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Introduction

The manuscript census enumerators’ books (CEBs) are well known to

family historians for the nominative information they provide about all the

individuals residing in a particular place on census nights. Local historians

in many parts of England and Wales have made considerable use of them

to study a diverse range of topics including occupational and social

structure, family and household composition, migration, age and sex

structure, and the microvgeography of settlements.‘ However, a perusal of

the geographical distribution of these studies indicates clearly that the

south of England has been considerably less favoured than the Midlands

and the North with this kind of research. With the exceptions of Devon,

Kent and Sussex, counties south of the Thames are poorly represented.2

The intention of this article is to provide local historians of southern

England with an introduction to the nineteenth—century censuses,

making suggestions as to how both the printed reports and the

manuscript returns can be used. Illustrative examples are quoted, most

of which come from Dorset, which is more familiar to the authors than

some other counties, as well as being one of the counties in which

studies based on the nineteenth—century censuses are rare. In

particularly short supply are longitudinal and comparative studies, and

the article looks at some of the insights into social and economic

history which can be gleaned from such studies.

Printed census information

Before turning to the CEBs, it is appropriate to discuss some of the

aggregated data available in the printed census reports. The first census

was taken as a wartime measure in 1801; since then there have been

censuses every ten years with the exception of 1941.3 From the
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information collected in each census, reports have been issued which

contain summaries and commentaries.4 Whilst the nineteenth-century

census reports are generally only available in large libraries, population

totals for each parish between 1801 and 1901 can be found for most

counties in the relevant Victoria County History (VCH) volumes.5

Consider, for example, population changes in Dorset, as compared

with England and Wales as a whole (Table 1). Although Dorset shared

in the massive population increase of the nineteenth century, from the

beginning of the century it was falling behind the national trend. When

underemployed farm labourers began to leave in large numbers after

1850, and farming was not, on the whole, replaced by more dynamic

industries, Dorset fell behind to an even greater extent.

Table 1. Population change in nineteenth-century Dorset

 

1801 18]] 182] 1831 1841 I851 186] 187] 1881 18911901

 

 

Population

(thousands) 114.5 124.7 144.5 15941753 184.4 189.0 195.8 191.0194.6203.0

Increase since

previous census

(thousands) 10.3 20.814.9159 9.1 4.6 6.8 —4.7 3.5 8.4

Changeas

percentageof

population in

previous census,

Dorset 90159103100 52 2.5 3.6 —2.4 1.9 4.3

Changeas

percentageof

population in

previous census,

EnglandandWales 14.0 18.1 15.8 14.3 12.6 11.9 13.2 14.4 11.7 12.2  
Sources. Dorset data from G.S. Minchin, ‘Table of population, 1801 to 1901’, in The

Victoria History of the County of Dorset, ed. W. Page, Vol. 2 (1908), pp. 264—73;

data for England and Wales from Census of England and Wales, 1901: General

Report with Appendices, 63 Vict. c. 4 (1904), Appendix A, Table 3, p. 194.

This experience was echoed to a greater or lesser degree by other

southern counties. Three counties — Kent, Middlesex and Surrey — did

achieve population growth between 1801 and 1901 that was markedly

higher than that of England and Wales as a whole, but this was largely

owing to the massive expansion of London. Elsewhere, the principal

growth areas were the ports and resort towns along the coast, with both

Hampshire and Sussex showing increases close to the national rate.
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At the other end of the scale Cornwall, Dorset and Wiltshire were

particularly badly affected by out-migration. Not only was their growth

between 1801 and 1901 well below that of the country as a whole but

they each experienced an actual decline in population at some point

during the century. Dorset’s population fell between 1871 and 1881

(Table 1), while Wiltshire registered successive falls during the

eighteen-forties and eighteen-fifties.6 Cornwall’s experience,

exacerbated by a declining tin mining industry, was worst of all, with

the county losing population in every decade from the eighteen—sixties.7

Although it was unusual for whole counties to lose population like

this, much of southern England remained wholly rural in character

throughout the nineteenth century; consequently, the ‘flight from the

land’, particularly after 1870, meant that many rural areas and

communities within counties suffered population declines despite

overall county totals generally going up.

The tables in the VCH volumes typically include population totals for

each parish at every census from 1801 to 1901. They are also invaluable

guides to the smallest administrative divisions and to parish acreages.

The latter were usually derived from the first accurate and standardized

figures provided by the Ordnance Survey in the later part of the century.

In a few cases, boundary changes in earlier decades will mean that these

acreages are not correct for the whole century, but in an area of such

little change as Dorset, it is better to rely on the Ordnance Survey

figures than those given, for example, in country trade directories.

Acreages are particularly useful in agricultural counties, since the

calculation of population densities for individual parishes gives an index

of economic activity which allows comparisons to be made between

parishes as well as with the national and county figures (Table 2).

Table 2. Population changes 1801—1901 and by half centuries, and

population density: Dorset and England and Wales compared

 

 

 

Dorset England and Wales

Percentage increase 1801—1901 77.3 265.7

1801—1851 61.0 101.6

1851—1901 10.1 81.4

Density of population 1801 5.5 4.2

(acres per person) 1851 3.4 2.1

1901 3.1 1.2     
 

Sources. See Table 1.
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Different settlements within Dorset experienced a variety of

demographic histories between 1801 and 1901 (Table 3). The first place

listed, Puddletown, is a large parish in which the population rose and

fell almost symmetrically up to, and down from, 1851, so that it ended

the century with only a few more people than it had in 1801. This

experience was mirrored by many rural parishes. Local investigation in

the CEBs would probably reveal a population gradually ageing during

the second half of the century, with many implications for social and

economic vitality. Haselbury Bryan is a similar case, but was always

much more densely populated, suggesting either a more fertile soil and

more labour intensive farming or a greater proportion of people in non-

agricultural occupations (or both). Pentridge is an example of the large

number of very small communities which experienced a net loss of

population between 1801 and 1901.8

Like Puddletown, the population of the borough of Lyme Regis rose

and fell around 1851 (Table 3), but was no doubt sustained by its resort

function so that Lyme Regis ended the century with almost half as

many people again as in 1801. An interesting line to investigate in such

places is the extent to which the population growth was accompanied

by a change in the social and occupational structure. Such a

consideration would be even more relevant for resorts like Weymouth,

which grew steadily through the century.

The example of Weymouth serves to remind us that although

southern England generally remained rural and agricultural in the

nineteenth century, some places did experience substantial urban

growth. Most of this occurred along the south coast and the resort

towns grew fastest of all (largely because they started from a low base).

Ports like Southampton also expanded quickly as industrialization

gathered pace and the volume of imports and exports increased. Urban

expansion was not, however, confined solely to coastal areas. Most

notably, railway companies developed whole ‘new’ towns (such as

Ashford in Kent, Eastleigh and Swindon) as engineering and service

centres for the fast—expanding rail network. These ports, seaside resorts

and railway towns depended upon substantial in-migration for their

population growth and the 1851 and later censuses reveal who the in-

migrants were and where they came from.

The example of Charminister (Table 3) shows that local historians

should be particularly inquisitive about sudden rises in the population

of smaller settlements which may derive from the establishment of

large institutions. Between 1861 and 1871, the population of

Charminster grew by 520. Minchin reiterates the report of the 1871

Census, that most of this increase should be related to the opening of a

County Lunatic Asylum and a County School.9 These would have had a
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double effect, since in addition to the inmates of the asylum and the

scholars, increased job opportunities came from the establishment of

such institutions.

Other temporary departures from the ‘normal’ local situation could occur

through large-scale public works. The building of railways was perhaps the

most common reason for these temporary parochial demographic blips, but

others included, for example, the increases in population at Portland, Wyke

Regis and Weymouth in 1901 which were ‘attributed mainly to the

construction of the breakwater [at Portland Harbour] and to other

Government works in progress at the date of the census’ . 10

The manuscript census enumerators’ books

The aggregated information in the printed census reports typically

raises many questions about the social, economic and demographic

history of individual localities. Answers to some of these questions can

be sought using the much more detailed information in the manuscript

census enumerators’ books. These came into use with the census of

1841, and are now available for censuses up to 1891.11

It is clearly crucial to assess the quality and reliability of the data in

the CEBs. The majority of entries present no difficulty, the source

being more consistent and more easily used than many other sources

familiar to local historians. However, care needs to be taken over a

number of matters relating to the interpretation of a minority of entries.

Consider a transcript of a page from the 1851 CEB for Sturminster

Newton, Dorset (Table 4), which illustrates the information recorded.

Column [1] contains the numbers of the schedules given out by the

enumerator to every householder in his district, to be filled in for census

night, and collected very soon afterwards.12 The enumerator copied the

information from these forms into his book, and without doubt he

exercised editorial control over the material, since comparison between

districts reveals differences of terminology and style. For example, some

enumerators failed to use the official abbreviation ‘ag. lab.’ for

agricultural labourer and instead wrote ‘farTn labourer’ or just ‘labourer’.

At Okeford Fitzpaine in Dorset the term ‘yeoman’ was used as an

alternative to ‘farmer’ but, as it has not been found in some neighbouring

parishes, this usage may represent the enumerator’s semantic preference

rather than any real difference in either agrarian practice or social status.

Of potentially considerable importance are the different practices

found in relation to the identification of co-residing groups (or

households) within a distinct dwelling (or houseful). In the 1851 census

the enumerators were told to draw a horizontal line from the edge of the
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form under the last person enumerated in each dwelling, and a shorter

line between any distinct households within it. In the Sturminster

Newton transcript (Table 4) there is a longer line under Elizabeth

Bremar and a shorter one between her and Mary Ann Beaumont. The

enumerator gave Elizabeth Bremar a separate schedule to fill in, which

he numbered ‘46’, because she was a lodger in the dwelling of John

Conway, who used schedule forty-five for his own household. It is

questionable whether Elizabeth Bremar really constituted a separate

single—person household, taking meals on her own and living essentially

independently of John Conway. It is even more unlikely that there were

really six separate households in a house in Corfe Castle, Dorset, which

contained a conjugal family of seven and five people who were probably

lodgers.13 The historian, therefore, needs to look carefully at these

complex housefuls and to attempt to treat them consistently: a separate

schedule does not always signal a separate household.l4

The address column ([2] in Table 4) may only contain the most

rudimentary information, especially in rural areas, where few houses

had numbers and most cottages did not have names. Cross-reference to a

contemporary estate or tithe award map, or one of the few early town

plans may, however, make it possible to carry out a ‘house repopulation’

exercise — that is to match households to properties — with a fair amount

of success. Where it can be shown that the enumerator walked around

his district in a systematic way and kept his schedules in geographical

order, such an exercise will be much easier and its results more

trustworthy in representing the social geography of the time.15

The chief problems in the name column ([3] in Table 4) derive from

the illegibility of handwriting: a contemporary directory can help with

doubtful interpretations. Relatively obscure (to modern eyes) biblical

names like Keziah, Hezekiah and Tamar were quite common in the

nineteenth century, notably in rural areas with a strong nonconformist

presence. Many studies can be carried out using data in the other

columns which do not require certainty about personal names, but in

any work involving nominal record linkage care has to be taken with

spellings. Variations in the spelling of names are common in the CEBs,

most of these being phonetic in character.16

The relationship column ([4] in Table 4) may contain some traps for

the unwary, for example the now archaic use of ‘son-in-law’ or

‘daughter—in—law’ to refer to stepchildren. Mistakes were sometimes

made because the enumerator forgot who he was relating to whom. It is

helpful to read the relationship column in conjunction with the

occupation column ([8] in Table 4) in order to deal effectively with the

various types of co—residing servants. It was common, for example, for

co-resident unmarried 0r widowed relatives of a household head to be
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described as servants in the occupation column. In most cases this

probably represents a mutually convenient residential arrangement

rather than formal employment.

A son or daughter with a different surname from the parents is most

likely to be a Stepchild, but could, of course, be an adopted child, and

might also be the illegitimate child of the wife as a result of a previous

liaison. A study of illegitimacy in Colyton, Devon, reveals that men did

take on such children when they married the mother.‘7 For example,

schedule forty-eight in Sturminster Newton (Table 4) shows that in the

case of Charles Lambert, son of the servant, the enumerator was careful

to state his exact relationship to the head of the household. Such care,

however, was missing in a case from Stalbridge (Dorset), in a household

consisting of a male unmarried head, a widowed female servant and two

‘sons’.18 Here the two ‘sons’ shared the widowed servant’s surname and

were clearly her children rather than sons of the head (unless he fathered

them illegitimately on his servant after she was widowed). The two boys

are described as having been born in Stalbridge and cross—referencing to

the baptism register could reveal the true position. Another common

ambiguity arises where a daughter with an illegitimate child persuaded

her mother to bring it up and to disguise it as far as possible as one of her

own children. A case was found at Corfe Castle in which a widowed

female had, apparently, two daughters called Susan, one aged twenty—

three years, one three years. The younger Susan was almost certainly the

illegitimate daughter of the twenty-three year old, or of an absent sister.19

Column [5], which describes marital condition (or marital status), is

usually unproblematic. For persons under sixteen years, most

enumerators left the column blank, as they were instructed to do. Such

juveniles can be assumed to be unmarried.

The age and sex columns ([6] and [7] in Table 4) are not difficult to

read, although occasionally a person’s age is written in the wrong column.

There are sometimes problems of illegibility where a Somerset House

checker has been over-enthusiastic in using crayon when tabulating

information for the printed reports. As to the accuracy and consistency of

the ages, although age mis-statement was common, and when tracing

persons from census to census inconsistencies abound, if the ages of the

inhabitants of a parish are aggregated into five-year age groups (0—4 years,

5—9 years, and so on up to, say, eighty years and over), then a reasonably

accurate picture of the age structure of the population usually emerges.20

Column [8], which is headed ‘rank, profession or occupation’ will often

be the most fruitful for the historian. However, it is also the most

problematic. To begin with, archaic occupational descriptions will occur,

such as the use of ‘dairyman’ in Dorset to refer both to those who rented a

farmer’s dairy herd at so much per cow per year and to male dairy workers
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employed directly by farmers. However, a study of eleven Dorset parishes

revealed that the checkers had generally inserted in the CEB the word

‘grazier’ to distinguish the independent dairyman from the farm employee.21

It also seems that where a ‘dairyman’s’ wife is described as a ‘milkseller’,

then the ‘dairyman’ was working for himself rather than for a farmer.

It should be borne in mind that the column describes rather more

than just occupation. Description such as ‘gentlewoman’, ‘independent’

and ‘annuitant’ are common. The first of these appears not to have been

claimed or allowed indiscriminately, but the latter two descriptions on

their own are quite ambiguous, since cross-references to other sources

can show that ‘independent’ sometimes implied little more than

independence from poor relief, and ‘annuitants’ often existed on very

meagre annuities. Similarly, the description ‘landed proprietor’ could

mean the ownership of as little as one and a half acres, and ‘proprietor

of houses’ could imply only a couple of tumbledown cottages.

Another wide-ranging description was ‘pauper’. This almost

invariably denoted a person in receipt of relief under the new Poor

Law. The most numerous class of such persons were the elderly, many

of whom were receiving permanent outdoor relief. Their erstwhile

occupation was frequently noted, as in ‘pauper (ag. lab.)’. Entries

where younger persons are described as, say, ‘pauper and ag. lab.’

probably indicate that some form of temporary relief was being

received, most likely because of sickness within the family. Another

group eligible for poor relief and often found described as ‘paupers’

were widows with dependent children.22

The most widespread problem associated with the occupation column

is associated with the status of the many tradesmen and craftsmen.

Although description of persons such as wheelwrights and grocers were

intended to indicate whether or not they were masters, journeymen,

assistants or apprentices, practice varied widely. A contemporary trade

directory can help identify tradesmen and craftsmen who were masters

running their own businesses. Directories may also fill out the picture of

dual occupations, sometimes recording second occupations, or printing

them in a different, possibly more reliable order. Occupational mobility

was rarely a significant factor in rural areas but people are sometimes

described differently in (almost) contemporaneous sources. John

Linington of Swanage in Dorset, for example, is listed in an 1848

directory as a bricklayer; by the time of the 1851 census, however, he

describes himself as a master mason; two years later he again appears in

a directory but now as builder and mason.23 The building trades were

particularly prone to such variations of occupational description, often

reflecting the irregular nature of their employment, but also testifying to

success and upward social mobility on occasion.
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Employers were told to state the number of men they employed, but

often did not. Farmers were additionally supposed to give their

acreages. However, there are many farmers whose acreages are

missing, as well as farm bailiffs who felt that the questions did not

apply to them. Even where the acreage and number of labourers

employed are stated, it has to be remembered that farms are not

necessarily parcelled neatly within parish boundaries. The figures given

might well refer to land in two or more parishes, but this is very rarely

specified in the CEBs. All this means that a study of farm sizes and

employment is much more difficult to carry out than might at first

appear, unless directories, crop returns, parish registers, tithe surveys

and estate papers can also be brought to bear on the problem.

The exact status of elderly tradesmen, craftsmen and farmers can be

problematic. Some may well have effectively retired and ceded day—to-

day control of the business to a son, while still considering themselves to

be the titular head of the enterprise. Further uncertainty can arise where

an elderly widow has, on the face of it, assumed her dead husband’s

occupation. Catherine Isaacs, for example, a sixty year-old widow living

at Sturminster Newton in 1851, is described as a ‘tanner employing 8

men’. At the same time her twenty-four year old son, William, is

described (rather redundantly) in the occupation column as ‘tanner’s

son”.24 By 1852/53 a directory names William as running the firm.25 Of

course, Catherine could have died in the intervening period; however, it

is also possible that William was effectively running the business in

1851. Priscilla Hallet of Oakeford Fitzpaine, a sixty—five year—old widow,

was described in the 1851 census as ‘farmer of 130 acres emp. 3 labs’.26

Her thirty-eight year—old unmarried son Joseph is also described as

‘farmer’. Perhaps Rebecca owned the property or held the lease while her

son actually farmed the land. Such a situation is certainly most likely to

arise on small family farms. Instances such as these are not especially

common but they do illustrate the kinds of complications and

inconsistencies that will inevitably crop up from time to time.

Despite the sorts of ambiguities described in the previous few

paragraphs, the CEBs provide an unrivalled opportunity to study

employment structure in the Victorian period. Their main advantage is

that, unlike all other sources, they contain information about the whole

of the male workforce.

However, the work carried out by women is much less faithfully reflected

in the census than that of men, since so much of it was part-time and/or

unpaid, and therefore either in practice or in principle excluded from the

CEBs.27 In parts of Dorset, significant numbers of women were listed as

‘glovers’ or ‘straw-plaiters’, presumably because the work was regular. By

contrast, relatively few female farm labourers were recorded, presumably
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because, excepting dairy work, women’s farm work was only seasonal.28

This was quite common and similar situations are found in straw plaiting

areas of Buckinghamshire and lace-making districts in Devon.29 The

occupational description ‘occasionally works in fields’ ascribed to three

women at Corfe Castle in the 1851 CEB is very much a rarity.

The prevailing attitude to women’s work tended to be that women

were simply dependants; if they were economically active it was

commonly regarded as merely ‘topping up’ the family wage. Many

services and products for sale in the nineteenth century were produced

in the home and some enumerators did enter descriptions such as

‘farmer’s wife” and ‘innkeeper’s wife’ which, vague though they are,

probably indicate some sort of direct productive function.

Unfortunately, the checkers who compiled the printed abstracts

resolutely excluded all such descriptions as referring to unpaid work.

The printed tables are therefore of very dubious value for an

investigation of women’s employment. Despite their manifest

inadequacies, significantly more information on women’s occupations

is commonly revealed to the local historian through the CEBs.30

The penultimate column ([9] in Table 4) is headed ‘where born’, and

not parish of birth, with the consequence that sometimes the name of an

obscure hamlet or even of a farmstead will appear instead of the name

of a substantial place that can be checked easily in directories. The 1851

CEB for Corfe Castle (a parish with an area of 8,000 acres) contained

many birthplaces of this kind, and local knowledge linked with

Ordnance Survey maps was invaluable in their identification.31 Another

problem is the occasional appearance of a name such as ‘Winterborne’

without its adjectival addition (one can choose from some thirteen

‘Winterbornes’ in Dorset!). In rare instances a placename, usually

referring to a place some distance away, might be so badly misspelled as

to be unrecognizable in a national gazetteer (for example Ecclesome,

Sussex, for Icklesham?).32 It might have been that the householder had

left that place many years previously and had forgotten the correct

spelling. Or, if the respondent was illiterate, the name may have been

unfamiliar to the enumerator so that he simply spelt it phonetically.

Occasionally one might also find that a village has changed its name

since the nineteenth century or that it has been known by two different

names. The north Dorset villages of Shillingstone and Iwerne Courtney,

for example, were (and, indeed, still are) also known as Shilling

Okeford and Shroton respectively. Although such examples are rare,

they do serve to emphasize the desirability of the historian’s researching

the general history of a place before undertaking any analysis of its

CEBs, especially where he or she is not familiar with the area.

The ‘where born’ column can clearly be used to analyze migration,
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but only lifetime migration. Occasionally parents with several children

reveal traces of their migration histories in the birthplaces of the

children. John Gozney, for instance, was an agricultural labourer born

at Purse Caundle in north Dorset.33 His wife came from Templecombe,

just across the border in Somerset. Of their four children, the eldest was

born at Haydon, a parish adjacent to Purse Caundle. The family then

appears to have lived at Purse Caundle for a time, as the two middle

Children were born there. By the time of the 1851 census, however, the

Gozneys had moved again, this time to the neighbouring parish of

Stourton Caundle, where their youngest child was born. Very localized

migration was common amongst agricultural labourers, while that over

longer distances was much more the preserve of farmers, tradesmen,

craftsmen, professionals and the gentry.34 Itinerant traders, sometimes

found living in tents or caravans on census night are particularly likely

to have children with geographically diverse birthplaces.

Useful though these ‘traces’ are, the travels of most people between

their date of birth and the date of the census are largely a closed book

to the historian. Nevertheless, much can be gleaned from a study of

birthplaces (classified, for example, according to distance from the

place of current residence), especially when cross—tabulated with

occupation and sex.

Column [10], which deals with disability, gives the historian very

little scope, although the family historian will occasionally be

chastened to find unsuspected imbecility in the family, as a question

about this was added to ‘blind and deaf-and—dumb’ in later censuses.

Such information even appears unsolicited in the 1851 census, such as

the entries ‘of weak mind (idiot)’ at Corfe Castle and ‘afflicted’ at

Sturminster Newton.35

Illustrative analysis

We illustrate the kind of analysis which can be carried out using the

CEBs by looking at the occupational structure of seven rural parishes in

Dorset (Table 5). We have classified the reported occupations into

groups of like kind, using one of two commonly used classification

schemes.36 Although agriculture was predominant in the rural economy

of most of southern England, it was not uncommon for rural

communities to support some kind of non-agricultural activity, often

particular to their locality, sometimes based on local resources. Thus the

seven Dorset parishes contained groups of stone workers, straw plaiters,

plasterers, coastguards, brick and tile makers, sawyers and glovers.

Some of these groups were very small and few were significant outside
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the local context, but they were important modifiers of the occupational

structure of individual parishes.37 Even within agriculture there was a

variety of occupations, including shepherds, farm servants and

dairymaids, as well as the numerous agricultural labourers.

Table 5. Age structures of different occupational groups in rural

Dorset 1851

 

 

 

Occupational group Age group (years) Total

number

employed

5714 15—1 9 20—24 25—44 45—64 65 and

over

Farmers 0 0 2 25 32 22 81

Farm workers 73 126 85 212 106 21 623

Trades and crafts

(masters) 0 0 0 3 8 44 11 93

Trades and crafts

(journeymen) 9 40 36 72 32 15 204

Trades and crafts

(overall) 10 42 46 122 79 26 325

Marine occupations l l 1 3O 13 1 47

Professional

and gentry 0 0 3 24 10 8 45

Domestic servants

and estate workers 12 29 18 53 21 4 137

Special occupations

of the localities 41 60 38 65 37 9 250

Other 9 13 10 15 11 6 64

All occupations 146 271 203 546 309 97 1,572    
 

Notes. The figures in this table are based on data for the following seven

parishes: Langton Matravers, Studland and Worth Matravers (in the Isle of

Purbeck); and Child Okeford, Hinton St Mary, Okeford Fitzpaine and

Stourton Caundle (in the Vale of Blackmore). The occupational group ‘trades

and crafts (overall)’ includes twenty-eight persons working in trades and

crafts who did not state whether they were masters or journeymen. ‘Marine

occupations’ exclude Royal Navy officers (who are included with

‘professional and gentry’). ‘Special occupations of the localities’ include

stone quarrying in the Isle of Purbeck and sawyers and gloving in the

Blackmore Vale.

Sources. PRO. CEBS for Langton Matravers, Studland and Worth Matravers,

1851, H0 107/1856; CEBs for Child Okeford, Hinton St Mary, Okeford

Fitzpaine and Stourton Caundle, 185], HO 107/1852.
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Consequently small villages might have as many as twenty different

occupations, large villages perhaps forty, and small market towns, such

as Stalbridge in Dorset, as many as a hundred. In these circumstances

the need to group occupations becomes self-evident. Occupational

groups also provide an ideal framework for studies of other topics.

Thus, for example, occupational groups varied in their age composition

(Table 5) and their migratory tendencies. In the seven Dorset parishes,

there were above average proportions of farm workers aged between

ten and twenty-four years, and a similar youthfulness is seen among

servants and joumeymen employed in trades and crafts. The bulk of the

servants were unmarried females, whose careers in service ended on

marriage. Conversely, farmers and master craftsmen were

disproportionately elderly, much as one would expect for occupations

requiring capital and experience, though some farmers and master

craftsmen may simply have been reluctant to retire or, indeed, unable to

for economic reasons.38

Of the people resident in these seven Dorset parishes in 1851, 61 per

cent of the population had been born in the parish where they were

enumerated, just over one fifth had been born in other parishes within

five miles, and fewer than one in five had been born further afield.

There were, however, wide variations between occupational groups,

with persons working in highly localized industries, such as the stone

workers in Purbeck and the glovers in the Vale of Blackmore having

the highest proportions of natives (about 75 per cent). About 60 per

cent of the farm workers and joumeymen tradesmen and craftsmen

were living in their native parishes, while farmers and master

tradesmen and craftsmen were significantly more mobile; only about 40

per cent were natives. The most migratory group were the professionals

and gentry, three quarters of whom had been born elsewhere.

As might be expected, domestic servants were a highly mobile

group. Two thirds of them had been born in parishes other than that in

which they were living in 1851. Overall, servants had moved much

shorter distances on average than the professionals and gentry. It

should be noted, however, that there was a considerable difference

between what we might call ‘specialist’ domestic servants of both

sexes (such as butlers, valets, and ladies’ maids), and ‘general’

domestic servants and estate workers. The former were largely

confined to high status gentry and professional households, and they

were often as mobile over long distances as their employers. The latter

were found in a wide range of households: they were employed by

small tradesmen and craftsmen and farmers as well as the gentry. They

tended to have been born in one of the surrounding parishes, if not the

parish where they were employed.
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Choosing a census year and a place to study

Although the CEBs were first used in 1841, the 1841 census is not

always the best starting point since in that census the information

collected was more rudimentary than that in later censuses. The

schedules were unnumbered; there is no information on relationships

within the household or marital condition; the age data are

approximate; the occupational data is less comprehensive; and the

birthplace entry is limited to indicating whether or not a person was

born in the county of enumeration.39 So if the early Victorian period is

the target, it is often best to start with the 1851 census, and where

linkage to a tithe survey or other major document produced around

1840 is possible, there are advantages in first of all linking the 1841

and 1851 censuses before bringing in further information.

The CEBs for the censuses from 1851 to 1881 are practically

identical apart from varying numbers of lines per page, which might

affect the legibility of the handwriting (in 1851 twenty lines were in

use, thereafter there were twenty—five). In 1891 there were thirty—one

lines on each page, but a more significant change was the introduction

of three extra columns designed to overcome the problems associated

with employment status noted above. These were headed ‘employer’,

‘employed’, and ‘neither employer nor employed’, but their

introduction signally failed to solve the problem, as significant

numbers of men entered responses in two different columns. In the

building trades this may have been almost rational behaviour in the

face of the erratic circumstances prevailing, and such conditions were

more common in other trades then than they are now. In general,

however, a statistically reliable response related consistently to the

specified date of the census was not obtained.40

A more useful, and apparently more successful, new feature in 1891

was the eliciting of information on housing. Householders were asked

to state the number of rooms, (of a defined character) occupied, where

that number was less than five. This opens up the possibility of

studying overcrowding. Multiple occupancy remained a factor in

several areas by that date, for example in many Kent and Sussex non—

downland parishes. In the Dorset parish of Langton Matravers three—

quarters of the houses had fewer than five rooms and larger households

like that of Richard Bower who, with his wife, mother, four children

and three nieces occupied a four—roomed cottage, must have endured

very cramped conditions.41

Although it is impossible to look at overcrowding in any systematic

way before 1891, its existence can be inferred from earlier CEBs. Thus

in the Hampshire parish of Nutley in 1841 we find a household
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containing a middle-aged agricultural labourer, a woman who was

either his wife or his sister, two widows with two and three children

respectively, and four young male agricultural labourers.42 Similarly, in

Winslade, Hampshire, in 1841, an agricultural labourer, a woman who

was probably his wife, and five younger members of the same family

shared their home with a second family of four persons and another

young male agricultural labourer.43 Households of this size and

composition almost certainly indicate overcrowding. It is unlikely that

an agricultural labourer would be renting anything larger than a four-

roomed cottage.

Many considerations might bear on the choice of a place to study,

including familiarity with placenames and personal names, a

knowledge of other aspects of the local context, and the availability of

other sources (such as Poor Law records). However, even where the

locality is already chosen, the choices of enumerator and year still need

some consideration. Legibility and apparent reliability may help to

narrow down the choice. Additionally, a careful look at the preliminary

pages of the relevant CEBs is very useful. Here the enumerator was

asked to describe his district. The descriptions given were often quite

detailed. For example, in the 1881 CEB for Cliddesden in Hampshire

(which included the adjacent parish of Winslade), the following

description was given:

The whole of the parish of Cliddesden including Hatchwarren farmhouse

and cottages, Pensdell cottages and the Lodge; cottages near the Grove,

Audley’s Houses, the Lodge, Middle Lodge, Hackwood Park, Tigwell’s

Lodge in do. and part of Hackwood House, Swallick Farmhouse and

Cottages. The whole of the parish of Winslade including Hackwood

Farmhouse, the cottages at Round Town, Dances Lodge in Hackwood Park,

and Winslade Village.44

The information in such a description can be used to relate the CEB

data to that from other contemporary documents. The preliminary

pages also usually include a statement about visitors and about persons

known to be absent from home on the night of the census. Visitors were

also noted in the relationship column of the main list, so they can easily

be identified and excluded from aggregations if necessary. If, however,

there were many people recorded as temporarily absent, perhaps

because of a horse fair or a feast day in a nearby village, they cannot

readily be identified, so that may not be the best census year to choose.

Once a decision about locality has been reached we would urge

historians to consider undertaking a study over two or more census

years as there is a notable dearth of such studies both in the southern
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counties and nationally.45 The second half of the nineteenth century was

a period of great social and economic change, and the CEBs provide an

opportunity to examine these changes as they affected ‘real’ people in

their communities over time. The many one-census parish studies

which have been undertaken provide only ‘snapshots’ of particular

places at particular dates. They also tend, in some (although by no

means all) cases, simply to address the data rather than specific

questions of historical interest.46

The foregoing comments are not meant as a criticism of one—census

studies: most of them do not pretend to be anything other than what they

are and much of value has been produced. Indeed, the overall corpus of

work of this kind constitutes a significant and probably under-utilized

source for historians of the nineteenth century. We do feel, however, that

the emphasis on one-census ‘snapshots’ has contributed to the stasis

that, with a few exceptions, seems to have permeated the field of census

studies in recent years. Change over time must be one of the historian’s

central concerns and the way ahead for census studies lies with focused

longitudinal studies linking at least two censuses.

There are two ways of going about this kind of work. First, two or

more census can be compared by the cross—tabulation of data from each

census. Secondly, one can undertake a nominal record linkage exercise,

tracing individuals from one census to another. Nominal linkage of

sources such as parish registers, tithe awards and poor law records to

these censuses greatly enhances the scope and depth of what can be

achieved. For example, by linking two or more censuses we can

identify those who appear in one census but not in subsequent ones. If

the marriage and burial registers have been linked to the census we can

identify changes of name by women on marriage as well as which of

the ‘missing persons’ has died in the parish between censuses. That

leaves a group whom we can fairly safely assume to have moved out of

the parish. The characteristics of these ‘movers’ can then be

investigated and compared with those of the ‘stayers’ who did not

leave, both at particular census dates and over time.47

Studies using several censuses for the same place, particularly those

involving nominal record linkage and incorporating other sources, have

considerable potential for the study of rural society in southern England

in the second half of the nineteenth century. They do, however, require

considerably more work, time and resources than a one—census

‘snapshot’ study. Some sort of computer and database software is a

virtual necessity, especially where several censuses are being linked.

Careful thought and planning are needed before beginning such an

exercise but we hope that historians will take up the challenge and

produce more longitudinal analyses of this kind.
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For those with an open mind as to locality, the VCH tables will

indicate the range of communities of particular sizes, of declining or

increasing population, and so on. The size of the population required for

useful results depends on the particular interests of the research. A study

of household and family size and composition requires about 150—200

households in order to strike meaningful averages, the equivalent of a

total population between 750 and 1,000. Alternatively, when the age and

sex composition of the population is the centre of interest everyone in the

population ‘counts’, and reasonably reliable results can be obtained from

500 people, although a breakdown by sex and five—year age spans may

produce a few erratic figures. With larger towns (such as Weymouth) one

might consider studying one district of particular interest, or, say, a one-

in—five or one-in-ten sample of all the households in the whole town.48

The original CEBs in the Public Record Office are no longer open to

consultation. The Office holds microfilm copies of the CEBs for the

entire country, and further copies are widely available in county

libraries and record offices.49

Comparative studies

To discover the 60—70 per cent of the population of a Dorset village in

1851 were living in their birthplace is one thing; evaluating such a

figure is quite another. Was that figure typical of Dorset? Probably, yes.

Was it typical of rural England as a whole? Probably not — 40—50 per

cent was more typical in the East Midlands and figures below 20 per

cent are not unknown. Clearly, if comparisons with other studies are to

be made, some other studies might be consulted before deciding the

categories for tabulations. Moreover, reading previous work is likely to

generate ideas as to questions and approaches which may not at first be

obvious. In this penultimate section of the paper, we summarize very

briefly some such publications based on CEBs for southern England. In

doing so, we hope to give a flavour of what has already been achieved,

and to provide points of comparison for certain topics.

As noted above, a relatively large number of studies have focused on

Devon, Kent and Sussex. Two Sussex examples are longitudinal studies

by Brian Short. One examines the village of Plumpton using the

censuses of 1841—1871 and includes a house repopulation exercise.50

The second used all five censuses from 1841 to 1881 for Burgess Hill

in the course of charting its growth from a Village to a small town

between c. 1840 and c. 1914. Topics analyzed include age structure,

household composition, migration and social structure, and local

comparisons are made.51
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Kent has an unusual study taking advantage of the June date of the

1841 census to look at Visitors and holidaymakers in Margate.52

Although the majority of visitors were described in the census as of

‘independent’ means, Margate was by 1841 becoming the holiday

destination of a growing number of tradespeople and professionals.

Only one in ten of the visitors had been born in Kent: most of the rest

almost certainly came from London.53

The parish of Colyton, Devon, is probably the most closely studied in

England, after original family reconstitution work carried out on its

exceptionally good parish registers.54 The 1851 Colyton CEBs have been

used to explore the composition of kin groups and the life cycles of

offspring, particularly in relation to employment.55 A sequence of papers by

Jean Robin reports investigations of the family care of the elderly;

prenuptial pregnancy; illegitimacy; the relief of poverty; and the life courses

of all children aged under ten in 1851, through to the 1891 census.56 All

Robin’s studies are longitudinal and in each case the census data is linked

with other sources, including parish registers, poor law records, voting lists,

parish records, school log books, and local newspapers.

Devon is also the locus of the largest study of rural migration so far

carried out in southern England. Bryant looked at a population of

13,000 at the 1851 census in the Dart valley. Of particular

methodological interest is his use of the birthplaces of successive

children in families to trace migration paths.57

Moving to Dorset, two studies have used material as the basis of

inter—county comparisons. Saito compared occupational patterns in

Cardington, Bedfordshire, and Corfe Castle, Dorset, in two periods —

that of the 1851 census and that of two pre—censal community listings

of 1790 (Corfe Castle) and 1782 (Cardington) which contain

exceptionally rich data for the period.58 As both villages had substantial

textile industries, information on women’s occupation is relatively

plentiful. In the earlier period at Cardington, women worked through

their childbearing years, whereas in Corfe Castle they dropped out of

the work force at that stage of their life cycle. By 1851, Corfe had

virtually lost its textile industry, but at Cardington, in place of spinning,

the making of lace had taken a firm hold, though only among the

younger women.

Thomson’s study of the consistency of age reporting compared

Ealing, Middlesex, with Puddletown, Dorset.59 His paper shows that in

broad terms age reporting in the census is reliable enough for statistical

studies of populations of significant size, even if discrepancies of one

or two years are common at the individual level. The better educated,

more middle class population of Ealing was less consistent than rural

Puddletown. Thomson suggests that the difference was due to the rural
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enumerator’s better knowledge of their populations, and the restraint

this would impart on the declaration of false ages.

Also in Dorset, Edgar compared 1851 occupational structures in the

Isle of Purbeck with those in the Vale of Blackmore, emphasizing that

‘rural’ is not necessarily synonymous with ‘agricultural’.60 Both areas

contained a wide variety of non-agricultural occupations, including

stoneworking and coastguarding in Purbeck and gloving in Blackmore.

A few parishes appeared to contain random specialities, including a

group of sawyers, a group of plasterers, and eleven men working for a

brick, tile and pottery manufacturer. The occupied population stood at

39 per cent of the total in Purbeck, but at 44 per cent in the Vale of

Blackmore, where females engaged in gloving. Another striking

difference was that in the Purbeck parishes only 13 per cent of the

occupied population was engaged in traditional service trades and

crafts, compared with exactly twice that proportion in Blackmore. The

explanation offered is the negative influence of the shortage of

agricultural work in the latter area, which forced men to try their hands

as self-employed tradesmen and craftsmen, despite the constant

overcrowding of these callings.

Conclusion

This briefest of summaries gives some idea of the wide variety of work

represented in the relatively few census studies undertaken in counties

south of the Thames. More especially it indicates the multifarious

opportunities for southern historians to enrich their knowledge of

Victorian communities using the CEBs. Although this source is not

without its difficulties, these are manageable, and there are no other

comprehensive and universal sources containing details of the whole

population during this period. The parish registers are less reliable in

the face of nonconformity, and civil registration data for entire

communities are impossible to use at present because of restrictions on

access. The county trade directories, important and useful as they are,

contain only economically ‘significant’ householders; the poll books

and electoral registers only electors; rate books only ratepayers; tithe

surveys only landlords, tenants and owner-occupiers; and so forth.

These and many other sources are, of course, capable of being linked to

the CEBs, using the well-established technique of nominal record

linkage. In these days of ubiquitous personal computers, much of the

routine hard work can be eliminated from the research process; and

flexible databases make it possible to change one’s mind about its

direction even after the work of initial inputting has been completed.61
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We re—emphasize the desirability of attempting longitudinal studies:

southern England has several exemplary models. Period pictures based

on a single census can be interesting and are often based on an implied

comparison with the same community today. However, history is

essentially about change over time, and this can only be assessed by

explicit comparison of the same community at different dates. The

comparison of two static pictures, such as those for 1851 and 1891, can

be used to demonstrate some of the Changes of the railway age. Better

still is the nominal linkage of persons in successive censuses, tracing

them through their life cycles, using the resultant data to show

demographic and social structural trends at community level.

Finally, the fifty plus back numbers of the twice—yearly journal Local

Population Studies exemplify what has been done by many individual

local historians in this field since 1968. Not only will their work

illustrate many methodological points, but it will also provide the

researcher with important points of comparison — only by seeing one’s

‘parish pump’ in comparative context can that ‘pump’ be fully

appreciated.62
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