
18 

PERSISTENCE IN A LOCAL COMMUNITY: KINGSTON UPON THAMES 
1851–1891 

Christopher French 

Christopher French was until recently Reader in History at Kingston University and 
Director of the University’s Centre for Local History Studies. He is now an Honorary 
Research Fellow attached to the Centre. 

Introduction 

It is no easy task to measure the degree of persistence within a local 
community, or, in particular, to identify those individuals who remained 
within their local community over a number of years. The records required to 
carry out such an inquiry undoubtedly exist—in the form, for example, of 
parish registers of baptisms, marriages and burials, municipal burial registers, 
poll books, electoral registers and census enumerators’ books—all of which list 
individuals at various stages of their life. However, in order to trace the same 
individuals through a number of these records, it is necessary first to build a 
comprehensive database containing details on all of the individuals in the 
records chosen. The second stage is then to apply techniques of record linkage 
to this data in order to identify individuals who appeared more than once in 
the database. For any medium-sized community, such as Kingston, both tasks 
are extremely time-consuming and require a reasonable degree of computing 
competence. But once these two stages of research have been completed, the 
historian is in a position to build up a comprehensive picture of the local 
community being studied.1 In particular, it will be possible to subject those 
individuals who appeared more than once (and often many times) in the 
records to detailed examination. Historical analysis of persistence is important 
since it provides insights into such questions as the characteristics of those who 
stayed within a given community or locality, the extent (if any) to which these 
stayers experienced occupational, social and residential mobility over time, 
and the ways in which the persisters themselves differed from other groups of 
people.2  

Persistence can be identified at a number of different spatial and social levels: 
for example, persistence over time within a specific geographical area; within a 
given administrative area; within a specified street or address; and, more 
problematically, within a community, however that community might be 
defined. Traditionally, persistence has been measured by calculating from 
specified samples of data the number of individuals in a given locality who 
could be identified in two or three consecutive censuses. For example, studies 
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of persistence based on American and Canadian census data found that Boston 
had a persistence level of 39 per cent between 1850 and 1860; Hamilton, 
Ontario, 35.3 per cent (of household heads) between 1851 and 1861; and 
Newburyport around 40 per cent between 1850 and 1860.3 Similarly, in this 
country, Dennis found that 37.1 per cent of his Huddersfield sample persisted 
in the same census enumeration districts between 1851 and 1861, whilst 
Daunton’s analysis of local directories identified a similar degree of persistence 
(41.2 per cent) in Cardiff between 1884 and 1894.4 Further census-based studies 
of persistence in rural localities have tended to reach similar conclusions, with 
Wojciechowska noting a 38 per cent level of persistence in Brenchley (Kent) 
between 1851 and 1861, dropping to 31 per cent between 1861 and 1871.5 
However, in the Wiltshire village of Berwick St James, Hinde found higher 
levels of persistence than those identified elsewhere, 54.6 per cent between 
1851 and 1861 and 52.8 per cent between 1861 and 1871.6 Despite this final 
example, Pooley has concluded with some justification that, ‘There is thus a 
considerable degree of agreement between the persistence rates calculated, 
despite the varying sources and methods of linkage which have been used.’7  

This research into persistence levels also identified a number of factors relating 
both to the individual and to the community which helped to determine the 
number of movers and stayers. In Brenchley, for example, Wojciechowska 
found that, not surprisingly, there was a positive relationship between 
persistency and birthplace, that persistency increased with age, that daughters 
were less persistent than sons and that persistency was higher among the less 
skilled workers such as agricultural labourers than among professionals. 
Similarly, in the rural community of Berwick St James, Hinde found that ‘those 
who moved away from the parish were overwhelmingly young’, and that 
females were more likely to move away than males.8 This latter finding was 
also characteristic of the Berkhamsted region of Hertfordshire at mid-century, 
‘with females showing a slightly higher propensity for migration than males’. 
The level of movement was also greater among the younger cohorts of the 
region and among the higher social classes.9 Age, gender and social class were 
clearly important influences on levels of persistency. 

As in many of these earlier studies, the major sources used in this analysis of 
Kingston persisters are the census enumerators’ books (CEBs), but not for only 
two or three censuses or for sample areas but for the whole of the Kingston 
census area for each census year between 1851 and 1891. However, it is 
necessary to qualify what is meant by persistence in this, and other, studies. In 
the first place, looking at persistence between only two censuses is relatively 
straightforward, but analysis extended across five censuses needs to 
acknowledge the problem of truncation of the period of research at the 
beginning and end. Thus a person living in Kingston and recorded in the 1851 
and 1861 censuses may have been living in Kingston for decades before 1851, 
whilst a person appearing in the 1881 and 1891 censuses might stay in 
Kingston and appear in subsequent censuses. But none of these individuals 
would be counted as persisters. The current analysis of persisters across four or 
five censuses, therefore, is of a particular cohort of Kingstonians born largely in 



20 

the first half of the nineteenth century. Secondly, persistence levels, and 
decisions taken by individuals whether to move or stay, will be influenced by 
both ‘communal’ and ‘individual’ factors. Communal factors include, for 
example, the economic and social opportunities and disadvantages of moving 
to or from a rural or urban environment, whilst influences on the individual 
include age, gender, skills, social class and life-cycle stage reached. As a result, 
different communities could experience different levels of persistence, 
especially between those experiencing rural decline compared to those 
experiencing rapid urban expansion. As with the research already cited, the 
aim of this paper is to examine the number and characteristics of those who 
remained within a given locality, but one which was not entirely rural or 
entirely urban—the evolving suburban locality of Kingston between 1851 and 
1891.  

Extending the analysis across four or five censuses raises a final interpretative 
problem compared to analyses based on only two censuses. Two-census, 
aggregate studies can identify the persisters (as shown above, normally at 
between 30 and 40 per cent of the original population), analyse their age, sex 
and occupational profiles, and compare these with those who moved. Such 
profiles will, of course, feature as part of the current analysis and the 
relationship between age, gender and occupation, and decisions to move or 
stay, will be considered. However, the Kingston persisters were a fixed cohort 
of named individuals who remained in the locality for four or five censuses. 
They were a very small percentage of the total population and, obviously, their 
gender profile remained the same throughout the period while their age profile 
increased progressively with each census. Age and gender affects the level of 
persistence and their impact will be analysed here, but only as part of the 
overall profile of the Kingston persisters.  

The Kingston area and its population 

Throughout the period 1851–1891, the Kingston census area included not only 
the borough of Kingston upon Thames (by far the largest component) but also 
the Improvement Commissioners’ District of Surbiton; Malden Russet; Ham; 
Hook; Tolworth and Chessington. The population of this area increased from 
12,370 in 1851 to 43,485 in 1891, as indicated in Table 1, an increase associated 
with the arrival of the railways, economic change and, in particular, in-
migration stimulated by middle class preferences for the attractions of a 
suburban life-style away from the physical and moral dangers of living in 
metropolitan London. Consequently, the local economy experienced a decline 
in agriculture and manufacturing, compensated for by a growth in dealing 
(especially retailing), domestic service and public service and the professions. 
Such shifts in economic activity were both a cause and an effect of the area’s 
changing social and suburban make-up. No longer dependent on agriculture 
and key local industries such as brewing, malting and milling, by the second 
half of the nineteenth century Kingston was maturing into ‘the economic focus 
of Surrey and its own suburbs…[were gaining] that dual function—London 
commuter town and regional economic centre—which it has maintained ever 
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since.’10 However, although the Kingston area was developing into a relatively 
prosperous suburban area by the closing decades of the nineteenth century, it 
also included a number of slum areas. In particular, the Back Lanes adjacent to 
the Thames river front and the Canbury area north of the railway line were 
characterised by high levels of infant mortality, overcrowded working class 
housing and deteriorating environmental conditions. This community of 
contrasts provides the context to the life-cycles of the Kingston persisters.   

Methodology 

As already indicated, the main building blocks for this research were the 
construction of the database from the Kingston CEBs for each census 1851–1891 
and the application of record linkage techniques to identify the same 
individual in two or more censuses. At the end of the record linkage phase of 
the research, a significant number of valid links identifying the same person in 
more than one census had been established and the Kingston persisters, in 
particular, could be identified. For example, the data on persistence in Table 2 
indicates that nearly 5 per cent of the 1851 population was still living in 
Kingston 40 years later; nearly 10 per cent of Kingstonians persisted through 
four censuses; just under 20 per cent through three censuses; and well over a 
third of Kingstonians persisted in Kingston between one census and the next. 
The current analysis will focus on the 593 individuals identified as living in 
Kingston in each of the five census years between 1851 and 1891. Additionally, 
two other groups were also identified from the database as Kingston persisters: 
those who, according to their year of birth, calculated from their age, were born 
in Kingston after 1851 and then could be traced through the next four censuses 
(380 in total); and those who appeared in the four censuses 1851 to 1881 but 
then, according to the burial dataset, died before the 1891 census (277 in total). 
This produced a total of 1,250 Kingston persisters. 

A number of issues need to be considered to provide context to the levels of 
persistency identified. In the first place, there are four main reasons why 
individuals are not traceable between two censuses: they are absent from their 

Census year Number 

1851                                  12,370 
1861                                  17,576 
1871                                  27,487 
1881                                  36,379 
1891                                  43,485 

Total                                137,297 

Table 1      Number of records in the Kingston census database 

Source:     Census enumerators’ books for Kingston upon Thames, 1851-1891: TNA HO 107/1603 
(for 1851); TNA RG 9/455-56 (for 1861); TNA RG 10/858-62 (for 1871); TNA RG 11/832–
38 (for 1881); TNA RG 12/604–18 (for 1891) 
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household on census night; they have moved away from the area; their details 
have been recorded in such a way that they have not been traced via the 
system of record linkage used; or they have died. Those who died and were 
buried in Kingston can be discovered because the census returns have been 
linked to the available burial records (municipal and parish) for the Kingston 
area, giving the following numbers: for individuals in the 1851 census only and 
buried before 1861, 337; the 1861 census only and buried before 1871, 320; the 
1871 census only and buried before 1881, 571; the 1881 census only and buried 
before 1891, 763; the 1891 only census and buried before 1901, 812. Comparable 
numbers can be calculated for those individuals who appeared in two, three or 
four censuses and subsequent burial records within ten years of their last 
census appearance.11 

Secondly, because the census returns only allow persistence to be established at 
ten-yearly intervals, the birth places of children of the persisters were also 
analysed to see to what extent, if at all, the persisters moved out of Kingston 
(and back again, since they appeared in the next census) between censuses as 
indicated by where their children were born. This was done by filtering out of 
the database all households with a male head aged between 20 and 40 for each 
census year 1861–1891, producing a total of 591 households. Such a sample 
would identify most of the children born to the persisters between 1851 and 
1891. Analysis showed that the vast majority of children born to Kingston 
persisters were also born within the Kingston census area, with only 34 
families moving once between censuses and one family moving twice as 
indicated by their children’s place of birth. 

A third possible problem is that some female persisters could be missed 
because, as a result of marriage and a subsequent change of name, they have 

Table 2      Population persistence in Kingston upon Thames 1851–1891 

No. of censuses Years No. % of total population in earlier year 

5 censuses 1851–1891 593                             4.8 

4 censuses 1851–1881 
1861–1891 

1,185 
1,713 

                            9.6 
                            9.7 

3 censuses 1851–1871 
1861–1881 
1871–1891 

2,227 
3,409 
4,877 

                          18.0 
                          19.4 
                          17.7 

2 censuses 1851–1861 
1861–1871 
1871–1881 
1881–1891 

4,396 
6,980 

10,346 
13,498 

                          34.7 
                          39.7 
                          36.6 
                          37.1 

Note:         These are straight links indicating, for example: (a) 4.8 per cent of the people listed as 
residents in Kingston upon Thames in 1851 were found in the CEBs for 1891; (b) the 
1,185 individuals who could be identified in the 4 censuses 1851-1881 include the 593 
individuals who lived to appear in the 1891 census as well.  

Source:     As for Table 1 
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not been identified as persisters. However, as the techniques of record linkage 
used in this project have included marriage registers, many brides have been 
identified following their name change. So the numbers of any female 
persisters which have been missed should be relatively small, although it is not 
possible to specify an exact number.12 

A final methodological point concerns the protocols used in allocating 
individuals to occupational and social class codes, since occupational and class 
mobility over time are important questions which can be illuminated by the 
experiences of those who remain within a given locality. The protocols 
followed for coding occupations were those established by the well-known 
Booth-Armstrong system which codes all occupations to a sector of the 
economy (for example, agriculture); a sub-sector (for example, farming); and 
an occupation (for example, agricultural labourer). The sectors of the local 
economy coded were: agriculture; mining; building; manufacturing; transport; 
dealing; industrial service; public service and professional; and domestic 
service. However, this research has gone beyond simply coding to sectors of 
the economy (stage 1) and has also taken into consideration the type of work 
undertaken (stage 2). For example, a clerk associated with a specific sector of 
the economy was, first of all, coded with that sector (that was how clerks were 
allocated in the aggregate data compiled from the CEBs up to and including 
1871); and secondly coded as a commercial clerk (this was how clerks were 
allocated in the aggregate data compiled from the CEBs from 1881 onwards). 
Such double coding allows subsequent analysis to account for the change in 
the way in which clerks, in this example, were classified nationally after the 
1871 census, and enables comparisons still to be made with other studies based 
on the Booth-Armstrong sector worked-in classifications. Additionally, it 
allows the occupational structure of Kingston to be analysed in more depth, 
based as it is on two sets of codes which are comparable over time and place, 
consistent and indicate not only economic sector in which people worked but 
also type of activity undertaken. In this study, the occupation codes analysed 
are those relating to types of work undertaken. But, given the flexibility of the 
database used, occupation codes reflecting sector of the economy could be 
readily analysed as well. 

Type of work performed is also more relevant than economic sector when 
translating occupations into social class. Again, the protocols established by 
Armstrong have been followed in this analysis. All male heads of household 
were assigned to one of the five social classes specified in the Registrar-
General’s 1951 Classification of Occupations 1950 (HMSO): Class I, professional 
etc occupations (for example solicitor and surgeon); Class II, intermediate 
occupations (for example teacher and bookkeeper); Class III, skilled 
occupations (for example bricklayer and plumber); Class IV, partly skilled 
occupations (for example agricultural labourer and brickmaker); Class V, 
unskilled occupations (for example labourer and hawker). Modifications were 
then made ‘upon consideration of individual cases’ in order to take into 
consideration, for example, ‘servant-employing’ and the ‘employment of 
others’, to judge whether a number of individuals in the dealing and 
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manufacturing sectors should be in Class II or Class III: initially, all individuals 
in these occupational groups were placed in Class III but transferred to Class II 
if they were employers. For example, in the Kingston census of 1881, 
Wilberforce Bryant recorded his occupation as ‘merchant’. Following 
Armstrong’s recommendation such a description would place Bryant in social 
class III along with ‘All those described as dealers or merchants in this, that or 
the other’. However, ‘on consideration of his individual case’, Bryant was 
found to be living in one of the most select areas of Surbiton (within the 
Kingston census area) and employing a total of seven live-in servants, 
elevating him to social class II. Indeed, as one of the proprietors of the Bryant & 
May Match Company, the number of people he employed qualified him for 
social class I. Several hundred individuals in the Kingston database were 
checked in this way to obtain a sharper distinction of social class between 
individuals with similar occupations within the traditionally large Class III.13  

Finally, when considering mobility between occupations and the five classes 
outlined above—an important aspect of this article—it should be noted that 
census recording of occupations often lacked precision, especially when 
generic descriptions such as ‘labourer’, ‘engineer’, ‘farmer’ or ‘clerk’ were 
recorded. This could have implications for assessing social mobility over time. 
For example, a move from ‘general labourer’ to ‘agricultural labourer’ 
represented (according to the official schema) a move from Class V to Class IV. 
But the extent to which this represented genuine upward social mobility is 
open to question. At times, therefore, when comparisons are being drawn in 
the above analysis, Classes IV and V are combined, as are and Classes I and II. 
Class III remains a separate category.  

Persisters’ profiles 

The next aim of this paper is to analyse the profiles of the 1,250 persisters 
identified, with particular emphasis on areas of residence and residential 
mobility, and on occupational and social profiles and mobility. By taking the 
individual as the main unit of analysis, this analysis will differ from most 
studies using the CEBs as their core source, which tend to produce conclusions 
based on aggregate data. Such data will, of course, be used in the following 
analysis, but aggregate data will be illustrated by the experience of named 
individuals: ordinary men and women living and working in Kingston in the 
second half of the nineteenth century. To begin with, certain characteristics of 
the persisters will be identified, and throughout the analysis comparisons will 
be made with the population of Kingston as a whole. 

Of the 1,250 persisters, 728 (58 per cent) were male and 522 (42 per cent) were 
female. For Kingston as a whole, the gender balance was rather different 
consisting of 48 per cent male and 52 per cent female in 1851, dropping to only 
45 per cent male and rising to 55 per cent female in each of the remaining 
censuses of the nineteenth century. A possible explanation for this difference 
can be found in the rapid expansion of job opportunities for female domestic 
servants. Domestic service was the major employer of women in Kingston 
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during the nineteenth century, and the majority of female domestic servants 
were young, single and born outside of the Kingston area. Their migration into 
Kingston helped to tip the overall gender balance in favour of females.14 
Another possible reason is that some Kingston women, having married 
husbands from outside of the area, moved away from Kingston with their 
husbands, thereby reducing the potential number of female persisters. As 
Pooley and Turnbull have confirmed in their national analysis of migration 
from the parental home, the main reasons why women left home on average 
earlier than men in the nineteenth century were to get married or to enter 
domestic service.15 

Analysis of place of birth information in the CEBs in more detail also indicates 
differences between the persisters and the local population as a whole.16 A 
large proportion of all Kingstonians were born outside of the area before 
settling in Kingston, whereas—not surprisingly—the majority of the persisters 
were also born in Kingston. Thus the proportion of the total population born in 
the Kingston area was a reasonably consistent 40 per cent in 1851; 36 per cent 
in 1861; 35 per cent in 1871; 36 per cent in 1881 and 37 per cent in 1891, whereas 
the percentage of the persisters born in Kingston was significantly higher at 61 
per cent. As indicated, this is not unexpected given that it is persistence which is 
being analysed here, but it is rather surprising that as many as 489 (39 per cent) 
of the persisters were in fact born outside of Kingston before moving into, and 
staying in, Kingston. Of these, there were slightly more males (253) than 
females (236); but for those persisters who were also born in Kingston, there 
was a clear majority of males (473) over females (285). In fact, 65 per cent of all 
male persisters were also born in Kingston whereas this was true of only 55 per 
cent of all female persisters. One conclusion to be drawn from these 
variations—and from the fact that male persisters outnumbered female 
persisters—is that female Kingstonians were generally more physically mobile 
than male Kingstonians, a conclusion which reinforces the research of Hinde, 
Goose and Pooley and Turnbull already cited.  

In certain respects, therefore, the characteristics of the Kingston persisters were 
rather different from the characteristics of the local population as a whole. The 
next step in the analysis is to examine the persisters in more detail as they lived 
through the second half of the nineteenth century and, in particular, to 
consider their residential and occupational mobility. It will be shown that the 
general profile of these persisters, with one or two exceptions, was one of a 
predominance of working class Kingstonians engaged in both skilled and 
unskilled occupations, and living in the poorer parts of the town. The better 
off, better educated and more ambitious professional classes, on the other 
hand, were more mobile and did not feature to any great extent in this list of 
persisters. However, within Kingston the persisters were very mobile and one 
question which can be considered from the linked material underpinning this 
analysis is the extent of residential mobility. As Pooley and Turnbull have 
argued: ‘The only way to create life-time residential histories is to undertake 
large-scale record linkage at the individual level.’ For example, of the 593 
individuals appearing in each of the five censuses, 1851–1891, we have the five 
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streets of residence for 449 of them. Table 3 indicates the degree of residential 
mobility of these 449 individuals.17 

It can be seen that half of the persisters had at least four different addresses 
over the study period, and only 20 individuals had the same address in each 
census. This, of course, does not include any residential movements made 
between census years and would indicate that Kingston was characterised by a 
high degree of residential mobility. However, the majority of these moves were 
over relatively short distances, involving moves ‘round the corner’ or moves 
within a few streets, most of which were in areas of poor housing. From the 
many examples which could be given, the ten year old William Burton lived in 
Acre Road in 1851, round the corner in Cowleaze Road in 1861, back in Acre 
road in 1871, Cowleaze Road again in 1881 and, finally, in Elm Road (less than 
¼ mile away) in 1891. Similarly, residents moved frequently around the slum 
area of the Back Lanes. For example, the 24-year old Emma Ellis was living in 
Back Lane in 1851, Waterman’s Passage in 1861, Beer Lane in both 1871 and 
1881, and Water Lane in 1891.18 Such frequent moves seem to have been typical 
of other communities in the nineteenth century, especially those which were 
predominantly working class. For example, in four streets in the Lower Ward 
in Tottenham, ‘there was a high rate of residential mobility in the study area, 
not only on a decennial basis, but throughout the period 1861 to 1891’.19  

Possible explanations for this level of residential mobility among the Kingston 
persisters include the fact that before 1914 the majority of households rented 
their accommodation from the private housing sector and did not have security 
of tenure. A more demonstrable reason for residential mobility, however, was 
a change in family circumstances, with children, for example, leaving the 
parental home in order to marry and to set up (or join) another household. This 
is reflected in the changing household status of the persisters as they got older 
and moved through their lives from a state of dependency to independence. 
For example, in 1851 the average age of this cohort of persisters was 19.4 years 
and only 87 (14.7 per cent) of them were recorded as heads of household 
(average age 32.2 years), whereas 328 of them (average age 11.1 years) were 
recorded as offspring of the head. By 1891, however, 394 (66.4 per cent) of the 
persisters were now heads of their own household (average age 59.5 years), 

Different addresses No. of Individuals % of Individuals 

5                         93                      20.9 
4                       133                      29.6 
3                       114                      25.3 
2                         89                      19.8 
1                         20                        4.4 

Total                       449                    100.0 

Table 3      Residential mobility in Kingston upon Thames 1851–1891 

Source:     As for Table 1 



27 

and only 21 (average age 44.5 years) were recorded as offspring to the head. 
This progression is confirmed by the changing place within the household of 
those 93 persisters who experienced at least five different addresses during 
their lifetime, shown in Table 4. Many individual moves reflected a change in 
household status and family circumstances and, in many cases, in economic 
necessity as well.  

Such moves can be illustrated by a number of case studies made possible by 
the linked data being analysed here. For example, 12-year old Emma Skinner 
was living with her parents in Cottage Grove in 1851. Ten years later she was 
married and living with her husband Matthew Walter and one daughter in 
Hope Avenue. By 1871 the family had been enlarged by two more daughters 
and had moved to Mill Street. In 1881, Emma Walter was a widowed head of 
household living with one of her daughters in Cambridge Grove Road, before, 
by 1891, moving in with a married daughter and her husband in Acre Road. 
Similarly, in 1851, four year old Robert Burton was living with his parents 
Robert and Mary Ann Burton in Forty Acres (Acre Road) with his two sisters 
and a brother. Ten years later he was living in Cowleaze Road with his sisters 
and his brother who was listed as head of household. By 1871, Robert Barton 
was lodging with Benjamin and Susannah Burggy and their daughters in 
London Road, but ten years later he was married and head of his own 
household (his wife, a niece and a lodger) in Fairfield East. Finally, by 1891 he 
had moved with his wife and his niece to Hardman Road, with the household 
being completed by two boarders and a nephew.20 

Although the Kingston persisters tended to move house frequently, they 
exhibited less change when it came to occupations. Analysis of the occupations 
of the Kingston persisters indicates that their occupational profile was rather 
different to the occupational profile for Kingston as a whole; that the persisters 
tended to stay in the same occupations throughout their working lives; and 
that these occupations were largely manual occupations, some skilled and 
semi-skilled but many of an unskilled nature. Each of these three areas will be 
examined in the next section. 

Household 1851 1861 1871 1881 
Place     n   %    n   %       n   %       n   %        n % 
Head 11 11.8 21 22.6 45 48.4 54 58.1 58    62.4   
Spouse 22 23.7 27 29.0 28 30.1 23 24.7 13    14.0 
Child 52 55.9 32 34.4 10 10.8 3   3.2 1      1.1 
Other relative 3   3.2 2   2.2 2   2.2 5   5.4 7      7.5 
Servant ―      2   2.2 1   1.1 ―  ―  
Lodger/boarder 3   3.2 7   7.5 6   6.6 6   6.6 6      6.6 
Other 1   1.1 2   2.2 1   1.1 2   2.2 8      8.6 

Total 93  93  93  93  93  

1891 

Table 4      Household place of persisters who moved between each census 1851–1891 
                  (number and percentage for each census year) 

Source:     As for Table 1 
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Occupational and social class profiles 

In order to compare the occupational profile of the persisters with that of 
Kingston as a whole, the census of 1881 has been chosen on the grounds that, 
in 1881, 892 (690 males and 202 females) of the 1,250 persisters recorded their 
occupation, and this 71.3 per cent employment rate was the highest achieved 
by the persisters in each of the census years 1851 to 1891.21 The results of this 
comparison are shown in Figure 1, which also provides comparable data for 
England and Wales. Nationally, manufacturing, agriculture, mining and 
transport accounted for 55 per cent of all occupations. These sectors had far 
greater weight in the country as a whole than they did in the local Kingston 
economy, where they accounted for 23.5 per cent of the total. Within 
Kingston, although manufacturing was still the second largest sector of the 
local economy, accounting for 15.1 per cent of all occupations, domestic 
service, dealing, public services and the professions were the more rapidly 
expanding sectors of the Kingston economy in 1881—a typical situation for 
an emerging suburban area attracting more and more middle class incomers. 
In contrast with Kingstonians as a whole, the building and manufacturing 
(especially dress) sectors occupied a larger proportion of the persisters, 20.5 

Figure 1    Occupational profiles 1881 
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per cent and 24.6 per cent respectively. Nearly half of the persisters, 
therefore, worked in sectors of the local economy which were dominated by 
manual unskilled and skilled occupations. These included painters, 
plasterers, carpenters, slaters, bricklayers and plumbers from the building 
sector, general labourers, and dressmakers, tailors and bootmakers from the 
manufacturing sector. For example, among the 892 persisters recording their 
occupations in 1881 there were 110 unskilled labourers of various types 
(representing 15.9 per cent of all male persisters), but also 43 carpenters and 
joiners, 32 painters and decorators, 22 bricklayers, 12 plasterers, 9 plumbers, 
10 tailors and clothiers, and 32 boot and shoe makers. These were male 
occupations, and indicate that the persisters were concentrated in 
occupations which provided necessary skilled manual services for the 
increasing number of middle and lower middle class incomers who in turn 
tended to work in the service and professional sectors of the economy. 
Similarly, among the 202 female persisters who recorded their occupation in 
the 1881 census, there were 46 dressmakers, milliners and seamstresses 
whose skills would also help to service the expanding middle class market. 
However, female persisters were most prominent at the lower end of the 
occupational ladder as, for example, laundresses (57) and domestic servants 
(41), which between them accounted for virtually 50 per cent of all employed 
female persisters in 1881, a situation similar to Kingston’s female workforce 
as a whole which was also dominated by domestic service.  

Nor did the majority of the persisters experience any significant occupational 
mobility. For example, of the 593 persisters who could be traced through all 
five censuses, 1851–1891, 145 of them recorded their occupation each time and, 
of these, 72 (50 per cent) remained in the same skilled, semi-skilled and 
unskilled occupations throughout their working lives, including those who 
simply moved between various labouring jobs. Similarly, of the 277 persisters 
who appeared in each of the four censuses, 1851–1881, and then died before the 
1891 census, 113 of them recorded their occupation each time and 69 (61 per 
cent) of these again remained in the same job. The majority of those who did 
change occupations tended to do so between different labouring/unskilled 
types of jobs such as agricultural labourer, general labourer, gardener and 
carman. Female persisters, in particular, did not experience any occupational 
mobility, with virtually all of them staying in the same service jobs throughout 
their working lives.  

However, for a small number of the male Kingston persisters there is evidence 
of intra-generational upward occupational mobility. For example, William 
Brown began his working life as a carpenter’s apprentice in 1851, rising to a 
carpenter in 1861, a carpenter and builder in 1871 and a builder employing five 
men in 1881. A similar path from being a skilled worker such as carpenter, 
bricklayer, plumber or stonemason to builder was followed by John Chester, 
Joseph Goulter, Adam Gilley, George Mudie, William Blackall, James Boxall, 
Frank Hamilton and James Wood, whilst James Goodchild progressed from an 
agricultural labourer in 1851, to a labourer in both 1861 and 1871, to a 
bricklayer in 1881 and, finally, to a builder ten years later. Opportunities in the 
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building industry were generated by the belated arrival of the railway at 
Kingston in 1863 and the rapid population growth which followed, from 17,576 
in 1861 to 27,487 in 1871. Speculative builders and developers drove forward 
the physical expansion of the town, operating, for example, on lower Kingston 
Hill, where plots of land were purchased by the developers from the National 
Freehold Land Society, from the 1850s onwards; on the Spring Grove estate 
where 110 houses were built in the first ten years of the estate’s life, following 
the first sale of land in 1865; and on the Canbury estate, much of which was 
developed by the British Land Company from 1869 onwards.22 

A sharper perspective on the make-up of the Kingston persisters and on their 
occupational stability and limited degree of occupational mobility can be 
provided by further analysis of their class profile as indicated by their 
occupations. In the first place, as has been shown, although the majority of 
persisters remained in the same type of occupation—and therefore the same 
class—throughout their working lives, there is some evidence of upward social 
movement. By comparing the social class (as indicated by occupation) of the 
166 Kingstonians recording occupations which could be translated into class in 
both censuses of 1851 and 1891, 99 (60 per cent) remained within the same 
class, 53 (32 per cent) improved their class and 14 (8 per cent) experienced a 
decline in their class position. Of the latter, the movement was normally from 
Class IV to Class V (for example from an agricultural labourer to a general 
labourer, or from a laundress onto parish relief) although Lewis Loveland is 
recorded as a schoolmaster in 1851, a tailor ten years later and a gardener in 
each of the next three censuses, taking him out of Class II, through Class III 
and into Class IV.  

Upward social mobility is indicated not only by the examples of builders cited 
above but also by the 53 Kingston persisters who improved their class position 
as indicated by their changing occupations between 1851 and 1891. But for 
most, the movement was only marginal. For example, Thomas Wright 
graduated from a garden labourer to a railway smith; Henry Day from an 
agricultural labourer to a house painter; Reuben Jelly from an agricultural 
labourer to a printer’s assistant; George Young from a labourer to a 
greengrocer; and William Bryden from a tallow chandler’s porter to a 
bookseller and stationer.  

The persisters’ class experience, including this rather limited degree of upward 
social mobility, can, finally, be illustrated by looking at the overall class profile 
of those persisters who recorded their occupation in each of the censuses 
between 1851 and 1891, and by comparing this experience with Kingston as a 
whole, as in Table 5. For this comparative analysis, only the class of individual 
households (as shown by male heads of household) has been included. It 
should also be noted that, from the limited evidence available, the higher social 
classes were more prominent in Kingston in the second half of the nineteenth 
century than in other towns, even similar suburban towns such as Windsor or 
Burgess Hill in Sussex.23 



31 

Clearly, the dominant class of the Kingston persisters was Class III (rising from 
39.0 per cent of all persisters in 1851 to 50.7 per cent in 1891) with only a small 
number of persisters being in Classes I and II. However, again there is some 
evidence of upward mobility, since in 1851 15.5 per cent of the persisters were 
in Classes I and II and 45.4 per cent in Classes IV and V, whereas by 1891, 
although Classes I and II had remained virtually the same at 16 per cent, 
Classes IV and V had experienced a decline to 31.6 per cent. Comparing this 
persisters’ profile with the class profile of households for Kingston as a whole 
highlights some interesting comparisons. In the first place, a larger proportion 
of Kingston households were in social classes I and II, rising from 21.5 per cent 
in 1851 to 27.6 per cent in 1891, indicating that at the higher end of the social 
scale, the increase in upward mobility was greater for Kingston as a whole than 
for the persisters. However, over the same period, although those Kingston 
households classified as Class IV and V dropped from 41.3 per cent of 
households to 31.8 per cent, this decline was rather less than that experienced 
by the persisters’ households, indicating greater mobility for the persisters at 
the lower end of the social scale. Finally, as for the persisters, the largest 
number of Kingston households were classified as Class III, but this class was 
less dominant in the Kingston class profile than in the persisters’ class profile, 
where half of the households were in Class III by 1891. 

In explaining these comparisons, it is important to highlight the influence of 
both intra-generational mobility (life-cycle mobility experienced by individuals 
during their working lives) and inter-generational mobility (structural mobility 
brought about over one or more generations by socio-economic change). Both 
processes can be identified as operating in Kingston in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. Among the persisters, examples of life-cycle mobility have 
already been cited (see above, page 29) whilst Louisa Goose, whose father was 

Table 5      Class of male heads of household 1851–1891  

Class 1851   1861  1871 1881 1891 
    n %        n  %        n     %       n     %      n    % 

Kingston           

Class I 117     6.1 239     8.6 321     7.5 462     8.4 655     9.6 
Class II 296   15.4 528   19.1 786   18.3 1,041   18.9 1,229   18.0 
Class III 713   37.1 1,032   37.3 1,738   40.4 2,144   38.9 2,774   40.6 
Class IV 527   27.4 684   24.7 906   21.1 1,155   20.9 1,335   19.5 
Class V 267   13.9 282   10.2 551   12.8 712   12.9 841   12.3 

Total 1,920   99.9 2,765   99.9 4,302 100.1 5,514 100.0 6,834 100.0 

Persisters           

Class I 5     2.7 6     2.2 10     2.7 16     3.2 22     4.8 
Class II 24   12.8 40   14.6 50   13.6 81   16.4 59   12.9 
Class III 73   39.0 118   43.1 173   47.0 231   46.8 231   50.7 
Class IV 56   29.9 82   29.9 84   22.8 99   20.0 89   19.5 
Class V 29   15.5 28   10.2 51   13.9 67   13.6 55   12.1 

Total 187   99.9 274 100.0 368 100.0 494 100.0 456 100.0 

Source:     As for Table 1 
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a labourer and then a gardener, graduated from a general servant to a 
housekeeper and then married a veterinary surgeon ten years younger than 
her. More significant for the local population as a whole, however, was inter-
generational mobility brought about by broader trends within the local 
economy and society. As more and more of the population entered the job 
market in the late nineteenth century, the opportunities for employment in the 
professions and in the service sector of the local economy (that is, those sectors 
associated with higher social status) were much greater than they had been in 
mid-century. There is also some evidence of such mobility among the 
persisters, as evidenced by the experience of Henry Duffell and his family. 
Henry Duffell’s father was a labourer and Henry himself began his working 
life, and his married life, in the same occupation. By the time of the 1851 
census, Henry Duffell had graduated to a painter and remained in this 
occupation for the rest of his working life. However, his 18-year old son, 
Augustus, still living in the family home in 1891, worked as a solicitor’s clerk. 
In addition, the family also moved up the residential ladder from the slum area 
of Forty Acres in 1851, round the corner to Cowleaze Road by 1861, and finally 
to the relative respectability of Fairfield South, where the family lived for at 
least 30 years.  

In this respect, the limited experience of the persisters was part of a general 
trend of upward social mobility experienced by Kingston as a whole, but with 
one important difference: for the persisters mobility was more significant at the 
lower end of the social scale whereas, for the town as whole, mobility was 
more noticeable at the higher end of the social scale. Typically, the persisters 
followed skilled or semi-skilled manual occupations, were predominantly in 
social class III and experienced limited life-cycle and structural socio-
occupational mobility. When this did occur over a persisters’ life-cycle, it was 
largely confined to movement within the lower end of the social scale.   

Conclusion 

This article has set out to analyse certain aspects of population persistence in 
the growing suburban locality of Kingston in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, in particular the levels of persistence and the characteristics of those 
persisters identified. As with previous studies of persistence, the main source 
underpinning this research is the census enumerators’ returns, details from 
which were entered into a comprehensive database together with details from 
available marriage and burial registers. Techniques of record linkage were 
then applied to the data in order to identify those individuals who stayed in 
Kingston from one census to the next. The subsequent analysis focused on the 
1,250 Kingstonians who persisted across five censuses (1851 to 1891) or four 
censuses (born after 1851 and appearing in the censuses of 1861–1891; or 
appearing in the censuses of 1851 to 1881 and dying before the 1891 census). 
In examining the characteristics and profiles of these persisters aggregate data 
(on, for example, gender, place of residence, occupations and class) have been 
produced which could be compared with the local population as a whole. In 
addition to the aggregate data, the experiences of named individuals have 
been incorporated into the analysis to provide greater depth, to illustrate the 
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various arguments being developed, and to demonstrate the considerable 
variety of life experiences that can be hidden by aggregate data and averages. 
This overall approach has extended that adopted by earlier studies of 
persistence, which tended to identify the level of persistence across only two 
(or occasionally three) censuses. Some of the conclusions reached in this study 
(for example, that men persisted more than women and that persistence was 
more noticeable among the lower social classes) support conclusions reached 
in the earlier studies. But by considering the life experiences of 1,250 
individuals during the years covered by four or five censuses, this research 
has been able to identify, not only the persisters’ profiles, but also the extent 
to which the persisters experienced residential, occupational and social 
mobility over time. 

Certain aspects of the persisters’ profiles were determined by the method by 
which the persisters were identified. For example, males were more numerous 
than females and this gender balance obviously remained the same throughout 
the period covered by the analysis. Similarly, the age profile got progressively 
older with each ten-yearly census. As the persisters aged, this in turn influenced 
their degree of residential mobility, as they left home, married and established 
their own households. The majority of these residential moves were over 
relatively short distances and were concentrated within Kingston’s areas of 
working class housing. Occupational mobility, on the other hand, was not a 
significant feature of the persisters’ life experiences. The majority of the Kingston 
male persisters worked in a variety of skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual 
occupations associated with building, manufacturing and dealing, and they 
remained in these same occupations for most of their working lives. Those 
female persisters who worked were concentrated at the lower end of the 
occupational ladder—in domestic service, laundry work and dressmaking. 
Overall, this study indicates that the persisters tended to work in areas which 
serviced the demand for houses, goods and services by an increasing number of 
relatively wealthy incomers within the local suburban economy.  

Similarly, few of the persisters experienced any degree of social mobility, and 
when this did occur it was generally at the lower end of the social scale. Only a 
small minority of persisters was to be found in Classes I and II and this 
proportion remained the same throughout the period 1851–91. Over the same 
period, the percentage of persisters in Classes IV and V declined, with a 
consequent increase in those in Class III to 50 per cent of all persisters by 1891. 
It is true that a small minority of persisters experienced life-cycle mobility, 
whilst developments in the local economy in Kingston in the second half of the 
nineteenth century also provided greater opportunities for those persisters 
who entered the job market in the later decades of the century. But the majority 
remained in the same social class throughout their lives, and this was 
particularly the case for females. Comparison between the class profiles of the 
persisters with that of Kingston as a whole indicate that the town’s class profile 
was noticeably more weighted towards the higher social classes, again 
highlighting the influence of middle class incomers to Kingston attracted by a 
suburban life-style. 
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The main question not fully explored in this case-study is the extent to which 
the experience of the Kingston persisters was similar or different to the 
experience elsewhere. Further research into other local communities (urban, 
rural and suburban) over a 30-40 year period would enable comparisons to be 
drawn with the results presented here, and would also help to identify possible 
causes for any differences or similarities identified. For example, did urban, 
rural and suburban populations experience different levels of persistence? If 
so, what were the possible causes of this? Did persister profiles and 
characteristics vary from one type of community to another? Did certain 
occupations and classes predispose to persistence or did persistence promote a 
certain occupational and class profile? What is now needed are similar studies, 
to test the typicality or otherwise of the Kingston persisters.  
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NOTES 

1. For details of the creation of the Kingston database and of the techniques of record linkage used 
to identify the Kingston persisters see P. Tilley and C. French, ‘“From local History towards total 
history”: recreating local communities in the 19th century’, Family & Community History, 4 (2001), 
139–49; P. Tilley and C. French, ‘Record linkage for nineteenth-century census returns. Automatic 
or computer aided?’, History and Computing, 9 (1997), 122–33; P. Tilley, ‘Creating life histories and 
family trees from nineteenth-century census records, parish registers and other sources’, Local 
Population Studies, 68 (2002), 63–81. 

2. In this study, comparisons are drawn mainly between the persisters and the population of 
Kingston as a whole. The number of persisters is a small percentage of the total population, 
making it unnecessary to exclude them from the total Kingston population. 

3. See the research reported in C. Pooley, ‘Residential mobility in the Victorian city’, Transactions of 
the Institute of British Geographers, 4 (1979), 260. 

4. R.Dennis, ‘Intercensal mobility in a Victorian city’, Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, 2 (1977), 349–63; M. Daunton, Coal Metropolis: Cardiff 1870–1914 (Leicester, 1977), 139. 

5. B. Wojciechowska, ‘Brenchley: a study of migratory movements in a mid-nineteenth century 
rural parish’, Local Population Studies, 41 (1988), 28–40. 

6. P.R.A.Hinde, ‘The population of a Wiltshire village in the nineteenth century: a reconstitution 
study of Berwick St James, 1841–71’, Annals of Human Biology, 14 (1987), 475–85.   

7. Pooley,‘Residential mobility’, p.260. For more recent research based on record linkage techniques 
see the special edition of History and Computing on ‘Longitudinal and cross-sectional historical 
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data: intersections and opportunities’ in History and Computing, 14 (2002). Although this volume 
is dated 2002, it contains a number of the papers presented at the North Atlantic Population 
Project’s IMAG Workshop, Montreal, 10-11 November 2003. One of these papers reports on 
research being carried out into the demographics of the Isle of Skye in the nineteenth century 
using a methodology that has achieved higher levels of linkage than the Kingston project. The 
authors conclude: ‘A relatively stable island population with lower population turnover is likely 
to have a higher rate of linkage, but we suspect our method has also contributed to the much 
lower proportions unlinked and will help us to achieve linkage rates for our urban areas which 
are at least as good as those in the English urban areas.’ See A. Reid, R. Davies and E. Garrett, 
‘Nineteenth century Scottish demography from linked census and civil registers: a ‘sets of related 
individuals’ approach’, History and Computing, 14 (2002), 61–86. The quote is on page 82. 

8. Hinde, ‘Population of a Wiltshire village’, 479. 
9. N. Goose, Population, economy and family structure in Hertfordshire in 1851. Vol. 1 The Berkhamsted 

region (Hatfield, 1996), 57-8. 
10. S. Butters, The book of Kingston (Frome, 1995), 101. 
11. Of course, not all Kingstonians who died during the research period were buried locally. Some 

would have been buried elsewhere, either in neighbouring cemeteries in Putney or Teddington, 
or further afield in accordance with family traditions and customs. They would not have 
appeared in the local registers. 

12. An added complication could be the extent to which the Kingston church marriage registers 
captured the majority of Kingston marriages. Some females may have married outside of 
Kingston or outside of the established church and such events would not be included in the 
Kingston database. Again, it is impossible to specify exact numbers here. 

13. For a full outline of the protocols suggested by Armstrong and employed in this analysis see W.
A. Armstrong, “The use of information about occupation’, in E.A. Wrigley ed., Nineteenth century 
society. Essays in the use of quantitative methods for the study of social data (Cambridge, 1972), chapter 
6. On occupations and class also see D. Mills and J. Mills, ‘Occupation and social stratification 
revisited: the census enumerators’ books in Victorian Britain’, Urban History Yearbook (1989), 63–
77. 

14. An analysis of domestic service in Kingston is provided in Tilley and French, ‘“From local history 
towards total history’, 142–47.  

15. C. Pooley and J. Turnbull, ‘Leaving home: the experience of migration from the parental home in 
Britain since c.1770’, Journal of Family History, 22 (1997), 390–424. 

16. The starting point for deciding on places of birth was the 1861 town of birth field since all of the 
persisters in this analysis appeared in the 1861 census. The 1861 information could then be 
compared with that given in three or four of the censuses of 1851, 1871, 1881 and 1891, depending 
on which group of persisters was being considered. In most cases, the town of birth was recorded 
consistently and where an individual’s town of birth was not given in the 1861 census, this could 
be added from the other census returns (although in two cases the town of birth was not 
recorded in any of the census returns). However, in 32 cases where the town of birth was given as 
Kingston in 1861, there was sufficient doubt in the other census returns for these 32 not to be 
included as being born in Kingston. For this analysis, all those born within the Kingston census 
area are defined as having been born in Kingston.  

17. C. Pooley and J. Turnbull, Migration and mobility in Britain since the 18th century (London, 1998), 26. 
Analysis of residential persistence/mobility is based only on the persisters who could be traced 
through each of the five censuses, 1851–1891. Nor do Tables 3 and 4 include those persisters who 
lived in the Kingston areas of Ham or Malden, who too often recorded their addresses 
generically as Ham, Ham Common or Malden.  

18. For a map of the Back Lanes area see C. French, ‘Taking up “the challenge of micro-history”: 
social conditions in Kingston upon Thames in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’, 
The Local Historian 36 (2006), 21. This paper also illustrates the short distance moves made by 
those who lived in another working class area of Kingston, Fairfield Place. 

19. S. Murray-Jones, ‘A stable past? Residential persistence in Tottenham 1861–91’, Genealogists’ 
Magazine, 26 (1998), 85. 

20. Pooley and Turnbull also provide a number of case studies to illustrate the broader question of 
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‘why people left home and the impact it had on their lives’, in Pooley and Turnbull, ‘Leaving 
home’, 419–21. 

21. The male employment rate in 1881 was 94.8 per cent and for females the employment rate was 
38.7 per cent. The national activity rate in 1881 was 43.1 per cent. 

22. The development of these three areas is discussed in G. Gandy, ‘The life of a Victorian suburb’, 
Surrey Archaeological Collections, 63 (1966), 157–66; I. Robinson, Spring Grove 1865–1880. Birth of a 
community (privately published, 1998); and J. Sampson, All change. Kingston, Surbiton & New 
Malden in the 19th century (Surbiton, 1991), 55–7. 

23. Comparisons with a select number of towns for individual census years (e.g. 1851 and 1871) can 
be made by consulting the tables in D. Mills and K. Schurer eds, Local communities in the Victorian 
census enumerators’ books (Oxford, 1996), 155. The data quoted for Windsor for 1871 indicates that 
21.3 per cent of household heads were in Classes I and II; 35.5 per cent in Class III; and 43.2 per 
cent in Classes IV and V. The comparable percentages for Kingston were 25.8 per cent; 40.4 per 
cent and 33.9 per cent. Similarly, in Burgess Hill in 1881, only 18 per cent of all households were 
in Classes I and II; 35 per cent in Class III; and 46 per cent in Classes IV and V. The comparable 
percentages for Kingston were 27.3 per cent; 38.9 per cent and 33.8 per cent. The Burgess Hill 
data is from B. Short, ‘A very improving neighbourhood’: Burgess Hill 1840–1914 (Brighton, 1984), 57. 


