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    As a gentle conscience is thrust beneath the hard light of public principle, The Warden reveals how private decency, entrenched custom, and reforming zeal collide in a cathedral town, where the meaning of charity and the rights of office are argued not only in vestries and courts but in the swelling thunder of the newspaper age, so that a single, kindly man must measure personal honor against legal entitlement, affectionate ties against public suspicion, and the quiet pleasures of an ordered life against the disruptive summons of scrutiny and change.

The Warden (1855) is the first novel in Anthony Trollope’s celebrated Chronicles of Barsetshire, the series that established the fictional cathedral city of Barchester and the county of Barsetshire as enduring imaginative territory. Written early in Trollope’s career, while he was still a civil servant, it introduces a humane clergyman, Mr. Septimus Harding, who serves as warden of a charitable almshouse endowed for elderly men. When questions arise about how the endowment’s income is distributed between the institution and its officer, a local challenge grows into a matter of public debate, placing personal integrity and communal expectation in delicate, public tension.

Published amid the mid-Victorian ferment of inquiry and reform, the novel reflects a world preoccupied with ecclesiastical revenues, charitable trusts, and the responsibilities of office. The 1850s saw expanding newspapers, emerging professional activism, and scrutiny of traditional arrangements, and Trollope draws on this climate without turning his story into pamphleteering. His long service in the British Post Office gave him a close acquaintance with institutional life and procedural habit, and the novel’s texture shows it: processes matter, but people matter more. The result is a study of conscience shaped by circumstance, where the pressures of law, custom, and opinion are felt as human experience.

At the center is Septimus Harding, a gentle, music-loving clergyman whose care for the residents of Hiram’s Hospital is practical, affectionate, and sincere. He enjoys a modest, cultivated life, and his sense of duty tends toward kindness rather than controversy. Yet he cannot evade the question that arises when his position, long sanctioned by usage and legal instrument, is cast as a moral problem in the glare of public scrutiny. Trollope lets us feel the gravity of a man asked to weigh his self-respect and obligations against counters from account books, statutes, and headlines, all while maintaining the dignity of private feeling.

Opposite Harding stands John Bold, a young surgeon animated by reforming principles and civic energy. Bold questions whether the charitable endowment’s benefits are distributed as originally intended, and he pursues inquiry through legal and public channels available in a modernizing society. Importantly, Bold is no caricature; he is intertwined with Harding’s family affections, and his motives, however urgent, are mixed with genuine regard. Trollope’s narrative refuses the easy solace of heroes and villains, preferring the more truthful thicket in which laudable ideals can conflict with neighborly duty, and good intentions, once amplified by law and journalism, can unsettle the lives of the good.

To these protagonists Trollope adds Archdeacon Grantly, a formidable defender of church rights and procedural precedent, whose loyalty to kin and institution intensifies the controversy. The archdeacon’s confident legalism, and his belief in the church’s historic entitlements, brings another voice to the debate: tradition marshaled as a moral argument. A powerful metropolitan newspaper, thinly veiled in the fiction, magnifies the matter beyond Barchester, shaping opinion with the authority of print. Thus the novel sets bench, pulpit, and press in conversation, revealing how institutional language, once public, acquires a force that can overwhelm the private complexities from which disputes first arise.

As a work of art, The Warden is notable for its economy and poise. It is a comparatively short novel with a carefully balanced plot, a supple narrator who combines irony with sympathy, and a tone that prizes clarity over sensational turns. Trollope observes details of routine—music in the drawing room, the rhythms of cathedral life, the formalities of visits—to ground moral debate in everyday texture. His humor is mild yet exact, pricking pretension without cruelty. The book’s pace is measured, its sentences transparent, and its characters rendered with an even-handedness that trusts readers to weigh and judge for themselves.

The Warden also marks the confident beginning of Trollope’s great Barsetshire cycle, a model of the sustained, interlinked novel sequence in English literature. By founding a complete social and institutional world—clergy, lawyers, townspeople, hospitals, and cathedral precincts—Trollope created a setting to which readers would return across multiple books, deepening affection and understanding over time. This inaugural volume announced that ambition with remarkable restraint and focus. Its success made possible subsequent chronicles that expanded the canvas while maintaining the ethical attentiveness first established here, securing Trollope’s reputation as a central voice in the Victorian social and provincial novel.

Its influence has been broad rather than flashy. The Warden demonstrated how the novel could treat institutional life with warmth instead of mere satire, an approach that informed later social fiction and the modern taste for richly realized provincial settings. The book has remained widely available, and, together with its sequel, reached new audiences through screen adaptation, notably the BBC’s The Barchester Chronicles (1982). Readers and critics across generations have admired Trollope’s blend of narrative civility and moral seriousness, finding in this early work a template for stories that examine public controversies without sacrificing private complexity or humane regard.

Enduring themes give the novel its classic character. It weighs law against equity, entitlement against duty, reform against continuity, and public reputation against the inner verdict of conscience. It also asks what charity truly means: not only how funds are allocated, but how care is practiced, dignity guarded, and speech used. Family affection, friendship, and professional solidarity—all the bonds that make a small community work—are shown to both steady and strain under external pressure. The story’s argument emerges less from pronouncement than from lived example, which is why the questions it raises feel intimate rather than abstract.

Approached today, The Warden rewards attention to its quiet craft. Notice how Trollope adjusts distance, sometimes inviting readers to stand alongside a character’s feelings, sometimes stepping back to survey the town’s crosscurrents. Notice, too, his fairness: he allows each position its best case before revealing its limits. The descriptive calm is not complacency; it is the discipline of seeing many sides. Readers who listen for the cadence of reasonableness—who watch for the small gestures of care and the subtle shifts of opinion—will find the book’s drama unfolding in the play of conscience rather than in theatrical reversals.

The questions animating The Warden are unmistakably contemporary: How should charitable institutions account for their resources? What do professionals owe to the communities that trust them? When does press advocacy enlighten, and when does it overwhelm? In our era of scrutiny and reform, Trollope’s cathedral town offers a mirror, encouraging argument pursued with grace and a willingness to understand. That moral temper, joined to lucid storytelling and a world one comes to know, explains the book’s classic standing. It remains appealing not as a relic of controversy past but as a steady light by which to examine our own.
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    Anthony Trollope’s The Warden, published in 1855 as the opening novel of the Chronicles of Barsetshire, introduces the cathedral city of Barchester and the gentle, conscientious Reverend Septimus Harding. Harding serves as precentor of the cathedral and as warden of Hiram’s Hospital, a charitable almshouse for elderly men endowed long ago by a local benefactor. Trollope begins with a portrait of pastoral routine and quiet respectability, then modestly unsettles it by inviting readers to examine the structures that sustain ecclesiastical comfort. The narrative’s calm surface conceals a moral inquiry, setting the stage for questions about duty, privilege, and the meaning of charitable stewardship.

At the heart of the dispute lies the hospital’s founding will, which left funds to support both a warden and the resident “bedesmen.” Over time, custom has given the warden a significant income and dignified residence, while the old men receive modest stipends and maintenance. No evidence suggests personal dishonesty, yet the distribution appears unequal to observers imbued with new mid-Victorian ideas about reform. Into this scene steps John Bold, a principled and energetic young reformer who believes public trusts should reflect their founders’ intentions. His investigation, though impersonal in motive, soon intersects painfully with private relationships.

Bold’s inquiry develops from polite questions into a formal challenge to the hospital’s administration. He initiates legal steps to test the arrangement, drawing notice beyond Barchester. A powerful London newspaper, the Jupiter, seizes on the story as emblematic of ecclesiastical excess, amplifying it into a national debate about church wealth and charity. Trollope is careful to distinguish between legal right and moral right: Harding has acted in good faith and by long-standing custom, yet he is not indifferent to questions of fairness. The matter is complicated further by Bold’s attachment to Eleanor Harding, the warden’s younger daughter.

The opposing response is led by Archdeacon Theophilus Grantly, Harding’s forceful and confident son-in-law, who regards the challenge as an attack on the Church’s lawful property. He assembles ecclesiastical and legal support, insisting that custom, statutes, and precedent fully justify the warden’s income. The archdeacon’s perspective embodies institutional self-defense and skepticism toward reformist zeal. Trollope contrasts the archdeacon’s combative certainties with Harding’s scrupulous self-scrutiny, allowing readers to see the strength and limits of both positions. Family affection mixes with ecclesiastical politics, and filial loyalty intensifies the pressure on Harding to resist what the archdeacon considers an unwarranted assault.

As the case gathers attention, the bedesmen themselves become more than symbols. Some are encouraged to assert claims for a larger share of the endowment, while others remain grateful to the warden and wary of agitation. Meetings, petitions, and whispered promises lend the dispute a human texture, showing how well-meaning campaigns can unsettle vulnerable lives. Trollope draws the bedesmen with sympathy, depicting their dependence and dignity. The hospital’s stewardly routines, the cathedral’s rhythms, and the city’s gossiping circles all reveal how a legal controversy diffuses through a small community, creating unexpected alliances and resentments among clergy, laity, and onlookers.

Public scrutiny grows sharper as articles and letters frame the matter as either righteous reform or reckless intrusion. Harding, a lover of music and averse to confrontation, is distressed less by the prospect of legal defeat than by the fear that he has profited from an arrangement not morally defensible. Trollope uses his reflections to explore conscience as a force distinct from law or precedent. The novel’s satire touches the press, the bar, and the episcopacy, yet it is never merely corrosive; it asks what fairness requires when institutions have calcified and when personal goodness must reckon with structural advantage.

The strain reaches Harding’s family. Eleanor feels torn between loyalty to her father and respect for Bold’s sincerity, while the archdeacon, convinced of the church’s right, urges firmness. Consultations in London with eminent counsel underscore the gap between technical legality and ethical comfort, and the shifting tone of public commentary adds urgency. Trollope keeps the narrative grounded in domestic scenes—walks, visits, and guarded conversations—where principles are tested in ordinary life. The personal stakes remain inseparable from the public question: how to reconcile reformist scrutiny with humane regard for those who will bear the consequences.

As proceedings advance, the novel moves toward a decision shaped less by courtroom drama than by private deliberation. Harding weighs the claims of tradition, his duties to the bedesmen, and the reputational storms stirred by distant editors. The community anticipates an outcome that will signal whether established privileges can withstand the moral pressure of a new era. Trollope refuses sensational turns, instead tracing how characters arrive at their choices—carefully, imperfectly, and under conflicting counsel. The resolution that approaches promises not triumph or defeat, but a measured statement about what one person can answer for in conscience.

The Warden endures as a study of ethical responsibility within entrenched systems. By presenting reform and tradition in credible balance, Trollope invites readers to consider how generosity, law, and public opinion should interact in the governance of charity. The novel inaugurates the Barsetshire world, where institutional questions are made vivid through character and community. Without relying on surprise, it offers the lasting suggestion that personal integrity may illuminate debates that statutes and headlines cannot resolve, and that the worth of beneficence lies not only in its legality but in its fairness and humanity.
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    Anthony Trollope’s The Warden is set in a provincial English cathedral city in the mid-nineteenth century, a milieu dominated by the Church of England, parish institutions, and the close-knit society that formed around a bishop, dean, canons, and charitable foundations. The narrative revolves around an almshouse endowed centuries earlier to support elderly men, a type of philanthropy woven into cathedral life across England. The town’s rhythm is shaped by choir, chapter meetings, and parochial affairs, but also by the expanding reach of national newspapers and the courts. Trollope uses this compact world to examine how older religious institutions met mounting claims of accountability in an age of reform.

The novel appeared in 1855, during Queen Victoria’s reign (from 1837), when public life was reshaped by reformist energies and booming communications. The 1850s were marked by rising national self-confidence, ongoing legal and ecclesiastical reforms, and war abroad: the Crimean War (1853–1856) intensified scrutiny of official incompetence and elevated the influence of the press. Though The Warden is domestic in scale, its questions about public duty and scrutiny reflect the era’s willingness to examine institutions once shielded by tradition, and to ask how historical endowments should be interpreted when social needs and expectations had markedly changed.

The Church of England’s structure forms the novel’s backbone. Cathedral chapters had long held lands, tithes, and ancient rights that supported ecclesiastical posts, choirs, and charitable works. Some posts were criticized as sinecures; others carried heavy pastoral or administrative duties. By the nineteenth century, these arrangements, justified by law and custom, faced sustained questioning. Wealth tied to prebends or foundations could exceed perceived duties, while poorer clergy in expanding urban parishes struggled. Trollope situates his characters within this system, where personal piety and institutional privilege coexist uneasily, and where moral judgment may diverge from what statutes or chapter statutes technically allow.

A series of nineteenth-century inquiries sought to rationalize church revenues. The Ecclesiastical Duties and Revenues Commission (appointed 1835) investigated cathedral and diocesan incomes, leading to the establishment of the Ecclesiastical Commissioners in 1836. These bodies reallocated endowments, merged benefices, and redirected funds from wealthy sees or chapters to under-resourced dioceses and parishes. Their work, continuing through the 1840s and 1850s, formed the institutional backdrop for debates in The Warden: was it just to preserve historical arrangements unchanged, or should endowments be redistributed to match contemporary pastoral needs and public expectations? Trollope’s plot echoes these efforts without reproducing any single case.

Charitable trusts law provides another crucial frame. English almshouses often arose from medieval or early-modern endowments, their purposes defined by founders’ charters. As property values rose, the income attached to such trusts sometimes far outstripped original expectations. Parliamentary inquiries into charities began in the 1810s, and the Charitable Trusts Act 1853 created the Charity Commission to supervise mismanagement and facilitate legal oversight. In The Warden, the threatened legal action turns on how to interpret a founder’s intentions and whether beneficiaries receive their due. The machinery of charity law—Attorney-General suits, Chancery jurisdiction, and official investigation—stands behind the novel’s moral dilemma.

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 transformed public relief by centralizing administration and emphasizing workhouses and deterrent principles. This policy shift reshaped attitudes toward poverty and private benevolence. Almshouses like the one in Trollope’s story sat alongside the new poor-law regime, offering select relief to the “deserving” elderly rather than general succor to the indigent. The contrast sharpened questions about fairness: should charitable endowments continue to favor a small, favored group while others faced austere workhouse conditions? The Warden’s controversy is inseparable from such post-1834 debates about equitable relief, institutional compassion, and the moral obligations tied to endowed wealth.

The growth of the press magnified every local dispute. The Times, already influential by the 1840s, expanded its reach and investigative zeal; reductions in fiscal constraints accelerated this. The advertisement duty was abolished in 1853, the newspaper stamp duty in 1855, and the paper duty in 1861. Trollope’s fictional “Jupiter” evokes a powerful metropolitan daily whose editorials could shape national opinion. The book reflects how print culture could acclaim reform, shame perceived abuses, and pressure authorities. It also questions journalism’s capacity for nuance, suggesting that moral complexities in provincial life might be flattened when filtered through sensational or crusading narratives.

New transport and communications underwrote this public sphere. The uniform penny post (introduced 1840) made letters cheap and regular; the electric telegraph spread through the 1840s and 1850s; and the railway network, rapidly built after the 1830s, linked cathedral towns to London and each other. Anthony Trollope, a long-serving Post Office official (1834–1867), helped trial pillar letter boxes in the Channel Islands in 1852 and knew firsthand how mobility and swift correspondence reconfigured provincial isolation. In The Warden, the felt presence of distant newspapers and legal authorities exemplifies how technologies collapsed distance and fed a national conversation about local institutions.

Religious currents further stirred the waters. The Oxford Movement (from 1833) urged a revival of High Church theology, sacramentalism, and historical continuity, while Evangelical Anglicans emphasized preaching, individual conversion, and philanthropy. These strands, along with a growing Broad Church emphasis on social engagement, fostered vigorous debate about the Church’s mission and resources. Trollope does not write a doctrinal novel, but the competing temperaments—deference to tradition, zeal for reform, and pragmatic compromise—are of his moment. Clerical characters negotiate not only legal and financial claims but also differing conceptions of what an upright Anglican ministry should look like.

Political reform generated a new sense of accountability. The Great Reform Act of 1832 broadened the electorate and weakened some pockets of oligarchic control. Middle-class professionals—lawyers, journalists, doctors, merchants—gained stature and claimed a voice in public ethics. Utilitarian ideas, associated with Jeremy Bentham and later reformers, favored transparent administration and the redirection of funds to practical ends. The Warden reflects this climate through figures who press for inquiry and reallocation, not merely through doctrinal conviction but through civic and professional identity. Trollope measures how powerful such activism can be—and how it may clash with personal loyalties and pastoral care.

Economic change supplied the trigger for many charity disputes. Almshouses founded between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries often held rents or lands that, by the nineteenth century, yielded far greater income than originally envisaged. Meanwhile, rural and urban poverty shifted with industrialization and migration. The question became whether long-standing stipends to a few should expand as funds grew, or whether a trust’s letter should prevail. Statutes against mortmain and rules governing trusts limited how endowments could be altered, intensifying reliance on Chancery and commissions. The Warden explores the moral friction created when legal continuity confronts altered economic realities.

Victorian legal culture also mattered. Equity courts, especially Chancery, oversaw trusts and charitable foundations. Reformers criticized delays and costs; procedural legislation in the 1850s sought efficiencies, and public attention to Chancery’s burdens peaked in this period. Litigation over charities typically required the Attorney-General’s participation, emphasizing that such endowments served public, not merely private, purposes. In Trollope’s novel, the mere prospect of suit carries social and financial weight, and the choice to litigate or concede becomes a public drama. The book thus intersects with contemporary legal anxieties about process versus justice, and the unintended costs of “setting things right.”

Local government reform changed the fabric of cathedral towns. The Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 restructured many boroughs, curbing vested interests and introducing elected councils. Though cathedral precincts retained their own traditions, the surrounding civic world grew less deferential and more procedural. Urban improvements, sanitary reforms, and rising literacy reshaped expectations of public service. Within this environment, ecclesiastical bodies could no longer assume automatic acquiescence. The Warden’s setting reflects a transitional civic culture in which ecclesiastical dignity remains visible, but municipal, legal, and journalistic forces increasingly insist that institutions justify their privileges and prove their social value.

Trollope’s professional life sharpened his eye for such tensions. Born in 1815, he joined the Post Office in 1834 and served until 1867, traveling across Britain and abroad to survey routes and improve service. His work exposed him to the routines of provincial administration and the character of many towns. He began publishing fiction in the 1840s and wrote The Warden in the mid-1850s, launching his Barsetshire series. The discipline and observation cultivated in civil service—attention to rules, consequences, and human foibles within bureaucracies—inform the novel’s measured tone and its interest in how decent people navigate conflicting duties.

Contemporary readers recognized echoes of real controversies over ecclesiastical charities. Commentators have often linked The Warden’s scenario to disputes surrounding the Hospital of St Cross near Winchester, discussed in the 1840s, where questions about the Master’s income and the almsmen’s support drew public notice. Trollope avoided explicit identification, but he drew from widely reported cases and official inquiries into church endowments. His fictionalization allowed him to test principles rather than adjudicate particulars: what weight should be given to founder’s intent, current need, and the reputations of good men when the ledger, the statute book, and conscience seem to point in different directions?

Cultural ideals of the period also shape the narrative. Victorian domestic ideology prized sympathy, duty, and moral suasion within the household, even as women’s formal legal and political rights remained constrained. Middle-class women participated energetically in philanthropy and parish visiting, influencing local moral debates without holding office. In The Warden, private persuasion and public controversy intersect: personal relationships carry ethical force alongside newspapers and lawsuits. This reflects a broader mid-century pattern in which domestic virtues—charity, modesty, steadfastness—were invoked as correctives to the harsher, more impersonal edges of bureaucratic and journalistic reform.

Music, civility, and sociability occupy conspicuous space in the book, mirroring mid-Victorian sensibilities about culture as a marker of character. Cathedral music, choral foundations, and the cultivation of taste were seen as both spiritual and civic goods. At the same time, the Great Exhibition of 1851, only a few years before publication, had celebrated industrial and artistic achievements together, reinforcing a belief that culture and progress could align. Trollope places gentle refinement alongside public dispute to suggest that institutional health lies not only in balance sheets and statutes but also in the humane habits that sustain community life over generations.
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    Anthony Trollope (1815–1882) was among the most prolific and widely read novelists of the Victorian era, renowned for his panoramic portrayals of English society and public life. Writing more than forty novels alongside short fiction, travel books, and essays, he combined narrative breadth with a steady, observational realism. His name is closely associated with two interconnected cycles—the Barsetshire and Palliser series—which explore ecclesiastical, provincial, and parliamentary worlds with unusual continuity and depth. Trollope’s parallel career in the British Post Office shaped his disciplined work habits and informed his interest in institutions, routine, and reform, elements that became hallmarks of his subject matter and style.

Trollope was educated at Harrow School, where his experience of elite institutions was formative, if not always comfortable. He read voraciously in English literature and history, absorbing lessons from the novel of manners and the emerging realist tradition. While his contemporaries included writers such as Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray, Trollope pursued a plainer, steadier narrative voice, attentive to social nuance rather than melodrama. He admired the meticulous observation found in earlier domestic fiction and brought that precision to his own depictions of clergy, professionals, and politicians. This commitment to realism—ethical as much as aesthetic—anchored his approach to character and plot across an exceptionally large body of work.

In the mid-1830s Trollope entered the General Post Office, a career he would maintain for decades. Posted to Ireland in the early 1840s, he undertook extensive regional travel, gaining an intimate sense of rural society, landholding, and administration. These experiences inflected his first published novels set in Ireland, including The Macdermots of Ballycloran (1847) and The Kellys and the O’Kellys (1848). As a postal official, he helped modernize services and played a role in introducing roadside pillar boxes to the British Isles, beginning with trials in the Channel Islands in the early 1850s. The balance of civic work and fiction writing defined his early professional identity.

Trollope’s major breakthrough came with The Warden (1855), which opened the Barsetshire series, an enduring study of ecclesiastical and provincial life. Barchester Towers (1857) consolidated his reputation through incisive satire and memorable characterization, followed by Doctor Thorne (1858), Framley Parsonage (1861), The Small House at Allington (1864), and The Last Chronicle of Barset (1867). The serial publication of Framley Parsonage in the Cornhill Magazine brought him a broad middle-class readership and cemented his status as a reliable, regular presence in Victorian letters. Critics and readers alike praised his steady hand with social detail and his sympathetic yet unsentimental moral imagination.

Parallel to Barsetshire, Trollope developed the Palliser—or Parliamentary—novels, tracing political life and its intertwinings with wealth and marriage. Can You Forgive Her? (1864), Phineas Finn (1867), The Eustace Diamonds (1873), Phineas Redux (1874), The Prime Minister (1876), and The Duke’s Children (1879) collectively explore party maneuvering, electoral culture, and personal ambition. Beyond these cycles, notable stand-alone works include Orley Farm (1862), He Knew He Was Right (1869), and The Way We Live Now (1875), the last often cited for its searching critique of speculation and public morality. He also produced travel writing, such as North America (1862), that engaged contemporary politics and culture.

Trollope’s public commitments informed his art. He stood unsuccessfully as a Liberal parliamentary candidate in the late 1860s and consistently supported administrative efficiency and civil service professionalism. His working method—early rising, fixed daily quotas, and composition before office hours—became famous through An Autobiography, published posthumously in 1883. The book demystified literary production, provoking debate about craft, spontaneity, and commercialism. Trollope defended the ethical responsibilities of realism and the dignity of steady labor, arguing that sustained attention to ordinary motives could yield truthful and compelling fiction. The Autobiography remains a key document of Victorian literary practice and professional authorship.

After resigning from the Post Office in 1867, Trollope devoted himself fully to writing and travel, maintaining the productivity that had already made his name. He continued to publish fiction, criticism, and reportage into the early 1880s and died in 1882. His reputation fluctuated in the decades that followed, but the twentieth century brought renewed appreciation for his structural ambition, political acuity, and humane scrutiny of social institutions. Frequent television adaptations of the Barsetshire and Palliser novels reintroduced his characters to new audiences. Today, Trollope’s work endures for its lucid prose, capacious social vision, and steady relevance to public and private life.
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The Rev. Septimus Harding was, a few years since, a beneficed clergyman residing in the cathedral town of ––––; let us call it Barchester[1]. Were we to name Wells or Salisbury, Exeter, Hereford, or Gloucester, it might be presumed that something personal was intended; and as this tale will refer mainly to the cathedral dignitaries of the town in question, we are anxious that no personality may be suspected. Let us presume that Barchester is a quiet town in the West of England, more remarkable for the beauty of its cathedral and the antiquity of its monuments than for any commercial prosperity; that the west end of Barchester is the cathedral close, and that the aristocracy of Barchester are the bishop, dean, and canons, with their respective wives and daughters.

Early in life Mr Harding found himself located at Barchester. A fine voice and a taste for sacred music had decided the position in which he was to exercise his calling, and for many years he performed the easy but not highly paid duties of a minor canon[3]. At the age of forty a small living in the close vicinity of the town increased both his work and his income, and at the age of fifty he became precentor[2] of the cathedral.

Mr Harding had married early in life, and was the father of two daughters[1q]. The eldest, Susan, was born soon after his marriage; the other, Eleanor, not till ten years later.

At the time at which we introduce him to our readers he was living as precentor at Barchester with his youngest daughter, then twenty-four years of age; having been many years a widower, and having married his eldest daughter to a son of the bishop a very short time before his installation to the office of precentor.

Scandal at Barchester affirmed that had it not been for the beauty of his daughter, Mr Harding would have remained a minor canon; but here probably Scandal lied, as she so often does; for even as a minor canon no one had been more popular among his reverend brethren in the close than Mr Harding; and Scandal, before she had reprobated Mr Harding for being made precentor by his friend the bishop, had loudly blamed the bishop for having so long omitted to do something for his friend Mr Harding. Be this as it may, Susan Harding, some twelve years since, had married the Rev. Dr Theophilus Grantly, son of the bishop, archdeacon of Barchester, and rector of Plumstead Episcopi, and her father became, a few months later, precentor of Barchester Cathedral, that office being, as is not unusual, in the bishop’s gift.

Now there are peculiar circumstances connected with the precentorship which must be explained. In the year 1434 there died at Barchester one John Hiram, who had made money in the town as a wool-stapler[4], and in his will he left the house in which he died and certain meadows and closes near the town, still called Hiram’s Butts, and Hiram’s Patch, for the support of twelve superannuated wool-carders, all of whom should have been born and bred and spent their days in Barchester; he also appointed that an almshouse should be built for their abode, with a fitting residence for a warden, which warden was also to receive a certain sum annually out of the rents of the said butts and patches. He, moreover, willed, having had a soul alive to harmony, that the precentor of the cathedral should have the option of being also warden of the almshouses, if the bishop in each case approved.

From that day to this the charity had gone on and prospered—at least, the charity had gone on, and the estates had prospered. Wool-carding[5] in Barchester there was no longer any; so the bishop, dean, and warden, who took it in turn to put in the old men, generally appointed some hangers-on of their own; wornout gardeners, decrepit grave-diggers, or octogenarian sextons, who thankfully received a comfortable lodging and one shilling and fourpence a day, such being the stipend to which, under the will of John Hiram, they were declared to be entitled. Formerly, indeed,—that is, till within some fifty years of the present time,—they received but sixpence a day, and their breakfast and dinner was found them at a common table by the warden, such an arrangement being in stricter conformity with the absolute wording of old Hiram’s will: but this was thought to be inconvenient, and to suit the tastes of neither warden nor bedesmen[6], and the daily one shilling and fourpence was substituted with the common consent of all parties, including the bishop and the corporation of Barchester.

Such was the condition of Hiram’s twelve old men when Mr Harding was appointed warden[2q]; but if they may be considered as well-to-do in the world according to their condition, the happy warden was much more so. The patches and butts which, in John Hiram’s time, produced hay or fed cows, were now covered with rows of houses; the value of the property had gradually increased from year to year and century to century, and was now presumed by those who knew anything about it, to bring in a very nice income; and by some who knew nothing about it, to have increased to an almost fabulous extent.

The property was farmed by a gentleman in Barchester, who also acted as the bishop’s steward,—a man whose father and grandfather had been stewards to the bishops of Barchester, and farmers of John Hiram’s estate. The Chadwicks had earned a good name in Barchester; they had lived respected by bishops, deans, canons, and precentors; they had been buried in the precincts of the cathedral; they had never been known as griping, hard men, but had always lived comfortably, maintained a good house, and held a high position in Barchester society. The present Mr Chadwick was a worthy scion of a worthy stock, and the tenants living on the butts and patches, as well as those on the wide episcopal domains of the see, were well pleased to have to do with so worthy and liberal a steward.

For many, many years,—records hardly tell how many, probably from the time when Hiram’s wishes had been first fully carried out,—the proceeds of the estate had been paid by the steward or farmer to the warden, and by him divided among the bedesmen; after which division he paid himself such sums as became his due. Times had been when the poor warden got nothing but his bare house, for the patches had been subject to floods, and the land of Barchester butts was said to be unproductive; and in these hard times the warden was hardly able to make out the daily dole for his twelve dependents. But by degrees things mended; the patches were drained, and cottages began to rise upon the butts, and the wardens, with fairness enough, repaid themselves for the evil days gone by. In bad times the poor men had had their due, and therefore in good times they could expect no more. In this manner the income of the warden had increased; the picturesque house attached to the hospital had been enlarged and adorned, and the office had become one of the most coveted of the snug clerical sinecures attached to our church. It was now wholly in the bishop’s gift, and though the dean and chapter, in former days, made a stand on the subject, they had thought it more conducive to their honour to have a rich precentor appointed by the bishop, than a poor one appointed by themselves. The stipend of the precentor of Barchester was eighty pounds a year. The income arising from the wardenship of the hospital was eight hundred, besides the value of the house.

Murmurs, very slight murmurs, had been heard in Barchester,—few indeed, and far between,—that the proceeds of John Hiram’s property had not been fairly divided: but they can hardly be said to have been of such a nature as to have caused uneasiness to anyone: still the thing had been whispered, and Mr Harding had heard it. Such was his character in Barchester, so universal was his popularity, that the very fact of his appointment would have quieted louder whispers than those which had been heard; but Mr Harding was an openhanded, just-minded man, and feeling that there might be truth in what had been said, he had, on his instalment, declared his intention of adding twopence a day to each man’s pittance, making a sum of sixty-two pounds eleven shillings and fourpence, which he was to pay out of his own pocket. In doing so, however, he distinctly and repeatedly observed to the men, that though he promised for himself, he could not promise for his successors, and that the extra twopence could only be looked on as a gift from himself, and not from the trust. The bedesmen, however, were most of them older than Mr Harding, and were quite satisfied with the security on which their extra income was based.

This munificence on the part of Mr Harding had not been unopposed. Mr Chadwick had mildly but seriously dissuaded him from it; and his strong-minded son-in-law, the archdeacon, the man of whom alone Mr Harding stood in awe, had urgently, nay, vehemently, opposed so impolitic a concession: but the warden had made known his intention to the hospital before the archdeacon had been able to interfere, and the deed was done.

Hiram’s Hospital, as the retreat is called, is a picturesque building enough, and shows the correct taste with which the ecclesiastical architects of those days were imbued. It stands on the banks of the little river, which flows nearly round the cathedral close, being on the side furthest from the town. The London road crosses the river by a pretty one-arched bridge, and, looking from this bridge, the stranger will see the windows of the old men’s rooms, each pair of windows separated by a small buttress. A broad gravel walk runs between the building and the river, which is always trim and cared for; and at the end of the walk, under the parapet of the approach to the bridge, is a large and well-worn seat, on which, in mild weather, three or four of Hiram’s bedesmen are sure to be seen seated. Beyond this row of buttresses, and further from the bridge, and also further from the water which here suddenly bends, are the pretty oriel windows of Mr Harding’s house, and his well-mown lawn. The entrance to the hospital is from the London road, and is made through a ponderous gateway under a heavy stone arch, unnecessary, one would suppose, at any time, for the protection of twelve old men, but greatly conducive to the good appearance of Hiram’s charity. On passing through this portal, never closed to anyone from 6 a.m. till 10 p.m., and never open afterwards, except on application to a huge, intricately hung mediæval bell, the handle of which no uninitiated intruder can possibly find, the six doors of the old men’s abodes are seen, and beyond them is a slight iron screen, through which the more happy portion of the Barchester elite pass into the Elysium of Mr Harding’s dwelling.

Mr Harding is a small man, now verging on sixty years, but bearing few of the signs of age; his hair is rather grizzled, though not gray; his eye is very mild, but clear and bright, though the double glasses which are held swinging from his hand, unless when fixed upon his nose, show that time has told upon his sight; his hands are delicately white, and both hands and feet are small; he always wears a black frock coat, black knee-breeches, and black gaiters, and somewhat scandalises some of his more hyperclerical brethren by a black neckhandkerchief.

Mr Harding’s warmest admirers cannot say that he was ever an industrious man; the circumstances of his life have not called on him to be so; and yet he can hardly be called an idler. Since his appointment to his precentorship, he has published, with all possible additions of vellum, typography, and gilding, a collection of our ancient church music, with some correct dissertations on Purcell, Crotch, and Nares. He has greatly improved the choir of Barchester, which, under his dominion, now rivals that of any cathedral in England. He has taken something more than his fair share in the cathedral services, and has played the violoncello daily to such audiences as he could collect, or, faute de mieux, to no audience at all.

We must mention one other peculiarity of Mr Harding. As we have before stated, he has an income of eight hundred a year, and has no family but his one daughter; and yet he is never quite at ease in money matters. The vellum and gilding of “Harding’s Church Music” cost more than any one knows, except the author, the publisher, and the Rev. Theophilus Grantly, who allows none of his father-in-law’s extravagances to escape him. Then he is generous to his daughter, for whose service he keeps a small carriage and pair of ponies. He is, indeed, generous to all, but especially to the twelve old men who are in a peculiar manner under his care. No doubt with such an income Mr Harding should be above the world, as the saying is; but, at any rate, he is not above Archdeacon Theophilus Grantly, for he is always more or less in debt to his son-in-law, who has, to a certain extent, assumed the arrangement of the precentor’s pecuniary affairs.
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Mr Harding has been now precentor of Barchester for ten years; and, alas, the murmurs respecting the proceeds of Hiram’s estate are again becoming audible. It is not that any one begrudges to Mr Harding the income which he enjoys, and the comfortable place which so well becomes him; but such matters have begun to be talked of in various parts of England. Eager pushing politicians have asserted in the House of Commons, with very telling indignation, that the grasping priests of the Church of England are gorged with the wealth which the charity of former times has left for the solace of the aged, or the education of the young. The well-known case of the Hospital of St Cross[7] has even come before the law courts of the country, and the struggles of Mr Whiston, at Rochester, have met with sympathy and support. Men are beginning to say that these things must be looked into.

Mr Harding, whose conscience in the matter is clear, and who has never felt that he had received a pound from Hiram’s will to which he was not entitled, has naturally taken the part of the church in talking over these matters with his friend, the bishop, and his son-in-law, the archdeacon. The archdeacon, indeed, Dr Grantly, has been somewhat loud in the matter. He is a personal friend of the dignitaries of the Rochester Chapter, and has written letters in the public press on the subject of that turbulent Dr Whiston, which, his admirers think, must well nigh set the question at rest. It is also known at Oxford that he is the author of the pamphlet signed “Sacerdos” on the subject of the Earl of Guildford and St Cross, in which it is so clearly argued that the manners of the present times do not admit of a literal adhesion to the very words of the founder’s will, but that the interests of the church for which the founder was so deeply concerned are best consulted in enabling its bishops to reward those shining lights whose services have been most signally serviceable to Christianity. In answer to this, it is asserted that Henry de Blois[8], founder of St Cross, was not greatly interested in the welfare of the reformed church, and that the masters of St Cross, for many years past, cannot be called shining lights in the service of Christianity; it is, however, stoutly maintained, and no doubt felt, by all the archdeacon’s friends, that his logic is conclusive, and has not, in fact, been answered.

With such a tower of strength to back both his arguments and his conscience, it may be imagined that Mr Harding has never felt any compunction as to receiving his quarterly sum of two hundred pounds. Indeed, the subject has never presented itself to his mind in that shape. He has talked not unfrequently, and heard very much about the wills of old founders and the incomes arising from their estates, during the last year or two; he did even, at one moment, feel a doubt (since expelled by his son-in-law’s logic) as to whether Lord Guildford was clearly entitled to receive so enormous an income as he does from the revenues of St Cross; but that he himself was overpaid with his modest eight hundred pounds,—he who, out of that, voluntarily gave up sixty-two pounds eleven shillings and fourpence a year to his twelve old neighbours,—he who, for the money, does his precentor’s work as no precentor has done it before, since Barchester Cathedral was built,—such an idea has never sullied his quiet, or disturbed his conscience.

Nevertheless, Mr Harding is becoming uneasy at the rumour which he knows to prevail in Barchester on the subject. He is aware that, at any rate, two of his old men have been heard to say, that if everyone had his own, they might each have their hundred pounds a year, and live like gentlemen, instead of a beggarly one shilling and sixpence a day; and that they had slender cause to be thankful for a miserable dole of twopence, when Mr Harding and Mr Chadwick, between them, ran away with thousands of pounds which good old John Hiram never intended for the like of them. It is the ingratitude of this which stings Mr Harding. One of this discontented pair, Abel Handy, was put into the hospital by himself; he had been a stone-mason in Barchester, and had broken his thigh by a fall from a scaffolding, while employed about the cathedral; and Mr Harding had given him the first vacancy in the hospital after the occurrence, although Dr Grantly had been very anxious to put into it an insufferable clerk of his at Plumstead Episcopi, who had lost all his teeth, and whom the archdeacon hardly knew how to get rid of by other means. Dr Grantly has not forgotten to remind Mr Harding how well satisfied with his one-and-sixpence a day old Joe Mutters would have been, and how injudicious it was on the part of Mr Harding to allow a radical from the town to get into the concern. Probably Dr Grantly forgot, at the moment, that the charity was intended for broken-down journeymen of Barchester.

There is living at Barchester, a young man, a surgeon, named John Bold, and both Mr Harding and Dr Grantly are well aware that to him is owing the pestilent rebellious feeling which has shown itself in the hospital; yes, and the renewal, too, of that disagreeable talk about Hiram’s estates which is
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