such as fire or 
persecution of foreign Protestants. They were often 
the trustees and administrators of parish charities 
and bequests to help the poor. They also dealt with 
residual problems of poverty caused by passing 
vagrants, which this article examines.

Dinton is situated between Oxford, the Royalist 
headquarters during the First Civil War, and Ayles-
bury, which was a Parliamentarian centre. Some 
notable Parliamentarians and their families lived 
in Dinton. The most prominent, at Dinton Hall, 
was Simon Mayne, who was actively involved in 
specific village charitable projects such as alms-
houses and schools.8 Dinton was situated on or 
near the route between Aylesbury and Oxford 
and beyond to the West of England and the ports 
that served Ireland. Unlike in some other parts 
of the country, local administration continued to 
function throughout, run by the parliamentarian 
County Committee. The eastern part of the county 
escaped most of the worst fighting in the Civil War, 
but Dinton was between the Royalist outpost of 
Boarstall and the Parliamentary garrisons at Ayles-
bury and Newport Pagnell. During the war, both 
sides plundered to supply themselves or to punish 
opponents. In 1642, forces from Oxford had carried 
out cattle rustling in the area. Some buildings were 
deliberately commandeered and troops were quar-
tered on the civilian population. In 1645 there had 
been skirmishes in Thame. Farmers’ livelihoods 
had been affected by plundering of livestock and 
crops, with resulting difficulties in paying rent. 
Johnson states that the county had been ravaged 
by forces from Oxford and was severely burdened 
by the war until 1647, when there was a gradual 
recovery.9

By 1650, Buckinghamshire was relatively pros-
perous; although taxation was high, it was recov-
ering from the war. It had a county militia which 
numbered two troops of horse of 60 men each and 
seven companies of foot of 100 each. The county 
was largely rural and its proximity to London 
meant there was a steady demand for its produce. 
However, there were many casualties of war and 
also large numbers of displaced ex-servicemen and 
civilians on the move, trying to return home or to 
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find work and housing. They were often poor or 
destitute, and as they moved around they sought 
help from the local communities they passed 
through. At Dinton, as elsewhere in England, help 
to the poor on the move came from the parish 
churchwardens rather than from the overseers who 
assisted the resident poor.

Buckinghamshire Archives holds a volume of 
Churchwardens’ Accounts for Dinton from 1650 to 
1778.10 There are no surviving parallel records for 
overseers of the poor for Dinton until much later. 
The document is generally in good condition, but in 
some places the handwriting could be clearer. Each 
churchwarden’s income and expenditure accounts 
are given separately. Some of the accounts show 
anonymous payments to various people in need. 
This article examines where the churchwardens’ 
income came from and how they used it.

Most churchwardens served for one or two years: 
usually there were two of them, one appointed by 
the incumbent, the other by the villagers. However, 
at the beginning of our period, William Goodchild, 
Thomas Wheeler and Francis Hunt all served as a 
churchwarden for three years from 1650 to 1652. 
This might relate to a period of increased parish 
activity after the disruption of the late 1640s, a 
response to additional duties, or both. The church-
wardens started a new book in 1650, indicating 
perhaps that they needed a new approach or that 
the previous volume had been lost or had been 
filled up. It has not survived. Their income came 
on average from about twenty to twenty-five 
payments from contributors. It came from several 
sources: a mixture of rates, rent from land, receipts 
and payments for work done, such as burying a 
parishioner. Sometimes payments were made for 
burying a son or husband inside the church. There 
is no evidence of church ales or a parish stock.

The three churchwardens’ accounts for 1650 
all show payments to the vagrant poor. William 
Goodchild’s accounts show an income of £20 2s 
6d, including a contribution from Simon Mayne 
of £10. The disbursements show that they spent 
it all, including 10s to ‘Irish and cripples’. Good-
child’s accounts include disbursements of 10s to 
‘cripples and passengers’ and a payment to twelve 
Irish Women and one (other) woman of 1s. This 
was from a total expenditure of £5 10s 3d. Church-
warden Thomas Wheeler received a total income 
of £3 11s 1d, including £1 4s 6d from Simon 
Mayne. He made payments to eight Irish 6d, and 

three Irish 6d, and another four Irish 6d. Payments 
were made to ten ‘cripples’ of 1s, two travellers 
6d, one traveller 4d and an Irish man 4d. Another 
Irishwoman received 4d, another Irish woman 3d 
and a poor man and woman 6d. He also paid seven 
Irish men 6d, one poor man and woman 6d, to a 
blind man and woman 6d, 13 poor people 6d, and 
to ‘poor people that John Warre brought’ 6d. The 
total expenditure is not recorded. In 1650, Francis 
Hunt11 received a total of £5 5s 10d, from which 
he paid 6d to a poor woman, 6d to a poor man that 
came out of Ireland, 6d to another poor man that 
came out of Ireland, another 6d to a poor man that 
came out of Ireland, and 4d to a woman that came 
out of Ireland.

The following year, churchwarden Thomas 
Wheeler received a payment from Simon Mayne of 
15s. No charitable payments were made at all out of 
a total income of £1 17s 5d. Francis Hunt made two 
payments in 1651 that might be for poor people, 
but the entries are unclear. There is a cryptic note, 
probably in William Goodchild’s handwriting, that 
‘Thomas Wheeler was out of purse when I came 
into office and he hath been promised that he 
should have his money [word illegible] out of the 
rates for the 3 years [illegible] for the 3 years came 
to £1 19s 4d’.

In 1652, William Goodchild paid 5s 2d to 
‘passengers’ out of total expenditure of £32 19s 
1d. In the same year Thomas Wheeler received £1 
2s 6d from Mayne, making a total income of £20 
2s 6d: again, he made no charitable payments. In 
1652, Francis Hunt made payments of 2s to three 
poor people and six children, 6d to two men that 
‘had a pass’, 2s to a poor woman, 1s to a maimed 
soldier, 1s to eight poor people that had a pass, 
4d to an Irish woman, 1s to ten cripples, 6d to a 
wounded soldier and 6d to an Irish woman.

In 1653 there were again three wardens; Richard 
Ainsworth (or possibly Barnsworth), William 
Bartlett and Richard Burgh. Richard Burgh neither 
received nor paid anything. In 1654 and 1655 
William Eagleton was churchwarden.12 In 1654 he 
paid 1s 8d to three poor people that had ‘passes and 
[had?] certificates.’ In the following year he paid 2s 
6d to poor people that have ‘passes and certificates 
of great losses’

These accounts show that some churchwardens 
were more active and possibly more generous to 
the needy than others, or that they divided up 
the work so that a particular warden dealt with 
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the vagrant poor. It is possible, though unlikely, 
that some of the recipients were residents of 
Dinton, but most of this kind of expenditure was 
to needy individuals passing through the area. 
Many payments made to ‘Irish’ and ‘passengers’ 
are clearly of that kind. Some twenty-four Irish 
people were assisted in 1650, with another twelve 
the following year. Money was also paid to ‘trav-
ellers’ and ‘passengers’. The document mentions 
large amounts paid to ‘cripples’ and one payment 
to a blind man. Although payments were made to 
poor in 1654 and 1655, most expenditure occurred 
at the start of decade. There are a few references 
to ‘passes’ and ‘certificates’ – these were effec-
tively statements by another parish suggesting 
that the bearer was eligible for support during a 
journey. This suggests that the post-war ‘refugee’ 
problem gradually faded away by the middle of 
the decade.

In the second half of the decade, Dinton 
churchwardens was focused elsewhere. They 
provided new bells for the church in 1656–58 and 
were trustees of funds given by Dame Elizabeth 
Hoddesden, who died 11 March 1637. She left 
£15, the interest to be given yearly on the day of 
her death to ten or twelve poor old persons by the 
direction of the minister and churchwardens. The 
principal sum appears to have been received and 
spent by the parish.13

The experience of individual churchwardens 
varied considerably. William Goodchild received 
and paid out amounts varying from £20 to £4 in 
1650 to 1652. His fellow wardens, Thomas Wheeler 
and Francis Hunt, raised and spent sums from £6 
to £1. Richard Ainsworth, William Bartlett and 
Richard Burgh only served for one year in 1653. 
Ainsworth received and paid about £9, Bartlett 
£1, but not a penny passed through Burgh’s hands. 
After that, until 1658 most wardens served for a 
year or two and on average raised and spent £4 or 
£5. One warden whose name is illegible was out of 
pocket. Simon Mayne was by far the largest payer 
amongst the twenty to thirty contributors who gave 
small sums (probably as rate payments) and seems 
to have topped up the churchwardens’ income. The 
greatest expenditure was by Robert Barnsworth or 
Samworth in 1656/57, which included £25 10s to 
bell founders, £6 2s 6d for hanging bells and £4 10s 
for ironwork, presumably for the tower.

Dinton’s churchwardens’ accounts are not 
unique in Buckinghamshire, but not many others 

have survived from the seventeenth century. 
Quainton has books of accounts from 1668 which 
mention poor relief in the 1670s and 1680s and 
includes payments to Irish Protestants, travellers, 
and passengers. Churchwardens’ accounts for 
Amersham, Clifton Reynes, and Newton Longville 
survive, but none cover the 1650s. All the entries 
for expenditure are for church expenses not 
poverty. The recently published churchwardens’ 
accounts for Wing show substantial payments to 
Irish people made in the late 1620s, including two 
poor men from Ireland ‘burned by rebels’, and 
other individuals and families. In the year 1628–29 
over 16s was paid to Irish. There is no record of 
similar payments in 1650s.14 There is a note of ‘the 
poor’s stock’; this was money lent out at interest, 
producing £4 per year income which was added 
to the poor rate, which produced over £7, meaning 
that the overseers were spending about £11 a year 
in relief for destitute.15

Charity varied in different areas depending 
on personal attitudes and how the problems were 
perceived. In practice, probably only ten per cent of 
rogues were actually punished. Most were given 3 
or 4d to travel on the way. Contemporary preachers 
and pamphleteers encouraged charity. ‘The age is 
cold [and] wanting in compassion’ wrote one, for 
‘…Never had we more need to press men to acts 
of charity, then in this iron age upon which we are 
cast… Our mercy to the poor runs very low. Our 
forefathers… how bountiful and charitable were 
they, we have standing monuments of it in colleges 
and hospitals.16 Charitable giving to individuals 
and institutions was seen as essential for the spir-
itual health of the donor and recipient, although 
others considered people had to be cruel to be kind 
and therefore discourage the idle poor. Leading 
inhabitants in an area must have been very influ-
ential. In Dinton, Simon Mayne headed the list 
of local contributors as an example of Christian 
generosity.

The extent of charitable giving depended on 
local conditions such as available employment and 
how much casual work was available. Demand 
for assistance from the travelling poor was also 
influenced by communication networks – whether 
a parish was on route to or from places of large 
population or transport. The itinerant popula-
tion would include soldiers and their dependants, 
former mercenary soldiers, military deserters, 
refugees whose places of work or homes been 
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destroyed and people trying to join friends or rela-
tives in other places or people seeking to emigrate. 
Parishes wanted to prevent migrants staying in the 
community and becoming settled there. If they 
settled, the parish would legally become finan-
cially responsible for them. Local policy may have 
favoured bribery to move them on to next place as 
soon as possible, rather than violent punishments. 
A popular view of the vagrant poor was that they 
were to be feared as troublemakers, could bring 
epidemic disease and were potential corrupters of 
locals.

The accounts mention ‘cripples and passengers’ 
and travellers. Contemporaries defined the term 
‘passenger’ as a person who passes by or through 
a place.17 It was not always easy to distinguish 
distressed travellers with a legitimate reason for 
being on roads from the professional wandering 
beggars, so when the churchwardens gave money 
they were both giving to those in genuine need, 
while perhaps buying off more dubious characters. 
The word ‘traveller’ is unlikely to refer to gypsies, 
as this usage is later. Gypsies are not mentioned 
in the accounts at all. They had been banished 
under Henry VIII; savage penal laws were passed 
against them and anyone who helped or harboured 
them. In 1613, Melton Mowbray paid 12d ‘to rid 
the town of them’.18 The phrase ‘poor people that 
John Warre brought’ is unclear. Warre may have 
been escorting them or ensuring they moved on. 
John Warre is mentioned elsewhere in the docu-
ment. One person with a disability – blindness 
– is mentioned in the accounts, and appears to 
be one of a couple. There are a number of ‘crip-
ples’ who benefitted from generosity; these people 
may include military casualties. Two soldiers are 
included; one was maimed and one wounded.

The Irish are mentioned extensively in the 
churchwardens’ accounts. It is not known gener-
ally whether they were coming from Ireland, 
attempting to return there or people who had lived 
in England for some time. One warden, Hunt, 
specifies poor men and woman who had ‘come out 
of Ireland’. There had been prolonged warfare in 
Ireland since the rebellion of 1641, and there may 
have been refugees trying to escape the fighting, 
or veterans of older conflicts attempting to return 
home. One writer mentions the Irish poor tended to 
be in gangs rather ones or twos.19 In 1649, justices 
had been ordered by Parliament to give special 
consideration, in the sense of enforcing the rigour 

of the penal system, on people that had come out of 
Ireland.20 Its wording was

That all Justices of Peace in the several Coun-
ties be required and enjoined to put in Execution 
the Laws against Vagrants and Rogues; and to 
take especial Notice of such Persons as are or 
shall come out of Ireland, or pretend to be such, 
and travel up and down the Country, and beg; and 
either to send them back again, or otherwise to 
punish them as Vagrants, according to the Law: 
And that all Masters of Ships, Mariners, and 
Seamen, be enjoined not to bring over any such 
Persons coming out of Ireland into this Nation: 
And the Generals of the Sea, and all Captains of 
the Ships belonging to the State, and all Officers of 
Ports, are to take especial Care hereof.

Interestingly, this included people who pretended 
to be from that country. In August 1649, Cromwell 
had invaded Ireland with his New Model Army on 
behalf of the Rump Parliament leading to severe 
loss of life, and famine accompanied by bubonic 
plague. It is unclear what a ‘certificate of great 
loss’ is, but may be a document signed by justices 
or officials of another parish stating the holder was 
in genuine need and therefore entitled to financial 
support to return home. Settlement certificates 
were passports given to vagrants who had been 
punished as such at one place, were able to return 
to their home area and were given money to do so, 
provided they kept to a direct route. A certificate 
was a guarantee that a person would be provided 
for at a certain place (usually their home parish) 
and therefore would be comparatively welcome 
in Dinton as they would be unlikely to become a 
charge to that parish. Legislation regarding certif-
icates was not introduced until 1662, making an 
informal system mandatory.

Churchwardens paid out most of the money 
to travellers and ‘wandering’ people at times 
of unrest and distress. In 1650, after the Second 
Civil War, trade and industry gradually revived 
throughout the country and the ‘refugee’ crisis 
ended. This more settled environment and popu-
lation may explain the reduction in amounts paid 
by Dinton churchwardens towards 1660. Over 
fifty needy people were assisted in 1650, including 
twenty-four Irish people. In 1652 over thirty people 
were helped, of whom twelve were disabled. After 
1655, their numbers declined steeply. Although the 
‘age was cold’, in Dinton at least Christian charity 
could be generous.
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