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Gloucestershire Almshouses

by John Loosley

In 2006 the Family and Community Historical Research Society (FACHRS) embarked on a nation-wide
project to record all known almshouses in England, Wales and Scotland with a view to establishing the
first ever comprehensive list of almshouses, when they were founded, by whom and what provision was
provided in them for the poor. In Gloucestershire several members of FACHRS, Judith Ellis, Cecile Hunt,
Denise Haylor, Christine Seal and John Loosley contributed information which is being analyzed along
with the data from other parts of the country by Professor Nigel Goose and his team at the University of
Hertfordshire. A book will be published in 2011 covering the findings of the survey.

The following article presents details of almshouses identified in Gloucestershire either continuing in
existence following the Reformation and the associated Dissolution of the Monasteries in the 1530s or
established after that date up to 1900 together with an analysis of the inhabitants of these establishments
taken from the census returns of 1851, 1881 and 1901.

Almshouses, in various forms have existed for over 1000 years. They originated as Elaces that provided
care for the sick poor, usually attached to a monastic establishment. From the 12" and 13™ centuries
monasteries began to minister to lay people as well as their own brethren who were sick or feeble.
Alongside these were the leper houses designed to isolate those afflicted with the disease, some 250 of
which were founded in the early medieval period. The origins of the modern almshouse are confused by
the many names which can be found such as hospitals, lazarhouses, spitalhouses, bedehouses, Godshouses,
and a range of other descriptions, as well as almshouses. It is therefore often difficult to establish clearly
their function as many served a number of purposes but by the 1450s the almshouse emerged in its modern
form, specifically intended to provide accommodation for the local elderly people who had fallen into
poverty on account of their age and failing health. Between 1536 and 1549, during the Dissolution of the
Monasteries and confiscation of the property of chantries, some 260 hospitals and endowed almshouses
were closed, estimated to represent at least half of the existing institutions.

One problem has been the definition of almshouses as they are sometimes confused with parish poor
houses which were often given by individuals to parishes for the housing of the poor. The usual definition
is that an almshouse provides charitable accommodation for elderly poor people usually administered by
trustees, not parish overseers.

Census Analysis.

Using the website findmypast a search has been made of the census returns for Gloucestershire to identify
the almshouses, most of which have been found, but there are small gaps, for instance the two-roomed
almshouse in Mitcheldean does not appear in either the 1881 and 1901 census and the Rowland Hill
almshouse in Wotton-under-Edge and that in Woodchester are not shown in the 1851 census. These
missing almshouses would only represent a maximum of 5% of the total number of almspeople.

Census year 1851 1881 1901
Total no. of almspeople 375 403 384
% male 32 30 27
% female 68 70 73
% males married 40 39 38
% females married 19 17 14
% aged below 60 8 5 2
% aged 60-69 34 22 20
% aged 70-79 43 48 50
% aged 80 and above 15 25 28
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The percentage of people over 60 in Gloucestershire who were resident in almshouses is small, less than
1%, and work still needs to be carried out on an analysis of the number in workhouses compared to
almshouses to establish the importance of almshouses in the care of the elderly poor. Taking into account
that there were 8 new almshouses established between 1851 and 1881 and at least 3 disappeared between
1881 and 1901 the figures are fairly constant and the high percentage of single female residents would be
expected as many almshouses were founded specifically for widowed females. What is of interest is the
number of married couples. When the results of the national survey are published a comparison will be
able to be made with other areas of the country.

Care of the elderly in almshouses

There are many instances of younger members of the family living with their elderly relatives providing
support such as Minnie Brookes aged 27 and Elizabeth Blakeman aged 48, both single living with their
respective fathers in the Hicks Almshouses in Chipping Campden in 1901, Mary Davies aged 18 living
with her grandmother Mary Partridge aged 80 in the United Almshouses in Gloucester in 1881 and Mary
Parker a widow aged 53 providing care for her father James Ettery aged 83 in Wotton-under-Edge in 1851.
There are several instances of very young members of the family living with their elderly relatives, for
instance in Newland, Emma Ireland aged 8 was living with her grandmother Sarah Morse, Keziah Court
aged 8 living with her grandmother Elizabeth Court in the Chandos Almshouses in Winchcombe and
Elizabeth Stevens aged 7 living with her aunt Jane Stevens in Fairford in 1851. In other instances domestic
help was provided by resident nurses or servants such as Elizabeth Cambourne aged 52 a nurse living with
Ann Bence aged 73 at Marshfield, Lucy Bullock a nurse aged 57 providing care for Mary Roberts in
Cheltenham and Matilda Webb a servant aged 15 living with Sarah Baker in the Perry Dawes Almshouses
in Wotton-under-Edge. In large almshouses there were resident managers such as Edward Wilson master
of United Almshouses Gloucester in 1881, Emily Flower matron at the same almshouse in 1901 and
William Mayo master of St Bartholomew’s Gloucester in 1881.

Occupations

Unfortunately details of former occupations of inhabitants of almshouse are not always given in the census
returns. In urban areas, where information is given, the inmates were usually from trades. In Gloucester the
men were retired cabinet makers, gilders and carvers, tailors, grocers, coopers, watch makers, gun makers,
pin makers, shoe makers, hairdressers, upholsterers, carpenters, mariners and gardeners. In Tewkesbury
the women were stocking weavers, lace makers, shopkeepers, laundresses, cake sellers and the men
labourers, nail makers, carters, butchers, masons, chair makers. In the rural districts there was a
preponderance of labourers, servants and charwomen, in Coleford industrial workers such as chemical
worker and iron moulder whilst the cloth making areas such as Dursley, Cirencester, Wotton-under-Edge
and Woodchester inmates were clothworkers, weavers, wool sorters and dyers.
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