Family, housing and household in early modern London
Introduction

It is now over thirty years since Peter Laslett and others published their enduringly influential book Household and family in past time.  This disputed the historical existence of the extended family, arguing that the English pre-industrial coresident domestic group was invariably small and nuclear in its organisation with a mean household size of less than five people.  Subsequent research has highlighted the need to incorporate regional and temporal variations into the national picture, such as the distinctive circumstances in London with its many coresident households and large numbers of lodgers, servants and apprentices.  Nevertheless, there has been little detailed investigation of the metropolitan domestic group over a long period and perhaps even less of its specific role in the process of urban change and, what some might term, ‘modernisation’.
People in Place

This paper outlines work in progress by a substantial research project entitled ‘People in Place’ which is addressing these issue by investigating the role of family and household in the social and economic transformations that took place in the capital in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  This map [SLIDE 1] depicts the relative size and location of the three contrasting project sample areas – a group of wealthy city-centre parishes in Cheapside; an inner suburban parish, St Botolph Aldgate; and a developing, formerly rural suburban area, Clerkenwell – and the aim is to reconstruct, analyse and trace over time the evolution of families, households and properties in order to gain new insights into social structures and the agents and circumstances of change.  The main practical objective is to create a database relating to reconstituted families, households, householders and properties for Cheapside and Aldgate, and a complete family reconstitution for Clerkenwell. 

Family, housing and household

Our purpose today is to describe our methodologies and preliminary results on the issue of household and family structure, and to make some brief remarks concerning their relationship with housing.  As the theme of structural change over time is at the heart of our enquiry we intend to analyse the size and shape of the domestic group in London at a number of intervals over the early modern period, and our focus today is on the latest of those points, the final decades of the seventeenth century.  To date this period has been the main focus of our research and it is an era that for good reasons warrants investigation in its own right.  Both contemporaries and modern historians have identified the late 1600s as a time of seeming crisis for the metropolitan family, pointing to irregular marriage practices, separation and desertion, and child abandonment.  Moreover, the high taxation of those decades has left us with the richest and most detailed material for the study of the pre-industrial domestic group.

By far the most useful source is the so-called Marriage Duty Assessments.  These were the result of what might seem a rather excessive form of taxation that ran from 1695 until 1706 on births, marriages and burials as and when they occurred, and of annual payments by bachelors and childless widowers.  Legislation imposed a standard charge for vital events and annual payments, but in addition imposed a graduated system of surcharges upon all those from the relatively wealthy non-gentry upwards.  To administer the tax assessors were appointed to complete certified lists of everyone living in their area, including their names, titles and qualifications together with the sums for which they were or would be liable.  The result was a series of parish assessments providing census-like listings of inhabitants, such as this example [SLIDE 2] for the Cheapside parish of St Mary le Bow.

On the left of the assessment, under the heading ‘Their Names’, we can see groups of inhabitants clearly separated both by large spaces and small dividing lines.  Each group, referred to by scholars as a ‘houseful’, is deemed to represent all the people inhabiting an individual house, though we believe further research will establish that this does not correspond to the self-contained structure we think of today.  In the middle of the assessment, under the heading ‘Qualities,’ we find listed the relationships of the houseful members to the ‘householder’, the first-named individual in the group, and occupational information, ranging in the first houseful from ‘attorney att law’ down to ‘fool boy’, which gives an indication of personal social status.  Finally, the four columns on the right list each individual’s tax assessment under the provisions of the Marriage Duty Act, affording us details of their wealth, economic standing, marital status and, in some instances, age.

Although the Marriage Duty Assessments are unfortunately only extant for the year 1695, a series of poll tax returns, spanning the period 1678-1694, provide a comparable source of information, as seen from this return [SLIDE 3] for the precinct of St Mary le Bow.  Once again inhabitants are clearly divided into housefuls – with the top houseful containing two individuals described as lodgers – and relationships between houseful members are described.  Some occupations are given in this example, such as ‘footboy’, ‘servant’ and apprentice’, but even where they are missing as the poll tax, like the Marriage Duty Assessments, was levied according to status with a variety of surcharges, the values on the right again provide some indication of an individual’s economic standing and wealth.

While the coverage of the poll taxes, and to a much lesser extent the Marriage Duty Assessments, is probably not complete, particularly in regard to the very poorest members of society, scholars generally agree they are the most comprehensive of all the post-Restoration taxation records and that they are indeed remarkable for the actual extent of their coverage.  They certainly provide an essential route into the major themes of our project, allowing us to reconstruct and examine the size, composition and structural change over time within families and households.  Scholars have, of course, made previous use of these sources in exploring similar themes, but for a number of reasons we have found it necessary to adapt existing methodologies.

Firstly, it is difficult to analyse the distinctive character of the metropolitan houseful, with its coresident households and lodgers, borders and partners, with schemes primarily designed to evaluate the less complex national picture of one house, one household with a single nuclear family.  Such schemes tend to ignore domestic relationships which were social or financial, as against those which were kin or service-based, thus excluding vital aspects of the capital’s domestic experience.  We have therefore devised a provisional ‘London-specific’ methodology which can incorporate this complexity by dividing the houseful into a series of smaller analytical units.  Secondly, this project is concerned not only with its findings but also with the issue of resource creation in the form of a database.  For this reason we have devised what we hope is a clear, transparent and well-documented methodology so that future database users can potentially trace each individual decision – and indeed presumption – that is an inevitable consequence of this type of work.

START
Our results today are based on a scheme that analyses the information from inhabitants lists along four levels: the houseful; the household; the family; and the unit.  With the exception of the unit these are standard terms in this area of research and remain exceedingly useful for interpreting our sources, though in some cases we have refined their traditional meanings or else placed a greater emphasis on their existence as distinct categories.  This excerpt from a Marriage Duty Assessment [SLIDE 6] depicts the top level of our four-level system, the houseful.  Here we have simply followed the indicators – in this example, spacing and small horizontal lines – by which the compiler of the list has divided inhabitants into a series of blocks of individuals, taking each block to represent a houseful, as indicated by the black lines.  At the next two levels, by contrast, we use both the given relationships in a source and a specific set of rules and presumptions – focusing on an individual’s surname, status and position within a list – to impose divisions which enable us to analyse the internal composition of the houseful in a consistent way.  Thus [SLIDE 7], if we look at a particular houseful, the second level of our scheme, the household [SLIDE 8] – indicated here by blue lines – groups together all those united by actual, or presumed, kin, economic and servitude relationships.  As you can see, John Bakewell, ‘his wife’ and ‘his three daughters’ are deemed a household.  The Lawrenson household, including ‘James Clarke his apprentice,’ follows the identical pattern, but also includes Martha Birch as given her servant status and position at the end of the household, we can in fact presume that she is the Lawrensons’ maidservant.  As we treat nurses in identical fashion to servants, Mary Blane and her daughter are presumed to be members of James Rawling’s household, leaving Elizabeth Howard as a solitary household in her own right.  Finally, and turning briefly to a different example [SLIDE 9], we can see how our scheme allows us to separate this particular houseful into a host and separate lodging household.
The third level, rather more simply, is that of the family [SLIDE 10], namely all those related to each other by blood or by marriage, indicated here by pink lines.  Those in service are not deemed to constitute families unless they have kin relationships to someone else within the houseful; thus neither the apprentice nor the maidservant are marked at this level, though the nurse and her daughter are.  In this example we seemingly have full details of familial relationships within the houseful, but when our sources are less comprehensive we turn to a standardised set of presumptions, the most obvious being that individuals listed sequentially and sharing the same surname are deemed to be kin.
The fourth and final level is the unit [SLIDE 11] - indicated here by yellow lines - which is concerned with explicitly stated relationships in the source.  Therefore a unit is either an individual with no designated relationship to any other person, or a group of two or more individuals who are explicitly linked by a relationship described in a source.  Thus while the Bakewell household is the equivalent of a single unit, this is not the case with the Lawrenson household, where Martha Birch becomes a distinct unit in her own right as she has no explicit relationship to any other houseful member.  Thus at a glance units allow people to trace the various decisions and presumptions we make in constructing our households and families.  Moreover, they bring a degree of flexibility to our scheme when we are faced with more problematic housefuls, as in this example [SLIDE 12].  Here we have two separate households (which are both also single families and units) followed by a number of unrelated apprentices and maidservants, a frequently occurring type of houseful-structure.  While marking the unrelated individuals as single units preserves the integrity of the source, it also allows us to retain their relationship to the houseful for analytical purposes as they clearly must belong to one or are shared between the two designated households.
We have begun coding our sources along the lines of this system and the second half of our paper presents some of our preliminary analysis of the 1695 material with a view to demonstrating how such a system can be employed.
our overriding methodology: that by reconstituting families and households and by locating them within defined properties we will be able to put people into place
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The value of the Marriage Duty Act material has long been recognised. Since the 1930s it has been used to analyse a whole range of demographic and social phenomena, including population density, the topography of wealth and status, occupational distribution, and household size and composition. One of the things we want to use the evidence for is to examine our sample parishes in light of the well-documented contemporary complaints, long examined by historians, that the metropolitan family was in crisis in the period. Ongoing large-scale immigration and incredible population growth resulted in changes in the characteristics of London’s population by the end of the 17th century; and the burgeoning processes of urbanisation and commercialisation changed the existing patterns of employment, material consumption, economic relationships and social regulation in the city. Without question these processes must have had a significant impact on the way households and families organised themselves and their domestic environment. 

Our work has allowed us to begin to think about these issues in relation to our five Cheapside parishes. The five parishes covered an area of a little over 7½ acres, and due to the area’s prestige and commercial importance, were characterised in terms of dwellings by tall and substantial houses. 

[SLIDE 1]: 
i) Unfortunately Marriage Duty Assessments only survive for four of our five Cheapside parishes

ii) Figures for population, HFs, HHs, FAMs and Units for Cheapside

iii) Also shows mean HF and HH size etc

iv) Note HFs don’t equate with physical buildings exactly… as Phil mentioned/more later 

The four parishes are all small, both in terms of population and size (map), and in terms of the domestic groups involved, we can see that they are quite densely settled. That is, large numbers of people inhabit the dwellings in these parishes, and certainly more people on average than that postulated by Laslett for the country as a whole (4.71 from the 91 non-metropolitan parishes they examined). On average there seems to have been between 2 and 3 extra people per houseful living in the Cheapside parishes when compared with the national figure, and even a cursory examination of the material makes it clear that these are accounted for by non-nuclear family members, such as lodgers, servants, partners and a variety of single people. 

Incidentally, by way of an illustration of the significance of being clear about terminology, it is worth comparing our Cheapside figures with Laslett’s more closely. The Cambridge Group definitions of domestic groups, the eight ratios, show that when they were examining ‘households’, they were in fact describing ‘Housefuls’ as we understand them. But if we were to compare our household figures with Laslett’s 4.71 mean household size, then it would become apparent that our Cheapside households were in fact smaller than their non-metropolitan counterparts. 

[SLIDE 2]:

And indeed, this isn’t just a sleight of hand with the methodologies. The argument could be made that the Cambridge Group’s findings indicate that the most common domestic arrangement outside London was that of the houseful comprising a single household based around a nuclear family. If this was the case, then Housefuls and Households were effectively the same group in the provinces, and the relatively small size of Cheapside households would therefore reflect a realistic perception of the domestic environment in London: Households were smaller in Cheapside, but more of them co-resided in the same houseful. It may well be very interesting to pursue the notion that London’s domestic groups contained smaller households than elsewhere, and given the high incidence of individuals with no kin relationship within these smaller households, it may well be that in so doing we could draw out some conclusions about the fate of the family in the Cheapside parishes in the period.

Taking an overview of the four parishes, we can see that they share some broad characteristics in the domestic experience of their inhabitants. For example, they share similar sizes in the four levels of domestic groups; and roughly the same mean number of households per houseful (which in both cases is just over two). In terms of the relationships within the domestic groups, the parishes also share similarities: for example, there are virtually no families with three generations cohabiting; and the proportion of servants in the general populations of the four parishes is also roughly the same - approximately 30% - as is the distribution of numbers of servants per houseful and household - between 40% and 50% of households in the four parishes had one or more servant in their number. 

The most startling figures from the Marriage Duty Assessments, however, seem to provide corroboration for the contemporary perception of the breakdown of the family as the principal domestic unit in London. Claims of the proliferation of single people, the failure of marriage, low numbers of children and high numbers of lodgers all seem to be substantiated in the detail of the Cheapside material. 

1042 out of the 1478 people living in the four parishes, (or 71%), were single adults; and fully 34% of households as we define them consisted of a lone individual. Even a small number of housefuls were composed of one person. The identification of spinsters, widows and widowers is somewhat problematic as ever, and they were certainly underrepresented by the assessors in 1695; but if we take the returns for St Mary Le Bow, for which we have the most detailed information, we see that 7% of families contained spinsters, 7% contained widowers, and 12% contained widows. At the level of houseful, 44% of housefuls contained one or more of the three categories; and similar figures emerge through the lesser detail of the other three parishes. 

Even given that a large proportion of parish populations comprised servants and apprentices - just under a third - the high levels of single individuals are still striking. If we turn to married couples, the material is even more eloquent about the fragmented nature of the nuclear family. An examination of families that contain no married couples (so families composed of siblings, or single parent and children) makes this very clear: 48% of families in St Mary Le Bow have no married couples, and this is the lowest proportion – the figure rises to 67% in St Martin Ironmonger Lane. 

A community with many single individuals and many families without a married couple at its centre would lead one to anticipate few children, and this is precisely what the material shows. Only 223 children (including 4 parish children in St Mary Le Bow) can be identified from the total population of the four parishes (1478), or 15%, and many of these are only tenuously identified as such. The pattern within the four parishes here follows that for married couples quite closely, with St Mary Le Bow having the smallest proportion of childless families (60%), and St Martin Ironmonger Lane the highest at the remarkable level of 72%. In all four parishes, those families which did have children most commonly only accommodated a single child. There are a number of possible explanations for this apparent lack of children, most noticeably the age and lifecycle structure of the parishes’ populations, and the metropolitan proclivity of sending infants out to nurse outside the city, but the situation must surely have had an impact upon domestic practices and household arrangement. The lack of children also means that we need to reconsider the argument that numbers of servants in households was determined by the number of children present: in terms of both distribution within and proportion of the population, you would have been twice as likely to bump into someone’s servant as someone’s child.

Putting these and all the other patterns together, (such as single parents, or servants with kin relationships to their householder, or the number of households and families cohabiting within housefuls), is a complicated jigsaw puzzle. But the 1695 material, thoroughly wrung through the mangle of our database, affords us an excellent opportunity to unpick - at least quantitatively - some of the social and economic contexts of operating in our parishes. Beyond the purely demographic, we can also hope to analyse distributions of occupations, as well as social status based on the actual assessments imposed upon the individuals listed (something we haven’t talked about, but an area we have been working on).

Once we have begun to grasp what is going on in our Cheapside sample parishes, we will lay our findings alongside those we are producing for the much larger (in every respect) St Botolph Aldgate, a parish outside the walls to the east of the city with a total population of around 20,000 at the end of the 17th century. Unlike the Cheapside parishes, St Botolph was poor in tax and rent values, with only recent development that had accelerated towards the end of the century. Preliminary work has shown both similarities and differences from the wealthier element of the project. 

[SLIDE 3]:

i. Slides show impressionistic differences between SMLB and SBA HFs

ii. NB the same number of individuals arranged in smaller HFs in SBA

Mean houseful size was much nearer to the 'national' provincial figure put forward by Laslett, although mean household size was on a par with Cheapside. There were far fewer servants and apprentices in St Botolph, and a smaller proportion of housefuls containing any. Interestingly there was a far higher proportion of (mostly single) lodgers in the parish, presumably due to the low rent values, accounting for perhaps as much as a quarter of the population. A parish with a very different economic setting from Cheapside, an analysis of its domestic structures should illuminate much about the processes affecting different household and family groups living together. 

Finally, our project is entitled ‘People and Place: Families, Households and Housing’ in Early Modern London, and our ultimate goal is to tie what we know about the domestic arrangements of our people with the what we know about the physical structures and spaces they inhabited. 

[SLIDE 4]: Gaz

In this we benefit greatly from the existence of previous work by Derek Keene and Vanessa Harding - the material in the Cheapside and St Botolph Gazetteers is an incredibly detailed font of information which can be employed to elucidate the interaction of the social and the physical. 

Underpinning our ‘four level’ system of classifying domestic groups is the recognition of the fact that the principal organising factor is the property in which people lived: while individuals and families and households possessed agency, the exigencies of living were necessarily shaped by the possibilities offered by the physical built environment in the area in which they lived. At present we can acknowledge that we're dimly aware of this, although as yet the most we can say about material such as the 1695 Marriage Duty Act data is: the 'houseful' divisions don't correspond to the physical buildings we know existed, but they meant something to the assessor who perambulated the parish. We suspect that as with our people, we're going to have to work on our terminology: terms such as 'premises', 'house', 'building', 'residence' etc are a minefield in a context where multiple households shared spaces, floors, rooms, entrances and facilities. However it is hoped that by co-joining the very detailed information we have on household composition with the equally detailed information on the properties from the Gazetteer, we can take a step closer to understanding the dynamics of how people lived in the places our sources found them.


