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DENNIS R. MILLS

THE QUALITY OF LIFE IN MELBOURN,
CAMBRIDGESHIRE, IN THE PERIOD 1800-50

For most of the present century economic and social historians have in-
termittently debated the question of the standard of living during the first
phase of the Industrial Revolution, 1780-1830.7 As both the “pessimists™
and the “optimists” acknowledge, too much emphasis can easily be placed
on wage levels and the more easily measured aspects of the question, to the
neglect of the guality of life and its non-gquantifiable aspects, Insufficient
explicit attention has also been paid to the divergent experience of dif-
ferent occupations and different districts of the country,

The value of a widely based analysis of local evidence has recently been
demonstrated by Levine's study of Shepsed, a large industrial village in
Leicestershire. Using demographic as well as social and economic data, he
puts beyond question the fact that this village, and probably many other
similar village area, suffered great hardship between about 1825
and ribed as one of “industrial involution”, in
18 passed its peak of prosperity as a domestic

been modernised, with steam power and

sent a selection of the more recent part of the
living”, in: Economic History Review, New
Hartwell et al, The long debate on poverty:
condition of England’ (London, 1972); E. J.
¢ Industrial Revolution; A discussion”, in:
"Pl9-._3.4; J. P. Huzel, “Malthus, the Poor Law,
y England”, ibid., XXII (1969), pp. 430-52; B.
(London, 1971); several chapters of Land,
tion, ed. by E. L. Jones and G. E. Mingay
W perspectives on the Old Poor Law", in: Ex-
4=3), pp. 419-36; J. P. Marshall, The Old Poor
The allowance system under the New Poor
(1966), pp. 607-20; id., The relief of
50, The making of the English workin
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factories, to make it competitive once more :lgnh‘u‘.l foreign compglition."
In the present article I wish to deploy I)r't?n(?ly' sumlnr (l.ma for the village of
Melbourn, sitnated ten miles mulh. of ( nn'l‘hrul;;;c in one '()f lhe great
corn-growing districts of I".u.\tvrf\ l-..n;_zlun(l.- _l!cfnrc plunging mt()..thc
details of local history, however, it will be pruf'llahlc (.0 look at Ihcr w.lder
context of the economic and social geography of rural England at this time,

This section explores the broad distinctions that can be drawn _bctwccn
arable and pastoral districts, between industrial and non-industrial areas,
and, at the local level, between “open™ and “close” or “closed” villages.*
Although some form of mixed farming was still practised in most areas
of England, specialisation by end-product was already a marked feature of
agnculture by the beginning of the nineteenth century. Now this bears
upon our central theme from at least three main angles, first in relation to
the demand for labour, secondly as regards the social structure of farming
and, thirdly, in the relationship between farming and rural industries. Corn
farming was most important in the lighter-soil areas situated south-east of a

* D. Levine, “The demographic implications of rural mdustrialization: A family recon-
stitution study of Shepshed, Leicestershire, 1600-1851". in: Social History, No 2 (1976),
pp. 177-96; see also id., Family formation in an age of nascent capitalism (New York,
1977). Other local studies are G, J, Barnsby, “The standard of living in the Black ( ‘ountry
during the nineteenth century”, in: Economic History Review, NS, XXIV (1971). pp.
220-39, and R. S. Neale, “The standard of living, 1780-1844: A regional and class study™,
ibid., XIX, pp. 590-606 (the latter related to labourers at Bath),

* Twish o acknowledge research grants from the Open University and the Social Science
Rescarch Council in respect of this work, which is described in my article “A social and
demographic study of Melbourn, Cambridgeshire, ¢, 1840" in: Archives, X11(1976), pp-
115-20. Readers may also find it useful o refer o my articles “The christenin £ custom in
Melbourn, (‘anlb's". mn: Loca'l Population Studies, No |1 (1973), pp. 11-22, and “The
&cinsa:(; c':x‘lu'n'r'g : m:'rl*{cu( Society, XL ( 1977.), pp- 104125 and to my chapter on Melbourn
" l;:: od, n:;s ip un(h nl‘cg;cle. c(;\.d b);H R, ‘:'muh {London, forthcoming). I should also like

' thi research assistants, Mr M, W, Alls ; ‘den-G
‘wuh ¢ Mutboun ooore worth and Mrs M. Eden Green, for help
For the background 1o agricultural change see Land. | [
‘ . Jabour and population, op. cit -
2. ghir;bcm and G. E. Mingay, The agricultural revolution I7SO-Y‘§§0 (Loond:n? lcsl:66;
(!.bn“ionml%?g)ﬁ’;":io;ulrl; and lll;:oimallufarmer in the age of the industrial rcv‘olulim;
mdon, ) ollowin § will provide an introducti : |
Social £eography of nincteent sl POV clion to the economic and
Bisiortos e ury Britain: Man made the land- Essays in English
Y. ed. by A, R, H, Baker and J, B, H
Perry, A 2 ’ : « B Harley (Newton Abbot, 1973); P J.
Joseph Amsr o';}%g : 9:2;9«3?3:? l}\rimn (Londoq. 1975). On villages, see M. K. Ashby,
Havinden, Eutage e g stu%y of English village life (London, 1961); M. A,
countryside (London 139‘," 6()' é‘dof'»h 1966); P, Horn, Labouring life in the Victorian
’ » English rural communities: The impact of a specialised

conomy, ed, by , !
(Londo ,{ l915)? D. R. Mills (London, 1973), Village life and labour, ed. by R. Samuel
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mouth of the Tees to the mouth of the Exe. The
manpower structure of corn farming was geared to the unnyal ha;_w:l
crisis. and considerable under- and unemployment at other tl.mcs of the
vear had become an accepted feature of this type ufhu.sh:mdry. Although
much information on wage levels is available, both for the harvest an‘d
other seasons. what we do not know, and cannot ever know accurately. 1s
the amount of time lost during bad weather and slack seasons.” It was,
however, considerable as the levels of poor relief help to demonstrate, and
one of the reasons why this kind of expenditure increased bctwccx? 1760
and 1830 must have been the intensification of corn production in the
best-suited arcas to meet the demands of a rapidly growing population.®
Corn growing was both labour- and capital-intensive, requiring much
activity with teams of horses ploughing and cultivating to prepare the seed
bed. Sowing sometimes remained a hand operation in this period and was
followed by weeding, The harvest made demands on the horse teams again,
working with wagons, carts and hermaphrodites (two-wheeled carts con-
verted to four-wheeled wagons 1or the season). This enabled the corn to be
stacked in the farm yard, where, in the barns, threshing took up much of
the winter. Horses were expensive to keep, especially in areas where grass
was in short supply, and during the course of the year they required a wide
range of expensive equipment.’ Consequently, corn farming favoured the
man who could command broad acres and plenty of capital, a fact that
widened the gap between farmer and labourer in arable areas almost to an
unbndgeable chasm. In Cambridgeshire, it has been shown that the cus-
tom (!fPf()\'it“llg for all surviving children in a period of rising population,
comerding with the intensification of corn farming in the sixteenth and
:)‘l{r(li\lchtr:'jzilrt-i:l:::)ljtlt-n(l)l;‘r :'L)\L :\1:1 :»m ]m. the muin’ fuclo.rs in the break-up
1524-25 over a half of the adult ';nj‘l ‘L‘O_""‘(‘.(."““C.ld Vlllflgc- ki)
partly dependent on wage L'irn' AT, ‘l,mb_ndges‘h"e were at least
’ ge carning for their livelihood, a proportion far

line drawn from the

E. J. T. Colling “Wacuins
et r(i:)sl::::'Rl-i"mfhfqtf nology and labour supply in Britain 1790-1870° in:
Alfred Power wn'(in; n:f}hmls/’\r)l(n):nlull’ Ep. 453-7{3;}‘\(“'“3“ life and labour, op. cit., ch. I3
land ; fales (Parl; ' al Keport of the Poor Law ¢ o 3
'nm‘:]ngrL;:::l{{j’:cr!‘mmc?ﬁuy Papers, 1835, XXXV] I: 1‘2’;\; (?3::::;“3’?‘;? t(;oarnf;:)%

10 The lone : ' MABL L 2 <
:;h(-dgr;»c ultural labourep's posili(r))?lb debatc on poverty, op, cit, gives an overall survey of

€ FYoor Law Re ort of !
has a use p, 0 |834|ed.h's. " .
35} useful summary jn the inlroduclizn G and E, /0\ A. Checkland (reprinted 1973),
- A Holderness, “*Open’ and ‘close’

centuries”, in: Agriculwural History

and nineteenth

county of Cambridge (London, 18'13|)“.
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ahead of most parts of England. “This very high proportion was probably
accounted for by the relatively high population density of the county,
and partly by the amount of seasonal labour a corn -growing region
demanded.™ The disappearance of the small farmer, so often attributed to
the period of Parhamentary enclosure (1760-1840), was a long drawn-out
process in Most parts -n!' the country and began as carly as the first part of
the sixteenth century in some villages,

Manufacturing activities in corn-growing areas were less well developed
than those in grassland districts, partly because corn farming occupied a
larger amount of capital and labour, Moreover, what manufacturing there
was tended to be capital-intensive and therefore in the hands of specialists,
often urban specialists, rather than farmers, The difficulty of transporting
corn, as compared with the droving of cattle, made it desirable to reduce
the bulk close o the area of production, and this was achieved by millers,
maltsters and brewers.”

Although there is plenty of evidence relating to large-scale sheep and
cattle farming in the Tudor period, in the eighteenth century specialised
dairy, meat and wool production was mostly an activity of family farms.
'l'hc'tcnding of cattle and sheep, the milking of cows and the making of
butter and cheese were much lighter occupations, and were performed by
women and children until well into the present century, whereas most of
the work in arable farming was too arduous for any but men and grown
lads. This was one of the factors that made grassland farming casy to
combine with more or less regular by-occupations, often those associated
with domestic industries, of which woollen production was the earliest to
reach large proportions. The principle of comparative advantage has been

invoked to show why, in seventeenth-century rural England, a wide diver-
gence emerged between large farms in corn-growing areas and small farms
in the pastoral zone, combined with labour-intensive manufacturing.'®

When population growth began again in the middle of the eighteenth
century, after a century of slow growth and stagnation, percentage in-
creases were on a scale unknown before, producing labour surpluses also of
Al inprecedented scale in certain districts, These were mainly the arable,
“or-growing areas where there was little industry, although more efficient
larming methods adopted at this time, some of them made possible by the
enclosure of common fields and wastes, enabled a griculture to make use of
Some of the extra labour, The problems of under- and unemployment were

¥ ok

u M-?Puflord, Contrasting communities (London, 1974), pp. 33, 36, 66, 100-01, 136.

58.7) 'fczone.&““/\gricultural origins of industry”, in: Past & Present, No 40 (1968), pp.
o Sspecially pp. 63-64,

10

cit bid., pp. 6163, 69.7 I See also the chapter by Joan Thirsk in Man made the land, op.
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of wage rates to keep pace with rising foog

A by the failure

fﬂml‘:“m,d:(:(:l':.:i‘:f-\:'i" period and by lh.C fact that the proletarigy ,,

in the N(‘.I;l(- qut off from direct means of subsistence.!! Sre
\m]g“"*:‘l‘:‘?‘ :cs]mnsnhili()' for this maintenance of the poor fell entirely
lh: .\']I’u:ulx;érs of each individual yillugc ad m.inistr‘alion: Even after the N
Door Law of 1834 was brought into upc.-;umn.jmam-:{d _rcsansibili(y for
the poor remained with the \"l“iigc- 3'.“."“’%'8:} "'dm.'m*":"a“on Was (he
responsibility of the new unions of parishes. ,x'u:phon.s were made for
certain classes of poor in 1845 and 1848, but those ilparl. Poor rates were
levied on a township or parochial basis until 1865."* As poor rates, like
other local taxation of the period, were levied on occupiers of real estate,
thev fell more heavily on farmers than on shopkeepers, craftsmen and
industrialists, whose businesses were much less land-intensive. Farmers
and their chief allies, the large-estate OWNers, therefore, had a considerable
incentive to keep the population in their villages to a minimum. The more
they could exclude craftsmen and shopkeepers, with their apprentices and
journeymen, as well as the casual farm labourers, the less they might pay in
the way of poor rates. Where most of the property was concentrated in the
hands of a few large owners, the building of cottages and the opening of
village businesses were easily controlled, and so a “closed™ village was
achieved.

Small proprietors, by contrast, found it difficult to agree on a policy of
exclusion. Among them would be significant numbers who were interested
in the extra trade that even an increase in the labouring population could
bring about, including the building of tenement cottages. Small farmers,
even in arable areas, frequently had secondary occupations, such as
publican, shopkeeper or craftsman, in which they could make a gain 10
uﬂ.scl‘mcrcuscd expenditure on high poor rates, Pastoral areas made little
;.::LL (::LL::\::ILI L::«l::l :f:l;?:: th‘c. t;l:uivcly few hired l.al.)(.)urcrs were obliged 0
the nature of l‘armi‘n. wnr\l:'md :h‘c et 2 ram;sli
conspired to make cﬁ)scd i l.u dc\'lei)pmcnt()flarge countryiEHaES 13

sed villages a typical feature of corn-growing areas.

ists, ¢.2., Mingay, “The transf, '

""mbgblv lh%d[}];a'(l):j‘ tansformation of agriculture”, loc. cit,, p. 37, who believed that

T R i_:‘ ] ;‘lylgl labourers who wanted them possessed cottage gardens o

iLseems 1o be a surpri ¢ I9th century.” As we shall see, this was not true of Melbourts
PrSINg assertion to make for all England

*# English rural communities. op, of
€8, Op, Cit, pp. 182-88, A full account of the change fromk

(1978), pp. 267-
o Holdcl:ncss. o

hto nl by
Pen”and ‘close’ parishes”, loe, cit.

in: International Review of Social Historys &S5
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However, where there were closed villages there had also to be open
villages, places where rural services could concentrate and where day
labourers could live and travel round to farms in ncighbmiring closed
parishes.™ Poor rates in open villages were swollen not only by the number
of casual labourers living there, but also by the fact that they were the first
to be laid off in bad weather and slack times. Industrial competition for
labour in many parts of the pastoral zone helped to keep down levels of
poor-law expenditure. Where, however, as in Leicestershire, industry had
expanded rapidly, periods of bad trade were capable of creating much
more havoc than the vicissitudes of corn farming, simply because popu-
lation had far outrun the symbiotic relationship with the land on which the
principle of rural poor rates was based 19

[t will now be appreciated that it is impossible to answer questions about
the standard of living and the quality of life during the Industrial Revo-
lution without spending some effort on evidence gathered in local com-
munities. This article will not settle the question, if'it ever could be settled,
but it will provide insights for the general reader, as well as a challenge to
other researchers to apply their local material to the same question on a
comparative basis. !

Mclbourn belonged to the specialist corn-growing area of chalkland
Cambridgeshire, where the usual rotation of crops in the common fields
was wheat, barley and fallow, with the occasional replacement of the fallow
on better land by rotation BIAsses or root crops. There is no direct evidence
of the latter type of development in Melbourn itself. although some of the
soil on the lower slopes near the village was regarded as being of a high
grade. Common-field agriculture, therefore, appears to have continued
undisturbed until the enclosure of I839. At this time about 300 acres lay in
old enclosures, mostly the built-up area and small grass closes nearby, and
about 800 acres constituted the commonable “wastes” of moor and heath.
he remaining 3,500 acres were in common field, indicating the pre-
dominance of corn farming, and the survey of 1836 leaves no doubt that

11. English rural communities, p, 189; Caplan, loc, cit, pp, 270-72, .

- R. Mills, “Landownership and rural population with special reference to Leices-
Yershire in the mid. | 9¢h century” (Leicester Ph.D, thesis, 1963), ch. 6 and Appendix 6 id.,
.E"Sllsh villages in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: A sociological appreach, Pt
2 13;: concept of g sociological classification", in: The Amateur Historian, VI (1963), pp-
(e Poor fates of two or three shillings in the pound were quite common in 1847
tvpiear Halised villages in Leicestershire, while figures below one shilling were more
Ypical of wholly agricultural areas,
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Ir wnd one-acre strips were still the typical unit of Cum""“ion
half-acre & :

1867, when official crop returns began, 57 et of the reported ang wl;;
. rops and 11.4 per cent down to rotation grasses,
in corn m»h..' barley went mainly to the breweries of nearby Hepyy,

‘.\1clhnurl""‘_ ”':. m the towns (')l' Baldock, Royston and Warc, w:;d.
Sh~'|rcl ;{:fi::;‘l\f'ﬂ“‘ capital with beer. Similarly wheat produced i, 30::(:
:]‘:1;}:\(1:1'1«1g.cs:ﬂn; found its way by road “.’ l_'()f‘d(m 7 .‘“ n?ilcs from Me.
bourn. The larger farmers were ;.l?lc. to .st'xslzun‘ ﬂocks‘(.)F shgcp, typicall
numbering about six score, by virtue of h:wmg grazing rights on the
common fields. Between harvest and ploughing they could be kept on the
fields which had already yielded a crop of barley or wheat. At other timeg
of the vear it must be assumed that they were kept on the fallow figlg.
These sheep were also sent to the London murkct'. Indeed the relative
proximity of London may have been an influence which rescued Melboury
from the worst effects of depression in arable farming between 1815 and
1835,

Although a number of farms in Melbourn ran to several hundred acres
and the Hitch brothers owned nearly 1,500 acres between them, the real
character of the village was determined by the fact that no less than 163
owners shared the property listed in the enclosure and tithe awards of 1839,
At the bottom of the social scale a handful of agricultural labourers owned
their cottages and occasionally a significant acre or two, but the typical
owners were small farmers, tradesmen, craftsmen and publicans resident in
the village, with an appreciable number of non-resident owners, some of
them brewers, shopkeepers, lawyers and the like living in the Hertfordshire
towns and Cambridge. Two Cambridge colleges and the Dean and
Chapter of Ely were also important owners. So, Melbourn was a good
example of an open or peasant village, containing a well-developed rural
“middle class”, many of the
passive resistance, as witness their reluctance to baptise children by the
;}:r’ :?:il ; 'r‘;:cgrf’l::; S;sscla;)lishcd Church and to pay the church rate intended

abri

indu'slry in Melbourn in
outside the locality, 16

' These three para aphs g : S the
{:!l%:Lnf plrimcpd rezr&hcsc::r;.h;i.s:"ils:\”c‘r? Toudonay of Melbourn SRS
Connty l;*i; l);):"‘)(()’;r(l‘l’ town: A reader, ed, by P. Clark (London, 1976), p. 213: Vi
eneral view 5(; m“"‘b"dscfihirc. ed. by R, F. Salzman, 11 (London, 1948); G
London, ”9.4)p. 7'[; + 15 C. Vancouver, General view of the County of Cam
London, 1959), 3" y96 g4 s, MAthins, The brewing industry in Eng
Joumal of (he lipp. 98, 403, 439; S, Jonas, “On the farming of Cam
Oyal Agricultura) Society of England, VII (1847 zzp .

“London as an ‘Engine of economic growth,

m nonconformist, sometimes to the point of I

¢ of the parish church. However, there W‘“‘,’ "t'
the sense of manufacturing for consumptior
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Table 1. Population of Melbourn, with other areas for comparison
%

nerease
1801 1811 1821 1831 1841  1801-41 |I85)

Melbourn 819 9712 1179 1474 1724 1100 1931
Rural Cambs.* 718,659 110 808 T8.0 158,790
Meldreth 444 452 643 642 130 637 776
Shepreth 202 253 320 345 353 74 % 321
Fowimere 420 448 54) 547 610 454 597
Great Chishall 09 298 353 371 466 50,1 532
Rovston 1,031 1,309 1,474 1,757 2,002 944 206
England and Wales** 8.9 10.2 12.0 13.9 159 790 17.9

* e the geographical county, including the Isle of Ely, but excluding Cambridge Borough.
** Rounded figures in millions,

Source: Census of England and Wales.

Table 1 indicates that the population more than doubled between 1801
and 1841, The rate of increase was 30 per cent or so faster than that for the
whole of the country and also for rural Cambridgeshire. The gap between
neighbouring villages and Melbourn was even greater, and only Royston,
2 small market town three miles to the south, kept anywhere near Mel-
bourn’s growth rate. What had happened during the cighteenth century is
problematical, but the best estimate of population change is that the
population was about 532 at the time of the hearth tax (1664), and possibly
about 650 when more rapid population growth began around 1760-80.'" In
other words rapid increases were mainly an experience of the period
1780-1851, for at the latter date the peak was reached. The trebling of
population raises two sets of interrelated questions: cconomic questions
concerning employment, poor rates and means of direct subsistence (Sec-
tion 1V), and social and demographic questions relating to vital statistics,
housing and other measures of the quality of life (Section V).

i Based on an aggregative analysis of the parish registers and Documents relating to
Cambridgeshire villages, ed, by W. M. Palmer and H, W, Saunders (Cambndge,
192627), VI. Palmer and Saunders used the multiplicr of five persons per hearth, but 1
have preferred the multiplier of 4.75 used by John Patten, “Population distriby
Norfolk and Suffolk during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries™, in: Transacty
the Institute of British Geographers, No 65 (1975), p. 59, :
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Tables 2 and 3 suggest that ngricul‘tu ral cmplo.ym’cnl rc?nain.c-(.] more gy leg
S acerey . first forty years of the century, l.mrdly SUrprising in yiey,
static during the “an event which was said to double the Produc 0
arish.'® However, the conglus'ion that the r:?f
growth In Jabour supply was nhsorhct‘l ‘hy‘t'hc var N)llﬁ lI)(-)z-agv' icUllural
:xvup;mons is difficult l(;\ acgcpl. l)ccuuu'tlllf.;:?‘\?u't‘:‘ﬂ""”}' ':p.cndcnlon
agricultural demand, which 1s known (o hm‘m L(,ll g', ?r\l y S d(.k bc}wc¢n
the end of the Napoleonic Wars ‘;mq the c‘frly }L:ll‘s o' ?u(frm S reign, A
partial explanation appears 1o llL‘. in the mcll that vmair.lfw tmdcsm'cn and
craftsmen, and especially the puhhcims. c‘u'mhmcd .\ubslst‘cncc agriculiyre
with their non-agricultural occupations. I'he censuses of 180131 da oy

the lateness of enclosure,
a South Cambrid geshire p

Table 2. Melbourn, summary of occupations 1801-3]

Persons Families FFamilics Families
1501 %11 1821 183
Chiefly engaged in agriculture 174 149 (72%) 155 (65%) 156 (54%)
Chiefly engaged in trades, manu- _ : :
factures and handicrafis ﬂ -'t’» 83 96
All others a2 12 7 : 13%
5319 208 238 290

Note the change in methods of recording between 1801 and 1811, There were 182 households in 101,
I 1830 the overseer reported 149 labourers above 20 and 43 under 20

Source: Census of England and Wales; House of Lords Committee on Labouring Poor, p. 198,

Table 3. Melbourn, summary of occupations 1841

Farmers 28
Farmers’ sons, bailifts, etc. 6 34
Agricultural labourers 182 S4%
Other landworkers 4 186
Retailers, wholesalers, transport and publicans 38
Non-ndustrial crafltsmen 76
Servants 32
All others 39

405
:'2:‘:::)0!;1 :uludcs all heads of households and any males aged 20 or more who were notalso heads ¢

Source: 1841 Census S5 . J
! Census enumeration, using Peter Tillow's classification scheme of oocupations.

18
House of Lords Committee o

394, evidence of Francis Pym Iy | Labouring Poor [PP, 1830-31, CCLXXXVI.P

, Esq.
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meration seldom mentions
gisters, land-tax assessments
agricultural interests among
agricultural pursuits, Indeed

| 1 acteristic of open villages, where
the existence of small freeholds encouraged their growth, ‘

Another factor to be taken into account is that as Me
grew it passed thresholds at which it was possible for specialised activities
to spring up, serving smaller villages nearby. Examples found in the I84i
enumeration include a surgeon and his assistant. a chemist and his ap-
prentice, 1Wo glaziers and plumbers, a fishman (fishmonger?), a bird
stuffer, a millwright, an excise officer and a watchmaker, Developments of
this kind, however, were limited by the presence of Royston, a market town
only three miles away, where professional services such as banking, insur-
ance and legal advice were available '?

Mclbourn’s position astride one of the two turnpike routes between
London and Cambridge may also have made some small contribution to
the cconomy of the village, especially as the other route appears to have
lost prominence.® In a period when movement depended on the horse,
trades such as wheelwrighting, blacksmithing, harness making, carrying
and innkeeping, which were all well represented, would stand to benefit
from passing traffic, which is likely to have increased between the capital

and an important university town.

allow for dual occupations and the 184) enumer
(hem, but cross reference with the parish re
and tithe survey reveals many examples of
those formally recorded as following non-
dual occupations are well-known as a char

Ibourn’s population

The most difficult piece of evidence to evaluate in respect of non-agri-
cultural occupations relates to the boarding school run by Rev. William
Carver, the Congregational minister (appointed pastor, 1792) and his son
William Crole Carver, Among the scholars there in the second decade of
the century was the young Samuel Morley, later a member of the Not-
tngham and London textile firm of 1. and R. Morley, and a prominent
Liberal and nonconformist politician. This chance has led to the survival of
an oft-quoted statistic that the school contained 90 scholars around
IB18-20. If this is true, it would have provided a significant amount of
employment in the way of servants’ work and boardin.g ou.t, the latter
because the premises do not seem to have been anything like big enough to

* Pigotand Company's Directory of Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire ete. (London, 1839),
Pp. 66-67, f {

" E. Carter, History of the county of Cambridge (London, 1819), pp. 188, 262; C. H.
5 » Haslory y of Cambridg

Cooper, Annals of Cambridge, IV (Cambridge, 1852), p. 186. The voluo :rd :.'mof
be gauged by the remembrance of as many as 20 malt wagons at a Mwmms&
Outside the Fox and Hounds at Barley on the old route, J. C. Wilkerson, £ ECE 2

Barley: Chronicle of an English village (Royston, 1969), p. 84.
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3c.,x»mmodatcm?w The headmaster died in 1825 and in 1831 pjs
:inetcﬁi"ﬁ‘ ::nmit{cd only 47 people, of whom 12 were servants, two
ousend 4

. ‘arver's own family, leaving a max;
teachers and nin¢ w:(c rnt;\:‘:éj::;‘c ages of six and ﬁflein we::l::;:‘ir
24 boys. In 1841, 11 :‘:: night, and by 1851 William Crole Cates .
in the sch00 O v on his farming activities. Even if the schoof was
‘mn“n“?:::iucnnd ISiO-ZO. it declined as Melbourn grew."
nmgxc‘::::mg to agricultural cmployment.. i ll; nece§s;ry t“l) consider the
possibility that labourers found work outsndre ¢ Eans % a e::;sl at certain
seasons. Substantial regular work in nearby panshes was probably out of
the question, through their being similar to Melbourn — open communities
with land divided between relatively small owners. The estates of the Eay
of Hardwicke at Wimpole (eight miles) and smaller estates at Newsells
Park (six miles). Clopton (nine miles) and Shingay-cum-Wendy (seven
miles) were the nearest obvious opportunities, but other large settlements,
including Barkway, Bassingbourn, Orwell and Royston were better placed
to supply them with labour.?

lunerant labourers, however. were not confined to their immediate
locality during the busiest seasons of the year. Oxfordshire labourers are
known to have gone into the Home Counties to work at the hay harvest,
where fodder was got on a large scale for London horses. One of the four
Mclbourn enumerators in 1841 recorded the absence of six men away at
this kind of work on June 6th, which implies a total of perhaps 20 men
working from home. Comparison with the parish registers and the 1851
coumeration reveals other absentees. notably a group of related horse
dealers and harness makers. who might have been with the haymakers, or
at a horse fai_r. or on a haulage contract. It is also known that labouress
from clay parishes in West Cambridgeshire helped with the corn harvestin
the chalk areas, where the corn was ready at an earlier date. One m@l

Son’g

= E dec'. Samucl “orl *
in; Cam re and ety no0™ 1888), p. 9; E. Porter, “Cambridgeshire school’s'
m:“dcf,;‘;'-b“"“s’! Life (St Ives, Cambs.), December 1968, paa W
cnumerations; Cambyid ndge University Library, A 3, p. 145; 1831 and 1841 Censs
University Litar fidgeshire Record Office, 296/Sp 39"Til.he = ~ambrid2e
2 Land tax assespmens, 2. cO™Stitution of Melbourn Parish ot P
Counties (Longon, 1846, “mbridgeshire Record Office; Post
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nly have come with the enclosure of the com
only astes” in

1839. The cnclnsu!‘c il'scll’ would create »
e of ‘-C"Cing‘ \ll(t‘hlll{_’, and |'()2|dn\llking. This is graphi ‘ﬂ"\,’ illus
by the traditional story ‘ " ploughman Lee, whe set out the ﬁrst-ho\lmlmted
mile and a halt fong with only one mark on the : s
guide hiuhn.""‘ ot
The elimination of fallow and the adoption of more scie
farming, some of it prosecuted from new farmsteads out in the fields
would make a more modest, but more permanent demand on labou.r‘
especially as it comneided with an upturn in corn prices. The 1851 ('cnsuq'
occurred at a tume when the llitchin-('umhridgc railway line was un(lcf
construction, bringing with it specialist workers from t':n} afield, but also
boosting the demand for labourers from n arby villages, including Mel-
bourn. On a long-term basis, the railway was important as a means of exit
for surplus agricultural labour, probably towards London, to which the
tradition of moonhight removals by donkey cart still survived in the carly
twentieth century.”® In 1846, the vestry meeting assisted three men to
emigrate to Canada, and in 1848 two families were sent to South Australia
and one family to Cape of Good Hope.*® In facilitating the movement of
fruit to the London market, the railway was instrumental in the large-scale
establishment of fruit farming, a crop requiring more labour than corn
farming, although much of the work was seasonal and capable of being
done, as now, by women and children *” Also in the fifties coprolite digging
began in the parishes immediately to the north and west of Melbourn. This
was a very labour-intensive occupation and it provided Cambridgeshire for
a few decades with a source of mineral fertilisers important in a specialist
corn-growing economy.®® Despite all these developments, Melbourn
reached its population peak in 1851, in itself a suggestion that life must
have been hard in the twenties and thirties, when employment prospects
and the means of migrating were so much less favourable.
In 1815, a poor population of 59, presumably wage-earners out of work,
was reported; in 1829 there were said generally to be 40 men and boys
employed at digging stones at half wages. At this date Melbourn had one of

mon fields and
heavy emporary demand i

arya
top of Goffer's Knoll to

ntific methods of

';" chr Mr A, J. Palmer, Cawdon House, Melbourn, whom I wish to thank for much other
¢ p

5 per Mr M. H, Stockbridge, 2 Orchard Road, Melbourn,
* Melbourn Town Book 11, pp. 160, 182. I should like to thank the Parish Clerk and the

Parish Council f. : : ilable to me. :
el & or making Town Books I and [l avasdable : fruit
7 LF Ward, West (‘.am[> bridgeshire fruit growing area: A survey of soils and

;&352;27 [Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries Bulletin, No 61] (London, 1933), P P

28 . AR Tt \ Rqﬂw;,
XXIR,('rove, “Coprolite mining in Cambridgeshire™, in: Agricultural History

(1976), pp. 36-43.
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the worst unemployment problems in the area. In 1834 180 labourers were
caid to be sufficient, but the village had a labouring population estimated
at 260 over the age of ten. Atany time there might be from two or three up
to 45 out of work, This statement implies that boys below a certain age were
not eligible for reliel, and possibly that some farmers were employing men
they could have done without, Elsewhere the report states that a labour rate
was being tried. This meant that (unemployed?) labourers were being
apportioned among occupiers in proportion 1o the rateable values of their
properties. Some of them were digging ground which could equally well
have been ploughed, but they were only receiving a picce rate based on the
estimated cost of ploughing. In the period March 1834 to December 1835,
possibly as an emergency measure in view of the anticipated change in
Poor Law administration, the vestry meeting gave orders for the digging of
1.598 cart loads of stone and gravel on the Heath, at the rate of three
shillings a load. Despite giving, Charles Wright, probably a boy of ten, four
shillings a week to take care of the stones during the 1834 harvest, 489 loads
were said to have been lost — “not greater than might reasonably be
expected under the circumstances of the case” (probably a reference to the
Heath being out of sight of the village and crossed by two turnpike roads).
The difficulties of employing men fruitfully in this way are further illus-
trated by the record of payments for stone still owing in October 1836 and
the fact of employing men to fillin the holes!"

There is plenty of evidence, then, of under- and unemployment, and this
together with (he wartime rise in corn prices had a calamitous effect on the
levels of poor reliet (Table 4). As Neale has emphasised,™ care must be
taken in choosing a base line from which to make comparisons over
period of time and there is little difficulty in demonstrating an improve-
ment of living conditions between 1800 and, say, the carly years of the New
Poor Law introduced after the 1834 Act, Estimates of per capita expendi-
ture are not easy to make for eighteenth-century Melbourn in view of the
absence of good demographic data, nor would these estimates necessarily

2 Melbourn Census enumeration 1841; Town Book 11, pp. |- - -

of l,ord's (.‘omx})iucc.nn [Labouring Poor, op. cit,, pp. 39&5-%8; :\%iggs: é}'ikrﬁi\?:l‘rg?xrs

:l))( thle) Seleet € -"mm“‘c? appointed to enquire into the education of the poor (PP, 1819,

Po!;r i | I'Sh:nm‘m reprint Poorer Classes, 3], p. 71; Report on the administration of the

boe 60?)“2'&' PhPE“d"; B l:'..r‘\nswcrs‘m rural queries, Pis 1111 PP, 1834, XXX-XXXH] pp:

LR, 100 cing the evidence of William Crole Carver, overseer for Melbourn. Pt Lof
s Lo rural queries contains answers to qq. 1-13, Pt11 to qq. 14-27, and Pt It

qq. 28-37, Each parish a ; : -
Melbourn, 49 fo‘: Bassil?gplfg\::l:‘.ncig.c _;«?‘me page incach Yolimo: SEARIS 60b, 60

ih?:’mon S ere are five parts altogether, also available 8
eale, “The standard of living”, loc. cit,, pp. 590-92, 602-03
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Table 4. Melbourn, poor relief 171 1830 £
per capita estimated expenditure (total pop
|\n-“|( lation), New pence per annym, i
1

171 |-?|"' 7
1721 “ 8
]-,‘.l-‘!'v 7
;“41--‘? 16
|'§l'~‘) 21
176170 21
«11.80 o
17718 3
BN i(t:
le.;sll ‘M 5”‘8'¢'}'tnr cslimates
|8 |- 10 50 1803 63
1811 .’.”. a8 AR
182130 ﬁ*ﬁ 1821 45
1£32-35 s 1531 46

« For these decades data ara available for the following numbers of years respectively: 3,8,%,9, 8- the

wnies is complete for other years,

ource: for all years to 1830, Melbourn Town Book I; for 1832.35. First Annual Report of the Poor
Law Commissioners. p. 402; the figures in the right-hand column are the estimates given in Answers
jo qural quenes, p Gl

prove anvthing if they were known to be perfectly accurate. Nevertheless,
the contrast between 1720 and the carly nineteenth century is too striking
10 be ignored.

The low levels of the carly eighteenth century probably reflect two
aspects of the relatonship between population and the agricultural eco-
nomy of the village. First, the agricultural demand for labour was probably
little different in the 1720's as compared with the 1820%s. The steep rise in
corn prices in the period 1795-1815 undoubtedly made it profitable to set
on more hands to do jobs that might be neglected in less balmy economic
conditions, but without enclosing the common field agriculture could not
g0 lorward beyond certain limits. Secondly and perhaps more 1mp0ftant-ly.
dccess 10 subsistence was almost certainly declining as population 1n-
Heased, a point to which we shall have occasion to return. ' 8
; Some dllempt must be made to compare Melbourn's expcnenc;wtl
":‘“ Ofother areas, In 1815, at the peak of national poor-relief expen ll;ll;:;
ICEL“ were nine other counties in which the proportion of tl'l‘e p:&“in R

*ed was higher than that in Cambridgeshire. In 1834 the JE 70 0
Pound at Melp TR rds. levied on the full ren
sty ourn was five shillings or upwards, , . which

alued in 1826 Thi iy ighbouring villages, in W

: 6. This was similar to many neig al
BUTES of abouy s ' ili hirds of the rent were usual
: OULSIX Lo nine shillings on two-thirds ¢ bre county average of
PR Talein the pound was 1/9d, compared with the



1/9%d and an average for England and Wales of 1/7d.3 Despite 1he
alarming trend shown in Table 4, Melbourn was, therefore, typical of much
of England at this time.

The manner of giving relief also needs to be analysed. The Town Books
contain the usual references o widows, the lame, funerals, bastard chil-
dren, hospitalisation and so forth, but the nub of the issue is whether or not
most of the relief took the form of an income subsidy, or whether it was for
the payment of men actually out of work, If the bulk of the extra expen-
diture represented an income subsidy, it could be said to have been
occasioned by the farmers’ reluctance to pay a living wage in a period of
high food prices and to indicate a determination on the part of the com-
munity to prevent the erosion of real wages. Unfortunately, the evidence
available from Melbourn is not very clear on this point, but what there is
does not suggest that incomes were safeguarded very effectively. Against
this, it should be noted that corn prices were much lower generally in the
1820's and 1830°s than they had been in the carlier, war, period, causing a
rise in the real value of static per capita expenditure on poor relief.*

The first date for which local information is available is well after the
crisis period of the war years, but the evidence could reflect practice over
several decades. In 1821, when wages outside harvest time were about 9-10
shillings a week, the magistrates sitting in Cambridge reckoned that 12
quartern loaves a week, costing 9/6d, should be allowed for families con-
taining four infants, with corresponding figures for other circumstances,
This scale was intended primarily as a means of regulating relief to men out
of work, but the possibility that it was also used as a scale for subsidising
incomes of employed men arises out of a statement made in 1829, again by

the magistrates, that income subsidisation (referred to as the making up of
wages) should cease. At Melbourn itself the overseers fell into line with this
policy, judging by statements made to the JPs in 1829 and to the Par-

* E.J. Hobsbawm and G. Rudé, Captain Swing (London, 1969), p. 76; Answers to rural
queries, op. cit,, pp. 60b, 49¢, 60c; Return showing population, annual value of property,

T;pfn?i;l;re. rate in the pound, total number of paupers relieved (PP, 1847-48, LILI), pp-
, 181-83,

* For a discussion of the distinction betw
Closkey, “New perspectives on the
becomes an academic one w
Power (o the effect that in C
in employment was prevale
tration of the Poor Laws, A
sce B, R. Mitchell and P, D
P- 470. I owe this reference

een income and wage subsidisation, see Me-
Old Poor Law”, loc. cit. The distinction, however,
hen one Is confronted with statements such as that by Alfred
ambridgeshire the making of allowances for families of thos¢
nl, bul' was nolt a direct aid to wages, Report on the admipls‘
ppendix A, Po1 PP, 1834, XXVIII), p. 24la. For corn prices
cane, Abstract of British Historical Statistics (London, 1971)
and other comments on poor relief to Mr Peter Grey.
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| nnrv(‘nmmissinn in 1834, and this may hel o
OIS, p

: P P toacco
- apitd expenditure on the poor between 1821 L oaantfor the fa) in
k‘: < J

: and [83] a2
wever, the balance between income Subsidies and all

ut of work, often i return for stone digging Of SOt
k. is seen to be much less crucial when the scale (;f'th. nf: pis ks
b ' rasured against the normal ine ¢ otal expenditure
o the PoOT S me Nnu1 g € normal incomes of (he labourers, |
1830 boys Were i"““(“"g_"'/ml 0 3/6d a week, single men (mos| you 'hr')
o 8/, and married labourers 9/ (o 12/  nising Occm'si):»;),;;l )
15/, In 1834 harvest {l’l.(l piece work at other times of the vcar‘énuk‘; B:c:Z
12/ to 14/~ a week. The average labourer was said o Jc;.m 523_35 er
vear, exclusive of small beer all the year and ale in harvest time, of Wh?ch
£3.5 would go on rent. The women and children could do occasional work
i harvest and glean for corn, the whole being estimated at a value of £5 per
annum per family. Set against an income, in cash and kind, of about £40
per year, the per capita levels of expenditure are seen
exactly to princely sums

el
H¢

men ¢

45 not amounting
perhaps of the order of £5 per family for all
pUrposes, if spent only among the agricultural labourers (cl. Table 4 with
Table 2 for 1831). Another way of expressing the same idea is to note that
when Joseph Campkin, the assistant overseer, paid “the labourers” £81
10/2%d in the winter of 1826-27, probably in a period of frost, this would
amount only to ten shillings cach, assuming about 160 adult labourers and
no payment for boys, ™
The standard of hving of early-Victorian Melbourn cannot be compared
with that of previous centuries with any precision, partly because of a shift
i emphasis between different income origins for the poorer part of the
population, Whereas in 1841 there was a considerable emphasis on wages
and poor relief, and apparently very little on subsistence and payments in
kind, the emphasis at, say, the end of the seventeenth century can be
supposed to have been the other way round. A ratio of no more than 34
farms 10 186 labourers in 1841 (Table 3) is a guide to the extent of the
proletarianisation of agriculture, In Cambridgeshire generally the rural
Proletariat emerged as early as the first half of the sixteenth century, but
how many of the labourers were entirely without access to arable or t©
B .
11134) 2 ;'31"7)1‘{)-;0;. The treatment of poverty in Cambricti)gcsl?irc :%S:)?r-w;‘t gg:‘m;;‘;dgg:
Answers l;Hun;l . H'()l'lsc ol Lords ’Commm?c on L‘:re(::::lt;wicc tl;e%iio rs caadend
0af ang Weighedqu:"e*' p- t:)j()b. A quartcr;x ll;)a wx:‘s l;,\;; e want: A social history of
g:cl ' Englang from rlg(l)g': su()) Laia) cf.d. ulflncrn;ondsw)"onh, 1968), p. 2.
Houge of Lords C 1o the present day (Ha 308: Answers 1o rural queries, pp:
5‘)&, 60b; To S Lommittee on Labouring Poor, p. ;

View (e ::uwn Book 1, 1826-27, Cambridgeshire Record Office, P LI7/8/1; of Rose
ow

New Poor
Lay® o ances were not generous, “The allowance system under the New S
L - l.'

especially pp. 619-20, ﬁ
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+is not pnss‘ihle to say. However, at the eng of {
LI Melbourn contained 125 households (at he ke
u-cmh.u,m\.ll'% 74y, of whom 31 were excused payment of tax, Ag g,
collection of : 'm-‘ in 1839 and the Town Book suggests ng alterggio
131 mmnmjl lliril.l , the eighteenth century, a ratio of one Cﬂmm;, 10 i
their nummlr |<m ”\{;’4 " Imssihlc~ If we assume that the 31 poor h()u‘::}:l
|.\chn‘:“n right.\ it would mean that 90- 100 households shared ”‘:Lda
of the better-off having more than one. This numpe, u?:
responds very closely with the |.1uml’fcf 0,' ]-]()'ll-“@h‘().l('h‘ pruch%ny all nop.
labouring, which cnjnycd grazing rights 'Im. lu)\»j in 1839.. lh.c Point of
these calculations is 1O show that the growth o.l po'pul_zmun in the Jage
hieenth and early nineteenth centuries nlzulc 1L quite impossible, given
common arable fields and wastes, for 41 326

Evep,
ilr!h.‘al
*1€ wey

comm

per hot
had no comli
l'ights. some

eig /
the arrangement of the ‘
houscholds of 1841 to enjoy the milk and meat supply that had thahly

heen taken for granted in the seventeenth century. In the debate aboyg e
standard of living in the carly nincteenth century, comparisons of this kind
with the situation two centuries before have been neglected, although they
may have been implicit in the contemporary arguments based on folk
mcﬁun‘y.""'

This line of thinking is reinforced by the penerally acknowledged growth
in the size of farms, another trend putting direct subsistence out of reach of
increasing proportions of the population. The importance of grazing for
cows is also demonstrated by the anxious promulgation of regulations in
1725, 1732 and 1758, and the expulsion in 1835 of cows belonging o
persons who did not have common rights for this purpose. In several
neighbouring villages enclosure was followed by a severe reduction in the
number of cows being kept, the implication being that some common
rights were not adequately compensated by land, or that non-common:
r.lgh( holders had been grazing cows, or both. At Waterbeach, in the fens
few miles north of Cambridge, for example, the number of milk cows had
gone down from 600 to 100 since enclosure, so the poor man had to existor
bread and potatoes. Ironically at Foxton, in the late eighteenth century, &

L““k C;)ffiollagcrs willing to put cows on the town pasture has been rec0
ut this could be interpreted as an inability to meet the capital outlay, &
much as an unwilling

ness to procure their own subsistence.*

K5y :
* Melbourn Uthe sury

\ - ' . . s C‘m-
bridgeshire Record Offi ¢y, Cambridge University Library; Enclosure award oo

g : . i
E179/244/23, § ¢e; 1841 Census enumeration; Hearth tax, Public ROCO“: gheﬂ‘
masters were an pl,'m)m‘ Contrasting communities, op. cit,, p. 33; Town )
% Town Book'}lc‘cﬂ ?ln'allcr elite of sizeable farmers. comme”
stream (London, {’g,;‘s-)c'ﬂoch. General view, pp. 58-60, 75, 80; R. Parken The B
London, 1830), ’p 19, PP. 208-09, 241; I. Denson, A Peasant’s voice © A
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o much besides the Possibility of fatheri
"Nh'-'::(h;n they may have been allowed 1 dig
‘\h‘!:‘:\ large number of ['.IC labourers, h()wc;’cl’. lived
“”“m'”} no gardens, nm‘l in 1829 Melboury Was reported 0 be
sanish in the Royston division where the laboy, (e i
by the house nor separate allotmenis By 1834 thic «iyo.. . Bardens
ameliorated, as the overseer reported that some of the
vicinity was let to l;l\hmu-cr.-'; N pieces of One quarter ¢ half
at £1 107 per acre, free of tithe and rates. Unless thig |
ficld that had been fenced off, there i unlikely to haye been large amounts
of it. as the smull. closes near the villugc would be at 4 Premium for ha !
poultry, and grazing durl'ng the winter, After the enclosure of 1839 thcré
may have been a substantial Increase, for the vicar stated in 1848 that he Jef
his enclosed glebe land to labourers “without a question as 1o their
religion”™. Yet the only surviving list of allotment holders (from 1858),
probably on a different picce of ground, contains only seven names, and
most of these were farmers and tradesmen, The difference that halfan acre
of land could make to a labourer's household ceonomy at this time is well
demonstrated by John Denson of Waterbeach, who showed that it was
possible, given favourable soil conditions, to live entirely off three acres of
garden ground 47
The Melbourn overseer of 1834, William Crole Carver, claimed that
labourers’ families subsisted on their carnings and were robust, but per-
haps William Burr, the churchwarden of Meldreth, the next village, was
ficarer the mark when he admitted that the labourers did not do very well,
living on bread and potatoes. The wholemeal flour of their period, when it
Yas not adulterated, contained much higher levels of protein than moder}l
flour and gleaning would have enabled families to acquire some of their
OWn  cereals directly, The importance of potatoes shomgld .also‘ be
“Mphasised, as they were a new crop in this period, they contain vitamin C
(1 common with fresh fruit) and their yield of nutritional value per acre is
Ereater than thay ofcereal crops. Both barley and potatoes could also be f::
::1) f;‘f{; of w’h{ch there were 600 in Mc.lbourn when crop r:‘mmtsostlrl:w
» but if labourers kept them it would be interesting

Y i al queries,

;;;;u :c of Lords Committee on Labouring Poor, pp. 398'99:3"3‘::]“ ‘;_072?1)9?:9%4‘
Peasany'ye " i98eshire Record Office, P 117/4/1, p. 12, Town Bo f allotments, see the
Y, ice, Op. ¢it, pp, iv-vi. For a comprehensive discussion ol &

thg L ) .
Plérby, ~ Barnett'in Land, labour and population.
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whereabouts, having T€g

rows,

ard to the cramped conditions of many tenemeny
<

\.v

Even accommodation for humans nn-m h;lw'c prcscnltlcq %01);lclh;rng uf a
problem in a period of poverty m.‘d rapidly rllsmg'vP“?P“ "‘."";: : e Morning
Chronicle at the mid century gives lmrrnwmg acuumts of housing con.-
ditions in the rural areas around Melbourn, including ub.\ohftc lack of
space, dampness, lack of sanitation, polluted water s.llPPl'c'* f" f"Cl: ‘El"
those conditions known so well in the contemporary urh:m scene, The
public conscience in Melbourn appears (o have first s'urrcd in 1847, when
the question of drainage of private yards into the puh‘hc roads was debated
by the vestry meeting. The minor landlords of open villages, of whom there
were many in Melbourn (Table 5), were notorious for the low standards of
their coll;'ngc property, built for profit in an age betore Pllhlic housing
ventures, when only the landlords of great estates could afford to regard
the building of cottages as a public service ™
In structural terms there were two main options open to a village like
Melbourn: either the larger farm houses could be split up into separate
dwellings or new small tenement cottages without significant outbuildings
or garden could be built, Both solutions were adopted by 1839, when the
tithe survey gives a good indication as to the types of property, especially
when used in conjunction with the enumeration of 1841, The option of
using farmhouses was more limited in Melbourn than in many parishes
which had been enclosed at an earlier date, where the building of new
farmsteads in the fields caused farmhouses in villages to become redun-
dant. Nevertheless, of the 54 better houses in Melbourn in 1841, at least
nine had been divided up between 22 households. Not less than 204 of the
326 houscholds lived in tenements or tenements combined with home-
steads, Tenements were the smallest size of cottage and all except 29 of the
204 households lived in accommodation where there was more than one
family under the same roof. Tenement rows of from three to thirteen units

** Answers to rural queries, p. 60b; Parker, The common stream, op. cit, p. 212

thompson, The making of the English working class, op. cit,, p. 347. E. Porter, Cam*

bridgeshire customs and folklore (London, 1969), p. 370, records the eating of blackbi

pie, nor should we overlook the possibilities of poaching,

Issltftf‘c:lslxxxn and XXXVIL in the Morning Chronicle, May § and September &

Wain anc ‘etters reprinted in The Victorian working class, ed. by P. E. Razzell and R. ¥
amwright (London, 1973); Town Book 11. p. 173; Gooch, General view, pp. 30-31-
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Table 5. Melbourn, owners of cottage property 1839.41

Description of owners Number Living in own Total
tenement tenements
owned
.'\cnrullmul labourers ) 0 %%
guilding trades 10 7 7
Farmers 11 54
Landlord cass (includes Melbourn
aarish and St Peter's College,
£‘umt~mly.c') 5 43
Others resident in Melbourn,
mainly tradesmen, craltsmen
and ImNu ans 17 9 “d
Others non-resident 6 s
59 26 295

For technical reasons the totals given here do not tally exactly with the text, where a stooter form of
house u'p.'rul.\llnn 1 quoted

Source: Tithe survey 1HA9) Census enumeration 1841,

gave shelter to at least 143 households or about 40 per cent of the popu-
lation *?

In South Cambridgeshire; clunch and clay bat, under roofs of thatch,
were the traditional building materials used by the small owners, who were
generally tradesmen or small farmers and only occasionally labourers.
Unlike the large-estate owners they could not afford to branch out into the
use of new. more durable materials, such as well-baked brick or Welsh
slate, Clunch is the name given to the harder chalk quarried from seams of
Melbourn rock in pits to the south-east of the village. Even these harder
forms of chalk cannot be left open to the full force of the weather, with the
result that such walls are plastered and look to the casual observer indis-
tinguishable from lath and plaster in a timber frame (of an earlier period)
or from clay-bat walls of a similar age.

Regarding the latter, the Melbourn tradition is that poorer folk would go
dgwn to the moor and dig out lumps of clay (chalk marl), which they mixed
with chopped-up straw, rags, cow and horse dung, and anything else that
came 1o hand, The resulting mixture was made up with “bats” into regular
blocks not unlike modern breeze blocks and stacked up to dry in the wind

w : .

s chmws enumeration 1841 and Tithe survey 1839, See also D. R. Mills, “The technique

HB“"!“’ repopulation: Experience from a Cambridgeshire village, 1841", in: Local

Ordznan. X1 (1978), pp. 86-97; English rural communities, chs 2. 3 and 10; J. Wood-
- The truth abount cottages (London, 1969),
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un. So the peasant could gain his materials Al Le ot ClangE
1e sun. He uel, expensive in a 1and devoid of coal and shory
d a farmer's cart 10 take the clay bats to

yment in kind, if he did not have his

and tl n
and he avoided the use of f

of wood. One imagines that he use
the site. receiving this privilege as a pa
own vehicle.

In the 1830°s very few laboure
but the small builders would not be

s owned their own houses in Melbourn,
above methods such as these. For a
village north of Cambridge (Willingham) there .ishu r.c;(;:(hgf léﬂz;l;rtr:rq
building houses of clay bats for themselves at a cost o'l =30, Or %35 for
one with two rooms and a chamber (upstairs room ).l _h'-* ‘5"""‘1 h‘_: achieved
by using about 1,000 clay lumps, the main cash outgongs being for normal
bricks l:> build the lower courses, fireplace and oven, and, Prc"'”"“‘h|}'~ for
timber and thatching *! :

The vital statistics of population n Melbourn can .'ulm_a hc. used to give
some indications of the style and quality of life. An analysis ol :lgt‘.\'.il( death
given in the burial registers of the parish church for the half century
]7‘)5-|845 gives an average (median) age at death of 33 for men and 31.5
years for women. These figures are almost certainly too high, since only 76
of the 690 deaths were of children under the age of one year. Melbourn
parents were very slow to baptise their children and this would preclude
some children from recewving a proper burial of the kind entered in the
register.**

This is not the place to enter into the debate as to the relative importance
of trends in birth and death rates in explaining the increase in population
during the Industrial Revolution, especially as some aspects of registration
at Melbourn were defective, However, there is some support for the idea
put forward by Tranter, working on data in Bedfordshire, the next county
to the west, that although infant mortality remained high, adult mortality
was lower than in earlier centuries, with the consequence that less families
were broken and completed family sizes could be bigger. Mean age at first
marnage at Melbourn (1780-1841) was very low — about 22 for women and
23 f().r men - and' second marriages appear to have been relatively few.
Despite the defective baptismal record, the mean size of 71 reconstituted

families in the same period was 5.69 children, compared with 6.16 for
England and Wales in 1861-69 and 2.11 in 1925.29 48

:; 1'3’§Hsorl',r‘ : Peasant's voice, pp, 28-29,
s, “The christening cus ' " : o : S
gregationalists ov £ custom in Melbourn", loe. cit, It is interesting that the Con

Y ercame the problem of buryin bapti i ing the
burial simply as the son or daughter of AB (lgthfr':rl\la?l‘:;;s.w by

BN “ ;
Ph.D. ihcg:"l‘;g() D"’m"smphlc~ ¢hange in Bedfordshire from 1670-1800” (Nottingham
197, +1700), pp. 358-59; E. A. Wrigley, Population and history (London, 1969), p.
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The mental picture of six children and two parents trying to exist in two-
room cottages with one chamber (the better sort of peasant house at
willingham) makes us aware of some of the reasons for high infant-mor-
tality rates, generally reckoned to be about 150 per 1,000 live births below
the .;1gc of one year, and about 300 below the age of five.** The high
infant-mortality rates and the preponderance of single-family households,
despite the shortage of housing, conspired to keep mean houschold size at
the relatively modest level of 4.84 persons in 1841 and close to the figure of
4.798 calculated for 100 English communities between 1574 and 1821
These figures included lodgers, servants and co-resident kin. The estimate
of the mean size of conjugal (or nuclear) families at the same date is
probably a few points on the high side at 4.71 persons, including the
(surviving) parents, because of the failure of the 1841 census always to
distinguish between children of the head of household and other children
of the same surname. After making allowance for this inflation, the Mel-
bourn figure still seems high compared with the English standard of 3.66
persons and may reflect the exceptional conditions of a youthful age
structure as much as the large size of completed families. The difference
between the labouring families (4.43) and the non-labouring families (5.17)
underlines the premium on space in the tenement cottages, for completed
family sizes at 6.1 and 5.9 respectively were very close, There would be
every incentive to send out teen-age children to work as servants in other
people’s households or, in the case of boys, to lodge at farms. '

There are certain respects in which the length and quality of life were
undeniably improved as compared with the seventeenth century. Plague
had died out in 1728, when “the brown rat had chased out the black rat
from the habitations of men in Western Europe, and the free-roaming flee
that had afflicted mankind with plague bacillus was exchanged for a
nest-loving flea which apparently disliked the flavour of human blood™ 46
Among other improvements in the control of disease were the disap-
pearance of crises of subsistence because of more efficient agriculture and
transport and the introduction of inoculation against smallpox in the last

“ R, E. Jones, “Infant mortality in rural North Shropshire 1561-1810", in: Population
Studies, XXX (1976), pp. 305-17, especially pp. 305, 308, 315, Thompson, The making of
the English working class, p. 361, quotes figures of 250 per 1,000 under age one and 500
per 1,000 for the age group 0-5 in Sheffield about 1840,

* Census enumeration 1841; Household and family in past time, ed. by P. Laslett and R.
Wall (1972), pp. 83, 87, 133, 214, 235, [ have used their Ratio 2 in these calculations, i.e.
number of households, excluding institutions (W. C, Carver's school) divided into total
population, to arrive at mean household size.

$0 J.l 5%- SClhambers, Population, economy, and society in pre-industrial England (1972),
PP- .
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quarter of the eighteenth century.*” The cottages of the early
century were probably no worse than lh9§e of PIOVIUGS Scnmhom,%
for the problems created by higher densities —a direct result of POPulatigy
growth unmatched by sufficient changes in the local economy. The lowey
mean age at death of women in Mclbourn as compared with men, 35
unusual statistic, suggests that deaths from consumption (mquh
worse disease for those who stayed indoors, and deaths due 10 d;m
were important causes of early demise. The gradual loss of direct subgj
tence over a long period, coupled with inflated corn prices and the rejyc.
tance of farmers to pay living wages when faced with a surplus of labourers.
combined to make it unlikely that Hodge (the farm labourer) received 5
fair share of the increased food supply his labours produced. However,
actual starvation was staved off by the overseers’ willingness to dip into the
ratepayers’ pockets and for the whimpering child a ha'porth (half-
worth) of Godfrey’s cordial (laudanum, opium) could be acquired from the
newly installed chemist.




