




The Hospital of St Cross & Almshouse of Noble Poverty in Winchester, Hampshire, was founded in 1132 and is still home to 18 brothers 

the City of London. Although the school left 

smoky London for the green fields of Surrey 

in 1872, the almshouse remains, providing 

a home to 40 old men and ( since 2018) women. 

They live as a community, able to go out 

whenever they like, but eating meals in the 

15th-century great hall if they wish to. Unlike 

many almshouses, the Charterhouse can care 

for those brothers who can no longer look 

after themselves in its own infirmary. 

' My rooms date from 
1445 and there is 

a graffito a brother 
carved in 1512 ' 

London also boasts the Royal Hospital 

Chelsea, established as England's answer to 

Les Invalides in Paris, with buildings designed 

by Sir Christopher Wren and a famous uni­

form of scarlet frock coat and tricorn hat. 
In 1802, what are now called the Friendly 

Almshouses were founded to help 'aged and 

poor women of good character residing within 

10 miles of St Paul's Cathedral'. 

Many of today's almshouses date from the 

Victorian period, when they were an object 
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of philanthropy for Yorkshire mill owners 

such as Sir Titus Salt and Richard Crossley. 

The reforming spirit of the times reinvigor­

ated old foundations, but not before the 

Revd Francis North-son of the Bishop of 

Winchester, who became the Master of the 

Hospital of St Cross in 1808-had pocketed 

an estimated £300,000 of the hospital's 

income during his 40 years in post. An inquiry 

ordered restitution, yet North, not having 

resigned until 1855, only repaid about £4,000. 

The scandal inspired Anthony Trollope with 

the plot of The Warden.

For the past 21 years, St Cross has been 

home to the man of letters and John Betje­

man biographer Bevis Hillier, who joined as 

a relative stripling at the age of 60. 'My mother 

had recently died and I knew St Cross from 

having visited at the age of 20,' he explains. 

'I thought, even then, that it was somewhere 

I would like to live one day.' 

The admissions process involved-as it 
still does-an interview with the master, 

followed by two nights at the hospital, to 
assess whether the applicant would fit in. 
Once accepted, the new arrival spends six 
months as a postulant, before being admit­
ted as a full brother. 'I loved being at Oxford, 
living in medieval buildings,' discloses 
Brother Bevis. 'The other day, I was looking 

Give, if thou can, an alms 
This year marks the 75th anniversary 

of the Almshouses Association, which 

represents 1,600 of the some 2,000 

almshouses still in the country. Today, 

36,000 people live in almshouses, pur­

suing full and independent lives. The 

majority are of retirement age, of limited 

financial means and have lived for some 

time within the vicinity of an almshouse 

charity or have a family connection with 

the area. Most almshouses are managed 

by a team of volunteers, occasionally 

under a warden or manager. Residents 

pay a weekly maintenance contribution. 

Recently, 57 new almshouses have been 

built in Bermondsey, London SE16, testa­

ment to their continued relevance. 
For more information, telephone 01344 

452922 or visit www.almshouses.org 

at the great row of chimneys at St Cross and 

thinking how lucky I was to live in such har­

monious surroundings. My rooms date from 

1445 and there is a graffito that one of the 

brothers carved in 1512.' Time past and time 

present, as T. S. Eliot might have said, are 

both contained in the future of Britain's 

flourishing almshouses. � 


