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LOCAL POPULATION STUDIES—FORTY YEARS ON 

Nigel Goose and Chris Galley 

Forty years on, growing older and older 
Shorter in wind as in memory long 
Feeble of foot and rheumatic of shoulder 
What will it help you that once you were strong? 
(Alan Bennett, Forty years on, 1968) 

1968—the summer of love, student unrest and Alan Bennett’s first play—also 
saw the publication of the first issue of Local Population Studies. Now, forty 
years on, while some of us may be showing signs of age and physical decay, 
we believe that LPS is going from strength to strength, and as we enter our fifth 
decade of publication it seems appropriate to take time to reflect on the 
journal’s achievements, examine how it has changed and restate our aims for 
the future. 

LPS was inspired by a summer school held at Madingley Hall in Cambridge 
organised by the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social 
Structure, which brought together local historians of population and social 
structure from across the country. The conference revealed the need for a 
forum which would allow contact and communication between historians 
working in different localities, a mechanism whereby enquiries could be 
answered and the techniques of  historical demography explained and 
examined, and as a means of ensuring communication between the Cambridge 
Group and local population historians ‘upon whom so much depends’.1 In 
explaining how they perceived the relationship between the Cambridge Group 
and LPS, Peter Laslett, Tony Wrigley and Roger Schofield described it as ‘a 
forum for all who practice the art’ which would provide a two-way process of 
communication and instruction, while they also showed an early appreciation 
of the possible tension but essential compatibility between the large-scale and 
the local, encapsulated by the following: 

We are very aware that by concentrating our resources on large and technical 
subjects we shall effectively deny ourselves the opportunity of studying in detail 
the links between population and local history. We believe that local studies are 
vital to a proper understanding of the relationship between population and 
social and economic history, and we look forward to learning much from the 
contributions of local historians.2 

The Cambridge Group’s two most important publications hugely benefited 
from this relationship, being based on the solid foundations of the work of 
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many local population historians, both in carrying out aggregative analyses of 
baptisms, burials and marriages from parish registers and in undertaking time-
consuming family reconstitutions for individual parishes.3 Indeed, Wrigley 
and Schofield’s groundbreaking The population history of England 1541–1871. A 
reconstruction was dedicated ‘To the local population historians of England’.4 

The relationship between LPS and the growing community of amateur 
historians interested in demography continues. The editorial board of LPS has 
always included the work of both amateur and professional local population 
historians either as research notes, research in progress or full-blown articles. It 
prides itself on providing advice on local population history and it seeks to 
nurture amateur practitioners and help them publish their work. Its mission 
remains the same as in its original constitution: to promote the study of local 
historical demography and associated topics in social and economic history, 
and to facilitate the publication of the results of research in these areas. It 
remains a journal dedicated to the publication of population history at the local 
level, appropriately situated within the relevant regional and national context, 
with its remit broadly defined to encompass related areas of study, and a 
determination to continue to serve the widest possible constituency. 

In order to evaluate LPS’s achievements it is appropriate to examine back issues 
of the journal, most of which are readily available, free of charge, via the Local 
Population Studies Society website.5 Over the last forty years the appearance of 
the journal has changed considerably. The first four numbers were entitled Local 
Population Studies Magazine and Newsletter. From number 5 the last three words 
were dropped, although later the Newsletter was resurrected as a separate entity. 
These early volumes do, however, have the feel of a newsletter about them: they 
were not professionally printed and the length and type of contributions varied 
considerably from issue to issue. Nevertheless, an examination of any of these 
issues reveals the wide range of topics covered. For instance, number 4 (Spring 
1970) included articles on perinatal mortality in Hawkshead, Lancashire; deaths 
by suicide, drowning and misadventure in the same parish; marriage seasonality; 
population movement in seventeenth-century England; large Correspondence 
and Miscellany sections; reviews, and a report of local research being carried out.  
Number 11 (Autumn 1973) saw the arrival of LPS’s distinctive shiny cover and 
from number 38 (Spring 1987) the journal was reduced in size to A5. In recent 
years (number 66, Spring 2001, onwards) the journal has acquired a spine, which 
has allowed it to expand to 128 pages for some issues—about twice the size of 
many early issues. While the journal now may have adopted a more professional 
look, its ethos remains unaltered and its content as broad as ever.  For example, 
number 78 (Spring 2007) contained articles on ethnicity and health, as revealed in 
the 1991 census and health services records; regional migration systems in 
Cornwall; and coroner’s inquests in early Victorian England and Wales; a report 
on the online historical population reports project; and a discussion of sources 
and methods for estimating local population sizes at fixed points in time.  

Until 1996 the journal was published by the Cambridge Group for the History 
of Population and Social Structure, for much of that time in association with 
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Table 1       LPS articles classified by subject  

 Population Studies  Demography  
Volumes Size Structure Mortality Fertility Nuptiality Migration 

1–20            5        5      13           7           4           9 
21–40            3      10        8           3           1         12 
41–60          12        6        9           3           1           9 
61–80            2        3      13           1           1           8 

Total          22      24      43         14           7          38 

Sources/Methods    Social History  
 
Volumes 

   Occupations Literacy Naming 
Practices 

Poverty Other 

1–20           17             2           4           2         0         1 
21–40           19             2           4           2         0         6 
41–60           18             1           1           2         1         7 
61–80           13             8           0           1         7         3 

Total           67           13           9           7         8       17 

the extra-mural department of the University of Nottingham, with Roger 
Schofield representing the Cambridge Group on the editorial board from the 
outset, and Christopher Charlton representing the University of Nottingham. 
From 1996–99 it was housed at the University of Essex, a move facilitated by 
the fact that Kevin Schürer, who was secretary to the editorial board of the 
journal for 13 years, had taken up an appointment there three years previously. 
In 1999 it moved to the University of Hertfordshire, where it has remained to 
the present day, under the editorship of Nigel Goose. Throughout its history 
LPS has published articles written by virtually all of the country’s leading 
historical demographers and it remains committed to publishing accessible 
local case studies of the highest level of scholarship. Each volume of LPS now 
contains three major articles together with shorter pieces such as ‘Debates’, 
‘Research in Progress’, ‘Research Notes’, ‘Electronic Resources for Local 
Population Studies’, ‘Sources and Methods’ and alternating ‘Books Reviews’ 
(in the Spring issue) or an extensive ‘Annual Review of Periodical Literature’ 
(in the Autumn issue). LPS also publishes correspondence, although 
unfortunately we receive far fewer letters than previously. It also works closely 
with the twice-yearly Local Population Studies Society Newsletter, which 
publishes shorter articles and notes and provides a more informal means of 
communicating between members of LPSS. The distinctive editorial which 
allows the editor or board members to highlight topical issues remains an 
integral part of the journal. 

A more formal analysis of the material published in LPS illustrates the breadth 
of topics covered by the journal and reveals how local population history has 
evolved over the last 40 years. Table 1 classifies each article from numbers 1–80 
into four broad areas: Population Studies, Demography, Sources and Methods 
and Social History, with each area divided into a number of sub-categories. 
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This classification system proved to be far more difficult to implement than 
was first envisaged, for while many articles fitted neatly into the various sub-
categories many proved more difficult to classify. For instance, May Pickles, 
‘Mid-Wharfedale, 1721–1812: economic and demographic change in a Pennine 
dale’, LPS 16 (1976), 12–44, examines the relationship between population 
change and occupational structure in a number of Yorkshire parishes, although 
it also encompasses and discusses a range of other issues such as nonconform-
ity. After some thought this was placed into the population size category, but 
equally it could have been placed in the occupational category. Indeed, the 
interdisciplinary nature of many of the articles published in LPS remains an 
important and integral feature of the journal.  

Above all Table 1 illustrates the wide range of material published in LPS. As 
with any relatively new area of research there has been considerable interest in 
discovering new types of sources and in establishing the methodological 
foundations of the subject. The number of articles dealing with sources and 
methods has remained roughly constant over time, and some have sparked 
considerable debate and further research.6 Now that local population history is 
more mature and a degree of consensus has emerged, a new series of pieces, 
‘Sources and Methods’ (LPS 76 onwards) has attempted to provide overviews 
of various methodological issues, although unanimity of opinion still 
occasionally remains elusive.7 Not surprisingly, many of the early articles 
covered similar ground to the Cambridge Group’s major publications. Single 
place studies and the topics of mortality and migration have remained ever 
popular. By comparison fewer studies of fertility and nuptiality have been 
published, which is probably in part due to it being harder and technically 
more difficulty to undertake these types of demographic analysis within the 
context of a small-scale study. Over the last decade there has been a noticeable 
shift away from mainstream population history towards what could be termed 
applied population studies. While this trend more or less coincided with LPS’s 
move away from Cambridge, it did not represent a conscious policy decision 
by the editorial board; rather it reflected the type of material that has been 
offered for publication. In part this shift was probably a consequence of the 
publication of The population history of England (1981) and, later, English 
population history from family reconstitution (1997), which represented the 
culmination of the Cambridge Group’s long-term project to produce national 
estimates for a wide range of demographic measures based on local population 
data. In a sense the task was complete, although—as we will suggest below—a 
case can be made for regarding the national measures calculated by the 
Cambridge Group as a new beginning rather than an end. The rise of 
postmodernism and the new cultural history may also have had an impact, 
with some scholars adopting greater scepticism towards the certainties that 
hard, quantitative analysis seemed to provide. Whatever the reason, some of 
the younger generation of local population historians have turned their 
attention towards topics such as poverty (especially workhouses), social 
structure, gender  and occupations. Clearly the nature of local population 
studies is changing, as many of the issues raised in publications such as Peter 
Laslett’s The world we have lost (London, 1965) have now been addressed. 
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Nevertheless, large quantities of local population sources still lie as yet 
undisturbed in local record offices, and significant gains in our understanding 
of the processes of population change can still be made from undertaking 
small-scale, local studies. 

In Table 2 LPS articles have been classified by region. As can be seen the vast 
majority of articles, 84 per cent, are concerned with England and the whole of 
the country is covered with little significant change being evident over time. It 
is likely that this pattern largely reflects the distribution of population 
historians, since most individuals carrying out local studies are likely, initially 
at least, to be interested in the place where they live or with which they have 
close associations. Scotland is discussed in 9 per cent of all articles, which 
roughly corresponds to its proportion of the UK’s population. It is therefore 
puzzling why so few articles have been published that deal with Wales or 
Ireland. While the parish register material for England is of a far superior 
quality to that of the rest of the UK, this does not apply to nineteenth and 
twentieth-century population sources. Indeed, more non-UK articles such as 
Philip Ogden, ‘Patterns of marriage seasonality in rural France, LPS 10 (1973), 
53–64 and Rudolf Andorka, ‘Birth control in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries in some Hungarian villages, LPS 22 (1979), 38–43, have been 
published than comparable studies from Wales and Ireland. Again such 
patterns merely reflect the amount and type of articles that are sent to us. Any 
high quality, relevant, local study will be published, and the board would  
especially welcome contributions from regions less well represented in Table 2. 

To end this short analysis Table 3 classifies LPS articles by period. Once again 
the Table does not do full justice to the long-term focus of some articles, which 
are classified only by their starting date. It does, however, reveal that during 
LPS’s first 10 years most articles were concerned with the parish register period 
(1538–1837), thereby reflecting the Cambridge Group’s main research interests. 
However, over the last forty years there has been growing interest in the 
nineteenth century, no doubt in part due to the greater variety and availability 
of nineteenth-century sources and the ease with which this material can be 
accessed. By comparison the paucity of medieval sources, and the technical 
problems associated with their analysis, has meant that far fewer studies from 
this period have been published, a situation that is not likely to change. The 

Table 2      LPS articles classified by region 

     

Volumes NE NW SE SW Midlands East  
Anglia 

Scotland Wales Ireland Non– 
UK 

1–20      5      5      10      5        9      5          3      0      1      2 

21–40      8      4      15      3        8      3          7      0      1      2 

41–60    12      6      11      7        9      1          2      2      0      2 

61–80      8      6      12      6        4      4          5      0      0      0 

Total    33    21      48    21      30    13        17      2      2      6 

England  
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Table 3      LPS articles classified by date (in centuries) 

Volumes Pre-16th   16th 17th 18th 19th 20th 

1–20          0          18         16         12         12           0 
21–40          3            7         15         15         20           0 
41–60          7            9         13           7         25           3 
61–80          3            3         12           8         33           3 

Total        13          37         56         42         90           6 

Note:         Only the earliest date is recorded in the table—an article concerned with the period 
1650–1871 would therefore be allocated to the 17th century. 

twentieth century has also remained a neglected period, but as the 100 years 
rule brings further census material into the public domain, we would expect 
more studies from this period to be submitted to the journal.  

Forty years on Local Population Studies and local population history remains in 
rude health, even if the ruddy glow of callow youth has now been superseded 
by more subtle, autumnal tones. But while some of us on the editorial board 
may well be at least starting to consider wearing the bottoms of our trousers 
rolled, new blood continues to come through in a wide variety of garbs. For 
while the more technical demographic procedures may, to some degree at 
least, have fallen out of fashion among younger scholars, local population 
history and associated aspects of social and economic structure and develop-
ment continue both to intrigue and to inform.  

There are both theoretical and common sense reasons for this. From the 
theoretical perspective, while postmodernism rails against overarching grand 
theory and statistical certainty, it also promotes an appreciation of diversity 
and particularity—the very diversity and particularity that lies at the heart of 
local history in general, and local population studies in particular.8 From the 
common sense perspective, it is not difficult to understand why local studies 
remain important, for even so small a country as England presents a great 
diversity of different geographical, economic and social forms, some reflecting 
basic physical parameters, some harking back to ancient settlement, while 
others have been superimposed since for a variety of reasons that defy simple 
analysis. In so many respects, therefore, it is impossible to write about the 
nation as if it were a single and uniform entity, except perhaps with regard to 
economic policy or social administration at national level, although even here 
implementation was often anything but consistent.9 It is for this reason that the 
historiography of the Industrial Revolution has recently turned its face against 
the macro-economic approach of the econometrician, to emphasise the 
importance of both local and regional diversity.10 In the field of population 
history, we also hear voices raised against excessive reliance upon the national 
aggregates presented in the publications of the Cambridge Group referred to 
above, for if they provide a vital framework within which further work can 
proceed, they do not apply to all places at all times, and great scope remains 
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for further exploration at the local and regional levels.11 For these reasons, to 
which we might add the emotional attachment that we so often feel to 
particular places and their history, local population studies will continue to 
thrive and—as long as it continues to reach out to wider realities, retains an 
essentially comparative perspective and examines the often intricate 
relationship between demography, politics, economy and society—it will 
remain entrenched in the minds of the nation’s academics, as well as in the 
hearts of the local population historians of England. 
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