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Whatever long-term rules apply, the level of deprivation in any community, region, or nation will fluctuate from year to year. In the context of pre-modern England, Paul Slack has highlighted the difference between ‘background’ and ‘crisis’ poverty, while Steve King has claimed the existence of hardship associated with trade cycles.
 Moreover, the notion of the short-term economic crisis has not only informed recent work by Steve Hindle on the 1590s and the late 1640s, but has also been explored in detail by those, such as John Walter and Andrew Appleby, who have studied dearth and its more deadly offspring: famine.
 Yet, Poor Law scholarship as a whole has not come to grips with the timing, form, and impact of such ‘poverty crises’. In particular, focus on so-called life-cycle hardship has served to emphasize structural poverty ahead of ‘conjunctures’, while our knowledge of when, where, and why crisis poverty appeared is underdeveloped.
 But poverty and poor relief as it was experienced must have seemed as dictated by year-on-year fluctuations as it was dominated by its weekly relief of the old, the sick, and the victims of family breakdown, and difficult periods could leave a lasting impact on the memories of those who lived through them.


Yet it is not just because they were remembered that poverty crises are important. They also represented moments when the fabric of society was tested, and the limits of charity, neighbourly relations, and social regulation were searchingly probed.
 They could see the social order threatened by disorder and discontent, and large swathes of people faced with the possibility of having to sell up their land, to migrate in search of food, or in the worse cases maybe simply starve. And they also were occasions for vast transfers of wealth through the Poor Laws. 

It is the relationship between crisis poverty and poor relief which will concern us here, and the aim of this paper is twofold. Firstly, it will attempt to describe and explain the chronology of major poverty crises for a specific period in one county, namely from the 1630s to the 1670s. The period straddles the upheaval of the mid century; but it also covers decades in which the English population was first tailing off, and then beginning to decline.
 Most interestingly, existing research suggests that it was in these decades that England first ‘slipped the shadow’ of famine, never – as it would turn out – to go back under it, and our second purpose will be to explore the reasons why.
 In fact, it is this latter factor which dictates our county of study, for Lancashire is not only blessed with an excellent documentary record, but it also formed part of the north-western region so devastatingly hit by the catastrophe of 1622-3.

I: Poverty Crises, 1630-80

It is not always a particularly well-documented place, but in the seventeenth century Lancashire has left us with at least one spectacularly good archive. Containing thousands of individual petitions for relief, the county’s Quarter Sessions papers are a goldmine of information about poverty, the Poor Laws, and paupers themselves.
 By the later century, these petitions almost always represented appeals above the heads of local officers, with paupers hoping to overturn rejection by overseers in their own townships. Earlier on the picture is less certain, and it seems that in many cases a judicial order was considered an ordinary prerequisite for the payment of relief.
 In all cases a petition involved a simple appeal for aid from the Poor Law, detailing the perceived reason for poverty, and often containing protestations of due deference and hard labour as well as a smattering of (selective) biographical details.

Clearly there were long-term developments that affected the level of petitioning in the county. There would have been little point in launching such an appeal had there not been parishes and townships with overseers, collecting taxes, giving relief. To a certain extent, then, the growth in the number of petitions surviving up to the 1650s reflects the increasing sophistication of Lancashire’s relief provision.
 On the other hand, the increasing importance of Petty Sessions as a court for the managing of the Poor Laws would work the other way, and the almost total disappearance of pauper petitions in the county archive after about 1720 must reflect this development. 

These secular changes aside, the annual variations in the numbers of surviving petitions can tell us much about the perceived level of need amongst the poor, and so the first step for this paper is to detail the fluctuations in the volume of documents. First petitions are the focus: meaning that all documents were scrutinized and cross-referenced to make sure that the pauper in question had not already made his or her case at the court. This helped to sift out some of the most controversial and therefore intensely political and difficult cases, some of which saw claims and counter-claims to-ing and fro-ing in the archives to the detriment of both clarity in the present and community goodwill at the time. Thus, Figure 1 charts the annual number of petitions in the Lancashire records, and as you can see, there are four clear peaks: in 1638; around 1649; a sustained elevation from 1657 to 1662; then finally an extremely sharp peak in 1674-5. These are our four main ‘poverty crises’ for the period.

So how do we explain this pattern? If we convert the petitions figures into an index number (excluding the earlier, low survival, years; 100 representing the mean value for 1640-1679), and then add the composite mean of grain prices found in the Agrarian History Volume Five, it becomes quite clear that there is a strong relationship between periods of high food prices and poverty crises.
 Furthermore, the peak in 1638 also coincided with what Bob Outhwaite has called ‘probably the worst barley harvest of the whole period 1590-1700’.
 And barley was critical to the ordinary diets of the Lancashire poor.

FIGURE 1: VOLUME OF FIRST PETITIONS FOR POOR RELIEF IN RECORDS OF LANCASHIRE QUARTER SESSIONS, 1627-79
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FIGURE 2: INDEXED LEVEL OF PETITIONING AND GRAIN PRICES, 1640-79 (HARVEST YEARS)
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The price of food, it seems, was a key determinant of the level of hardship, and we should not be surprised at this. W. G. Hoskins described harvests as the ‘heartbeats’ of the early-modern economy, and research by Carole Shammas suggests that the northern poor spent an exceptionally large proportion of their meagre incomes on food.
 There are periods of departure, perhaps related to regional differences in food prices, but what is arguably most impressive is the opposite of this: the Lancashire poor seem, by and large, to have had their livelihoods dictated by national series of prices from the Restoration if not earlier.


As always, however, the picture is muddied. In particular, while the relationship between poverty crises and high food prices is fairly clear, this was just part of the story. There was an independent role for two other factors, namely epidemic sickness and unemployment. The former makes surprisingly little impression on statistics of petition survival, although there was a small peak in petitioning from the north (and perhaps the west) of the county in 1669, coinciding with a period of epidemics and high mortality.
 

The latter, meanwhile, was partly related to the quality of the harvest in itself: high prices meant low sales of those goods with more elastic demand than food; and in the context of the period that meant virtually everything. Industrial production was hard hit in periods of dearth, and many of the poor were caught in a pincer movement of expensive essentials and disastrously curtailed earning power.
 Such problems ring in the ears of anyone who reads individual petitions, within which complaints of low wages clustered in years of high prices. George Townsend of Over Darwen, for example, was ‘very sore impoverished soe that his familie is like to come to great want’ thanks to the ‘deadness of trayding & the darth of corne’ in 1674.
 In addition, there are peaks in petitioning, detectable only once separate series are produced for three sub-regions, which are only understandable in terms of trade depressions clearly not related to high prices. Take the disaggregated figures for the post-Civil War period, for example (Figure 3). The expected peak during the great dearth of 1647-50 was far more pronounced in the north of the county than the south, and we might recall that some of the most desperate statements of distress from the period came from Cumberland and Westmorland, so this is perhaps not surprising.
 What is arguably more interesting is the line for Manchester Sessions, representing the south-east of the county. Here, the most noticeable peak was in 1652-3, during the First Dutch War, and at a time when complaints of a stoppage in the region’s cotton-using manufactures were frequently heard. James Roylands of Westhoughton near Bolton was one. He complained in 1653 that he had ‘beene forced to sell both bed cloathes and back cloathes with other houshold goods towards the maintaineing of his children and soe it is that your petitioner being a fustian webster and now litle to be begotten with it, and hee hath noe more goods to sell’.
 One petition, this time to the Council of State ‘on behalf of the poor’ of the county, even suggested that the shortage of cotton wool was ‘worser undergone by the poor in Lancashire than the famine of bread was (though that was great) three years past’.
 Given what we know of the sheer seriousness of the great dearth of 1647-50 such claims seem fantastical, but in the Manchester region it was the later crisis which produced more petitions.
FIGURE 3: PETITIONS BY LOCATION, 1647-54
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II: Slipping the Shadow
If, then, the leading role was played by the harvest, it had to share the stage with sickness and trade depressions in the drama of seventeenth-century poverty crises. The most tragic moments in that drama came when two or more of the main actors played off against one another. This was when poverty could descend into destitution and eventually even into numerous deaths. On one occasion recently, at least two had come together and the result, it seems, was famine. In 1619, with central Europe reeling from the defenestration of Prague, the continent entered into a sustained period of industrial depression.
 Markets for the cheap, poor-quality woollen cloths produced in northern England plummeted, and when harvests failed in 1622 and 1623 the combination of no food and no work was catastrophic for the region’s poor. Starvation was widespread, with the squatters and smallholders eking out a precarious existence on the slopes of the Pennines or the Cumbrian mountains the worst hit.


And then: nothing. Dearth returned in 1631, 1638, in the late 1640s and around 1660, but none of these occasions appear to have resulted in famine.
 Something had changed. Theories vary as to just what, but the most important have been those offered by Andrew Appleby. Essentially, Appleby offered two explanations for the disappearance of famine in the North West and by extension England. On the one hand, developing capitalism, market integration, and the laws of comparative advantage saved the day. Specialization was no longer a danger as industrial growth raised incomes and the inland and coastal trade of agricultural goods meant that food was always readily available.
 On the other, diversification of production between winter and spring-sown crops meant that, in contrast to France, bad English harvests were no longer followed by symmetrical peaks in the cost of all types of grain.


We can test some of these suppositions by looking at the sharpest peak in petitions: that in 1674-5. Fortunately, a local price series survives, and from this, the content of petitions, and the letters and memorials of the time, it is clear that the mid 1670s saw a confluence of two economic crises, most critical in the south-east of Lancashire.
 Firstly, from 1673 at the latest, the cotton-using industries were hit by serious depression, once again occasioned by a war with the Dutch Republic, though this time it was compounded by the notorious Stop on the Exchequer in early 1672.
 According to a petition from Bolton, the fustian trade was ‘now fayled’ and some £500 was needed to maintain the town’s industrial poor, who had ‘growne very unruly’ and were beginning to ‘runn through the parish... and other neighbouring parishes dayly in great numbers a begging’.
 We can see the impact of this depression in the high number of petitions reaching Manchester Sessions in 1673. However, it is also clear that the principal rise in hardship was the following year, and that this coincided with a massive rise in the local cost of grains.

FIGURE 4: PETITIONS BY LOCATION, 1668-79
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FIGURE 5: FOOD PRICES AT SWARTHMOOR, 1673-78
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The important points to take from Figure 5 are firstly that we see a definite symmetry of prices between wheat and oats, and secondly that the increase in the North West is far in excess of the rise of around a third found in the Agrarian History series. High prices across grains once again combined with industrial depression. And there is no reason to suppose the poor of south-east Lancashire were any less vulnerable than their starving smallholder ancestors of the 1620s. Industrial growth brought with it the familiar cycle of wage-dependency, population growth, and the development of a sizeable population of labouring poor. Hearth Tax returns from 1664 tell us that in the worst areas nearly 80 per cent of households were exempted on grounds of poverty.
 The social structure, the cost of food, and the lack of employment could, surely, have provided the disastrous ingredients for mass starvation.
III: Relieving the Poor
But they didn’t, and the reason for this seems to have been pretty simple, for there is one glaring factor distinguishing the situation in 1674-5 from that of 1622-3, and for that matter from Scotland in the 1690s. And so we return to the key source material for this paper: petitions for poor relief. Standard overseers’ accounts are hard to come by for the period, but those we have are suggestive of a massive redistribution of wealth from ratepayers to the most vulnerable members of Lancastrian society. In Prestwich, just to the north of

FIGURE 6: BURIALS IN SOUTH-EAST LANCASHIRE, 1670-79 (100 = 1670-79)
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Manchester, relief costs doubled during the crisis.
 In Bolton, where a census of the poor survives for 1674, over £37 was spent a week on the poor: an annual relief bill of nearly £2000 in other words, in a town with perhaps 600 householders.
 By comparison, the town rarely seems to have spent more than about £250 a year on its poor in the late seventeenth century; even in the high price year of 1699 costs were only around £285.
 And lest we forget the scores of petitions, most of them successful, presented at the county’s Quarter Sessions. These individual appeals helped oil the wheels of both compassion and social policy, ensuring that the Poor Law did its job: preventing the deserving poor from perishing through want. Of course, the existence of enough wealth as a result of regional specialization, and the availability of food from parts of the country less hard hit may have made this all possible, but it remains the case that wealth had to be properly channelled, and so it had to be redistributed: through the Poor Law.
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