




[image: images]










 


David Olusoga
 & Melanie Backe-Hansen
   

A House 
Through
 Time


[image: image]










CONTENTS



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS


INTRODUCTION


The Changing Idea of the Home


CHAPTER ONE: WHERE TO START?


Deeds, Documents, and Archives


CHAPTER TWO: BRITAIN’S EARLY HOMES


Towns and Villages Before the Georgian Age


CHAPTER THREE: THE GEORGIAN HOME


The Birth of the Modern City


CHAPTER FOUR: THE VICTORIAN CITY


A Tale of Two Nations


CHAPTER FIVE: THE DEVIL’S ACRE


The Crisis of the Slums


CHAPTER SIX: LIFE AT ‘THE LAURELS’


The Victorian Suburbs


CHAPTER SEVEN: A HOME IN SUBURBIA


The Expanding Middle Class


CHAPTER EIGHT: HOMES FOR HEROES


A Semi-Detached Britain


CHAPTER NINE: THE WAR IS OVER


The Age of Austerity to the Renovation Boom


CONCLUSION


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


RESOURCES AND BIBLIOGRAPHY


INDEX


PLATE SECTION









List of Illustrations


PLATE SECTION


	Charles Booth’s poverty map: Lisson Grove, Paddington, 1902. Antiqua Print Gallery/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Borough of Liverpool Mortality Map of Typhus, 1865. Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0).


	Bristol Bomb Plot Map, 1940–44. Bristol Archives: 33779/8.


	Nicholas Barbon. The History Collection/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Cruck House, Stowe, Lichfield. Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0.


	Portrait of Inigo Jones, circa 1757–1758. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


	Sir John Kerle Haberfield, 1845 or 1846 (oil on canvas). Parkman, Henry Spurrier (1814–64) / Bristol Museum and Art Gallery, UK / Lent by the Diocese of Bristol, circa 1973/Bridgeman Images.


	Covent Garden piazza and market in 1737, looking west towards St Paul’s Church, by Balthazar Nebot. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


	Royal York Crescent, Clifton, Bristol. Sue Martin/Shutterstock.com.


	Georgian home with bricked-up window in Ampthill, Bedfordshire. Reproduced by permission of Fiona and Andrew Challacombe.


	Birkenhead Iron Works by Andrew Maclure. 1857 print of the new shipyard of Lairds Brothers, as Cammell Laird was then known. Reproduced by permission of the Wirral Archives Service and the Williamson Art Gallery.


	Traditional terraced brick houses in Dublin, Ireland. georgeclerk/iStockphoto.


	Outside privy of a Birmingham back-to-back. The National Trust Photo Library/Alamy Stock Photo.


	The Devil’s Acre, Westminster, by Gustave Doré. Lanmas/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Brick-built houses in the mill town of Saltaire, Yorkshire. Reprinted by permission of Amanda Newman.


       The Peabody Wild Street estate in Drury Lane, London in the early 1900s and in 2014. Reprinted by permission of Peabody, London.


	A Georgian terrace in Bath. Harshil Shah/Flickr.com.


	Elizabeth Gaskell’s house in Plymouth Grove, Manchester. Wozzie/Shutterstock.com.


	Emmeline Pankhurst’s home in Nelson Street, Manchester, now home to the Pankhurst Centre. Kurt Adkins, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0.


	H. G. Wells’ house in Maybury Road, Woking, Surrey. Michael Pearcy/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Letchworth Garden City, 1912. Topical Press Agency/Stringer/GettyImages.


	Wavertree Garden Suburb, Liverpool, 1911. Image courtesy of Mike Chitty, The Wavertree Society.


	Housing on Old Oak Estate, Acton. Arcaid Images/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Kitchen of a prefab house, Avoncroft Museum, Bromsgrove, Worcestershire. travelibUK/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Ronan Point, Canning Town, after the explosion. Trinity Mirror/Mirrorpix/Alamy Stock Photo.


	Portrait of Joshua Alder. Reproduced by permission of the Natural History Society of Northumbria, Great North Museum: Hancock.


	Ravensworth Terrace, Newcastle, as a Salvation Army Goodwill Centre. Reproduced by permission of Pauline Anderson.


	Ravensworth Terrace, Newcastle, today. © BBC Photo Library.


	Rosina Curley and baby. Reproduced by permission of Jean Chamberlain.


	1 and 2 Guinea Street in 1952. National Building Record Report by P. E. W. Street. Bristol Archives: 20894/55.


	10 Guinea Street, Bristol, today. Reproduced by permission of Karen Drake.


	Liverpool sisters in 62 Falkner Street, Liverpool. © Nick Hedges.


	62 Falkner Street, Liverpool, today. Reproduced by permission of Danny Leitch/Twenty Twenty.


 


TEXT ILLUSTRATIONS


An early map of the Moss Lake Fields area, Liverpool. Reprinted by permission of the Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries.


Charles Booth. Wellcome Collection, Attribution 4.0 International (CC by 4.0).


Bombing in St John’s Lane, Bristol. © David Facey, Bristol Archives: Facey Collection:41969/1/46.


Grace Eagle with her children Leonora and Henry. Reproduced by permission of Jane Stupples.


1939 National Register for 10 Guinea Street. Reproduced by permission of The National Archives.


Birth, marriage, and death certificates. GRO Crown Copyright.


Florence Smyth. Reproduced by permission of Pauline Anderson.


A medieval fireplace and chimney. Chronicle/Alamy Stock Photo.


Sir Christopher Wren’s plan for rebuilding the City of London after the Great Fire of 1666. Alpha Stock/Alamy Stock Photo.


Nicholas Barbon’s house in Buckingham Street, London. Wikimedia Commons, Paul the Archivist, CC BY-SA 4.0.


Cromford Mill. Reproduced by permission of Dan Newman.


Georgian terrace designs. Image courtesy Survey of London, Bartlett School of Architecture/UCL.


Plans of a first-rate property on the Grosvenor estate in Mayfair. Image courtesy Survey of London, Bartlett School of Architecture/UCL.


Love Laughs at Locksmiths, after Thomas Rowlandson. Classic Image/Alamy Stock Photo.


The will of Jonas Wilton Glenton. Reproduced by permission of Lancashire Archives, Lancashire County Council.


The Pipewellgate district of Gateshead by the High Level Bridge, dated circa 1879. Reproduced by permission of Newcastle City Library.


Back-to-back houses in Stanley Terrace, Leeds. By kind permission of Leeds Libraries, www.leodis.net.


The interior of a back-to-back house. The National Trust Photo Library/Alamy Stock Photo.


A sunless court in Liverpool in 1911. The Print Collector/Alamy Stock Photo.


An 1866 cartoon indicating water pollution as a source of disease. Granger Historical Picture Archive/Alamy Stock Photo.


Over London By Rail by Gustave Doré, 1872. Everett Collection Historical/Alamy Stock Photo.


Map of Newcastle and Gateshead in 1830. Reproduced by permission of Newcastle City Library.


Map of Newcastle and Gateshead in 1849. Reproduced by permission of Newcastle City Library.


St Giles Rookery, London. Chronicle/Alamy Stock Photo.


Prince Albert’s Model Cottage for the Great Exhibition of 1851. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


‘The Laurels’, Brickfield Terrace, Holloway from The Diary of a Nobody. Original illustrations by Weedon Grossmith.


Designs for Marble Hill House by Lord Herbert and Roger Morris, 1724–29. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


The Crescent Gate entrance to Victoria Park, Manchester. Photographed by Helmut Petschler. Reproduced by permission of Bruce Anderson, rusholmearhive.org.


Emmeline Pankhurst, 1913. Photographed by Chicago Matzen, restored by Adam Cuerden, from the Library of Congress. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


George Shillibeer’s first omnibus. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


A horse-drawn tram in Liverpool in the 1890s. Reprinted by permission of Liverpool Record Office, Liverpool Libraries.


Mr Pooter painting his servant’s washstand: illustration from The Diary of a Nobody. Original illustration by Weedon Grossmith.


The prototype semi-detached mansion at Porchester Terrace in Bayswater, London, designed by John Claudius Loudon. Illustration from The Suburban Gardener and Villa Companion, published in 1838.


A typical suburban semi-detached home of the 1890s. Chronicle/Alamy Stock Photo.


H. G. Wells, circa 1890. Picture taken by Frederick Hollyer. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.


Council houses at Sea Mills, Bristol, in 1949. Paul Townsend/Flickr CC BY-ND 2.0.


An unidentified woman demonstrating the use of an electric iron circa 1913–14 (b/w photo), Hassler, William Davis (1877-1921) / Collection of the New-York Historical Society, USA/Bridgeman Images.


1935 UK Magazine Ruislip House advert. John Frost Newspapers/Alamy Stock Photo.


Osbert Lancaster’s cartoon featuring ‘Stockbroker Tudor’. By permission of Clare Hastings.


A prefab house in 1945. Pictorial Press Ltd/Alamy Stock Photo.


The Prime Minister Harold Macmillan visiting Stevenage New Town. Reproduced by permission of Stevenage Museum.


St Cuthbert’s Village, Gateshead. Reprinted by permission of the Northumberland and Newcastle Society.


Houses in Falkner Street, Liverpool before demolition. © Nick Hedges.










INTRODUCTION



The Changing Idea of the Home


When we move into a new house we instantly set about stamping our tastes and our identities on to it. We redecorate, we arrange our furniture and our books, the collected volumes that we hope say something about us and our lives. This, and the frenzy of cleaning and scrubbing that precedes it, is about much more than domestic hygiene and personal taste. It is also an attempt to exorcize the lingering presence of past residents from our new private space.


In our frantic urge to turn an old house into a new home we attempt to conceal an unavoidable fact – that until recently it was the home of other people, and before them yet more people; a line of strangers stretching back decades and often centuries. But the truth is that no matter how many layers of paint we slap on or alterations we make, we can never succeed in wiping away the traces of the lives that have been lived there before us. If walls could talk it would be ordinary homes, not grand public buildings or the mansions of the rich, that would have all the best stories. This is because it is at home, behind closed doors and drawn curtains, that we live out our inner lives and family lives. Only there, in the domestic space, in living rooms, kitchens and bedrooms, either alone or in the company of our partners, parents and children, are we genuinely ourselves.


There is a simple but harsh truth about houses – they live longer than we do. Their ages are counted in centuries rather than decades and some have multiple lives. Houses are malleable in ways that we are not. They can change function and status, they can be restored and brought back from the dead. Houses can adapt to changing times, they can survive economic downturns by slipping into states of almost suspended animation, living on long enough to be rediscovered and restored. Millions of British homes bear the marks and scars of such restorations and transformations: patches of new stonework or brickwork amidst the old and the ghostly outlines of doorways and windows that were long ago filled in. Our fleeting lives become single chapters in their longer stories. We might leave our marks, but they are overlain by those of later generations who will undo what we have done and make our spaces their own. For millions of people these stark realities are invigorating rather than disheartening. Rather than lament their ephemeral place in the stories of our homes they are enthralled by the possibilities these realities open up. They accept that our homes, the most intimate spaces in our lives, and the most expensive purchases we ever make, come to us second-hand, with a history of their own already written. Instead of being unsettled by these realities they are drawn to the twin prospects of becoming a small part of a bigger history and of uncovering the previous hidden chapters.


Our homes are acutely familiar and yet their histories are concealed from us. The urge to know more, to discover something of lives lived in the same space in earlier times, is seemingly innate. Most people who are given a map of their home town from a previous century instinctively look for their own house and street. If we are lucky enough to discover a picture of our home from the past most of us find the experience both profound and unsettling. The effect is more profound if the faces of past occupants stare back out at us. To see them standing in our doorways, tending our gardens, smiling out into the street from our front windows is mesmerizing and at the same time disconcerting. In recent years thousands of people have surrendered to the urge to know more about the past lives of their homes. House histories have become the new frontier of popular, participatory history. Many of those who set out to discover the secrets contained within their own four walls are those who have already uncovered their ancestors in the archives. Enthralled by those discoveries they set out to become the curators of another history within which they are the inheritors.


Many books about the history of the British home focus largely on one thing – architecture. The history of domestic architecture, along with the history of design and home organization, will be part of this book. How could it not be? However, the true significance of the material histories of our homes is that the lifeless things that estate agents love to call ‘original features’ enable us to commune with past residents, members of the generations for whom our homes were originally built. The features and decoration that they so valued offer us a glimpse into their lives and a better understanding of the societies they knew and the times they lived in. Innately we care about flesh and blood more than bricks and mortar, and material history only matters because it mattered to them.


What inspires twenty-first-century homeowners to head off to the archives and wade through trade directories, deeds, land-registry documents, electoral registers, wills, birth and death certificates, parish registers, maps, census returns, local newspapers and other sources is not the thought of discovering lost plans or architectural drawings, but the hope of linking those original features or later modifications to the people who lived in our personal spaces. People to whom we are connected by shared space and separated only by the single dimension of time.


At its most fundamental and visceral, history is about people. No new discovery, no original theory or ground-breaking revelation from the archives, really matters unless it can tell us something about the lives of human creatures, just like ourselves, who lived and died before our birth. This is the essence of what the historian G. M. Trevelyan called the ‘poetry of history . . . the quasi-miraculous fact that once, on this earth, once on this familiar spot of ground, walked other men and women, as actual as we are today, thinking their own thoughts, swayed by their own passions, but now all gone, one generation vanishing into another, gone as utterly as we ourselves shall shortly be gone, like ghosts at cockcrow.’ No ‘spot of ground’ is more familiar and important to us than our own homes, and therefore perhaps no connection with those vanished generations – other than the genealogical bonds of kinship and blood – is stronger than the connection to shared private space.


Those who set out to discover the histories of their homes report experiencing profound feelings of empathy for the people who came before them. But their encounters in the archives with people who long ago left this world are enormously amplified upon returning home with the thought that their hands gripped the same wooden banisters and pushed open the same doors, that they sat by the same fireplaces and looked out of the same windows – although to see radically different views. Such close encounters are thrilling and ghostly and also – it would seem – addictive.


To learn of the lives of the people who once walked through the rooms and corridors of our homes, to read their letters, to come across their signatures on yellowed documents, to hold in our hands copies of papers that shaped their fortunes; all of that is powerful enough. But to do so and then return home to the rooms from which those letters were written and in which those documents were first read is almost to commune with the dead. It is to have intimate encounters with people we could never have known and could never have met but with whom we have a powerful connection. Those connections are stronger still if we come across an old photograph that brings us face-to-face with them. What are the questions we would ask them? What did our home mean to them? Did it make them happy and what role did it play in the story of their lives? Who came and who departed in the years when our homes belonged to them? What were the key scenes played out in the rooms we now occupy?


Amateur house historians are often deeply moved to discover that many of the people they meet on the pages of documents suffered terrible tragedies within the shared domestic space. Perhaps we should not be surprised; after all, we don’t have to go very far back into the past to arrive at an age in which births and deaths took place at home, rather than in hospitals. How many lives began in the rooms in which we now sleep? How many lives drew to an end within the walls of our homes? History, at its most visceral, is about these sorts of shiver-down-the-spine moments.


It is not just the oldest of homes that have such stories to tell: even relatively modern houses harbour such dark secrets. We need only journey backwards seventy years to encounter an age in which Britain’s homes were more than dwelling places. During the Blitz a quarter of a million homes were destroyed. Another two million – an incredible figure – were damaged, and today thousands still bear the scars of bomb damage. Within what are today our personal spaces recent generations cowered inside Morrison shelters, steel survival spaces disguised as dining-room tables. In what are now our gardens they nightly lived a troglodyte existence, half-buried in Anderson shelters. Shrapnel marks, black scars from fires, and patches of repaired brickwork – all have stories to tell. This most tantalizing of questions, who lived in my house during the war, can be one of the easiest to answer as in 1939 the government carried out a national register of every home in England and Wales. It preceded the issuing of identity cards and ration books, but seven decades later this special, one-off census provides us with a snapshot of Britain at the start of the war. As such it carries names of most of the forty-six thousand people who were killed in the Blitz, and it lists most of the quarter of a million addresses that would not appear on the first post-war census. The comparatively easy online exercise of looking up who was living in our homes in 1939 can be the gateway drug that leads people to deeper research and a deeper sense of connection.


Just as the history of any house is more than its architectural history, the story of any single dwelling is something that spills out into the surrounding streets. The history of every home and the lives and the circumstances of the people who lived within its walls is intimately wrapped up in the history of the neighbourhood in which it stands. Then, as now, it is ‘location, location, location’ that matters. The story of Britain’s towns and cities is one characterized by great shifts in the fortunes of each district and neighbourhood. Their rises and falls are critical to understanding the histories of the individual homes within them. This is where the little histories contained within our homes intersect with bigger histories, both national and international.


The many stories uncovered from within the walls of the three houses explored in the three series of A House Through Time, 62 Falkner Street in Liverpool, 5 Ravensworth Terrace in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and 10 Guinea Street in Bristol, reveal how the big themes of the past can be reduced to granular detail by focusing on a single address. The ups and downs of the economic cycle, the coming of the railways, the arrival of new industries and the decline of old ones, slavery and its abolition, endemic and epidemic disease, the two world wars, the loss of empire, and feminism all influenced the lives of the residents who lived in those three homes over the decades. To an extent those forces determined who those residents were and from where in society they were drawn.


The history of a house can be shaped by what happens elsewhere within its city. The fortunes of each of our houses in A House Through Time were undermined by the emergence of fashionable new suburbs whose creation condemned the once desirable inner-city districts in which all three of our houses stand to precipitous decline. Today they find themselves in districts that are once again regarded as desirable. They are the beneficiaries of waves of regeneration and, more latterly and controversially, gentrification. Yet for decades each of those streets and the other streets surrounding them sank down the social spectrum and became urban twilight zones. Falkner Street sank the furthest and by the 1950s was regarded as a slum. Each of our three houses – all of them large, designed for wealthy families – was at various points in its story subdivided, turned into a lodging house or tenement.


What was true for those three homes was also the case for many hundreds of thousands of others. The pattern of decline, subdivision and eventual decay was so common that foreign visitors to Victorian and Edwardian Britain noted with surprise that the poor lived, packed sardine-like, in elegant homes originally designed for the rich. And it didn’t take much for a once desirable residence in a formerly fashionable area to become a cheap lodging house. A new railway line cutting across a Victorian city, for example, could condemn the streets on one side to decay and decline. Literally on the wrong side of the tracks, such areas cascaded ever downwards, and this was just one of the mechanisms by which houses built for the rich became the homes of the poor. In the case of 10 Guinea Street, the rise of Bristol’s glamorous district of Clifton was key to its decline, as the rich who might have once lived in its wood-panelled rooms preferred the Georgian elegance and panoramic views from the new homes and apartments built on the cliffs. Many of Britain’s grand Georgian town houses, more modest terraces and beautiful Victorian villas have humbler chapters in their pasts. For the house historian, this means the range of occupations, life experiences and social status of past residents is often remarkably broad. A home built for the wealthy and perhaps today once again valuable and highly desirable may, in earlier ages, have been the resting places of the semi-destitute and the desperate, home to those on the fringes of society who sought out single rooms or shared rooms in what were then decaying houses in downbeat districts.


This book is the work of two authors, David Olusoga and Melanie Backe-Hansen. Melanie is a highly respected house historian who has worked as a consultant on A House Through Time. Her previous books have uncovered the hidden pasts of individual houses and set their stories within the wider historical context. Drawing on her experience, eye for the practical details, and extensive knowledge of the archives, this book aims to offer tips and advice to budding house historians and to provide a modest work of social history. In her chapters, and in her notes on resources, Melanie will help readers learn how to read the clues contained in the physical fabric of their homes and direct them towards the documents and resources they will need in order to uncover the unique stories of their homes (chapters one, two, eight and nine). Both Melanie’s and my own chapters are peppered with stories of homes and their past residents that have emerged from previous explorations as well as the three houses featured in A House Through Time. We have both benefited from the knowledge and advice of social historian Gavin Weightman, whose help has been invaluable as we completed this book.


Together our chapters plot developments in the history of the British home and explore the changing social idea of the home – something which has never remained static or settled. As the history of every urban home is shaped by the history of the city in which it was built, there will also be chapters on the development of the British city. These passages reveal how the urbanization of the country changed how homes were built and lived in, and their patterns of ownership. Elsewhere we explore the ever-changing functions that past generations allotted to the rooms of the homes we have inherited.


Always, however, we are drawn to the people who lived before us, and it is their stories that echo through the corridors of our homes. If you live in an old house then you share it with the ghosts of the people who lived there before you, because your space was once their space.


David Olusoga, 2020










CHAPTER ONE



WHERE TO START?


Deeds, Documents, and Archives


Every house has a story: a unique history all of its own. The nuances and details of the people that have called it home and the events that have unfolded within its walls make the history of every home different. The three houses in Liverpool, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, and Bristol that feature in A House Through Time were built in a bygone age. But much of England’s surviving housing is older than we might imagine. Of the twenty-three million or so inhabited houses standing today around a fifth were built before the outbreak of the Great War in 1914.


Architectural styles change but the great majority of homes, the grand terraces, suburban villas, and humble back-to-back streets, were put up by speculative builders who did not own the land they built on but who hoped to turn a profit by satisfying changing tastes as fashion dictated. In time the brand-new terrace might become run-down and multi-occupied or turned into a hostel or some other kind of institution. Then, if it survived demolition, it might have a new lease of life as a newly fashionable ‘gentrified’ town house cherished by its new owners. It is a familiar pattern repeated through the centuries.


If walls could talk, all of these pre-1914 houses would have extraordinary stories to tell. Much of the drama that has been played out in them might be difficult to retrieve, but a great deal can be unearthed with some detective work and persistence. It can be exciting, and to learn about the history of your house inevitably leads to a fascination with past lives and the discovery of the rich social history of the home. A House Through Time is not so much about the buildings as about the lives of former residents who once thought of them as homes.


Some of the detective work which went into the revelations of the television series can be a guide for anyone fascinated by the lives of those who shared the four walls of their home in history. This book is both an introduction to the many sources of information that can be found in documents held in archives, and a social history of housing from Roman times until the present day.


The older the house, the richer the history is likely to be. But there is still a great deal to discover about the past life of your home if it’s one of the semi-detached suburban houses built between the world wars. Just under four million survive today and they represent a clear break with the past in a great many ways. As in the Victorian era, the majority were put up by speculative builders who created huge new estates. But, from 1918, for the first time in the country’s history, the government provided the funds to build council-house estates: what we now call ‘social housing’. In fact between the wars there was fierce competition for land between councils and private builders as the major cities spread over the countryside.


Whatever the age of your house, if you want to delve into the history of the area in which you live, or perhaps where you lived when you were younger, you have to start somewhere. If you wonder when the house was built then its appearance, its architecture, is the first clue. Getting it exactly right might be difficult, but broadly speaking with a little knowledge, you can tell if a house is Victorian or built between the two world wars. With a little bit more knowledge you might judge the house is Georgian, built during the reigns of the Hanoverian kings from 1714 to 1830.


There are many different approaches to researching the history of a house and its former residents. You can go to any of the archives now available: the national censuses (for the years 1841 to 1911), the electoral registers, the street directories, the Land Registry, and the title deeds, to name just a few. However, before jumping into the documents and and perhaps finding youself a little muddled, a key tip for researching the history of a house is to work backwards in time. Start with what you know, such as the names of more recent occupants, and this will provide clues about which sources to research and how best to use them as you search further back in time. Street names and house numbers often change, sometimes several times, so this will also help to ensure you are researching the right house and people.


[image: image]


A map from 1796 shows the area of Falkner Street, Liverpool, prior to major development. A number of fields are owned by ‘Mr Faulkner’.


Perhaps the most instantly rewarding and enjoyable starting point is to go to the great variety of maps which can offer a vivid picture of the changing setting and fortunes of our homes. Only a few specialized maps will tell you about the people living in the area (some are described later on), but you can check on the era in which your street was built. It might not exist on an 1860s map but appear on one drawn ten years later. You can also find, if the map is large-scale, roads which have been renamed since a map was drawn.


In local archives there will be maps of your area or town, such as those that form part of landowner surveys, municipal maps for the building of new roads, or maps of industrial sites or in preparation for new developments. One such map of the ‘Town and County of Newcastle-upon-Tyne and the Borough of Gateshead’ by Thomas Oliver in 1830 (see here) provided a wonderful visual image of the newly constructed Ravensworth Terrace and the neighbouring gardens of Summerhill for series two of A House Through Time. Other maps, produced for a variety of purposes, can also be revealing. These include the Goad Fire Insurance maps, of Charles E. Goad Ltd, which were produced in towns and cities to assess fire risk. They provide fascinating details of the structure of buildings and often record how they were used, whether as offices, homes, institutions, or hotels, or as shops for hairdressers, tailors, and other trades.


The outbreak of disease sometimes prompted authorities to commission maps. In Liverpool, the unique ‘Mortality map of Typhus’, 1865, reveals the extent of the city’s typhus epidemic (see the plate section). Not only does it provide a striking visual representation of the tragedy of the epidemic, but also gives clues to the conditions of the city at that time. It provided a significant clue to the reasons behind the death of John Bowes at 62 Falkner Street in Liverpool in 1854. Although he died of cholera, the typhus map provides important evidence of the state of the poorer working-class areas of Liverpool during the mid-nineteenth century that contributed to the spread of disease.


However, there is one outstanding series of maps with a long and fascinating history with which a great many people are familiar. These are produced under the rather odd name of the Ordnance Survey. Some are on a small scale of one inch to the mile (the most recent are metric), but there are others which show much greater detail, right down to the identification of individual properties. These are used nowadays by the Land Registry to define the ownership of individual plots of land.


The history of the Ordnance Survey can be traced back to the mapping, between 1747 and 1755, of the mountains and glens of the Scottish Highlands by a young engineer called William Roy. These maps were commissioned as an aid to the ‘pacification’ of Scots who fought to restore the Stuart monarchy by installing Charles Stuart (the so-called Bonnie Prince Charlie) on the British throne.


No other call for accurate mapping was apparent when Roy had finished his work in Scotland, but, by chance, an astronomical problem gave him the opportunity to continue his work and improve on it. A dispute between the Observatory at Greenwich and the Paris Observatory about their exact geographical positions could only be resolved by accurate mapping. Though Britain and France were at war at the start, a collaboration using the French mapping technique of ‘triangulation’ solved the problem in 1790. Roy produced the British map.


The prospect of producing a series of accurate maps of the country proved to be inspirational for the Board of Ordnance, which was responsible for the forts, munitions, and equipment for the defence of Britain. The Board invested in a Ramsden theodolite, an essential instrument for the cartographer, in 1791. Some argue this was the true beginning of the Ordnance Survey maps, which were in time noted for their exceptional detail and accuracy.


From the outset these official maps were the responsibility of the military and the very first one-inch-to-the-mile map produced in 1801 with the Ramsden theodolite was of Kent at a time when there was a very real fear of invasion. Napoleon had amassed an armada on the other side of the Channel and appeared to be intent on launching a seaborne invasion.


Over the next twenty years, the mapping of southern England continued though the threat of invasion had passed with the defeat of the French and Spanish navies at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 and of Napoleon’s army at Waterloo in 1815. There was a project to cover the whole country but it was abandoned. And there was an issue over accuracy. One of the giants of Ordnance history, the surveyor Captain Thomas Colby (1784–1852), who recorded that he had once walked 586 miles in twenty-two days in 1819, found serious inaccuracies in the early maps and he set about revising them.


It was 1844 before there was a complete set of one-inch maps for Britain below a line drawn from Preston in Lancashire to Hull in Humberside. As early as 1786 a large-scale six-inches-to-the-mile map had been drawn of the important naval town of Plymouth and the area around, but although there were some other large-scale maps made of military installations, the six-inch map was not widely produced until the mapping of Ireland in the 1830s. These maps really had nothing to do with Ordnance: they were mapping for taxation. From this time on the Ordnance Survey was employed chiefly to provide the kind of detailed information required by government, local authorities, and developers, as Victorian industrial towns grew at tremendous speed.


Maps at several different scales were published by the Ordnance office, covering the whole of Britain. This makes the hunt for the maps relevant to your own house and street especially exciting, though occasionally quite frustrating. During the mid- to late-nineteenth century, the Ordnance Survey produced maps of twenty-five inches to the mile, while some urban areas had maps of five feet to one mile (and later ten feet to one mile). These revealed extraordinary detail of streets and houses, including the specific parameters of a house, as well as the layout of gardens, and the location of wells, pumps, and post boxes. The strengths of the Ordnance Survey maps were not only their level of detail, but the fact that they were updated every twenty to thirty years, so it is possible to track the development of your house and street through subsequent maps.


If you are out looking for Ordnance Survey maps of various scales you will find most of these in your local authority archives. However, the best place to look is still the British Library map room, which has a comprehensive collection of just about everything ever produced.


A very useful online map finder is provided by the Charles Close Society, which was founded in 1980 by a group of Ordnance Survey enthusiasts. They named their society after Colonel Sir Charles Arden-Close, the Director-General from 1911 to 1922, who was influential in making Ordnance Survey maps more widely available. Their free website has a great deal about the history of the Ordnance Survey with advice on how to find maps (see the resources section). Especially useful is their online index. If you enter an address on a street in any town, it will list all the Ordnance Survey maps of different scales that cover the area. For example if you enter the address of 62 Falkner Street, Liverpool, featured in the first series of A House Through Time, there are more than twenty maps listed, going back to 1864 which was surveyed in the 1840s. There are similar lists for Ravensworth Terrace in Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Guinea Street in Bristol.


In addition, the National Library of Scotland has an easy map search for Ordnance Survey maps and these cover all of the United Kingdom. There are also a growing number of digital map sites, including Know Your Place: West of England, and Layers of London, which shows a variety of map ‘layers’ from the Romans to today. (For further details on websites and map sources, see the resources section.)


Ordnance Survey maps do not record year by year the changes to the countryside or the towns, as they were commissioned and surveyed at intervals of several years, and they lack any details of ownership of property or the social standing of the people who lived in the streets and houses. Fortunately for those researching the history of their house and its occupants there is a great variety of maps that can fill in the details.


Most local archives or county record offices will have some historic maps of towns and rural districts dating back to periods earlier than the Ordnance maps, though they are unlikely to be very detailed. However, in the National Archives there are several series of maps which were commissioned for a special purpose that can be rich in detail. Of these perhaps the most intriguing, especially for those whose houses were built in the second half of the nineteenth century, are the tithe maps.


‘Tithing’ was a tax in which farmers were obliged to donate each year one tenth of their produce, whether it were eggs or wool, to the local church and its incumbent clergy. Like all taxes it was resented, but it at least had some justification when the country was predominantly rural and its wealth rooted in agriculture. It originated in the ninth century and was not entirely abolished until 1977. Yet by the early nineteenth century it was patently out of date both for the beneficiaries and those paying the tithe. Paying rent in the form of sides of pork, chickens, eggs, and corn had become ridiculous and was a tax on farmers at a time when industrialists paid no tax at all.


Sir Frank Markham, in his History of Milton Keynes and District, which was once a very rural part of Buckinghamshire, provides a fine example of the absurdity of the tithe system. At the end of the eighteenth century every farmer in Bletchley, Water Eaton and Fenny Stratford had to deliver to the Rector of Bletchley every year, in addition to the ‘tenth sheaf of corn’, the following:




Underwood, Lambs, Wool, Pigs and Fruit, they are or should be paid in kind, for Milk twopence is paid for a milch Cow and Heifer, Eggs are paid for the Wednesday before Easter of the rate of two eggs for one Hen, and three eggs for a Cock, one halfpenny for a Garden Honey and calves pay at the rate of the tenth penny they are sold for and if a calf be eaten by the owner and his family there is only one halfpenny due for it but the 7th calf may be demanded by the Rector paying back to the owner 3½d for each calf weaned and every odd lamb and every odd Fleece there is due one halfpenny. For every sheep sold before Candlemas there is due one penny, for every sheep sold after Candlemas the whole tythe is due.





Parliament, after the Great Reform Act of 1832 which extended the right to vote to owners and tenants of properties worth over £10, recognized the problem and brought in a new law which sought to rid the country of the tithing custom. In some regions, especially those in which the enclosure of land had been widespread, tithes had already been abolished and replaced by some form of rent or monetary equivalent. The process of converting tithes into a money rent was called ‘commutation’. When Parliament decided to act to get rid of tithes, the law passed in 1836 was entitled the Tithe Commutation Act.


Commissioners set about making a record of existing tithes known as ‘the apportionments’ and these were recorded on maps, paid for by landowners who protested that they did not need expensive surveyors for the purpose. An Act in 1837 allowed all kinds of maps to be drawn up by a variety of people. From then on there were two categories: maps regarded as accurate by the Tithe Commissioners, which were designated ‘First Class’ (1,900 maps making up 16 per cent of the total), and the rest, rated ‘Second Class’.


Accordingly, the quality of tithe maps was variable but they are, by and large, a wonderful record of the lie of the land in England and Wales. Between 1836 and 1852 the Tithe Commissioners redistributed the tithe apportionments in over eleven thousand districts in England and Wales and in every case there is a map to accompany their deliberations. Most of the maps had been drawn up by 1850, but in some places the haggling over who should get what went on for thirty years or more. You can find even on the outskirts of the largest towns, including London, tithe maps which illustrate the rustic nature of whole areas which were soon covered in bricks and mortar. There is a detailed guide to what you can find in tithe maps in the National Archives publication Maps for Family and Local History by Geraldine Beech and Rose Mitchell.


Where there are gaps in the tithe map coverage it is generally because the transformation from tithe to money rent, or ‘rentcharge’ as it was called, had already begun where landlords had enclosed fields. Enclosure has a history going back to the sixteenth century. The term applied to the conversion of fields in which individuals farmed narrow strips into larger units, the cultivation of wastelands and heaths, and the expropriation of what had been communally owned land in a village by a new owner. Anyone with a legal right to land would be compensated. Thousands who believed they had rights based on custom lost out.


A new Act of Parliament was needed before each enclosure could go ahead. Between 1761 and 1801 about two thousand such Acts were passed and another two thousand between 1802 and 1844. It is estimated that these latter-day parliamentary enclosures affected six million acres in England, about a quarter of all cultivatable land. It is a matter of chance whether or not your house is in a former agricultural area that was enclosed, but it is now fairly easy to find out as a comprehensive guide to all enclosures between 1595 and 1918 has been compiled after extensive research at Exeter and Portsmouth Universities, funded by the Social and Economic Research Council and the Leverhulme Trust. A book by Roger Kain and others describing all the enclosure maps that can be consulted is published by Cambridge University Press. The authors state in the preface: ‘At scales of 1:10,000 and larger, they provide a record of parish and township boundaries before major changes took place, of enclosed and open fields, of farms and settlement forms, and of rural land ownership and use.’


A more recent set of maps covering the countryside was produced between 1941 and 1943. It might at first sight appear unlikely that an eighty-year-old survey of farms would be of more than passing interest to the house history hunter. However, for those who live on estates built after the Second World War, there is the potential for some fascinating discoveries. More than 13.5 million homes have been built in England and Wales since 1945, many of them on what had been farmland, and the possibility of discovering the rustic antecedents of your suburban back garden is enticing. You might be able to find the name of the farmer and what he had in the way of livestock and crops, as well as a map showing the pattern of the fields.


When war broke out in September 1939 the threat of food shortages became real and acute. The German U-boats attacked the merchant vessels that unloaded millions of tons of imported meat and grain and fruit, and there was an urgent need for Britain to feed itself as far as possible. To the slogan of ‘Dig for Victory’ parkland was ploughed up, pigs were herded on derelict sites in towns, and thousands of pockets of land were turned into miniature market gardens. In the countryside, County War Agricultural Executive Committees were set up with potentially draconian powers: they could tell farmers what to grow; to plough up pasture if they thought it would be more beneficial as arable land; to direct labourers where to work; and even, though this was rarely used, to forcibly take possession of land. Between June 1940 and early 1941 a rapid survey was undertaken of all but the smallest farms in England and Wales.


When this first emergency measure had been taken it was decided that a wartime Domesday Book should be compiled, providing an inventory of farms, which would form a sound basis for planning when the war was over. Between the spring of 1941 and 1943, farms of five acres or more in England and Wales were surveyed in detail – three hundred and twenty thousand in all. The tenants and owners filled in a fairly lengthy questionnaire on the livestock they had, the crops they grew, and the staff they employed. Later an assessment was made of the farm by a surveyor and each was put into a category, A for the best, B for the average, and C for the worst.


The maps compiled for the farm survey were based either on those of the Ordnance Survey of 25 inches to the mile, reduced to a scale of 12.5 inches, or the old 6 inches to the mile maps. A unique code was devised for each farm and its extent marked in most cases with a colour wash. To track down the area you are interested in involves a series of stages a bit like peeling back the skin of an onion. There are key sheets to the maps and on the maps themselves the code numbers for individual farms. Along with the farmer’s questionnaire and the surveyor’s comments (not always complimentary!) you might well find that you have a fascinating portrait of the site of your house at the time of the Second World War. If you live in a village which has not been substantially built over in the past seventy years or so the maps will also be of great interest. You might even find who lived in your cottage. For further reading there is a comprehensive study of the survey in Brian Short et al., The National Farm Survey 1941–43: State Surveillance and the Countryside in England and Wales in the Second World War (see the resources section).


Of all the maps you might scan in your quest to understand how the world was ordered in the past, none could ever have quite the impact as those hand painted to accompany the monumental Life and Labour of the People in London. The author was Charles Booth (not to be confused with William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army), a businessman who had made his fortune in trade with South America and who chose to spend a considerable amount of it on gauging the extent of poverty in London.


Charles Booth had a pious upbringing in Liverpool, where his father was a corn merchant and member of the Unitarian Church. He left school at the age of sixteen to take up an apprenticeship with a shipping company. When his father died, Charles and his older brother Alfred were left with a considerable inheritance. They decided to form their own company trading in skins and leather across the Atlantic, with offices in New York and Liverpool. In time the company prospered with the development of pneumatic tyres, shipping raw rubber from Brazil. Charles built the port of Manaus for the rubber trade.


All this time, he lived in Liverpool. In 1871 he married Mary Macaulay, a niece of the famous historian Thomas Babington Macaulay. They moved to London in 1875, and Charles was introduced to some of the leading reformist figures of the day. There was a dispute amongst philanthropists and others about the extent of poverty in the capital. Booth set out with Mary’s help to map the whole of London, street by street, giving each a colour code indicating his estimation of its wealth and social class.


He recruited a motley crew of investigators. School Board inspectors, whose job it was to walk the streets looking for children who were not in school, were joined by police constables, all of them noting the social conditions from the grand houses with footmen at the door to the dark enclaves of abject poverty. He liked to order things, to classify them and define them, and he applied this methodical approach, which he had developed as a trader, to the social fabric of London. He decided on a fivefold classification of the social classes from the wealthiest to the poorest. It was not without a certain moral censure, though there was nothing sanctimonious about his view of the poor. He had lost his religious faith long before and liked to say that what he believed in was ‘purpose’.


The painstaking observations of every street across a very large part of London in 1889, and a second survey a few years later, were used to create social-class maps which at a glance gave a picture of the wealth and poverty in each district. These maps (the original hand-painted sheets are kept in the Museum of London) provide in colour a mosaic of social classes in every street and courtyard: see the plate section.


[image: image]


Charles Booth, social reformer and creator of the renowned London poverty maps.


The very wealthiest London streets are coloured yellow. Going down the social scale the streets occupied chiefly by the middle classes, many of them shopkeepers, are marked in a bold red. Then there are the roads marked pink, which were judged to be chiefly lived in by people who were ‘fairly comfortable with good ordinary earnings’. Streets marked purple were judged to have a mix of comfortably off and poor people. Then there were those streets marked in light blue in which the average family weekly income was 18–21 shillings, barely enough to get by.


The streets of the very poor, relying on casual employment, are marked dark blue, but they were not at the lowest level of his classification. Here was a touch of moral judgement: the streets and enclaves painted black were in the lowest class, categorized as ‘occasional labourers, street sellers, loafers, criminals and semi-criminals’. All of these maps are available online and the London School of Economics has digitized many of the notebooks of the investigators (see the resources section). A book, entitled Charles Booth’s London Poverty Maps, has also been produced by the London School of Economics.


In the late 1920s and early 1930s The New Survey of London Life and Labour with maps that covered what was then the county of London was published and can be used to illustrate the changes since the last of the Booth surveys at the end of the nineteenth century.


A decade after the last of the Booth maps was published, an attempt to map wealth rather than poverty was made by the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George. He was out to tax the rich, or ‘the unemployed’ as he sometimes liked to call the landed aristocracy, whose wealth increased with the rising value of land and property despite the fact that they contributed nothing themselves by way of improvements. In order for his scheme to work Lloyd George first needed to have an estimate of what an estate was worth at a fixed point in time, so that when it was sold the difference could be calculated and taxed. There was an element of the modern-day inheritance-tax principle in it and it was about as popular with the well-to-do.


As you might imagine, there was huge opposition to Lloyd George’s valuation survey but the law to implement it was finally passed as the Finance Act (1909–10). Between 1910 and 1915 an inventory was drawn up to identify the property owners with more than fifty acres of land worth £75 an acre or more. They would have to pay a duty of 20 per cent on the increase in the value of their property between the baseline set at 30 April 1909 and when it was sold, or leased for more than fourteen years, or on the death of the owner. Although the owners of less valuable property did not face the ‘incremental tax’, it was decided to include them in the survey anyway as it was thought the information might be useful when the rating system was reformed or property was compulsorily purchased by the government.


At the time this new Domesday survey was commissioned the Valuation Office had been established only a short while and had just 61 employees. To carry out the survey the permanent staff was increased to 600 and 4,500 temporary employees were taken on. Using maps of various scales drawn up by the Ordnance Survey, they set off to make detailed notes on all the property in England and Wales. For the purposes of the survey – and this is worth knowing if you are hunting for your property on a map – England and Wales were divided into 14 Valuation Divisions and within these there were 188 Valuation Districts. At the outset, landowners were sent a form to fill in giving an account of their property and faced a stiff fine if they refused: £50, equivalent to £5,000 in 2018. A number of landowners challenged the validity of the survey in the courts and delayed its completion, but of 10.5 million forms sent out, 9 million were returned completed within the first year.


Evaluators with Ordnance Survey maps then reviewed the properties and wrote descriptions in field books. The quality of these varies a great deal, but many demonstrate a real dedication to duty. You might find a description of your house that lists the number of rooms and their use, the condition of the exterior, the name of the owner and of the occupier (if it was rented, as most properties were), the date it was built, and information on when it was sold in the past and for what price. Unfortunately, the whole project was slowed by the outbreak of war in August 1914, when many valuation staff went off to fight in France.


As a method of taxation, the scheme was a failure. It cost about £2 million to set up and when the Act was repealed in 1920 had raised hardly any tax at all. But the maps and the field books hoarded away in the National Archives have proved to be one of the most exciting sources for the house history hunter. You can begin your search online with a new device provided by the National Archives (see the resources section). Some valuation books and survey records have also been retained in local archives or record offices.


Unfortunately there are areas of the country where it is not worth looking:




Basildon, Essex: many records destroyed in a fire


Birkenhead and the Wirral: most records lost in bomb damage during the Second World War


Chelmsford: lost, possibly in the Basildon Valuation Office fire


Chichester: destroyed by a Second World War bomb


Coventry: lost in the Second World War


Liverpool: lost in the Second World War, possibly bombing


Portsmouth: lost in Second World War bomb damage


Southampton: lost in Second World War bomb damage


Winchester: destroyed in enemy action.





The aerial bombardment that destroyed a number of the Lloyd George Domesday maps brought death and destruction to London and some of the more important port and industrial cities in the country. The capital took the brunt, hit with seventy-one raids that killed an estimated thirty thousand people. Liverpool, Birmingham, Glasgow, Plymouth, Bristol, Exeter, Coventry, Portsmouth, Southampton, Hull, and Manchester all suffered some bomb damage and loss of life. The national death toll is estimated at forty-one thousand.


In the first two weeks of the Blitz in 1940 around two hundred thousand houses in London were damaged, many of them in the poorest districts of the East End. As the bombs rained down, first from the continuous night-time waves of the Luftwaffe and later in the war from V1 and V2 rockets, the damage done to buildings was logged meticulously by the London County Council. Judgements were made about which homes had been so badly damaged they could not be saved, and those that might be shored up. If a building had historic value every effort was made to save it. This was the origin of the listing of buildings we are familiar with today. Rubble from the early raids was loaded onto freight trains – 1,700 of them – and used as hard core for Bomber Command runways in East Anglia.


Surveyors from the London County Council who inspected the damage marked the details on large-scale Ordnance Survey maps which, with some updating, had been completed at the outbreak of war in 1914. They were colour-coded to indicate the severity of damage in every street. Astonishingly every single bomb and rocket was logged with the position it fell and exploded along with a note on its impact. At the end of the war the maps were preserved in the archives of the London Metropolitan Authority and can now be viewed at the London Metropolitan Archives. A book was also published by Thames and Hudson (Laurence Ward, 2015). The Layers of London website additionally shows bomb damage maps for the entire length of the war in London. Another website provided by the Bomb Sight project offers an easily searchable series of maps for each London borough with notes on the bombs dropped between 7 October 1940 and 6 June 1941. With a zoom you can easily find your address if you live in the area covered. (See the resources section for websites.)
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St John’s Lane in Bedminster, Bristol, suffered extensive bomb damage.


Ouside of London, county and city record offices hold various records for the war years, ranging from bomb damage maps and photographs to diaries and oral testimonies from those who lived through the war. In the National Archives there are also a series of maps which mark where bombs and rockets fell in different parts of the country. These are the bomb census maps which were put together by regional officers of the Ministry of Home Security Bomb Census Organisation, collating information provided by Civil Defence workers and the police. These maps give no indication of whether a building was destroyed or not but they nevertheless make for fascinating, if ghoulish, reading.


As an important dockyard on the south coast of England, home of the Supermarine factory and birthplace of the Spitfire, Southampton, was a prime target. During the nights of 23/24 November and 30 November and 1 December 1940, the Southampton Blitz reached its climax as the city came under sustained attack. Hundreds of tonnes of bombs were dropped during the two nights, whilst on 30 November alone some 634 individual properties were left ablaze. A report by the Ministry of Food describes how the resulting destruction ‘equalled anything so far in aerial attack on this country’, but even so, it is very hard now to comprehend the scale of the damage, let alone the impact it had on the people who lived through it.


The Ordnance Survey with the help of the National Archives and Southampton City Council created a map based on records from the time that pinpoints where 712 of the bombs fell. The bomb sites are overlaid on modern mapping to show the scale of the damage (see the resources section).


All local archives will have collections of photographs which often vividly illustrate the effects of bombing. In A House Through Time the photographic collection held by Historic England had pictures showing the destruction around Guinea Street in Bristol. Long after the war photographic records revealed the destruction of housing around Falkner Street in Liverpool during the great slum clearance programmes before the tower blocks arose from the rubble. And the fate of 5 Ravensworth Terrace in Newcastle when it ceased for years to be a home was brought to life with a wonderful collection of photographs taken when it was a Salvation Army Goodwill Centre. Even a study of old postcards can be rewarding. Many images can now be tracked down online from a variety of collections such as Historic England’s (see the resources section). Record offices and archives across the country will also have their own collections.


There is a great deal you can discover from maps and photographs but when you’re researching the history of a house and its past inhabitants, you need more detail and something more comprehensive in its coverage. For this you will inevitably turn to the national censuses that have been held every ten years since 1801, with just one omission in 1941 (the 1931 census was destroyed in the war).


When it was first introduced in England, Wales and Scotland in 1801 there was little indication that the Census of Population was ever going to be much fun. For much of the eighteenth century there had been fierce arguments about whether or not the number of people was rising or falling. In the absence of a government-sponsored headcount there was no resolving the issue, though some very ingenious methods were devised for estimating numbers. The debate was given a new urgency by the publication in 1798 of An Essay on the Principle of Population by the Revd Thomas Malthus, who foresaw a terrible future unless birth rates were held back by what he called ‘moral restraint’, i.e. less sex. It seemed inevitable to Malthus that population increase would outstrip the ability of the land to provide food for the greater numbers and that the country – and much of Europe – was heading for war, disease, or famine, or all three.


Malthus was quite right in his belief that population was rising rapidly at the end of the eighteenth century and that it would go on rising in the nineteenth at an unprecedented rate. There were, from time to time, wars, diseases and famines, but never on a scale that threatened the growth in numbers. And the more intensive use of farmland as well as imports of food kept the millions fed. But if it was his gloomy predictions that finally got the census commissioned then we owe him a great debt. Now accessible online, the censuses are hugely popular among genealogists, family historians and house history hunters (see the resources section).


It should be pointed out, however, that census returns can sometimes be limited in the detail they provide. The most recent information obtainable is from the 1911 census: the last hundred years is a blank for the good reason that publication of returns remains confidential until a century is up. (From 2022, however, you should be able to view the 1921 census.) In addition, the earliest census which has information of any real value is that of 1841: the previous four decennial censuses were just headcounts. The census also records the inhabitants of a property on one day of the year. If, at the time, most of the family is away then the place will seem empty. Names are spelled wrongly on occasion, or they are undecipherable, and road names change. The search criteria are not always consistent between censuses. For example, with the 1901 census you can search by road name and district.


Despite their fallibilities, common to all sources of raw data, census returns can, nonetheless, provide a wealth of information about people who lived in your home, listing not just the head of the household but other residents, including children, servants, lodgers and visitors. They also reveal key personal details: ages, occupations, places of birth and the marital status of former occupants. The 1911 census was an important source when retelling the stories for all three houses in A House Through Time. It revealed that 5 Ravensworth Terrace in Newcastle-upon-Tyne was a boarding house run by Grace Eagle, who lived there with her daughter, nineteen-year-old Leonora, who was a shop assistant, and her son, fourteen-year-old Henry, who was at school. Meanwhile, there were five boarders, including a ‘merchant’s agent’, plus an actor and three ‘music-hall artists’, which brought to life the story of the music-hall theatre in Edwardian Newcastle.


Searching the census returns can also be richly rewarding. The Office of National Statistics has had a bit of fun with it by unearthing the entries of famous historical figures. At Buckingham Palace, Her Majesty Queen Victoria lists her occupation in the 1851 census as ‘The Queen’ and awarded her husband, the beloved Albert, the title ‘Head of the Household’. In 1841 she gives her name simply as ‘The Queen, aged 20’ with just a tick in the ‘Occupation’ box. In the 1881 census, the cricketer W. G. Grace, then aged thirty-two, gives his profession as surgeon: he was a qualified medical practitioner, though he made his fortune out of cricket. In the 1861 census Florence Nightingale is down as ‘Formerly Hospital Nurse’, when she was aged forty and very ill staying in the Burlington Hotel in London, which she used as an office. When he was living in Dean Street, Soho, in 1841, Karl Marx is down as Charles Marx; his occupation is given as doctor, and in brackets, ‘philosophical author’, birthplace, Prussia. With his wife Jenny he has three daughters and a son and they employ a domestic servant and a nurse. The ageing William Wordsworth at seventy-one was in London at the time of the 1841 census, staying in Upper Grosvenor Street with his wife Mary. He describes himself as ‘Distributor of Stamps’, an office he was given in Westmorland to provide him with an income he could never have earned as a poet.
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Grace Eagle and her children Leonora and Henry lived at 5 Ravensworth Terrace, Newcastle, during the early 1900s.


At the outbreak of the Second World War the General Register Office conducted an instant census carried out along the same lines as the regular decennial censuses to record the whereabouts of the civilian population. It was needed to keep track of the population when rationing and the evacuation of those vulnerable to bombing was planned. It was also a record of those liable to conscription in the armed services. There was to have been a full census in 1941 and the preparations for that were put into practice. The 1931 census was compiled and stored but it was destroyed by fire during the war and as no census was possible in 1941, the 1939 register is an invaluable resource for family and house historians.
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The 1939 Register lists who was living at 10 Guinea Street on 29 September 1939.


It is available on several family history sites and is entertaining to use. For example on the census day, 29 September 1939, we find the playwright Noël Coward at his enormous manor house Goldenhurst in Kent with a party of nine others, actresses, a theatrical manager, labourers, a dairyman and a Winifred Ellis who had ‘unpaid domestic duties’ (a common term for the lady of the house as opposed to a paid domestic). Goldenhurst was requisitioned by the army during the war and Coward did not return there until 1951. The expense of running it and the attention of the Inland Revenue drove him into exile. John Gielgud, under his full name Arthur J., was staying at 26 Park Road, Blackpool. Gracie Fields was in the home she shared with her parents, The Haven, Telscombe Cliffs Way in Sussex. The register contains the names, occupations, marital statuses and ages of around forty million people, recorded in more than sixty-five thousand volumes.


Electoral registers and poll books offer another avenue for research into the occupants of a house. In most cases, it is the electoral registers from the late nineteenth century and through the twentieth century, a time when those eligible to vote increased substantially, that will be of most use for the house historian. The earlier records, known as poll books, are literally a ‘poll’ of voters, who they voted for, and the location of the property that gave them the eligibility. From 1696 to 1832 the eligibility to vote in county constituencies was based on ownership of freehold land valued at forty shillings or over, although from 1763 this was extended to those who received annuities or rent charges on freehold land.


Until 1832, most names were taken from the land tax, but after the passing of the Reform Act in 1832, the right to vote in parliamentary elections was extended to both owner and tenants of a property with an annual rental value of at least £10. From this time electoral registers were compiled for each area. Further extensions of the electorate were introduced in 1867 and 1884, which meant that by the final years of the nineteenth century, two out of three men were able to vote. However, women were still disenfranchised in parliamentary elections (although some property-owning women were eligible to vote in local elections). In 1918, the property requirement for men to vote was removed, enfranchising all men over twenty-one, and the vote was finally extended to women over thirty who met minimal property qualifications. It wasn’t until 1928 that women over the age of twenty-one were granted full suffrage, regardless of property ownership.


The early poll books and electoral registers only recorded certain members of the community. The electoral registers for the late nineteenth century began to record far more information, and along with people’s names, their eligibility to vote or otherwise was noted, providing a clue to their social status. This included lodgers (sometimes recording the name of the landlord, how many rooms were occupied, whether the room was furnished, and how much rent was being paid). Registers may also record the details of an owner and their eligible property, along with the address where they live.


As a result, electoral registers, particularly if used alongside directories and census returns, can help to build up a good picture of former residents. However, it is worth noting that electoral registers only provide a list of names and not details of family relationships, so it can be difficult to distinguish between parents and children, as well as who might have been a servant or lodger. In addition, electoral registers were not compiled during the First and Second World Wars, and many non-British residents were not eligible to vote.


The registers are organized by the polling districts and wards within each parish. While some will have street indexes, others may not, so you need to identify the parish and ward for your house back through the years (and these sometimes change). Guidelines for this can usually be found at the record office where the electoral register is held. Also, early electoral registers (even up until the 1970s) might list names rather than addresses.


The British Library holds a complete collection of electoral registers from 1947, while an increasing number of electoral registers and poll books are becoming available online through genealogical websites, although again the options for searching by address can be limited. Alternatively, you can search the collections for your area held in the county or city record office, or local studies or reference library.


When you first get your hands on a historic local directory, which were published in various forms from the seventeenth to the twentieth century, there is often a frisson of excitement. They might list your road and the occupants of every house, often giving their names, professions and trades. There it is, just as you hoped: Acacia Avenue. You run your finger down to the number of your house . . . and it is not there. Why? Was the house knocked down? Is everything you had learned about when it was built in some way inaccurate? It is worth trying another year, the next perhaps, in the hope that your house has reappeared. It might well have done. Or maybe you have to jump two years to find it. You then have the name of the occupant, or the one whose name was listed. But there is no description of the household as there is in the census. The advantage of street and trade directories, especially those published in the nineteenth century and later, is that they give an annual check on at least one name at a property and they provide information later than the last available census.


There are some very early directories, such as that published by a Samuel Lee in 1677 with the title A collection of the names of the merchants living in and about the City of London; very useful and necessary. Carefully collected for the benefit of all dealers that shall have occasion with any of them; directing them at the first sight of their name, to the place of their abode. This defines pretty well what the early trade directories that appeared in many towns in the eighteen century were for. Birmingham’s first was probably that published by James Sketchley in 1763, and Elizabeth Raffald, who had a confectioner’s shop and kept the Bull’s Head Inn, produced Manchester’s first in 1772. Gore’s Directory, first published by John Gore in 1766, revealed many details about the occupants of Falkner Street in Liverpool for the first series of A House Through Time.


If you have a house built in the eighteenth century it is worth looking at the older trade directories, some of which are likely to be held in the local county archives. In the past many more people ‘lived over the shop’ than is the case today and artisans would most likely have their workshop on the same premises as their home. However, it is not until the expansion of postal services in the nineteenth century that directories appear which cast their net wider than merchants and tradesmen and begin to include professionals of various kinds and, eventually, just anybody living in a particular street.


London’s first Post Office directory was published in 1800. A Post Office employee, Frederic Kelly, got the copyright in 1837 and began to publish the directories, which became the best known and are still of tremendous value to anyone exploring the history of families and cities. In time Kelly’s directories included more and more information on local services, transport, and the like, greatly increasing their value to the local historian.


Directories can be found on several genealogy sites, but they often have varying dates and locations. While searching by address is not an option for most, it is possible to search by county and then town in order to locate the right area. Collections of directories, both original books and on microfilm, can be viewed at county or city record offices or local studies libraries. They do come with a bit of warning, however, as directories sometimes included out-of-date information, and mistakes were repeated across various editions. The slum districts were generally left out and when directories became more widespread some people refused to be listed in them. It is not surprising therefore that the reach of directories can be quite limited. A study in Liverpool found that only 65 per cent of households recorded in the 1851 census were listed in the town’s directories. The situation in London was far worse: the Post Office directory for 1851 listed only 6 per cent of households recorded in the census of that year. Despite this, directories can still be a useful tool for house historians and provided some key information across all three series of A House Through Time.


In your search for accounts of the local history of the area in which you live you might come across volumes of the Victoria County History, which are so weighty that you would imagine they are the product of some kind of officially commissioned, government-backed project to document the nation’s past. In fact these essential volumes for the local historian are the work of a private enterprise which has struggled to survive over the years and is still at work. (It is now available online: see the resources section.)


Why the ‘Victoria’ County Histories? Sir Laurence Gomme, an antiquarian and folklorist, and first clerk to the London County Council, is generally believed to have come up with the idea in commemoration of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897. He discussed the possibility with the publisher Herbert Doubleday, who was a partner with Archibald Constable & Co. According to legend Doubleday was so enthused by the proposal he imagined it as a much more lavish project than Gomme had originally conceived. In 1899 the two of them drew up a prospectus for the histories and appointed themselves joint editors. The first volume came out in 1900 and covered Hampshire, with Doubleday as editor. Shortly afterwards Gomme ceased to be involved, leaving Doubleday to promote the project as best he could.


Doubleday was very keen to get the blessing of Queen Victoria to attach her name to the volumes. He did get approval from Her Majesty with the help of the librarian at Windsor and the royal library became the first subscriber. But Victoria refused to lend her patronage. This was naturally a disappointment for Doubleday’s enterprise, whose success was dependent on the sale of the volumes as they appeared.


A number of leading academics of the day did lend the histories some gravitas, by sitting on an Advisory Committee or the Records Committee which, in theory at least, made recommendations on the direction the volumes should take. It was decided that there should be a set number of volumes per county with Yorkshire topping the lists at eight and little Rutland at the bottom with two. London was included in Middlesex. At the outset the various volumes were to cover natural history (including geology), prehistoric, Roman and Anglo-Saxon remains, ethnography, architecture, ecclesiastical, political, maritime, economic and social history, the industries, arts and manufactures, the feudal baronage, sport, persons eminent in art, literature and science, and bibliographies. There would also be a new Domesday listing all owners of estates of five acres or more, as well as topographical accounts of all parishes and manors.


That was all very well as an ambition. But how was all this historical evidence going to be gathered, edited, and prepared for publication? Doubleday went cap in hand striking deals. An agreement with the Public Record Office to lend copies of documents to contributors working a long way from London was made in return for a gift of Victoria History volumes. A variety of research arrangements was tried, some more successful than others. Early on a company of ‘record agents’, Messrs. Hardy and Page, became involved in the project as suppliers of material to one of the contributors. William Page was persuaded to become a co-editor with Doubleday and a team was put together to sift through thousands of indexes in the Public Record Office. The workforce for these first volumes of the Victoria County History was, to quote the official history, ‘a team of university women, who had qualified in history or classics’. They were ‘trained’ by Page in the practicalities of research in the official records.
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