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One of the major features of the Old Poor Law was the rights that it gave to poor families to be housed within their parish of settlement.  Enshrined in the Acts of 1598 and 1601 were clauses that allowed parishes to build houses for indigent families.  In addition, the poor overseers were prepared to subsidise housing by making rent payments for those families on the slippery slope to a parish pension.  It was cheaper, and less disruptive than some of the more dramatic (and frequently abortive) steps taken to institutionalise the poor in workhouses or poorhouses.  In parallel, institutionalised charities that had invested in bricks and mortar to produce income for the poor, found in southern and midland England in the later eighteenth century that growing rural poverty reduced their rental income, and many were found fulfilling their objectives by letting their property rent-free.  This paper examines two aspects of these phenomena.  Firstly it looks at the surviving documentary and material evidence for parish housing for the poor to examine how far, in an age first examining the idea that there were building standards, parishes thought it important to reconcile decent living conditions with concepts of ‘less eligibility’ that are more familiarly associated with the New Poor Law.  Secondly, using material from sample counties across England to determine the minimum extent of parish and charity housing for the poor, and comparing it with evidence of poor rate levels, it examines the extent to which the decision to subsidise housing under the Old Poor Law can be seen as an economically prudent decision.

