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CHAPTER XIV
STije

ON

Slmonerss of

entering for the

tfje

first

^olp Spirit

time the larger churches

of quaint old Antwerp, one cannot help being im-

pressed by a certain exuberance of devotional tokens
which under the forms of memorial altars, tombs, cenotaphs, reliquaries, ex-votos, paintings, wood-carvings,

and metal-work, represent a legacy of seventeen centuries of Catholic faith and generosity.
Now^, a people that w^as so generous to

what pertains

to His w^orship could not

so to His poor,
albeit poorly

for they,

too,

are

God

have been

in

less

temples of God,

arrayed and repulsive of address.

The

God and the love of the poor are inseparable.
"Among the many virtues," says the historian

love of

"which distinguished the Netherlands w^as a
humane care of their poor .... Persons of
wealth and respectability were appointed in each town,
whose office was biennial, to receive alms in the
churches and principal places of resort and to adminisDavies,

judicious and

ter
ted,

according to their discretion the funds thus collec-

added

to a small yearly levy

the bequests of the charitable.

on the population and

Under

their discretion

the poor, not only in the hospitals and eleemosynary
institutions,

but also at their

own

houses, were so abun-

dantly supplied that they were under no necessity to
beg, which they were forbidden to do except during
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stated hours

on

What

days or holidays."

saints'

Hist, of Holland, Vol.

(JIfjosft

I,

p.

this writer so correctly says of the Nether-

lands as a whole

was

especially true of

Antwerp

in par-

Until well into the middle of the fifteenth cen-

ticular.

tury, the exercise of public charity
citizens

(Davies,

488.)

knew no laws

dividual taste

and

on the part of

its

or limitations but those of in-

inclination.

Already at that epoch persons of ampler means had
founded and endowed with their resources a number
of suitable hospices. These homes were called "Godshuizen" in the vernacular. They were supervised by
committees consisting of the parish priest and a number of prominent parishioners.

But the seventeenth day of July, 1457, witnessed a
new departure. At the behest of Philip of Burgundy,
under whose dominion the seaport then was, the care
of the poor and the sick, as well as the distribution of
the public charities, was systematized and placed on a
more business-like footing. This change was in accordance with the tendency of the times, a tendency to
administer in an

common

official

way whatever concerned

the

weal.

A committee composed of ten citizens was appoint-

ed by the municipal authorities.

commission were

officially

The members of this
as "The Masters of

known

the Poor." Charity cannot be divorced from religion.
After some time a new and partly religious organization

was formed.

Its

members

called

themselves

the

"Bureau of the Holy Ghost," and the funds at their
disposal were designated "the Possessions (Goederen)
of the Holy Ghost." As the number of needy and af-
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AN ITALIAN TRINITY.
bertinelli.

Original in
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Painted about 1510 by Mariotto AlAcademy of Florence.
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persons increased, the commission charged with

and relief was likewise augmented, and
formed a distinct charitable body, known no longer
under the old name, but by the beautiful and significant
title of "The Almoners of the Holy Ghost."
their care

This lay-organization, conspicuous for
its tact, its

probity,

and its zeal, was a

its

charity,

visible proof of the

and the hallowing
on a people who at that very
time enjoyed the commercial supremacy of the world.
In 1560 Antwerp had a population of 200,000 souls.
active presence of the Divine Spirit

influence of Catholicity

And

many

as a thousand vessels lay at anchor
forming with their masts a regular forest
of wealth and power.
Far from deadening the finer
sensibilities of the Antwerpers, their wealth and prestige
developed a system of Christian philanthropy that
was both judicious and efficient, a system that for a

often as

in her harbor,

period of three hundred and thirty-nine years, realized
to the utmost satisfaction of him that gave and him
that took, the

end of

its

formation.

"The Almoners," as already stated, were dedicated
to the Holy Ghost.
They were the visible representatives of the God of Comfort and Consolation among the
poor and the afflicted. Pentecost was their titular feast.
They annually celebrated it with the greatest solemnity.
Their

official

dress consisted of a mantle of red

dotted with symbolic tongues of gold.
this cloak

was embroidered a maltese

On

silk,

the left of

cross, the cen-

which was occupied by the dove-emblem of the
Holy Ghost. This mantle was worn at public functions
and when collecting alms in the churches. It was a
familiar sight, in days gone by, to see, side by side, a
tre of
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black-gowned beadle and a red-robed Almoner, the
former collecting for the church, the latter for the poor.
Politically, the Hanseatic town of Antwerp was
dominated first by the powerful dukes of Burgundy,
then by the crown of Spain, next by the house of Aus794, it fell under the authority of
tria, and finally, in
France, and was united to that country. This annexation w^as unfortunate in more than one respect, for it
brought with it the destruction of many venerable customs and institutions.
On October 7, 796, the "Sansculottes," as the
Revolutionists were derisively called, decreed the per1

1

1

manent

abolition

The
Almoners never
Ghost."

of

"The Almoners of the

decree w^as ruthlessly executed.
after revived.

Holy
The

How w^ere they replaced?

and in the sentiments of the
old enumeration, they were never replaced. The poor
remained an unsolved problem until after the battle of
Waterloo. So many beggars were there at the time and
so much dire poverty, that under the leadership of General Van den Bosch, the Society of Beneficence was organized to remedy matters. With the funds secured
by this organization about 5000 acres of impoverished
land was secured in 1818. A colony was established
on it, for such as had pride, courage, and determination
enough to improve their condition. Near this settlement the government opened an establishment for convicted and professional mendicants.^
In the Grand-Square of Antwerp, the visitor is
show^n a building now occupied by the Cross-bowmen's
In the hearts of the poor

*

For a study of the Poor Colonies of Holland, see Dr. Gore's
Department of Labor, No, 2, January, 1896.

ticle in Bulletin,
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Club. In it, the Almoners formerly gave plays and entertainments for the benefit of their wards. What memories of tender pity and generous charity attach to its
discolored walls!

A

monument, were

either in this house, or better

still,

it

only a tablet,

in the magnificent:

church recently dedicated in the parish of the Holy
Ghost, should transmit to coming generations, with

memory

Almoners of the Holy
hundred years officially exercised, to the utmost satisfaction, the corporal works of
mercy in behalf of Antwerp and its suburbs.
civic pride, the

Ghost,

who

of the

for over three
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