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Domestic service in a small market town: 

 Crickhowell, 1851–1901 

Robert Gant 

Abstract 

This article exemplifies the importance of longitudinal studies of Victorian census materials for interpreting 

the characteristics and economic role of domestic servants in Crickhowell, a small market centre situated in 

the middle-Usk valley, in south-east Wales. It focuses on issues of continuity and change and the place-

specific characteristics of this important occupational group that cannot be detected through cross-sectional 

‘snapshots’ from individual censuses. A brief introduction to the physical setting and townscape of 

Crickhowell sets the scene. The definition and characteristics of domestic service are then examined. This 

leads to a sequential analysis of the demographic profiles and migration histories of co-resident domestic 

servants. Finally, an exercise in house repopulation focused on the core of the town identifies types of 

household supporting co-resident servants and their spatial distribution in the built-environment.  

Introduction 

For centuries market towns have acted as pivots for commercial exchange and service 

provision in the British countryside.1 Although this role has been re-specified by 

significant‖ changes‖ in‖ regional‖ economies‖and‖ the‖ ‘shrinking‖of‖distance’‖precipitated‖

by improvements in transport infrastructure, countryside planners continue to build on 

notions of centrality to sustain services and support the life-style aspirations of an 

increasing and diverse population in the British countryside.2 Urban historians and 

geographers have also explored the place-specific characteristics of small market towns 

in‖the‖nineteenth‖century‖based‖on‖census‖enumerators’‖books‖and‖supporting‖primary‖

materials, including trade directories, topographical writings, and detailed 

cartographic evidence.3 Such cross-sectional‖studies‖provide‖informative‖‘snapshots’‖of‖

1 See,‖ for‖ example,‖ W.T.R.‖ Pryce,‖ ‘Town‖ and‖ country‖ relationships’, in Open University Course D301, 
Historical sources and the social scientist (Milton Keynes, 1983), 5–74. For a more recent appraisal of the 
sustaining role of market towns in rural England, see Our countryside: the future (London, 2000), 73–88. 

2 These themes are exemplified in The Countryside Agency, The state of the countryside (Cheltenham, 2003). In 
a comparative context, dimensions in the transformation of the British countryside are overviewed in H. 
Millward, L. Harrington, B. Ilbery and K. Beesley eds, The new countryside: geographic perspectives on rural 
change (Brandon, 2003), 9–23. 

3 The‖contents‖of‖the‖census‖enumerators’‖books‖and‖inter-censal changes in definition for key variables are 
discussed in E. Higgs, Making sense of the census. The manuscript returns for England and Wales 1801–-1901 
(London, 2005); D. Mills and K. Schürer eds, Local communities in the Victorian census enumerators’ books 
(Oxford, 1996); and D. Mills, A guide to census enumerators’ books (Milton Keynes, 2002). Appropriate 
directories were identified in the well-constructed and searchable website (www.historical directories.org). 
Potential sources of error in the compilation of trade directories are overviewed by D. Mills, Rural 
community history from trade directories (Aldenham, 2001) and G. Shaw and A. Tipper, British directories. A 
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local situations and social networks, but invariably skirt issues of continuity and 

change, and the environmental relationship between urban functions, social structures 

and land-use patterns.4 

This article engages with the theme of continuity and change and uses census 

enumerators’‖books‖and‖related‖materials‖to‖analyse‖the‖characteristics‖and‖economic‖role‖

of domestic servants in the local labour market at Crickhowell, a small market centre 

situated in the middle-Usk valley in south-east Wales, during the period 1851–1901.5 A 

brief introduction to the physical setting and local townscape sets the scene. A review 

follows of the nature and characteristics of domestic service and problems associated 

with using census materials for its investigation. This leads to an examination of the 

demographic profiles and migration histories of co-resident domestic servants, and their 

spatial distribution in the built environment.  

Crickhowell: townscape and market economy 

Crickhowell, a Norman castle town, straddles a glacial moraine across the middle-Usk 

valley (see Figure 1). To the west lies the elevated north-eastern rim of the South Wales 

coalfield; to the north and east lies the Old Red Sandstone mass of the Black Mountains. 

Traditional mixed arable and livestock farming systems in the fertile Usk valley gave way 

to more specialised stock and sheep raising enterprises on farms with mountain grazing 

rights situated at higher altitudes in the tributary valleys. With coalfield linkages, the 

Brecon and Abergavenny canal (with an onward link to the Severn estuary at Newport) 

completed in 1801, is aligned upslope of the neighbouring village of Llangattock, on the 

opposite‖ side‖ of‖ the‖ valley.‖ In‖ 1852‖ Slater’s‖ Royal National and Commercial Directory 

describes the town as being: 

neat‖and‖clean,‖and‖of‖ late‖years‖<‖much‖improved‖by‖ the‖erection‖of‖several‖

handsome houses, and a new town hall, — the latter, which is of stone, was 

erected at the expense of the Duke of Beaufort; the lower part of it is 

appropriated to the purpose of the corn market; the upper to the magistrates at 

their weekly meeting.6  

Worrall’s‖Directory of South Wales of 1875 reiterates this observation and confirms that: 

The town presents a clean and respectable appearance and contains numerous 

excellent places of business, a banking establishment, and a handsome Town 

bibliography and guide to directories published in England and Wales (1850–1950) and Scotland (1773–1950) 
(Leicester,‖1989).‖For‖ topographies‖ see‖R.‖Brinkley,‖ ‘Welsh‖ topographical‖ literature‖ c.1770–1870’,‖The Local 
Historian, 11 (1974), 7–13;‖R.‖Gant,‖‘The‖topography‖as‖a‖resource‖for‖Welsh‖urban‖studies’,‖National Library 
of Wales Journal, 19 (1976), 217–26. Cartographic evidence is reviewed in R. Oliver, Ordnance Survey maps. A 
concise guide for historians (London, 1993) and C. Beech and R. Mitchell, Maps for family and local history. 
Readers’ Guide 26 (London, 2004). 

4 H. Carter, The towns of Wales. A study in urban geography (Cowbridge, 1966); H. Carter and C.R. Lewis, An 
urban geography of England and Wales in the nineteenth century (London, 1990). 

5 The‖following‖census‖enumerators’‖books‖were‖consulted:‖1851‖(H.O.107/2490);‖1861‖(R.G.9/4222);‖1871(R.G.‖
10/5590); 1881 (R.G.11/5467); 1891 (R.G.12/4577); 1901(RG 13/5175). 

6 Slater’s Royal National and Commercial Directory 1852–1853 (London and Manchester, 1852). 
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Figure 1 Demographic and household setting 
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Hall<.‖ The‖ surrounding‖ district‖ is‖ highly‖ picturesque,‖ salubrious‖ and‖ has‖ in‖

consequence been selected as a place of residence by numerous gentry, whose 

elegant mansions and parks adorn the landscape.7 

Consistent with the principles of central place theory,8 the services and functions 

provided at Crickhowell met the basic (day-to-day) combined needs of the threshold 

populations living in the town, neighbouring villages and hamlets in the tributary valleys 

of the Black Mountains (Figure 2). For higher-order (more specialist) goods and services 

the population depended on higher grade market towns in the Usk valley: Abergavenny, 

across the county boundary in Monmouthshire, and Brecon, the county town.9 The 

weekly Thursday market (chiefly for provisions and cattle) and fairs held on 12 May 

(principal) and 22 September in the High Street were well attended and facilitated the 

hiring of agricultural labour. In addition, there was employment in the small-scale 

manufacture‖of‖flannel;‖tourism‖based‖principally‖on‖‘excellent‖trout‖and‖salmon‖fishing‖

in‖ the‖ neighbourhood’;10 the‖ production‖ of‖ goats’‖ milk‖ and‖ whey‖ to‖ meet‖ health‖

restorative diets advised by city-based physicians for valetudinarian patients; and in 

domestic service in the large country seats that studded the fertile valley. Crickhowell, 

however, had been by-passed by the railways constructed elsewhere in the Usk valley 

Figure 2 Service provision 1852,1875 and 1895 

Sources: Slater’s Directory, 1852; Worralls Directory, 1875; Kelly’s Directory, 1895. 

7 Worrall’s Directory of South Wales 1875 (Oldham, 1875). 

8 An interpretation of settlement patterns based on Central Place Theory and using evidence of functions 
recorded‖ in‖ trade‖ directories‖ is‖ in‖ D.‖ Mills,‖ ‘Central‖ villages:‖ theory,‖ sources‖ and‖ enquiries’,‖ in‖ Open‖
University Course D301, Historical sources and the social sciences (Milton Keynes, 1983), 73–115. 

9 Carter, The towns of Wales, 108–9. 

10 Kelly’s Directory of South Wales and Monmouthshire 1895 (London, 1895). 
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during the 1860s, a disadvantage offset by the provision of regular carrier services for 

goods and coaches for the more affluent passengers.11  

The extract from the 1887 Ordnance Survey map (1:2500) reproduced as Figure 1 shows 

details of the town plan and land-use arrangements. The principal trade establishments, 

retail and professional services fronted the Bridge Street/High Street axis, with extensions 

along Beaufort Street. From the mid-nineteenth‖century‖the‖town’s‖built‖environment‖had‖

been improved and public utilities including a town gasworks and new water supply 

introduced. Several prestigious country houses set in spacious ornamental gardens, 

parcels of accommodation land and orchards formed a distinctive girdle or fringe-belt 

around the small market town.12 Such prominent houses with open views across the Usk 

valley included Glannant, Porthmawr, Herbert Hall, Dan-y-castell, Glan-yr-afon and 

Greenhill. Characteristically, these country seats of notable families had walled vegetable 

gardens, while Glannant, Porthmawr and Glanyrafon benefited from larger acreages of 

agricultural land managed to support the household economy with fresh dairy produce, 

poultry and meat. Smaller, but distinctive, town houses set along the main streets 

including Latham House, Brynrhos, Ivy Tower, Glandwr and the outlying Rectory had 

sizeable gardens, some with provision for stables. 

Domestic service: definition and pattern in society 

With good reason, the question of definition remains central to the study of domestic 

service in the nineteenth century.13 In addition, correct labelling in the census 

enumerators’‖ books‖ is‖ susceptible‖ to‖ three‖ sources‖ of‖ compounding‖ error:‖ the‖

understanding of the householder completing the original schedule; the belief of the 

enumerator collecting and transcribing these details into enumeration books; and, finally, 

as Adair demonstrates for 1851 and 1861, the interpretation of clerks in the Census Office 

in cross checking and tabulating the results.14 Hence‖ the‖ distinction‖ between‖ ‘domestic‖

service’‖as‖a‖legal‖and‖social‖system‖and‖the‖term‖‘housemaid’‖as‖a‖description‖of‖a‖person‖

performing a set of duties in the home of an employer was often blurred. There is 

evidence,‖ too,‖ of‖ confusion‖ in‖ terminology‖ between‖ ‘housewife’‖ and‖ ‘housekeeper’‖ in‖

11 An‖account‖of‖a‖ leisured‖ traveller‖negotiating‖ these‖ transport‖ linkages‖ is‖ in‖F.‖ Jones,‖ ‘Journal‖of‖a‖young‖
lady of fashion 1867–1872‖(Agnes‖Hermione‖Jennings‖of‖Gellideg),‖Part‖II’,‖The Carmarthenshire Historian, 12 
(1975), 22–54. 

12 T.R.‖ Slater,‖ ‘Family,‖ society‖ and‖ the‖ ornamental‖ villa‖ on‖ the‖ fringes‖ of‖ English‖ country‖ towns’,‖ Journal of 
Historical Geography, 4 (1978), 129–44;‖H.‖Carter‖and‖S.E.‖Wheatley,‖‘Fixation‖lines‖and‖fringe‖belts,‖land‖uses‖
and‖ social‖ areas:‖ nineteenth‖ century‖ change‖ in‖ the‖ small‖ town’,‖ Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, New Series, 4 (1979), 214–38. 

13 Conceptual and practical issues regarding the definition and role of domestic service are considered in M. 
G. Ebury and B.T. Preston, Domestic service in the late Victorian and Edwardian England, 1871–1914, University 
of Reading, Geographical Papers (University of Reading, 1976), 11–15. In an urban context, these complex 
issues, and the position of live-in‖ domestic‖ servants‖ as‖ ‘outsiders’‖ in‖ insular‖ employers’‖ homes,‖ are‖
addressed‖ by‖ S.‖ Pooley,‖ ‘Domestic‖ servants‖ and‖ their‖ urban‖ employers:‖ a‖ case‖ study‖ of‖ Lancaster‖ 1880–
1914’,‖Economic History Review, 62 (2009), 405–29. 

14 W.D.‖ Adair,‖ ‘Can‖ we‖ trust‖ the‖ census‖ reports?‖ Lessons‖ from‖ a‖ study‖ of‖ domestic‖ servants‖ in‖ Tenbury,‖
Worcestershire,‖1851‖and‖1861’,‖Family and Community History, 5 (2002), 99–110. 
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large‖ households,‖ and‖ ‘servant’‖ and‖ ‘shop‖ assistant’‖ as‖ employed‖ by‖ businessmen.15 In 

addition, Schwarz and Higgs have demonstrated that the term servant invariably covered 

a‖wide‖spectrum‖of‖employed‖persons‖and‖confusion‖could‖arise‖between‖‘domestic’‖and‖

‘business’‖ activities‖ situated‖ in‖ the‖ homes‖ of‖ farmers,‖ small‖ businessmen‖ and‖ retailers‖

where the help of a wife, child(ren), lodger(s) or visitor(s) was often indispensable.16 

Similarly, and particularly applied to men, Schwarz confirms that sometimes the 

designation‖‘servant’‖was‖used‖for‖apprentices‖and‖journeymen.17 In‖these‖cases‖‘servants’‖

worked with their employers, rather than for them as in the larger country seats. 

Notwithstanding‖ the‖ fundamental‖ issue‖ of‖ definition,‖ and‖ challenges‖ of‖ ‘computational‖

linguistics’‖in‖establishing‖a‖categorisation‖of‖service‖employment‖in‖census‖abstracts,‖it‖is‖

clear from the available census records that domestic servants formed an essential part of 

nineteenth-century society.18 The proportion of the economically active employed in the 

somewhat more extensive category domestic service increased from 13.8 per cent (1.12 

million) in 1851 to 16.4 per cent (1.84 million) in 1881 and fell slightly to 15.7 per cent (1.99 

million) in 1891.19 Schwarz calculates that domestic servants comprised 7.1 per cent of the 

total labour force of 13.0 million (1.3 per cent of employed males, 12.6 per cent of employed 

females) in 1851, rising to 8.8 per cent of 15.3 million (1.0 per cent of males, 15.5 per cent of 

females) in 1871, before falling to 7.0 cent of 15.8 million (0.6 per cent of males, 12.8 per 

cent of females) in 1891.20 Such employment was clearly gender-specific. For instance, in 

1851 more than 20 per cent of unmarried women in the age range 18–27 were employed as 

domestic servants, a pattern that changed little by 1901.21 In contrast, 47 per cent of male 

servants worked on farms, 7 per cent were categorised as domestic servants and a further 5 

per cent as outdoor servants, for example grooms or gardeners. From the perspective of 

the market town economy, it is significant that an additional 9 per cent of male servants 

were categorised as apprentices and 7 per cent as living-in trade assistants.22  

Nationwide, servants were found in households across all strata of society: in 1851, 16 

per cent of households had servants or living-in apprentices; and two-thirds of the 

15 M.‖ Anderson,‖ ‘Mis-specification‖ of‖ servant‖ occupations‖ in‖ the‖ 1851‖ census:‖ a‖ problem‖ revisited’,‖ Local 
Population Studies, 60 (1998), 58–64. 

16 L.‖ Schwarz,‖ ‘English‖ servants‖ and‖ their‖ employers‖ during‖ the‖ eighteenth‖ and‖ nineteenth‖ centuries’,‖
Economic History Review, 52 (1999), 236. This issue of occupational classification is discussed in E. Higgs, 
‘The‖ tabulation‖ of‖ occupations‖ in‖ the‖ nineteenth-century census, with special reference to domestic 
servants’,‖in‖Mills‖and‖Schürer‖eds,‖Local communities, 27–35;‖and‖M.‖Drake,‖‘Aspects‖of‖domestic‖service‖in‖
Great Britain and Ireland, 1841–1911’,‖Family and Community History, 2 (1999), 119–28. 

17 Schwarz,‖‘English‖servants‖and‖their‖employers’,‖236. 

18 For a discussion of census-based‖categorisations‖of‖service‖occupations‖see‖M.‖Woollard‖‘The‖classification‖
of domestic servants in England and Wales, 1851–1951’,‖Proceedings of the Servant Project, Seminar 2, Volume 2 
(Oslo, 2002). Available at: http://privatewww.essex.ac.uk/~matthew/. 

19 Mills and Schürer eds, Local communities, 148. 

20 Schwarz,‖‘English‖servants‖and‖their‖employers’,‖245. 

21 M.‖ Anderson,‖ ‘The‖ social‖ implications‖ of‖ demographic‖ change’,‖ in‖ F.M.L.‖ Thompson‖ ed.,‖ The Cambridge 
social history of Britain 1750–1850, Volume 2: people and their environment (Cambridge, 1990), 62. 

22 Anderson,‖‘The‖social‖implications‖of‖demographic‖change’,‖63. 
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servants were women.23 At that date, Anderson reports that almost four-fifths of 

professional households kept at least one domestic servant, and one fifth more than 

two.‖ Furthermore,‖ 2‖ per‖ cent‖ of‖ the‖ skilled‖ and‖ service‖workers‖ retained‖ a‖ ‘living-in’‖

servant.24 Servants lived with families in all occupational groups. Three-fifths of small 

employers and the self employed, and over a quarter of lower non-manual workers, 

had at least one living-in servant. Farmers, too, were important employers of female 

domestic labour. Where co-resident, kin performed a similar role to that of servants; 

however, in professional households, companionship rather than the performance of 

routine domestic duties was the norm.  

Notwithstanding the important issues of definition, accuracy and completeness, the 

census‖enumerators’‖books‖compiled‖for‖Crickhowell‖parish‖during‖the‖period‖1851–1901 

yield a rich harvest of information connected with domestic service and its social 

characteristics.25 The town was divided into two enumeration districts and different 

enumerators were employed at each census. It is important to note, however, that the 

census schedules for Crickhowell are incomplete: there are two pages missing from the 

1851 record (an estimated under-recording of 40 people)26 and, more significantly, 35 

households in Bridge Street in 1861 (an estimated under-recording of 140 people),27 a 

thoroughfare that included three inns which in later censuses had employed domestic 

staff in support of the family. 

Between‖1851‖and‖1901,‖census‖entries‖of‖‘servant’‖as‖the‖stated‖relationship‖with‖head‖of‖

household covered a total of 35 job titles for co-resident male servants, and 43 for female 

counterparts in Crickhowell (see Appendix A, pp. 29-30). The guidance provided to 

enumerators‖for‖such‖‘labelling’‖was‖no‖doubt‖tempered‖by‖local‖custom‖and‖practice.28 

For‖instance,‖the‖descriptors‖‘farm‖servant’‖and‖‘farm‖labourer’‖seem‖close,‖but‖the‖census‖

enumerator sought to maintain this distinction in several censuses. Likewise, and 

perhaps more significantly, it is difficult to differentiate between well-represented groups 

23 Anderson,‖‘The‖social‖implications‖of‖demographic‖change’,‖63. 

24 M.‖ Anderson,‖ ‘The‖ social‖ implications‖ of‖ demographic‖ change’,‖ 63.‖ In‖ this‖ context,‖ Ebury‖ and‖ Preston,‖
Domestic service in late Victorian and Edwardian England, 2, extend the commentary provided by Flora 
Thompson in Lark Rise to Candleford (repr.‖ London,‖ 1973),‖ 165,‖ and‖ argue‖ that‖ ‘By‖ the‖ last‖ quarter‖ of‖ the‖
nineteenth century, a vast army of maids, nurses, cooks, coachmen, gardeners, laundresses and charwomen 
served‖ the‖ personal‖ needs<not‖ only‖ of‖ the‖ upper‖ and‖middle‖ ranks‖ in‖ society<but‖ even‖ the‖ wives‖ of‖
carpenters and masons paid a girl sixpence to clean the knives and boots and take out the children on 
Saturday.‖As‖was‖often‖said,‖everybody‖who‖was‖anybody‖kept‖a‖maid.’ 

25 The‖accuracy‖of‖census‖entries‖is‖explored‖in:‖A.‖Perkyns,‖‘Birthplace‖accuracy‖in‖the‖censuses‖of‖six‖Kentish‖
parishes, 1851–1881’,‖in‖Mills‖and‖Schürer‖eds,‖Local communities, 229–45;‖D.‖Thompson.‖‘Age‖reporting‖by‖
the elderly and the nineteenth-century‖census’,‖in‖Mills‖and‖Schürer‖eds,‖Local communities, 86–99. 

26 According to Census of Great Britain, 1851, Population tables, I. Number of the inhabitants in 1801, 1811, 1821, 
1831, 1841 and 1851. Vol. II BPP 1852-53 LXXXVI (1632), 44, the population of Crickhowell in 1851 was 1,403, 
13 fewer inhabitants than reported here. 

27 According to Census of England and Wales, 1861, Population tables. Numbers and distribution of people of [and 
index to names of places in] England and Wales. Volume 1 BPP 1862 L (3056), 722, the population of the parish of 
Crickhowell was 1,516, equal to 164 more people than reported here. 

28 Anderson,‖‘Mis-specification‖of‖servant‖occupations’,‖58–64;‖Drake,‖‘Aspects‖of‖domestic‖service’,‖119. 
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Figure 3 Crickhowell 1851–1901: occupational groups 

1 Agricultural self-employed or managers 

2a Skilled Agricultural workers 

2b Agricultural labourers 

3 Shopkeepers, traders, petty entrepreneurs 

(not employing more than 5 persons) 

4 Skilled craftsmen, non industrial 

5a Manufacturers, industrialists, wholesalers, 

 managers of large enterprises 

5b Skilled industrial craftsmen 

6 Extractive industries 

7a Upper professions 

   7b Lower professions 

   8       Clerical (not supervisory) 

  9a Upper servants 

  9b General Domestic servants 

  9c Lower servants 

10a Private income recipients 

10b Rentiers 

10c Annuitants 

11 Semi-skilled and service workers 

12 Labourers and unskilled workers 

13 Supervisory workers 

Source: Census enumerators’ books 1851–1901.  
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of‖‘domestic‖servants’,‖‘general‖servants’‖and‖‘servants’‖on‖the‖basis‖of‖household‖context,‖

domestic routine and responsibilities. It is fortunate, however, that the more wealthy 

families occupying the principal country seats and town houses invariably listed the 

grades and roles of domestic staff according to a determined status hierarchy. 

Domestic service in the market town  

For females in nineteenth-century market towns, distant from industrial centres or 

seasonal work in coastal resorts, private domestic service provided one of the main 

opportunities for employment.29 P.M.‖ Tillott’s‖ classification‖ of‖ occupations‖ and‖ social‖

groupings is used to capture the relative importance of domestic service in Crickhowell 

during the period 1851–1901.30 Although subject to criticism from various quarters, this 

schema based on gainful occupation was chosen to combine elements of an industry-

based classification with aspects of social status. As Figure 3 shows, categories 1, 2 and 6 

relate to the primary sector covering agriculture and extractive industry; categories 4 and 

5 apply to manufacturing and the secondary sector; whilst the remaining categories cover 

various service activities in the tertiary sector.  

The importance of domestic servants in the local labour market 

For economically active males, the occupation profiles shown in Figure 3 are broadly 

consistent across the period. The economic base of the town, as evidenced by 

employment, was firmly rooted in trade and commerce, underpinned by skilled craft 

activity and supported by unskilled workers. For females, domestic service in various 

guises reflecting skill and experience dominated the occupation profiles. In addition, 

trade and commerce appear as distinctive and persistent elements in the occupational 

profile. These findings confirm the continuing importance of the service economy and 

trading functions of the market town, with a lesser contribution from agriculture and 

other primary activities. Given the small size of the town, the statistical representation of 

professional services is less pronounced, but nonetheless important in the employment of 

domestic staff.  

Figure 4 focuses on the identity and relationship of economically active persons to the 

household head. It highlights a decline in the total number of recorded males in the local 

workforce from 437 in 1851 to 364 in 1901. Irrespective of the problems of under-

enumeration associated with incomplete census records in 1851 and 1861, male heads of 

household accounted for between 50 and 60 per cent of men in the labour market. With 

the exception of 1861, co-resident and unmarried sons constituted around 20 per cent, 

29 ‘But‖ in‖ the‖ hundreds‖ of‖ small‖market‖ towns,‖which‖ continued‖ to‖ perform‖ their‖ traditional‖ central‖ place‖
functions as service centres for their region, there was little in the way of alternative jobs for women. 
Consequently, for large parts of the country, service in private homes remained the only avenue open to 
girls‖in‖the‖surrounding‖villages’:‖Ebury‖and‖Preston,‖Domestic service, 25. 

30 A‖ description‖ and‖ critique‖ of‖ Tillott’s‖ classification‖ is‖ presented‖ in‖ D.R.‖ Mills,‖ ‘Central‖ villages:‖ theory,‖
sources‖ and‖ enquiries’,‖ in‖ Open‖ University‖ Course‖ D301,‖ Historical sources and the social sciences (Milton 
Keynes, 1983), 36–7; and Mills and Schürer eds, Local communities, 142–5. 
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Figure 4 Crickhowell 1851–1901: identity of economically active residents 

Source: Census enumerators’ books 1851–1901. 

while the undifferentiated group of boarders and lodgers contributed a further 13-15 cent 

to the total. The proportion of male servants in the parish declined gradually from 8 per 

cent in 1851 to 3 per cent in 1901. With the exception of females in 1881, blood relatives 

and relatives through marriage contributed less than 6 per cent to the total for 

economically-active males and females in any census year. 
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In contrast, the number of females recorded as being economically active hovered at around 

250, but this total declined sharply to 204 in 1901. The proportion of female heads of 

households registered in employment increased consistently from 16 per cent in 1851 to 29 

per cent in 1901. However, female servants, in various grades of domestic employment, 

dominated the female workforce, the proportion varying from a likely underestimate of 50 

per cent of the total in 1861 to 36 per cent ten years later, a significant fluctuation explained 

by the compensating involvement of teenage daughters (and other relatives, lodgers and 

boarders) in domestic chores, mainly in those households connected with retail trade and 

commerce and, possibly, variation in enumeration practice. 

Profile, presence and household context  

Despite its relatively small size and evidence of under-reported households in the censuses 

of 1851 and 1861, Crickhowell offered a range of employment opportunities in domestic 

service. Table 1 summarises the gender, household situations and occupational categories 

of‖individuals‖classed‖either‖explicitly‖as‖‘servant’,‖‘assistant’‖or‖‘apprentice’‖in‖relation‖to‖

the head of household.31 This overall total fluctuated at around 150 until 1891, thence 

decreased sharply to 104 in 1901. While the number of male servants fell progressively 

throughout the period, the total for females remained more consistent until 1891, before 

falling sharply in 1901.  

From a demographic perspective, servants formed a distinctive and youthful component 

in‖ the‖ town’s‖ population.‖ They‖ accounted‖ for‖ approximately‖ 15‖ per‖ cent‖ of‖ the‖ parish‖

population aged over 15 years, female servants outnumbering male servants in an 

increasing ratio of approximately 4:1 in 1851 and 5:1 in 1901. In detail, 70 per cent of both 

sexes were aged 10-24 years; for those aged over 45 males worked mainly in the 

agricultural‖ sector,‖whilst‖most‖ females‖were‖ characterised‖ as‖ housekeepers,‖ a‖ ‘slippery’‖

designation known to be subject to geographical and temporal variation in recording 

practice and amendment with the deletion of supposed kin-related housekeepers prior to 

aggregation in the published census abstracts.32  

The proportion of households retaining at least one servant declined from around one 

third of the total in 1851 and 1861, to less than a quarter in 1901 (see Table 1). The decline 

was particularly marked for households retaining both male and female servant(s), and a 

male servant alone. In contrast, the proportion of households retaining only female servant

(s) increased steadily between 1851 and 1881, before declining to the base level of 1851. A 

relatively small proportion of households (peaking at 7 per cent in 1891) had living-in 

servants related by marriage or blood line to the head of household, including nurses, 

‘assistants’‖and‖housekeepers. The higher totals in 1881 and 1891 are explained, in part, by 

larger numbers of (mainly) teenage daughters categorised as domestic servants. From local 

evidence, however, it cannot be determined whether these family members were 

31 Anderson,‖‘Mis-specification‖of‖servant‖occupation’,‖60;‖Drake,‖‘Aspects‖of‖domestic‖service’,‖125. 

32 R.‖Hancock,‖‘In‖service‖or‖one‖of‖the‖family?‖Kin‖servants‖in‖Swavesey‖1851-81, Ryde 1881, and Stourbridge 
1881’,‖Family and Community History, 2 (1999), 141–8. 
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Table 1 Demographic and household setting: Crickhowell, 1851–1901 

Census population  1851 1861  1871  1881   1891   1901 

No. of Males 662 634 676 632 557 500 

No. of females 754 718 787 701 676 652 

Total 1,416 1,352 1,463 1,333 1,233 1,152 

No. of  census households 286 280 341 314 303 287 

Servants recorded in the census             

No. of males 31 41 26 22 26 16 

No. of females 118 116 116 112 121 88 

Total 149 157 142 134 147 104 

Ratio of male/ female servants   1/3.8 1/2.8 1/4.5   1/5.1   1/4.7    1/5.5 

Age of servants (years)             

Male             

Mean  25.3  21.0  29.7  26.7  27.3  24.8 

Standard deviation  11.9  7.2  16.2  17.7  17.3  11.8 

Female             

Mean  25.0  22.6  23.7  26.4  23.9  25.6 

Standard deviation  12.0  8.9  10.9  14.7  11.4  11.6 

Household context              

No. of households with servants 94 110 106 123 115 68 

%  of households with servants  32.9  39.3  31.1  39.2  38.0  23.7 

Occupation of male servants             

on farm  16  11 11 11  11  11 

in town/country houses  7  5 6 1  6  0 

in trade/commerce  8  25 9 10  9  5 

Total 31  41 26 22  26  16 

Occupation of female servants             

on farm 10 8 5 10  7  5 

in town/country houses 29 33 38 28  49  39 

in trade/commerce 79 75 73 74  65  44 

Total 118 116 116 112  121  88 

Proportion of census households  No.    % No.    % No.    % No.    % No.    % No.     % 

With male servants     18  6.3    22 7.9     6 1.8      7 2.2      5 1.6       7  2.4 

With female servants     51 17.8    61 21.8    72   21.1    79    25.2     74 24.4         50     17.4 

With both M and F servants     18 6.3    10 3.6   12 3.5      9 2.6    10 3.3       5 1.7 

With kin servants        3 1.0      0  0.0     8 2.3    22 6.5    22 7.3       4 1.4 

With ‘other’ servants        4 1.4    17 6.1     8 2.3      6 1.9      4 1.3       2 0.7 

Proportions       

male servants/total males over 15 6.7 7.4 5.4 5.3 6.0 5.2 

female servants/total females over 15 21.3 22.6 20.3 23.3 23.3 18.7 

all servants/total population over 15 14.7 15.8 13.4 15.2 15.8 12.8 

Source: Census enumerators’ books (see footnote 5). 

Note: It is important to note that the census schedules for Crickhowell are incomplete: see text, p.17. 
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employed‖ as‖ ‘living-out’‖ servants‖ for‖ other‖ households‖ in‖ the‖ town.‖ Anderson suggests 

that, in certain circumstances, fluctuations in the proportions of kin servants could be 

attributed to the substitution, as domestic servants, of siblings, grand-daughters, cousins 

and nieces, especially where their parents had fallen on hard times due to unemployment 

or bereavement, or where an elderly relative needed companionship and assistance with 

(routine) domestic chores.33 

Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, domestic servants of different 

kinds were found in an impressive and wide variety of household configurations. For 

instance, in 1851 78 different types of household formation included at least one servant. 

The‖corresponding‖statistic‖ for‖ 1901‖was‖57.‖Almost‖one‖ third‖of‖ ‘living-in’‖ servants‖ co-

resided with nuclear families comprising parents and never-married children (except for 

1891 when, inexplicably, the proportion reached almost half). Smaller, but not 

insignificant, proportions of the total worked for: elderly married couples; more complex 

households sheltering lodgers, boarders and visitors; widows living alone or with never-

married children; and unmarried (normally elderly) females. Table 2, based‖ on‖Tillott’s‖

categorisation,‖furthers‖this‖analysis‖and‖redistributes‖the‖‘living-in’‖servant‖population‖to‖

employment sector guided by the occupation of the male (or in his absence, female) 

household head. This indicates the persistence and relative importance for males of 

agricultural employment, followed by commercial services and various trades and crafts. 

Until 1901, employment in retailing and handicraft activities dominated the scene for 

females,‖whilst‖significant‖and‖increasing‖numbers‖were‖employed‖as‖‘living-in’‖servants‖

in various roles in the town houses and principal country seats. Proportionately fewer 

female servants were retained on farms. 

Birthplace and migration  

In the absence of detailed life-history records, it is impossible to explain arrivals and 

departures of servants in Crickhowell in terms of propensity to migrate, motivation, 

decision-making processes and choice of destination.34 However, oral evidence from 

elderly residents in Crickhowell confirms the conclusions drawn by Pooley and Turnbull 

on the migration trajectories and patterns of residential mobility for domestic servants.35 

From a nationwide sample, Pooley and Turnbull found that during the period 1850-1890 

domestic servants were one of three occupational groups that moved most frequently, 

primarily for work (the others being members of the armed forces and skilled non-manual 

workers) and as a group exhibited the shortest mean duration of residence in the same 

place. In Crickhowell, however, there were important gender variations in the net 

migration traces of servants. Table 3 shows that whilst one quarter of the male servants 

33 Anderson,‖‘The‖social‖implications‖of‖demographic‖change’,‖60–1. 

34 Drake,‖ ‘Aspects‖ of‖ domestic‖ service’,‖ 119.‖ This‖ issue‖ is‖ carefully‖ examined‖ in‖ C.‖ French,‖ ‘Who‖ lived‖ in‖
suburbia?‖Surbiton‖in‖the‖second‖half‖of‖the‖nineteenth‖century’,‖Family and Community History, 7 (2007), 102. 

35 C.G. Pooley and J. Turnbull, Migration and mobility in Britain since the eighteenth century (London, 1998), 62–8, 
72, 104–8. 
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Groups:  

   1   =  Agricultural, self-employed or managers          2   =  Skilled agricultural workers/agricultural labourers 

   3   =  Shopkeepers, traders, petty entrepreneurs   4   =  Skilled craftsmen, non-industrial 

   5   =  Manufacturers, industrialists, skilled craftsmen   6   =  Extractive industries 

   7   =  Upper and lower professional    8   =  Clerical 

   9a =  Upper servants   9b =  General domestic servants 

   9c =  Lower servants 10   =  Private income recipients, rentiers, annuitants 

 11   =  Semi-skilled and service workers 12   =  Labourers and unskilled workers 

 13   =  Supervisory workers 

Table 2 Employment sectors: Crickhowell, 1851–1901 

Males 1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 Total  

Group                No. % 
1 17 16 11 7 10 8 69 42.3 
2 2 - - 3 1 2 8 4.9 
3 3 6 3 5 - 1 18 11.0 
4 3 5 7 - 4 - 19 11.7 
5 - - - - 2 - 2 1.2 
6 - - - - - - 0 0.0 
7 4 7 - 2 - 3 16 9.8 
8 - - - - - - 0 0.0 

9a - - - - - - 0 0.0 
9b - 2 - 1 - - 3 1.8 
9c - - - - - - 0 0.0 
10 2 5 3 4 4 - 18 11.0 
11 - - 2 - 3 - 5 3.1 
12 - - - 1 - 1 2 1.2 
13 - - - -   2 1 3 1.8 

- - - - - 0 0.0  No information   -   

Total 31 41 26 23 26 16 163 100.0 

Females                   
1 13 10 6 9 8 5 51 7.8 
2 4 1 1 - 1 1 8 1.2 
3 28 30 24 28 26 24 160 24.5 
4 25 8 12 12 2 3 62 9.5 
5 - - 2 3 8 1 14 2.1 
6 - - - 1 - - 1 0.2 
7 32 41 39 29 20 25 186 28.5 
8 2 - 5 - - 2 9 1.4 

9a 1 - - 1 - - 2 0.3 
9b - 1 - - 1 - 2 0.3 
9c 1 - - - - - 1 0.2 
10 7 12 18 15 40 59 88 13.5 
11 - 5 4 1 6 - 16 2.5 
12 5 2 3 4 - 1 15 2.3 
13 - 4 - 6 4 2 16 2.5 

 No information       1 4 4 4 3 5 21 3.2 

Total 118 116 116 112 102  88 652 100.0 

Source:  Based on P.M. Tillot's classification of occupations and social groupings as cited in D.R. Mills, 

‘Central villages: theory, sources and enquiries’, in Open University Course D301, Historical 

sources and the social sciences (Milton Keynes, 1983), 36–7. 
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36 Drake,‖‘Aspects‖of‖domestic‖service’,‖122. 

37 This‖practice‖is‖described‖in:‖A.‖Henstock,‖ ‘House‖repopulation‖from‖the‖CEBs‖of‖1841‖and‖1851’,‖in‖Mills‖
and Schürer eds, Local communities, 363–82; R.J. Kain and H.C. Prince, Tithe surveys for historians (Chichester, 
2000), 123–5. 

38 These street scenes are effectively captured in J. Addis, Crickhowell yesterday. 100 years of photographs. Vols 1 
and 2 (Cowbridge, 1992; 1996). 

were locally-born, almost two-thirds had their origins beyond the adjoining parishes. 

Birthplaces recorded for the more numerous females displayed a similar geographical 

pattern, but with two interesting variations: a relatively lower proportion of women born 

in Crickhowell and a compensating and stronger flow of servants from adjoining 

parishes and the coalfield towns. Consistent with the findings of Drake, there is evidence 

that‖ the‖domestic‖ staff‖ listed‖ for‖ the‖principal‖ country‖ seats‖ included‖ ‘career’‖ and‖more‖

highly-skilled (older) servants drawn from a far wider catchment area.36               

Spatial distribution of households engaging domestic servants 

House repopulation conducted in the core of the town points to important variations in 

the pattern of households supporting servants.37 Figure 1 (p. 13 above) highlights the 

relative concentration of servants in the important country seats of wealthy families like 

Glanyrafon, Greenhill and Porthmawr, prestigious town houses like Brynrhos, Latham 

House and Glandwr, in the principal hotels such as The Beaufort Hotel, Bear Hotel and 

Cambrian Hotel, and in more modest public houses like The Corn Exchange and 

Britannia Arms. Servants were also enumerated in the premises of tradesmen and 

retailers in Bridge Street, High Street and along Beaufort Street, in domestic households 

in localities like Pen-y-dre and Rectory Road and at Upper House Farm.38  

For illustrative purposes, and to tie in more securely aspects of social structure with 

townscape characteristics, Table 4 displays representative household formations with 

Table 3 Birthplaces of servants: Crickhowell, 1851–1901  

  1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 Total 

Males             No. % 

Crickhowell 12 7 4 7 6 4 40 24.7 

Neighbouring parishes* 0 7 3 1 3 4 18 11.1 

Elsewhere 18 24 19 14 17 8 100 61.7 

Unknown 1 3 0 0 0 0 4 2.5 

Total 31 41 26 22 26 16 162 100.0 

Females                 

Crickhowell 7 13 22 26 33 18 119 17.7 

Neighbouring parishes* 26 22 25 19 18 21 131 19.5 

Elsewhere 85 80 69 66 69 48 417 62.1 

Unknown 0 1 0 1 1 1 4 0.6 

Total 118 116 116 112 121 88 671 100.0 

Source:   Census enumerators' books (see footnote 5). 

Note:  * Llanfihangel Cwmdu, Llanbedr, Llangenney and Llangattock. 
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Table 4 Representative households with co-resident servants: Crickhowell,1901 

Source:   Census enumerators' books (see footnote 5). 

Name and surname Relation 
to head  
of family 

  Marital 
condition 

Age  
M      F 

Profession or  
occupation  

Where born   

Porthmawr (principal country seat)         

Percy Davies head m 79   merchant, South 
American 

London, St. Mary le 
Strand 

Caroline Davies wife m   71   Kent, Bromley 

Thomas Powell grandson s 21   student London 

Jessy Powell grand 
daughter 

s   16   Hereford, Dorstone 

Ellen Timbrell niece s   14   West Indies 

Eliza Griffiths visitor s   40 professional nurse Worcester, Upton on 
Severn 

Charles Spencer servant m 72   coachman 
domestic 

Oxford, Bicester 

Frederick Swales servant s 35   butler Bedford, Bolthurst 

Elizabeth Jones servant s   28 cook Brecon, Crickhowell 

Anne Davies servant s   31 maid Hereford, Stretton 

Martha Price servant s   25 maid Brecon, Brecon 

Margaret Jennings servant s   20 maid Hereford, Dorstone 

Latham House (town house)  

Philip Hill head m 59 
  

medical  
practitioner 

Bassaleg 

Gertrude Hill wife m   55   Crickhowell 
Gertrude Hill daughter s   30   Newport (Monmouth) 
Helen Davies visitor s   50   Dorset 
Mary Lea servant s   22 housemaid-  

domestic 
Dilwyn (Hereford) 

Elizabeth Davies servant s   22 cook - domestic Hereford 

Cambrian Hotel (hotel)      
James Abernethy head m 41   innkeeper Edinburgh 
Alice Abernethy wife m   33   Cardiff 
Matilda Godsell servant s   27 barmaid Hereford 
Emily Jones servant s   20 general servant - 

domestic 
Knighton 

Upper House Farm (edge-of-town farm)      
John Rumsey head m 39   farmer Partrishow 
Hannah Rumsey wife m   29   Grwyne Fechan 
John Davies brother-in

-law 
s 25 

  
ordinary agricultural 
labourer 

Cwmdu 

Sarah Jones servant s   15 servant Cwmdu 
Walter Rumsey son s 6     Crickhowell 
Elizabeth Rumsey daughter s   5   Crickhowell 

Sarah Rumsey daughter s   1   Crickhowell 
No. 2 High Street (craftsman/retailer)     

Ebenezer Davies head m 31   draper Llangattock 

Bronwen Davies wife m  24   Pontypridd 

Muriel Davies daughter s   1   Crickhowell 

Alice Watkins assistant s   19 milliner Dulas (Hereford) 

May Lynn servant s   13 domestic servant Crickhowell 
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39 Evidence‖reported‖in‖R.‖Gant,‖‘Retrospective‖interviews:‖a‖technique‖for‖rural‖studies’,‖Teaching Geography, 2 
(1977), 167–9. 

living-in servants extracted from the 1901 census. Porthmawr, for example, the country 

seat owned by Percy Davies, a London-born merchant, accommodated several 

younger relatives and employed servants of both sexes, some born in England. Latham 

House, the High Street home of Philip Hill, one of the local medical practitioners, 

sheltered a single daughter, visitor and two housemaids born outside the parish. At 

that time, The Cambrian Hotel was kept by a Scottish-born landlord supported by his 

wife and two female servants, a barmaid and general domestic, born in neighbouring 

counties. Upper House Farm was managed by John Rumsey and his wife, and 

accommodated his locally-born brother-in-law designated as an agricultural labourer, 

and a single female servant. The household of Ebenezer Davies, a draper born in the 

neighbouring village of Llangattock, employed an unmarried female milliner from 

Herefordshire and a young locally-born domestic servant. Furthermore, it is important 

to note that the retinue of co-resident (mainly unmarried) servants in the larger fringe-

belt country seats was occasionally augmented by (married) staff who lived nearby in 

tied cottage accommodation.39 

Conclusion 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, and notwithstanding acknowledged 

incomplete census records in 1851 and 1861, domestic servants formed a distinctive and 

visible component in the social structure, demographic profile and labour market in 

Crickhowell.‖ This‖ longitudinal‖ study‖ of‖ census‖ enumerator’s‖ books‖ confirms‖ that‖

domestic servants contributed to the vitality of the Welsh market town which discharged 

a defining core of economic, administrative and social functions. Weekly markets and 

seasonal fairs enhanced that role and provided a focus for meaningful social engagement 

and business transactions. Gender-differentiated migration patterns that characterised 

domestic servants contributed to structural change in the market town community. 

These movements produced minor fluctuations in the proportions of designated servants 

retained indoor for domestic duties by households, the licensed trades, retail outlets, and 

by tradesmen and craftswomen employing apprentices and assistants.  

Analysis shows that there was no stereotypical household that employed domestic staff: 

rather, servants were found in a variety of household situations across the social 

spectrum. The notable town houses, imposing country seats of wealthy and titled 

families, and body of skilled tradesmen generated a sustained demand for domestic 

servants. There was no direct statistical correlation, however, between census population 

totals and numbers engaged in domestic service. The proportion of households 

employing servants that declined from around one third to less than a quarter during the 

period 1851–1901 still included small numbers of kin-servants, apprentices and assistants 

living with employers. Furthermore, the positive relationship between the demographics of 
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household composition and use of family substitutes in domestic roles persisted. For many 

young girls, oral evidence confirms that living-in domestic service represented a stage in 

the life-cycle between leaving school and marriage. However, questions regarding years of 

service in different categories of domestic employment, differentiation in wage levels, 

conditions of board and accommodation, marriage, and social relationships with an 

employer remain unanswered. These issues form an agenda for further investigation 

focused on the memories of elderly residents and their past conversations with parents and 

others who had worked in domestic service in the market town. 
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Servants' duties             

Female 1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 

No/insufficient data - - 3 - - - 
Apprentice - - - 1 - - 
Assistant - - 1 - 4 - 
Barmaid - 1 - - 3 2 
Chambermaid 1 - - - - - 
Cook 4 10 7 6 6 11 
Cook and housemaid 1 - - - - - 
Cook and domestic servant - - - 4 2 3 
Dairymaid - 1 - 1 - - 
Domestic branch - - 1 - - - 
Domestic servant - 8 53 23 57 5 
Dress maker - 1 - - - 1 
Farm servant - 1 - - - 2 
Farmer's niece - - - - 1 - 
General servant 39 8 27 45 11 31 
General maid - - - - - 1 
Governess 2 6 3 - 1 - 
House maid 1 1 - 2 - - 
House servant 44 30 1 1 - - 
House servant and cook 1 - - - - - 
House and parlourmaid - - - 2 - - 
Housekeeper 8 3 2 13 6 4 
Housekeeper and domestic servant           - - - 1 - - 
Housemaid 3 7 4 6 8 17 
Housework, assisting with - - - - 1 - 
Kitchen maid - 1 - 1 1 2 
Ladies' maid - 2 - 2 3 - 
Laundress/laundrymaid 2 1 - - 1 - 
Maid - - - - 3 - 
Maid servant - - - - - 1 
Mother's help - - - - 1 - 
Nurse 3 5 5 1 5 - 
Nurse maid - 1 - - - - 
Nurse, domestic - - - - 1 1 
Nurse, professional - - - - 2 - 
Nursery governess - - - - - 1 
Parlour maid 1 3 2 2 2 4 
Servant 3 24 5 - 1 - 
Servant, cook 1 - 1 1 - - 
Sick nurse - - - - - 1 
Under house maid 2 - - - - 1 
Under nurse - 1 - - - - 
Waiting maid - - 1 - - - 

Waitress 2 1 - - - - 

Total 118 116 116 112 120 88 

Appendix A Occupational titles for domestic servants: Crickhowell, 1851–1901 
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Source:   Census enumerators' books (see footnote 5).  

Male 1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 

No data /insufficient /
incorrect - - - - - 1 

Apprentice - 7 1 2 1 - 
Assistant - 4 - - 3 - 
Boots 1 - 1 - - - 
Butler 1 1 1 2 2 - 
Carter - 9 1 - - 2 
Cattleman on farm - - - - - 2 
Coachman 1 1 - - 2 - 
Cowman - - - - - 1 
Collarmaker - 1 - - - - 
Cow boy 1 - - - - - 
Domestic servant - 1 2 1 - - 
Errand boy - 1 - - 1 - 
Farm labourer 4 - 5 - 2 - 
Farm servant 8 3 6 11 4 1 
Farmer's son - - - - 4 2 
Footman 1 - - - - - 
Gardener - - 2 2 2 2 
Garden labourer 2 - - - - - 
General servant 6 3 2 2 - 2 
Groom - 2 - 3 2 - 
Horseman on farm - - - - - 1 
Labourer 1 - 2 - - - 
Loader 1 - - - - - 
Miller 1 - - - - - 
Ostler 1 1 2 - - - 
Page - 1 - - 1 - 
Servant - 2 - - 1 - 
Shepherd - 1 - - - 1 
Shopboy - 1 - - - - 
Shopman 1 1 - - - - 
Tile cutter - - 1 - - - 
Waggoner - - - - 1 1 
Under gardener - 1 - - - - 
Waiter 1 - - - - - 

Total 31 41 26 23 26 16 




