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The hearth tax was a tax created in 1662. It placed a 2s tax on every hearth in England and Wales to be paid 

twice a year, 1s on Lady Day 25th March and 1s at Michaelmas 29th September.1 It is not a list of all the houses 

or householders in a settlement, but it is a guide to these. 

Administration of the Hearth Tax 

The tax was necessary to cover a short-fall in the grants made to the King at the Restoration to enable him to 

govern the country and for his personal expenses. The amount needed by the tax was £300,000. Using the 

hearth as the taxable unit was based on a model used in similar taxes in France and the United Provinces of 

the Dutch Republic (now The Netherlands). It was intended to be a tax that every householder could pay 

according to their means.2
 

The Act creating the tax received Royal Assent on 19th May 1662. It set out in detail how the tax was to be 

assessed and collected but was badly drafted which has caused many problems in interpreting the tax both in 

the 17th century and today. 

How the assessment and collection of the tax was to be made went through a number of phases, but it started 

in 1662 as part of local government. The petty constables were to make the original assessment and take the 

collection, and after passing through the hands of the High Constable of the Hundred the collection ended up 

with the shire sheriffs who were to despatch the money to the Exchequer. The first 1662 assessment was 

based on trust that householders would give an accurate account of the hearths in their houses. This did not 

work. Arrears, mistakes and defaulters meant that the first collection was well below the hoped for amount. 

Two revising acts followed in order to remedy this. In order to arrive at the actual number of hearths first the 

constable and two substantial inhabitants were empowered to check the assessment of hearths and could 

enter houses to do this, and later governnment officials or ‘chimney men’ were appointed to search out the 

number of hearths. This was seen by many as an infringement of their human rights. 3
 

The original Act made provisions for those unable to pay; too poor to pay church or poor rate, residing in a 

house worth under 20s a year, or/and (one of the Acts problems) having goods, land and chattels worth less 

than £10 a year. It made no mention of those receiving poor relief or collection, which means that they are 

omitted from the early returns. In order to be exempted from the tax, annual exemption certificates were 

issued, signed by the local minister, and either the churchwardens or overseers of the poor, and attested by the 

local JPs. You can see how the paper-work is mounting up. 

The problems in interpreting the provisions made for those exempt are illustrated in the 1662/1666 return 

for Godmanchester. These included 8 different categories; empty no distress to be taken, poor and not able 

to pay, takes collection, house worth under 20s rent a year, poor not chargeable by reason of poverty, kept 

by the town, and exempted by certificate. By 1674 exempted by certificate had become the norm.4
 

Owing to the problems with the 1662-1664 assessment and tax return, collecting the tax was then given to 

official government appointed receivers, followed in 1666 by a consortium of London businessmen, back to 

receivers and then to financiers again, ending up in 1684 with the Excise. The Excise managed to collect 

enough tax or it to reach its expected amount of 

£300.000, but in 1689 William and Mary abolished it. 

Despite its problems in interpretation the hearth tax is a valuable resource on local communities 

in the 17th century. 


