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1598 THE ELIZABETHAN POOR LAW

It can be inferred, according to the Webbs, that in the last quarter of the sixteenth

century the social condition of the manual working class was changing consider-

ably for the worse. Poor harvests, due in part to bad weather, meant rapidly rising

food prices, culminating in the cold and rainy years 1594-1598, in dearth almost

amounting to famine. The years 1596-1597 were specially critical periods of high

prices, threatened rebellion and extreme poverty. It was reported that the towns

were full of beggars and that men and women died of want in the streets. When a

new Parliament met in 1597, after an interval of four years, the chronic situation of

the poor was the main topic of concern.

(@) 39 Elizabeth c. I . An Act against the decaying of townes and houses of
husbandrie.

(b) 39 Elizabeth c. II. An Acte for the mintenance of Husbandrie and tillage.

(c) 39 Elizabeth c. III. An Acte for the reliefe of the Poore.

(d) 39 Elizabeth c. ITII. An Acte for punishment of Rogues, Vagabonds, and sturdie
beggars.

(e) 39 Elizabeth c. v. An Acte for erecting of Hospitals, or abiding and working
houses for the poore.

(f) 39 Elizabeth c. vi. An Acte to reforme deceipts and breaches of trust touching
lands given to charitable uses.

Of these six acts the most important was the third the Acte for the relief of
the Poore. This Act is the basis of the legal duty of the state to relieve the poor.
It required the appointment, in every parish, of Overseers of the Poor, and
specifically imposed upon them, in conjunction with Church-wardens, the duty
of providing for all the various. classes of the destitute, whether able-bodied or
impotent, children or aged, lame or blind, or otherwise “without means to maintain
themselves”. (" #1355 H35EH)
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