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Preface


If the national census is a snapshot of the British Isles taken every ten years, it proves that cameras sometimes lie. The lens is not always in focus and the photographer’s hand occasionally shakes.


That should not surprise us. A survey which since the beginning of the nineteenth century has attempted to offer basic biographies of tens of millions of people cannot be expected to achieve total accuracy. As those biographies are based on autobiographies, on individuals’ accounts of their own and their families’ and their lodgers’ life stories, the potential for distortion is amplified.


Not everybody is who they claim to be. People forget. People also fib about their job, their marital status and their age. Some people – not many, but some – evade offering their autobiographies to the authorities. Some people are ignored. In 1851, for instance, was every urchin in every East End rookery counted? In 2011, was every person trying to catch some hungry sleep in a London shop doorway recorded by a census enumerator?


The surprise is more that the British census has, over its 210 years, managed to document what can best be called the nature of the population of the United Kingdom with a remarkably high level of accuracy. Its success can be understated; its achievements taken for granted. That success is due largely to its honest and reasonable subjects who, by and large, have been given no overwhelming reasons to mistrust or conceal themselves from their governments.


It is also thanks to a certain national genius for imaginative organisation. The British are fond of presenting themselves as muddling amateurishly along while such people as the Germans are contrarily obsessed by neatness, clarity and order. Much, although not all, of British history suggests that the opposite is true. Those consummate, dedicated and insatiably curious social statisticians and national census-takers John Rickman, William Donnelly, George Graham, William Farr and William Dunbar were from the British Isles, not Bavaria.


One result has been a series of decennial surveys which are a uniquely dependable historical source: possibly the most reliable such resource in the world. That was once a guarded secret of professional and academic historians. In the age of the internet, when virtually every surviving and permissible census return and report is accessible online, it has become a popular delight.


This book is the result of a realisation that if the census first taken in 1801 can be trusted to trace the histories of families, as presently occurs daily in households throughout the land, it can also trace a history of the nation.


The term ‘a history’ is considered and advised. Apart from the fact that there can be no such definite article as ‘the history’ of anything, the only certain way of offering in print the national census’s history of the United Kingdom since 1801 would be to republish every single one of several million pages of documents. A commercial publisher would not do that, because – trust me – you would not buy or read it. You would not be able to carry it home.


A great deal of filtering and the exercise of personal preference and prejudice, of the kind which actual census takers only occasionally permit themselves, has therefore been involved in researching and then writing The Butcher, the Baker, the Candlestick Maker. I have tried to work chiefly on the premise that as the national census is by definition a gazetteer of individual citizens, it can best offer an autobiography of my country, the United Kingdom, through examples of those citizens’ own lives.


That has led to my frequent intrusion into the affairs of ordinary families I have never personally encountered, people who have never previously appeared in published history and whose descendants are probably still alive. In at least a couple of cases my revelations might cause dismay. For what it’s worth, with the possible exception of William Calcraft, who may have enjoyed his profession of public executioner a little too much for comfort, I am opposed to making judgements on the lives and careers of those of our ancestors who appear in this book. At this point in time we should be quicker to understand than condemn.


Without the financial and moral support of Creative Scotland in my own country, this book would never have been conceived. I hope that I have repaid their faith.


I owe many thanks to the staff, past and present, of institutions such as the various General Register Offices and their modern equivalents, to Cambridge University Library, and to every single commissioner or clerk who has laboured with a quill pen or a computer to compile the British censuses.


I am also in debt to several other people who are, at the time of writing, still alive. My agent Stan is one of them. Richard Beswick of Little, Brown is another. I am, finally, luckier than I have known to have such an enviable family and such valuable friends, particularly in Cambridge and London and in my lifelong homes of Skye and Raasay.


Roger Hutchinson, Raasay, 2017
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A Perfect Man


In 1800 the poet Charles Lamb acquired a new home and a new neighbour. Lamb had moved into an ‘airy’ attic apartment in Mitre Court Buildings, an Elizabethan tenement in the City of London from which he could sit up in bed and watch the white sails of trading ships glide down the River Thames.


The 25-year-old Lamb was in poor physical and mental health, and despite the view from his bed he was not enamoured of the draughty and damp upper storeys of Mitre Court Buildings. A genial older friend named George Dyer realised that he knew another resident of the quadrangle and introduced his two associates – ‘George brings all sorts of people together.’


John Rickman consequently erupted into the life of Charles Lamb, who wrote delightedly to yet another friend:






This Rickman lives in our buildings, immediately opposite our house; the finest fellow to drop in a’ nights, about nine or ten o’clock – cold bread and cheese time – just in the wishing time of the night, when you wish for somebody to come in, without a distinct idea of a probable anybody. Just in the nick, neither too early to be tedious nor too late to sit a reasonable time.


He is a most pleasant hand; a fine, rattling fellow; has gone through life laughing at solemn apes; himself hugely literate, oppressively full of information in all stuff of conversation, from matter of fact to Xenophon and Plato; can talk Greek with Porson, politics with Thelwall, conjecture with George Dyer, nonsense with me, and anything with anybody; a great farmer, somewhat concerned in an agricultural magazine; reads no poetry but Shakspeare, very intimate with Southey; loves George Dyer; thoroughly penetrates into the ridiculous, wherever found; understands the first time (a great desideratum in common minds), you need never twice speak to him; does not want explanations, translations, limitations, as Professor Godwin does when you make an assertion; up to anything; down to everything; whatever sapit hominem.


A perfect man. All this farrago, which must perplex you to read, and has put me to a little trouble to select! only proves how impossible it is to describe a pleasant hand. You must see Rickman to know him, for he is a species in one. A new class. An exotic, any slip of which I am proud to put in my garden-pot. The clearestheaded fellow. Fullest of matter, with least verbosity. If there be any alloy in my fortune to have met with such a man, it is that he commonly divides his time between town and country, having some foolish family ties at Christchurch, by which means he can only gladden our London hemisphere with returns of light.








Porson, Thelwall, Dyer, Southey … that was an interesting assembly. Richard Porson was the Regius Professor of Greek at Cambridge University, John Thelwall a radical journalist and orator who six years earlier, following a period of incarceration in the Tower of London, had been tried and acquitted of treason. George Dyer was both an eminent classicist and an early socialist who in 1793 had written Complaints of the Poor People of England, while Robert Southey was a romantic poet who had been close to Rickman since they had first met in Hampshire in 1797.


The ‘clearestheaded fellow’ John Rickman was twenty-nine years old when he was introduced to Charles Lamb at Mitre Court Buildings in 1800. Within less than a year he would have established the decennial survey for which he would always be remembered: the national census of the British Isles.


Rickman was born in the village of Newburn in Northumberland on 22 August 1771, a son of the Reverend Thomas Rickman, a Hampshire man who had served as a Church of England pastor in the Upper Tyne Valley since 1766. When it was first properly enumerated in his 1821 census John Rickman may have been interested to note that the parish of Newburn, which consisted of fourteen villages from Black-Callerton to tiny Woolsington, had a population of 4080, almost a thousand of whom lived in Newburn itself.


Outside the largest settlement of Newburn the great majority of parishioners still worked in agriculture, as had been the case when John Rickman was a boy and the area was noted as a supplier of vegetables to Newcastle upon Tyne. But by 1821 increasing quantities of coal were being mined in Newburn village and a large steelworks was about to be established. The industrial revolution remodelled the place and its people. Fifty years after John Rickman’s birth 272 families in Newburn were employed in trade, manufacture or handicrafts; only twenty-five still grew vegetables for the Newcastle markets.


By 1821 the Rickman family was long gone from Newburn. In 1776 the Reverend Thomas returned with his family to the south of England, first to Compton in his native Hampshire and then in 1780 to the village of Ash, just across the Hampshire border in western Surrey. The county town of Ash was Guildford and so in 1781, at the age of ten, having spent his first decade in three different English counties, John Rickman was sent to Guildford Royal Grammar School.


Seven years later, in 1788, John went up to Oxford University. He applied himself more diligently than his friend Robert Southey, who later said that all he had learned at Oxford was ‘a little swimming … and a little boating’.


After four years Rickman left Oxford with his degree and returned to a society at war and in convulsion. The French Revolution of 1789 inspired men and women, particularly the young, throughout the rest of Europe to espouse such radical beliefs as had caused John Thelwall to be imprisoned in the Tower of London on a charge of treason, had led George Dyer to revive the cause of the English poor and had provoked Robert Southey to write his famous anti-war poem ‘After Blenheim’, as well as a lengthy homage to the medieval peasant insurrectionist Wat Tyler: ‘On, on to Freedom; feel but your own strength, / Be but resolved, and these destructive tyrants / Shall shrink before your vengeance.’ Rickman himself would recall in middle age that ‘I was such an Oliverian’ – a Cromwellian republican – ‘in my time at Oxford as to have obtained the agnomen of Old Nol …’ Many of those young radicals, including Rickman, would later turn to the political right, but in the 1790s an anti-royalist and anti-clerical revolutionary virus had drifted across the Channel and was in the British air.


That contagion dissuaded the young John Rickman from following his father into the Church. He would later write that he had ‘(somewhat to my cost) declined telling lies once a week for hire’. In the absence of another vocation, he resorted to his ancestral home at Christchurch, which was then in the New Forest region of the County of Southampton, as Hampshire was officially known until 1959. He immersed himself in his grandfather’s large library, worked as a private tutor to the sons of the local plutocracy and, despite a lifelong aversion to writing, laboured on several essays, one of which would shortly change the history of Great Britain. He was joined in Christchurch in 1796 by his retired father, who would remain there until his death in 1809. Those were years of frustration and ‘reasonable misery’ for John Rickman. They would soon be over.


In the summer of 1797 Robert Southey went to live in the village of Burton, two miles from Christchurch. Rickman’s 1821 census would assess the borough of Christchurch, of which Burton was a part, as having a total population of 4644 agriculturalists and tradespeople. It would have been no larger and not much different twenty years earlier. It was all but inevitable that Robert Southey and John Rickman would meet.


When they did, each impressed the other. Southey found Rickman to be ‘a sensible young man, of rough but mild manners, and very seditious’. The seditious Rickman was in his turn delighted to befriend the author of ‘After Blenheim’ – the man who had, with his fellow poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, three years earlier developed the egalitarian social concept they christened pantisocracy. Southey and Rickman would be kindred spirits until death divided them.


In 1800 Southey left England for Portugal. In April of the same year, armed with a newfound confidence and a list of Southey’s contacts, Rickman left Christchurch for London. One of his first calls was upon the good-natured classicist and social facilitator George Dyer. Within a few days, Dyer had found Rickman a job.


The Commercial and Agricultural Magazine was launched in August 1799 by a Paternoster Row printer named Vaughan Griffiths. Its founding principles were sound: the magazine was intended to keep its readers abreast of rapid innovations in agriculture, industry and trade. By April 1800 Griffiths had turned out eight issues containing articles on such subjects as the fertilising action of manures, the economy of the sugar trade, cowpox inoculations and the chemical ratio of bleaches. He claimed some success and a promising future for his publication, despite having just lost his first editorial ‘conductor’, who had placed too much of his own writing in its pages, ‘thereby … disgusting the best correspondents’.


‘[George Dyer] has been very attentive to my interest,’ Rickman wrote to Southey on 18 April 1800, ‘as he has offered to my acceptance, the task of conducting a Magazine. As its proprietor Griffiths seems no haughty bookseller, and is in much present distress, I shall do what I can for him for this month or two; and afterwards consider more maturely about the business.






The circumstances of this publication stand thus: the title is promising The Commercial and Agricultural Magazine. It has reached No. 8 with tolerable, not splendid success. Indeed it has not deserved much, and the bundle of papers the Editor has sent me for selection are very pitiful. It is printed with about the same letterpress as a Review. He offers 2 1/2 guineas p. sheet [for written contributions], and 2 guineas p. month for arrangement and correction. The last sum seems very low. He excuses the offer by the infant state and small returns of the Magazine.


I suppose it may be possible for me to manage this concern with success; as the usual subjects are things on which I have been accustomed to think often. Luckily I have some short essays (which you have not seen) which may help out the present dearth of matter, and the editor [Griffiths] seems rather fearfull that I should chuse to contribute too much than too little for the future. He seems to have been ill-used in this respect by his last conductor …


In my opinion to write anonymously is small trouble, because it requires no fastidious correction; and I am persuaded I write better speedily, than maturely. But the conduct of a publication infers a kind of conscious, irksome responsibility, which I do not like so well: and I should not meddle with this, but from a sincere wish to save a publication from sinking, whose future repute may possibly collect a useful body of information. I am also somewhat biassed towards an acceptance of the task that I may not seem to undervalue the efforts of so good a man as G.D.








Despite his misgivings, Rickman took on The Commercial and Agricultural Magazine, which soon became The Commercial, Agricultural and Manufacturers Magazine. In its issue of June 1800 he published one of the ‘short essays’ he had shyly kept secret from Southey. It had first been written in 1796 during his dog days in Christchurch, and he made amendments for the printed version of 1800. Its title was ‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England’.
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Censuses, Taxation and War


In 1800, nobody knew the population of England or any of the other nations of the British Isles. That was not unusual. In 1800 few countries on earth had even an approximate headcount of their citizens. To complicate matters in Britain, the nation was going through serious internal changes, it was involved in an apparently interminable war with France, and a controversy raged between those amateur demographers who argued that the kingdom was growing at an unsustainable pace and those who maintained that it was in terminal decline.


The world’s first recorded censuses were probably those conducted by the Israelites at the beginning of the second millennium before Christ. The Old Testament book of Exodus tells of the Lord instructing Moses to take ‘the sum of the children of Israel after their number … Every one that passeth among them that are numbered, from twenty years old and above, shall give an offering unto the Lord.’


Shortly afterwards, in the Sinai desert, according to the eponymous book of Numbers, ‘in the second year after they were come out of the land of Egypt’ Moses once again assessed ‘the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, after their families, by the house of their fathers, with the number of their names, every male by their polls; From twenty years old and upward, all that are able to go forth to war in Israel …’ That exercise was repeated on the hostile plains of Moab, where it was realised that the different tribes of Israel – the sons of Simeon, Reuben, Gad and others – could mobilise for battle a total of 601,730 men over the age of twenty.


Taxation and war would be for millennia the main or only reasons for counting adult male populations. A census of property owners – and therefore of voters and potential soldiers, who were expected to own property – was taken in the Roman Republic for over 400 years. The most celebrated event in census history occurred at the very end of the years before Christ, when according to the apostle Luke ‘there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed’. The people of Israel customarily returned to the city of their birth to register for a poll tax, which demanded a headcount of the population. So the Nazarene carpenter Joseph and his pregnant wife Mary travelled the seventy miles from Nazareth to Joseph’s family seat of Bethlehem, where ‘she brought forth her firstborn son’ who eight days later was circumcised and named Jesus.


There were possibly censuses for the purposes of taxation or assessing military strength in Pharaonic Egypt, ancient Greece and the first cities of Mesopotamia. Censuses were probably taken over 2000 years ago in India and in the fifteenth-century pre-Columbian Inca empire. There were certainly censuses in China during the Han Dynasty, in the seventh-century Middle Eastern caliphate and in the Caribbean and Latin American provinces of Spain in the sixteenth century. In 1471 the Bavarian city of Nuremberg held a one-off census because its rulers needed to know their human resources in the event of a siege. The rural population of Brandenburg-Prussia was counted in 1683, and the kingdom of Prussia took a general census between 1719 and 1725.


The pioneers of the modern, comprehensive, regular census were however the Scandinavian countries. The united kingdoms of Denmark and Norway enumerated their adult male populations between 1700 and 1703. Their dependency of Iceland, whose 50,000 people lived in poverty so abject that even observers in the late seventeenth century were shocked, simultaneously took a census which included all ages and both genders to assess the total scale of the island’s misery. In 1769 Denmark/Norway conducted their first modern census of all citizens, men, women and children, and calculated that the federation had a total population of 1,528,000 people. They modelled that exercise on their neighbours Sweden and its province of Finland, whose government had conducted a first general census in 1749, revealing a combined population of 2,203,000, and repeated the process every succeeding decade.


There was therefore no shortage of precedents, even within the British Isles. After the Emperor Claudius’s conquest in ad 43 most of England is unlikely to have escaped the imperial Roman censuses. No records of them remain, only the noun. The term census derives from the Latin word censere, which means to assess.


In 1085 another conqueror anxious to discover the taxable value of his new possessions, William I, king of England and duke of Normandy, ‘sent men all over England to each shire to find out what or how much each landholder had in land and livestock and what it was worth’.


The results were published the following year, and amplified in what later became known as the Domesday Book. It was both geographically and demographically incomplete. It excluded much of Wales, all of Scotland and Ireland, several peripheral northern English shires and the tax-exempt cities of London and Winchester, as well as almost all women and all children, as taxable landholders tended to be adult males.


The Domesday Book was nonetheless able to tell its Norman commissioners that John Rickman’s future home of Christchurch was in 1086 in the possession of King William himself, that it had thirteen ploughlands or arable fields, sixty-one acres of meadow and one mill, and that it was settled by thirty-four households containing the families of ‘21 villagers. 5 smallholders. 1 slave. 7 other.’ The population of Christchurch just twenty years after the Conquest was naturally still dominated by such Anglo-Saxons as ‘Almaer brother of Asgot; Alnoth the priest; Alsige the priest; Asgot … Count Alan; Ealdraed; Earl Godwine’. The taxable value of Christchurch to the crown was 0.3 geld units a year.


In the following centuries headcounts were made piecemeal, by different authorities, for diverse reasons. Parochial surveys of families, servants, hogs and dogs were conducted in such places as Canterbury in 1565, Poole in Dorset, where in 1574 the constables of the town enumerated each householder, ‘his wife’, children and servants, and Marlborough in Wiltshire, where in 1601 the names of all men between seventeen and sixty years of age were gathered for the purpose of mustering a local militia to fight the Spaniards.


As taxation became more widespread, national military service more essential and churchwardens more literate and willing and able to record births, marriages and deaths, so the men and women of the British Isles were more regularly listed on one parchment or another. But nobody gathered them all together into a cogent single set of statistics. In 1590 Queen Elizabeth I’s Lord High Treasurer, the extraordinary William Cecil, proposed to the Archbishop of Canterbury that a General Register Office be established to centralise and coordinate all this disparate information.


‘There should be yearly delivered unto your honour,’ wrote Cecil, ‘and to every lord treasurer, for the time being, a summary of the whole. Whereby it should appear how many christenings, weddings and burials were every year in England and Wales, and every County particularly by itself, and how many men-children and women-children were born in all of them, severally set down by themselves.’ The suggestion failed to secure the archbishop’s favour and Cecil died two years later. In the words of the genealogist Colin R. Chapman, ‘over 200 years had to pass before such a proposal fell on sympathetic ears’.


Those 200 years were not uneventful. In 1695 the Scottish Parliament imposed a poll tax, which required a list of all ‘pollable persons’ in the country. The lists for Aberdeenshire and Renfrewshire survived. In the same year the House of Commons announced a poll tax in Ireland. A Commissioner of the Revenue in Ireland consequently enumerated the population of the island and came up with the suspiciously precise sum of 1,034,102 Irish men, women and children. In 1696 the Window Tax demanded the name and address of each taxpayer in England and Wales, and later in Scotland and Ireland, along with the number of windows in his or her house (large windows counted as two), which offered an indication of the householder’s social and economic status.


Throughout the late seventeenth century and the first half of the eighteenth, Britons in general and Londoners in particular discovered and then drank great quantities of Dutch gin, a product of the homeland of the new monarchy, the House of Orange. The result was the Gin Craze. Gin was cheap, its mass distillation assisted farmers of grain, and as the social reformer Francis Place later wrote, the poor had few enjoyments other than ‘sexual intercourse and drinking … [and] drunkenness is by far the most desired …’


The social effects were visible to the naked eye and were immortalised by William Hogarth in his dystopian depiction in 1751 of a London slum, ‘Gin Lane’. Hogarth’s print was a caricature, but there is no doubt that despite a series of gin taxes and other panicked legislation a good deal of London was drunk for a good deal of the time, with an adverse effect on the city’s commercial activities and moral and physical health. By the time of the passage in 1751 of the Sale of Spirits Act, or Gin Act, which severely limited the distribution of the beverage, Londoners were drinking an average of two pints of gin per head each week (which when abstainers, the sober bourgeoisie, the deserving poor and most babies were eliminated from the equation meant that somebody was drinking several other citizens’ two pints of gin a week). In 1750 more than a quarter of all houses in the parish of St Giles, upon which Hogarth modelled ‘Gin Lane’, were gin shops.


Alarm at the Gin Craze reached crisis proportions when an examination of London parish records revealed that more people were dying in the city than were being born. Extrapolating from its largest centre of population to the rest of the country, where strong spirits were also drunk, it was presumed that Great Britain’s population was in decline; that the nation was drinking itself to death. The logic of this theory was best expressed by the Scottish mathematician William Braikenridge, who wrongly but persuasively calculated that the population of London had fallen from 875,760 in the later 1730s to 748,350 in the early 1750s. As Braikenridge explained in a paper for the Royal Society, ‘it is evident, that the number of inhabitants must always be in proportion to the number of births, and burials considered together’.


In hindsight, that was sloppy reasoning simply because it took no account of population movement. Fewer births than deaths certainly were recorded in most of London, but the size of the city was nonetheless increasing due to a steady stream of immigrants from other countries and other towns, and from the comparatively healthy English countryside. Without a comprehensive population survey it was impossible to confirm or deny those trends.


In 1753 Thomas Potter, the Recorder of Bath and Member of Parliament for the West Country constituency of St Germans, Aylesbury and Okehampton, proposed what would have been the first British national census. Potter’s bill suggested ‘An Act for Taking and Registering an Annual Account of the Total Number of People … in Great Britain’. The survey would commence on 24 June 1754 and be repeated on the same day every following year. It would be taken by Overseers of the Poor, men whose profession presumed an intimate knowledge of their locality, who would go to every house in their parishes and record the number of men, women and children in each building on that date.


Thomas Potter’s bill may have been handicapped by the fact that its sponsor, a son of an Archbishop of Canterbury, was an arrogant rake and a member of the orgiastic Hellfire Club. But it also met stiff opposition on the grounds of tradition, superstition and principle. Matthew Ridley, the coal magnate and MP for Newcastle upon Tyne, spoke in apocalyptic terms of ‘a violent spirit of opposition to this Bill’ which ‘if it should be accidentally followed by any epidemical distemper, or by a public misfortune of any other kind, it may raise such a popular flame as will endanger the peace’.


Others considered, then and later, that while it might be useful for military reasons to know the size of the male population, such a calculation could misfire if it turned out that the population of Britain was smaller than was generally imagined. If, as seemed a strong possibility, the nation’s manpower was also proved to be in decline such a revelation would give fresh heart to ‘our enemies’. On a practical level, the leap from having no census at all to taking a full census every twelve months of a population of several millions was thought by some of Potter’s more sympathetic opponents to be overly ambitious.


Then there was that stubborn old shibboleth, British liberty. While William Thornton, MP for York, was among those who believed that with the help of Potter’s census ‘our enemies abroad would become acquainted with our weakness’, he reserved most of his outrage for the impertinent intrusions of census-taking. ‘I was never more astonished and alarmed since I had the honour to sit in this House,’ he said when the census bill was first presented, ‘than I have been this day: for I did not believe that there had been any set of men so presumptuous and so abandoned as to make the proposal we have just heard.’ A national census would ‘molest and perplex every single family in the kingdom’. It was ‘totally subversive of the last remains of English liberty … calculated to divest us of the last remains of our birthright’.


Thornton assured the House that if anybody appeared on his doorstep demanding to know the ‘number and circumstances of my family, I would refuse it; and, if he persisted in the affront, I would order my servants to give him the discipline of the horse pond’. If the bill became law, Thornton promised to leave the country and seek a place where men could live in freedom. ‘A tame submission to this yoke,’ he said, ‘will prove indeed that the spirit of our ancestors is departed.’


Despite Ridley’s fears and Thornton’s resounding words, Thomas Potter’s proposal for an annual census actually did pass through the House of Commons. It was then kicked into the long grass by the House of Lords in May 1754. William Thornton was spared his voluntary exile and Overseers of the Poor in the district of York were saved from involuntary immersion in his horse pond.


The matter was never likely to die, if only because each new generation discovered fresh reasons for discovering how many people lived in Britain. Until his death in 1762 William Braikenridge continued to compute the populations of the nations of Great Britain. He came to accept that immigration from Scotland and Ireland had a stabilising effect on the population of England, but obstinately calculated that thanks to fatalities in war as well as cirrhoses of the liver the number of people in the entire British Isles was, like that in London, falling.


Braikenridge’s pessimism was picked up and carried through the rest of the eighteenth century by a much more influential character. Richard Price was a Welsh philosopher, a liberal theologian, a member of the Royal Society, a supporter of the French Revolution, a friend of both Benjamin Franklin and the cause of American independence, and a mentor of the feminist and author Mary Wollstonecraft, who said of Price that his ‘talents and modest virtues place him high in the scale of moral excellence’.


Regardless of his moral excellence, Richard Price’s tinkering in the subject of the British populace was as misguided as it was provocative. By the second half of the eighteenth century many theorists started from the root assumption that the population was in decline and then proceeded to convert the assumption into fact. Price was the most notable of them all.


In 1772 Price advertised one of his many treatises with the words, ‘in this kingdom, it appears that, amidst all our splendour, we are decreasing so fast, as to have lost, in about 70 years, near a quarter of our people’. Later in the same year he reasserted his deduction that during the eighteenth century the number of people in the British Isles, excluding Ireland, had collapsed from about 6 million to a current low of 4½ million. Price was unsure whether London was growing rather than, as William Braikenridge had argued, slowly disappearing, but if the former was true ‘this is an event more to be dreaded than desired. The more London increases, the more the rest of the Kingdom must be deserted … Moderate towns, being seats of refinement, emulation and the arts, may be public advantages. But great towns, long before they grow to half the bulk of London, become checks on population of too hurtful a nature, nurseries of debauchery and voluptuousness; greater evils than can be compensated by any advantages.’


Price’s presumptions and conclusions were questioned from several learned sources, but the man was unbowed. In 1780 he published an ‘Essay on the Present State of Population in England and Wales’. Using Window Tax returns since 1697, he repeated his earlier observation that the number of occupied houses in England and Wales had fallen from 1,319,215 to fewer than 1 million. Even if his figures were reliable – and several arithmeticians pointed out that they were not – they need not automatically have indicated population decline. Aside from the fact that householders dodged the Window Tax in a variety of ways (bricking up their windows was one of the most popular, but as the raising of the tax continued – it was levied between 1697 and 1851 – new houses were built with fewer windows, to the detriment of both public health and the glass industry), if more people were crowded into them, as was the case in such growing cities as London, the number and size of houses was not perennially commensurate with the number of their residents.


Richard Price died in 1792 but the arguments and counter-arguments raged on, refuelled occasionally by the posthumous republication of his essays. In that intellectual climate in 1796, John Rickman sat down in his family’s Christchurch home and struggled with the first draft of his own solution to the controversy, ‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England’.


Two years later a giant entered the fray. Thomas Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle of Population was first published in London in 1798. In the following thirty years Malthus would revise his book before each of its several republications, but his principle remained the same. Malthus, who was yet another cleric, took for granted that the population was increasing, not only in Great Britain but throughout the world. Instead of welcoming that refutation of Richard Price’s convictions, Malthus argued that unchecked or unconstrained (the qualifiers are important: Malthus nowhere suggested an inevitable future) population growth would lead first to a permanent, semi-starving underclass whose condition could not be helped, and ultimately to a ‘Malthusian catastrophe’ of famine or plague or both.


The impact of Thomas Malthus’s intervention in the population debate would reverberate for a further two centuries and more, an advantage held by Malthusian theory being that as it was located in a possible future it could never be disproved. In the aftermath of its first publication, it led John Rickman to revisit his own ‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England’ and include the essay in the June 1800 issue of The Commercial and Agricultural Magazine.


Rickman’s ‘Thoughts’ were, compared to Malthus’s epic prognostications, brief, modest and practical. In his laboured prose, Rickman listed twenty points in favour of ‘Ascertaining the Population of England’. ‘[A]n intimate knowledge of any country,’ he averred, ‘can be the only foundation of the legislation of that country, and also of its political relations to other nations.’ The ‘grand basis of the power and resources of a nation’ was ‘an industrious population’, which gave rise to the question, ‘What is that population?’


In every war, he continued, ‘it must be of the highest importance to enrol and discipline the highest number of men’. That could not properly be accomplished ‘till the population is ascertained’. Similarly, in peacetime there was no way of knowing the number of experienced seamen who had been demobilised and had returned to their homes but could still be called upon.


His publication’s specific themes of commerce and agriculture were also affected. The wildly fluctuating price of corn, which alternately enriched and then impoverished farmers and their labourers and was a source of grave concern in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, could surely only be stabilised if the size of the market was known, wrote Rickman. ‘No society can confidently pretend to provide the requisite quantity of food, till they know the number of consumers.’ If that number was known, ‘The influence of the price of provisions in different years … would all be ascertained with tolerable precision.’


John Rickman was not and never would be a Malthusian, possibly because his acquaintance with agricultural improvements (one of his brothers was a farmer and he was after all, as Charles Lamb noted five months later, ‘somewhat concerned in an agricultural magazine’) gave him confidence that, properly managed, the food supply could keep pace with the population. But he also dismissed the fallacies of Richard Price, believing that ‘the real number of inhabitants, in England, is far beyond the usual estimate … I would guess, that Scotland and Ireland contain about five millions, England [including Wales] about ten millions.’


Rickman then made a conclusive plea to his fellow educated Britons of the Enlightenment. ‘[A]ll the authors,’ he pointed out, ‘who have written on the state and politics of any nation … [have] assumed a certain population of the nation in question … what superior value they might have given to their calculations, had they possessed a foundation of solid materials.’


Having rehearsed the why, Rickman turned to the how. He noted the Roman method of ‘collecting [citizens] in their respective municipia’. That had doubtless provided a ‘sufficiently accurate’ headcount, although ‘The inconvenience which affected Joseph and his wife, and caused their child to be laid in a manger, seems not to indicate much attention in this mode of procedure, to the comfort of individuals, who were dragged far from home, each “to his own city”.’


Instead of summoning people back to their birthplaces, Rickman proposed counting his fellow citizens where they lived. He suggested that an Act of Parliament (‘Some sort of compulsion is necessary’) should oblige the ministers of every parish in the country to return ‘a printed letter’ which would detail ‘the births, burials and marriages for the past ten years; distinguishing male and female, and anything else which may be thought necessary’. Having established an average ratio of births to deaths, wrote Rickman, a precise enumeration of the total current population of just ‘three or four’ parishes would then allow a numerate person ‘to ascertain by a simple arithmetical operation, the population of the whole nation’. The whole process would take two years and would cost a trifling £740.


‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England’ was neither a definitive nor an exceptionally persuasive treatise. Its suggested methodology was little more than a refined and expanded version of the kind of approximations which had informed Richard Price. Most significantly, Rickman did not in his essay propose a future census to be taken at regular intervals. He argued for a one-off or an occasional headcount, in line with most of its European predecessors. Wishing above all to refute the Pricean thesis that the country had been in decline since the 1690s, Rickman looked instead to the more distant past, pointing out that his method could be backdated and used to assess ‘the relative state of population at any period, from the days of Elizabeth’.


But it was published by the right person at the right time. John Rickman may have been an uninspiring essayist but he was an extremely persuasive man. As the eighteenth century gave way to the nineteenth, as the agricultural and industrial revolutions began noticeably to transform the country and as Britain locked in mortal combat with Napoleonic France, he discovered a more receptive audience than had Thomas Potter fifty years earlier.


Unsurprisingly, ‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England’ fell into the hands of the Member of Parliament for Christchurch, to which town Rickman’s ‘foolish family ties’ returned him frequently. George Rose was a 56-year-old Scottish economist with impressive and extremely relevant contacts. He had served as Keeper of the Records of Scotland in the 1770s before working at the Treasury under William Pitt the Younger. In 1788 Rose had been elevated to chief clerk of the House of Lords, and in 1790 he became MP for Christchurch.


George Rose did not need much convincing. The year 1800 saw an exceptionally poor harvest, which at a time of war greatly worried Rose and many of his colleagues. He would try, without much success, to persuade distillers of spirits to use as little grain as possible and allow the bulk of the harvest to be processed into food, but he was deeply frustrated by the facts that nobody knew how much grain there was in Great Britain, and that the trade itself was almost impossible to regulate due to its unrecorded complexity. The Christchurch MP wrote in his journal in October 1800:






Of the corn sold in Mark Lane [the London corn exchange], of English growth, nine-tenths belongs to individual farmers, from the harvest-time till the summer months; thenceforward, probably about five-sixths; the remainder to middlemen. The whole is sold by factors on commission.


The number of farmers for whom the sales are made are incalculable; many hundreds, even thousands, dispersed throughout the country, without knowledge of or intercourse with each other; sometimes the property of fifty farmers is in one vessel.


We cannot state the number of middlemen who are dealers; in most sea-port towns there are several, and a few in inland ones, unconnected entirely with each other, and a constant jealousy amongst them.


Of persons usually selling corn in Mark Lane, there are about twenty strictly corn-factors, and about fifteen who are also dealers or jobbers; besides the haymen, about fifteen in number, who sell the Kentish wheat.








Rickman’s comments in ‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of Ascertaining the Population of England’ that ‘No society can confidently pretend to provide the requisite quantity of food, till they know the number of consumers’ and that in a census ‘The influence of the price of provisions in different years … would all be ascertained with tolerable precision’ therefore chimed in perfect harmony with George Rose’s disquiet. Rose passed the essay, along with a recommendation of Rickman himself, to his friend and fellow Tory reformer, the Member of Parliament for Helston in Cornwall, Charles Abbot.


Like George Rose, Abbot was already a convert. Metropolitan France, the mainland area of Great Britain’s enemy, had long been acknowledged to be the most populous nation in Europe. Recent figures had credibly suggested that in 1800 First Consul Napoleon Bonaparte ruled over almost 30 million people between Calais and Nice, Brest and Grenoble; figures which helped to explain why his conscripted republican army had not only withstood counter-revolutionary assaults from the European monarchies but also could and would rapidly conquer much of the continent. Although France had forfeited control of the sea to Great Britain, the war would clearly have to be won on dry land. Military necessity in conjunction with scarcity of food had made it a matter of urgency to discover whether Great Britain contained 4½ million, 6 million or – as John Rickman controversially and uniquely guessed – 15 million people.


Charles Abbot did some perfunctory research. He maintained close contact with George Rose, and therefore indirectly with John Rickman. The United States of America had taken rough censuses in 1790 and 1800, which estimated its population, excluding slaves and Native Americans, at 3,929,326 and 5,308,483 respectively. Abbot called on the American minister, or ambassador to London, Rufus King early in November 1800 and asked for details of how that ‘numeration’ was acquired. He then wrote to the prime minister, William Pitt, and the Speaker of the House of Commons, Henry Addington, ‘to apprise them of my intention to move for a Bill to ascertain the population of Great Britain’.


Two days later, on 7 November 1800, Abbot received a letter from Pitt requesting a meeting in Downing Street that same afternoon. The prime minister, Abbot told his diary,






then proceeded to discuss the proposed Bill for ascertaining the population, &c, which he agreed to be a measure highly desirable; but only doubted how far it stood so immediately connected with the question of scarcity, as to make it fit to bring forward on the second day of the session, which would be intimating an opinion that this was considered as a sort of remedy for the prevailing evil: and that he should rather wish it to be postponed for a few days.


I explained to him that my reason for bringing it forward so early was the disposition of people at present to accede to any measure having a tendency to furnish information, with the amount of the demand or the causes of the scarcity; and that, so far, this would show the extent of the demand for which a supply was to be made.








Abbot pressed his case for a census at times of food shortage and war, when an ‘increase of tillage’ might be discovered to be necessary. A regular repetition of the exercise, he argued, would also show whether the population of the United Kingdom was increasing or decreasing. The prime minister accepted his proposal. Charles Abbot then wasted no further time. He made plans to introduce a bill to Parliament within two weeks. It would be seconded by a friendly independent Member of Parliament who would be better remembered for campaigns against slavery: William Wilberforce.


This time the census bill sailed through both Houses of Parliament. Abbot had been right when he told Pitt that the disturbing circumstances of 1800, the two dark riders of food shortage and war, had made people vastly more anxious than in the past for dependable information about the demographics of their country. With Pitt pulling levers from Downing Street, Abbot’s bill for ascertaining the population attracted little substantive debate, let alone passionate condemnation from county squires anxious to preserve British liberties.


That is not to say that the national census was instantly embraced from coast to coast. It would in the following two centuries provoke dissent and boycott from several different politically recalcitrant bodies. In 1821 John Rickman would report: ‘It has been reasonably supposed, that the first Enumeration of the People in Great Britain, especially as it took place in time of War, was rendered somewhat defective from backwardness or evasion in making the Answers required, inasmuch as direct taxation, and more obviously the levy of men in every place, might possibly be founded on the results of such an investigation.’ Since, in fact, ‘no such effect was perceived to take place, the Returns of the year 1811 were in all probability more full and accurate than those of 1801; and the War [for which taxes were levied] having now ceased, there remains no reason to suspect the least deficiency in the Return of 1821’.


Isolated and decreasing instances of peaceful or violent objections continued throughout the nineteenth century, but by the early twentieth the census was conducted unopposed. Only after the Second World War, which had been fought against a totalitarian state, were doubts seriously raised once again. As Sydney Bailey writes, ‘In 1950, probably for the first time since 1753, there was some restrained parliamentary opposition to the fact that it was proposed to hold a census. One Opposition Member said that there were two objections to the census. “In the first place, it is going to cost a good deal of money, and, in the second place, it will cause annoyance to a considerable number of people.”’


Another Member claimed that the government had failed to make a case for a new census. ‘The British public today is regimented and documented far more than any other people in the world, except, possibly, those behind the Iron Curtain.’ Some of the questions which it was proposed to ask were ‘downright impertinent … People will object very strongly to being asked, for example, whether they were more fertile after their second marriage.’ The government should postpone their ‘grand snoop’ until the country could afford it. Yet another Member urged the people of ‘once free Britain’ to ‘strike a blow for freedom by putting the census forms on the fire’.


At that time there even appeared a reincarnation of William Thornton of York and his concern for ‘the last remains of English liberty’. In 1951 Sir Ernest John Pickstone Benn of Oxted in Surrey, the first president of the Society for Individual Freedom and an uncle of the Labour politician Tony Benn, refused to fill out his census form or to give the required information to an enumerator. Instead he wrote across the form, ‘In view of the critical state of the national economy, I must refuse to take any part in this unnecessary waste of manpower, money, paper and print.’ Sir Ernest was summoned to court in Dorking, where his barrister informed magistrates that his client ‘hates with a passionate hatred the encroachment of Government activity in the sphere of the individual’. Benn was fined £5 with £2 2s costs.


In 1800 there was some concern about the expense of the enumeration, and a delay occurred when the Scottish clergy petitioned to have their country omitted from the census because they did not consider it their duty to ‘execute the civil office’ of counting their parishioners. The second problem might have eliminated the first, as a census which excluded Scotland would be a cheaper exercise, and both Pitt and Abbot were prepared to leave out Scotland ‘however unreasonable’ they considered the Church of Scotland’s objections.


But those objections were overridden by Pitt’s and Abbot’s fellow parliamentarians. Scotland would be included along with England and Wales. Scottish ministers were mollified by the amendment that north of the River Tweed responsibility for the census would not be devolved to the Church but would be taken by ‘such Persons as shall be for that Purpose appointed by the Sheriff Deputes, Stewart Deputes, and Justices of the Peace’. In the event it was largely taken by Scottish schoolteachers. That was a satisfactory conclusion for John Rickman; as ‘the official Schoolmaster of each Parish: an institution peculiar to Scotland, which has existed in full vigour since the year 1696; and as the Office of Precentor and Clerk of the Parochial Session for Poor Relief is often combined with that of Schoolmaster, the personal knowledge of the number of Children in every family appertains to the Schoolmaster in Scotland almost as effectually as to the Overseer in England’. Indeed, he added in 1831, ‘the habit of regularity, together with the official knowledge of writing and arithmetic implied in the character of Schoolmaster, renders the Population Returns of Scotland quite as authentic, and obviously more methodical than those obtained from the Overseers of the Poor in England’.


Ireland, which did not formally become part of the United Kingdom until 1 January 1801, would be for the moment overlooked. On 22 December 1800 what had become familiarly known as the Population Bill passed through the House of Commons. On 27 December it passed through the House of Lords. On 31 December ‘An Act for taking an Account of the Population of Great Britain, and of the Increase or Diminution thereof’ received the assent of King George III and became law.
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A Hazy Snapshot from the Air


‘At my suggestion,’ wrote John Rickman to Robert Southey, who was still in Portugal, on 27 December 1800, the day that the Population Bill won the approval of the House of Lords, ‘they have passed an Act of Parliament for ascertaining the population of Great Britain, and as a compliment (of course) have proposed to me to superintend the execution of it.’ He continued:






Next March the returns will be made, and I shall be busy enough for a short time, I suppose. I suspect all this attention (it is more immediately from G. Rose) is intended as a decent bribe: which I shall reject, by doing the business well, and taking no more remuneration, than I judge exactly adequate to the trouble.


It is a task of national benefit, and I should be fanciful to reject it, because offered by rogues. As they well know me for their foe, I cannot suspect them of magnanimity enough to notice me with any good intention.








Rickman’s letter to Southey captured that moment when the bright young radical, in his thirtieth year, was seduced by an irresistible offer from Establishment ‘rogues’ and felt himself – having until recently anticipated no future of much remuneration – obliged to accept the ‘bribe’ in the interests of his fellow citizens, even if on his own uncompromising terms.


His Tory ‘foes’ in William Pitt’s government gave John Rickman an office and a handful of clerks at the Cockpit by St James’s Park in Westminster. A large 300-year-old leisure complex built by Henry VIII to house a bowling alley, a real tennis court, a jousting yard and an actual cockpit, where cocks fought, the Cockpit later became a theatre and, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, government offices. When Rickman moved in the Foreign Office had just moved out and the Privy Council, under whose aegis he would be working, was still in residence.


In that building in the first three months of 1801 the first British national census was prepared. The ‘Account of the Population’ and its three successors in 1811, 1821 and 1831 have occasionally been dismissed as scanty and inaccurate, which to some extent they were. Their use to researchers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has been sadly limited by the fact that most of the first four census returns, those taken in 1801, 1811, 1821 and 1831, were destroyed by government order in 1904, leaving only the abstracts of returns and Rickman’s general reports. (They were not the last to suffer. Irish census returns would prove particularly vulnerable. The full Irish census papers taken between 1821 and 1851 were almost all carbonised by a fire at the records office in Dublin in 1922 during the Irish Civil War, while the original Irish returns for 1861 and 1871 were unaccountably put out with the garbage shortly after their collation, and those for 1881 and 1891 were pulped during a paper shortage in the First World War. The 1931 census for England and Wales was also lost in a fire at its Middlesex storage depot in 1942.)


Partly as a result of that official vandalism, Rickman’s qualities and accomplishments as a statistician have been denigrated by some later demographers. It is true that he was neither a professional demographer nor a professional statistician, but in 1801 those occupational nouns, let alone the careers themselves, did not exist. Later scholars who hail the work of the seventeenth century’s John Graunt, the eighteenth century’s Richard Price and the nineteenth century’s Adolphe Quetelet may occasionally be guilty of neglecting the achievements of the hardworking polymath from Hampshire. Even as Rickman began his forensic work, others with little information to hand were still publicising their estimations. In December 1800 the mathematician J.J. Grellier, the secretary of London’s Royal Exchange Insurance Office, announced that the total population of Great Britain was 7 million. Grellier was promptly contradicted by the economist and Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford University, the Reverend Dr Henry Beeke, who guessed the population of England and Wales alone to be ‘not much less than 11,000,000’.


‘As I conceive it impossible to reconcile accounts which vary so very materially,’ wrote one ‘TB’ from London to The Monthly Magazine in January 1801, ‘I leave those who possess better means of information on these subjects to determine, which approach nearest the truth.’


If Rickman was not a mathematician or a statistician at the end of 1800, he became both within twelve months. As Charles Lamb had noted, he was exceptionally quick on the uptake. He was also, as would become apparent, a supremely efficient administrator. He had his own vision of the scope and purpose of an ‘Account of the Population’ and he was working to meet the instructions of a detailed Act of Parliament. It is also worth repeating that if it had not been for Rickman’s knowledgeable and genial personality, the census of 1801 might not have been taken at all.


The forms were all to be completed on the same day, 1 March. As Rickman had told Southey, the returns were supposedly to be gathered in at the Cockpit the same month – by 10 March, to be precise. The ‘Act for taking an Account of the Population of Great Britain’ in 1801 was printed and mailed, along with empty forms for completion, to clerks of the peace and town clerks throughout most of England and Wales and to sheriffs’ offices in Scotland (some offshore islands were, like the country of Ireland, initially neglected). In England and Wales those clerks then distributed them to county constables, who in their turn usually passed them on down to overseers of the poor ‘(or in Default thereof, some substantial Householder) of every Parish and Place’, as Thomas Potter had suggested in 1753; in Scotland they were sent to whichever schoolmasters were appointed by the sheriffs. The expenses incurred by schoolmasters and overseers of the poor in completing each returned form would be compensated by the payment of either one shilling or one shilling and sixpence.
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