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ABSTRACT 

This article examines the creation of the Royal Victoria Patriotic Fund (RVPF) during 

the Crimean War to care for widows and orphaned children of soldiers. It further 

discusses how elite Commissioners used donations from throughout the British 

Empire to invest in imperial infrastructure projects, creating a fund to build an 

asylum for orphaned children of soldiers. The aim was to ensure that these children 

would supply the next generation of soldiers and domestic help, thereby furthering 

the Empire's expansion. This served as a primary mechanism for public/private 

charity in an era before the establishment of social welfare following the First World 

War.  

 

 

Introduction 

In 1854, amidst the Crimean War, Benjamin Oliveira claimed that ‘surely the 

maintenance, education, and training of several thousands of Her Majesty’s subjects, 

the children of her brave soldiers, cannot fail to enlist the sympathy, and command 

the support of the politician, the philanthropist, and the statesmen.’1 The Crimean 

War caused a call to arms for British philanthropists, subjects, and citizens, unlike 

anything since the Napoleonic Wars earlier in the century.2 The image of gallant 

 
*Dr Jonathan Snipe is an instructor at the Virginia Military Institute, Lexington, Virginia, 

USA. 

DOI: 10.25602/GOLD.bjmh.v12i1.1955 
1Royal Military Asylum, House of Commons. (04 May 1854) (132) cols. 1276-81. 

Andrew Rath, The Crimean War in Imperial Context, 1854-1856, (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2015).  
2Patricia Y.C.E. Lin, ‘Citizenship, Military Families, and the Creation of a New 

Definition of ‘Deserving Poor’ in Britain, 1793–1815,’ Social Politics: International Studies 

in Gender, State & Society, 7, 1, (Spring 2000): 5–46, https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/7.1.5; 

Jennine Hurl-Eamon, Marriage and the British Army in the Long Eighteenth Century: The 
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soldiers dying in the Crimea while their wives and children starved in the streets of 

Colchester became one of the most striking contrasts that came out of the war.3 

However, the scale of the problem required more than private charity or government 

alone could provide under the terms of the Victorian concept of state provision and 

finance. The Victorian moral reformers, predominantly from the middle classes, argued 

that the state remained responsible for the welfare of these vulnerable children. The 

state strove to achieve this with financial prudence, a characteristic of the Victorian 

Liberal state.4 

 

Civilian reformers concluded that promoting soldier marriage would improve the 

army's image after the Crimean War. However, this meant the state would incur 

higher costs for caring for soldiers' families. Many, but not all, reformers believed the 

moral benefits of a respectable army outweighed the financial concerns. Dominated 

by the economic considerations of the Liberal state and the Victorian ethos of self-

help – popularised by Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help (1859) – the government resisted 

expanding its obligations to soldiers’ dependents, fearing that setting a precedent by 

providing too much aid to soldiers’ families would be dangerous.5 This served as the 

primary contradiction in managing the welfare of soldiers' families until the early 

twentieth century. The state’s solution to this quandary was short-service reforms as 

part of the larger Cardwell Reforms of the 1870s, a series of policies that modernised 

the British army by restructuring deployment and recruitment; however, this served 

 

Girl I Left Behind Me, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), and Patricia Y.C.E. Lin, 

‘Caring for the Nation's Families: British Soldiers' and Sailors' Families and the State, 

1793-1815,’ in Soldiers, Citizens and Civilians: Experiences and Perceptions of the 

Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, 1790-1820, eds. Alan Forrest, Karen Hagemann, 

and Jane Rendall, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 99-117.  
3‘1857 Session 1 (102) Camp at Colchester. Copy of correspondence between the 

War Department and Major-General Gascoigne, in relation to the destitution amongst 

the families of soldiers at Colchester;’ ‘Soldiers’ Wives in Camp,’ The United Service 

Gazette, No. 1250, 26 February 1857, 4; issue no. 1265, 4 April 1857, p. 3. 
4Olive Anderson, A Liberal State at War: English Politics and Economics During the Crimean 

War, (London: St. Martin's Press, 1967); Patrick Joyce, The State of Freedom: A Social 

History of the British State since 1800, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); 

Martin Daunton, Trusting Leviathan: The Politics of Taxation in Britain, 1799-1914, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); James Vernon, Distant Strangers: How 

Britain Became Modern (Oakland: University of California Press, 2014).  
5Samuel Smiles, Self-Help: With Illustrations of Character, Conduct, and Perseverance 

(London: John Murray, 1859). Rebecca Richardson, Material Ambitions: Self-Help and 

Victorian Literature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021); Anne Baltz 

Rodrick, ‘The Importance of Being an Earnest Improver: Class, Caste, and Self-Help in 

Mid-Victorian England,’ Victorian Literature and Culture 29, 1 (2001): pp. 39–50.  
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as an excuse to prevent further increases in marriage rates. While the state offered 

temporary relief, when necessary, such as increased rations and better housing, it 

refused to increase the number of allowed marriages, maintained at six per every one 

hundred men, with the commanding officer’s permission, until the First World War.6  

  

The New Poor Law of 1834 centralised relief and forced the destitute into harsh 

workhouses, exemplifying the Liberal approach to social welfare policy, but it also 

catalysed a child rescue movement that redefined childhood itself. As Swain and Hillel 

have shown, over the course of the nineteenth century, children shifted from being 

seen as parental property to being recognised as citizens or potential citizens with 

independent claims to protection.7 Within this movement, parents – particularly 

working-class parents – were increasingly seen as the problem. Murdoch argues that 

by casting parents as villains and trying to ‘imagine such children as orphans’ that ‘child 

rescuers were engaged in an act of duplicity, as part of a larger project, to deprive 

working-class parents of citizen rights.’8 This dynamic would play out with particular 

force in the institutions the Patriotic Fund established, where surviving mothers were 

required to cede parental authority as a condition of their children’s admission. 

Soldiers’ wives fought back against this type of discourse and its application to their 

families.9 They claimed a right to welfare, given their husbands’ service to the nation. 

 
6Lynn MacKay, Women and the British Army, 1815-1880, (Martlesham, Suffolk: The 

Boydell Press, 2023); Myna Trustram, Women of the Regiment: Marriage and the Victorian 

Army, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), see chapters 8-9; Ian F.W. 

Beckett, ‘Women and Patronage in the Late Victorian Army,’ History 85, 279 (2000): 

p. 463. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-229X.00157 ;  Paul Huddie, ‘Victims or Survivors: 

army wives in Ireland during the Crimean War,’ Women’s History Review 27, 4 (2017): 

pp. 541-554, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2016.1148502 . 
7Shurlee Swain and Margot Hillel, Child, nation, race and empire: Child Rescue Discourse, 

England, Canada and Australia, 1850-1915, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 

2010), p. 3; Claudia Soares, A Home from Home? Children and Social Care in Victorian and 

Edwardian Britain, 1870-1920, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023); Diane Warren 

and Laura Peters, Rereading Orphanhood: Texts, Inheritance, Kin, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2020); Robert Humphreys, Sin, Organized Charity, and the Poor Law in 

Victorian England, (London: St. Martin’s Press, 1995).   
8Lydia Murdoch, Imagined Orphans: Poor Families, Child Welfare and Contested Citizenship 

in London, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006), p. 7; George K. Behlmer, 

Friends of the Family: The English Home and Its Guardians, 1850-1940, (Redwood City: 

Stanford University Press, 1998; Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The 

Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States, (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1992). 
9MacKay, Women and the British Army, 1815-1880; Trustram, Women of the Regiment, 

see chapters 8-9; Ian F.W. Beckett, ‘Women and Patronage in the Late Victorian 

https://d.docs.live.net/fc1dfe0e2a2ea390/BJMH/Material%202019%20onwards/Vol%205%20Iss%201/From%20RSG%20100719/www.bjmh.org.uk
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Because of their advocacy, the state saved them from the worst excesses of the Poor 

Law. Coercion persisted among military families, but to a lesser degree than among 

civilian working-class families. In a society where charity ‘unmanned’ the recipient 

because it made them contemptible, as women ratepayers, as voters for poor law 

guardians, might decide their fate, soldiers represented a unique problem. Their paltry 

pay meant that they would always remain poor, but these men, whom the elite press 

and politicians praised during times of war as intrepid heroes to encourage private 

charitable contributions, could not face the same disparagement as the civilian poor 

often experienced.10 Scholars contest how far wartime sympathy extended – Spiers 

ties it to cyclical patterns of mobilisation, while Fulton shows that working-class 

perceptions were often negative or indifferent – but during crises like the Crimean 

War, charitable donations and press coverage suggest that public sympathy cut across 

class lines.11  

 

The army developed a unique way of caring for soldiers’ children and families. This 

involved a hierarchical structure in which parents cared for their children, supported 

by increasing military welfare throughout the nineteenth century. Children lived in 

barracks with their parents and managed on their fathers’ meagre pay. The second 

level relied on regimental voluntary funds. These existed only when the commanding 

officer cared about his subordinates’ families; thus, benefits lacked uniformity. The 

government did not sponsor or support these voluntary programmes. The War Office 

provided regimental day schools to educate soldiers’ legitimate children if the soldier 

and his wife married ‘on the strength’ or with permission from the commanding 

officer. From 1850 to the 1880s, soldiers’ children received a superior free education 

to civilian children.12 In part, this ensured a future educated body for recruitment. This 

article focuses on the last level of the hierarchy. When soldiers served abroad or died 

 

Army’; Paul Huddie, ‘Victims or Survivors: army wives in Ireland during the Crimean 

War.’ 
10Edward Spiers, The Late Victorian Army: 1868-1902, (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 1992); Michael Brown, Anna Maria Barry, and Joanne Begiato, eds., 

Martial Masculinities: Experiencing and Imagining the Military in the Long Nineteenth 

Century, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019).  
11 Spiers, The Late Victorian Army, p. 202; Richard Fulton, Warrior Generation, 1865-1885: 

Militarism and British Working-Class Boys, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), p. 18. 
12Howard R. Clarke, Redcoats in the Classroom: The British Army’s Schools for Soldiers and 

their Children in the 19th Century, (Warwick: Helion and Company, 2021). For 

newspaper coverage: ‘Army School Regulations.’ Illustrated London News [London, 

England] 15 July 1854: n.p. Illustrated London News; Truth, 11 October 1894, p. 815-816. 

For the Empire: The British Library (BL), IOR/L/MIL/7/9276, ‘Military Collection 210: 

Army Schools in India: Files 1 to 18’  
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in service, several boarding schools arose to care for soldiers’ children, most of which 

relied on private fundraising through subscriptions.  

 

Civilian charity prompted the government to act through a massive outpouring of 

donated funds, which necessitated the establishment of a Select Committee to 

determine the most effective way to manage donations from a patriotic population to 

support soldiers and their disadvantaged families.13 Within months of Britain’s 

declaration of war against Russia, various organisations, primarily non-governmental, 

arose to fulfil the needs of soldiers’ wives and to ensure adequate care and education 

for their children. The public’s response to the call to aid soldiers’ children in the mid-

nineteenth century reflects an outpouring of patriotism, stemming from a patriotic 

sense of duty expressed in the sources as a moral calling to care for the children of 

soldiers who fought for their country and died on the battlefield for their Queen. 

Civilians and many in government viewed caring for soldiers’ families as a moral and 

financial obligation of the state. However, this remained a point of controversy, with 

many arguing that private charity alone should suffice. A flyer for a charity theatre 

event to support the wives and children of soldiers killed in the Crimea serves as an 

example of the type of language used to spur fellow citizens to donate to various 

charitable organisations. After discussing the bravery of England’s soldiers and 

promising to donate the proceeds from one night’s performance, the theatre owner 

states, ‘it is in a good cause, and will bear with it the blessings of the bereaved and 

fatherless, and we shall have the proud gratification of knowing we have performed a 

good, just, and generous Christian act towards our suffering fellow creatures.’14 

Newspapers carried advertisements with this type of humanitarian narrative discourse 

throughout the period.15   

 

The creation and application of the Royal Victoria Patriotic Fund (RVPF) and the 

homes it established to care for the children of soldiers represent an early and 

overlooked stage in the development of the public/private mix of soldiers’ benefits 

 
13The UK National Archives (TNA) PIN 96/1, ‘First Report of the Executive and 

Finance Committee, Patriotic Fund,’ p. 11; Rebecca Gill, ‘The Rational Administration 

of Compassion: The Origins of British Relief in War,’ Le Mouvement Social, 227, (Apr.-

Jun., 2009): pp. 9-26, https://doi.org/10.3917/lms.227.0009. 
14TNA WO 143/40, ‘Royal Military Asylum: MS Letters, 1853-1857,’ 219, Italics are in 

the original document; Holly Furneaux, Military Men of Feeling: Emotion, Touch, and 

Masculinity in the Crimean War, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), chapters 3 

and 4.  
15Thomas W. Laqueur, ‘Mourning, Pity, and the Work of the Narrative in the Making 

of ‘Humanity,’ in Humanitarianism and Suffering: The Mobilization of Empathy, eds. 

Richard Ashby Wilson and Richard D. Brown, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2009), pp. 31-57. 
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that would eventually underpin the modern British welfare state.16 Eliza Riedi has 

thoroughly documented the first official state pensions for soldiers’ widows arising 

from the South African War, 1899-1902, and Susan Pedersen has shown that the 

inadequacy of charitable provision and the popular demand for state entitlement led 

to the creation of the Ministry of Pensions in 1917. This article demonstrates that the 

joined-up fundraising, imperial investment, and institutional care pioneered by the 

RVPF during the Crimean War established the template – and revealed the tensions – 

that these later developments inherited. Under the weight of mass mobilisation in the 

First World War, the state finally built a bureaucratic infrastructure to replace these 

voluntary structures.17 

 

The Crimean War compelled the British public to confront the plight of soldiers’ 

families on an unprecedented scale, leading to the creation of the RVPF. This article 

argues that the elite Commissioners who managed the Fund did far more than 

distribute charitable relief. By investing donations from across the British Empire in 

imperial infrastructure – railways, government securities, and colonial debentures – 

they generated the returns necessary to build and sustain institutions for the orphaned 

children of soldiers who had married with leave. Those institutions, in turn, were 

designed not simply as refuges, but as training grounds: boys for military service, girls 

for domestic labour, both feeding back into the imperial project that financed their 

 
16Sarah Rodney, Julie-Marie Strange, and Bertrand Taithe, The Charity Market and 

Humanitarianism: Britain from 1870 to the Present, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 

2019), chapter 6. Herbert Obinger, Klaus Petersen, and Peter Starke, eds., Warfare 

and Welfare: Military Conflict and Welfare State Development in Western Countries 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). Paul Huddie and Amy Carney, ‘Military 

Welfare History: What is it and why should it be considered?’ War & Society 42, 4 

(October 2023): pp. 305-316 and Military Welfare History since the Eighteenth Century: 

War and Welfare (Palgrave Macmillan, 2026). Mike Hally, ‘Rights Not Charity: The 

Radical Roots of the British Legion,’ (Ph.D. diss., University of Edinburgh, 2022).  
17Eliza Riedi, ‘British Widows of the South African War and the Origins of War 

Widows’ Pensions,’ Twentieth Century British History, 29, 2 (2018): pp. 169-198. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/hwx051 ; Eliza Riedi, ‘‘Our Soldiers’ Widows’: Charity, 

British War Widows, and the South African War (1899-1902),’ War in History, 28, 1, 

(2021): pp. 46-70, https://doi.org/10.1177/0968344518818851 ; and Eliza Riedi, 

‘Assisting Mrs. Tommy Atkins,” The Historical Journal, 60, 3 (September 2017): pp. 745-

769. For the World War I context, see Susan Pedersen, Family, Dependence, and the 

Origins of the Welfare State: Britain and France, 1914-1945, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1993). For the Ministry of Pensions, see ‘“Adapting the Machine”: 

Welfare Policy after World War One and Covid-19,’ History and Policy, 

https://historyandpolicy.org/policy-papers/papers/adapting-the-machine-welfare-

policy-after-world-war-one-and-covid-19/ , accessed on 22 February 2026. 
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care. This circular relationship between imperial investment and institutional purpose 

reveals the RVPF as a primary mechanism of public/private welfare provision in an era 

before the state assumed direct responsibility for soldiers’ families, a model whose 

limitations and precedents would shape the trajectory toward the welfare state, with 

all of its gender and class biases, that emerged after the First World War. 18 

 

The Patriotic Fund 

The RVPF existed outside the bounds of other private charities driven by subscriptions 

from willing patrons. Throughout the period, various philanthropic organisations relied 

on subscription funds to raise money for charity. This remained the most common 

way to raise funds in Victorian Britain and its Empire during an era of free trade and 

limited state intervention. The Fund raised over £1 million in six months. For 

perspective, the Soldiers’ Daughters’ Home in Hampstead held an endowment of 

£14,000 in 1858.19 According to the Royal Commissioners’ report, donations to the 

Patriotic Fund crossed class boundaries, eliciting contributions from individuals in 

proportion to their income.20 The call to action on behalf of soldiers’ families appealed 

to Britons throughout the Empire, with donations to the fund from every colony, 

dominion, and dependency (see Figure 1).21 It remained atypical to receive funds from 

such a broad range of colonies and territories for domestic charities. 

 
18P.J. Cain and Anthony Hopkins, British Imperialism: 1688-2000, (London: Longman, 

2002). Lance E. Davis and Robert A. Huttenback, Mammon and the Pursuit of Empire: 

The Political Economy of British Imperialism, 1860-1912, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1986). Raymond Dumett, ed. Gentlemanly Capitalism and British 

Imperialism: The New Debate on Empire (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 1999); WO 143/33, 

‘Royal Military Asylum: Commandant's Letters, 1859-1886.’  
19‘The Soldiers’ Daughters’ Home,’ Coventry Standard, 25 June 1858, p. 2; Denis 

Blomfield-Smith, Heritage of Help: The Story of the Royal Patriotic Fund (London: Robert 

Hale, Ltd., 1992).  
20TNA PIN 96/1, ‘First Report of the Royal Commissioners,’ p. 11; ‘The Central 

Association for Soldiers’ Wives, Widows, and Children,’ The Morning Chronicle, 24 

October 1854, Issue 27404. 
21TNA PIN 96/1, ‘First Report of the Royal Commissioners,’ p. 11. 
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Figure 1: Donations by Region (in Decimal Pounds) 

 

The Patriotic Fund and Imperial Investment  

The British Empire reached such a great extent based on its ability to self-finance. Cain 

and Hopkins described this as ‘Gentlemanly Capitalism,’ which drove British 

investments from Argentina to New Zealand in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century.22 The Patriotic Fund represents a remarkable example of how charities relied 

on investment in the empire to grow their endowments. At first, the Commissioners 

of the Patriotic Fund invested in conservative Exchequer Bills.23 These embodied the 

most cautious form of investment in mid-Victorian Britain, and, in fact, the 

Commissioners were following legal and fiduciary conventions that required them to 

 
22Cain and Hopkins, British Imperialism, 1688-2000, pp. 646-647.  
23TNA PIN 96/1, ‘First Report of the Executive and Finance Committee, Patriotic Fund, 

Appendix B,’ p. 17. 
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invest in what were considered “safe” securities.24 The Commissioners also invested 

in domestic railway expansion in the early 1860s (see Figure 2).25  

 

 
Figure 2: Statement of Investments by Organisation 

 

While the domestic economy, especially railway debentures, absorbed most early 

investments, by 1861, the elite Commissioners of the RVPF began investing in the 

Empire. Approximately 57 percent of the portfolio was invested in securities tied to 

imperial territories, imperial allies (the Ottoman Empire, which Britain had just fought 

the Crimean War to defend), or imperial infrastructure (P&O, the primary steamship 

line connecting Britain to India and the Far East). This is a case of utilising investments 

in the Empire to fund schools for the children of soldiers who have been orphaned, 

with the hope that their sons might become future soldiers to defend and expand the 

Empire, and their daughters might become future wives to support the domestic 

responsibilities of the army or domestic servants for elite households at home or in 

 
24Mary Poovey, The Financial System in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Oxford University 

Press, 2003); Nancy Henry and Cannon Schmitt, eds., Victorian Investments: New 

Perspectives on Finance and Culture, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009); 

Chantal Stebbings, The Private Trustee in Victorian England, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002). 
25TNA PIN 96/1, Appendix II, 31 Dec. 1861. 
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the Empire.26 This type of intimate relationship undergirded many of the 

Commissioners' decisions, yet it has received little attention in current 

historiography.27  

 

The RVPF invested most of its portfolio in securities tied to the British Empire and its 

strategic allies, channelling charitable donations from the British public into the 

financial instruments that underwrote imperial governance, colonial railway 

construction, and the strategic stabilisation of allied states. This was not an incidental 

byproduct of trustee investment norms – though those norms conditioned it – but a 

portfolio heavily weighted toward imperial holdings. Commissioners likely chose these 

securities for their safety and yield characteristics (government-guaranteed Indian 

railway stock was considered among the safest investments available), perhaps not out 

of a conscious desire to finance the empire. The point is that the system was designed 

so that ‘safety’ and ‘empire’ were synonymous categories in Victorian investment, and 

the Patriotic Fund is a vivid illustration of how that equivalence worked in practice.28 

 

The funds from these investments provided pensions to Crimean soldiers’ widows and 

orphans, built the Royal Victoria Patriotic Asylum (RVPA) and the Boys’ Temporary 

Home at Wandsworth (BHW), its most significant legacy, and trained the next 

 
26‘Evidence of His Royal Highness the Duke of Cambridge, Field-Marshal Commanding-

in-Chief,’ Naval and Military Gazette and Weekly Chronicle of the United Service, 23 

February 1867, p. 125. 
27Alan Ramsay Skelley, The Victorian Army at Home: The Recruitment and Terms and 

Conditions of the British Regular, 1859-1899, (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University 

Press, 1977), pp. 101-107.  
28Murat Birdal, The Political Economy of Ottoman Public Debt: Insolvency and European 

Financial Control in the Late Nineteenth Century, (London: I.B. Tauris, 2010); Christopher 

Clay, Gold for the Sultan: Western Bankers and Ottoman Finance, 1856-1881, (London: 

I.B. Tauris, 2000); Andrew Smith, ‘Patriotism, Self-Interest and the “Empire Effect”: 

Britishness and British Decisions to Invest in Canada, 1867–1914,’ The Journal of 

Imperial and Commonwealth History 41,1 (2013): pp. 59–80; Bernard Porter, The Lion’s 

Share: A History of British Imperialism 1850 to the Present, (London: Pearson, 2012), p. 

63; Poovey, The Financial System in Nineteenth-Century Britain, pp. 213-214; Daniel 

Thorner, Investment in Empire: British Railway and Steam Shipping Enterprise in India, 

1825-1849, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1950); Michael Satow and 

Ray Desmond, Railways of the Raj, (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1982); and Ian J. Kerr, 

Building the Railways of the Raj, 1850-1900, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995); 

Dan Bogart and Latika Chaudhary, ‘Engines of Growth: The Productivity Advance of 

Indian Railways, 1874-1912,’ Journal of Economic History 73, 2 (2013): pp. 339-370; 

Lawrence James, Raj: The Making and Unmaking of British India, (London: St. Martin’s 

Press, 1997), pp. 184-185. 

https://d.docs.live.net/fc1dfe0e2a2ea390/BJMH/Material%202019%20onwards/Vol%205%20Iss%201/From%20RSG%20100719/www.bjmh.org.uk


British Journal for Military History, Volume 12, Issue 1, April 2026 

 www.bjmh.org.uk  26 

generation of soldiers and servants for the metropole and empire. The monies from 

the Fund also supported various other orphanages and schools throughout England, 

Scotland, and Ireland.29 Without the returns on investment made possible through the 

Empire, the success of these institutions would not have been possible.   

 

RVPF Distributions 

The Patriotic Fund symbolises a unique blend of public and private, as well as imperial 

and domestic concerns. It existed as a typical Victorian method of financing charitable 

endeavours, albeit on a much larger scale than those of its contemporaries. The RVPA 

and the BHW stood as the most important legacies of the RVPF. By 1872, 725 children 

attended these boarding schools.30 Throughout its history, the Fund supported the 

education of thousands of soldiers’ children. However, the need consistently outpaced 

the space in these institutions. Once the Commissioners received the donations, they 

needed to decide how to distribute the assets. Women qualified for funds based on 

their husband’s rank and the number of eligible, legitimate children. In deciding the 

rate of pensions, the Commissioners relied on actuaries, who concluded that the 

average lifespan for a widow would require nineteen years of payments, or on average, 

£9 10s per woman. The actuaries expected to care for orphans for at least 10 years 

at £6 per child per year. Children did not have to attend the RVPA or the BHW to 

receive these allowances.31  

 

Not all women and children received these allowances. Women had to meet specific 

criteria to receive help. First, women needed to prove that they had attempted to 

receive parochial support through the Poor Law Guardians and that they did not earn 

pensions from other sources, such as the Central Association, another private charity 

supporting soldiers’ families, or the government.32 Second, the Commissioners 

required a valid marriage certificate and proof that the couple received permission to 

marry. The widows also needed to present baptism certificates to prove the legitimacy 

of their children seeking support. Each of these steps required tremendous effort on 

the part of women to obtain, and this often served as an obstacle in receiving aid, 

especially considering the mobility of soldiers’ families. Without this documentation, 

the Committee denied support claims.  

 

The pension might not be permanent. If a woman remarried, which was common 

among the working classes, she lost access to the pension. Likewise, if a woman ‘by 

 
29Paul Huddie, The Crimean War and Irish Society, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 

2015). 
30 Skelley, The Victorian Army at Home, 107. 
31TNA PIN 96/1, ‘First Report of the Executive and Finance Committee, Patriotic 

Fund,’ 22. 
32Ibid., 22.  
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profligate conduct dishonour the memory of her husband,’ the pension might end.33 

Profligate conduct ranged from drunkenness to illicit sexual relationships, and these 

types of cases came before the Executive and Financial Committee for review at every 

meeting. For example, Mary Ann Waring lost her pension for ‘drunken and irregular 

behaviour,’ while Lucinda Hawkins faced accusations of ‘keeping company with a 

married man who has gone from his wife.’34 Criminal conduct resulted in removal from 

the pension list. Charlotte Figg lost her pension upon her conviction for ‘uttering a 

counterfeit shilling.’35 As these examples suggest, the Commissioners of the Fund used 

middle-class ideals of respectability to decide who was worthy of help and to police 

the behaviour of those who received aid. Commissioners used the promise of aid to 

reform aspects of working-class culture they viewed as problematic, without concern 

for the impact of pension removal on children outside their care.36 

 

Criticisms of the RVPF 

The RVPF itself came under criticism from multiple fronts throughout the mid-

nineteenth century. The claims centred on allegations of financial mismanagement and 

alleged frivolous spending. From the beginning, people questioned the perceived high 

salaries of its administration, though the Fund's officers justified the expenditures as 

due to the heavy workload involved. An audit revealed embezzlement by a clerk, yet 

another example of the Commissioner’s disconnection from the Fund's daily 

operations. By 1881, the Commissioners realised they stood deficient by £21,594. 37 

They blamed the deficit on granting benefits to widows and orphans of the Ashanti 

War. The public called on the Patriotic Fund to support the widows of other colonial 

 
33TNA PIN 96/7, ‘Royal Commission Patriotic Fund: Executive and Finance Committee 

Minutes of Proceedings,’ pp. 45 and 68. J. Burn and J. McDonald, ‘An Investigation into 

the Rates of Re-Marriage and Mortality amongst Widows in receipt of relief from the 

Patriotic (Russian War) Fund, 1854-1900,’ Journal of the Institute of Actuaries (1886-

1994), 38, 5, (July 1904): pp. 433-501. 
34TNA PIN 96/8, ‘Royal Commission Patriotic Fund: Executive and Finance Committee 

Minutes of Proceedings,’ pp. 99, 104. 
35Ibid., 97.  
36Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English 

Middle Class 1780-1850, (Abingdon: Routledge, 1987) and Anna Clark, The Struggle for 

the Breeches: Gender and the Making of the British Working Class, (Oakland: University of 

California Press, 1995).  
37TNA PIN 96/1, ‘First Report of the Executive and Finance Committee, Patriotic 

Fund,’; ‘Patriotic Fund—Audit of Accounts—Question,’ House of Commons. (15 

February 1875) (222) col. 310; ‘Question,’ House of Commons, (16 June 1863) (171) 

cols. 978-80; ‘Question,’ House of Commons, (16 March 1869) (194) col. 1465; 

‘Question,’ House of Commons, (10 May 1869) (196) col. 469.  
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wars throughout the nineteenth century.38 To recover and remain solvent, the 

Commissioners sold the BHW to the United Westminster School District for £32,000 

and liquidated their property at Margate, which had been used for children recovering 

from tuberculosis.39 

  

The Royal Victoria Patriotic Asylum for Girls  

Donations to the Royal Victoria Patriotic Fund established the RVPA and the BHW. 

For much of their early history, the schools catered only to the sons and daughters of 

soldiers who served in the Crimea. The BHW would see 38 percent of its students, 

who attended between 1857 and 1867, join the army or navy, often in the same 

regiments as their fathers or other male relatives. Both schools never had enough 

space to meet the need, so they limited admission to the legitimate children of soldiers 

who had married with leave. Preference always went to ‘total orphans’ who had lost 

both parents, but they would also admit children who had lost their fathers. 

Frequently, soldiers’ widows would send one or two of their children to the RVPA so 

they could better provide for the children who remained at home.  

 

Construction of the RVPA began on 11 July 1857, when Queen Victoria laid the 

cornerstone. Two years later, on 1 July 1859, the first girls moved into the home.40 By 

1875, the asylum housed and educated 725 girls at a time, making it the largest home 

for soldiers’ daughters by a significant margin. The RVPA existed to train soldiers’ 

daughters for future careers as domestic servants, laundresses, or milliners. In fact, by 

1867, 53 percent of the girls who entered the RVPA left as domestic servants.41 

 
38TNA PIN 96/2, ‘Twentieth Report of the Royal Commissioners,’ ‘Patriotic Fund: 

Reports of the Royal Commissioners;’ ‘Question,’ House of Commons, (10 July 1879) 

(248) col. 15;  ‘The Patriotic Fund—Powers of Commissioners—Question,’ House of 

Commons, (23 May 1879) (246) cols. 1136-7; TNA PIN 96/1, ‘Ninth Report of Royal 

Commissioners,’ pp. 23-26; TNA PIN 96/1, ‘Patriotic Fund: Reports of the Royal 

Commissioners,’ pp. 3-4; ‘The Egyptian War Fund—Committee,’ House of Commons, 

22 November 1882 vol 274 cc1858-9. 
39TNA PIN 96/2; ‘[Bill 240.] Second Reading,’ House of Commons, 08 August 1881 vol 

264 c1343; ‘Second Reading,’ House of Lords, 28 July 1881 vol 264 cc10-4; TNA PIN 

96/2, ‘Nineteenth Report of the Royal Commissioners of the Patriotic Fund to Her 

Majesty the Queen, 6 May 1881,’ 6; TNA PIN 96/10, ‘Royal Patriotic Fund Executive 

and Finance Committee minutes, Book 2, 01 January 1876 to 31 December 1879,’; 

TNA PIN 96/11, ‘Royal Patriotic Fund Executive and Finance Committee minutes, 

Book 6, 01 January 1879 to 31 December 1885.’ 
40TNA PIN 96/1, ‘1861 Report of the Executive and Finance Committee, Patriotic 

Fund,’ p. 4. 
41TNA PIN 96/1, ‘Seventh Report of the Royal Commissioners of the Patriotic Fund, 

4 December 1867,’ p. 7. 
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Industrial education received the greatest attention from the Inspector of Schools 

during his annual inspections of schools receiving money from the Patriotic Fund.  

 

The Inspector of Schools reported to the Executive and Financial Committees of the 

Patriotic Fund. He provided insight into both classical and industrial education, as well 

as into school management and the institution's health. These reports offer insight into 

students' daily lives, albeit from an official perspective. The Inspector had considerable 

authority within the asylums he visited, and the Executive Committee followed his 

recommendations. Reverend A.R. Grant served in this role for most of the period 

under examination. His reports were honest and critical about educational attainments 

in areas such as math and writing. He generally disparaged the administrative staff of 

both schools but also praised them when they did an excellent job. Grant visited every 

institution at least twice per year, spending a couple of days at each.42  

 

Discipline at the RVPA 

Discipline was a key focus in Grant’s reports as the RVPA sought to instil middle-class 

notions of respectability among its charges. This was particularly important as nearly 

53 percent of the girls housed in the RVPA would enter domestic service in elite 

homes after they aged out. By hiring from the RVPA, these elite families expected 

trustworthy and well-behaved servants. In 1864, Grant reported that the discipline in 

the senior school at the RVPA seemed ‘harsh and unconciliatory,’ while in the junior 

school it remained too relaxed. He suggested the schoolmistress did not have 

‘sufficient command over the Children.’43  

 

The RVPA employed a similar system of discipline to that of both the military and the 

Royal Military Asylum at Chelsea, whereby girls received ‘Good Conduct’ stripes if 

they exhibited proper behaviour for a year. In 1862, 177 girls wore at least one badge. 

These badges came with certain rewards, but losing one also served as a standard 

form of punishment.  

 

The Executive Committee reviewed the asylum’s punishment books at each meeting. 

For one year, from March 1862 to March 1863, the punishment book recorded thirty 

punishments. Most of the infractions involved stealing more food. Of the thirty cases, 

eight involved corporal punishment, with the girls receiving between three and eight 

 
42Ibid., pp. 22-25; Michael Mitterauer, A History of Youth, (Blackwell Publishers, 1992). 
43TNA PIN 96/1, ‘Fifth Report of the Royal Commissioners of the Patriotic Fund, 22 

July 1864,’ p. 26.  
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strikes on the hand.44 Theft was a key preoccupation of the elite, particularly in 

domestic service, so it is unsurprising to see it listed as a key offense. 

   

Punishment in the RVPA came under intense scrutiny after the death of ‘Girl Bennett’ 

in 1862, which occurred right in the middle of a national reckoning with corporal 

punishment. Two landmark cases had already mobilised British public opinion: the 

death of Private Frederick John White after military flogging in 1846, and the death of 

schoolboy Reginald Chancellor, beaten to death by his schoolmaster Thomas Hopley 

in 1860.45 Bennett was placed in solitary confinement for rudeness to the laundress, 

and although she was the daughter of a soldier, she was not a pupil; she was too old 

for admission and was instead employed as an unpaid domestic servant. While trying 

to light a lantern with ‘Lucifer matches,’ which relied on elemental phosphorus for 

ignition and could sometimes be explosive, she caught herself on fire and perished 

from her injuries. The Lady Superintendent and Chaplain received a harsh rebuke from 

the Executive Committee, and when the committee refused to fire them, many 

members of the Ladies Committee resigned.46  

 

Corporal punishment, understood at the time as direct physical violence to the body, 

received the most attention in the press and before the Executive Committee. 

Leadership preferred non-corporal punishments to keep strict control and 

respectability within the institution. The subordination of corporal punishments to 

other forms occurred alongside civilian and military discussions about the efficacy of 

flogging in schools, prisons, and the military.47 Corporal punishment remained less 

 
44Ibid., 25; TNA PIN 96/8, 129; ‘Royal Patriotic Fund—Case of the Girl Bennett—
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severe at the RVPA, where the Executive Committee ordered ‘The use of the strap 

be discontinued [at Barnet Girl’s School]. Three strikes on the hand with a cane/same 

as at Wandsworth/to be substituted. Care to be takin [sic] that the hand is not struck 

severely.’48 While this appears less severe at first glance, it was still potentially 

dangerous. Dietary restrictions, such as a bread-and-water diet, were a preferred form 

of chastisement for the young women at the RVPA. However, while bread-and-water 

diets were not considered corporal punishment at the time, modern scholarship on 

adolescent development makes clear that such dietary restrictions were, in fact, bodily 

punishments that directly interfered with growth, pubertal development, brain 

maturation, and immune function. This is especially true for young women in their 

mid-to-late teens who have entered puberty and started menstruating, which requires 

greater caloric intake.49 

 

Disciplining Parents 

Surviving parents also came under the discipline of these institutions. This power 

manifested in both subtle and overt ways. One expression of this power was the 

banishment of parents from the property or the prohibition on children returning 

home for vacations.50 The Committee forbade children from returning home during 

holidays because they returned to the institutions unclean, unwell, or in poor 

discipline. For example, the doctor said that because of the ‘lousy state of their heads,’ 

children could not return home for annual holidays for one year. These types of 

declarations appeared in the Medical Officer’s reports.51 The Committee also 

threatened to cease allowances if the mother continued to interfere in the charity's 

operations. Much like when Mary Ann Lawrence sought to interfere with her son’s 

choice to join the army, the Commissioners of the RVPA did not hesitate to address 
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mothers who attempted to exert too much control over their children.52 The 

Committee warned Elizabeth Grocott that if she continued to ‘improperly interfere 

with or unsettle’ her son, she would lose her allowance.53 This represents coercion 

typical of the Patriotic Fund. Commissioners required surviving parents to abdicate 

their parental responsibilities and cede them to the schools’ officers as a condition of 

admission. Countless women, such as Caroline Trotter, struggled with this 

precondition, often resulting in lost visitation rights for extended periods.54 

 

Religious Controversies at the RVPA 

While discipline received criticism and, at times, almost amounted to a scandal, it did 

not compare to the controversy surrounding religious education within the institution. 

The RVPA existed as a Protestant school under the Church of England, which did not 

accept children from Roman Catholic backgrounds. Disestablishment – the fierce 

public debate over whether to strip the Anglican Church of its privileged, state-

sponsored status – remained a contentious issue in the mid-nineteenth century.55 The 

British army, while many debate the religiosity of the men, contained a sizeable 

proportion of Irish soldiers who practiced Roman Catholicism.56 It was therefore 

unsurprising that religious conflicts might arise over the education of soldiers’ children.  

The controversy over education and religion began when the Duke of Norfolk 

demanded that the Royal Commissioners of the Patriotic Fund present to the House 

of Lords all records regarding the number of Roman Catholic widows and orphans 

that the Fund had aided. Norfolk’s concern focused on Catholic children educated in 

Protestant schools, as he saw that the only outcome would be to destroy the child’s 

faith, which he considered a great ‘injustice.’57 The Commissioners and members of 
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the Executive and Finance Committee assured the Lords that they did not plan to 

convert Catholic children or to discriminate against those institutions.58  

 

Education was a particular point of tension during discussions of religion. This became 

more difficult when dealing with interfaith marriages, particularly when the husband 

died on the battlefield. Archbishop Cullen shows the emotional component involved 

in these discussions, stating,  

 

Would it not have been a source of bitter affliction to the Irish Catholic soldier 

dying on the shores of the Black Sea had he known that his children would be 

exposed to be robbed of that faith which he valued more than life?59  

 

The most dramatic case involved Sergeant Kirley, who died in the Crimea after which 

a medical superintendent declared his wife a ‘dangerous lunatic,’ committed her to a 

mental asylum, and left her children’s religious faith in question.60 The case reached 

the Court of Queen’s Bench, which ruled that whoever held ‘natural guardianship’ 

determined the children's religious education. The grandparents, as guardians, 

declared the children Protestants.61 Margaret Kirley was later declared to be of ‘sound 

mind and body,’ and regained custody, continuing to raise as Protestants.62 The 

religious controversies of the Kirley case revealed the same underlying tension that 

shaped every aspect of the Fund’s operations. The RVPA’s power to determine a 

child’s religious education was, for Catholic families, simply another form of 

institutional coercion that required mothers to cede parental authority upon 

admission. The Duke of Norfolk and Archbishop Cullen understood this clearly: a 

system that could separate children from their parents could also separate them from 

their faith.  
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Religion played a significant role in educating soldiers' children, and the Patriotic Fund 

Commissioners, responding to pressure by the Duke of Norfolk and Archbishop 

Cullen, agreed to allocate specific allowances for Catholic military orphans to be 

educated and housed in certified Catholic orphanages and convents, rather than being 

placed in the Anglican-run RVPA. As Paul Huddie has convincingly demonstrated, most 

enlisted men, and therefore wives and children, came from Ireland, and many remained 

devoted Roman Catholics.63 J.R. Morell functioned as an inspector of schools for the 

Catholic orphanages. Morell made similar observations regarding the state of the 

buildings, students’ health, and the educational rigor. Morell’s reports held a harsher 

tone than Grant’s. For example, he observed of the Norwood Catholic Orphanage, 

‘Many of the children seem sickly, chiefly with scrofulous tendency. The excellent 

ventilation must help greatly to counteract this evil. A little more bathing might be 

desirable.’64 The inspector’s reports determined whether the schools would continue 

to receive funding from the RVPF, so the tone and observations mattered.  

 

Captain Fishbourne visited the Catholic orphanages in Ireland. He visited three schools 

in 1863-64: St. Clare’s Orphanage at Harold’s Cross, St. Vincent De Paul School, and 

The Convent of Sisters of Mercy at Bagot Street. His reports took a more critical tone 

than those of Grant and Morell, but they also provided additional details not found in 

other accounts. For example, Fishbourne commented on the clothing the children 

made in each school as part of their industrial training.65 Fishbourne remained critical 

of the education children received at these institutions, arguing that it should have 

been more advanced than it was at the time of his visit. Despite the harsh tone of the 

reports, the schools continued to accept Roman Catholic children and received 

support from the RVPF. The tenor of the reports on Irish orphanages reflects the 

Anglo-Irish tensions of the mid-century.  

 

Conclusion 

The RVPF transformed a wartime outpouring of patriotic charity into a self-sustaining 

system of imperial investment and institutional training, but its benevolence was 

inseparable from its coercion. The Fund saved soldiers’ families from the worst 

excesses of the Poor Law only on terms set by the elite Commissioners: exclusionary 

admission criteria that shut out families who had married without leave, behavioural 

policing that punished widows for perceived moral failures while their children bore 

the consequences, forced surrender of parental authority as a condition of admission, 

and disciplinary regimes – including corporal punishment and dietary restrictions – 

that constituted real bodily harm. The Fund did not simply care for soldiers’ children; 
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it shaped them according to the needs of the imperial state, training boys for military 

service and girls for domestic labour, while disciplining both into compliance with 

middle-class norms of respectability. The benevolence was real, but so was the 

coercion, and the two were inseparable.  

  

Scholars such as Eliza Riedi and Susan Pedersen have rightly identified the South 

African War and the First World War as transformative moments in the development 

of state responsibility for soldiers’ families. But the voluntary model that those later 

reforms replaced did not appear fully formed in 1899 or 1914. It was built, tested, and 

found wanting over the preceding half-century. The RVPF established the template: 

public donations managed by elite Commissioners, invested in imperial infrastructure, 

channelled into institutions that imposed conditions on the very families they claimed 

to serve. Each subsequent crisis – the Indian Revolt, the Zulu Wars, the South African 

War – exposed the inadequacy of this model while simultaneously reinforcing its logic. 

By the time of mass mobilisation in the First World War, which overwhelmed the 

capacity of voluntary structures, the state did not invent a new system so much as 

assume direct control of one whose outlines the Patriotic Fund had drawn decades 

earlier. Pushing the origins of military welfare back to the Crimean War reveals not 

only that the story begins much earlier than previously recognised, but that the 

tensions between patriotic generosity and institutional coercion that defined the RVPF 

persisted into the welfare state that succeeded it.  
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