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THE ROTHESAY BEGGARS’ BADGES.
By Rev. Jaurs Hav Hamruron, B.D.

These large metal badges, of which there are some
specimens in the Museum, throw light on the social life
and customs of this town and parish during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

An important function of the Church in these times
was the care of the poor. The Kirk; Session of each
parish allocated all church collections to the relief of
poverty-stricken persons living within the bounds, and
this money was supplemented by the fines which they

~ were empowered to impose for breaches of church disci-

pline, and from other sources. Despite these measures,
the funds received were quite inadequate to cope with
the need, and Kirk Sessions were in the habit of giving
badges or tokens to deserving poor persons within their
bounds to entitle them to the privilege of eking out their
living by begging. The law was very ysevere in its
punishment of able-bodied beggars and vagabonds, but
when badges or licences Were granted to poor people
by competent authorities these badge-bearers or license-
holders were allowed to beg with impunity. This beg-
ging system was even sanctioned by Act of Parliament.
An Act of 1672 directed heritors and Kirk Sessions to
¢ condescend upon such as, through age and infirmity,
are not able to work that they may be supplied
by the contributions at the paroch Kirk, and gif the
same be not sufficient to entertain them, that they give
them a badge or ticket to ask alms at the dwelling-
Louses of the inhabitants of their own paroch only,
without the bounds of whereof they are not to beg.”’




118 BUTESHIRE NATURAL HISTORY SOCIBLY

Long before the passing of this Act, however, the
system of licensed begging was in,operation in Scotland.
As far back as 1424 certain *f thiggaris > were by
statute ““tholit to beg,” but were required to have
““ane certain takin on thame, to landwart of the schiref,
and in the burrowis of the Alderman or of the
Baillies.” Acts of similar import were passed from
time to time by local bodies, both in Church and State.

There came thus in course of time to be several
orders of licenced beggars. These were first and fore-
wmost in order of privilege and distinction  the King’s
bluegowns, who had a badge to pass and repass over
the whole country, and who made good and diligent use
of their privilege. Their type is vividly portrayed in
Sir Walter Scott’s Kdie Ochiltree. Other beggars again
had their badges from Church Courts, such as Synods,
Presbyteries and Kirk Sessions, and the activities of
these mendicants were confined to the bounds of the
jurisdiction of the court that granted license. These
Church licenses were further limited to a specific time,
at the end of which they might be renewed or with-
drawn, as the court found expedient.

Our concern here is with the beggars’ badges issued
by the Kirk Session of Rothesay. The specimens which
I have seen are all of the 1827 edition, though it is cer-
tain that badges or tokens of some sort must have been
issued long before that date. The procedure followed
that in other parts of the country, and the first referenc
1s found in a Session minute of Sth May, 1827
the ministry of the Rev. James Denoon.

e
, during

- 8th May, 1827.

“'The Session taking into consideration the extent
to which begging is carried, and imposition on the re-
spectable inhabitants by strangers from other quarters,
did and hereby do unanimously resolve that each of the
begging poor of this parish shall be furnished at the
expense of the Parish Session with a badge regularly
numbered, and the words ¢ Rothesay Parish’ to be inscribed
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co-operate with the public authority for the common
good.

The list of licensed beggars frequently needed re-
vision :—

9th Mar., 1835.

“The Session appoint the following elders, Mr John
Gillies (convener), Bailie MeIndoe, My William MeKirdy,
Mr Archibald McKirdy, and Mr Dugald Munn, a committee
to consider the list of those who are permitted to wear
badges for the purpose of receiving charity in this parish,
and to do what may be deemed necessary to regulate in
the best manner what pertains to this class of the poor.”

The badge was a valuable privilege: it represented
a considerable yearly income. We are not surprised to
learn that although they were ‘‘ not transferable,” they

sometimes passed by various means into unauthorised
hands :—

Feby. 27th, 1837.

“The committee on badges report that there are 26
persons alive, having badges, in the parish; that there
are 5 badges out known to have been in the hands of
persons now dead; that there are 15 badges in the hands
of the treasurer; that the highest No. of the badges dis-
covered is No. 60; and that they know not in whose hands
the remaining 14 are. The Session, on considering their
report, resolve to get new badges of a different shape and
to issue them to proper persons, to call in the old as far
as possible; and to render the rest useless by advertising
the public of the change that has taken place, and so
appoint the old committee to carry thig into effect.”

But the new badges were never made. The 40
unissued badges of the 1827 edition were found, and
another and cheaper expedient—but one equally effec-
tive for the end in view—was resorted to —

April 17th, 1837.
“The committee on badges report that they have
discovered the old badges from No. 60 upwards to No. 100
inclusive, and recommend that those be painted red with
the numbers painted black, and a re-issue of them to be
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“The Session allow badge No. 76 to Duncan M.

12th Jany., 1844.

« Widow A., originally belonging to }:;_hi ti(;uggﬁgrfl
: i lied for a badge to beg-, whic Sessi
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) 25th June, 1845.

« The Session instruct the treagurer to gizequ,i’oW C.
12/- per calendar month, also to give her a badge.
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These last two entries are under the ministry of

Rev. Alexander Brown.

. There the narrative ends. TFor many a vear there-
after the badges continued their eventful history, until
with the improvement of our social services they Dhecame
superseded. By that time the care of the poor had
passed from the Church to the State; the beggars’
badges were succeeded by the more impersonal but
securer methods of poor relief and public assistance
levied through taxation. With the new ways, the old
race of professional beggars began to dwindle, and have
now amost disappeared. And while from most points
of view we are glad to see them going, and to know
that the relief of poverty is now carefully organised and
equitably administered, there are those who feel that
something of savour and vitality has passed out of our
environment. TFor these licensed beggars were, many
of them, great worthies. They did exceedingly well
for themselves, and often lived much better than some
of those from whowm they extracted sympathetic contri-
butions.  As might be imagined, their trade gave them
a ready tongue; they were masters of repartee, talkative
and facetious. When they toured the landward part
of the parish, they were expected to give something
more than a mere exposition of their distress. They
had to bring news and entertain by their conversation,
and indeed had many of the attributes and privileges of
the ‘jester of ancient days. To be a “gude crack,”
that is, to possess talents for conversation, was as
essential to the men of the badge as to those of a loftier
statinn.

Of course, there were sad slories too—stories of
dire distress and need, of poverty bitterly and reluctantly
gsubmitted to, and the unwilling donning of this last
symbol of Christian charity. Many a weary and heavy
beart would beat behind the beggar's badge.
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But I trust I have said enough to show thc:} human
story which lies behind these rough metal dle?S. If
the\-' cowld speak! Tf they could tell of.the different
owners who have possessed them, of the different hagds
they have passed through—what a catﬁzl(fg_ue of adversity
and sorrow, of shrewdness and plausibility, of humour
and good cheer, of bleak old age and lonely death—be.ds
they could relate! There is their value, that' to ]_3.1111
who has the reflective mind and the thoughtful imagina-
tion, they speak of a Rothesay which has long since

passed away.




