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EDITORIAL 

 
The future of local population studies 
 
The future of population studies in general, and local population studies in 
particular, is secure. Despite the crisis that appears to be afflicting economic 
history, from under which umbrella historical demography emerged, the study of 
population, in relation to economic development, occupational and social 
structure, continues to thrive. To appreciate this one has only to trawl through the 
journal literature that has been published in recent years, which, whilst revealing 
a distinct shift away from traditional economic history and towards social history 
broadly defined, continues to include an impressive quantity and variety of 
studies in historical demography. Substantial monographs, whether devoted 
specifically to population history or substantially underpinned by demographic 
analysis, continue to appear in considerable numbers, arguably representing 
some of the best historical writing currently being produced. Large research 
projects with a distinctly demographic emphasis are in progress in university and 
college departments up and down the country, whilst outside of these institutions 
innumerable local historical societies, often with a particular interest in both 
population history and genealogy, are flourishing. The alliance between the 
professional and the amateur communities, forged during the adolescence of 
historical demography, remains very much alive as the subject approaches 
maturity. ‘Participatory’ and ‘collaborative’ local history, population history in 
particular, retains its vigour, and continues to produce substantial rewards for 
both the professional and the amateur communities, and for both historical 
demography and genealogy. 
 
Allied to this, indeed integral to it, is the continuing vitality of local and regional 
studies in general. The time has long since passed when the local historian should 
feel compelled to defend him or herself from charges of parochialism, although 
we continue still to do it: it came of age so long ago now that many of its early 
champions have long since retired. One sometimes wonders why its importance 
should ever have been at issue at all. In the field of medieval studies, at least in 
the present century, it has hardly ever been questioned, the development of a 
broader, national picture only emerging from the firm basis that the study of 
particular estates, regions or manors provided. Courses in regional and local 
history, for so long a common feature of the WEA, further education or extra-
mural classes, are now firmly embedded within the curricula of university 
departments of history, and by no means confined to those that devote 
themselves specifically to the subject of economic history. Indeed, the importance 
of a local or regional perspective is now increasingly appreciated. Take, for 
example, the thrust of the Industrial Revolution studies that have appeared in 
recent years. Here there has been a distinct shift of emphasis, away from 
interpretations that rely wholly or largely upon national aggregates and towards 
an approach that takes regional and local economic development as its point of 
departure. Furthermore, the powerful recent restatement of the importance of 
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‘traditional’ or ‘organic’ economic development, before the middle of the 
nineteenth century at least, has served to underline the significance of economic 
change, in industry, trade and agriculture, in regions and localities across the 
country, to counterbalance previous undue concentration upon industrial growth 
in specific, selected locations, largely in the Midlands and the north. The re-
launch of the Conference of Regional and Local Historians is but one symbol of 
the continuing vitality of this branch of the historical discipline, drawing its 
strength from the flourishing local and regional centres at East Anglia, 
Hertfordshire, Lancashire, London, Wolverhampton and other institutions too 
numerous to list. The arrival of the Journal of Community History is another 
symbol, a most welcome addition to the available literature, and significantly one 
that takes the study of population history as its very foundation.  
 
This brings us back to local population studies. The publication of The population 
history of England in 1981 clearly represented a milestone in the development of 
English historical demography of the first importance. It was possible, however, 
that it might have set standards of sophistication and complexity that could deter 
rather than encourage local demographic research. The ensuing debates about the 
validity of the methodology are, of course, ongoing; and some of these too are, to 
say the least, sometimes difficult to follow in all their detail. Despite this, The 
population history of England has, in fact, served to breathe new life into historical 
demography. The realization that generalized inverse projection is perhaps 
inappropriate as a methodology to be applied to particular localities has thrown 
the emphasis back upon more traditional, if less incisive, techniques of 
demographic analysis of an aggregative nature. Partly for the same reason, family 
reconstitution has come back under the spotlight, and the companion volume 
English population history from family reconstitution has added significantly to the 
available literature. In turn it has generated new thinking about the validity of 
this technique and its applicability or otherwise, in general, in relation to different 
types of community, and with respect to parish register evidence that varies 
considerably in quality. Above all, the appreciation that ‘national’ measures as 
constructed from either inverse projection or collections of family reconstitution 
studies can only provide a benchmark, being based upon a more or less biased 
sample that produces a more or less accurate approximation to a ‘national 
average’, has thrown the emphasis back upon the local and regional approach. 
Indeed, the latest survey of the population history of early modern England, R.A. 
Houston’s The population history of Britain and Ireland 1500–1750, closed with just 
that as the new agenda, whilst others have appealed for an approach that 
highlights the very particular circumstances of towns as compared with the 
countryside, with the further need to distinguish between towns of different sizes, 
and perhaps also between those with different emphases of economic function. 
This agenda has already been entered upon, most notably with the publication of 
Mary Dobson’s outstanding Contours of death and disease in early modern England, 
and also with Chris Galley’s The demography of early modern towns, both of which 
rely most heavily upon aggregative techniques. Dobson’s study is particularly 
impressive for the manner in which it highlights regional specificity, but within 
this also identifies a range of further parameters related to geography, 
environment, size, type, function and economy, that locate demographic variables 
within local socio-economic contexts, in the process cutting firmly across the more 
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simplistic distinctions that are often drawn, sometimes quite mistakenly, between 
town and countryside. 
 
From local population studies generally, to Local Population Studies in particular. 
As announced in LPS 61, the journal is now based at the University of 
Hertfordshire. The fact that our Watford campus is based at Aldenham, the 
subject of Newman-Brown’s early reconstitution work, is certainly a happy 
coincidence. But the move also makes sense for a more significant reason, and 
that is that the basic thrust of LPS throughout its history, to achieve a true 
marriage between professional and non-professional researchers into the history 
of population, is fundamental to the philosophy of the Centre for Regional and 
Local History at the University of Hertfordshire. For over ten years we have been 
co-ordinating the activities of local historians up and down the county, in 
conjunction with the County Record Office and Local Studies Library, to produce 
a machine readable version of the 1851 census. That census is now being 
published in a form that will satisfy the needs of both constituencies, producing 
returns for both professional and non-professional historians, as well as for 
genealogists. From this viewpoint, therefore, Hertfordshire provides a natural 
home for LPS.  
 
There have been consequential changes in personnel. Kevin Schürer, after some 
fourteen years at the helm, has relinquished the role of secretary to become 
chairman of the LPS editorial board. The journal, the editorial board and the 
whole community of population historians owe him an enormous debt, and I 
would like to formally record our appreciation here. The role of business manager 
and co-editor (formerly secretary) is now taken on by Nigel Goose, with Andy 
Hinde as the other co-editor, the two taking responsibility for LPS alternately on 
an annual basis. Another significant change is the retirement of Geoffrey 
Stevenson from the board. Geoffrey has been involved with the journal for over 
twenty years, most recently as treasurer, and again I would like to record our 
thanks to him for all his efforts over such a long period of time. Martin Ecclestone 
has kindly agreed to take over as treasurer. There is new blood on the board too, 
with Eilidh Garrett now representing the Cambridge Group, and two further 
additional members, Peter Franklin and Steve King. Terry Sayers will be taking 
over from Margaret Smith, who has moved away from Hertfordshire, as 
administrative assistant. 
 
There has been considerable discussion is recent months of possible changes to 
LPS. One that has been agreed in principle is a change in the title of the journal, 
from Local Population Studies to Population in History, which it is felt more 
accurately reflects the material that the journal publishes, and more clearly signals 
the fact that it is indeed an historical journal. Views on this proposal are currently 
being sought from members of the Local Population Studies Society, and the 
editors welcome further comments from other readers. We also intend to call for 
articles of up to 7,000 (rather than 5,000) words, for in recent years the word limit 
has never been religiously adhered to, and hence we are simply endorsing current 
practice. A more tentative proposal is to change the production quality of the 
journal, to produce it with a spine rather than staples, and perhaps also to change 
its size. This will depend very much on costs, for we also want to ensure that the 
journal retains its position as one of the very best value for money historical 
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journals on the market. None of these changes signal any fundamental change in 
the content of the journal, or in its underlying philosophy. It will remain a journal 
dedicated largely to the publication of population history at the local level, and 
will promote the contextualization of the local within the broader regional and 
national context. The history of population will continue to be broadly defined, 
reaching out to other branches of social and economic history such as, in this 
issue, women’s work and poverty.  The journal will also continue to publish a 
range of contributions, from substantial articles, to research in progress, short 
notices and letters, and will also include news items, reviews (in the Spring issue), 
a review of periodical literature (in the Autumn issue), LPSS Book Club news, and 
registers of research. The journal will thus retain its strengths. Dedicated to one of 
the most vibrant branches of the historical discipline, it will continue its role in the 
promotion of the study of population history at the local level, and continue also 
to serve as an outlet for the publication of work in this field from the broadest 
possible constituency.  
 
June, 1999 Nigel Goose 
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NEWS FROM THE LOCAL POPULATION STUDIES SOCIETY 

 
There is little fresh news as this issue follows on so soon after the delayed LPS 61 
and LPSS Newsletter 24. By the time these notes appear, the Oxford conference 
will have taken place, and also the “traditional” DA 301 London Day School held 
at the Institute of Historical Research on 22nd May. 
 
The major event of the summer is the Society’s Annual Residential conference 
held at Trinity and All Saints College, Horsforth, Leeds from Friday 9th to Sunday 
11th July, 1999. The theme of the Conference is “Transport and Population”, 
covering road, rail, canals and ports at different historical periods. 
 
Subscription reminder 
 
All Society members are asked to check that they have paid their 1999/2000 
subscriptions, which were due on 1st April. These should have been paid at the 
following rates : normal rate (UK and EC) £12.00; other overseas £15.00; student 
£10.00; student (Non EC) £13.00. 
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WHAT CAN THE MID-VICTORIAN CENSUSES TELL US ABOUT 
VARIATIONS IN MARRIED WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT? 

Michael Anderson 

Michael Anderson is Professor of Economic History at the University of Edinburgh 

Introduction 
 
It is only since 1911 that it has been possible to trace in detail the dramatic 
changes in patterns of employment of married women in Britain (though the 1901 
census gives occupations of married and widowed women combined). Before 
that, only in the Reports for 1851, 1861 and (for England and Wales only) 1871, is 
it possible to obtain any estimates at all of the overall proportion of married 
women who were recorded as in employment. Otherwise, and for any detail of 
the occupations involved, we have to rely on the census enumerators’ books 
(CEBs). 
 
Following Margaret Hewitt, whose path-breaking Wives and mothers in Victorian 
industry was published in 1958,1 several scholars in the 1960s and 1970s used 
enumerators’ books to analyse married women’s employment in the context of 
the family, kinship, and the household economy.2 While recognising that no 
source is perfect, most of these authors treated the reporting of women’s 
occupations in the enumerators’ books as reasonably valid and reliable indicators 
of the incidence of women’s income-generating contribution to the family 
economy. 
 
The first significant attack on the reliability and validity of the enumeration of 
married women’s employment in the Victorian censuses was Higgs’ work on 
Rochdale servants. Higgs noted that very substantial numbers of ‘servants’ seemed to 
be kin who probably assisted with domestic or business work in the households of 
their relatives, while most of those recorded as ‘housekeepers’ in the published census 
report were housewives responsible for managing their own households.3 Higgs later 
generalized a case against the reliability and validity of the enumeration of married 
women’s occupations, arguing that the instructions to householders and enumerators 
might reasonably have been interpreted in ways which would discourage the 
reporting of casual, seasonal and domestic industrial employment. He also produced 
other evidence which suggested that some male householders and some male 
enumerators failed to report occupations for many women, some of whom are known 
from other sources to have been in regular employment.4 Extending this argument, 
Elizabeth Roberts subsequently argued that ‘part-time work (usually undertaken by 
married women) was grossly under-enumerated’ and that ‘[t]here is certainly a very 
big discrepancy...between the number of married women enumerated as working 
full-time in the Census...and the large number of women...who worked at some point 
in their lives on a casual, part-time basis — about 40% in Preston and Lancaster, and 
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50% in Barrow’.5 Particularly alarming for its wider implications, Roberts 
presented data from John Holley’s comparisons of employment revealed by the 
census and by wage books in the textile and papermaking industries in 
southern Scotland. This appears to show levels of under-enumeration of 
women’s employment ranging from 46 per cent to 100 per cent.6  
 
More recently, the work of Higgs and Roberts has been used to cast serious 
doubts on the reliability of census recording.7 One particular manifestation of 
what is fast becoming a new orthodoxy appears in a paper published in 1995 by 
Sara Horrell and Jane Humphries, where they assert that: ‘the [nineteenth-
century] census enumeration of women’s employment is demonstrably inaccurate... 
Checks provided by local and national evidence suggest substantial under-
reporting of female work in the agricultural sector, in manufacturing, and in 
certain service occupations. Frequently enumerators omitted any occupational 
designation for married women whose work was thus particularly under-
reported’. They go on to argue that ‘[t]he invisibility of married women’s work 
may well have distorted views of the nineteenth-century labour force; for 
example, the view that factory work was confined to the young and single may be 
a statistical artefact’.8  
 
As an alternative source, Horrell and Humphries use a large collection of family 
budgets as the basis of new estimates of trends in women’s labour force 
participation, and on this basis claim, inter alia, that ‘[a]round 15% of working 
married women were recorded as working in factories at the turn of the 
[eighteenth] century and this had declined to 10% by the 1830s... 60% of women 
with husbands with factory occupations were themselves working in factories 
in 1831–50, a higher proportion than the 14% of married women employed in 
factories in Preston in 1851. In the 1840s, 38% of our women are working; this is 
considerably higher than the estimate of 7% in Birmingham in 1841, and again 
illustrates the downward bias of census estimates’.9 
 
Evaluation 
 
It would be easy to read Horrell and Humphries as arguing that the reporting of 
married women’s employment in the CEBs is so bad that the data are almost 
useless for serious analytical purposes.10 But is this really the case? 
 
A second look at much of the evidence put forward against the CEBs suggests 
that many concerns about reliable reporting are exaggerated. For example, 
women entered as domestic servants in the occupation column, but shown in the 
relationship column as relatives of the head of household, are easily identified in 
the enumerators’ books.11 If we exclude those listed as ‘housekeepers’ and simply 
as ‘domestic’, they make up about 13 per cent of English and Welsh ‘servants’ in 
the National Sample from the 1851 Census of Great Britain.12 Moreover, their 
status is ambiguous: some, as Higgs has pointed out, were correctly returned as 
they were genuinely providing domestic or other services to the household in 
which they lived, while others, in 1851, were following a widespread custom of 
servants being allowed to return home for Mothering Sunday, which coincided 
with the census in that year. Wives, mothers and daughters who were listed as 
‘housekeepers’ in their own households are similarly easy to spot in the 
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enumerators’ books — where, indeed, in England and Wales, this title is given in 
1851 to 1.1 per cent of all married women living with husbands on census night 
and aged between 20 and 59. However, this use of the term ‘housekeeper’ to 
identify the person principally responsible for day-to-day household management 
is locally highly concentrated into the Lancashire cotton towns, with nearly half of 
all such occurrences in the sample occurring in Lancashire and Cheshire. Also, 
and offering a slightly different gloss on the position apparently identified by 
Higgs in Rochdale, examination of the many hundreds of enumerators’ books in 
the National Sample shows clearly that registrars and census office checkers in 
many parts of the country were well aware of the possible anomaly. The result is 
that a minimum of 32 per cent of ‘housekeepers’ who were heads of households 
or relatives of the head are fairly unambiguously marked as having been 
reallocated to the residual census report category of ‘persons of no stated 
occupations or conditions’; there are also many less clear cases, suggesting that 
the true extent of this reallocation was significantly higher.  
 
Possibly more seriously, in the National Sample, about 9 per cent of married 
women aged between 20 and 59 and living with their husbands in England and 
Wales were returned only with a ‘rank, profession or occupation’ relating to 
their husband’s principal economic activity (as ‘labourer’s wife’, butcher’s wife’, 
‘spinner’s wife’ etc.). There are, however, very few enumeration districts where 
all married women are returned in this way and it may well often reflect not the 
concealment of married women’s employment but the absence of anything else 
which could be entered against their names in the appropriate column. This is 
not to deny that there are some well-documented cases where there are 
inconsistencies in occupational recording between different enumerators in the 
same community, some of which do suggest under-recording of married 
women’s employment. However, the number of well-documented examples 
remains small, and in the absence of much more extensive research controlling 
for husband’s occupation and life-cycle stage, it is unclear how significant they 
are on a national or even a local scale.13  
 
Clearly, also, the activity of those who engaged in seasonal work in sectors like 
agriculture and the tourist trades is not well-reported in the census, but that is 
arguably a correct representation of the situation at the end of March or beginning 
of April, where the census snapshot coincided with what in many areas was a 
relatively quiet time of year. This reminds us that a nineteenth century population 
census was no more a budget survey than is the modern Labour Force Survey; at 
best it reflected — and still reflects — a situation at a particular season. As a 
result, when compared with a hypothetical study of year-round economic 
activity, it under-emphasizes the significance of some forms of employment — 
but it also over-emphasizes others. To criticize a census for failing to entirely 
reflect the life-time employment history of married women (as Sonya Rose, using 
Elizabeth Roberts’ work, has implicitly done)14 is clearly unfair, particularly since 
there are very few published surveys of year-round life-time employment 
experience even of modern populations.15  
 
Moreover, as Catherine Hakim has pointed out, it is important in evaluating what to 
expect from a census to distinguish between: a) work which is ‘gainful’: which ideally 
should be included, though not all women would consider home-based activities like 
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providing domestic services for a lodger as ‘an occupation’; b) work which is 
‘productive’: which would normally be counted only if the product is marketed; and, 
c) work which is aimed at ‘expanding consumption’: which, however important to the 
household economy, is not likely to be recorded in censuses or even in budget 
studies.16  
 
What, though, about the criticisms of the census enumeration of factory 
working wives? These were clearly gainful occupations where most women 
were regularly employed, in ‘jobs’ of a ‘non-domestic’ kind. Clearly no 
conscientious reading of the householders’ or enumerators’ instructions should 
have led to significant omission. And, indeed, on close inspection, the evidence 
so far available against the CEBs in this area is pretty thin. One study often 
referenced in connection with doubts about the reliability of recording of 
women’s occupations is Judy Lown’s Women and industrialisation: gender and 
work in nineteenth–century England (cited by Horrell and Humphries and, in its 
earlier Ph.D. version, by Higgs). But while Lown suggests, though on the basis 
of no hard evidence, that many married women domestic straw plaiters, 
washerwomen and charwomen were under-reported in the census, her 
comparisons of employment records at the Courtauld silk mills in Halstead 
with the local CEBs lead her to conclude that, among silk workers, ‘there are not 
a great many married women...who evade classification’.17 In fact, as far as I 
know, the only published case of significant under-enumeration of textile 
factory employment is John Holley’s work on Walkerburn, which involved six 
women in the 1861 census and six in 1881.18 
 
What, though, about Horrell and Humphries’s apparently devastating evidence 
of under-enumeration of married women’s factory employment, based on 
comparing the 14 per cent of married women identified as employed by the 
present author in Preston in 1851 with the 60 per cent of the wives of factory 
workers reported as employed in their budget studies? Unfortunately, reference 
to the original source shows that Horrell and Humphries reach their conclusion 
only by not comparing like with like. The table they cite for Preston shows 26 
per cent of all wives in the 1851 Preston enumerators’ book sample as 
employed, and 52 per cent of these working in factory occupations, so that 14 
per cent of married women in Preston were employed in factories — but this is 
14 per cent of the wives of all men (including middle class men and men in non-
factory occupations). It is quite illegitimate to compare this figure of 14 per cent 
with the 60 per cent of the wives of husbands in factory occupations in their 
budget sample, especially since only 32 per cent of married men in Preston 
worked in textile industries and only 22 per cent in textile factories. So what 
was the situation in Preston? 
 
Married women’s employment in Preston in 1851 
 
This section of the paper uses the 10 per cent sample from the enumerators’ 
books for Preston in 1851, originally drawn in 1965. In the light of subsequent 
experience, some occupations have been re-classified, and analysis is here 
confined to couples where both partners were resident on census night and 
where the husband was actively employed.19 This means that the results differ 
marginally from the figures first reported in 1971.20  
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Figure 1 Percentage of women in employment, by husband’s occupation: Preston sample, 1851 
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Figure 1 examines married women’s employment in the CEBs broken down by 
the occupation of their husbands. Twenty-six per cent of all wives had some 
recorded employment and 12 per cent worked in factories. But, of the wives of 
textile factory working husbands, 44 per cent were in employment, and 34 percent 
worked in factories. Among all other married women (including wives of non-factory 
textile workers such as hand-loom weavers), only 21 per cent were in any form of 
employment, and a mere 5 per cent worked in factories. 
 
Nevertheless, a figure of 34 per cent of the wives of textile workers with a factory 
occupation still leaves a substantial gap compared with Horrell and Humphries’ 60 
per cent. However, Figure 2 shows that there were very substantial variations in 
employment rates between the wives of men in different textile factory occupations, 
so comparisons must critically depend on the mix of occupations included in any non-
census dataset. At one extreme (and not therefore shown on the graph), none of the 
wives of owners, managers and clerks employed in textile mills had a recorded 
occupation, and just 25 per cent of the wives of overlookers and the highly paid 
engine tenters; just 9 per cent of the wives of these latter groups worked in factories, 
and just 18 per cent of the wives of other higher paid groups like spinners and 
warpers. Quite different, however, was the experience of the wives of lower paid 
preparatory workers (for example, scutchers and carders), piecers, and factory 
labourers, or those whose husbands worked at the only occupation where men and 
women were regularly employed at the same job: power-loom weavers. Seventy-four 
per cent of the wives of these two groups were recorded as in employment, 62 per 
cent and 69 per cent respectively being in factory employment.21 
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Figure 2 Percentage of wives of textile workers in employment, by husband's occupational group: 
Preston sample, 1851 

 

  
 
What about the wives of non-factory workers? Figure 2 shows that very few 
wives of weavers and hand-loom weavers worked in textile factories. Figure 3 
shows the marked contrast between the wives of textile factory workers and 
wives of the principal remaining groups of the Preston population. Very few 
middle class and petit bourgeois wives had reported occupations (and almost 
none had factory employment). Even among men in the mass of non-textile 
manual occupations, only one wife in five had a reported occupation. Labourers’ 
wives were more likely than other non-textile groups to have factory occupations. 
Even so, less than one in nine even of these wives were reported as doing factory 
work. If there were large numbers of undeclared occupations, is this especially 
where they will be found? 
 
Returning to the wives of textile factory workers, there is further reason to doubt 
that there was significant under-enumeration in Preston, and this relates directly 
to the suggestion, made both by Higgs and by Horrell and Humphries, that the 
frequently observed finding that factory work was confined to the young and 
single may be a statistical artefact of census under-reporting of married women’s 
work. Figure 4 shows the proportions of the wives of various occupational groups 
with reported employment, but dividing each group of wives into three different 
age groups. The results are of substantive and conceptual interest, though the small 
number of cases in some categories means that the data should be treated with care. 
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Figure 3 Percentage of wives in employment, by husband's occupational group: Preston
 sample, 1851 
 

 
Notes: P & B = Professional & business T & SE = Trade and small employers 
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The graph shows a marked reduction in employment, and particularly in textile 
factory employment, as women aged. This occurs for all occupational groups 
(except the highly pressed families of hand-loom weavers where high levels of 
employment, among married women, predictably continued into late middle-
age). However, the effect is much less marked among the wives of low-paid men 
like power-loom weavers and preparatory workers; these groups are recorded in 
large numbers in textile factory employment over the age of 30. Nevertheless, no 
group reported more than 15 per cent of their wives in textile factory employment 
at ages of 40 and over. It would seem difficult to identify plausible explanations of 
this change in terms of differential reporting by age. It thus seems reasonable to 
conclude that the decline in married women’s textile factory employment by age 
is a real rather than an artefactual effect. Horrell and Humphries’ conclusion is 
therefore almost certainly wrong. 
 
The very high levels of reporting of occupations among younger low-paid factory 
textile workers also suggests that, for these occupational groups at least, reliable 
reporting was fairly comprehensively achieved. Ninety-six per cent of the wives of 
powerloom weavers aged under 30 reported some employment, and 91 per cent 
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Figure 4 Percentage of wives in employment, by husband's occupation and age of wife: 
 Preston sample, 1851 
 
 

 
Notes: OLR = Overlooker etc. HS = Other high status worker 
 PLW  = Power-loom weavers LS = Low status workers  
 Weaver = Unspecified weaver HLW = Hand-loom weaver 
 Craft = Craft etc. Lab = Labourer 

 
of the wives of other low status factory textile workers. The very marked age 
effects for all occupational groups except non-factory weavers also have 
important implications for the use of non-census surrogates as sources for 
estimating overall levels of women’s employment. While the census provides a 
representative cross- section of the population by age and family life-cycle status, 
representativeness is much more difficult to ensure when using other sources, 
such as Horrell and Humphries’ budget studies. Indeed, given the interests and 
objectives of most of those who collected the budgets, it seems possible that they 
will have focused especially on families which were at the earlier and most 
standard-of-living critical stages of the life-cycle. They may thus have missed 
most of the youngest married women with no or few children who would most 
frequently have been in employment, but they would also have missed families at 
later stages of the life cycle when grown-up children were in employment and 
leaving home and fewer wives were working out of the home.22 To explore these 
effects we move to larger data sets drawn from the National Sample from the 1851 
Census of Great Britain. 
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Figure 5  Percentage distribution of economic activity of married women, by own age and 
 husband’s occupation:  Lancashire and Cheshire, 1851 
 
 

 
Source: National sample from the 1851 census of Great Britain 
 
National sample data 
 
For comparison with the Preston figures, however, a special dataset was prepared 
from the complete transcript for the 69 enumeration districts comprising the 
sample of Lancashire and Cheshire drawn from the 1851 census.23 All married 
couples in which the husband was employed in textile manufacturing in other 
than a clerical or managerial capacity were selected,24 plus, for comparison, all 
couples in which the husband was a labourer of any kind (except that textile 
factory labourers were included under factory workers). To exclude cases where 
occupation was not a fair reflection of the husband’s income-generating capacity, 
couples were excluded where the husband was retired, unemployed, had a 
pension of some kind, or had a second occupation.  The dataset contained 1,496 
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couples where the husband was a textile worker and 679 where he was a labourer. 
Occupations were grouped into the same categories as those used for the Preston 
analysis, except that, for final presentation purposes, overseers were grouped 
with other high status textile factory workers. 
 
Figure 5 breaks down these data by husband’s occupation and age of wife, 
with results reassuringly similar to those for Preston. Overall, of textile 
factory workers whose wives were under the age of 30, 64 per cent of the 
wives were in employment, falling to 39 per cent for wives aged 30–39, 25 per 
cent for wives aged 40–49, and 8 per cent for wives of 50 and over. At least 53 
per cent of textile workers’ wives aged under 30 were in factory employment. 
At older ages, the figures fall rapidly (29 per cent at ages 30–39), with only 
power-loom weavers’ wives continuing in factory employment in large 
numbers past the age of thirty (25 per cent were employed even in the age 
group 40–49, along with 21 per cent of the wives of lower status textile 
workers). While overall employment figures do not quite reach the very high 
levels at the younger ages recorded in the Preston data, occupational titles are 
given to 77 per cent of the wives of power-loom weavers under the age of 30, 
and 69 per cent of the wives of lower-status textile factory workers at the same 
age. These are clearly high levels by any criterion. 
 
However, the highest levels of wives’ employment at all age groups were to be 
found among unspecified weavers and hand-loom weavers, the figures for hand-
loom weavers being even higher than for Preston alone. This may reflect 
sampling errors from the very small numbers of these weaver groups in the 
youngest age category in Preston, but the Lancashire and Cheshire data also 
include some Cheshire silk-weaving districts, with little non-weaving employment, 
where entire households, even including very young children, have recorded 
occupations. The lower levels of employment among labourers’ wives particularly 
reflect the large number of labourers living the docklands areas of Birkenhead 
and Liverpool where there was little textile (or perhaps any other) employment 
for women of any kind. Indeed, one marked feature of all the data in Figure 5 is 
the very low employment rates outside textiles.  
 
Figures 4 and 5 explored women’s employment experience by reference to age. 
However, contemporary comment and more recent analysis strongly suggests 
that household economic strategies with respect to married women’s employment 
were not so much determined by age as by, firstly, the balance struck between 
more income which enhanced material consumption on the one hand, and more 
time applied to maintaining domestic comfort on the other; and, secondly, the 
balance struck in allocating different kinds of family labour on the one hand to 
child-bearing, childcare and domestic responsibilities, and, on the other, to 
external resource generation. Thus, for example, referring to north Lancashire in 
the early twentieth century, Elizabeth Roberts has shown how ‘in many families 
it was assumed that the mother would stop work only when the children’s wages 
were sufficient to raise the family wage to an adequate level’ or when men were 
promoted and incomes rose; but she also suggests that for the wife to be able to 
spend more time on domestic activity was a preferred option of many men and 
women, and that loss of income from termination of employment was partly 
compensated by reduced costs of domestic activities, notably child-minding and 
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Figure 6  Percentage distribution of stated occupations of married women, by husband’s 
occupation and employment of  children: Lancashire and Cheshire, 1851 

 

Wives in other employment
Wives employed as weavers/hand-loom weavers

 

N hild 1 w orking c hild 1 ki hildH us band's N ki hild

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 m

ar
rie

d 
w

om
en

Wives employed in textile factory work

No child 1 working child > 1 working child

Husband's 
occupation

No working child

H
ig

h 
te

xt
Lo

w
 te

xt
P

LW
W

ea
ve

r
H

LW La
b

H
ig

h 
te

xt
Lo

w
 te

xt
P

LW
W

ea
ve

r
H

LW La
b

H
ig

h 
te

xt
Lo

w
 te

xt
P

LW
W

ea
ve

r
H

LW La
b

H
ig

h 
te

xt
Lo

w
 te

xt
P

LW
W

ea
ve

r
H

LW La
b

 
 
Note: Data for the ‘no child’ categories are for wives under 40 only 
Source: National sample from the 1851 census of Great Britain 
 
purchase of prepared foods.25 Consistent with these ideas, in Preston in 1851, 44 
per cent of all childless married women were in employment, 29 per cent of 
women with at least one child but none in employment, and just 18 per cent of 
those with at least one working child.  
 
Figure 6 explores these life-course effects in the Lancashire and Cheshire data. 
Among married women under the age of 40 and with no children, employment 
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rates are high for all groups except for the wives of labourers, who again had low 
levels of recorded employment at all life-cycle stages. Thus, among childless 
women under 40, an occupation is recorded for 85 per cent of power-loom 
weavers’ wives, 92 per cent hand-loom of weavers’ wives, and 97 per cent of 
the wives of unspecified weavers. Levels of under-recording of employment 
for these groups are clearly very low indeed. Substantively, they clearly 
suggest that it was normal for wives of the poorest textile workers to remain 
in employment until a first child was born. However, even among high status 
textile workers, 71 per cent of childless wives were in employment (among 
overlookers and engine tenters the figure was still 62 per cent), though it is 
interesting that, in contrast to the wives of other factory workers, significant 
numbers of the employed childless wives of higher status groups were 
engaged in domestic rather than factory textile work.  
 
The birth of children led to a significant reduction in textile factory employment; 
61 per cent of all wives of childless textile factory workers were in factory 
employment, compared with 40 per cent of the wives of those with at least one 
child but none in employment. However, inspection of the data suggests that the 
withdrawal from the labour force was by no means always immediate. Rather it 
was entry of children into the labour market that was associated with a marked 
reduction of wives’ employment, except among power-loom and other weavers.26 

Among the wives of factory textile workers with one working child, only 19 per cent 
were in factory work, and among those with more than one working child the figure 
was a mere 12 per cent overall (17 per cent among the wives of power-loom weavers 
and a mere 6 per cent among the wives of overlookers and engine tenters), though the 
lower-paid groups compensated somewhat for the fall in textile factory earnings by 
increasing their levels of employment in non-textile work, including small 
shopkeeping and a range of outdoor domestic service activities.  
 
To sum up so far, the patterns revealed by Figures 5 and 6, corresponding as they do 
with much contemporary and later commentary, confirm suggestions earlier in this 
paper that textile factory (and, indeed, all textile) work is well recorded by census 
enumerators’ books in Lancashire and Cheshire.27 Detailed examination of the 69 
books from which the data are drawn supports this view. While a small number 
of enumerators do use the ‘wife of’ formula quite regularly, there is no book in 
which no wives are given occupations, and none in textile manufacturing areas 
which do not record a plausible number of wives in textile-related occupations. 
Indeed, with only a couple of possible exceptions, far from being suspicious about lax 
recording of women’s occupations, what is striking is how many of the books create 
an impression of great care in this respect, with enumerators explicitly recording 
‘housework’, ‘housekeeper’, ‘domestic duties’, or ‘at home’ against many of those 
wives and children of textile workers who one might have otherwise suspected of 
having been in unrecorded textile work. 
 
So, textile employment seems to be fairly well recorded in Lancashire and 
Cheshire. But what about the very large numbers of women, particularly at older 
age groups, who are allocated no specific occupational title by the enumerators? 
Did they really do no gainful work and what, in particular, are we to make of the 
almost total lack of occupations attached to the wives of labourers in many 
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districts? One partial answer to these questions comes from consideration of the 
role of women as ‘lodging providers’.  
 
In this connection, various scholars have cited Leonore Davidoff’s work on 
landladies and lodgers as evidence for under-reporting of married women’s 
occupations,28 but Davidoff herself is more circumspect, pointing to the 
ambiguous position, at the intersection of the market and domestic economies, of 
most of the women in whose households the census classified some residents as 
‘lodgers’, ‘boarders’ or ‘visitors’.29 Nationally, in Great Britain in 1851, lodgers or 
boarders were present in almost one household in eight, with substantial numbers 
of further households having visitors or adult relatives many, perhaps most, of 
whom paid for their board. In all, it seems likely that at least a fifth of all 
households in Britain had one or more member who was not part of the conjugal 
family of the head and who was making some net financial contribution to the 
household economy. A majority of these ‘lodgers’ in the broad sense of the word 
were male, most were single and aged between 12 and 40, and substantial 
proportions in all areas were migrants, notably migrants from Ireland. More than 
half of lodgers specifically identified as such by the census enumerators lived in 
households where they were either the only lodger or one of just two.30  
 
While income from lodgers made up just 3 per cent of average household 
income among the working classes in York at the turn of the nineteenth 
century,31 this still means that, if only one household in five had such lodgers 
(and it was probably significantly fewer than this), lodgers still contributed on 
average one fifteenth of the income of those who took them in. One 1851 
Preston census enumerator reported that adult lodgers paid between one 
shilling and half a crown per week if, as most did, they ate meals at the same 
table as the rest of the household, but provided their own food. Elsewhere in 
Lancashire, contemporary reports suggest payment averaging between one 
shilling and one and sixpence per week (sometimes including coals and 
candles), with a few extra pence for housewives who took responsibility for 
cooking the lodger’s food.32 On this basis, taking in two lodgers might 
contribute net to the household budget about one third of what a woman might 
earn gross as a power-loom weaver (maybe half of what she might earn net) 
and at least a fifth of what her husband might earn as a factory labourer. Where, 
as seems often to have been the case, care was provided for babies and small 
children of lodgers, further income will normally have accrued.  
 
In Figure 7, women from the Lancashire and Cheshire data set who have been 
identified as ‘lodging providers’ have been added to the numbers in employment. 
Just who should qualify for inclusion in a ‘lodging provider’ category is a matter 
of judgment, since some co-resident non-conjugal family members were clearly 
not net providers of resource to the household (for example, some were 
illegitimate babies of resident unmarried daughters), and some older resident kin 
probably contributed by providing household services which enabled the wife of 
the head to remain in the labour market. For this reason, married women are only 
counted as lodging providers in Figure 7 where the household contains one or 
more lodger or visitor or relative (including married or widowed children if they 
themselves have children present) with a stated occupation and without a partner 
or child of their own capable of providing housework services on their behalf. 
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Figure  Percentage distribution of identified economic activity of married women, by 
husband's occupation and employment of children: Lancashire and Cheshire, 1851 
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Note: Data for the ‘no child’ categories are for wives under 40 only 
Source: National sample from the 1851 census of Great Britain 
 
This definition thus excludes married couple lodgers where there is a non- 
working wife present, and it also excludes young children even where they are 
listed as ‘nurse child’ or ‘orphan’ with the possibility that some cash recompense 
might have been provided. The vast majority of these ‘lodging providers’ were 
therefore generating net income for their households and providing some 
domestic service on behalf of those who lived with them.  
 
As Figure 7 shows, adding lodging providers to those with stated occupations  
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Figure 8 Percentage of factory working wives with no children or with alternative residential 
care for children: Lancashire and Cheshire, 1851 
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markedly increases the numbers with some gainful economic activity, especially 
at older age groups and among better paid textile factory workers and labourers 
with children. For example, 8 per cent of childless overlookers’ wives were 
lodging providers as defined here, rising to 27 per cent of such wives with 
children none of whom were employed, and 26 per cent of those with one 
employed child, then falling to 20 per cent of those with two or more working 
children. Comparable figures for low status textile workers are 5 per cent of the 
childless, 14 per cent of those with no working children and 28 per cent and 16 
per cent of those with one and more than one working child respectively. In 
allfamilies of factory textile workers, 5 per cent of childless wives were lodging 
providers, 14 per cent of those with only non-employed children, 25 per cent of 
those with one employed child and 18 per cent of those with more than one such 
child. Nineteen per cent of the wives of unclassified weavers with one employed child 
were lodging providers. Among labourers, such provision of lodging was undertaken 
by 22 per cent of the wives of labourers with children none of whom were in 
employment, and 18 per cent of those with one or more than one employed children. 
The effect of this is to treble the proportion of labourers’ wives with any children who 
had an identifiable gainful activity from 10.2 per cent to 30.6 per cent. Among other 



groups, the inclusion of lodging provision only raises the proportion of childless 
textile factory workers with gainfully active wives from 77 per cent to 82 per cent and 
of all childless textile workers’ wives from 82 per cent to 85 per cent. But among those 
in the still costly stage of the life-course where just one child was in employment, the 
figures for all factory textile workers’ wives rise from 29 per cent to 54 per cent and 
for all textile workers’ wives from 38 per cent to 60 per cent. 
 
This lodging provision has a reverse side, also relevant for married women’s 
employment and for their roles as wives and mothers. Most of the lodgers and 
financially-contributing relatives were unmarried, widowed or separated. But 
significant numbers were not; they were married and some had children. For 
these wives, living with a relative or other provider of housekeeping services 
allowed them to earn while delegating some housework and child care services to 
someone else. Some heads’ wives also delegated these tasks to a co-resident 
relative (often a widowed mother) or specifically allocated them to a daughter, 
sometimes explicitly designating that person in their enumeration return as ‘at 
home’ or ‘domestic duties’ or ‘housekeeper’. Figure 8 looks at the wives of factory 
textile workers who were themselves in textile factory employment. Overall, 27 
per cent of these women had no children. Another 34 per cent had at least one 
child but also had a potential carer available in their house, in the form of an 
unoccupied female aged 8 years or over. For wives under the age of 30, who were 
most likely to have had dependent children, the comparable figures are 30 per 
cent with no children and 33 per cent with a potential carer available. Among 
power-loom weavers, as Figure 8 shows, over half of all wives and nearly three 
fifths of wives aged less than 30 had either no children or a potential carer 
available. If we focus just on textile factory workers with a child under one year of 
age and no potential residential care alternative, just 8.5 per cent had wives in 
textile factory employment. 
 
Conclusion 
 
There is thus little evidence to support an argument for widespread under-
recording of factory and domestic textile employment in Lancashire and Cheshire;  
for this group at least we can go on placing considerable trust in the census 
figures. Substantively, large numbers of married women continued to work in 
textile factories after marriage, some left when they had children and most by the 
time their children entered the labour force. A majority of those who continued in 
employment once they had children had husbands in lower paid employment 
and nearly half had someone else in their households who could provide 
household services and child care. In a highly integrated system of interlocking 
family economies, most factory textile workers’ wives, on leaving factory 
employment, almost certainly then focused most of their economic activities on 
what, in the absence of modern domestic technology, was potentially a full-time 
activity: improving the standards of life of their family by devoting more time to 
housekeeping, by preparing and cooking more of their own food, by spending 
more time in seeking bargains in the market and, no doubt, by a range of self-
provisioning (productive but not gainful) activities. Many, however, 
supplemented the family’s income to a significant degree by also providing these 
services to continuing full-time factory workers, including some married women 
who remained in textile factory employment. Among the wives of hand-loom 
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weavers, most of whom worked on looms in their own home, combining 
household duties and productive activity was both easier and an economic 
necessity, given the appallingly low wages in this activity by the middle of the 
century. Two Lancashire enumerators, indeed, specifically recognized this dual 
function by recording the occupations of women as ‘weaver and housekeeper’ or 
‘hand-loom weaver and lodging-house keeper.’33  
 
So, textile workers offer little cause for anxiety over the comprehensiveness of the 
recording of their paid employment. But what about the low recording of the 
wives of craftsmen, traders and labourers? Among the first two of these groups, 
we must accept that many, on a quite regular basis, assisted or participated in 
their husband’s activities, although the extent and amount of this varied from 
occupation to occupation; there were probably also some life-course effects, 
something that needs further research. It is, however, important not to be over-
critical of the census for not including more of these women as ‘occupied’.34 Their 
activities will seldom have been separately remunerated (and therefore not 
‘gainful’ in Hakim’s terms), would very often therefore not have been seen by 
themselves as ‘an occupation’ or even as ‘work’, and certainly will not affect our 
estimates of total household income.35 Moreover, in as far as there was under-
enumeration here, it continued into the present century and may not markedly 
affect our assessment of trends over time (and, indeed, how many shopkeepers’, 
GPs’, or MPs’ wives declared their considerable contribution to their husbands’ 
work activity in the last census?). This, however, is another area where some more 
sensitive, life-course based, analysis of larger samples may prove fruitful in the 
future. 
 
Finally, what about the activities of labourers’ wives, who could not in most cases 
participate directly in their husband’s work? It is easy to assume that many of 
these women ‘must’ have engaged in some kind of earning activity, perhaps as 
homeworkers of some kind.36 If they did engage in this kind of work on a large 
scale, however, we must also assume that every enumerator in the Lancashire and 
Cheshire sample failed to include most of them, for a close inspection reveals how 
very few non-textile manufacturing jobs are recorded for labourers’ wives in any 
of the enumerators’ books examined; this is particularly true outside the textile 
manufacturing centres (see Table 1, which is confined to the EDs which include at 
least ten labourers’ wives). Of course, and importantly, this does not mean that 
labourers’ wives were not actively engaged in non-gainful but productive or 
consumption-enhancing activities, through foraging, self-provisioning and in 
many other ways.37 Some were gainfully providing lodging services. Also, almost 
certainly, most of them probably, at some points in their lives, had sought, not 
always successfully, to earn money in periods of crisis or when opportunity arose, 
so that the census snapshot does not reflect the total numbers who may have 
made some economic contribution at some time in the past or who would do so at 
some time in the future.  
 
Nevertheless, in terms of what a census, taken on one day, might be reasonably 
expected to record as a gainful (and certainly as a significantly gainful) 
occupation, the fact that so few labourers’ wives were allocated an occupation by 
any enumerator must raise the possibility that levels of omission were in fact 
relatively low. In part, rather, low levels of gainful activity occurred because, like 
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Table 1 Employed labourer’s wives by place and type of employment 
 
    
 Number ‘employed’ by occupation of husband All ‘Employed’ Possible 
  

All 
 

Possible 
Home w’k 

 
Factory 
Textile 

 
Non-fact 
Textile 

 
Labourer 

‘employed’ % Home w’k 
% 
 

         
Broughton 26 0 0 1 1 2 7.7 0.0 
Withnel 10 0 1 0 0 1 10.0 0.0 
Chester 19 1 0 0 0 1 5.3 5.3 
Birkenhead 81 2 0 0 0 2 2.5 2.5 
Liverpool 129 4 0 0 1 5 3.9 3.1 
Toxteth 20 1 0 0 0 1 5.0 5.0 
Toxteth 28 0 0 0 0 0 0.0 0.0 
Everton 13 0 0 0 0 0 0.0 0.0 
West Darby 16 0 0 0 0 0 0.0 0.0 
Latchford 21 1 0 0 1 2 9.5 4.8 
Manchester 10 2 0 0 1 3 30.0 20.0 
Preston 13 2 3 2 1 8 61.5 15.4 
Preston 11 0 2 2 0 4 36.4 0.0 
Bury 12 1 1 2 0 4 33.3 8.3 
Werneth 12 1 3 0 0 4 33.3 8.3 
Wavertree 12 2 0 0 0 2 16.7 16.7 
Heap 11 0 0 1 0 1 9.1 0.0 
Walton-l’Dale 13 0 4 0 0 4 30.8 0.0 
Macclesfield 13 0 3 2 0 5 38.5 0.0 
Sanbach 10 0 1 0 0 1 10.0 0.0 
Ashton-u-Lyne 18 0 1 0 0 1 5.6 0.0 
Over Darwen 20 0 0 4 0 4 20.0 0.0 
         
 
Note: EDs shown in bold have substantial textile employment 
 
the wives of miners elsewhere, many wives were deeply embroiled in child care 
and heavy domestic tasks, and had children who brought in significant amounts 
of money from diverse formal and informal resource-generating activities.38 In 
addition, however, many, and particularly those living in docklands areas, (and 
again like the wives of miners) lived in places with few local opportunities for 
women’s paid employment (at least relative to the large potential labour supply 
which included not only themselves but unmarried daughters and widows).39  
 
Moreover, a careful reading of Horrell and Humphries’ paper seems actually to 
confirm the low contribution to the household economy of most urban married 
women. Overall, for the period 1846–1865, nearly half the married women in their 
budget data set had either a recorded occupation or non-zero earnings,40 though, 
as noted above, life-cycle variations in labour-force participation by married 
women probably inflates this figure compared with the population as a whole, 
and there must be some suspicion that families with a wide spread of income 
sources would have been especially likely to be selected for inclusion in budget 
studies in a largely pre-statistical age.  
 
Some of Horrell and Humphries’ most interesting figures, however, are those 
which, for households where women’s share is separately identifiable, show the 
wife’s contribution to total family income.41 Ignoring agricultural families, where 
some seasonal income is a well-known feature (though not one that a snapshot 
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Spring census should have recorded in many areas), there are seven sets of 
observations, covering four different occupational groups and two different time 
periods between 1841 and 1865 (there are no cases in one of these cells, thus 
reducing the total from eight to seven). In only one set of observations does the 
mean contribution of married women to the family budget exceed 12 per cent of 
total family income, and this relates to a single textile family. In only one other 
case does the figure exceed 10 per cent. The weighted average of all seven cases is 
2.5 per cent.42 Bearing in mind that some women had occupations producing 
considerably more than this sum, the proportional contribution of the rest must 
have been tiny. This is not, of course, to deny its importance to the family’s 
viability at particularly critical periods of time – but it does raise questions as to 
whether it would have been more rather than less misleading had the ‘job’ it 
reflects featured in a census return.  
 
So, the census undoubtedly did under-record non-agricultural married women’s 
employment, but how significantly remains an open question. Unless we can find 
alternative and representative sources allowing firm estimates of the 
proportionate contribution to family incomes of casual and part-time work, the 
census enumerators’ books must remain, for many parts of the country at least, 
the best indicator that we have of variations in married women’s gainful work 
activity in the mid–nineteenth century. 
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MOBILITY AND STABILITY IN LONG MELFORD, SUFFOLK IN THE LATE 
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 

Lyn Boothman 

Lyn Boothman has been investigating various aspects of the local and demographic history 
of Long Melford for several years, with particular interest in population movement and 
stability. This article is based on the work she undertook for the M.Studies in English Local 
History at the University of Cambridge. She works as Information Manager for Cambridge 
Careers Guidance 

People researching migration in early modern England have a wide variety of 
sources to call on, whether they are looking for theoretical descriptions of factors 
influencing migration or local, regional or thematic studies, which have migration 
as their focus. But what of the researcher who is interested in the stayers? David 
Hey has recently emphasized the need to study the stayers as well as the movers:  
‘The statistics which point to a constant crossing of parish boundaries should not 
lead us to believe that all the population were mobile...…the ‘core families’ of a 
local society remained rooted in their particular places over the generations.’1 The 
concept of core or dynastic families, the development of closer links between 
family history, local history and demography, and work on family reconstitution 
and record linkage have all emphasized the stability which existed alongside 
migration.2 To be able to compare communities of different types and sizes in 
terms of the mobility and stability of the local population, and even between 
different areas within a parish or township, requires substantial information. This 
study compares data from the parish of Long Melford in Suffolk, in the 1670s and 
1680s, with data from other parish studies and speculates on the apparent 
differences. 
  
Long Melford, a parish of around 5,000 acres, is on the Suffolk/Essex border in 
the Stour valley, very close to Sudbury. In the later seventeenth century this was 
one of England’s major cloth producing areas, concentrating on the ‘new 
draperies’.3 It was on a major route from London to Bury St Edmunds and 
Norwich. Melford cloth had been sold in and exported from London for well over 
250 years, and links with the capital were strengthened by the long-term presence 
in the town of three major gentry families and a growing number of ‘urban’ 
gentry. The gentry and the highway together gave Melford a stronger service 
sector than many parishes, although agriculture was still vital, with stock rearing 
and gardening for the urban markets increasingly important.  
 
This mixture of industry and agriculture is central to the nature of the parish and 
the question of whether it was a town or village. Writing about eighteenth century 
Melford, Christopher Pond called it ‘this town village’ and wrote of its inns and 
shops having a ‘quasi-urban function.’4 The documents of the period refer to 
Melford as a parish and a town with equal regularity. Although most of the 
population lived in its ‘urban’ areas,5 and many worked in the cloth industry and 
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the service sector, the yeomen farmers and the traditional gentry were very 
prominent in the local elite. Other places with a similar population at this period 
are regarded unreservedly as towns.6 If it had stood by itself, Melford might have 
developed more ‘urban’ institutions, but it was immediately outside Sudbury, a 
borough which included a far larger mix of occupations.  
 
Sources 
 
An important source of evidence for population turnover and mobility in Melford 
comes from the records of Nathaniel Bisbie, the rector from 1660 to 1689. Bisbie 
recorded full and precise details of his income, which included tithes, fees and 
fines from his manorial court, rents, fees from marriages, churchings, burials and 
baptisms.7 Amongst this income was the money raised each year by the Easter 
Offerings from most adult residents in the parish. Usually only the total is 
recorded but in 1676 and 1680–1684 Bisbie recorded all individual payments, 
person by person, household by household, street by street. It is possible to 
establish who was living where, with whom, whether they stayed in the same 
place in the parish or whether they moved. This series of listings over a short 
period, with geographic locations, is one of the strengths of these records, but the 
fact that they do not list the whole adult population is a major disadvantage. 
 
Richard Burn in The Ecclesiastical Law described Easter Offering payments as 
‘those small customary sums commonly paid by every person when he receives 
the sacrament of the Lord’s supper at Easter, which is in many places by custom 
2d from every communicant’; by law everyone should pay whether they were 
Anglican, nonconformist or recusant and the money raised usually went to the 
incumbent.8 Communicants were usually those aged 16 and over, and are referred 
to in this article as ‘adults’.9 Records of Easter Offering (hereafter ‘Offering’) 
payments seem to have survived more often in urban areas than rural ones; 
certainly Susan Wright’s listing identifies more from towns.10 
 
The payment in Melford was the customary 2d a head, although occasionally 
gentry paid in kind. The parish was divided into seven geographic areas and 
households were listed on a standard route, so that it is possible to identify where 
people were living and when they moved. The lists are indented to distinguish 
households; close relations of the head of household are sometimes named but 
more commonly described only by their status; others in the household are 
normally listed after the family of the household head. Status descriptions are 
most commonly given for servants if they are not named, for example, in the 
following extracts from the 1676 listing: 
 
 Willm Ray & wife   4d 
  Susan Snell  2d 
 John Oakley, wife and mother 6d 
 Wid Sparke at Ford Hall  2d 
  Her 2 sons & daughter 6d 
  Her maid servt  2d 
 Henry Ambrose and wife  4d 
  Wid Myles  2d 
 John Firmin and wife  2d 
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       Thomas, Giles & Sarah Firmin  6d 
 Edward Drew and wife  4d 
  John Sheppard  2d 
  Abram Nelson  2d 
  A maid servant  2d. 
 
Susan Snell was almost definitely a servant to William and Elizabeth Ray, who 
were elderly. Susan was living just a few doors away from her parents and her 
brother and his wife; she married in 1682 just after her father’s death and later 
moved into the tenement he had occupied. Widow Sarah Myles was Henry 
Ambrose’s mother-in-law and John Oakley’s mother was presumably his step-
mother Mary. Thomas Firmin and his siblings were the adult children of John and 
his wife Elizabeth. John Sheppard was brother to Margaret Drew, wife of Edward. 
Abram Nelson was the first of his name in the Melford records but he married a 
Melford woman and died in the parish in 1726.  
 
All this additional information comes from a reconstitution of the Melford 
population, which supplements the evidence provided by the Offering listings. 
The reconstitution includes evidence from a wide range of sources, alongside the 
basic parish register information, based on the surrounding parishes as well as 
Melford. The author’s aim is to use all available records to establish as much 
information as possible about the inhabitants of the parish. The main sources used 
in this period are wills, tax returns, churchwardens’ accounts, poor records, tithe 
payments, rector’s accounts, maps and related surveys, marriage licences, 
recusant and apprenticeship records.11  
 
Although Wright suggests that some Easter Books produce listings of the whole 
population, this was not the case in Melford.12 The lists look as if they are 
complete, with roughly the same number of people listed in the different areas of 
Melford from year to year, and households listed on a recognisable route round 
the town. However, the reconstitution provides evidence of many people present 
in the parish who either never paid the Offering or paid it intermittently. Bisbie 
remarked that paupers were sometimes excused payment of the Offering,13 which 
explains a large number of the missing households, including many of the older 
people who did not pay. One of the gentry households in the parish was Catholic 
and its inhabitants did not pay, and neither did Bisbie’s own household. 
 
The listings and the reconstitution population were compared in detail for two 
years, 1676 and 1684. The reconstitution was first searched for families where the 
husband or wife was baptized after 1600, or where the marriage took place or first 
children were baptized in the 1620s or later. This identified individuals, and 
occasionally their spouses and/or children. By also searching on burial dates, the 
list was expanded to include a few very elderly people born in the sixteenth 
century. The reconstitution was also searched for couples and individuals where 
there was other evidence of their presence in Melford but no record in the parish 
registers. Altogether these searches produced nearly 1,500 database entries for 
families and single individuals; those paying the Offering were noted and the 
remaining records were examined in detail to see whether there was evidence of 
an individual’s presence in Melford between 1676 and 1684 or both shortly before 
and after it. This revealed an additional 257 adults; everyone else was excluded.  
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Table 1 Long Melford parish register entries 1600–1699: mean per year 
 
    
Year Baptisms Burials Marriages 
    

1600–9 55.9 45.2 12.5 
1610–9 63.1 42.9 11.4 
1620–9 62.4 51.4 11.8 
1630–9 49.8 52.1 11.9 
1640–9 50.0 40.5 0.5 
1650–9 36.6 47.8 2.6 
1660–9 38.7 38.5 10.0 
1670–9 53.1 36.5 15.5 
1680–9 60.0 55.6 24.1 

 
Note: Melford seems to have been a fashionable place to marry in the late 1670s and during the 

1680s, with large numbers of marriages by licence having no obvious connection with the 
parish before or after the marriage. 

 
Source: Suffolk Record Office, Bury St Edmunds, FL509/4/1 
 
The majority of the evidence used for the 1676–84 period came from the parish 
registers, apprenticeship records and Bisbie’s own records.  
 
The quality of the parish register fluctuated during the seventeenth century. Table 
1 gives the figures. Baptismal records appear complete in the 1640s, but in the 
1650s and 1660s appear low, with the most significant possible gaps in the records 
being in 1659/60. For burials there are incomplete records in 1643–1646, and again 
in the late 1650s and early 1660s. Very few marriages were recorded in the 
Commonwealth period. In an earlier period there appear to have been gaps in the 
burial record in relation to paupers;14 there is some evidence that this might still 
have been happening in the 1670s. However, the criteria used to deduce residence 
in the parish during 1676–1684 for those not paying the Offering minimises the 
effects of gaps in the records. As people were only included if there was a record 
of their presence shortly before, during or immediately after the 1676–1684 
period, gaps in the burial records in the 1650s do not affect the numbers estimated 
to be present in the later 1670s, neither does the gap in the baptisms. However, 
the gaps in the marriage and baptismal records do affect calculations of the 
number of generations a family has been established in the parish, and the 
percentage of marriages where one or more partner was baptized in the parish. 
Fortunately, in several cases there is other evidence which helps to confirm a 
connection to a family even if there is no baptism. Susan Snell’s baptism, for 
example, is not recorded, but she and her husband later lived in a tenement 
previously occupied by her probable father, and next door to her probable brother 
and his wife. There must be some errors in the identification of non-Offering 
payers present in the parish, but it is as likely to be in omission as in 
overcounting; just as some people who were present in 1672 and 1678 may not 
have been in the parish in 1676, there will be others whose presence in the parish 
at the time was unrecorded. The Offering lists themselves give some evidence of 
the extent to which the reconstitution has ‘captured’ the actual population. In 1676 
one marriedcouple and five named servants paid the Offering who do not appear 
in any other source that year, earlier or later. Between 1680 and 1684 there are 
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Table 2 Melford 1676–1684: the population from the Easter Offering lists and the reconstitution 
 
        
another six married couples, two widows, two women presumably gentlewomen 
‘companions’ and thirty-four named servants who appear in no other source. Out 
of 1,129 people who appear in any of the Offering lists, just these 57 (5 per cent of 

  1676 1680 1681 1682 1683 1684 
        

A Households pay EO 258 235 236 229 230 241 
        

B Adullts paying EO 613 604 607 621 598 636 
        

C Adults also identified  257     265 
 as present       
 

D 
 
Total adults 

 
870 

 

 
E 

 
Children likely in 
parish 

 
502 

     
566 

 
F 

 
Overall total from 
sources 

 
1,372 

 

 
G 

 
Probable additional 
adults, around 
(Compton Census) 

 
130 

 
Presumably an equivalent number in later years 

 
H 

 
Adults paying EO as 
% of all adults 

 
68 

     
71 

        
I Adults paying EO as 

% of total identified 
inhabitants 
 

44     43 

 
Notes:  These numbers include unnamed servants who paid the Offering. Servants at the three large 

gentry households did not pay the offering and probaly account for much of the shortfall 
compared to the Compton Census figures. 

 
Sources:  SROB FL509/3/1: 1676, 313–6; 1680, 414–7; 1681,541–4; 1682, 566–70; 1683, 605–8; 

1684, 643–6. Information about adults not paying the EO and children from the reconstitution. 
Parish register SROB FL509/4/1. 
the total), and probably some of the unnamed servants, appear in no other record 
source used in the reconstitution. The 18 non-servants in this group form around 
1.5 per cent of the non-servants who paid the Offering. There is no way of 
knowing what proportion of the unnamed servants were people who appear in 
other records, but these figures suggest that the reconstitution includes 
information about a high percentage of the non-servant population, with a lower 
percentage of the servants in the parish. 
 
Population estimates 
 
The 1664 Hearth Tax return listed 329 households; while the 1674 Hearth Tax 
seriously under-recorded the population (listing 230 households), and for the 
Compton Census of 1676 Bisbie reported ‘about 1000 male and female of age to 
receive Holy Communion’ (including 30 recusants and 4 nonconformists).15 This 
estimate is about 130 more than the total of adults derived from the Offering and 
reconstitution that year. Groups missing from the Easter Offering include 
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servants in the three big gentry households (servants elsewhere paid the Offering) 
and the recusant adults. Another group probably missing are unmarried young 
people over 16. People over 16 are only counted if they paid the Offering or if 
there is other evidence of their presence. There is ample evidence of the extent to 
which many young adults moved away from home for service or apprenticeship, 
with general agreement that most moved within a 15–20 mile radius of their home 
parish.16 There is less evidence of how many stayed away and how many 
returned to their home parishes, or of the effect of the economy of the home 
parish on the percentage who actually left. Apprenticeship records show that 
many young people stayed in their home parish for their training; the same must 
have been true of servants in husbandry and domestic servants, especially in a 
larger parish.17 

Table 3 Marital status of Melford household heads: known and assumed households 
 

   
 1676 1684 

 Offering paying 
households 

% 

Assumed 
households 

% 

Offering paying 
households 

% 

Assumed 
households 

% 
 

     
Married man 80 68 78 72 
     
Widow/widower 15 28 17 22 
     
Single person 4 5 4 6 
     

 n=258 n=125 n=241 n=136 
     
 

Sources:  SROB FL509/3/1: 1676, 313–6; 1680, 414–7; 1681, 541–4; 1682, 566–70; 1683, 605–8; 
1684, 643–6. Information about adults not paying the EO and children from the 
reconstitution. 

 
There were 133 adults, baptized in Melford, who first paid the Offering several 
years after they were 16, for whom there is no evidence of their residence in the 
years before they paid. They could have moved back into Melford having lived 
elsewhere in service or apprenticeship, or they could have been present all along. 
Some were probably amongst the servants in the big gentry households. It seems 
likely that most of the ‘missing’ population were single young people baptized in 
Melford, many of whom will have been servants.  
 
Table 2 summarises the information about the number of adults and households 
in each of the six listings along with the totals of other adults (16 and over) of 
whom there is evidence in the parish in the first and last years, obtained from the 
reconstitution. Line E gives estimated figures of children present in the parish; 
these were largely children baptized in the parish who were not recorded as 
having been buried there, who were under 16 and whose parents were still 
resident. There is no certainty that all these children were in the parish, but the 
totals (36 per cent of the of known inhabitants in 1676 and 38.6 per cent in 1684) 
are within the expected range.18 These children are not included in any of the 
subsequent calculations, apart from this for the overall population. 
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The Easter Offering lists give us the household numbers for Table 2. The known 
status of the heads of household who paid the Offering and the assumed status of 
those who did not are shown in Table 3. Married couples (85) and 
widows/widowers (35) are assumed to have formed their own households, along 
with a few single people either where there is evidence from some source that 
they did so or where a single woman had illegitimate children. Other single 
people (who had to be buried eventually in Melford to be counted) have been 
assumed to be living in households headed by other people. Widows and 
widowers form a higher percentage of the ‘assumed’ households than they do of 
the ‘known’ ones, as would be expected. Many of the non-payers were paupers 
and old age and/or widowhood were common causes of poverty. There is 
obviously no certainty that these ‘assumed’ households are the right ones; some 
of the widowed may have been living with children (or with other widows), but 
several writers have suggested that many poor elderly people were relieved in 
their own houses even if they had non-poor adult children in the parish.19 When 
population turnover is calculated these ‘assumed’ households appear to behave in 
much the same way as the ‘known’ households.20 
 
The total population of Melford at this period was probably somewhere between 
1,500-1,600. Table 2 suggests a figure of around 1,500, derived from the Offering 
lists and the reconstitution search plus the additional 130 people mentioned 
above. It also suggests that children might have formed about 36.5 per cent of the 
population; applying this figure to the Compton Census total gives a suggested 
population of around 1,575. The method of searching the reconstitution outlined 
above may well have excluded people who were actually in the parish; it was 
designed not to overestimate the numbers. 
 
Producing figures from numbers of households is more problematical since the 
mean household size is uncertain; the total from the 1664 Hearth Tax (329) 
suggests lower population figures, 1,414 if the multiplier is 4.3, 1,480 if it is 4.5. If 
there was no major population growth in the intervening twelve years, and the 
Compton Census figure was approximately right, children would have formed 
only around 30 per cent of the population. A much higher population figure, of 
around 1,720, can be calculated by using a multiplier of 4.5 on the 383 households 
known and assumed to exist in 1676. The average household size on the Offering 
lists (3.7 in 1676) is artificially low because of the exclusion of the servants from 
the big gentry households, but even so it seems that 4.5 is too high for this 
community.  
 
Population turnover 
 
Direct evidence about population turnover is much rarer than studies of 
migration. Peter Laslett’s study of Clayworth and Cogenhoe is still the most 
frequently cited, partly because of the quality of the listings, which include the 
whole population of each community, young and old.21 To have two or more 
complete listings for a parish is of course very rare in the early modern period; 
listings of adults are more common.  
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Table 4 Persistence in Melford of adults present in 1676 
 
       
 

Offering payers 1676 1680 1681 1682 1683 1684 
       
       
Evidence of EO lists only 
 

613 436 392 362 341 313 

% 100 71 64 59 55 51 
       
EO lists plus other 
evidence 

613 
 

484 
 

447 
 

417 
 

402 
 

375 
 

% 
 

100 79 73 68 66 61 

No. buried since previous 
list 

 57 
 

19 
 

13 
 

9 
 

14 
 

  
% buried (cumulative)  9 12 14 16 18 
       
Those remaining as a % 
of those not buried 
 

 87 
 

83 
 

80 
 

78 
 

75 
 

       
Non-payers 
 

      

       
Evidence from 
reconstruction 

257 209 193 176 158 151 

% 100 81 75 68 61 59 

No. buried since previous 
list 

 28 16 15 17 7 

       
% buried (cumulative)  11 17 23 30 32 
 
Those remaining as a % 
of those not buried 
 

 
 

 
91 

 
91 

 
89 

 
87 

 
86 

 
Note:  The original 613 includes servants identified but unnamed. They are all assumed to have left 

the parish by 1680, of course some of them may have remained.  
 
Source:  as Table 2 

In Melford, as Table 4 indicates, just under 51 per cent of the people who paid the 
Offering in 1676 also paid in 1684. However, with information from the 

reconstitution, it is clear that another 10 per cent of them were still in Melford in 
the latter year. The 39 per cent of the population which disappeared in this period 
included 18 per cent who had died. Excluding them, an average of 2.6 per cent of 
the adults who paid the Offering in 1676 left the parish each year over the 
next eight years. By 1684, 75 per cent of those who had not been buried in the 
parish were still in Melford. These figures assume that all the unnamed servants 
who paid the Offering in 1676 left the parish alive; some may of course have 
stayed or been buried locally.22 Of the 257 adults thought to be in Melford in 1676 
who did not pay the Offering, 59 per cent were still in the parish in 1684; slightly 
less than the 61 per cent of Offering payers. No more than 23 of these people 
appear to have moved away by 1684; when burials are excluded, over eight years 
this is just over 1 per cent each year. As this group contains many widows and 
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Table 5  Turnover of individuals, Melford, Clayworth and Cogenhoe: annual averages. 
 
    
older people, it is not unexpected that a higher percentage of them died over the 
eight year period. In reality there was more movement than Table 4 shows, 

 Clayworth 
1676–88 

% all 

Cogenhoe 
1618–28 

% all 

Melford (all evidence) 
1676–84 
% adults 

 
    
Exit 5.1 5.2 4.9 
Entrance 5.3 5.3 5.0 
Emigration 3.3 4.9 2.6 
Immigration 3.3 3.6 a) 4.2 b) 3.3 c) 2.5 
    
 
Note: (a) assumes that they had all moved away and then returned, 
 (b) assumes that half had remained in Melford the whole time and 
 (c) that they had all remained in the parish without paying their Offering.  
 
Sources:  Clayworth and Cogenhoe figures from Table 2.2, Chapter 2 of P. Laslett, Family life and 

illicit love in earlier generations, (Cambridge, 1977), 79. Melford, as Table 2. 
 

because 20 per cent of the people whose names first appear on the Offering lists 
after 1676 appear to have left the parish before 1684 (63 of the 316 people who 
paid the Offering between 1680–1683 but not in 1676).23 
 
Tables 5 and 6 compare Melford turnover with that from Clayworth, Cogenhoe 
and elsewhere. Although the figures in Table 5 do not compare like with like (the 
Melford figures relate only to adults) there are strong similarities.24 Exit and 
entrance figures show that Malcolm Kitch’s estimate of turnover of around 4–6 
per cent of the population of rural parishes each year seems to fit the Melford 
evidence.25 The Melford exit figures are slightly lower than those for Clayworth or 
Cogenhoe; a population of adults could be expected to have proportionately 
fewer burials. A community in which just four or five out of each hundred adults 
moved away each year might well seem very stable to those who were part of it, 
especially if many of those leaving were servants.  
 
Emigration and immigration figures exclude deaths, births and (in the case of 
Melford) people becoming old enough to feature in the listings or being included 
in them when they had previously been in the parish without paying their 
Offering. The three figures given for immigration into Melford in Table 5 are 
because of the young people baptized in the parish but not paying the Offering 
until they were well over 16. These different assumptions do not effect the 
emigration figure in Table 5 because the individuals are assumed to have left the 
parish before 1676.  
 
In Melford, 124 people (20 per cent) were paying the Offering in 1684 who did not 
pay in 1676 and appear to have had no previous link with the parish; they 
accounted for the 2.5 per cent per year immigration figure (assumption c), in 
Table 5. Just over a third were part of a married couple, 38 per cent moved in to 
marry, or moved as the spouse of an existing resident or someone baptized in the 
parish and 26 per cent were servants.  
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Table 6 Turnover of households: Melford, Clayworth, Cogenhoe and Binfield 
 
      
Place Clayworth Cogenhoe Binfield Melford Melford 
Years between 
listings 

12 years 
1676–88 

10 years 
1618–28 

10 years 
1780–90 

8 years 
1676–84 

8 years 
1676–84 

 
 
 

   All 
households 

Offering 
paying 

households 
No. of households      
A in first year 
 

98 33 134 383 258 

B in last year 91 33 na 377 241 

% of A persisting until 
the last year 

61 76 72 70 73 

% of A disappearing each year   3.25   2.4   2.8   3.75   3.4 

Disappearing households moving 
away,% of total 
 

10 24 15 10 11 

Average % per year   0.8   2.4   1.5   1.25   1.4 

New households  31 8  110 69 

As % of B 34 24*  29 29 

Average % of households 
'appearing' each year 

  2.8   2.4    3.6   3.6 

% of 'appearing' households  
caused by new marriages,at least 
one local partner 

   63.6 69.6 

% of 'appearing' households 
moving into parish 

   36.4 30.4 

% of households moving into 
parish, average, per year 
 

     1.3   1.1 

 
Note:  The first column of Melford evidence relates to all households, whether or not they paid the 

Easter Offering. The second column relates to all known and assumed households.   *Laslett 
accepts that the Cogenhoe burial registers probably underrecord burials, so some of these 
'disappearances' may in fact have been caused by death. 

 
Sources:  Clayworth and Cogenhoe figures from Table 2.2, Chapter 2 of P. Laslett, Family life and illicit 

love, 98–99. Cranbrook figures from Zell, Industry in the countryside, 81. Binfield figures from 
Tables 2 and 3, Escott,  'Residential Mobility', 23–4. Melford figures from Offering lists (see 
Table 2) and reconstitution.

Although the Clayworth and Cogenhoe results were regarded as ‘startling’ when 
they were first reported, Laslett and others knew that turnover of individuals 
does not equate automatically with instability of household, neighbourhood or 
community.26 This is emphasized by the figures in Table 6 on household turnover. 
The percentage of households moving out of Clayworth and Melford each year 
(rather than disappearing because of death or remarriage) was around one in a 
hundred, while for Binfield it was very slightly higher. When new Melford 
households created by marriage are separated from those which moved into the 
parish, there is a similar proportion (1.3 per cent) for households moving in. This 
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raises the question of how much of the apparent turnover in a population was 
actually ‘churning’? If 5 per cent of an adult population changed each year  
(disregarding deaths) it does not always mean that in ten years 50 per cent of the 
original population would no longer be resident; because some of those who 
replaced the original population may have moved out themselves and many of 
those who replaced them may have moved and been replaced again and so on. 
The size of the more stable ‘core’ will vary between communities, and in Melford 
it seems to be fairly high. Churning is very difficult to measure, but some 
indications are possible.  

Table 7  Household stability  
 
 
Household 
persistence 

 
Periods of 10–12 years 

 
Periods of 20 years plus 

 Total Extinct 
% 

Left 
% 

Continue 
% 

Total Extinct 
% 

Left 
% 

Continue 
% 
 

 
Melford 1674–1686 

 
383 

 
20 

 
10 

 
70 

    

Melford 1676–1700     383 43 15 42 
Binfield 1780–1790 134 13 15 72     
Binfield 1780–1801     134 na na 36 
Binfield 1790–1801 167 18 15 67     
Clayworth 1676–1688 98 29 10 61     
Swinderby 1771–1791     na na na 35 
         
 
Sources: Binfield figures from Tables 2 and 3, Escott, 'Residential Mobility', 23–4. Swinderby figures from 

Tinley and Mills, Population turnover, 36. Clayworth figures from Laslett, 'Family Life and Illicit 
Love', 99. Melford evidence, as Table 2 and reconstitution. 

 
Table 8 Individual persistence in Long Melford 

 
 

Individuals in Melford Total Dead 
% 

Left 
% 

Continue 
% 

1676 Offering payers     
By 1684 636 18 21 61 
By 1700 636 42 27 31 
     
Individuals starting paying offering 1680–3     
By 1684 318 1 20 79 
By 1700 318 16 42 42 
     
 
Note: dead = buried in Melford; left = no record on continued existence in Melford. 
 
Sources: as Table 2, plus reconstitution.

 
Table 7 gives information about the stability of households over a longer period, 
and compares the evidence with that from other studies. Households present in 
1676 were traced until 1700 and divided into those which became extinct 
following the death of the head of household, those which appear to have left the 
parish and those where the head of household or a survivor still continued in 
Melford. A widower remarrying was regarded as a continuation of a household, 
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as was a widow staying unmarried. When a widow remarried the original 
household was considered extinct. In the period until 1684, when the Offering 
lists show residence, a son taking over as head of household from his widowed 
mother when she died was regarded as a continuation. Anyone who was buried 
in the parish (or mentioned in other records) after 1700 was counted as still in the 
parish at the start of 1700.  
 
The same analysis was then undertaken for individuals, and the results are shown 
in Table 8. Information is given first for those who paid the Offering in 1676 and 
then for the other individuals who paid for the first time at some period between 
1680 and 1683. Where it was not possible to establish whether someone had died 
or moved out (for example where there are two people with the same name and 
only one burial) they were assumed to have moved out. 
 
The prime sources of evidence are the parish register and wills, but manorial, 
apprenticeship, bastardy and settlement records have been used along with 
evidence from court cases. Some evidence is from 1700 or very close to it, but 
some individuals lived into the 1720s. It is assumed that a person has moved out 
of the parish unless there is evidence to the contrary. It is of course possible that 
some people or households counted as ‘Moved Out’ were still in the parish in 
1700 but then moved elsewhere. If this was so it would increase the ‘stable’ part of 
the population at that year. Equally, some of the people who died in the parish 
may have moved away in the meantime and later returned. However, in this early 
period of the settlement laws, the chances of older people being removed to their 
parish of settlement for burial seem lower.27  
 
Those are just some of the dangers of using a reconstitution in place of a listing, 
but the method does produce some evidence of ‘churn’. By 1700, nearly a quarter 
of a century later, only 15 per cent of households had moved out of the parish and 
over half that movement out had been within the first eight year period, 1676–
1684. Table 7 compares these results with those from two late-eighteenth century 
studies, Margaret Escott’s work on Binfield, Berkshire and that by Ruth Tinley 
and Dennis Mills on Swinderby in Lincolnshire. The results are remarkably 
similar considering the difference in size and type of community and period.28  
 
Turning to individuals, of the 613 who paid the Offering in 1676, Table 4 has 
already established that 21 per cent left Melford by 1684; by 1700 this total 
appears to be just 27 per cent, suggesting that 78 per cent of those who moved out 
did so in the first eight years. Analysis shows that a minimum of 6 per cent of the 
1676 Offering payers were servants. The 318 people who appear for the first time 
on the Easter Offering lists of 1680–1683 seem to have behaved somewhat 
differently, with 42 per cent having moved out of the parish by 1700. However, 
nearly half this movement took place in the first four years; over the period to 
1700 the average annual movement out was just 2 per cent. This group is likely to 
have been younger on average than the 1676 Offering payers; it includes newly 
married couples starting to pay the offering, those who first pay at 16 plus and a 
higher proportion of servants (because servants appearing in any of the years 
1680–3 are included). 
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Table 9 Number of generations of householders (or their spouses) established in the parish 
 
   
Stable families 

 Melford  Terling  
 1676 1671 
 % % 

 
   
1st generation 34.4 56.6 
2nd generation 20.2 24.4 
3rd generation or longer 
 

45.5 18.0 

Of that 45.5%: 
 

  

3rd generation 19.9  
4th generation 17.3  
5th generation or longer 8.3  
   
 n=383 n=122 
   

Sources: Terling evidence: Wrightson and Levine: Poverty and piety in an English vllage, 82. 
 Melford evidence from the reconstitution.

 

 
The Melford evidence gives an impression of a large stable element in the 

population, with continual slow movement in and out of the parish, along with 
higher ‘life-cycle’ movement of young people. This evidence can be compared 
with that from other studies. 
 
In their study of Terling, Essex, an agricultural parish within twenty miles of 
Melford, Keith Wrightson and David Levine used their reconstitution of the 
population to assess how long the families of the householders resident there in 
1671 had been established in the parish.29 The Terling study used the direct 
ancestors of both husband and wife, down both male or female lines, and counted 
the longest established lineage. Thus ‘established’ means the number of 
generations of any direct ancestors recorded as living in the parish, not just 
ancestors of the same surname. Table 9 compares their results with equivalent 
evidence from Melford.  
 
The Melford evidence contrasts markedly with the Terling results. Far fewer 
families were the first generation in the parish, and the percentage of households 
from families established for at least three generations is two and a half times 
higher in Melford. Indeed, over a quarter of Melford households came from 
families established for four or five generations. Many of the families counted as 
established for three generations may well have been there longer because much 
of the evidence for families established for four or five generations comes from 
wills rather than the parish register. Although that evidence may not have been 
available for Terling, the contrasts are clear even if only three generations are 
considered. 
 
Were the long established families mainly of the middling sort, as has often been 
suggested? David Hey recently summarized the results of much research when he 
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wrote that ‘The rich and the poor tended to be more mobile than those who 
occupied the “middling” ranks’; and suggested that families with a stake in land 
or their capital in a trade or business were more likely to remain in the same 
community. However, Escott’s study of Binfield suggested that by the end of the 
eighteenth century the settlement laws had had the effect of making labourers less 
mobile than those of higher status.30 

Table 10 Social groupings: number of generations established in Melford 
 
    
 Pauper Households 

1676–84 
All identified 

households 1676 
Elite households 1676 

 % % % 
    
    
1st generation 41 34 31 
2nd generation 23 20 18 
3rd generation 12 20 24 
4th generation or 
longer 

24 26 27 

    
 n=65 n=383 n=84 
    
 
Sources: as Table 9. 

 
Table 11 Proportion of various groups of adults later buried in the parish 
 

  
Adults in Melford 1676 

 
Adults in Staplehurst,Kent 1563 

 Buried in Melford % Buried in Staplehurst % 
   
 
Heads of household 

 
72 

 
66 

 
Wives of male household heads 

 
72 

 
40 

 
Other communicants 

 
53 

 
20 

   
 
Sources: Staplehurst evidence: Michael Zell, Industry in the countryside, 81; Melford, as Table 2. 

 
For Melford the reconstitution enabled the identification of both members of the 
local elite and some people and households defined as poor. The elite group in 
1676 consisted of 99 people in 84 households, identified by office holding, land 
holding, wealth and the hearth tax. They include gentry, yeomen farmers, 
clothiers, innkeepers and traders. Identification of the very poor is difficult as no 
overseers’ accounts survive. It is possible partly because of Bisbie’s accounts; he 
was paid for baptisms, churchings, marriages and burials, along with registration, 
and often recorded a lower fee from paupers. More information comes from 
parish apprenticeship records. These two sources indicate 65 households which 
can be regarded as being poor in this period, although they would not have been 
the only poor in the parish at the time. Of the 65, just 29 paid the Offering at least 
once.  
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Emigration amongst the elite group was just 0.4 per cent per year in the eight year 
period, compared to 2.6 per cent for the overall population. However, the 
difference between the elite and the rest of the population is much less clear when 
other evidence is considered, in particular the percentage of households which 
came from families longest established in the parish. Table 10 compares the 
degree to which these groups were long established in Melford. A higher 
percentage of pauper households was first generation in the parish, but the 
difference between the paupers and the overall population was not large, and a 
similar proportion of pauper families appear to have been established in the 
parish for four generations or more. It is possible that the long established local 
poor were more likely than newcomers to be charged less by Bisbie. However, the 
apprenticeship records provide a good deal of the evidence and there seems no 
financial reason why the overseers should favour apprenticing children from long 
established families. It may be that more of each generation of the elite group 
remained in the parish, and a higher proportion of the sons and daughters of 
poorer families moved away, but in this parish the ‘long rooted’ include the poor. 

Table 12 Marriages, baptisms and burials in Melford amongst married couples 
 
   
 1676 1684 
 No. % No. % 
     
Both husband and wife baptized in Melford 35 12 45 15 
Either husband or wife baptized in Melford 130 44 130 43 
Neither known to be baptized in Melford 
 

131 44 127 42 

Couples married in Melford 
 

111 37 142 47 

One or both partners buried in Melford 267 90 260 86 
Both partners buried in Melford 
 

180 61 171 57 

Neither partner baptized or buried in 
Melford 

23 8 23 8 

 n=296  n=302  
 
Note: More of the marriages existing in 1676 would have taken place during the 1650s, when 

records were disrupted. The figures about baptisms do not include people who were almost 
definitely born in Melford during that period to existing local families. The true percentages 
of individuals born in the parish will therefore be somewhat higher; the effect would most 
likely be to increase the percentage of couples where both husband and wife were baptized 
in Melford.  

 
Source:  as Table 2 plus the reconstitution. 
 

 
Another approach to estimating stability or movement in a community was used 
by Michael Zell in his study of sixteenth century Kent. A listing of communicants 
for Staplehurst similar to the Melford Offering lists enabled him to calculate the 
percentage of householders, their wives and ‘other communicants’ who were later 
buried in the parish.31 Table 11 compares the results for Staplehurst and Melford, 
and implies that the degree of stability in the latter was significantly greater. 
 
Many differences between these studies might account for some of this contrast. 
The reconstitution in Melford enables single women to be traced later as wives 
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and widows, as well as widows who remarried. The parish register quality may 
have varied, but the difference of a century is also important; the later 
seventeenth century was a period when population growth stalled and long 
distance migration seems to have become rarer.32 However, in relation to wives of 
household heads and ‘other’ adult communicants, the differences are so large that 
there may be a need for other explanations as well. 

Table 13 Proportion of marriages terminating in Melford (i.e at least one partner buried there) 
 
   
Marriages underway each year Percentage of marriages eventually terminated in Melford 
 1676 n=267 1684 n=260 
 % % 

 
   
Where both partners baptized in Melford 94 91 
Where one partner baptized in Melford 91 89 
Where neither partner baptized in Melford 82 82 
   
 
Note: as Table 11 
 
Source: as Table 8 

 
Although some married couples did migrate from place to place, it is widely 
accepted that they were much more stable than the young and the single.33 Tables 
12 and 13 give information about married couples present in Melford. Table 12 
shows that for over half of the couples at least one partner was baptized in the 
parish, and almost nine out of ten marriages were terminated in Melford, with the 
burial of at least one partner there. Among over half the couples both partners 
were buried in the parish. The difficulty of identifying wives means that the true 
figures for baptism could be higher because a woman marrying outside her parish 
and moving back with her husband is difficult to identify unless the marriage is 
found elsewhere or there is other evidence such as that from a will. For this study 
the Boyds Marriage Indexes for both Suffolk and Essex were searched, and a 
proportion of marriages which took place outside Melford were identified. 
Whether or not the marriage started in the parish, Table 13 suggests that when 
Melford attracted households to move in, or when servants or others new to the 
parish decided to marry there, the great majority stayed until the end of that 
marriage; even in marriages where neither partner was known to be baptized in 
Melford, 82 per cent of marriages terminated there.  
 
Differences between the various parts of Melford 
 
The Melford evidence allows the different parts of the parish to be compared. The 
Offering collectors identified seven separate areas (Figure 1). The largest four 
were predominantly ‘urban’ areas on or near the main north/south road through 
Melford: High Street, Hall Street east and west (listed separately) and Melford 
Green/Westgate; two others, Cranmere and Bridge Street, were dominated by 
farming and are considered to be ‘rural’. The seventh, Bull Lane/Rodbridge 
included both farms and ‘urban’ cottages but more of the latter, so is included as 
an ‘urban’ area in Tables 14 and 15. These areas must have had separate 
geographical identities, but it is also important to discover if they reflected any  
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Figure 1 The parish of Long Melford, Suffolk  
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Table 14 Persistence in the different areas of Melford 
 

 'Urban' areas 'Rural' areas Total 
 
differences in terms of the type of people who lived there, or in the degree to 
which they were established in the parish.  

 % %  
    
Total adults, 1676 EO 88 12 n=613 
    
Total households, 1676 EO 
 

89 11 n=258 

Households 1st generation 
 

30 46  

Households 2nd generation 
 

17 25  

Households 3rd generation 53 29  
or longer established    
 
Note: This table relates only to Offering payers and their households; only for them can area of 

residence be known. 
 
Sources:  as Table 2. 

 
Table 15 Movement and stability in different areas of Melford 
 
    
 'Urban' areas 'Rural' areas All Melford 
 % % % 
1676 EO payers 
 

n=541 n=72 n=613 

Still in same area 1684 
 

47 25 44 

Still in Melford 1684 
 

67 47 61 

Those still in Melford 1684 as % of 
those not buried 1676–84 

 
81 

 
62 

 
75 

    
1676 households paying EO 
 

n=230 n=28 n=258 

Still in same area 1684 46 29 44 
 

Still in Melford 1684 75 57 73 
 

 
Note: This table relates only to Offering payers and their households; only for them can area of 

residence be known. 
 
Sources: as for Table 2. 
 

 

Table 14 shows the proportion of households and individuals paying the Offering 
in the ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ parts of the parish in 1676, with just 11 per cent of the 
population (28 households) living in the latter. It is likely that the majority of 
people who did not pay the Offering lived in urban High Street or Hall Street. 
The table also gives information about the percentage of households from new 
and long established families; the ‘urban’ areas have a far higher percentage of 
longer established families.  
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It might seem surprising that there were a higher percentage of first generation 
families in the ‘rural’ areas, dominated by yeomen farmers, but many of Melford’s 
largest farms were leased by yeomen with no known previous family connections 
in the area. Some of these families settled in Melford, others left once the lease 
was up. When these results are compared with Table 8, the rural areas of Melford 
seem closer to the Terling pattern in terms of the number of generations a family 
had been established, but even these rural areas seem more ‘settled’ than Terling. 
The more settled nature of the ‘urban’ areas is confirmed by the figures in Table 
15, which analyses the information about movement and stability of individuals 
amongst the people who paid the Offering in 1676, and the households they 
formed.  
 
A considerably higher proportion of individuals from the ‘urban’ areas were still 
in the same area in 1684, or still in Melford parish. The third line of Table 15 
shows that 81 per cent of the individuals from the ‘urban’ areas who had not been 
buried in Melford were still in the parish by 1684, compared to 62 per cent from 
the ‘rural’ areas. Servants formed a higher percentage of the population in the 
‘rural’ areas and servants are more likely to be mobile. What we cannot discover 
is the number of agricultural day labourers who lived in the ‘urban’ areas; 
although some farm servants are listed in Cranmere and Bridge Street, they do 
not seem to have been enough to carry out all the agricultural work. The same 
pattern of greater stability in the ‘urban’ areas is evident amongst households, 
both in terms of movement within the parish and movement out of it. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Melford evidence is able to shed light on the differences between the various 
parts of the parish, but it does not explain why this parish shows such apparently 
high levels of stability (compared, for example, to Terling in terms of how long 
families had been established in the parish).  Size is an obvious and major factor; 
the other is the range of economic activity. Melford was considerably larger than 
Terling, Binfield or Staplehurst; it was semi-industrial, with a strong agricultural 
base and important service sector, whose industry was buoyant at this period. If 
there was a good supply of work and housing, it is likely that more young people 
remained in the area or returned after a period away in service, and that families 
who moved into the area were more likely to stay. Keith Wrightson suggested 
something similar about Ryton in County Durham. ‘It was economically very 
complex ... a parish which attracted immigrants. Perhaps it was also a place 
where the young felt less compulsion to move elsewhere to look for work.’34 
 
The possibility that this economic factor is a major determinant of a more settled 
population (at least outside London and the larger cities) is supported in the work 
of David Souden on ‘movers and stayers’. He suggests that of the sixteen parishes 
he examined, those which were centres of rural industry (Gedling in 
Nottinghamshire and Shepshed in Leicestershire) displayed high levels of inward 
movement combined with relative permanency.35 Steve King recently called for 
‘more demographic study of English rural industrial areas’;36 only such research 
will demonstrate whether or not relatively high levels of stability were invariably 
a feature of such industrial communities. 
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WORKHOUSE POPULATIONS IN THE MID-NINETEENTH CENTURY : 
THE CASE OF HERTFORDSHIRE 

Nigel Goose 

Nigel Goose is Professor of Social and Economic History and Director of the Centre for 
Regional and Local History at the University of Hertfordshire. This study arises from an 
ongoing analysis of economic and social aspects of Hertfordshire in the mid-nineteenth 
century based upon data from the 1851 census. 

Introduction 
 
Despite the centrality of workhouses to the New Poor Law as established in 1834, 
the contemporary controversy to which they gave rise, the hostility towards them 
of so many potential recipients of their hospitality, and considerable historical 
interest in their organization, administration and the living conditions they 
provided, it is remarkable how little we know about the inmates they 
accommodated. Although the New Poor Law generated a considerable weight of 
statistical data, there is nothing in the published Poor Law Reports before 1891 
that provides the level of detail with respect to age, sex and marital condition that 
can be found in the unpublished Census Enumerators’ Books (CEBs), a source 
that remains largely neglected.1 This neglect is particularly surprising as the CEBs 
also give additional information on occupations, status and place of birth, open 
up opportunities for analysis of family structure, and are readily available for 
every one of the 595 Poor Law Unions that existed in 1851, providing an ideal 
point of departure in any attempt to produce a demographic and social profile. 
For this reason the article by Hinde and Turnbull in LPS 61 discussing the 
population of two Hampshire workhouses in the mid-nineteenth century is 
welcome, but it also serves to highlight our continued ignorance, drawing 
attention to the paucity of comparative evidence available, and in particular to the 
lack of studies which are firmly rooted within the local or regional economic and 
social context.2 
 
What is needed is a means by which poverty can be embedded within the specific 
circumstances of local communities, to provide a perspective which is so often 
lacking in the often politicized general accounts of workhouse conditions, or 
hidden beneath bald statements regarding the different circumstances of the 
‘rural south’ and ‘industrial north’.3 This can best be achieved through a regional 
approach, which will avoid the excessive localism of studies of individual 
institutions or parishes, permit intra-regional as well as extra-regional 
comparison, but still allow the poor to emerge as individuals within specific 
economic, social and geographical contexts. Fortunately the data upon which to 
base such a study, for one county at least, is ready to hand. For the past ten years 
the Centre for Regional and Local History at the University of Hertfordshire has 
been co-ordinating the activities of an army of volunteer transcribers and data 
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inputters to produce a database of the 1851 census for the county. To date this has 
resulted in the publication of two volumes focusing upon different regions, 
providing a detailed analysis of various features of their economic, social and 
demographic structures in comparative perspective.4 Thematic interests have 
developed out of these broad surveys, particularly in household structure, farm 
service, women’s work and, most pertinently to the subject under discussion here, 
poverty and ageing. In pursuit of these last two topics, the data contained in the 
census enumerators’ books of 1851 for all Hertfordshire workhouses has been 
collated and processed, and the results of this analysis are presented here. 
 
The economy of mid-nineteenth century Hertfordshire 
 
Hertfordshire in the mid-nineteenth century was the epitome of a southern, 
agrarian, corn growing county, described in 1795 as ‘the first corn county in the 
kingdom’. It was ideally placed to serve the ever expanding London market for 
both corn and hay, as well as to receive manure in return, at least prior to the 
development of artificial fertilizers during the second quarter of the nineteenth 
century, a development in which Hertfordshire took the lead.5 Sheep and cattle 
rearing and fattening were not unknown, but this was very much a subsidiary 
activity compared with the main business of arable cultivation which focused 
upon wheat production organized along ‘improving’ lines, on substantial farms 
which employed a variety of crop rotations and substantial inputs of fertilizer.6 

The county was bereft of large towns, undoubtedly due to its proximity to the 
capital, and exhibited one of the lowest levels of urbanization of all the English 
counties, with just 24 per cent of its population living in its nine towns. The 
largest of these was St Albans, with a population of just 7,000 in 1851.7 It was not, 
however, wholly without industry. Not only was there a considerable and long 
established malting industry centred upon the town of Ware, but the south-west 
of the county possessed a handful of small silk factories and paper mills. The 
brewing industry also grew in scale in the later eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, ubiquitous across the county but with many larger concerns situated in 
towns such as Hitchin, Baldock, Hoddesdon, Hertford, Hemel Hempstead, St 
Albans and elsewhere.8 More impressive than any of these, however, were the 
straw plait and hatmaking industries, forming a major source of employment 
over a wide area of southern and eastern Hertfordshire, straw plaiters alone 
numbering 8,753 at mid-century, rising to 12,089 at its height in 1871.9 This 
created an additional dimension which impacted upon the structure of poverty. 
 
The Poor Law Unions that were established in 1834 were coterminous with the 
Superintendent Registrars’ Districts as recognized by the General Register Office, 
which took over responsibility for census taking in 1840. The boundaries of these 
Unions and Districts did not always correspond with county boundaries, but 
many of them did fall within the confines of ancient counties, which was indeed 
the case in Hertfordshire.10 In 1851 ten Superintendent Registrars’ Districts fell 
wholly, or very largely, within the county — Berkhamsted, Bishops Stortford, 
Hatfield, Hemel Hempstead, Hertford, Hitchin, Royston, St Albans, Ware and 
Watford — and each of these possessed a workhouse situated within the county 
boundaries. Two more straddled this boundary, Barnet and Edmonton, and 
although neither could be regarded as primarily of Hertfordshire, the Barnet 
Union Workhouse was situated at the edge of Chipping Barnet on the southern 
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fringe of the county and has thus been included in the analysis which follows. In 
1851 these 11 workhouses housed collectively a pauper population of 1,884 
individuals. 
 
The composition of Hertfordshire workhouse populations: age and sex 
structure 
 
The age profiles of workhouse inmates that can be ascertained from the census 
enumerators’ books take on special significance in view of the failure of the Poor 
Law Commission’s annual reports to provide any statistical breakdown of 
paupers by age before 1890, even if they did recognize the prominence of the 
aged, widows and the infirm amongst recipients of outdoor relief.11 At the same 
time, many contemporaries emphasized the large number of elderly people and 
orphaned or abandoned children amongst workhouse inmates, while what little 
statistical evidence there is from local studies generally supports this view.12 
Workhouses, of course, were supposed to operate according to the principle of 
‘lesser eligibility’, and hence were designed to deter the able bodied poor from 
applying for relief unless they were truly in dire circumstances, in which case 
they would be ‘offered the house’ but refused outdoor relief. In practice, these 
rules were not always rigidly applied, particularly in cases of seasonal or cyclical 
unemployment, or where the refusal of outdoor relief to a household head might 
involve the additional expense of the maintenance of an entire family in 
workhouse accommodation: policy and parsimony could thus pull in entirely 
different directions. But while we know that across the country at mid-century 
outdoor relief remained far more common than relief in the workhouse, with 
approximately one workhouse inmate for every seven in receipt of outdoor 
payments, the precise effect of these competing aspirations upon the composition 
of workhouse populations requires clarification.13 
 
The Hertfordshire data, arranged according to age and gender, are presented in 
Table 1 and Figure 1. The prominence of children, defined as those under the age 
of 15, and of the elderly, defined as those aged 60 or over, is immediately 
apparent. Taking all 11 workhouses, children accounted for almost exactly one-
third of their inmates, while the elderly constituted marginally less than one-
third. This leaves a little over one-third (35 per cent) in the categories that we 
might regard as of prime working age, between 15 and 59, the figure for women 
standing at 41 per cent and that for men at just 31 per cent. For the Basingstoke 
and Winchester workhouses Hinde and Turnbull found 39 and 40 per cent 
respectively in this age category, compared to 46 per cent of the population of the 
county as a whole.14 For Hertfordshire, therefore, the proportion is significantly 
lower still, and compares with a higher proportion in this age group across the 
county as a whole of 55 per cent.15 One would not, of course, expect poverty to be 
equally spread across all age categories, particularly as sickness, large families 
and ageing itself have all been identified as instrumental causes of poverty in the 
nineteenth century, and hence these percentages are perhaps unsurprising. When 
national figures become available after 1890, workhouse inmates in the age 
groups between 15 and 44 formed substantially lower proportions of the total 
workhouse population than did these categories in the population at large, just a 
slightly higher proportion in the age group 45–54, with the reverse picture only  
clearly emerging for age 55 and over.16  Indeed, proportions as high as those found in 
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Figure 1 Age profile of Hertfordshire workhouse inmates in 1851 
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Hampshire, standing so close to the figures for the county as a whole, might be 
taken to indicate, not the deterrent effect of the workhouse in operation, but the 
success of efforts to withdraw outdoor relief to the able bodied, leaving entry to 
the workhouse as the unavoidable last resort. Karel Williams has, of course, 
argued strongly that there were concerted and successful attempts to withdraw 
outdoor relief to able-bodied men after 1834.17 The relatively low proportion of 
workhouse occupants in Hertfordshire of prime working age, men in particular, 
might thus indicate that the Hertfordshire unions collectively were less successful 
in this respect than were those in Hampshire. 
 
The Poor Law Commission of 1834 had found in the parishes of Hatfield and 
Welwyn, and to a lesser extent in Hitchin, ‘a system of parochial management, of 
some originality and extraordinary rigour and efficiency’, destined to produce 
‘great pecuniary and moral benefit.’ Able-bodied men applying for relief were 
provided with work, ‘on such terms as to labour and wages as to make it the least 
desirable of any in the parish’, out-relief was given in goods rather than cash, 
while ‘relief on account of a numerous family is confined to admission of one or 
more of the children to the workhouse.’ The result was that, in Welwyn, ‘the 
house is tenanted only by the old, infirm and by children.’18 Elements of this 
strategy may thus have survived through to 1851, but such complete success 
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proved impossible to sustain, foundering upon the twin obstacles of an  
 
Table 1 Age profile of Hertfordshire workhouse inmates 1851 

Under 15 

Union All % M % F % Sex 
ratio 

Barnet 58 40.0 34 41.0 24 38.7 142 
Berkhamsted 10 16.4 7 17.9 3 13.6 233 
Bishops Stortford 130 39.8 63 34.6 67 46.2 94 
Hatfield 39 36.1 18 30.0 21 43.8 86 
Hemel Hempstead 27 24.8 20 27.0 7 20.0 286 
Hertford 37 31.6 22 32.4 15 30.6 147 
Hitchin 55 31.8 40 33.9 15 27.3 267 
Royston 87 37.0 53 34.2 34 42.5 156 
St Albans 60 25.8 38 28.6 22 22.0 173 
Ware 50 39.4 24 36.9 26 41.9 92 
Watford 80 32.1 41 27.2 39 39.8 105 

TOTAL 633 33.6 360 31.9 273 36.1 132 

Hertfordshire 64,662 37.2 32,576 37.7 32,086 36.7 102 
        
        

15–29 
 All % M % F % Sex 

ratio 
Barnet 20 13.8 14 16.9 6 9.7 233 
Berkhamsted 9 14.8 4 10.3 5 22.7 80 
Bishops Stortford 74 22.6 30 16.5 44 30.3 68 
Hatfield 11 10.2 6 10.0 5 10.4 120 
Hemel Hempstead 9 8.3 3 4.1 6 17.1 50 
Hertford 22 18.8 7 10.3 15 30.6 47 
Hitchin 16 9.2 8 6.8 8 14.5 100 
Royston 44 18.7 26 16.8 18 22.5 144 
St Albans 17 7.3 11 8.3 6 6.0 183 
Ware 8 6.3 4 6.2 4 6.5 100 
Watford 37 14.9 24 15.9 13 13.3 185 

TOTAL 267 14.2 137 12.1 130 17.2 105 

Hertfordshire 45,078 25.9 22,589 26.1 22,489 25.7 100 
        
        

30–59 
 All % M % F % Sex 

ratio 
Barnet 31 21.4 12 14.5 19 30.6 63 
Berkhamsted 12 19.7 6 15.4 6 27.3 100 
Bishops Stortford 60 18.3 39 21.4 21 14.5 186 
Hatfield 27 25.0 13 21.7 14 29.2 93 
Hemel Hempstead 20 18.3 15 20.3 5 14.3 300 
Hertford 25 21.4 15 22.1 10 20.4 150 
Hitchin 34 19.7 20 16.9 14 25.5 143 
Royston 49 20.9 32 20.6 17 21.3 188 
St Albans 50 21.5 16 12.0 34 34.0 47 
Ware 35 27.6 18 27.7 17 27.4 106 
Watford 47 18.9 27 17.9 20 20.4 135 

TOTAL 390 20.7 213 18.9 177 23.4 120 

Hertfordshire 50,840 29.2 24,947 28.9 25,893 29.6 96 
        



 

Table 1 Age profile of Hertfordshire workhouse inmates 1851: continued 

60 + 

Union All % M % F % Sex 
Ratio 

Barnet 36 24.8 23 27.7 13 21.0 177 
Berkhamsted 30 49.2 22 56.4 8 36.4 275 
Bishops Stortford 63 19.3 50 27.5 13 9.0 385 
Hatfield 31 28.7 23 38.3 8 16.7 288 
Hemel Hempstead 53 48.6 36 48.6 17 48.6 212 
Hertford 33 28.2 24 35.3 9 18.4 267 
Hitchin 68 39.3 50 42.4 18 32.7 278 
Royston 55 23.4 44 28.4 11 13.8 400 
St Albans 106 45.5 68 51.1 38 38.0 179 
Ware 34 26.8 19 29.2 15 24.2 127 
Watford 85 34.1 59 39.1 26 26.5 227 

TOTAL 594 31.5 418 37.1 176 23.3 238 

Hertfordshire 13,382 7.7 6,353 7.3 7,029 8.0 90 
        
        
        
        
        

Union TOTAL  
 

 No. Per 
1,000 

 

 All M F Sex 
ratio 

   

        
Barnet 145 83 62 134  9.9  
Berkhamsted 61 39 22 177  4.9  
Bishops Stortford 327 182 145 126  16.1  
Hatfield 108 60 48 125  12.7  
Hemel Hempstead 109 74 35 211  8.3  
Hertford 117 68 49 139  7.8  
Hitchin 173 118 55 215  7.0  
Royston 235 155 80 194  8.9  
St Albans 233 133 100 133  12.9  
Ware 127 65 62 105  7.7  
Watford 249 151 98 154  13.2  
        
TOTAL 1,884 1,128 756 149  10.0  
        
Hertfordshire 173,962 86,465 87,497 99    
 
Sources:   Public Record Office, CEBs Hertfordshire: HO107/1701-1716. 
  Census of Great Britain 1851, Population Tables II. Ages, civil condition, occupations and 

birth-place of the people, vol. 1 (London, 1854), British Parliamentary Papers 1852-3, 
LXXXVIII Pt. 1, 139. 

proved impossible to sustain, foundering on the twin obstacles of an overstocked 
labour market and seasonal unemployment. Clearly, the prediction of the Ware 
Union clerk in 1836 that ‘able-bodied pauperism will soon be but a name’, was, to 
say the least, unduly optimistic.19 
 

A similar comparison with the county profile for the age group 0–14 puts the 
situation of children in clearer perspective, for there were in fact proportionally 
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fewer children in the workhouses than in the population of the county at large, 34 
per cent compared to 37 per cent. Given the emphasis so often placed upon the 
plight of the poor orphan or abandoned child, and the influence of large families 
upon susceptibility to poverty, this figure is surprisingly low, and may well 
reflect a general reluctance to admit large families to the workhouses except as a 
last resort. For six of our eleven workhouses families are grouped clearly and 
consistently together in the census returns, and hence it is possible to test this 
proposition.20 In these six, population 1,069, there were just 14 married couples 
with children, totalling 75 individuals or just 7 per cent of all inmates. Royston 
and Hatfield, with six and three families respectively, had more than their share 
in proportion to their size, whilst in the large St Albans workhouse there was not 
a single married couple with children, and just two in Watford. A number of these 
were clearly burdened with a great charge of children, such as Joseph and Ann 
Martin at Ware, with their seven children aged from six months to 10 years, their 
namesakes William and Elizabeth Martin at Hatfield, with six children aged from 
one to twenty, or the Bunn family at Royston, also with six children. On the other 
hand, 7 of the 14 included just one or two children. Unsurprisingly, agricultural 
labourers feature prominently, heading at least 9 of the 14 families, and possibly 
also two more.21  
 
This does not, however, imply that the majority of children in these institutions 
were orphans. Four workhouses clearly identify orphans, and here they 
constituted just 15 per cent of all children, the proportion ranging from 7 per cent 
in Hitchin to 39 per cent in Hertford, suggesting that the problem posed by 
orphans may have been overstated.22 Children were far more commonly found 
with a lone parent. In the six workhouses for which it is straightforward to 
identify family groups, as many as 73 families were comprised of one or other 
parent with one or more children. Thirty-seven were headed by an unmarried 
woman, 11 by a married woman and 25 by a widow or widower, and in the latter 
respect it is interesting to find that 9 of these 25 were men. The prominence of 
unmarried mothers in these workhouses testifies both to the association of single 
parenthood with poverty and no doubt also to their moral standing in the eyes of 
the poor law boards of guardians.23 
 
Regardless of how it is constituted, the Hertfordshire figure for children of 34 per 
cent is particularly low compared to the Hampshire total of 40–44 per cent, and 
requires an additional local explanation. Over a wide region of south and west 
Hertfordshire the straw plait and straw and Brazilian hatmaking trades provided 
substantial employment, for women and also for children from as young as four 
years. In the Berkhamsted Union, for example, incorporating a total population of 
11,578, 16 per cent of boys and 26 per cent of girls aged 5–9 were employed in 
1851, whilst for the age group 10–14 the figures stood as high as 45 and 56 per 
cent for boys and girls respectively.24 In the adjacent St Albans region, total 
population 17,991, 10 per cent of boys and 14 per cent of girls aged 5–9 were 
employed, and 51 per cent of boys and 50 per cent of girls aged 10–14.25 These 
figures stand well above the national totals calculated from the published census 
report, for across England and Wales just 2 per cent of boys and 1 per cent of girls 
aged 5–9 were employed, and 37 per cent of boys and 20 per cent of girls aged 10–
14.26 In these areas, therefore, employment opportunities both for women and for 
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children must have acted as a powerful antidote to the potential poverty that 
could afflict large families. 
 
This argument receives support from analysis of the sex ratio of children and 
young adults found in Hertfordshire workhouses, as well as from further 
consideration of regional variations in both age and sex profile. For the age group 
0–4 there were just slightly more females than males in Hertfordshire 
workhouses, but the balance shifts decisively towards males for those aged 5–9, 
the age at which the Berkhamsted and St Albans data indicates a considerable 
discrepancy in employment opportunities between the sexes in favour of girls. In 
the subsequent age category, 10–14, there are proportionally even more boys than 
girls in the workhouses, despite more equal employment prospects, and this may 
well reflect fundamental difficulties in employment in the agricultural sector that 
dominated male employment in this age group, either of a long term or of a 
seasonal nature. Males continue to predominate through to age 24, with the 
position reversed through from 25 to 39, and the balance in favour of males 
restored for every age cohort thereafter. With respect to the figures for young 
adults, this represents a marked contrast to the situation in Hampshire, for in 
Winchester females form a clear majority of workhouse inmates aged 15–24 and 
in Basingstoke aged 20–24.27  
 
The four Hertfordshire unions to exhibit the lowest proportions aged under 15 in 
their workhouses were Berkhamsted, Hemel Hempstead, St Albans and Hitchin, 
and in each of these the sex ratio in this age range was heavily skewed towards 
male inmates. It can be no coincidence that these were the very areas where the 
straw plait and hat industries were primarily located.28 If we compare the 
proportion under the age of 15 in these four together compared to the remaining 
seven institutions, they amount to 26 as compared to 37 per cent, and the 
proportion would most probably be lower still if it were possible to split the 
Hitchin union in two. The sex ratio (males per 100 females) of those aged under 15 
in these four workhouses is even more distinctive, standing as high as 223 
compared with just 117 in the remaining seven. Local and regional economic 
opportunities were thus a potent factor helping to determine the age and sex 
profile of nineteenth century workhouse populations, and to explain the 
substantial variations that could be found both within and between counties.29 
 
The final age category to be considered is the elderly. Here the high proportion 
aged 60 and over is in no sense misleading, for the figure of 32 per cent in the 
Hertfordshire workhouses compares to under 8 per cent in the population of the 
county as a whole. The proportion of inmates in Hertfordshire who were elderly 
stands well above the 20 per cent discovered for Hampshire and the mere 9 per 
cent at Colyton in Devon 1851–81, although it was exceeded by the figure for 
Leicester in 1881. In the four straw plait areas of Hitchin, St Albans, Hemel 
Hempstead and Berkhamsted, however, the proportion who were elderly was 
higher still, reaching 49 per cent in Berkhamsted and Hemel. This is partly the 
statistical product of the far lower proportion under 15, but it also reinforces the 
fact that whilst all workhouses for which we have information housed 
disproportionate numbers of elderly inhabitants, these proportions could vary 
quite dramatically from one to another, even within a fairly circumscribed 
geographical area.30 

 
 

59



One respect in which the Hertfordshire data decisively reinforces previous 
analyses is in terms of the pronounced skew towards men amongst elderly 
inmates, echoing the situation in Hampshire whilst differing from the 
workhouses of east Kent only in terms of the extent of the bias.31 Whilst the sex 
ratio for all age categories in the 11 Hertfordshire workhouses stood at 149, for 
those aged 60 or over it reached 238, despite the fact that elderly women 
outnumbered men in the population of the county at large, producing a sex ratio 
of just 90. Viewed from another perspective the figures appear almost startling, 
for whilst the workhouse population in 1851 accounted for just 1 per cent of the 
county’s total population, nearly 7 per cent of men aged 60 or over were 
workhouse inmates.32 Men’s prospects declined further still with advancing years: 
the 239 men aged 70 or over in Hertfordshire workhouses in 1851 represented 
fully 10 per cent of males in this age group in the county at large.33 
 
In this respect there is no distinction between the straw plait and hat areas and the 
rest of the county: the skew towards men is universal, though it was far less 
marked in Ware, possibly due to general labouring employment opportunities in 
the malting industry, and particularly pronounced in Royston, which was very 
heavily reliant upon agriculture. The prevalence of this skew may partly reflect 
the greater ability of elderly women to look after themselves as compared to men, 
as well as the greater usefulness of elderly females for the purposes of child care 
and other domestic tasks, as Tufnell suggested as long ago as 1836.34 A first 
approach towards testing such propositions is through analysis of family 
structure, which is possible for the St Albans Superintendent Registrar’s District 
in 1851, which included a population of 17,991 individuals in 3,576 households.35 
Of these 112 were vertically extended to include parents or parents in law, 
involving a total of 119 individuals, but just 34 of these were men compared to 85 
women, producing a skew towards women that exceeds that revealed in 
Anderson’s national sample, and which was particularly marked in the town of St 
Albans itself.36 Siblings and siblings in law of the household head were more 
common, numbering 319 in total, but just 85 of these were men while 234 were 
women, again with a more pronounced skew in town than in countryside. The 
potential contribution of these female kin to household chores and perhaps 
particularly to child care must surely have had a bearing upon this disparity 
between the sexes, although the vulnerability of widowed females may also have 
played a part, as well as, in this area at least, their potential contribution to family 
budgets through employment in the straw trade. 
 
In Hertfordshire, despite the lack of a clear contrast between the straw plait and 
other regions of the county, the trade must still have served to keep considerable 
numbers of elderly females a step or two away from destitution, and in this 
regard it is interesting to note that in 1851 in the rural parishes of the St Albans 
region, 78 per cent of widows were recorded as occupied and 94 per cent of single 
women aged 60 plus, whilst in the town of St Albans itself the figures stood at 70 
per cent and 79 per cent respectively.37 Amongst these were the likes of Sarah 
Smith, a widow aged 50 years and living alone in St Peters Street, occupied as a 
straw bonnet maker, and Mary Attwood of Turnpike Lane in Harpenden, also 
living alone at the age of 67, a spinster, employed in sewing bonnets. In other 
instances elderly females were supported by daughters or other kin employed in 
the straw and hat industry. Hence Jane Salmon, a widow aged 72 years who lived 
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in Fishpool Street, St Albans, had no recorded occupation, but her two unmarried 
daughters Eliza and Sarah, aged 28 and 24, were employed as a trimming weaver 
and hatmaker respectively. Similarly Martha Loggan of Pound Field in the same 
town, a 76 year old widow and former laundress, lived with her 16 year old 
grandaughter Georgiana, who was occupied as a bonnet sewer.  Many more 
examples of similar mutual support between female family members, in the 
absence of a male breadwinner, could be cited, and many more women used this 
strategy to combat potential poverty than struggled along on their own.  
 
There are clearly many other factors that might have helped produce this 
predominance of elderly men in the workhouse, including the lack of family 
support for lone males, their inability to plead sickness in the family as a reason to 
be granted outdoor relief, the difficulties that old age brought to agricultural 
labour or other predominantly male occupations requiring considerable physical 
exertion compared to, for example, plaiting or needlework, the reduced financial 
incentive to keep them out of the workhouse, as well as the fact that unmarried 
men both young and old were generally less favoured by employers than were 
family men, particularly in times of seasonal scarcity of work.38 The Reverend 
Carmalt, reporting on Stoke in Buckinghamshire, was not alone in his belief that 
‘farmers very considerately reserve their piece-work for the most deserving of 
their workmen, and particularly for those who have families’.39 There can be no 
doubt that agricultural labourers were particularly vulnerable. Nine of the 11 
Hertfordshire workhouses provide reliable occupational information, and of the 
640 males with an occupational designation as many as 461 (72 per cent) were 
agricultural workers. To put this into perspective, in the St Albans Union at large 
5,596 males are recorded as occupied, and of these 2,160 (39 per cent) were 
agricultural workers, which compares with 67 out of 90 (74 per cent) in the St 
Albans union workhouse. Agricultural labourers feature just as prominently 
amongst the elderly workhouse inmates, again accounting for 72 per cent of those 
aged 60 or over with an occupational designation.40 Labourers could indeed, in 
some instances, work on to a ripe old age, and some half a dozen are recorded in 
the St Albans district as still employed in their eighties or beyond, including 
James Wood of Marshall’s Heath, Wheathampstead, aged 86, and William 
Beckley of Smug Oak in St Stephens parish, aged 93, but one must wonder about 
their ability to work with any regularity at these advanced ages. In all 200 of the 
2,160 agricultural workers in this district were aged sixty or over, while there 
were 49 in the workhouse, and hence one in five of all elderly agricultural 
labourers were receiving indoor relief on census night in 1851. 
 
The relative provision of almshouse accommodation for men and women may 
also help explain why more elderly women were able to avoid the workhouse, at 
least in towns where the opportunities for alms relief were most substantial but 
frequently biased in favour of women in general, and women of good character in 
particular. In this respect the example of Martha and Matthew Gower is 
particularly interesting. In 1851 Martha Gower, recorded as a lacemaker, aged 75 
and married, resided in Church House Almshouses in Northchurch, along with 
10 other women and just three men, but her spouse was not amongst them. She 
had married Matthew Gower in 1798, and in 1851 Matthew, aged 77, married and 
an agricultural labourer, was an inmate of the nearby Berkhamsted Union 
Workhouse, where he was still living at his death in 1860.41 The sex ratio of the 
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population at risk may have a bearing too, for while in the parts of Hertfordshire 
where the straw industry was prominent the overall sex ratio was skewed 
towards women, in areas where it was largely absent and agriculture more clearly 
dominant, such as Royston, there was an overall skew towards men and less of a 
predominance of women amongst the elderly than in the county as a whole. The 
most recent national estimates suggest that almost exactly twice as many women 
as men were relieved from the poor rate in 1850, indoors and outdoors, and hence 
the predominance of men in workhouses reinforces the view that they were 
considerably less likely than were women to receive relief outdoors.42 Whatever 
the reason for their presence in such numbers, the Hertfordshire workhouse 
evidence has clearly highlighted the plight of a hitherto largely neglected category 
amongst the poor, for whilst we often hear of the difficulties experienced by 
elderly widows in the mid-nineteenth century, very little attention has as yet been 
paid to the problems of poor, old men.43 
 
The composition of Hertfordshire workhouse populations: marital structure 
 
The marital condition of Hertfordshire workhouse inmates aged 20 and over is 
shown in Table 2. Immediately apparent is the relatively small proportion who 
were married, at just 18 per cent an identical figure to that for the Basingstoke 
workhouse and very close to that for Winchester.44 By contrast, 499 of the 1,128 
adults were single, fully 44 per cent. These figures stand in stark contrast to those 
for the county as a whole, where 62 per cent were married and just 28 per cent 
were bachelors or spinsters. Single people of both sexes were clearly more 
vulnerable to destitution in nineteenth century English society, lacking the 
support of a spouse or children, less favoured by employers, sometimes 
disqualified from almshouse accommodation, often less well established in their 
communities than family units and perhaps also generally regarded as less 
deserving than the married or widowed. Many of these were old, but surprising 
numbers were of prime working age, for 348 of the 499 unmarried adults were 
aged between 20 and 59, 56 per cent of them men. Just 91 of the 1,872 (5 per cent) 
individuals identifiable by marital status were married persons aged 20–59, 41 
men and 50 women. Married men in this age category, therefore, accounted for a 
mere 2 per cent of the total workhouse population, which would not only 
underline the greater vulnerability of the single, the elderly and the widowed, but 
would also appear to indicate a positive policy of exclusion of married people, 
men in particular, from the workhouse, unless they were elderly. 
 
We have already seen that there were relatively few married couples with 
children in the six institutions where family groups could be readily identified.45 
In the same six there were 19 childless couples, 10 of which were found in St 
Albans, and all but two of these were elderly. Interestingly, more married inmates 
were over 60 (112) than under 60 (91). Indeed, in 6 of the 11 institutions married 
men aged 20–59 numbered two or less, whilst only at Royston did the number 
reach double figures. Here married men formed fully 33 per cent of all male 
inmates aged 20–59 compared to just 14 per cent in the 11 workhouses combined. 
The St Albans figures are also interesting, in that there were twice as many 
married men as women in the workhouse, not a single married couple with 
children, but 10 married couples without children. These features again underline the 
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Table 2  Marital condition of Hertfordshire workhouse inmates aged 20+  
 

local differences that could arise from differing economic conditions or social 
policies.46 

Watford 72 46.2 50 50.0 22 39.3 31 19.9 20 20.0 11 19.6 

TOTAL 499 44.2 298 42.9 201 46.4 202 17.9 115 16.5 87 20.1 
            
Hertfordshire 25,423 27.6 13,005 28.8 12,418 26.4 57,052 61.9 28,489 63.2 28,563 60.7 

Union Widowed TOTAL 
    All    M    F    All M F 
 No. % No. % No. %    

Barnet 34 45.3 19 47.5 15 42.9 75 40 35 
Berkhamsted 21 48.8 15 53.6 6 40.0 43 28 15 
Bishops Stort'd 46 28.8 33 31.7 13 23.2 160 104 56 
Hatfield 28 42.4 18 42.9 10 41.7 66 42 24 
Hemel Hemp'd 35 45.5 27 54.0 8 29.6 77 50 27 
Hertford 32 47.1 19 50.0 13 43.3 68 38 30 
Hitchin 43 38.1 35 46.7 8 21.1 113 75 38 
Royston 47 37.3 37 43.0 10 25.0 126 86 40 
St Albans 65 38.7 39 42.9 26 33.8 168 91 77 
Ware 23 30.3 10 24.4 13 37.1 76 41 35 
Watford 53 34.0 30 30.0 23 41.1 156 100 56 

TOTAL 427 37.9 282 40.6 145 33.5 1,128 695 433 

Hertfordshire 9,677 10.5 3,590   8.0 6,087 12.9 92,152 45,084 47,068 

 
Sources:   Public Record Office, CEBs Hertfordshire: HO107/1701-1716. 
  Census of Great Britain 1851, Population Tables II. Ages, civil condition, occupations and 

birth-place of the people, vol. 1 (London, 1854), British Parliamentary Papers 1852-3, LXXXVIII 
Pt. 1, 139. 

 

Union Unmarried Married 
    All    M     F    All    M     F 
 No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Barnet 33 44.0 17 42.5 16 45.7 8 10.7 4 10.0 4 11.4 
Berkhamsted 11 25.6 6 21.4 5 33.3 11 25.6 7 25.0 4 26.7 
Bishops Stort'd 102 63.8 67 64.4 35 62.5 12 7.5 4 3.8 8 14.3 
Hatfield 25 37.9 17 40.5 8 33.3 13 19.7 7 16.7 6 25.0 
Hemel Hemp'd 31 40.3 16 32.0 15 55.6 11 14.3 7 14.0 4 14.8 
Hertford 33 48.5 18 47.4 15 50.0 3 4.4 1 2.6 2 6.7 
Hitchin 42 37.2 24 32.0 18 47.4 28 24.8 16 21.3 12 31.6 
Royston 50 39.7 34 39.5 16 40.0 29 23.0 15 17.4 14 35.0 
St Albans 67 39.9 28 30.8 39 50.6 36 21.4 24 26.4 12 15.6 
Ware 33 43.4 21 51.2 12 34.3 20 26.3 10 24.4 10 28.6 
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Finally, these figures again underline the plight of poor, elderly males who lacked 
a spouse. Forty-one per cent of all men in these workhouses aged 20 and over 
were widowers, although they formed only 8 per cent across the county as a 
whole. There were only half as many widows as widowers in the workhouse, 
accounting for 34 per cent of the female inmate population, despite the fact that 
they formed a substantially higher proportion, 13 per cent, of the female 
population of the county. 
 
Admissions and discharges to the Hatfield Union Workhouse 
 
The census returns, of course, provide only a snapshot at one point in time, and a 
fuller insight requires the type of information that can only be provided by a 
complete record of admissions and discharges, such as that available for the 
Hatfield Union from the 1830s forwards, presented in Table 3.47 A preliminary 
analysis for the period 1836–61 confirms the predominance of men in the 
workhouse, for a total of 2,366 males were admitted over this period compared 
with 1,290 females, 65 per cent and 35 per cent respectively.48 This represents a 
more pronounced skew towards men than revealed in the 1851 census for 
Hatfield workhouse. Of the 3,658 for whom an age could be calculated, 1,025 (28 
per cent) Pwere under 15, 1,866 (51 per cent) were aged 15–59 and 767 (21 per 
cent) were 60 years or over. Again this shows a disparity with both the county 
and the Hatfield Union Workhouse age structure for 1851, when a considerably 
larger proportion fell into the dependent age groups whilst those of prime 
working age were fewer in number. Analysis by sex reveals a further aspect to 
this disparity, for in 1851 there was an equal number of males and females aged 
15–59 in the Hatfield workhouse, and in institutions across the county males 
formed 53 per cent of this age group and females 47 per cent. Admissions to the 
Hatfield workhouse over this 25 year period, however, reveal a decided skew 
towards men, who represented 65 per cent of the 1,866 aged 15–59 compared with 
just 35 per cent women, exactly the same proportions as for workhouse 
admissions of all ages. Finally, although the admissions register reveals that the 
elderly formed a lower proportion of all men than was found in the census data, 
either for Hatfield or for the county as a whole, the discrepancy between elderly 
men and women is even more marked, producing a sex ratio as high as 408. 
 
These disparities are partly a product of the different biases of the respective 
sources, for the elderly were more likely to be long term residents and hence 
liable to be caught in the snapshot that the census provides, while men of prime 
working age entered and left the workhouse more frequently in response to 
seasonal fluctuations in agricultural employment.49 They may also partly be due 
to changes in policy and practice over time, but undoubtedly reflect fluctuating 
economic conditions too. The 3,659 admissions over a 25 year period represent an 
average of 146 per year, but the annual intake could vary markedly. Hence during 
the ‘Hungry Forties’, now recognized to be hungry in parts rather than 
consistently depressed, average admissions rose to 177 per annum, peaking in 
1842 at 213, falling off, and reaching new heights in 1847 at 289.50 It is no 
coincidence that in 1842 overcrowding was reported in the Hitchin workhouse, 
requiring the removal of 24 old men to Stevenage, the Board defending its record 
by explaining that this temporary problem had resulted from ‘a concurrence of 
want of employment amongst mechanics and agricultural labourers through the 
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Table 3 Admissions to the Hatfield Union Workhouse 1836-61 
 
       
 

 Under 15 15-59 60+ Total 
 No. % No. % No. %  
        
 
M 

 
540 

 
22.8 

 
1,210 

 
51.1 

 
616 

 
26.0 

 
2,366 

 
% 

 
52.8 

  
64.8 

  
80.3 

  
64.7 

 
F 

 
483 

 
37.4 

 
656 

 
50.9 

 
151 

 
11.7 

 
1,290 

 
% 

 
47.2 

  
35.2 

  
19.7 

  
35.3 

 
Sex ratio 

 
112 

  
184 

  
408 

  
183 

 
Total 

 
1,023 

 
28.0 

 
1,866 

 
51.0 

 
767 

 
21.0 

 
3,656 

 
 
Source: Herts CRO, BG/HAT 
 

wetness of the season, with a particular depression of the straw plait 
manufacture’.51 In years such as these the proportion of males admitted rose even 

higher, reaching 71 per cent at Hatfield in 1847. Furthermore, in such years a far 
higher proportion than usual are recorded as able bodied, as opposed to wholly 
or partially disabled, reflecting the impact of the spread of unemployment 
through the labouring classes. Seasonal unemployment, therefore, was another 
factor that could cause disparity between the admissions data and the census, for 
when the census was conducted at the end of March the winter peak of 
unemployment, amply reflected in workhouse admissions, was over, even if the 
halcyon summer months were still to come. There were 123 admissions to the 
Hatfield workhouse in March during the 1840s out of a total of 1,772, less than the 
average monthly share and well below the winter peak. By contrast, the decadal 
total for August was just 90, and in the depressed year of 1847 there were only six 
admissions to the workhouse in August out of the annual total of 289, five of 
whom were described as ‘tramp’. Not every August exhibits such favourable 
figures, but in some years it would appear that the harvest season saw the virtual 
eradication of involuntary destitution, if only briefly. 
 
Workhouse admissions declined during the 1850s as economic conditions 
improved and we enter the ‘Golden Age’ of English agriculture, the decadal 
intake of 1,372 representing an average of 137 each year.52 Again, however, there 
were peaks and troughs, numbers rising close to 200 in both 1853 and 1854, and 
dropping to just over 100 in 1852 and 1858. With 141 admissions in 1850 and 140 
in 1851, the two years closest to the March 1851 census were average years, but a 
considerable amount of short term movement lies hidden behind the census total 
of 108. That much of this was the product of male seasonal unemployment is 
again suggested by the sex ratio of those admitted, for in 1840 65 per cent were 
male and in 1841 63 per cent, compared to the figure of 56 per cent derived from 
the census. And whilst in the census just 35 per cent of workhouse inmates were 
aged 15–59, an equal number of each sex, the admissions register for 1850–1 
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shows that 53 per cent fell into this age category, just over two-thirds of them 
men. 
 
The Hatfield admissions and discharges register is pregnant with possibilities for 
further exploitation, and only the most preliminary of analyses has been 
presented here, for not only does it include information on age, sex, marital 
condition, occupation, disability, date of admission and discharge, and parish of 
settlement, but many entries also provide reasons for admission and discharge, as 
well as observations on both the physical and moral condition of the inmates. 
Hence we meet James Ansell, born in 1824, an orphan who had been deserted by 
his father and mother, variously recorded as a labourer or of no occupation, in 
1840 described as with ‘no work and subject to fits’, and being admitted in August 
1840 he absconded two months later, having been notably ‘ill behaved’. In July 
1843 he was admitted ‘in a very dirty state’, but these were only two of a total of 
35 admissions of the same James Ansell between 1835 and 1847. On one occasion 
of his discharge he apparently ‘went to sea’, but his sea legs cannot have taken 
him far as he was readmitted to the workhouse just two days later. Four times he 
was discharged ‘to prison’, and the last we hear of him was in 1847 when he was 
taken by a police constable to Hertford, having broken open a letter and stolen a 
silver sixpence. 
 
Conclusion 
 
There are four main outcomes of this exploration of Hertfordshire workhouse 
populations. First, a substantial body of data for a southern agricultural county 
has been presented that can be used as a reference point for comparative 
purposes, and will constitute a small step towards filling a very large gap in the 
available literature.  
 
Second, the Hertfordshire data has revealed that, whilst there may often have 
been very broad similarities in the age, sex and marital profiles of the inhabitants 
of mid-nineteenth century workhouses, there was considerable variation too, 
amounting in some respects to significant contrasts. These variations may partly 
have been due to the pursuit of different policies in different localities, but they 
clearly also reflected basic disparities of economic structure, in Hertfordshire most 
notably the opportunities available in some parts of the county for child and 
female employment in the straw plait and related trades. Economic realities were 
influential too in the shorter run, through the impact of fluctuations in both the 
trade cycle and seasonal unemployment, whilst in the long run secular changes in 
the prosperity of the agricultural sector or the rise and decline of cottage industry 
also exerted an impact.  
 
Third, these profiles have been put into better perspective through comparison 
with data for the population of the county at large, reinforced by analysis of 
family and household structure, and in particular have emphasized the under-
representation of married people in the workhouses, the considerable skew 
towards men which appears to have been more marked in Hertfordshire than 
elsewhere, the vulnerability of the single and widowed, the over-representation of 
agricultural labourers, and above all the plight of poor old men, both widowed 
and single. If we add the evidence from Bedfordshire, Kent, Hampshire and 
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Devon to that from Hertfordshire, it begins to appear that this skew towards men 
may have been widespread, in southern agricultural counties at least. If this was 
the case, then workhouse populations in the mid-nineteenth century contrast 
sharply with those of eighteenth century London, for at St Luke’s in Chelsea in 
the years 1743–69 and 1782–99 it was women who formed a clear majority, 
constituting 2,795 out of 4,352 entrants, fully two-thirds of the total, whilst the 
elderly formed a far smaller proportion than they did in mid-nineteenth century 
Hertfordshire.53 On the evidence presented here, David Thomson’s generally rosy 
view of the prospects for the elderly in mid-nineteenth century English society is 
highly questionable, whilst his suggestion that workhouses ‘were not especially 
important in providing care for the aged’ is simply not acceptable, certainly for 
men, and particularly for male agricultural labourers.54  
 
Finally, consideration of census and admissions data together has shown that 
each source has its own bias. The census provides us with information at one 
fixed point in time, a perfectly valid historical perspective in its own right but one 
that masks the considerable comings and goings that the admissions register 
reveals, either through seasonal fluctuations or as a result of the activities of 
incorrigible individuals such as James Ansell. As the census will capture a higher 
proportion of long term residents, it will undoubtedly tend to understate the 
proportions of individuals of prime working age, which feature in greater 
numbers in the admissions register but who individually remained in the 
workhouse for much shorter periods. The admissions register shows an even 
greater skew towards men than the census data, evident across a wider age range, 
but it must be remembered that it is admissions that are being counted rather than 
individuals, still less length of workhouse occupancy. And whilst an admissions 
register as detailed as that which survives for Hatfield is clearly a far more fertile 
source than the census enumerators’ books, the census has the advantage that it is 
available for every locality, once every ten years, through to 1891. The present 
survey has benefited considerably from the availability of machine readable 
census data for the whole county in 1851, providing the necessary context to help 
explain the composition of workhouse populations. Hopefully we can look 
forward to further local and regional analyses, not conducted in a vacuum, but 
firmly situated within the communities whose economic and social structures and 
trends generated the poverty that these institutions epitomize. 
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Aggregative analysis of parish register series reveals that many communities and 
populations experienced regular cycles (or oscillations) of baptisms and burials, 
suggesting that the underlying population numbers were fluctuating. These 
regular cycles in vital events can be extracted from the annual totals by the 
statistical technique of time-series analysis and demographers recognize two 
distinct types of oscillations: exogenous and endogenous. Exogenous cycles are 
driven by external events, such as weather conditions or grain prices, whereas, 
although endogenous cycles are apparently triggered by a single external event 
(usually a mortality crisis), they are perpetuated and their characteristics are 
determined by the underlying dynamics of the population. Time-series analysis of 
baptismal and burial records of English parishes suggests that both the exogenous 
and endogenous cycles have common characteristics; in particular their 
periodicity (or wavelength of the cycles) seems to be remarkably standardized. 
Their regularity provides us with important clues concerning the underlying 
population dynamics. 
 
Cycles in human populations 
 
It has frequently been observed that human populations often appear to fluctuate 
in cycles. Oscillations with a periodicity of 15 years have been imposed on 
demographic rates, it is suggested, by the climate or by fluctuations in the quality 
of the harvest, and a 20-year Kuznets cycle has been found which may reflect 
economic-demographic interactions.1 Longer wavelength oscillations have been 
detected in population size, fertility and real wages2 in different historical periods; 
a 30-year cycle is found in the plotted data of baptisms from preindustrial 
parishes;3 other cycles have a periodicity of one generation, but longer cycles of 40 
to 60 years that are closer to two generations have also been described and the 50-
year Kondratieff cycle runs through the demographic variables of nineteenth 
century Europe.4 A 43-year cycle has been found in deaths in the city of Florence 
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from 1275–15005 and a 55-year oscillation in the birth series of nineteenth century 
France.6 
 
Two types of cycles have been identified. Firstly, transient, or generation-long, 
oscillations which reflect the intrinsic dynamics of population renewal can occur 
in populations growing without effective constraint, such as might occur 
temporarily in newly-settled areas; these oscillations diminish (or decay) over 
time.7 Secondly, control (or limit) cycles which differ from generation-long cycles 
in that they have no tendency to decay,8 and demographers such as Malthus and 
Easterlin have suggested theories for the existence of steady-state populations in 
which oscillations are controlled by density-dependent constraints (i.e. the 
balance between resources and population numbers).9 Although the factors 
causing these cycles are unclear, changes in fertility and birth rate within a 
controlled system have been advanced as the most probable underlying control 
mechanism; these cycles can continue unabated as long as the density-dependent 
check is dominant.10 The baby boom and bust pattern in the fertility of the USA in 
the twentieth century is an example; the series has a periodicity of about 44 years 
and displays a trough in the mid-thirties, a rise to a peak in the late fifties and a 
further decline thereafter.11 Other examples of human populations that have been 
maintained at a constant level (i.e. in steady-state) by density-dependent checks 
include the long-run stability of hunter-gatherer populations, recovery from 
demographic crises and the association of fertility with size of land holding.12 
 
It is difficult to present a synthesis of these studies because they include both 
exogenous and endogenous cycles, they are largely concerned with the 
populations of whole countries rather than with single communities, little is 
known of the underlying population dynamics and it is not clear what initiated 
the oscillations. 
 
Demographic feedback models have been used to reproduce the regularity of 
these cycles13 but the models were all deficient in one way or another and either 
failed to generate control cycles or produced a periodicity of 90 years.14 Questions 
still arise as to how far the intrinsic tendencies of the population may be affected 
by temporary conditions, by declining mortality or by waves of immigrants, and 
whether in human populations there are feedback mechanisms of sufficient 
sensitivity to generate self-sustaining cycles.15 
 
Communities in steady-state in pre-industrial England 
 
In many communities in England the mean annual number of baptisms and 
burials remained approximately constant from the middle of the sixteenth century 
to about the middle of the eighteenth century. In addition, the mean annual 
number of baptisms approximately equalled the mean number of burials and we 
conclude that, over some 200 years, many communities remained, on the average, 
in steady-state although the population fluctuated within strict limits during this 
time; examples of density-dependent control. 
 
A typical, over-simplistic scenario during the seventeenth century in a density-
dependent situation, particularly in communities living under marginal 
conditions, would be for a woman to have an average of four children, two of 
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Figure1     Baptism series at Walton-le-Dale, 1654–1808: ordinate annual number of baptisms 

whom died before reaching reproductive age, so maintaining the status quo. 
The time taken for a women to mature and begin reproduction is very long and 
this fact when combined with the average production of two viable children 
per woman means that the population will be susceptible to mortality crises 
when it will produce cycles (i.e. it will oscillate). 

The behaviour of these endogenous cycles is predictable from theory. One such 
prediction is that a cycle in the annual baptisms would be generated under these 
conditions; this endogenous cycle would have a fixed periodicity (wavelength) 
but would progressively fall in size (i.e. it would decay). The prediction is that 
the period (expressed in years) would be equal to the average age of the 
women in the population when they bore their middle (median) child. 

Actual 30-year oscillations 

Unfortunately, these decaying oscillations in baptisms are not readily 
detectable in a parish register series because they are frequently obscured 
by exogenous and other endogenous cycles. We have shown how, by using 
time series analysis of the parish registers, it is possible to extract and 
display this decaying endogenous oscillation in baptisms at Penrith, 
Cumbria during the period 1600–1750 when this community was in 
density-dependent steady-state.16 It suffered from a severe mortality crisis 
when it was hit by the plague in 1598/9 which appears to have initiated the 
endogenous oscillation. Its wavelength was 30 years, suggesting that this 
was the age, on average, when the women of Penrith were at the centre of  
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Figure 2    Baptism series at Walton-le-Dale, 1654–1774, filtered. 

 above 50 years. The significant 30 
Note:           Filtered to remove cycles of wavelength below 20 and
year cycle revealed by time-series analysis is shown. 
their reproductive span and were bearing their middle child. This value has 
been validated by a family reconstitution study of the parish17 and also 
compares well to the range of 31 to 33 years for the mean age at maternity for 
pre-industrial England quoted by Wrigley and Schofield.18 

This decaying endogenous oscillation in baptisms is more readily seen at 
Walton-le-Dale, Lancashire. The registers begin in 1654 and continue through 
to 1808 and the numbers of annual baptisms are shown plotted in Figure 1; the 
series falls into two parts: there is only a slight rising trend before 1770 but a 
major increase is evident thereafter. A cycle in this baptism series during the 
first period is detectable by eye and time-series analysis shows that this 
oscillation is significant and has a periodicity of 30 years; it is revealed more 
clearly by the use of filtering and is shown in Figure 2. Time-series analysis of 
the filtered series confirms that the wavelength is 30 years. No such oscillation 
is detectable in the baptism series after 1770. 

Although the registers at Walton-le-Dale begin only at the end of 1653, some 
burial entries are available from 1609 to 1641 in the Episcopal Transcripts at 
Chester and these show that mortality rose three-fold in 1623, a value that is 
comparable to other Lancashire parishes in the mortality crisis of that year.19 We 
suggest that this crisis acted as a perturbation for the population which triggered 
the decaying cycle in baptisms which persisted for 70 years (i.e. 1693; see Figure 
2). After 1700, there were a series of smaller crises which culminated in the major 
mortality of 1729 when the deaths were largely confined to adults; we suggest  
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that these acted as perturbations that re-boosted the 30-year cycle which then 
decayed again although it continued until the population boom began in 1770 and 
swamped the endogenous oscillation. 
 
Mathematical modelling 
 
Leslie demonstrated how animal populations could be modelled by the use of 
matrices and important information could be gleaned therefrom. This 
mathematical technique is applicable to human communities20 and running the 
model shows that if the population were hit with a mortality crisis in which a 
quarter of the population were killed indiscriminately, endogenous cycles in both 
births and deaths would be triggered. The important points to note are that these 
cycles would rise and fall together (i.e. they are synchronous) and the period 
(wavelength) of both cycles would be 43 years. 
 
Actual 43-year cycles in communities of different size in preindustrial England 
 
Did such 43-year endogenous cycles in both births and deaths predicted by the 
modelling actually occur in communities in preindustrial England? They are 
difficult to find because, apparently, the population would have to be perturbed 
by a major mortality crisis and the parish register series presents a confused 
picture owing to one or more exogenous cycles that were operating 
simultaneously. Nevertheless, we have been able to show with the aid of time-
series analysis that the plague in Penrith in 1598/9 triggered powerful, 
endogenous, synchronous cycles in baptisms and burials which had a wavelength 
of 43–44 years and which persisted for 150 years until the community ceased to 
operate under density-dependent constraints and a population boom began 
which swamped the endogenous oscillations.21 
 
The city of York also suffered severely from an outbreak of plague in 1604 when 
more than 25 per cent of the population died, and time-series analysis of the 
registers shows that this mortality crisis triggered synchronous, 46-year cycles in 
both baptisms and burials.22 Kirkoswald, a small community in the Eden Valley, 
Cumbria suffered from the plague in 1598/9 which caused heavy mortality. 
Unfortunately, the parish records are not complete which makes analysis difficult. 
However, there is a 44-year cycle in baptisms which is detectable by time-series 
analysis for the period 1680–1812; the comparable cycle in burials is weak but the 
two oscillations are significantly synchronous. The Great Plague of London in 
1665, with its devastating mortality also generated 44-year cycles in both burials 
and baptisms.23 
 
The foregoing are examples of endogenous cycles in both baptisms and burials 
from very different-sized populations ranging from a tiny community 
(Kirkoswald) through a market town (Penrith) and a major city (York) to the 
metropolis. Time-series analysis shows that they all have approximately the same 
wavelength, around 44 years, apparently independent of population size, 
corresponding with the 43-and 44-year cycles described above. 
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Why is the wavelength of the endogenous cycles about 43 years? 
 
The matrix modelling briefly described above has been developed to include such 
features as density-dependent pressures (termed feed-back) and the effects of 
migratory movements.24 The model was then run, varying the different 
demographic parameters so as to discover which were the most important factors 
that determined the wavelength of the endogenous oscillations. In summary, the 
average fertility of the women during the child-bearing years (termed the fertility 
distribution) proved to be the most important determinant; 43-year, stable, 
synchronous cycles in births and deaths were generated after a mortality crisis 
when the mean of the fertility distribution was set at 30 years in the model. 
Raising the mean age at which women had their median child to 32 years 
increased the wavelength of these non-decaying cycles to 44 years whereas 
reducing the mean of the fertility distribution to 28 years decreased the 
wavelength to 40 years.25 
 
Density-dependent forces were also critical for the generation of the synchronous, 
43-year cycles. No change in the wavelength of the endogenous oscillations was 
found if the feedback was changed over a wide range, but if the model population 
had only low-level density-dependent constraints on its dynamics, the cycles 
decayed rapidly and their wavelength fell to 30 years. Thus, the character of the 
endogenous oscillations changed completely to a simple decaying cycle with a 
wavelength equal to the mean of the fertility function that was included in the 
model, replicating the cycle described at Walton-le-Dale above. We suggest, 
therefore, that the population dynamics at Walton-le-Dale (where only the 30-
year, decaying oscillation was found following a mortality crisis) differed from 
those at Penrith (where both 30 and 43-year cycles were present) because only 
very low-level density-dependent factors were operating at Walton-le-Dale. 
 
To conclude: modelling suggests that the synchronous, endogenous oscillations in 
birth and deaths that can be discerned in single populations living under density-
dependent constraints during the seventeenth century were triggered by a 
mortality crisis. If the dynamics were not governed by density-dependent 
constraints the cycles would have a wavelength equal to the mean of the fertility 
function and would decay. However, when density-dependent constraints were 
operating strongly the wavelength of the cycles was increased so that, with a 
mean of the fertility function (when the women, on average, were having their 
middle child) of 30 years, the predicted wavelength of the synchronous cycles in 
births and deaths is 43 years. These endogenous cycles that have been detected 
reflect the interaction of the demographic parameters of the population (i.e. the 
fertility function) and the intensity of the density-dependent constraints. 
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CORRESPONDENCE 

Letters intended for publication in LPS should be sent to N. Goose, LPS General 
Office, Department of Humanities, University of Hertfordshire, Watford Campus, 
Aldenham, Watford, Herts, WD2 8AT. 
 
Editors’ note 
 
LPS readers are reminded that the editorial board is always prepared to offer 
advice on subjects within the scope of LPS. Sometimes queries which have been 
raised are discussed in print in this section of the journal but there are many 
others which are not published, so if you think we can help do not hesitate to 
contact us. 
 
Buckingham Census cell 
 
Dear Sir, 
 
I would be pleased to hear from any members interested in the study of 
Buckinghamshire, particularly any who are actively involved at present. I hope to 
organize a ‘cell’ which may meet occasionally and generally co-operate in the 
study of the county and its records. 
Yours sincerely 
 
David Thorpe 
 
The address is: 
Caniper Dell, 
Little Hampden, 
Great Missenden, 
Bucks, HP16 9PS 
Telephone: 01494 488233 
 
Dr David Thorpe is a member of the Bucks Architectural and Archeological 
Society, and was, some 30 years ago, Lecturer in Urban Geography, Durham 
University. He is involved in the production of a digest of the historical statistics 
of Buckinghamshire. 
 
Census of 1861 
 
To the editor 
 
Students of the census enumeration process may find the following snippet 
(uncovered by my father, Phillip) from the Kentish Mercury of 1 June 1861 of 
interest:  
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As at other places, some strange notions were found prevailing in the 
parish of Snodland [Kent] with regard to the census. At one house, the 
enumerator found considerable difficulty in obtaining the return, as 
the occupants (two old ladies) expressed their conviction that the 
proceeding was a very wicked one. David, they stated, was punished 
for having instituted a census in his times; and there was no doubt 
that the cholera in 1832 was sent as a retribution for the taking of the 
census in 1831, while the potatoe disease was a visitation for the same 
course being followed in 1841 and 1851. The enumerator eventually 
managed to obtain the information desired, though he by no means 
succeeded in quieting the old ladies’ consience. 

 
Yours sincerely 
 
Matthew Woollard 
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