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The 2024 Spring Conference of the Local Population Studies Society was held at 
Sanders Hall Postdoc Centre in Eddington Place, Cambridge, with the theme of 
‘Women in History’, and an emphasis on the sources of data that historians might 
use to reveal the lives of women in the past. 
      Charmian Mansell (University of Cambridge) opened the Conference with a 
talk entitled: ‘Ubiquitous but invisible: writing a history of female service in 
England, 1550-1650’.  She pointed out that for this period there are no diaries or 
autobiographies to draw on to place the servant experience at the centre of research.  
Instead, the history of service has to be written using indirect and fragmentary 
pieces of evidence.  For example, Church courts are good sources, as they dealt 
with a range of issues, such as pursuing delinquent parishioners, arbitrating in 
disputes, the payment of tithes and matrimonial issues.  Depositions by witnesses 
and litigants in these courts can be useful: they are not necessarily direct evidence 
about the lives of servants but they provide ‘guides to the plausible’.   However, 
obtaining depositions for female servants is laborious, as they formed only 2 per 
cent of witnesses and so thousands of pages of records have to be read.  If this 
work is carried out, however, something can be learned about the women who 
became servants in England at this time.  The women ranged in age from 7 years 
to 60 years but most were aged 15-30 years.  Poverty tended to encourage early 
entry into service and young servant women were highly vulnerable to exploitation 
by bad masters.  On the other hand, for some women service could provide  
opportunities, for example to learn to read and write.  Service agreements were 
often oral and varied widely, even departing from the rule that stated that contracts 
should be for at least six months.  There are examples of servants marrying their 
masters after the latter became widowed.  Whether a servant could leave a post to 
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marry someone else depended on the individual master but, in practice, there was 
little that a master could do if a servant were determined to leave. 
       The second talk was by Amy Erickson (University of Cambridge) on ‘Female 
occupations and where to find them’.  Amy’s talk concerned the period before 1851 
and the sources that could provide evidence about women’s occupations.  One 
example would be probate records.  Since all a wife’s goods belonged to her 
husband under the English law of coverture, inventories of married men’s goods 
in their wills can be used to infer their wives’ occupations.  Local population listings 
for the pre-censal era can be useful, but they often only given the occupations of 
household heads, who were (by definition) mainly men.  Occasionally (for example 
in Ealing 1599) female servants can be identified in these listings, as can 
nursechildren and hence wet nurses.  The ‘gold standard’ so far as the description 
of female occupations is concerned is the listing for Cardington in 1782, which has 
been widely used by social and demographic historians.2 Some individual-level 
returns survive for the first four censuses, but only for a few parishes, and these 
mention occupations such as washing or ‘laundry work’, ‘schoolmistress’ or ‘school 
assistant’.  The 1767 Return of Papists recorded occupations, and there is an online 
list of all Roman Catholics.  Other sources that can furnish information about 
female occupations are account books, apprenticeship indentures and business 
cards.  The latter reveal that many women were dealers and ran shops, and that 
women could take over their husbands’ businesses when their husbands died. 
      Stephanie Brown (University of Warwick) gave a talk entitled ‘Crime or male 
crime?  The importance of gender in homicide studies’.  This talk concerned 
homicides in the medieval period, and Stephanie began by exhibiting medieval 
murder maps of homicide in York, London and Oxford, which can be used to 
identify murders and to ascertain whether the perpetrators were male or female.  
Coroners’ Rolls have been used to identify 1,500 cases of homicide in medieval 
Yorkshire.  While these Rolls enable the identification of cases, coroners were only 
interested in who the suspects were and what the weapon was, not in the motive 
or why a murder happened.  In Yorkshire, one in 50 homicides involved women.  
Since a similar proportion involved clergymen (who were all male) clergymen 
provide a comparison group.  It turns out that the characteristics of the clergymen 
were similar to those of the suspects as a whole (who were almost all men), but that 

 
2  See, for example, O. Saito, ‘Who worked when? Lifetime labour-force participation in 

Cardington and Corfe Castle in the late-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries’, Local 
Population Studies 22 (1979), pp. 14-29 (reprinted in D. Mills and K. Schürer (eds) Local 
Communities in the Victorian Census Enumerators’ Books (Oxford, 1996), pp. 184-99; and in N. 
Goose (ed.) Women’s Work in Industrial England: Regional and Local Perspectives (Hatfield, 2007), 
pp. 209-27.  The Cardington listing is available as D. Baker, The Inhabitants of Cardington in 
1782, Bedfordshire Historical Record Society 52 (Luton, 1973). 
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the women had quite different characteristics.  Only 36 per cent of women were 
sole suspects, and women were much more likely than were men to be accomplices.  
Nearly one in three of all homicides took place on a Sunday, as they tended to 
happen when people moved in unstructured environments, but the homicides in 
which women were involved were much more evenly spread across the week.  
Among men, knives and other weapons were most commonly used, whereas 
women tended to use ‘tools’, for example domestic utensils, that were not designed 
to cause harm. 
      Jenny Smart (University of Cambridge) then presented her paper ‘ “Probably 
climacteric’: mental illness and the menopause in nineteenth-century asylum 
records and medical texts’.  The main source of her data was the records of the 
County Pauper Lunatic Asylums in Derbyshire and Norfolk.  The ‘climacteric’ 
refers to the period of life starting around the time of menopause and continuing 
into old age.  The idea that episodes of insanity might be associated with the 
‘climacteric’ was first elucidated in the 1860s, took off in the 1870s and peaked in 
the 1890s.  ‘Climacteric insanity’ was primarily a female phenomenon, but there 
was a male form associated with retirement.  All kinds of causes were suggested 
(such as the decline of the reproductive system, alcohol abuse, or hereditary causes), 
and the range of symptoms associated with the condition was broad (including 
melancholy, suicidal tendencies, delusions and jealousy).  Confinement in an asylum 
was believed to be a treatment, and the records of asylums show that ‘climacteric’ 
admissions could constitute more than half of admissions of females aged 40-60 
years.  Other useful sources for studying the phenomenon include patient records, 
admissions registers and case books.  The latter contain a great deal of information 
about patients, but were produced by the asylums and are often unorganised and 
written to defend the asylums against potential challenges.   
      Finally, Samatha Williams (University of Cambridge) presented her paper 
‘Locating poor women in the English archive, 1700-1850’.  In this she talked about 
the sources she had used for her two books: Poverty, Gender and Life-Cycle and 
Unmarried Motherhood in the Metropolis.3  The sources are difficult because poor 
women are often invisible.  However, overseers’ accounts provide details of weekly 
payments.  Williams looked at these in Campton and Shefford in Bedfordshire.  
Women tended to dominate payments under the Old Poor Law.  By linking the 
payment records to family reconstitutions, we can find out which family members 
were still alive at the time of the payments and therefore trace the relationship 
between payments and the number of dependents over the life-cycle.  The results 
show that young single women without children were not relieved in Campton and 

 
3  S. Williams, Poverty, Gender and Life-Cycle under the English Poor Law, Royal Historical Society 

Studies in History new series 81 (Woodbridge, 2011); S. Williams, Unmarried Motherhood in the 
Metropolis, 1700-1850: Pregnancy, the Poor Law and Provision (London, 2018).  
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Shefford.  Unmarried mothers were relieved, as were single-parent families.  Old 
women were paid a good pension and formed the bulk of those on relief.  Old men 
were also relieved, and pensions were about 62 per cent of the average income of 
a labourer.   Williams then turned her attention to unmarried mothers.  Much of 
the documentary evidence relating to unmarried mothers derives from the 
authorities’ desire to locate the father of each child born to an unmarried mother 
and compel him to support the mother and child.  Other records are associated 
with the births themselves, such as those of lying-in hospitals and workhouses 
(where single women who were about to give birth took advantage of workhouses’ 
lying-in facilities).  The records of foundling hospitals also often include 
correspondence which reveals a lot about the lives of those giving up their children.   
     After the five main papers, a session was devoted to three ‘flash talks’.  These 
are very short talks of a few minutes in which the presenter quickly describes a 
research project.  We had three such talks.  The first was from Lyn Boothman, 
who described her demographic analysis across the generations of the women living 
in Long Melford, Suffolk in 1861 who were grandmothers.  The second was from 
Frances Richardson, who examined the introduction of the Old Poor Law in 
Wales.  Finally Sue Paul gave a short presentation on occupational migration, using 
the example of the paper-making industry. 
      The conference ended with a talk by Andy Hinde, Editor of Local Population 
Studies, on the process of writing for academic publication. 
      Thanks are due to Romola Davenport for organising the conference and for 
her assistants on the day.  The venue was very convenient, being located close to 
the Madingley Road Park and Ride, where parking was free.  Free of charge also to 
the Local Population Studies Society was the venue.  
 
 
 
 


