
 

 

 

 

   Today, we think of charities of mainly helping in the third world, or caring for sick animals, or 

perhaps trying to find a cure for cancer. Until the Second World War, charities had an additional 

responsibility of caring for hundreds of thousands of poor people, functions which have now been 

largely absorbed into the Welfare State, although certainly not totally. 

 

   The earliest charities go back nearly nine hundred years. One of the earliest is the Hospital of St 

Cross in Winchester which was founded by Bishop Henry de Blois, a grandson of William the 

Conqueror, in 1136. The Hospital, even today, still looks after old people and provides bread and ale to 

passing travellers who demand it.  

 

   Until the nineteenth century charities were largely established as the result of bequests made in the 

wills of rich merchants, and others, charitably minded or with perhaps half an eye on an easier passage 

through the pearly gates. As a result, most towns had an almshouse or two housing elderly, but always 

respectable, men and women. Many schools were also established as the result of the result of these 

charitable bequests.  

 

   Top 10 charities in 2002 [latest stats I could find] according to the Chronicle of Philanthropy, by 

private donations:  

 

American Red Cross, $1.74 billion  

Salvation Army, $1.37 billion  
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