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The law required each parish to elect two Overseers of the Poor every Easter: those 
who were elected were unpaid and often were unwilling appointees who acted under 
the supervision of the JPs. However, the means of poor relief did provide a way of 
controlling the 'lower orders' and reinforced a sense of social hierarchy. The 
Elizabethan Poor Law were appropriate for the society of the time.  
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Outdoor relief:  
the poor would be left in their own homes and would be given either a 
'dole' of money on which to live or be given relief in kind - clothes and 
food for example. This was the norm. 

Indoor relief: 
the poor would be taken into the local almshouse 
the ill would be admitted to the hospital 
orphans were taken into the orphanage  
the idle poor would be taken into the poor-house or workhouse where 
they would be set to work 
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After 1662, if a man left his settled parish to move elsewhere, he had to take with 
him a Settlement Certificate which guaranteed that his home parish would pay for his 
'removal' costs from another parish back to his home parish if he became a claimant 
on the poor rates. Naturally enough, parishes were unwilling to issue such certificates 
so people tended to stay where they lived — and where they knew that if the 
occasion arose, they could claim on the poor rates without any additional difficulty. 
 
The Settlement Laws were a great economic advantage to the owners of large estates 
where they controlled the housing. It was not unknown for landowners to demolish 
empty houses in order to reduce the population on their lands and also to prevent 
the return of those who had left. At the same time, they would employ labourers 
from neighbouring parishes: these people could be laid off without warning but 
would not increase the rates in the parish where they worked. 
 
Although magistrates could order parishes to grant relief to the poor, this did not 
often happen since the landowners were also the magistrates and were unlikely to 
make relief orders that would increase the poor rates. 
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In 1723, Sir Edward Knatchbull's legislation For Amending the Laws relating to the 
Settlement, Employment and Relief of the Poor allowed the establishment of 
workhouses where poor relief would be provided. This could be done either by an 
individual parish or through the combining of a number of neighbouring parishes 
which would share the cost: parishes had the authority to rent or buy appropriate 
accommodation.  
 
The legislation also marked the first appearance of the 'workhouse test' — that 
anyone who applied for relief would have to enter the workhouse where s/he would 
be obliged to undertake set work in return for relief. The principle was that entering 
the workhouse should be a deterrent to casual in irresponsible claims on the poor 
rates. Only the truly desperate would apply to 'the house'. This principle was adopted 
under the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act. 
 
In 1776, the first official workhoue returns were made showing the existence of 
about 2,000 workhouses, each with between 20 and 50 inmates. The cost of indoor 
relief was high; inefficient workhouse management led to increased social pressure 
for more sympathetic treatment of the poor. This led to the passing of Gilbert's Act in 
1782. 
 
The legislation made provision for groups of parishes to form unions so that they 
could share the cost of poor relief through 'poor houses' which were established for 
looking after only the old, the sick and the infirm. Able-bodied paupers explicitly were 
excluded from these poor-houses: instead, either they were to be provided with 
outdoor relief employment near their own homes Land-owners, farmers and other 
employers were to receive allowances from the parish rates so they could bring 
wages up to subsistence levels.  
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Parish Overseers' Accounts - list poor rates collected and allowances paid. Related 
documents include rate demands, receipts, and summonses for refusal to pay. 
Churchwardens' Accounts - details of expenditure on the church and church-owned 
property. 
Vestry Minutes - general administration of parish matters, sometimes including 
poorhouses. 
Settlement Records - settlement certificates, settlement examinations, and removal 
orders. 
Bastardy Documents - claims as to the identity of fathers, records of maintenance 
payments etc. 
Apprenticeship Records - details of those apprenticed out by a parish. 
Corporate Records - records of Poor Law Incorporations, Gilbert Unions etc 
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Poor Law Unions:  The grouping of parishes for the purposes of operating a 
workhouse 
A point of last resort:  That workhouse conditions should be 'less eligible' (less 
desirable) than those of an independent labourer of the lowest class 
 
Families were split up parents only allowed to see children on Sunday for an 
hour,  all able bodied persons worked. 
In an able bodied man entered the whole familiy had to enter as well. 
 
 
The appointment of a central body to administer the new system 

 
 
 
 
Abolished outdoor relief, meaning it was the workhouse or nothing,  some parishes 
still offered charitable relief outside of the formal system. 
 
 
Formalised the Poor Law Unions in all areas,  so workhouses could be shared 
between parishes  
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The workhouse era ended, officially at least, on 1st April 1930; the 643 Boards of 
Guardians in England and Wales were abolished and their responsibilities passed to 
local authorities.  
Some workhouse buildings were sold off, demolished, or fell into disuse. Many, 
however, became Public Assistance Institutions and continued to provide 
accommodation for the elderly, chronic sick, unmarried mothers and vagrants. For 
inmates of these institutions, life often changed relatively little during the 1930s and 
40s.  
 
Apart from the abolition of uniforms, and more freedom to come and go, things 
improved only slowly.  
With the introduction of the National Health Service in 1948, many former 
workhouse buildings continued to house the elderly and chronic sick.  
 
With the reorganisation of the NHS in the 1980s and 90s, the old buildings were often 
turned over for use as office space or demolished to make way for new hospital 
blocks or car parks.  
 
More recently, the survivors have increasingly been sold off for redevelopment, 
ironically, in some cases, as luxury residential accommodation.  
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Overview: 
Wills are an excellent often overlooked genealogical resource. 
Not everyone made a will or course but a surprising number did some leaving very 
small amounts of money. 
Married Women were unable to make a will until the law changed in 1882. 
 
 
 
 
Until 12 January 1858 all wills had to be proved by the church and other courts. The 
PCC was the most important of these courts dealing with relatively wealthy 
individuals living mainly in the south of England and most of Wales. 
These PCC wills are all registered copy wills, meaning they are copies of original 
probates written into volumes, by clerks at the church courts. Over the years, styles 
of handwriting changed, and you will find that many of the earlier wills are written in 
Latin. 
You can search the wills using first and last names, place, occupation and date of 
probate. For more general help on searching, please see the search tips. 
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http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline/help/glossary.asp
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline/help/glossary.asp
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline/browse-refine.asp?CatID=6&searchType=browserefine&pagenumber=1&query=*&queryType=1
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documentsonline/help/help-search-tips.asp


Wills from 1858 and later: 
Lets start with the more straightforward system which was established in 1858.  
 
After this date the State took over the administration of wills in England and Wales 
from the Church.  
 
All wills have since been proved at the Principal or District Probate Registries.  
 
These wills have been indexed by year alphabetically and these indexes are available 
to view at the Principal Registry, London. They are also available to view on 
microfiche at some other UK Record Offices and on Ancestry from 1861 to 1941.  
 
These indexes are very easy to search. They contain a summary of the will which 
often includes very useful genealogical information. Take this example -  
 
1884 Timms, Gregory 5 May. The will of Gregory Timms late of Rose Cottage, High St, 
Dover, Kent ... bootmaker who died 7 Jan 1884 at Rose Cottage was proved at the 
Principal Registry by John Timms of 124, Briargate, Dover ... Schoolmaster, the Son of 
the sole executrix. Effects, £94.  
 
The full copy of the will can then be ordered from the Principal Registry in person or 
for postal applications - Probate Searches and Copies Dept., Duncombe Place, York.  
For more information on how to do this see - 
http://www.courtservice.gov.uk/fandl/prob_guidance.htm. Alternatively an agent will 
do this for you just as cheaply.  
 
Source http://genealogypro.com/articles/genealogy-research-uk-4.html 
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http://www.courtservice.gov.uk/fandl/prob_guidance.htm


Wills before 1858: 
Before 1858 searching for wills is more complex. Probate was granted by the Church 
of England and wills were proved in a variety of Ecclesiastical Courts - Archdeacon's 
courts, Consistory Courts, Commissionary Courts, Prerogative Courts of Canterbury 
and York, and lastly, strangely named Peculiar Courts. Different geographical areas 
tended to use a particular Court although not exclusively so.  
Fortunately to simplify matters most wills before 1858 have now been indexed and 
both indexes and wills can be found in the County Record Office concerned.  
 
For a list of County Record Offices see - http://www.oz.net/~markhow/englishros.htm  
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