
The church rates controversy 

 

The church rate was an ancient tax required of all ratepayers, regardless of denomination, 

for the upkeep of parish churches. This meant that dissenters and other non-Anglicans paid 

for the support of the established church.1 Inevitably, there was strong resistance in 

Berkhamsted and other towns where a high proportion of dissenters resided and there 

were seizures of property in lieu of church rates. As a symbol of this struggle, an unknown 

artist depicted the fabric of the church made up of furniture, pictures, grandfather clocks, 

books, barrels and sacks full of flour, oats and coals. 

 

 
 

Relic of sale of Mr Hazell’s goods to pay church rates, 1870s 

Source: BLH&MS (DACHT : BK 574) 

 

Berkhamsted was one of the last, if not the last town, to reject church rates, so it is fitting 

that the history of this painful process is recorded in the Society’s Chronicle. 

 

Early in the seventeenth century, Berkhamsted churchwardens levied higher than normal 

church rates compared to other English parishes. This was a time when many men of the 

town were increasing their land holdings, aided by the conversion of the castle park to 

other uses (96 men gained small holdings from 756 acres made available). The chief 

burgesses were active vestry men; income was raised from the larger pool of landowners 

and sums spent relatively freely, ensuring that alongside the normal expenses of the parish 

(such as overseeing the poor and maintaining the roads), extensive repairs were achieved 

on the parish church.2 

 

  

                                         

1 Ellens, J., The Church Rate Conflict in England and Wales 1852–1868 (1994) 
2 Powell, S.C., Puritan Village: The Formation of a New England Town (1970), pp.21-40. Edmund Rice, Robert 

Darvell and Thomas Axtell emigrated from Berkhamsted and set up home in Sudbury, Massachusetts. 



In the Berkhamsted Museum store, the Local History Society is caring for St Peter’s Rates 

Book, with entries from 1789 to 1805.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

St. Peter’s Rates Book, 1789-1805 

Source: BLH&MS (DACHT : BK 25) 

 

The Duke of Bridgewater was placed first in each list of rates, collected roughly every six 

months, then “occupiers of lands & tenements” follow a fairly easily identifiable course 

through the town. Later assessments are broken down under headings such as 

“Wilderness,” “Common” and “Frithsden”. If a rate payer owned more than one property or 

piece of land, there is a list of places, field names, etc. in the order in which they occur 

(properties may of course be far from the rate payers' dwelling).3 To the left of each entry is 

the acreage of each parcel of land and to the right, the amount to be collected from each 

rate payer (for example at a rate of 2d. in the pound, Robt Knipe, Esq. was due to pay 4s. for 

his 2 acres of land in 1789). 

 

In a letter written by Gilbert Elliott in 1837, he listed the concerns of a yeoman (representing 

the common man) about the abolition of church rates, and his answers. According to the 

yeoman, the church would fall into disrepair without the compulsory rate. He did not see 

why dissenters should not pay for the National Church, just as everyone paid for the army 

and navy. Religious ordinances needed to be provided in areas where there were no 

provisions. The tax was so small an amount that there was no difficulty paying it.4 

 

As shown in Rita’s article Religious adherence in Berkhamsted, nearly half of the 4,858 

people attending church in 1851 were non-conformists. Henry Nash described the 

Berkhamsted contingent’s attitude to church rates - they “had tacitly submitted to this 

impost, like good citizens waiting patiently for the repeal or modification of the law”, but 

there was active resistance in many parts of the country and “the contagion rapidly spread” 

bringing them “into collision with the legal authorities.”5 

                                         

3 Heather, P. Rate Book 1789-1805 (Ref: LG1, hand-written notes) 
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Local brewer and property owner Mr. Alfred Healey was a leader in the fight against 

compulsory payment of church rates, even though he was a church-man. In 1866, he was 

summoned before the bench of magistrates in a crowded court, such was the interest in the 

case. Due to irregularities in calculating the rate (for instance, the vestry clerk had omitted 

the names of some three or four hundred cottage tenants, merely mentioning the situation 

of the cottages and the amount at which they were rated) the magistrates decided that a 

prima facie case had been proved by Mr. Healey, and therefore “all power to enforce the 

rate was taken out of their hands. The decision was received with loud applause.”6 

 

In 1867, “The Dregs of the Church-Rate Controversy” was reported dispiritedly in the 

Spectator “There is nothing better calculated to inspire a deep sense of the dreariness of 

human life [than] to see some two or three hundred gentlemen spend a long afternoon in 

cavilling [about] whether, as Mr. Gladstone put it, the parish, after giving up its right of 

compelling those who are unwilling to pay Church-Rates, as all admit that it must do, 

should or should not retain the right of compelling those who are willing to pay them?” 

After about four hours, Mr. Gladstone pointed out how easy it would be to graft 

amendments to continue the machinery of rating on to the bill for the abolition of 

compulsory church rates. A majority, larger than any for eight years back “attested the 

success of Mr. Gladstone's very simple logic.”7 

 

 
 

Water Lane Anabaptists’ chapel (pulled down 1864), drawn by J. Sills 

Source: BLH&MS (DACHT : BK 2586_1) 

 

In an outraged account of the annual meeting of the Berkhamsted Mechanics’ Institute in 

1867, “The stupid and ridiculous opposition to the payment of the [2d.] rate… allowed 

'conscientious' scruples to degenerate into bitter animosity.” Some of these “friends of the 

Liberation Society” refused to re-elect churchwarden Rev. F.B. Harvey as treasurer of the 

Institute, an office he had held for 12 years - they even cheered when the result of the ballot 

was announced. “These clever people” thought the rate would not be collected, as 

subscriptions were to be made to restore the parish church. “Martyrs” led by Mr. A. Healey 
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were determined to let their goods be seized, including Mr. Henry Nash, though he voiced 

his disapproval of the animosity against Mr. Harvey.8 

 

A week later, a large number of parishioners assembled, including many ladies, to support 

the pro-rate party and vote in Mr. W. Longman, Esq. (member of the eminent publishing 

firm) as churchwarden. Mr. F. Miller was quite sure they were well able to support the 

Church by use of the voluntary principle, without calling upon the Dissenters. “Shortly 

afterwards the bells were ringing, the band playing, and the leaders of the pro-rate party at 

dinner at the King's Arms Inn.”9 

A month later, Mr. Loosley wrote to the Nonconformist regarding the underhanded way in 

which summonses for non-payment of rates were being served; thirty-three (including 

Loosley’s) were delivered while inhabitants of Berkhamsted attended a confirmation 

service given by the bishop of the diocese in the parish church. Although Mr. Healey offered 

to guarantee the church rate of £130 (to be reimbursed by voluntary contributions), 

summonses continued to arrive, including those for the Congregational and Baptist 

ministers. 

 

Magistrates, “blythe as shepherds at a wake,” ordered them all to pay, with costs. Many 

goods were taken from dwelling-houses of the people, including a poor old man and his 

bed-ridden wife, both in their nineties. In Loosley’s case, the superintendent and his men 

“must needs take down a picture of John Bright, which hung over the mantelpiece, and 

with this illustrious 'Dissenter of the Dissenters,' they 'skedaddled.'“10 

Seizures in Berkhamsted included mostly items of furniture, but a curious list of objects was 

reported in newspapers far and wide, including: 

 

Mr. Hurst. - 4 odd shoes taken for two pairs... One unknown paid rate for him. Shoes 

returned to Mr. Hurst, who is the oldest tradesman in the town, being about ninety 

years of age. 

Mr. H. Norris. - Two hams fetched the first time, not being enough to satisfy their 

cravings, they returned and fetched another. 

Mr. Leaman. - 2 mahogany arm chairs and 2 tea trays... Police disguised pushed in 

with the milkman. 

Mr. Sills. - 1 wheelbarrow... Police asked lad to wheel it for him, willing to give a 

halfpenny. Lad refused. Police wheeled it away, and left it near Mr. Jones's premises 

while calling for hay. While loading, the barrow disappeared. When loaded, search 

was made for the barrow, which could not be found. Shouts from the crowd 

standing by were received in good part by one of the police; the other became very 

angry, and could scarcely keep his hands in proper bounds, and was ordered off a 

neighbour's premises. The barrow was found in another place.11 

 

 

It was Sep 1867. Last year’s rate had been gathered in and it was time to levy a new one. A 

vestry meeting was held at the Town Hall and 200 people were present including gentry 
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and local church leaders. Mr. Longman was keen to allay bitter feelings which had existed 

so long in the parish. He was not satisfied with schemes proposed by Mr. Gladstone and Mr. 

Hubbard (MP for Buckinghamshire) – in his opinion they amounted to total abolition of 

church rates. He was also unconvinced that the voluntary principle would work in country 

parishes; he feared the churches would fall into ruin. He pointed out that there were 

“certain charges which referred to the whole parish; for instance, the clock, the warming of 

the church, which was necessary to preserve the fabric, the churchyard where all might be 

buried, the sexton, the parish clerk, &c.” He suggested these (amounting to £103) should be 

raised by a compulsory rate of 1.5d in the pound. On the other hand, church goers should 

pay for items pertaining to services (such as the washing of the surplices) by voluntary 

contributions. Objections were raised to the compulsory rate and compromises were 

sought. In the end, while they waited for a law to be passed, it was proposed that the 

amount be raised by twenty persons subscribing £5 each. “The meeting, which it was 

feared would be a stormy one, was thus brought to an amicable conclusion.”12 Thus the 

pro-rate party abandoned half their ground, voluntary subscription was agreed upon, and 

compulsory church rates were effectively at an end in Berkhamsted.13 

 

The process of law continued in the House of Commons in 1868, where four bills for 

abolition or compromise of church rate were introduced: one for complete and 

unconditional abolition; Hubbard’s bill to allow Dissenters to claim exemption (which he 

withdrew); one to charge the rate upon property instead of persons; and Gladstone's 

Compulsory Church Rate Abolition Bill. Based on John Bright’s idea, this removed legal 

enforcement of rate recovery and took the same form as voluntary subscriptions to 

charities or societies, administered by the vestry. The bill was passed by the Commons in 

May 1868 and was referred by the Lords to a select committee.14 

 

Appreciation of this outcome was shown in the form of a Liberal demonstration at a 

banquet at the White Hart for a hundred inhabitants, held in honour of Mr. A. Healey who 

was about to leave Berkhamsted. The Right Hon. H. Cowper (Liberal M.P. for the county) 

attended; Mr. John Bright and Lord Clarendon had been invited, but neither could attend. 

Henry Nash presented Mr. Healey with gifts from the town and Mr. Healey in his response 

“pointed with some pride to the circumstance that whereas the Tories had, some years ago, 

a majority of fifty votes, he had lived to see that majority got rid of and a majority of sixty 

established on the other side.”15 Indeed, church rates played a pivotal role in the shaping of 

Victorian liberalism. Gladstone’s decision to champion the dissenters' cause brought the 

electoral strength he needed to carry out subsequent liberal reforms.16 

 

Ten years later, the Rector of St. Peter’s looked back on the church rate struggles and said 

he was now “happy to preside over such quiet vestries.”17 
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In 1879, George Loosley bemoaned the fact that the religious civil war over church rates 

“broke out” just as the town’s plans to erect a memorial in honour of William Cowper were 

being made. He wrote:  

 

“Subsequently the memorial window was placed in the church and the memorial portrait in 

the institute [a copy of an original belonging to the Cowper family at Panshanger], both 

deserving but insufficient mementoes of the most gentle and English of English poets.”18 

 

In 1898, some religious statistics from Berkhamsted showed the effectiveness of the 

voluntary principle as compared with force. A statement of the churchwardens in 1867 

showed a deficiency of £13:8:10, whereas there were record receipts of £689:0:1 for 1897, 

almost equalled by those of one non-conformist body in the town, who raised £665:15:8. 

The Free Church, with three unconnected chapels, raised £1,320 in 1897. “The power of 

religious willinghood is here exemplified.”19 

 

In his Reminiscences, Henry Nash looked back on the struggle over church rates – he had 

been one of the sufferers and he had kept his summons and warrant: “to hand down as 

heir-looms to posterity, not with any vindictive feelings, nor to keep alive a spirit of 

antagonism, but to commemorate what he sincerely believes to have been an act of loyalty 

to his own conscience.”20 

 

Linda Rollitt 
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