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CANTERBURY CATHEDRAL  

Relief  of  the Poor in the Precincts of  Christ Church  

Overseers of the poor performed an important role in the social fabric of the parish from the 16th 

to 19th centuries. From 1572 two were elected every year from the vestry to óoverseeô the  

parishôs response to its less fortunate parishioners. Records of their activities in the main  

commence from 1601 when the Poor Law Act came into force. With this rates were levied from 

the parish to be distributed by the overseers in an early variant of social security. The sick,  

unemployed, elderly, orphans and foundlings were provided for with the provision of food, 

clothes and medical expenses, or in the case of poor children by being apprenticed to local  

tradesmen. Individuals and families were legally settled in their parish, requiring a certificate to 

move to another parish that guaranteed their original parish would provide for them should they 

fall into difficulties. 

The records are of great interest, not least because they provide a record of some of the  

poorest in society. I have recently been cataloguing overseersô records for the Precincts of 

Christ Church, Canterbury, covering the period c.1725-1808. The records contain tantalising 

fragments of past lives, tales of misery and success. 

The Precincts paid to have their poor taken care of in the workhouse of Holy Cross Westgate. 

There is a considerable collection of receipts from which one can build an image of what life 

there was like. From 1766 there is a receipt for charges incurred by the summons, examination 

and commitment of Mary Brookes for the assault of the mistress of the Holy Cross Westgate 

workhouse, followed the next year by one ófor having Mary Brookes to Bridewellô. This grim  

image is contrasted by the bill from 1764 in which 9 shillings was spent on lemon, sugar and 

butter for a tart for óAnn Terre being sickô. 

A series of letters and receipts tells the story of James Fentonôs orphans. In a letter of August 

1778 Fenton was lying ill in Gillingham. Settled in the Precincts, the overseers of Gillingham 

wrote to the overseers of the Precincts requesting an advance of his allowance to provide for 

him. A month later another letter relates that Fenton has died and his goods are to be sold. His 

three orphans, now in the care of the overseers of Gillingham, are requested to be received in 

the Precincts for their continued maintenance. An inventory of the sold goods and an account 

of all the expenses incurred in Fentonôs last illness becomes the sum of his life, whilst the last 

mention of his children is in a receipt for the carriage óof children and chestô from Gillingham to 

Chatham by John Preston, overseer of the Precincts. 

The records reveal happier tales too. We have the 1746 settlement certificate for Isaac 

Blanchar and his wife, who moved from the borough of Staplegate in Canterbury to the  

Precincts. He next appears as being legally settled in the Precincts as a tailor and taking on 

John Woolcott as an apprentice. 
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Tom Kennett, Archivist 



 

 

The Court of Summary Jurisdiction 1874 to 1912  

Court records for Canterbury City and Borough reveal that by the final quarter of the 19 th century transportation 

and hanging as punishments for minor offences had ceased. However, the birch rod was still being wielded, in 

place of custodial sentences, for male offenders aged 7 to 14 years; whilst one of the first Probation Orders 

makes an appearance in this series, 12 years before the Probation of Offenders Act 1907 (CCA-CC-J/V/1895/34)  

Under the Elementary Education Acts of 1870 and 1876 School Boards could, via the court, impose 5/- fines on 

parents/guardians for failing to send their children to school. In 1899 Frederick Dobson, a local shopkeeper, was 

fined 19 times in one year for the non-attendance at school of his three children, Charles, Fred and Lily. This  

resulted in Charles being ordered to Industrial School in 1900 (CCA-CC-J/V/1900/141). 

Probation Orders along with orders sending offenders to Reformatory and Industrial Schools are useful sources 

for family researchers. These documents usually contain personal details about offenders which are lacking in 

other cases where often just the defendantôs name is recorded. Surprisingly in cases where witness statements 

are included, there is far more information given about the witness than the offender. 

As a garrison town Canterbury had a large population of soldiers and the many cases of Fraudulent Enlistment give 

another useful avenue for research. If a man was found to be using an alias it will be recorded on the charge and in 

most cases the regiment, place and date of the recruitment/attestation are also  shown (CCA-CC-J/V/1899/37). 

The George IV Rogue and Vagabond Act of 1825 was in constant use during this period for a variety of offences 

such as desertion, indecent exposure, begging, loitering with intent, gambling and leaving dependants as a 

charge to the workhouse. There are also many instances of Workhouse inmates being brought before the magis-

trates under this act for refusing to work, causing wilful damage to workhouse property, not obeying the Union 

rules and using obscene language to the Master. In 1881 George Henry Easton was charged with running away 

wearing clothing which was the property of the Guardians of the Poor (CCA-CC-J/V/1881/219). 

Most offenders sentenced to imprisonment served their time in HMP St Augustineôs Canterbury. In the earlier 

years there were few places for women at Canterbury and they were often sent to Maidstone or Dover. 

We began to feel quite sorry for one man, Charles Richardson, who often appeared as the injured party having 

been sold watered-down milk, under-weight bread, bad fish, etc (CCA-CC-J/V/1882/90). Finally we found his very 

apt job title, óInspector of Public Nuisances for Canterburyô! 

Amongst the documents for 1895 we found an early version of an ASBO, when after several years of aggravated 

assault on his wife a man was banned from going near her: CCA-CC-J/V/1895/127. A Judicial Separation Order 

under the 'Matrimonial Clauses Act 1878' was made for her future safety as the court believed she was in peril.  

She was given custody of their 8-year-old child and a maintenance order was made against the husband.  

Often there is a humorous and quirky quality to this series such as: the charge of óallowing a cow to become  

overstocked with milkô; the theft of a cart and a porpoise; speeding through the city on a steam engine at 3 mph; 

stealing a JPôs coat and pawning it at the JPôs own pawnbrokerôs shop. In the case of 9-year-old Swynford Butcher, 

in his defence for theft of a ½ cwt. of coal, he implicated his mother, saying she had told him to take the pram and 

fill it (CCA-CC-J/V/1881/95). 

Finally via these documents we see family members serving in the Canterbury police force and can even follow a 

manôs career path through them. For example Christopher Jackson, a PC in 1888, was a Sergeant in 1901 and 

Inspector by 1907. There were no female police officers in the force during this period and in one Constableôs  

witness statement he reports that his wife searched the female suspect.  

The description of these documents is almost complete with most years now catalogued in the red files 10 a - g. 

Some years are already searchable via the Archivesô online catalogue www.kentarchives.org.uk/ and the rest will  

follow in due course. 

Tricia Baxter and Pat Jenkins - CCA Volunteers 

Image © Canterbury Cathedral Archives. CCA-CC-J/V/1895/34 

http://www.kentarchives.org.uk/


 

 

To celebrate the 350
th
 anniversary of the foundation of the Royal Society,  

Canterbury Library and the Cathedral Archives and Library held a poll to discover 

and celebrate Kentôs favourite scientist. After weeks of voting you chose: 

William Harvey.  

William Harvey was born on 1st April 1578, in Folkestone. He attended the 

Kingôs School, Canterbury, before being admitted to Gonville and Caius  

College, Cambridge in 1593 to study medicine. He graduated with a BA in 

1597 and moved to Padua in 1600. He graduated as Doctor of Medicine at 

both Padua and Cambridge in 1602, aged 24.  

In 1602 Harvey returned to England, taking residence in the parish of  

St Martin Ludgate, London. He was sworn in as a licentiate of the College of  

Physicians in 1604. He married Elizabeth Browne, daughter of Lancelot 

Browne, physician to James I and fellow of the College of Physicians. 

He became physician to St Bartholomewôs Hospital in 1609 and was appointed censor of the College of  

Physicians in 1613, and again in both 1625 and 1627. He became an elect of the college in 1627 and treasurer in 

1628. In 1618 he was appointed physician-extraordinary to James I. In 1625 his appointment continued under 

Charles I and the two became friends. 

Harveyôs great discovery was the circulation of the blood. In 1628 he published his book ñExercitatio anatomica de 

motu cordis et sanguinis in animalibusò (An anatomical study of the motion of the heart and of the blood in  

animals) in which he described the circulation of the blood and demonstrated the experiments that had directed 

his investigations and conclusions. His new doctrine was considered radical with almost no-one accepting his  

conclusions in the way Harvey hoped. It was not until Descartes used Harveyôs findings in his ñDiscourse on 

Methodò (1637) that Harveyôs theories started to be considered seriously by the scientific community at large. 

Over the following centuries Harveyôs discoveries received the recognition they deserved. He is admired for  

revealing the truth and overcoming ancient authority. He is considered one of the forefathers of modern scientific 

methodology.              

                           Daniel Korachi-Alaoui, Canterbury Library 
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 A line from an old Hymn sprang instantly to mind while preparing this item and that is, ñAll is safely  

gathered in `ere the winter storms begin.ò The Harvest Thanksgiving at St. Mary the Virgin in Wingham Village 

when I was a small boy was always a colourful and, indeed, joyous occasion. Usually on a Sunday morning we 

would be sent to the church and we would slouch our feet, because to children the sermon seemed always to 

go on for-ever. The hassocks made our knees itch and there was always that persistent smell of musty  

carpets and old wood. 

 This Sunday was different. After entering the small whitewashed porch by going down about three steps, 

we were faced with that large black metal door latch. It clunked heavily as it was raised in its frame, the door 

swung inwards gathering momentum by its own weight and once drawn back for closure, the metal latch once 

again clanked as it dropped into place. The sight that confronted us was something always to be valued as a 

treasured memory, as the red carpet covering the altar steps and choir was covered in all the bounties of the 

harvest. Mr. Judge, the local baker had created once again the plaited loaves and sheaves of wheat out of 

baked dough, which were the centrepiece. Around these were baskets of rosy apples and early pears. It was 

like the Annual Flower Show of a few weeks previous but without the tented arena. Vegetables of many  

varieties were arranged neatly in wooden boxes such as well scrubbed potatoes, bunches of carrots and spring  

onions in neat bunches. Local ladies of the village had made cakes, pastries and pies. The whole scene was a 

designed banquet for God, given in thanks for the rich harvest and glorious summer weather that had made this 

display so bounteous. 

 To put the icing on the cake, the sunlight was streaming through the rich stained glass windows and 

glinting on the brass candlesticks by the altar. The perfect scene for a perfect day. The purest of light for the  

purest intentions and thanksgiving. 

Alf Beeching 

Memories of Wingham: òHarvest Homeó 



 

 

Sir Hans Sloane MD, FRS, FRCP (1660ï1753), was a celebrated 18th century physician and scientist. He 

was a royal physician to Queen Anne, George I and George II, and was President of the Royal  

Society from 1727 to 1740. He was also President of the Royal College of Physicians. 

More importantly (if that is possible) he accumulated one of the largest collections of books of his time,  

particularly strong in scientific and medical works.  In his will, Sloane offered his collection to the nation on  

provision of £20,000 for his heirs, which was much less than the real value of the books. Parliament  

accepted the offer and in 1759 his library became one of the founding collections in the library of the newly 

established British Museum, together with the library of Sir Robert Cotton and the Old Royal Library, given 

by King George II. Sloane's contribution to this new national library has been estimated at about 50,000 

volumes. 

By end of the eighteenth century, Sloaneôs printed books had been interspersed with items from other  

collections, particularly the Old Royal Library, and with subsequent acquisitions. In many cases it was no 

longer clear which books had belonged to Sloane because of the practice of binding or re-binding the 

books in the Museumô own style. This involved removing preliminary leaves where Sloaneôs  

identificationmarks areoften found. 

As the British Museumôs library grew, it found itself with many duplicate items when the same edition had 

been received from several different collections. A number of sales of these duplicates were held between 

1769 and 1832. As a result of such sales a large number of Sloaneôs books left the Library. Many can now 

be found in libraries both in the UK and abroad. In  

addition, a further section of Sloaneôs collections 

moved to what is now the Natural History Museum.  

In 2008 a research project led by the  

Wellcome Trust Centre for the History of Medicine at  

University College London, in collaboration with the 

British Library, set out to create a public database of 

all of Sloaneôs know books. This includes  

rediscovering Sloane items within the British Library's 

collections as well as finding items that had been  

dispersed through the sales of duplicates. 

David Shaw, who had directed the project to catalogue 

the Cathedral Libraryôs books printed before 1801, 

knew that the Cathedral owned books with British  

Museum duplicate stamps.  These included 16 items 

from the duplicate sales in 1787, 1804, 1818 and 

1831. Two of these items have an inscription reading 

óBibliothecae Sloanianaeô (i.e. from the Sloane  

Library). They are both early editions of the English 

translation of the Bible: 

The Byble in Englyshe, that is to saye ... ye olde and 
newe testament, truly translated after the  
veryte of the Hebrue and Greke texts [London]: 
Prynted by Rychard Grafton and Edward Whitchurch, 
1539. 

Sloane nos: A 119 (crossed through) and  A 242  

 

 

Two books from the library of  Sir Hans Sloane 

© Canterbury Cathedral Library   H/N-4-2 The Great Bible, 

© Canterbury Cathedral Library 



 

 

CO 006120: imperfect: title page repaired; prelims and final leaves damaged or missing; on leaf a3: 
inscription óA.119. 242 BibliothecÞ SloanianÞô; ink stamps on final leaf óDuplicate 1804ô and 
óMuseum Britannicumô. 

 

The Byble in Englyshe ... auctorysed and apoynted by the commaundemente of ... Kynge Henrye 
the .VIII. supreme heade of this his churche and Realme of Englande: to be frequented and 
vsed in every churche wôin this his sayd realme. 

[London]: Edward Whitchurch, 1540/1541. 

 

CO 006124: imperfect:  title page, prelims and final leaves missing; on leaf a2: inscription 
óBibliothecÞ SloanianÞ A.243ô and ink stamps óMuseum Britannicumô and óDuplicate 1804ô. 

Both of these books were disposed of in a duplicate sale in 1804, probably because they were in poorer  

condition than other copies of these editions in the Museumôs collections. They came into the  Cathedral 

with the library of Archdeacon Benjamin Harrison (1808ï1887). Both volumes have his book plate on the 

front end paper. As Harrison was not born until four years after the sale of British Museumôs duplicates, it is 

likely that the books were purchased either by Archbishop Howley (1766ï1848), who left some of his own 

library to Archdeacon Harrison, or possibly by Harrisonôs father (also called Benjamin, 1771ï1856) who is 

known to have made a collection of Bibles and liturgical works. Both books have a pencil note on the front 

flyleaf giving references to the catalogue of Bibles Testaments Psalms and other Books of the Holy  

Scriptures in English in the Collection of Lea Wilson Esq. F.S.A. Etc., published in 1845. The Library has 

two copies of this catalogue, one with the book plate of Archbishop Howley, the 

other apparently given to the Library by Lea Wilson. One of these is likely to have 

been the source for these annotations. 

These two items have been added to the database of Sir Hans Sloaneôs printed 

books, which is being maintained at the British Library (http://www.bl.uk/

catalogues/sloane/). 

David Shaw, Library volunteer 

 

 

© Canterbury Cathedral Library                W/S-12-6 The Great Bible, 1539 

W/S-12-6  © Canterbury Cathedral Library  

During the recent Collections Closure the Cathedral Library 
team worked with  a team of Removal Men and some  
willing volunteers to move most of the Historical Collections 
back into the library. With the help of Dr. Sparks, we were 
also able to unwrap and clean some of the  
Howley-Harrison Collection. On Tuesday 28th September 
the Dean, The Very Reverend Robert Willis, blessed the 
library as part of a  Topping Out ceremony. The official  
re-launch of the Library is to  take place on 31st March 
2011. More details will follow in the first newsletter  of  
2011. 

Library  Update  

Discovery, travels and chocolate is an RCP exhibi-
tion 5 July - 24 December 2010. 

  A celebration of the life of the physician,  
traveller and collector, Sir Hans Sloane (1660-
1753). See http://www.rcplondon.ac.uk for further 
details. 


