
Anno tricesimo nono Regin Elizabeth .

An Act for the Reliefe of the Poore.

(39 Eliz. 1) C A P. III.

BE it enacted by the Authority of this present Parliament, that the Churchwardens 
of every Parish, and foure substantiall Householders there being Subsidie Men, or 
for want of Subsidie Men, foure other substantiall Householders of the said Parish, 
who shall be nominated yearly inEaster Weeke, under the Hand and Seal of two or 
more Justices of the Peace in the same County, whereof one to be of the Quorum , 
dwelling in, or near the same Parish, shall be called Ouerseers of the Poor of the 
same Parish, and they or the greater Part of them shall take order from Time to 
Time, by, and with the Consent of two or more such Justices of Peace, for setting 
to worke of the Children of all such whose Parents shall not by the said Persons be 
thought able to keepe and maintain their Children. And also all such Persons 
maried or unmaried, as hauing no meanes to mainteine them, vse no ordinary and 
daily Trade of Life to get their Liuing by, and also to raise weekly or otherwise (by 
Taxation of every Inhabitant, and every Occupier of Lands in the said Parish, in 
such competent Sum and Sums of Money as they shall thinke fit) a conuenient 
Stocke of Flaxe, Hempe, Wooll, Threed, Iron, and other necessary Ware and Stuffe 
to set the Poore on Worke, and also competent Sums of Money, for, and towards 
the necessary Reliefe, of the lame, impotent, old, blind, and such other among 
them being Poore, and not able to worke, & also for the putting out of such 
Children to be Apprentices, to be gathered out of the same Parish, according to 
the Abilitie of the said Parish, and to doe and execute all other Things as well for 
the disposing of the said Stocke, as otherwise concerning the Premisses, as to 
them shall seeme conuenient: Which said Churchwardens and Ouerseers so to bee 
nominated, or such of them as shall not bee let by Sicknesse or other just Excuse, 
to bee allowed by such two Justices of Peace or more, shall meete together at the 
least once every moneth in the Church of the said Parish, vpon the Sunday in the 
Afternoone, after Diuine Service, there to consider of some good Course to be 
taken, and of some meete orders to bee set downe in the Premisses, and shall 
within foure Days after the End of their Yeere, and after other Ouerseers 
nominated as aforesaid, make and yeeld vp to such two Justices of Peace, a true 
and perfect Account of all Sums of Monie by them receiued, or rated and sessed, 
and not receiued: and also of such Stocke as shall be in their Hands, or in the 
Hands of any of the Poore to worke, and of all other Things concerning their said 
Office, and such Sum or Sums of Monie as shall be in their Hands, shall pay and 
deliuer ouer to the said Churchwardens and Ouerseers, newly nominated and 



appointed as aforesaid, vpon Paine that every one of them absenting themselues 
without lawfull Cause as aforesaid, from such monethly Meeting for the Purpose 
aforesayd, or being negligent in their Office, or in the Execution of the Orders 
aforesaide, beeing made by, and with the Assent of the sayde Justices of Peace, 
to forfeit for every such Default, twentie Shillings. And be it also enacted, that if 
the sayde Justices of Peace doe perceiue that the Inhabitaunts of anie Parish are 
not able to leuie among themselues sufficient Summes of Money for the Purposes 
aforesayd, that then the said Justices shall, and may taxe, rate, and assesse, as 
aforesayd, anie other of other Parishes, or out of any Parish within the Hundred 
where the sayde Parish is, to pay such Summe and Summes of Money to the 
Churchwardens and Ouerseers of the sayde poore Parish, for the sayde Purposes, 
as the sayde Justices shall thinke fit, according to the Intent of this Law. And if the 
sayde Hundred shall not bee thought to the sayde Justices, able, and fit to relieue 
the sayde seuerall Parishes not able to prouide for themselues as aforesayde, then 
the Justices of Peace, at their Generall Quarter Sessions, or the greater Number of 
them, shall rate, and assesse, as aforesayde, anie other of other Parishes, or out 
of any Parish within the sayde Countie, for the Purposes aforesayde, as in their 
Discretion shall seeme fit.

And that it shall be lawfull for the sayd Churchwardens and Ouerseers, or anie of 
them, by Warrant from anie two such Justices of Peace, to leuie as well the sayde 
Summes of Money of every one that shall refuseto contribute according as they 
shall be assessed, by Distress and Sale of the Offendours Goods, as the Summes 
of Money or Stocke which shall be behind vpon any Account to be made as 
aforesayd, rendering to the Partie the Overplus, and in Defect of such Distresse, it 
shall be lawful for any such two Justices of the Peace, to commit him to Prison, 
there to remayne without Bayle or Maineprise, till Payment of the sayd Summe or 
Stocke. And the sayd Justices of Peace or any one of them, to send to the House 
of Correction such, as shall not imploy themselves to worke, being appoynted 
thereunto as aforesayd: And also any two such Justices of Peace, to commit to 
Prison every one of the sayde Churchwardens and Ouerseers, which shall refuse 
to accompt, there to remayne without Bayle or Mayneprise, till hee haue made a 
true Accompt, and satisfied and payed so much as vpon the sayde Accompe shall 
be remayning in his Hands.
And be it further enacted, That it shall bee lawfull for the sayd Churchwardens and 
Ouerseers, or the greater Part of them, by the Assent of anie two Justices of the 
Peace, to bind anie such Children as aforesaid to be Apprentices, where they shall 
see conuenient, till such Man-child shall come to the Age of foure and twentie 
Yeares, and such Woman-child to the Age of one and twentie Yeares: The same to 
be as effectuall to all Purposes as if such Child were of full Age, and by Indenture 
of Couenant bound him or her self.And to the Intent, that necessarie Places of 
Habitation may more conueniently be provided for such poore impotent People ; 
Be it enacted by the Authoritie aforesayd, that it shall and may be lawfull for the 



sayd Church wardens and Ouerseers, or the greater Part of them, by the Leaue of 
the Lord or Lords of the Mannor, whereof anie Wast or Common within their Parish 
is or shall be Parcell, and vpon Agreement before with him or them made in 
Writing, under the Hands and Seales of the sayd Lord or Lords, or otherwise, 
according to anie Order to be set downe by the Justices of Peace of the sayde 
County, at their General Quarter Sessions, or the greater Part of them, by like 
Leaue and Agreement, of the sayd Lord or Lords in Writing vnder his or their 
Hands and Seales, to erect, build, and set up in fit and conuenient Places of 
Habitation, in such Waste or Common, at the generall Charges of the Parish, or 
otherwise of the Hundred or Countie as aforesayde to bee taxed, rated, and 
gathered, in Manner before expressed, conuenient Houses or Dwelling for the sayd 
impotent Poore, and also to Place Inmates, or more Families then one in one 
Cottage or House: One Act made in the one and thirtieth Yeare of her Maiesties 
Raigne, intituled, An Act against the erecting and maintaining of Cottages, or any 
Thing therein contained, to the contrary notwithstanding.
Prouided alwayes , That if any Person or Persons shall find themselues grieued 
with any Sesse or Taxe, or other Act done by the sayd Churchwardens, and other 
Persons, or by the sayd Justices of Peace, that then it shall be lawfull for the 
Justices of Peace at their General Quarter Sessions, or the greater Number of 
them, to take such Order therein as to them shall be thought conuenient, and the 
same to conclude and bind all the said Parties.

And be it further enacted, That the Parents or Children of euerie poore, olde, 
blinde, lame, and impotent Person or other poore Person not able to worke, being 
of sufficient Abilitie, shall at their owne Charges, relieue and maintain every such 
poore Person in that Manner, and according to that Rate, as by the Justices of 
Peace of that Countie where such sufficient Persons dwell, or the greater Number 
of them, at their General Quarter Sessions shall be assessed, upon Payne that 
euery one of them to forfeit xx.s. for euery Moneth, which they shall faile therein.
And be it further hereby enacted, That the Maiors, Bailiffes, or other head Officers 
of euery corporate Towne within this Realme being Justice or Justices of Peace, 
shall have the same Authoritie by Vertue of this Act, within the Limits and 
Precincts of their Corporations, as well out of Sessions, as at their Sessions, as is 
herein limited, prescribed and appointed to any of the Justices of Peace of the 
Countie, for all the Uses and Purposes in this Acte prescribed, and no other 
Justice of Peace to enter or meddle there.
And be it also enacted, That if it shall happen any Parish to extend itself into moe 
Counties then one, or Part to lie within the Liberties of any Citie or Towne 
Corporate, and Part without, that then, as well the Justices of Peace of euerie 
Countie, as also the head Officers of such Citie or Towne Corporate, shall deale 
and intermeddle only in so much of the said Parish as lieth within their Libertie, 
and not any further.
And be it further enacted by the Authoritie aforesaid, That from the first Day 



ofNovember next ensuing the End of this Session of Parliament, no Person or 
Persons whatsoeuer, shall go wandring abroad and begge in any Place 
wheresoeuer, by Licence or without, upon Paine to be esteemed, taken and 
punished as a Rogue.

Prouided alwaies , That this present Act shall not extend to anie poore People, 
which shall aske Reliefe of Victualls onely in the same Parish where such poore 
People doe dwell, so the same be in such Time onely, and according to such Order 
and Direction, as shall be made and appointed by the Churchwardens and 
Overseers of the Poore of the same Parish, according to the true Intent and 
Meaning of this Act.
And further be it enacted by the Authoritie aforesayd, That all Penalties and 
Forfeitures before mentioned in this Act, shall goe and be imployed to the Vse of 
the Poore of the same Parish, and towards a Stocke and Habitation for them, and 
other necessary Vses and Reliefe, as before in this Act are mentioned and 
expressed, and shall be leuied by the said Churchwardens and Ouerseers, or one 
of them, by Warrant from any two such Justices of Peace by Distresse and Sale, as 
aforesayd, or in Defect thereof, it shall be lawful for anie two such Justices of 
Peace to commit the Offender to Prison, there to remayne without Bayle or 
Mayneprise, till the said Forfeitures shall be satisfied and payed;And forasmuch as 
all Begging is for bidden by this present Act:

Bee it further enacted by the Authoritie aforesayd, That the Justices of Peace of 
every Countie or Place Corporate, or the more Part of them in their General 
Sessions to be holden, next after the End of this Session of Parliament, or in 
Default thereof, at the Quarter Sessions to be holden, about the Feast ofEaster 
next, shall rate euerie Parish to such a weekly Summe of Money as they shall 
thinke conuenient, so as no Parish be rated above the Summe of Sixe pence, nor 
under the Summe of a Half-pennie, weekly to bee payed, and so as the total 
Summe of such Taxation of the Parishes in every Countie, amount not aboue the 
Rate of Two pence for euerie Parish in the sayde Countie, which Summes so taxed, 
shall bee yearely assessed by the Agreement of the Parishioners within 
themselues, or in Default thereof by the Churchwardens and Constables of the 
same Parish, or the more Part of them, or in Default of their Agreement, by the 
Order of such Justice or Justices of Peace as shall dwell in the same Parish, or (if 
none be there dwelling) in the Parts next adjoyning: And if any Person shall refuse, 
or neglect to pay any such Portion of Money so taxed, it shall be lawfull for the 
sayd Churchwardens and Constables, or in their Default for the Justices of the 
Peace, to leuie the same by Dissresse and Sale of the Goods of the Partie so 
refusing or neglecting, rendering to the Partie the Ouerplus, and in Default of such 
Distresse, it shall be lawfull to any Justice of that Limit, to commit such Persons to 
Prison, there to abide without Bayle or Mayneprise till he haue payed the same.



And bee it also enacted, That the sayd Justices of the Peace at their General 
Quarter Sessions to be holden at the Time of such Taxation, shall set downe what 
competent Summe of Money shall be sent quarterly out of every Countie or Place 
Corporate, for the Reliefe of the poore Prisoners of the King's Bench, and 
Marshalsey, and also of such Hospitals, and Alms-houses, as shall be in the sayd 
Countie, and what Summes of Monie shall be sent to every one of the sayd 
Hospitals and Alms-houses, so as there be sent out of euerie Countie yearely 
twentie Shillings at the least, to the sayde Prisoners of the King's Bench, and 
Marshalsey, which Summes ratablie to be assessed upon euerie Parish, the 
Churchwardens of euerie Parish shall truely collect and pay ouer to the High 
Constable, in whose Diuision such Parish shall be scituate from Time to Time 
quarterly, tenne Dayes before the End of euerie Quarter: and euerie such 
Constable at euerie such Quarter Sessions in such Countie, shall pay ouer the 
same to two such Justices of the Peace, or to one of them, as shall bee by the 
more Part of the Justices of Peace of the Countie, elected to bee Treasurers of the 
sayde Collection, which Treasurers in euerie Countie so chosen, shall continue but 
for the Space of one whole Yeare, and then give vp their Charge with a due 
Account of their Receipts and Disbursements at their Meeting in the Quarter 
Sessions, to bee holden after the Feast ofEaster in euerie Yeare, to such others as 
shall from Yeare to Yeare in fourme aforesayde, successively be elected, which 
sayde Treasurers, or one of them, shall pay ouer the same to the Lord Chiefe 
Justice of England , and Knight Marshall for the Time being, equally to bee 
deuided, to the Vse aforesayd, taking their Acquittances for the same, or in Default 
of the sayde Chiefe Justice, to the next auncienst Justice of the King's Bench, as 
aforesayde. And if anie Churchwarden, or High-Constable, or his Executours, or 
Administratours, shall fayle to make Payment in Eourme Aboue specified, then 
euerie Churchwarden, his Executours, or Administratours so offending, shall forfeit 
for euerie Time, the Summe of tenne Shillings, and euerie High-Constable, his 
Executours, or Administratours, shall forfeit for euerie Time the Summe of twentie 
Shillings, the same Forfeitures together with the Summes behind, to be leuied by 
the sayde Treasurer and Treasurers by way of Distresse, and Sale of the Goods as 
aforesayd, in Forme aforesayd, and by them to be employed, towards the 
charitable Vses comprised in this Act.

And bee it further enacted, That all the Surplusage of Money which shall be 
remayning in the said Stocke of any Countie, shall by Discretion of the more Part 
of the Justices of Peace in their Quarter Sessions, be ordered, distibuted and 
bestowed for the Reliefe of the poore Hospitals of that Countie, and of those that 
shall sustayne Losses by Fire, Water, the Sea, or other Casualties, and to such 
other charitable Purposes, for the Reliefe of the Poore, as to the more Part of the 
sayd Justices of Peace shall seeme conuenient.

And bee it further enacted, That if any Treasurer shall wilfully refuse to take vpon 



him the said Office of Trearurership, or Refuse to distribute and giue Reliefe 
according to such Forme as shall be appointed by the more Part of the sayde 
Justices of Peace, that then it shall be lawfull for the Justices of Peace in their 
Quarter Sessions, or in their Default for the Justices of Assize, at the Assizes to be 
holden in the same County, to fine the same Treasurer by their Discretion: The 
same fine to be leuied by Sale of his Goods, and to be prosecuted by anie two of 
the sayd Justices of Peace whom they shall authorise.

Prouided alwayes neuerthelesse , That euerie Soldier being discharged of his 
Seruice, or otherwise lawfully licensed to passe into his Countrie, and not hauing 
wherewith to relieue himselfe in his Trauells Homewards, and euerie Sea-faring-
man landing from Sea, not hauing wherewith to relieue himselfe in his Trauells 
Homewards, hauing a Testimoniall vnder the Hand of some one Justice of the 
Peace, of, or neere the Place where he landed or was discharged, setting downe 
therein the Place and Time, where, and when he landed, or was discharged, and 
the Place of the Parties dwelling or birth, unto which he is to passe, and a 
conuenient Time therein to be limited for his Passage, shall and may without 
incurring the Danger or Penaltie of this Acte, in the vsual Wayes, directly to the 
Place vnto which he is directed to passe, and within the Time in such his 
Testimoniall limited for his Passage, aske and receiue such Reliefe as shall bee 
necessarie, in, and for his Passage: This Acte or any Thing therein contained to the 
contrarie notwithstanding.

Prouided alwayes , That this Acte shall endure no longer than to the Ende of the 
next Session of Parliament. E X P. 43 Eliz. c. 2.

Note : this act is listed in the Chronological Table of Statutes as thePoor Act, 1597


