
Account of Purley on Thames

Local Administration and
Services - Overview

Mediaeval Administration
From early mediaeval times local administration was in the hands of the Lords of the Manor. In their
Manorial Courts they dealt with cases ranging from  neighbourly disputes to murder. There was
often rich pickings to be had when the fines and confiscations found their way into the pockets of the
local Lords.

There were many different types of court ranging from Parish or manor level, through Hundred
and Shire to the Royal Courts.  In addition there were the various Church Courts and both they and
the civil courts jealously guarded their own particular preserves.

Purley started off as part of Reading Hundred but this soon split into two and Purley became part
of the Hundred of Theale where it remained until the Hundreds withered away and were forgotten. 

Administration such as it was would be handled on a day to day basis by Clerks and Bailiffs and a
complex pattern emerged based upon ancient rights and privileges which tempered the very onerous
obligations which characterised the social relationships within the feudal system.

At a National level Parliament had emerged in the 12th and 13th centuries as a force paralleling
the powers of the other two estates of the Realm, the King and his Court and the Church.

By the 16th Century things were beginning to change and the parishes were obliged to appoint
officers to carry out certain duties on behalf of the community at large, there were Constables,
Haywards, Surveyors and Overseers of the Poor and provision was made for their expenses to be
paid out of monies collected from local landowners.

Modern Local Government
In the 19th Century the Reform Act of 1832 was to start a process of profound change which still has
not finally settled down today.  It started by addressing the question of parliamentary representation,
and was closely followed by a major reform of the Poor Laws and the grouping of parishes into
Unions, to administer the new laws and run workhouses. Purley became part of the Bradfield Union
which was almost co-terminous with the ancient Hundred of Reading but excluding the Borough.
The Unions were run by Boards of Guardians and each parish had its representation on the Board.
Further responsibilities were given to the Unions and in 1872 the urgent questions of Public Health
were addressed by the formation of Sanitary Boards which covered roughly the same area as the
Unions.

The Local Government Act of 1888 established the County Councils and this was soon followed
by the separation of Civil and Ecclesiastical powers within the parishes and the formation of Rural
District Councils. It was very difficult to separate the affairs of the Rural District Councils, the
Unions and the sanitary Boards because while the foundation and the powers were quite different,



the representative of the parishes tended to be the same persons on each and the rates were collected
in one lump sum by the parishes. 

The changes had been made partly to remove civil administration from the squires and the clergy
but it took many years before this was effective and a more democratic system evolved.

The Local Government Act of 1929 effectively merged the three bodies into the reformed Rural
District Councils but it was not until the National Health Act of 1948 that the powers of the Unions
were finally abolished.

Local Government began to suffer intolerable loads and was predicted to be breaking down in the
1960s as a result of the vast outpourings of legislation in the late 1940s and 1950s. This imposed
many new duties and responsibilities on Local Councils and took away many of the powers which
had made their tasks both rewarding and satisfying to both councillors and community. After a
number of studies and reports the Local Government Act of 1972 effected a major reorganisation and
reallocation of powers between Parish, District and County Councils. Bradfield RDC was abolished
and Purley became part of Newbury District which stretched from the edge of Reading to nearly into
Swindon.

Public Services
Many Public Services had originated as initiatives of Local Government or the church, were taken
into central control either through nationalisation or reform. In recent years many have been returned
to the private sector as Public limited companies. The result may have been to effect economies of
scale but the local touch was lost and the public today feels very remote from the vast bureaucracies
which  run these services and there is virtually no further scope for the kinds of local initiative which
were the hallmarks of the 18th and 19th centuries.
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