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PREFACE



It is hard to believe that I have been teaching and writing about family history for nearly thirty-five years. I’ve even managed to do a little of my own family tree. In that time I’ve found that there are two types of family historians, those who are starting out and those who have gone beyond the basics.


There are lots of books catering for beginners, but rather fewer for those who are, for want of a better term, more advanced. Some tend to be semi-academic or rather dully written. Presumably the authors thought the subject was a serious one, which deserved serious treatment. Well I don’t disagree – at least up to a point. However, for heaven’s sake, why not try a livelier approach and inject some fun and fascinating facts?


When I edited Ancestors Magazine for The National Archives, we carried out research into why people weren’t buying the magazine. The greatest obstacle was that people thought it was for advanced family historians. Which was true, but what was worrying was that many of our readers had been doing their family history for years, but still believed they were beginners. In some cases they probably had forgotten more about the subject than I have ever learnt. Perhaps it was some sort of inferiority complex. Stuff and nonsense: you don’t have to have a degree or diploma in the subject to be an expert.


So this book is not about the basics. If you are browsing in a bookshop wondering which book to buy for Auntie Beryl who has just begun the family tree, then – much as I, and my publisher, would like to take your money – there are better books out there, such as Karen Foy’s Family History for Beginners (The History Press, 2011). So we won’t be considering the census or civil registration, except perhaps in discussing why they were established in the first place or looking at alternatives.


Nonetheless, if you, or Beryl, has an enquiring mind and wants to know more about your family tree and the huge array of records you can use to find out about the various branches then I hope this book is for you. In it I’ll be pushing back the barriers, looking, for example, at new ways in which the internet can help your research, suggesting some unusual archives and records which might just transform your research, and looking at variants of family history around the world. Also, some of Britain’s top researchers will be contributing their thoughts about how to get the best from the resources at our disposal.
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A ‘cartwheel tuppence’ from the reign of George III. The penny and tuppence coins got their name from their size weight. (www.detecting.org.uk)
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Essex Record Office is one of the many new county archives which have opened in recent years. (Author’s collection)


Even so, I am very aware of the subjects that have not been covered, despite having written over 70,000 words. Some, like emigration and immigration, or records relating to the purchase, sale and ownership of land, are covered better elsewhere. I have also avoided extensive discussion about the army and navy, largely because I have written about their records elsewhere.


Surprisingly, finding anything about certain topics has proved almost impossible. Take jury lists, for example, which are often found with electoral registers. Many record offices have a selection of these records. What was the difference between the lists and the registers, and who was entitled to be a juror?


Family history is changing rapidly. New resources are released and new material digitised and placed online almost on a weekly basis. In addition, websites come and go. So far as I can make it, this book is accurate as of 15 August 2011. However, if the website has vanished, or the URL has changed, then Chapter 2 should be able to help.


I conclude, as Daniel Defoe did in his Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, that ‘all this relates to times past, and is an excursion which I shall atone for by making no more’.


Thanks to the experts who contributed the short essays which are found scattered through the book: Dr Nick Barratt, Ruth Davies, Emma Jolly and Chris Paton. Thanks also to Gill Blanchard and Celia Heritage, to my editors Katharine Reeve and Lindsey Smith, and the team at The History Press for seeing the book through to print, and above all to my wife Sylvia Levi whose labours allowed me to write the book.


Of course, all errors and omissions are mine.


Simon Fowler


Kew, August 2011



Useful Information


This section contains information that will crop up throughout the book and is given here to avoid needless repetition.


Websites


To save constant repetition of URLs in the book here are the main ones you will come across time and again in the text.









	i. Commercial data providers

	






	www.ancestry.co.uk

	Ancestry






	www.ancestry.com

	Ancestry (US)






	www.rootsweb.ancestry.com

	RootsWeb






	www.familyrelatives.com

	Familyrelatives






	www.findmypast.co.uk

	Findmypast






	www.thegenealogist.co.uk

	TheGenealogist






	www.genesreunited.co.uk

	Genes Reunited






	www.origins.net

	Origins






	www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk

	ScotlandsPeople






	ii. The National Archives

	






	www.nationalarchives.gov.uk

	The National Archives (TNA) main website






	
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents online

	DocumentsOnline






	www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a

	Access to Archives (A2A)






	www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon

	ARCHON (database of almost all archives in the UK)






	www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/nra

	National Register of Archives (The National Archives wiki)






	http://yourarchives.nationalarchives.gov.uk

	Your Archives






	iii. Other archives, museums and libraries

	






	www.bl.uk

	British Library






	www.lma.gov.uk

	London Metropolitan Archives






	www.sog.org.uk

	Society of Genealogists






	iv. Other genealogy websites

	






	www.cyndislist.com

	Cyndi’s List






	www.familysearch.org

	FamilySearch






	www.genuki.org.uk

	GENUKI (UK and Ireland Genealogy)






	v. Other websites

	






	www.google.co.uk

	Google






	http://en.wikipedia.org

	Wikipedia








Money


Almost nobody under the age of 50 can remember Britain’s pre-decimal currency. However, as you will find figures in a wide range of documents it can be useful to know a bit more about it. Before February 1971 the pound was divided into shillings and pence. There were 20 shillings to the pound and 12 pence to the shilling (or 240 pence in a pound). The pound was often abbreviated as l for libra (or pound in Latin), the shilling as s (Latin soldus) and penny as d (Latin denari). In addition, there were a number of other coins, including the guinea (21s or £1 1s), mark (8s 4d), crown (5s), half-crown (2s 6d), florin (2s), groat (4d) and farthing (¼d).


It is impossible to answer the question ‘how much was that worth’, because we live in a world of unimaginable affluence where items that were once very expensive are now cheap. A book in Stuart England, for example, might have cost an agricultural labourer a week’s wages, but now it might take him just two or three hours’ work to buy even an expensive hardback. However, if you want rough equivalents The National Archives provides a currency converter at www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency. You can even download this as a free app to your smartphone. The best guide to this complex subject is Lionel Munby’s How Much is that Worth? (British Association for Local History, 1989).


Dates


The calendar used by our ancestors was slightly different to the one we are familiar with. You may need to be aware of this when looking at old documents. In medieval times it was customary to date documents by the saint’s day on which they were signed or came into force. Alternatively, many official documents, including Acts of Parliament, are dated by regnal year; that is the year of the monarch’s reign in which the document was compiled. Thus a document of 1600 might be dated ‘in the forty-second year of Elizabeth’ or something similar. The regnal year begins on the anniversary of the monarch’s accession to the throne (in the case of Elizabeth I, 17 November 1558). Sometimes the regnal year is abbreviated to 42 Eliz I, particularly when describing Acts of Parliament. The use of regnal years began to die out in the late eighteenth century, but it was extremely common before then.


In addition, until 1752 the civil, ecclesiastical and legal year began on 25 March, nearly three months later than the calendar year. For dates in the intervening period, the historical year will therefore be different from the civil or legal year. Clearly, for dates between 1 January and 24 March, the civil year is one less than the historical year. To avoid confusion, such dates are often written as 1 January 1750–1 or 1 January 1750/1.


In addition, there were four quarter days when it was customary to settle accounts and many contracts, such as the hire of servants, were often begun then. In England, Wales and Ireland the quarter days were Lady Day (the feast of the Annunciation) on 25 March; Midsummer Day (St John the Baptist), 24 June; Michaelmas (St Michael and All Angels), 29 September; and Christmas Day. In Scotland, the traditional quarter days (or term days) were Candlemas (the feast of the Purification), 2 February; Whitsunday (Pentecost), 15 May; Lammas (Long Mass, or the feast of First Fruits), 1 August; and Martinmas (St Martin), 11 November.


Good introductions to the subject can be found at www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/palaeography/quick_reference.htm and www.medievalgenealogy.org.uk. A regnal year calculator is available on the Canadian Ancestry Solutions website (www.ancestrysolutions.com), together with a list of saint’s days. Even so, the best guide remains C.R. Cheney and M. Jones (eds), A Handbook of Dates: For Students of British History (Cambridge University Press, 2000).


Chapter Endnotes


This book has many endnotes. I know that it can be irritating to keep referring to the end of a chapter, but persevere, it is worth it. In particular they provide additional information so you can find out more if you are interested, such as website addresses and books, as well as explanatory material which did not seem suitable to include in the main body of the text.


Finding Records


Once you have exhausted the basic resources of births, marriage and death records, censuses, wills and service records (most of which are now online) the temptation is to assume that there is nothing else available. This could not be further from the truth. There are lots of sources which do not get the attention they deserve from family historians, although it has to be said that on the whole the additional information they provide on individuals may be limited and they can be difficult to use. These sources are what will largely be discussed in this book.


Apart from knowing what is available, the other problem is finding out where they are to be found. After all, there are over 2,000 archives in the United Kingdom. Fortunately, this is much less difficult than might be imagined. Contact details of almost all archive services within the British Isles are on the National Archive’s ARCHON database. You can search by name of repository, by place or by county.1


There are several national catalogues to the records themselves. The easiest to use, and most detailed, is Access to Archives (A2A), which contains catalogues from over 400 archives across England with individual item descriptions. Unfortunately, many of the cataloguing projects were done on a regional basis, so some areas are better covered than others, although one of the most useful sources for family historians – quarter sessions – is included in its entirety. There are also less complete equivalents for Wales and Scotland.2


An alternative is the National Register of Archives (NRA), which provides descriptions of collections held at local record offices. However, unlike A2A, it does not contain descriptions of individual items within collections, although a set of catalogues supplied by local record offices can be found in the Open Reading Room at Kew. The NRA is particularly useful if you are trying to trace records of a particular company, charity or institution, or papers of an individual. For example, it lists some thirty sources for the papers of Neville Chamberlain, ranging from the major collection at Birmingham University to correspondence with politicians of the day and letters to C.J. Wainwright of the Royal Entomological Society. You can search the register by organisation or company, name, family name or place. The National Archives website also hosts several more specialist databases. The Hospital Records Database lists the whereabouts of hospital records, including patient and staff records, and the Manorial Documents Register identifies the location and nature of manorial records, although not everything from the register is online yet, so you may have to use the typescript indexes at Kew. The records noted here include court rolls, surveys, maps, terriers and other documents relating to the boundaries, franchises, wastes, customs or courts of a manor, but not title deeds.3


For particular subjects or geographical areas there may be more specialist lists of repositories, where you can find additional information and resources. For archives within Greater London it is worth checking out AIM25, which ‘provides electronic access to collection level descriptions of the archives of over one hundred higher education institutions, learned societies, cultural organisations and livery companies’. If you think the information you want is at a university library then the Archive Hub may be the place to try as it has details of holdings of 200 academic institutions. There are also more specialist databases. Genesis is a project which allows users to cross-search women’s studies resources from museums, libraries and archives. The Artists’ Papers Register describes ‘papers of artists, designers and craftspeople held in publicly accessible collections in the United Kingdom and Ireland’. Meanwhile, MUNDUS provides a gateway to missionary collections (both missionary societies and to missionaries themselves). For the army, the Army Museums Ogilby Trust provides details of regimental museums and their archives.4 Remember that catalogues are unlikely to mention your ancestor by name. That does not, of course, mean that they cannot be found in the records, however.


Many record offices provide online catalogues. Unfortunately they are often fairly daunting to use, requiring a great deal of patience and lateral thinking to get anything from them. In general it is a good idea to consult any help pages available on the website or in the reading rooms. Also, don’t forget the chances are that not everything appears on the catalogue (and it may be almost impossible to find out what has yet to be added). In Worcestershire, for example, just over half of the record office’s holdings aren’t yet available digitally, including most privately deposited material.5


Finally, it is important to be aware that, increasingly, records which were either open or would normally be open are being closed for extended periods because of concerns over the protection of information held about individuals, even those who are long dead. In Powys, for example, the Information Commissioner in March 2011 advised that school registers at the local record office be closed for 100 years to protect former pupils. Although at the time of writing the implications are uncertain, the decision may well affect similar records relating to individuals held elsewhere. Such concerns will also restrict material that will appear online. Conversely, however, you may be able to submit a Freedom of Information request to have material released early. There are restrictions on what you can request, but it is an avenue which may be worth exploring if you know exactly what you want. There have been some notable successes in this field. In particular Guy Etchell, a respected genealogical researcher, persuaded the Information Commissioner that the 1911 census should be opened early, which it was in 2009 rather than in 2012, as the General Register Office had argued.6


Notes


  1  www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archon.


  2  www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a; www.archivesnetworkwales.info; www.scan.org.uk.


  3  www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/nra; www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/hospitalrecords; www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/mdr.


  4  www.aim25.ac.uk; http://archiveshub.ac.uk; www.londonmet.ac.uk/genesis; www.apr.ac.uk; www.mundus.ac.uk; www.armymuseums.org.uk. Peter Higginbotham also mentions the major sources relating to workhouses at www.workhouses.org.uk.


  5  The Annual Report of the Worcestershire Record Office 2009/10, p. 10. Available at www.worcestershire.gov.uk/cms/pdf/2009-10web5.pdf.


  6  For more about this see the Information Commissioner’s decision notice of 9 April 2011 at www.ico.gov.uk/~/media/documents/decisionnotices/2011/fs_50314844.ashx. Advice about Freedom of Information is at www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/foi/default.htm. It is a simple procedure and well worth trying if you are trying to get to a particular file that has yet to be released. I have successfully applied to have several files released early for clients, most notably a couple of rather disappointing police files about the Croydon airport bullion raid of 1937.





Chapter 1


ADVENTURES IN THE STACKS


There are a huge range of records available which contain material that might add something to your knowledge of your ancestors and the world they lived in. Many records are well known and well used, like the census or army service records, but most are hardly used by researchers. In this chapter we will look at three different sets of records that may well mention your forebears: council records, records of occupations and records of organisations. I’ll almost guarantee that you will find a new lead or two here to follow up.


Council Records


Volumes of council minutes can be found on the shelves in many archive reading rooms. As well as being decorative they are a surprisingly useful genealogical resource, with many thousands of names. You might be able to find material about councillors and council workers, as well as about ordinary citizens who were affected by the decisions made by the council, such as the award of a scholarship to a grammar school or removal to a new flat under a slum clearance scheme. It is a shame that these records are not better known because there is a fair chance that your ancestors will appear in the minutes, or if you are interested in the history of your house there may well be entries about that as well.1


The history of British local government goes back to medieval times and the earliest records date from then. In York, one of England’s oldest cities, for example:




The civic archives begin with the Henry II charter in 1155. The York Memorandum Book is the earliest record of Council meetings and provides an unparalleled view of life in 14th and 15th century York. From 1476 to the present day we have a record of every single meeting of the City Council in a continuous series of House Books & Minute Books.2





Local government was arguably at its most important in the eighty or so years from the 1860s, when councils began to tackle the social evils that lay all around. Public health was improved with the introduction of sewerage and the worst slums were demolished. Schools and colleges were built to provide an education for children. Libraries were opened and trams ventured on the paved and tarmacked roads. The most visible sign of this confidence is the town halls, which still dominate the skyline in many northern cities. Sidney Webb once described the scope of local government by imagining a town councillor who would:




walk along the municipal pavement, lit by the municipal gas and cleansed by the municipal brooms with municipal water, and seeing by the municipal clock in the municipal market place that he is too early to meet his children coming from the municipal school hard by the county lunatic asylum, and municipal hospital, will use the national telegraph system to tell them not to walk through the municipal park, but to come by the municipal tram to meet him in the municipal art gallery, museum and library, were he intends to consult some of the national publications in order to prepare for his next speech in the municipal town hall …3





Councils varied greatly in size from parishes and rural district councils, which might only have a few thousand people in their area, to the London County Council, which had an economy larger than those of many European states. Powers were shared between rural district, urban district and borough councils, which dealt with most local matters, and county councils, which were responsible for countywide services such as education, roads and libraries. In addition, there were eighty-three county boroughs – mostly large towns and cities – which had all the powers and responsibilities of county councils.4


Councils were, of course, directed by councillors assisted by increasingly professional officers such as the chief clerk and medical officer of health. Councillors came from a variety of backgrounds. In the smaller rural councils they tended to be local landowners; in urban areas, a mixture of professional men and tradesmen. An increasing number of women and working-class men were elected, although the Labour Party only became a force in local politics in the 1920s. Even so, local politics remained largely non-partisan. Councillors were also more involved in the everyday running of the council than would be expected today, investigating cases of need and providing help, either from their own pocket or from local charities, where necessary. The best place to research councillors is through local newspapers. It is also worth checking whether the local studies library or record office has collections of election literature, as these can make for fascinating reading.5
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Manchester Town Hall is perhaps the greatest of all British Victorian civic centres. The architectural self-confidence is also reflected in the historic records. (Julius Tik/Wikipedia)


Councils were traditionally run by committees, with a committee for each function – education, public health and so on – reporting to the full council, which only met a few times a year. In addition, there may be ad hoc committees set up to deal with particular problems, such as war relief in the First World War or air-raid precautions in the Second. Discussions at these meetings were likely to be reported by local newspapers, but the decisions themselves, together with any reports from officials or sub-committees requested by the committee, were recorded in the minutes. Until the 1970s, at least, these minutes were printed and bound, generally with one volume a year or one for each quarter. They are also well indexed with the names of individuals or the addresses of properties under discussion. So it is easy to go through them year by year to see whether your ancestor or house appears. The amount of detail varies depending on the size of the authority and the importance of the committee. Minutes of full council meetings are likely to be less informative than those of the committees or sub-committees. Again, the smaller the authority the more likely you are to find out about individual people or properties. Another factor is the type of committee: those which had direct responsibility for staff, such as the Education Committee, might well record the appointment, promotion and resignation of staff. Minutes of other committees could include lists of payments to local contractors, possibly for resurfacing roads or painting council houses.


For example, Twickenham Borough Council’s Education Committee agreed on 30 December 1926 to the appointment of Miss Kate Piercy to Trafalgar School Girls’ Department as an assistant teacher. They accepted the resignation of Mr W.R. Buxton as a school attendance officer. He had been on a salary of £162 per annum. The other officers were Mr A. Wooldridge on a salary of £150 and Mr H. Winslet, £75 (half time). It was also agreed to recruit a new school attendance officer and general enquiry officer at a salary of £180, ‘with an allowance of £4 per annum for the provision of a bicycle’. Mr Wooldridge’s salary was to be increased to £160 from April and he was to be offered incremental increases of £10 until his salary reached £200 plus £4 allowance for a bicycle.6


As well as minute books there may well be reports, maps and plans, correspondence and photographs. They are more likely to survive for the larger authorities. Hundreds of thousands of files created by the London County Council (LCC) survive, for example, at the London Metropolitan Archives. At the other end of the scale, only four minute books, dating between 1894 and 1934, and a finance ledger for 1930 to 1934 survive at the Essex Record Office for Belchamp Rural District Council, which looked after two-dozen parishes in northern Essex. Such files can cover all aspects of a council’s activities, from planning to public assistance via policing and licensing to libraries. They are generally arranged by departments or committees. Online catalogues or the Access to Archives database may be able to help; otherwise you should to talk to staff at the county record office where the records are kept. More recent records may still be with the council itself, so you may need to contact them directly. In addition, files relating to particular individuals, for example applicants for university scholarships, are likely to be closed for seventy-five years or longer, although you may well find a summary in the minutes.7


Over the years councils gained new powers (or had them taken away). As the Poor Law withered from the 1890s, in many places the boards of Poor Law guardians became little more than adjuncts of the local council. Thus it is not surprising that when the guardians were finally abolished in 1930, their responsibilities for workhouses were largely transferred to local authorities, where they were renamed public assistance institutions. However, they lost control of the hospitals they had run, often former workhouse infirmaries, to the new National Health Service in 1948. In addition, they maintained local registry offices in association with the Registrar-General and the General Register Office in Somerset House. Councillors also kept a kept a close eye on the police through police committees and were involved in a host of other initiatives set up by central government, such as pension committees which administered the new system of old-age pensions when they were introduced in 1908. All this is reflected in the records.


Related Records




School Log Books and Registers


Some of the most used records at local record offices are school log books and registers. Introduced in 1862, log books are a weekly record of occurrences at the school compiled by the head teacher. Even if the individual child does not feature (and it is unlikely they would unless they were being punished for some misdemeanour) you can get a fascinating glimpse of their experiences, such as school trips, sports days, mass absenteeism during harvest time, when the children would help bring the harvest in, and wakes week, when industrial towns went en masse to the seaside. The arrival and departure of teachers is generally also given and there may be comments about their behaviour. Registers are less informative, being a note of attendance day by day, although occasionally explanations of absence are given.8


Some log books or registers may have been retained by the school, so you may have to contact them directly. Records may be closed for seventy-five years or longer.


Electoral Records


Councils were responsible for maintaining electoral registers. These registers are often suggested as a source for family history. However, rather like telephone directories, they generally only confirm what you know already. Occasionally they might provide additional information about how the individual is eligible to vote. This is normally because they were a rate payer or they paid a certain amount of rent each year. Most local studies libraries or archives have runs of these registers back to 1871, when they were first kept, although there may well be gaps. The British Library has sets of electoral rolls from 1948, which are being digitised by Findmypast and should be online during 2012.9





Occupations


Of course the majority of our ancestors worked. However, with some exceptions it is very hard to find out very much about their time in the workforce. In part this was because most people were paid cash-in-hand, so the only records which might help are cashbooks maintained by factories, farmers or shopkeepers, and few of these survive. Information about individuals who worked in the large industrial concerns, which employed hundreds of the thousands of our ancestors by the end of the nineteenth century, is also hard to come by. One exception is for railway and Post Office records, many of which are online at Ancestry.10


Flora Thompson described how the men of Juniper Hill (Lark Rise) were paid:




On Friday evenings when work was done, the men trooped up to the farmhouse for their wages. They were handed out of a window by the farmer himself and acknowledged by a rustic scraping of feet and pulling of forelocks … he was not a bad-hearted man and had no idea he was sweating his labourers. Did they not get the full standard wage with no deductions for standing by in bad weather? How they managed to live and keep their families on such a sum was their own affair.11





However, it is possible to find out about those in the services and some trades, like dockyard works and the Metropolitan Police, where records survive because they were being paid from the public monies, which had to be accounted for. As a result, most records we now use to research soldiers or dockyard artificers – certainly for men before the mid to late nineteenth century – relate to the payment of wages and pensions and individual entitlements to them. Army and navy musters, for example, recorded payments to soldiers and sailors together with any deductions taken from their already low wages. In Nelson’s navy this might have included ‘slop clothes [basic uniform], trusses for ruptures, buying of dead men’s clothes, hammocks and wages remitted ashore’. In addition, there are voluminous pension registers recording the payment of pensions month by month. Also, service records contain detailed figures of the exact number of days a man served, and where he served, to aid calculation of the pension to which he was entitled.12


Another two exceptions to this lack of information are as follows. Firstly, trades and professions where applicants had to demonstrate their eligibility to join and sometimes pay a fee to maintain their membership, whether they were bakers, barristers or brewers, tend to be recorded. Secondly, a reasonable number of people had to buy a licence in order to undertake particular trades, such as victuallers’ licences which had to be acquired by anybody wanting to run a public house. If the landlord kept a ‘disorderly house’, as the phrase was, then the magistrates could take the licence away. Thus, where they survive the records can reveal something about the individual and his background.


In general the best source for researching occupations may be the census returns between 1841 and 1911, where there should be a description for each man, woman and child. The least detailed entries are for 1841, when only the briefest of entries might be given, with the most informative in 1911, in which you can get a fairly good idea of what each individual did. From 1851, you may come across entries for employers indicating how many people they employed, such as ‘Baker (master employing 4 men, 2 women)’ or how much land they farmed, such as ‘Farmer of 220 acres (employing 11 labourers)’.13


Over 1.5 million separate occupations are recorded in the 1881 census for England and Wales, for a population of 26 million, although many represent slight variations. Agricultural worker, agricultural servant and agricultural labourer, for example, were very similar. Also, a few people had a unique occupation, such as the man who claimed to have been a ‘retired opium smuggler’, but many reflected the specialist nature of particular trades and industries. Potteries around Stoke-on-Trent, for example, employed a huge range of specialists each with their own seemingly bizarre name, from ‘ark man’ to ‘wedger’, via the ‘glost rubber’ and, everybody’s favourite, the ‘sagger bottom knocker’.14


Men and women might well have had several jobs at the same time, which helps to explain why an individual’s occupation can change widely between censuses and on certificates. Keepers of alehouses often combined running the pub with work as a small tradesman or carpenter, using earnings from the licensed premises to supplement the family income. Occasionally multi-occupations are given in the census returns. In the 1881 census Matthew Woollard found many combinations, including: ‘Publican & Pheasant Breeder’, ‘Shoe Maker & Coal Merchant’, ‘Grocer & Chairmaker’ and, dubiously, ‘Butcher and Rat Catcher’.15


There was also a class of people who were at best semi-employed, although it is hard to identify these people from the census. No Victorian town scene was without its half-starved ‘idler’ trying to make ends meet by looking after horses for an hour or two¸ carrying bags or wearing a sandwich board while walking the streets. In the Soul of London, published in 1905, Ford Madox Hueffer describes one such unfortunate:




In a patch of shadow left in a vacant space, you will hardly make out the figure of a forlorn figure standing still. With a pendent placard on his chest, announcing one of the ills of the flesh, he offers for sale things you would think nobody would want to buy, or indistinguishable quavers of melody that nobody could stay to hear.16





In the early 1890s the social researcher Charles Booth found that about 35 per cent of Londoners fell into the category of the unemployed or semi-employed. Out of the eight classes he identified on his famous poverty map, three had no secure employment. In particular, families in class C were:




Intermittent earning. 18s to 21s per week for a moderate family. The victims of competition and on them falls with particular severity the weight of recurrent depressions of trade. Labourers, poorer artisans and street sellers. This irregularity of employment may show itself in the week or in the year: stevedores and waterside porters may secure only one of two days’ work in a week, whereas labourers in the building trades may get only eight or nine months in a year.17
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The entry for William Horne ‘Butcher and Rat Catcher’ in the 1881 census. (TNA RG 11/1526 f106, p2/Findmypast)


One of the few records relating to employment that may be available is the apprenticeship indenture, which bound young men (or occasionally women) to a master for a number of years in order to learn a trade. Once they had passed to the satisfaction of the master or the guild which regulated the trade they could ply their trade as journeymen, before eventually becoming masters themselves if they were wealthy or skilled enough. It was a simple system which developed in medieval times and continues to operate, to a degree, today.18


Apprenticeships were regulated by the Statute of Artificers of 1563, which forbade anyone to enter a trade without having completed one. They served the purposes of not only teaching a trade, but also of helping to ensure a supply of trained labour and keeping adolescents under control. The statute was revoked in 1814, although the system was already beginning to decline as a result of the Industrial Revolution. The apprenticeship indenture was a legal document that regulated the duties to be performed by both parties and agreed a premium for the master to take on the apprentice, to be paid by the child’s parents or, in the case of paupers, by the overseer of the Poor Law. The amount paid varied depending on the importance or skills of the trade, from £3 for farming to £250 to become a stationer.19 Depending on the trade, the term of the indenture was usually five or seven years. During the time the boy would receive board and lodging, and would agree to keep his master’s secrets and obey his commands. In effect he was becoming a member of a new family. In addition, the new apprentice agreed that:




Taverns and alehouses he shall not haunt: dice, cards or other unlawful games he shall not use; fornication with any woman he shall not commit: matrimony with any women he shall not contract. He shall not absent himself by night or by day without his master’s leave, but be a true and faithful servant.20





Relations between masters and apprentices varied greatly. A very large proportion of boys, perhaps half, failed to complete their indentures for a variety of reasons. Inevitably over such a long period, the boy might change his mind about his choice of career. Plus, apprentices were often treated as little more than slaves, particularly pauper apprentices about whom nobody cared very much. The French traveller Henri Misson, who visited England in the first decade of the eighteenth century, noted: ‘An apprentice is a sort of slave, he wears neither hat nor cap in his master’s presence … All he earns is his masters.’ However, there is always two sides to each story: Daniel Defoe believed that apprentices were getting uppity, writing that they could barely rouse themselves ‘to open or shut the shop-windows, much less to sweep the shop or warehouses … and are often pleas’d to come home in drink. Which also their masters have scarce the authority to resent or question them about.’21


There is no nationwide record of masters and pupils. The nearest comes between 1710 and 1811, when the government levied a stamp duty on indentures. Lists of the masters and apprentices are at The National Archives, but the records are by no means complete because there was widespread evasion and no duty was paid on indentures involving pauper children. Indexes can be found on Ancestry and Findmypast, which show the master, his trade and the name of the apprentice.22


Otherwise, you really have to know the approximate date of the indenture and more particularly where it took place and what the trade the pupil was apprenticed to. In London and other large cities, until well into the eighteenth century, most trades were regulated by guilds or livery companies. The earliest guilds were established in the fourteenth century to regulate trade through price controls and the number of master tradesmen; maintaining a reasonable level so that all could make a reasonable living. They also ran schools and almshouses for members and their families. Apprentices in London before 1800 were almost certainly bound over to a freeman of a livery company. Surviving records of companies are with the London Metropolitan Archives. Here you are likely to find apprentice binding books, which record the details of apprentices, their parish of origin and father’s name, together with the freemen who taught them their skills. Also of use are the registers of freemen and other records about the admission of young men to the guild after the completion of their apprenticeship. Many volumes of apprenticeship abstracts between 1442 and 1850 have been indexed by Cliff Web and are now available on Origins. They are also available in a series of booklets published by the Society of Genealogists.23


Outside London it is more difficult, but where records for local guilds survive they are likely to be at local record offices. One exception is Sheffield’s Cutler’s Company in Hallamshire, which has its own records, including apprenticeship records, from the date of its foundation in 1624. In addition, a number of archives, as well as the Society of Genealogists, have collections of original indentures.24


Occasionally disputes between master and apprentice came before the quarter sessions, or in London at the Middlesex county sessions or the Lord Mayor’s court. Surprisingly few apprentices appeared before the Old Bailey. One case was of Nicholas Bradshaw, who was sentenced to be hung in 1678 for clipping coinage. In sentencing the Lord Mayor told him:




But the truth of it is, the Apprentices of London have got such a Trade of abusing their Masters by Clipping, and such tricks, which they are encouraged to by a pack of Goldsmiths Men, who are fit for their purpose, that if some of them be not made Examples, it will be the ruine of many. It is a disease that will run through the whole Flock.25





The modern equivalent is the royal colleges and other professional bodies protecting the interests of their members, providing continuing training and opportunities to meet and share experiences. Most maintain extensive libraries and archives primarily for members, but often non-members can get access or have research done on their behalf. The Institute of Electrical Engineers, which was founded in 1871 as the Society of Telegraph Engineers, is typical. There is a page about family history on its website, which says:




The Archives contain many sources for family historians. We have some information on our members, although the amount generally depends on the member and how much they were involved in the Institution. We have information on eminent engineers who left their archives to the Institution and on those who were involved in major engineering developments.





There are membership applications from 1871 to 1901 and printed lists of members thereafter. In addition, there are collections of photographs and papers of individual electrical engineers, including George Vincent Fowler (no relation). What they don’t have are many obituaries of members.


Rather more romantic is the Royal Geographical Society, which has splendid premises near the Albert Hall and an excellent library and archives devoted to the exploration of the world from the society’s foundation in 1830. The journal contains detailed obituaries of members, many of whom were eminent explorers. Both Livingstone and Stanley, for example, were members (and there are collections of their papers). A key family history resource is the fellowship certificate, which records the date of election and other relevant information about a candidate, together with the names of proposers and seconders, qualifications and addresses. Also, there may be personal papers, records of the expeditions members organised and a large collection of maps, books, photographs and other material.26


At times licences have been required for, among others, slaughterhouse keepers and butchers, corn dealers and pedlars, gamekeepers and hackney cab drivers. Where they survive, and survival is patchy, the records are generally to be found in quarter session records at local record offices. You may be lucky to find a recognisance, which is basically a bond that guaranteed that the holder was of good character, or copies of the licence itself. Otherwise, names and addresses might be recorded in a register or even on scraps of paper. They are rarely indexed.27


The licences that most often survive are for inns and taverns, which have had to be licensed by magistrates since 1552. Technically, the licences are for premises and not for individual publicans, and it is certainly helpful to know the name of the pub as the records tended to be arranged in this way. In addition, publicans had to declare that they would not keep a ‘disorderly house’ and prohibit games of bowls, dice, football and tennis. These declarations were called recognisances or bonds. Few records survive from the seventeenth century, but an act of 1753 enforced the keeping of such registers, so most counties have some material from the late eighteenth century. The system fell into abeyance between 1830 and 1871, when all ratepayers were given the right to run beer houses on the payment of 2 guineas for a licence and petty session clerks were no longer required to keep licences. Earlier registers may just give the name of the licensed premises, the landlord and possibly an address. After 1871 they often give the name of the licensee, the parish in which he lived, the inn sign (the name of the pub) and the names and occupations of two guarantors who vouched for the applicant’s probity. Within the records there may also be correspondence, copies of bonds and notes that might contain other information. Using newspapers and other sources it might be possible to build up a reasonable picture of a publican’s career.28
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