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Conventions

All dates used in the course of the dissertation are rendered in modern format, so that

the year is taken to begin on January 1* and not March 25™ as was the case until
1752.

Quotations taken from manuscripts and printed works retain their original spelling
and punctuation, except for the fact that the early modern inversions of “u” for “v”
and “i” for “§” have been replaced with their more readable twenty-first century
equivalents, and “th” has been substituted for “y” where appropriate. In addition, to
avoid confusion, any abbreviations included in the texts have been fully expanded.
The spelling of names in probate material has been transcribed directly from the text,

although place names have been modernised wherever possible.
Biblical quotations are all taken from the authorised King James version of 1611.

The place of publication is London unless otherwise stated, and all volumes of the

Economic History Review are from the second series.

Monetary values are rendered as pre-decimal pounds (£), shillings (s), and pence (d).
Please note that each pound was divided into twenty shillings, and each shilling was
worth twelve pence. It is difficult to translate seventeenth century monetary values
into modern equivalents, but by way of a rough guide, values should be multiplied by
around seven hundred to give some idea of the relative modern amount. This has been
calculated on the basis that labourers in Hull earned on average 10d. (4p.) per day
during the seventeenth century. (See D. Woodward, Men at work: Labourers and
building crafismen in the towns of northern England, 1450-1750 (1995), 283). A man
working for eight hours at the minimum wage of £3.70 per hour today would take
home £29.60 per day, in monetary terms over seven hundred times as much. (Figure

for minimum wage supplied courtesy of the Citizens Advice Bureau).
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Introduction

Marriage, during the Tudor and Stuart periods, has been, and continues to be,
the subject of a vast amount of literature. Celibacy, on the other hand, has drawn
relatively little historical attention.! In many ways, such a bias is understandable.
Marriage formed the basic economic, social and political unit of early modem society,
the estate through which goods were produced and consumed, children educated and
nurtured and young people trained and supervised appropriate to their gender and
status. Moreover, a reading of the contemporary literature suggests that the institution
of marriage enjoyed quasi-universal acceptance: only a minority of individuals
apparently lived out their days without ever having entered its boundaries.

Since the 1980s, however, it has been apparent that rates of marriage
fluctuated dramatically over the course of the early modern period in general, and over
the Tudor and Stuart periods in particular. Estimates of the proportion of those ever
marrying suggest that numbers entered into a pattern of decline during the later
sixteenth century that was not arrested until almost a century later.> Yet despite such
revelations, there has been little academic scholarship on the subject of celibacy in the
intervening decades. Within the confines of historical demography there have been a
number of attempts to isolate the factors that were instrumental in eliciting lower rates
of marriage, on the grounds that the rising proportion of the never-marrieds offers the
most probable explanation for the demographic stagnation of the seventeenth century.
But by failing to investigate shifts in the nature and extent of celibacy from a more
holistic perspective, historians have also failed to appreciate the overall impact of a
rise in the proportion of lifelong celibates on the economy, society and culture of
Tudor and Stuart England.

This particular historical oversight has greater pertinence when considered in
terms of the relative significance of celibacy both in the lifecycle of the individual,
and the structure of the community. Given that the average expectation of life at birth
ranged between twenty-eight and forty during the Tudor and Stuart periods, and first

marriage did not occur on average until a woman had reached the age of twenty-six

! The term “celibacy” can be used to describe a period of abstinence from sexual intercourse. In this
thesis, however, the term is used in its most literal form to denote the state of not being (and not having
been) married.



and a man that of twenty-eight, many individuals were likely to have spent a greater
proportion of their life in the state of celibacy than they did in that of marriage.> A
large percentage of the general population in any one community, who in addition
would have been physically and sexually, if not socially, mature, were then likely to
have been celibate at any one time: in the rural community of Ealing in Middlesex in
1599, for example, forty per cent of women and fifty per cent of men aged sixteen and
over were single; in the more proto-industrialised community of Chilvers Coton in
Warwickshire in 1684 the figures were slightly lower, standing at thirty-two per cent
and thirty-three per cent respectively; eleven years later in the town of Lichfield in
Staffordshire, as in Ealing almost a century earlier, around forty percent of women
aged sixteen and over were unmarried, but the comparative figure for men on this
occasion was nearer to that of Chilvers Coton, standing at thirty-two per cent.*

That marriage appears as the sine qua non of early modern life, both in
contemporary literature and modern analysis, is a reflection of the strength of the
marriage discourse in the Tudor and Stuart periods, and its ability to engage with the
individual at every level of society. The use of the term “discourse” is most
frequently associated with the work of Michel Foucault, who defined discourses at
their most basic level as “practices that systematically form the objects of which they
speak”.’ A discursive structure in Foucauldian terms can be detected because of the
orderly ways in which ideas, opinions and concepts are formed within a certain
context in an attempt to promote the validity of one social message above another.
Thus the effect of a discourse is to structure reality and inform notions of identity on

the basis of what is held to be true: Foucault argued that truth in this understanding

2 E.A. Wrigley and R.S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871 A Reconstruction
(Cambridge, 1981; paperback ed., Cambridge, 1989), Table 7.28, 260.

3 E.A. Wrigley, R.S. Davies, J.E. Oeppen and R.S. Schofield (hereafter Wrigley et al.), English
Population History from Family Reconstitution 1580-1837 (Cambridge, 1997), Figure 6.21, 295;
Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table 7.15, 230; ibid., 255; Wrigley et al., English
Population, 149.

*K.J. Allison, An Elizabethan “Census” of Ealing, Ealing Local History Society Members Papers, 2
(1962); local census listings for Chilvers Coton, Warwickshire, 1684, and Lichfield, Staffordshire,
1695. (The local census listings used in the course of the study were provided by kind permission of
the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure).

3 M. Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), 49. There is a distinction in the work of
Foucault between discourse as a whole, and the many discourses or statements that are produced.
Since my intention here was not to enter into the field of discourse analysis, but instead to utilise the
concept of the discourse as an analytical device, I have used the notion of the marriage discourse (in the
singular) to signify all the ideas, statements, customs and practices that worked together in the Tudor
and Stuart periods to promote entry into marriage.



was not an abstract ideal, but something that societies work to produce - “Each society
has its regime of truth ... the mechanisms and instances which enable one to
distinguish true from false statements, the way in which each is sanctioned; the
techniques and procedures which are valorised for obtaining truth”.® Significantly,
this “regime of truth” does not emanate from a single source, but is found widely
dispersed across the social spectrum, for discursive structures, rather than existing in
isolation, interact with each other in an ongoing process of reappraisal and
reinforcement. As a result, the ideas they promote become so deeply embedded in the
individual and social psyche that they are capable of informing and directing
customary practices and legal doctrine at the level of the individual, the community
and the institution, allowing the message that is promulgated to become reality.’

The significance of the marriage discourse in the Tudor and Stuart periods in
terms of the present study is not simply that it validated marriage as an estate that was
necessary, desirable and ultimately inevitable, however, but also that it functioned
simultaneously to control and direct any notions and practices that ran counter to its
success. Discourses, dispersed as they are through all social relations, can prove to be
a major source of power, capable not only of producing acceptable forms of
behaviour, but in addition of restricting those that are in conflict with the “truth”.
Thus the discourse of marriage, while generating a set of beliefs, attitudes and
practices that functioned to stimulate entry into marriage, acted contemporaneously to
restrict those beliefs, attitudes and practices that served to foster an increase in levels
of celibacy. That there were exceptions to the discourse is clear, for there were a few
conditions under which celibacy could receive social sanction, and even a measure of
approbation. But the strength of the challenge in the later seventeenth century clearly
exceeded the boundaries within which celibacy was acceptable, causing the discourse
to reassert with vigour the individual and social value of marriage, and at the same
time develop new ways to identify and exclude those who failed to conform.
Moreover, any challenge to the success of the marital discourse could not fail to
impact on other discursive structures - in this case that of gender - since dominant

discourses interact to provide mutual assistance and support. The concept of the

¢ Cited in S. Mills, Discourse (1997), 18.
71 am much indebted to Keith Nield for his help in the area of discourse theory. See also Mills,

Discourse, esp. 1-28.



discourse of marriage is therefore the most useful tool of analysis in any discussion of
celibacy in the early modem period, and forms the centrepiece around which the study
as a whole is focused.

Chapter One begins by locating the rise in celibacy within the demographic
context of Tudor and Stuart England. The most prominent feature of population
change in the seventeenth century was the stagnation that occurred around 1650,
following on as it did from a hundred years of almost uninterrupted national
expansion. Though the significance of changes in nuptiality, here defined as patterns
in the timing and incidence of marriage, had been a feature of demographic analysis
since its inception in the 1660s, the spectre of increased mortality as a result of
overpopulation, which was first articulated in the writings of Thomas Malthus at the
very end of the eighteenth century, had entered into the history of population change
in the nineteenth century and succeeded in capturing the academic high ground. Thus
for many years shifts in mortality, largely as a result of variations in patterns of
disease, were the dominant interpretative element in explanations of early modern
population change. The problem was essentially one of measurement - there was a
distinct lack of accurate information on fertility change - and even though the role of
fertility was mooted in modern demographic texts from as early as the 1950s, it was
not until the 1980s that robust estimates of shifts in fertility became available.
Nevertheless the patience of the pro-fertility lobby was amply rewarded: the
publication in 1981 of Wrigley and Schofield’s first volume on population history
revealed the general dominance of fertility movements in directing population change
throughout the early modern period.8 More significantly in terms of this project
however, it revealed that the contraction of the population in the mid-seventeenth
century could most realistically be interpreted in terms of a fall in the rate of marriage,
revealing celibacy in the process as the demographic dynamic of the Tudor and Stuart
periods.

Chapter Two seeks to locate the rise in celibacy in its social context by
highlighting the strength of the marriage discourse. In this chapter the discourse of
marriage is revealed as a potent force, drawing its ideas and authority from a wide
range of spheres of thought, including those of religion, medicine, law, gender and

sexuality. By the seventeenth century, shifts in marriage theory, having their origins



in the humanist movement of the early sixteenth century, had raised the profile of
marriage above that of celibacy, for the benefit of the individual and also of society at
large. In the social arena, marriage gained credibility on account of the fact that it
provided units of productive and reproductive activity that were capable of securing
inheritance, expanding the numbers of the church and state, and legitimising and
controlling sexual desire. In the personal arena, marriage, for women in particular,
came to represent the pinnacle of social achievement, since it was understood that
entry into it served above all to fulfil their scriptural and biological destiny. To this
end social customs and practices developed that detached married people of both
sexes from their single counterparts, by linking personal identity, social status and full
community participation to the institution of marriage. Moreover, in establishing
marriage as a valuable and honourable estate of lifelong dimensions, the discourse
encouraged the development of a theory of marital choice, which, if faithfully
adopted, could provide the basis for a stable and permanent marital union. Despite
demographic evidence of falling marriage rates, therefore, the institution itself appears
to have retained a position of considerable power in the contemporary imagination.
Nevertheless, as historical demographers have indicated, there was a rise in the
proportion of those who did not marry during the course of the seventeenth century.
Chapter Three then seeks to examine existing explanations of marital decline, and in
addition offers a further analysis of the roots of change. Current interpretations,
heavily influenced by the strength of the marriage discourse, have tended to direct
attention towards a number of factors that were likely to discourage entry into
marriage, the most common of which appear to have been economic: couples either
lacked the financial resources required in the process of setting up and running a new
household, or they were prevented from marrying by local officials who feared they
would become a burden on the poor rate. Shifts in the sex ratio as a result of
migration and emigration, largely occasioned by structural shifts in the economy or
death from disease or war, are also a feature of the explanatory framework. But
Chapter Three also considers the possibility that a greater number of individuals may
have preferred to remain single, a factor that to date has received little historical
attention. For there was a discernible broadening of the discussion on the relative

merits of marriage versus celibacy in the later seventeenth century, both in the

¥ See Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 454-84.



religious and the secular spheres, which, when taken alongside an increasing emphasis
on the role of marital choice, may have had considerable implications in terms of
individual action. Though later seventeenth century concern over falling marriage
rates was articulated largely in terms of the increasing preference of men for the state
of celibacy, such ideas were themselves a function of discursive understandings of
womanhood in which female adult identity was formulated exclusively in terms of
marriage and motherhood. Yet single women were equally likely to have provided the
dynamic. The inability of historians to conceptualise a shift in female attitudes to
celibacy arises in part from their uncritical approach to contemporary ideas about
female adulthood, and in part from their belief that women’s inferior economic status
- at least for the majority of those below the level of the gentry - precluded any serious
element of choice. The most novel feature to emerge from this project, therefore, has
been the discovery that single women of middling status with access to liquid capital
were heavily involved in the process of money-lending for profit. Whereas previous
understandings of the labour market have marginalized the role of single women to
the point at which economic independence was largely unattainable, the discovery that
a considerable number may have had the capacity to maintain an independent
existence requires that historians look again at female motivation.

Chapter Four shifts the focus of the dissertation to the sexual lives of early
modern celibates. The marital discourse would have enjoyed little validity in the
Tudor and Stuart periods had access to procreative intercourse outside of marriage
been acceptable. The fact that both legitimate and illegitimate fertility fell in tandem
with marriage rates, however, suggests that restrictions on all extra-marital procreative
intercourse were successfully enforced. This chapter therefore examines the extent to
which early modern celibates were able to indulge in procreative intercourse outside
the bonds of matrimony, while also considering the relative role of the church, the
state and the community in the maintenance of sexual continence. Though there has
been much debate as to whether religion or economics constituted the more significant
element in deterring undesirable sexual activity, the fact that it was the cultural setting
in toto that conspired to suppress extra-marital sexual incontinence reveals once again
the pervasiveness and strength of the marital discourse. However, this chapter is also
concerned to problematise the historiographical image of celibate sexual activity. By

interpreting marriage as a life-cycle phenomenon with procreative sex as its ultimate



aim, historians have given primacy - whether wittingly or unwittingly - to the act of
intercourse between man and a woman, and relegated a range of other sexual activities
to a position of lower value. In contrast, this chapter argues not only for the presence
of other forms of sexual gratification within Tudor and Stuart society, but suggests in
addition that rather than view them as the precursor to full penetrative intercourse,
they should be understood as satisfactory and fulfilling expressions of sexuality in
their own right.

The final chapter examines the role of the marriage discourse in directing the
employment opportunities, social status and cultural identity of single people in
seventeenth century England. Here the effects of the discourse, which sought to
promote the inevitability of entry into marriage as a general truth, are revealed in a
gendered approach to training and employment, differential levels of access of men
and women to land and property, and a concept of personal and social identity that for
women was linked almost exclusively to marriage as a lifecycle phenomenon. The
chapter concludes with a discussion of the extensive social and cultural ramifications
of a rise in the proportion of lifelong celibate females, a situation that, regardless of its
causes, required single women to reassess the image of themselves as wives and
mothers and construct an alternative personal and social identity outside the standard
marital paradigm.

Though in modern parlance, the use of the term “single” can encompass the
never-marrieds in addition to those who are currently unmarried (e.g., widows and
widowers), this study is solely concerned with celibates, here defined simply as
individuals who had never married. This accords well with the use of the term
“single” in contemporary literature, for in line with dominant understandings of
marriage as a lifecycle process, singleness was an estate ranged between adolescence
and wedlock, and does not appear to have been applied to either widows or widowers
as a general rule.® Other problems of definition arise as a result of arbitrary decisions
about when an unmarried person can be described as permanently single. Thus
demographers, whose prime interest in the measurement of celibacy is related to its
effect on fertility, often prefer to set the age of permanent singleness, for women at

least, at the age of fifty, since the risk of childbearing after this point is negligible.°

? See Appendix L.
105, Cotts Watkins, “Spinsters”, Journal of Family History, 9 (1984): 310, fn. 1.



The discovery by Wrigley and Schofield, for example, that very few first marriages
occurred to men and women older than forty-two or forty-three years of age
encouraged them to base their celibacy calculations on the proportions of people
remaining unmarried between the ages of forty and forty-four.!! Susan Cotts Watkins,
meanwhile, chose the age of thirty-five to demarcate the onset of spinsterhood, since
according to her research anyone still single at thirty-five is more than likely to remain
50.'% In this study there has been no attempt to demarcate the definitive celibate by
age, primarily because very few of the contemporary records provide sufficient detail
to allow this, but also because to do so presupposes a general acceptance of the
marital discourse. Instead individuals have been defined as celibate if, at the point of
contact with the researcher, they were single, and had not previously been married.
Other terms, such as “spinster” and “bachelor” are occasionally used interchangeably
with their gender-equivalent definitions - “single woman” and “single man” - and the
gender-free term “celibate” during the course of the study for stylistic purposes.
Problems arising as a result of the application of the term “spinster” in a seventeenth
century context are discussed in greater detail in Appendix II, but the use of the titles
“spinster” and “bachelor” to denote those who were not and had not been married was
a common feature of the documentation throughout the period in question, and in
addition appears to have grown in significance as the period progressed.

Finally, while the research was inspired by a desire to investigate the lives of
single men and single women in seventeenth century England, much of the emphasis
of the dissertation in its completed form focuses around the lives of single women.
The reasons for this are twofold. In the first instance, single women are much easier
to isolate in the contemporary source material, for they were more frequently defined
in terms of their marital status. In the second, the fact that women remained celibate
had far greater demographic implications in terms of their reproductive potential.

Men were clearly of equal importance in terms of the generative process, but it is the
fertility schedules of women that are of most interest to modern demographers.
Contemporary commentators too, singled out the reproductive capabilities of women
as the primary reason for their need to enter marriage, both in terms of their own

salvation, and for the greater good of society. But the cultural implications of a rise in

' Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 257-8, and fn. 99.
12 Watkins, “Spinsters”, 310, fn. 1.



the proportion of single women appear to have been of chief significance. For while
much of the articulation of celibacy in the later seventeenth century was ranged
around the perception that levels of male antipathy to marriage were rising, a parallel
attack on the notion of the lifelong spinster indicates that it was the attitudes and

activities of single women that were the source of most concern.



Chapter One

The relative importance of celibacy in early modern historical demography

A large proportion of the females remain unmarried, though at an adult age,
which is a dead loss to the nation, every birth being so much certain treasure;
upon which account, such laws must be for the public good, as induce all men

to marry whose circumstances permit it.'

Interest in demography as a field of investigation in England has its origins in
the seventeenth century with the work of John Graunt, the London haberdasher and
amateur statistician. It was not until the appearance of The Population History of
England 1541-1871 A Reconstruction in 1981, however, that the demographic profile
of the early modern period came into sharp focus. Accordingly, from a low level
probably located at some point in the fifteenth century, the population of England
appears to have embarked upon a period of gradual increase. Numbers for the early
sixteenth century prior to the advent of parish registration in 1538 remain obscure, but
England was considerably more populous by the middle of the seventeenth century
than it had been just over a century earlier: the population had doubled its capacity
from an estimated size of 2.774 million in 1541 to reach a pinnacle of 5.284 million
by 1657. This aggregated figure shields a wide variety of individual, local and
regional experience, and even from a national perspective, growth was not entirely
linear - the advent of a nationwide epidemic of influenza between 1556 and 1561
which followed hard on the heels of harvest failure, offered a significant check to
demographic expansion. But recovery was swift and widespread, and by the late
sixteenth century England as a nation was more heavily populated than it had been for
over two centuries. Such long-term upward movement, however, could not be
indefinitely sustained. After 1657 there followed several decades of stagnation and
decline, with the result that by 1700 the size of the population had fallen back from its
mid-century high to the slightly lower figure of 5.027 miltion.

! C. D’Avenant, “An Essay upon the Probable Methods of Making A People Gainers in the Balance of
Trade” (1699), in C. Whitworth, ed., The Political and Commercial Works of the celebrated Writer
Charles D'Avenant, LL.D., Volume II (1771), 191-2.

2 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Appendix 3, 531-3. R.A. Houston has offered slightly
higher figures for national population levels during this period - 3.02 million for 1541 and 5.47 for

10



The size of a population is affected by the level of activity of three inter-
related variables - fertility, mortality and migration - each of which, under the
influence of a range of endogenous and exogenous factors, is capable of acting
independently, or in any number of combinations, to affect demographic totals. The
primary aim of demographic investigation, once evidence of change has been
established, is then to expose the relative significance of each of the variables in
affecting population movements. While extrapolating the relative role of fertility,
mortality and migration in the demographic stagnation of the mid-seventeenth century
has proved to be especially problematic - each of the variables involved underwent
substantial fluctuation over the century as a whole - the effect exerted by changes in
migration remains the most difficult to isolate. In 1981 Wrigley and Schofield were
able to produce fairly robust estimates of the net outflow of migration over the course
of three centuries from 1541, which suggested the presence of a series of cyclical
movements in migratory activity that peaked in the 1650s.> A decade later, however,
revisions by Jim Oeppen revealed that the rate of net outflow may have actually
reached its apogee in the mid-sixteenth century - at 1.7 per 1, 000 the figure had been
proportionally higher in the 1560s than at any other time between 1541 and 1866.*

Yet this evidence in itself was insufficient to deny emigration a role in the
demographic stagnation of the seventeenth century. Over the course of the three
hundred or so years in question, Wrigley and Schofield found that the volume of net
outward migration was low compared to the surplus of births over deaths;
consequently such movement was likely to have reduced the rate of population
growth by only a relatively small amount. Between 1650 and 1750, however, when
natural increase was low and occasionally non-existent, it is possible that the net
outflow could have exerted a more powerful influence on national trends: during the
period from 1656 to 1686 the size of the English population fell from 5.281 million to
4.865 million, fifty-eight per cent of which may have been attributable to a net
outward movement. Nevertheless, the true extent of the effect remains elusive, for

Wrigley and Schofield have cautioned against too heavy a concentration on estimates

1656 (Wrigley and Schofield suggest 5.28 million at this date) - on the basis of his use of more reliable
statistical techniques. See R.A. Houston, The Population History of Britain and Ireland 1500-1700
(1992), reprinted in M. Anderson, ed., British Population History From the Black Death to the present
day (Cambridge, 1996), 119.

3 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table 7.11, 219; Figure 7.5, 220.

4. Oeppen, “Back-projection and inverse-projection: members of a wider class of constrained

projection models”, Population Studies, 45 (1991): 253.
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of emigration. Because such figures are produced through the process of back
projection they “must be subject to strong reservations”, since they are derived not
from statistics on outward migration, but rather from the numbers of deaths “missing”
from the registers (projected deaths in a particular birth cohort minus recorded
deaths). As a result such estimates tend to exaggerate the true level of net emigration
since they include all those whose deaths went unrecorded at home and abroad, in
addition to true emigrants. In the longer term, therefore, Wrigley and Schofield have
allocated far more significance to proximate changes in mortality and fertility in

determining rates of demographic change.’

I. A brief historiography of demographic thought.

The relative weight allocated to fertility, mortality and migration in driving
population movements in the early modern period has undergone significant revision
since Graunt introduced the concept of demographic analysis into the literature of
seventeenth century England. Contemporary commentators themselves were acutely
aware of the effects of all three variables on population figures. The economic writer,
Carew Reynel, for example, attributed England’s “want of people” in 1674 to the fact
that “some three hundred thousand were killed in the last Civil Wars; and about two
hundred thousand more have been wasted in re-peopling Ireland; and two hundred
thousand lost in the great sickness, and as many more gone to the plantations.”® Yet
seventeenth century commentaries tended to reflect the greater significance that was
accorded to fertility in any analyses of demographic change - whatever the reason
behind the loss of population, there was a general understanding that any decline
could easily be accommodated within a regime of high fertility. Moreover, such
fertility was to be achieved primarily through encouraging individuals to marry.
Reynel himself suggested that an excellent way for a country to be populous was by
“countenancing marriage and a settled life, giving it many privileges more than either
single or debauched persons, and that none but married persons be capable of any
profitable office or preferment”; this Reynel claimed, was “the very original of the

well being and continuance of nations”.” Charles D’Avenant, an early political

3 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 219-28. The effect of emigration in terms of its
relationship with fertility is discussed in more detail in Chapter Three.
S C. Reynel, The True English Interest (1674), in J. Thirsk and J.P.Cooper, eds., Seventeenth-Century

Economic Documents (Oxford, 1972), 758.
7 Ibid., 759.
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economist, was also of the opinion that the state ought to “invite men to marry, which
is to be done by privileges and exemptions for such a number of children, and by
denying certain offices of trust and dignities to all unmarried persons™. 8 Marriage in
the later seventeenth century was increasingly constructed in terms of its reproductive
capabilities, reflecting to a large extent the mercantilist mentality of the period. James
Harington’s tract Oceana, for example, unveiled a manifesto keen to promote a
“commonwealth for increase” - fathers of ten children were to pay no taxes at all,
while childless bachelors over the age of twenty-five were liable for double the
appropriate rate - and a number of other writers took up similar themes. Edmund
Halley, writer and astronomer, who believed a number of people feared to marry
“from the prospect of the trouble and charge of providing for a family” suggested that
the state of celibacy should be taxed, and bounties given to large families.’ Similarly,
the anonymous author of the pamphlet entitled Marriage Promoted, which first
appeared in 1690, recommended the setting up of a statute “obliging all Men from
Twenty One Years of Age to Marry or in default to pay a Mulct in proportion to their
Fortunes.”'® The sums collected were to be distributed to single women in the form
of portions.

The significance of marriage in demographic analysis continued to permeate
eighteenth century explanations of change. Writing first in 1798, and drawing
principally on the ideas of the classical school of economic thought, Thomas Malthus,

author and cleric, outlined his considered opinion of the general relationship between

marriage and demographic expansion:

If I find that at a certain period in ancient history, the encouragements to have
a family were great, that early marriages were consequently very prevalent,
and that few persons remained single, I should infer with certainty that
population was rapidly increasing .... To speak therefore, correctly, perhaps it
may be said that the number of unmarried persons in proportion to the whole

number, existing at different periods, in the same or different states will enable

D’ Avenant, “Essay”, 191.

? Ibid., 119-20.

' Anon., Marriage Promoted. In a Discourse of its Ancient and Modern Practice, both under Heathen
and Christian Commonwealths (1690), 30.
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us to judge whether population at these periods was increasing, stationary, or

decreasing.!

Yet Malthus was not concerned merely to identify the direction of population
movements, but also their dynamics. By the close of the eighteenth century, much of
the optimistic expansionism of the later seventeenth century had evaporated. Malthus
not only recognised that mankind as a species was strongly and continuously
motivated by a desire for sexual intercourse - “That the passion between the sexes is
necessary and will remain nearly in its present state” - but also that ultimately such
action could result in catastrophe. !> Uncontrolled demographic expansion would tend
towards outstripping the available volume of food supplies, leading to a situation of
rising inflation, static or falling wage levels, and progressive immiseration, since
“population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio. Subsistence increases
only in an arithmetical ratio ... This implies a strong and constantly operating check
on population from the difficulty of subsistence.”"?

In consequence Malthus offered a two-stage account of the process involved
in the return to equilibrium status that was necessary to keep population levels in line
with resources (at a given standard of living). The first stage of his theory involved a
limitation of fertility through the age and extent of marriage. If resources were scarce
relative to numbers of people, marriages tended to be later, and there were more
never-married adults among the general population, dampening levels of fertility and
halting demographic expansion: “A foresight of the difficulties attending the rearing
of a family, acts as a preventative check” to population growth. Indeed Malthus
believed that the preventative-check mechanism was widespread and operated to
some degree throughout every rank in England: “There are some men, even in the
highest rank, who are prevented from marrying by the idea of the expenses that they
must retrench, and the fancied pleasures that they must deprive themselves of, on the
supposition of having a family”."*

In the final instance, however, there was always the possibility that a positive

check - a surge in mortality - would provide a last-case scenario for culling

unacceptable levels of population growth. The second stage of his theory therefore

n Malthus, Essay, 87-8.
2 1bid., 70.
% Ibid., 71.
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involved the application of a more radical restraint: where changes in the age at
marriage and the proportion ever marrying proved inadequate at halting demographic
expansion and a battle for resources ensued, the point of equilibrium was achieved
through a rise in the number of deaths. Malthus tended to associate the operation of
the positive-check mechanism more closely with the lowest orders of society: “The
actual distresses of some of the lower classes, by which they are disabled from giving
the proper food and attention to their children, acts as a positive check to the natural
increase of population”. > And though he believed the preventative and positive
checks to have been mutually exclusive, Malthus recognised the two categories were
not exhaustive. By the time his second essay was published in 1803, he had therefore

expanded the positive check mechanism to include,

Every cause ... which in any degree contribute[s] to shorten the natural
duration of human life. Under this head, therefore, may be enumerated, all
unwholesome occupations, severe labour and exposure to the seasons, extreme
poverty, bad nursing of children, great towns, excesses of all kinds, the whole
train of common diseases and epidemics, wars, pestilence, plague, and

famine.'$

Though Malthus’ persuasive theory of the need to maintain an operative balance
between population and resources was articulated most clearly in terms of fertility - in
the second edition of his treatise on population growth he greatly enlarged the concept
of the effectiveness of the preventative check in throttling back undesirable growth -
the effects of mortality were more clearly visible in the documentary sources, and
much easier to evidence. The positive check mechanism therefore rose to a position

of prominence in discussions of population dynamics in the nineteenth century and

the first half of the twentieth, and became enshrined in demographic transition

theory."”
1 Ibid., 89.
15 Tbid.

6 w.J. Ashley, ed., Parallel Chapters from the First and Second Editions of An Essay on the Principle
of Population by T.R. Malthus 1798 : 1803 (1926), 89.

'” In demographic transition theory, populations are thought to have laboured under a regime of high
fertility and high mortality - a mortality-dominated high pressure system - until economic development
brought about a fall in mortality rates. Such a fall was then followed, after a substantial time lag, by a
fall in levels of fertility. See A.J. Coale and E.M. Hoover, “The Effects of Economic Development on
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I1. The role of mortality

Certainly by modern standards, individual life-spans appeared severely
attenuated, and death from pathogenic activity remained the most likely cause of
demise in pre-industrial England. As R.A. Houston has indicated, “It is probably safe
to say that most deaths in the early modern period were from infectious diseases
rather than from accidents, non-infectious ailments and old age”.'® Although the
population of England was at last increasing after the long stagnation of the later
Middle Ages, the demographic landscape of sixteenth and seventeenth century
England in many respects remained bleak. While the frequency and severity of
plague outbreaks, the most notorious of medieval killers, may have faltered over the
course of the seventeenth century, plague itself constituted merely one among a whole
range of communicable pathogens that were capable of reducing the life expectancy
of the individual. Influenza, sweating sickness, burning fevers and spotted fevers, the
latter probably including outbreaks of typhus, all assisted in maintaining the high
mortality rate of the period as a whole, while smallpox and measles increased their
epidemiological importance in England after 1600."°

Confirmation of the deadly effects of a variety of independent pathogens is
borne out through a consultation of any number of early modem parish registers. The
catastrophic harvests of 1555 and 1556, for example, were followed in the spring of
1557 by a two-year influenza epidemic, the cause of the worst mortality crisis of the
early modern period. There is continued debate as to the full extent of the mortality -
Wrigley and Schofield have suggested a lower limit of 5.5 per cent for the total loss of
life between 1556 and 1561 while Jack Fisher put the death toll at nearer 20 per cent -
but there is overall agreement that the influenza epidemic of the mid-sixteenth century
constituted a significant period in English demographic history in terms of heightened

mortality.zo Plague too remained an insistent threat. By the sixteenth century,

Population Growth and The Effects of Population Growth on Economic Development”, in M. Drake,
ed., Population in Industrialisation (1969), 15.

'® Houston, Population History, 148.

' A.B. Appleby, Famine in Tudor and Stuart England (Liverpool, 1978), 120; A Dyer, “Epidemics of
Measles in a Seventeenth-Century English Town”, Local Population Studies, 34 (1984): 44.

20 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table 7.8, 208-9; F.J. Fisher, “Influenza and Inflation in
Tudor England”, Economic History Review, 18 (1965): 127. See also J.S. Moore, “ ‘Jack Fisher’s
‘flu’: a visitation revisited”, Economic History Review, 45 (1993): 280-307; M. Zell, “Fisher’s ‘flu and
Moore’s probates: quantifying the mortality crisis of 1556-1560"", Economic History Review, 47
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epidemics of bubonic plague had become less familiar among rural communities, but
they remained a particular cause of suffering and disruption in urban areas. The
disease itself was especially visible in the capital, and there was scarcely a year in
sixteenth and early seventeenth century London during which plague was absent.
Indeed, it became “the single most important cause of death” in London after 1560,
accounting for more than fifteen per cent of all deaths between 1580 and 1650.%!
Thus in 1563, during the first measurable epidemic, nearly a quarter of the city’s
inhabitants lost their lives, proportionately the highest death toll of the whole period.
The capital lost between around a fifth to an eighth of its inhabitants in the epidemics
of 1593, 1603 and 1625 and in the space of the three months between August and
October in 1665 almost a sixth of the population of London had perished.22 Smaller
towns could suffer similar losses. Plague was active in Cambridge on ten separate
occasions between 1574 and 1630-31, and crisis mortality occurred in a number of the
town’s parishes in 1588, 1595, 1616-17 and 1619-20. Bristol lost a sixth of its
population in three bouts of disease between 1565 and 1603 and York lost a quarter of
its inhabitants in 1604; mortality rates jumped to thirty per cent in Newcastle in 1636-
7 and Lichfield in 1645-6, and in the final visitation of the plague to Colchester in
1665-6 nearly half of the population of the town was swept away.**

Nor did rural areas escape unscathed. Though bubonic plague can be
characterised largely, if not exclusively, as an urban phenomenon in the early modern
period, rural areas could also suffer continued outbreaks. During the century after

1538 the increasingly commercialised north-eastern community of Whickham, for

(1994): 354-8; 1.S. Moore, “ ‘Jack Fisher’s ‘flu’: a virus still virulent”, Economic History Review, 47
(1994): 359-61.

2L's, Rappaport, Worlds within worlds: structures of life in sixteenth-century London (Cambridge,
1989), 72. See also R. Finlay, Population and Metropolis The Demography of London 1580-1650
(Cambridge, 1981), 111-32 and J. Boulton, Neighbourhood and Society A London Suburb in the
Seventeenth Century (Cambridge, 1987), 47-9.

2P, Slack, “Metropolitan government in crisis: the response to plague”, in A.L. Beier and R. Finlay,
eds., The Making of the Metropolis London 1500-1700 (1986), 61-2.

B N. Goose, “Household size and structure in early-Stuart Cambridge”, Social History, 5 (1980): 355.
Crisis mortality as defined most simply by R.S. Schofield occurs when the annual total number of
burials is more than twice the average annual number of burials for that year. R.S. Schofield, ¢ ‘Crisis’
Mortality”, Local Population Studies, 9 (1972): 13. A more sophisticated measure can be found in
Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 646-9, and a discussion of the associated problems in J.
Walter and R. Schofield, “Famine, disease and crisis mortality in early modern England”, J. Walter and
R. Schofield, eds., Famine, disease and the social order in early modern society (Cambridge, 1989), 5-
7.

24 P. Clark and P. Slack, English Towns in Transition 1500-1700 (Oxford, 1976), 89; C. Galley, The
Demography of Early Modern Towns: York in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Liverpool,
1998), 5, 77.
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example, endured seventeen identifiable periods in which annual burials were more
than double their normal background level, and in 1604 a fifth to a quarter of all
inhabitants were buried within the space of five months.” Plague was not the only
cause of death in the countryside. Marshland communities may have escaped much
of the worst of its effects, but they frequently suffered heavily from the onslaught of
malaria and other agues - the Lincolnshire fen parishes of Fleet and Gedney, for
example, appear to have suffered a secular erosion of population from 1601 until
1800, the victims of a demographic regime that was at variance with practically all
other Lincolnshire parishes during the eighteenth century, as well as the country as a
whole.?® Similarly in the twenty-four coastal and estuarine marsh parishes examined
by M. Dobson in her study of south-east England in the early modern period, burials
had started to overtake baptisms in the decade beginning in 1581, the excess of burials
finally reaching its peak in the second half of the seventeenth century.?’

In addition to the consistent onslaught of disease, Paul Slack has suggested
that “virtually every bad harvest appears to have been followed by a period of high
mortality”.28 Though the mixed economy of winter and spring sown crops is
generally considered to have emancipated England from much of the threat of death
by famine - at least by the later seventeenth century - there were crises of subsistence
as a result of periods of local and national grain shortages. Economic historians are
generally agreed that the years 1594-1597 constituted the most damaging instances of
harvest failure in England in the early modern period, when the country as a whole
suffered an unbroken succession of four bad harvests. The most severe upward
movements in food prices, however, occurred between the years 1596-97 and 1597-
98, during which time national trends in death rates were also well above normal.”’ In
point of fact, the combined effects of poor harvests and a collapse in the price of wool

in 1597 may have brought much of the country near to famine.*® According to Clark

>3 K. Wrightson and D. Levine, “Death in Whickham”, in Walter and Schofield, eds., Famine, 139-41.
265 A. Johnston, “Population Trends in Lincolnshire 1601 - 1800, Lincolnshire History and
Archaeology, 31 (1996): 23,

2’M.J. Dobson, “The last hiccup of the old demographic regime: population stagnation and decline in
late seventeenth and early eighteenth-century south-east England”, Continuity and Change, 4 (1989):
411.

2p_ Slack, “Mortality crises and epidemic disease in England, 1485-1610”, in C. Webster, ed., Health,
Medicine and Mortality in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge, 1979), 17.

¥ Appleby, Famine, 112, 133-35.

30 p J. Bowden, ed., Economic change: wages, profits and rents 1500-1750 Chapters from The
Agrarian History of England and Wales, ed. J. Thirsk, Volume 1 (Cambridge, 1990), 146. Harvest
failure and agricultural shortage were key aspects of European experience more generally during the
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and Slack mortality rates in Bamstaple and Tamworth and several other towns
doubled in 1597, and in four poor suburban parishes of Bristol the death rate climbed
to three times its normal level; in many other areas too there was evidence of
starvation and its characteristic physiological consequences - typhus and dysentery. *'
In some rural areas the problem of starvation may have been intensified, with
the work of Andrew Appleby in particular highlighting the plight of the north-west in
the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Indeed Appleby’s main contribution to
the historiography of early modern mortality rests on his conviction that the role of
famine as a killer in its own right had been downplayed. Between 1550 and 1700
Cumberland and Westmoreland experienced three severe demographic crises when
burials in many parishes in the years 1587-88, 1597-98 and 1623 rose to two, three or
even four times their background level Appleby suspected that high levels of
mortality during the first crisis were likely to have been caused by typhus, since
burials were uncommonly numerous during the winter months. Moreover, the
widespread incidence of typhus in both counties under observation encouraged him to
suggest that the disease may have been shielding a number of famine deaths, for the
dead included unusually high numbers of beggars and the poor, and the epidemic
itself had been preceded by a period of dearth. The second period of high mortality
was by way of a mixed crisis; deaths in 1597, as might be expected in view of the
national experience, appear to have been famine-related, but by 1598 the culprit was
almost certainly plague. 33 However, the subsequent crisis of 1623 Appleby related
exclusively to the problem of starvation.> Once again, 1622 was a year of dearth
across the nation when grain prices rose to their highest point since 1596, a factor that
was exacerbated by a further slump in the price of wool between 1622 and 1623.%
Moreover, the likelihood that famine bore much of the responsibility for heightened

levels of mortality in Cumberland and Westmoreland in the 1620s received

1590s, as food prices in many countries doubled or trebled between 1590 and 1596-7. See P. Clark,
ed., The European Crisis of the 1590s (1985), 8.

3! Clark and Slack, English Towns, 90-1.

32 Appleby, Famine, 95.

33 Idem, “Disease or Famine? Mortality in Cumberland and Westmoreland 1580-1640", Economic
History Review, 26 (1973): 408, 413, 419.

3% Appleby was also able to attribute changes in fertility to malnutrition. Dearth appears to have
triggered a state of amenorrhea amongst the fertile women of the area that functioned to reduce the
number of conceptions - the initial decline in baptisms in 1622, for example, before the dramatic rise in
burials, suggests that food shortages may have begun to inhibit conceptions before they elicited death.
Idem, Famine, 148.

3 Bowden, Economic change, 122, 147.
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confirmation from the fact that neighbouring regions exhibited similar tendencies in
terms of higher death rates. In the West Riding of Yorkshire the fall in baptisms in
Halifax for the three years after 1621 completely wiped out the natural increase of the
previous four years. Figures for burials in the East Riding parish of Great Driffield in
1623 and 1624 were thirty-three and sixty-seven respectively, way above the annual
average of twelve, and at Bainton in the East Riding of Yorkshire the parish clerk
though it apposite to record in the margin of the register, “Hoc anno multi fame
periere” (this year many perished in the famine).> S A general upsurge in mortality in
Northern Lincolnshire has also been associated with the bad harvest of 1622-23, a
problem that was compounded by the effects of economic recession. Thus the
riverside market town of Barton upon Humber experienced a population cutback of
approximately fifteen per cent between 1623 and 1624, and the state of near-
starvation in the surrounding area was reflected most vividly in the much quoted letter
written by Sir William Pelham of Brocklesby to his brother the Right Honourable Sir
Edward Conway in 1623;

Theare are many thousands in thease parts whoo have soulde all they have
even to theyr bedd straw, and cann not gett worke to earne any munny.
Dogg’s flesh is a dainty disch, and found upon search in many houses, also
such horse flesch as hath laien long in a deke for hounds, and the other day
one stole a scheepe, whoo for meere hunger tore a legg out, and didd eate itt

raw.37

Attempts to uncover evidence of generalised Malthusian-type subsistence
crises, however, tend to run into difficulty. The 1590s proved to be exceptionally bad
years in terms of the harvest nationwide, but even during this period of generalised
distress, some localities proved more fortunate than others. While Appleby has
succeeded in establishing some increased vulnerability to famine in the upland north
west, and serious food shortages were reported in many parishes in Yorkshire and
further north in the county of Durham, as few as nineteen per cent of the parishes

studied by the Cambridge Group experienced a mortality crisis during 1597-98, and

38 Appleby, Famine, 148.
31 Lincolnshire Notes and Queries, I (1889): 16.
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only sixteen per cent during 1623-4.*® In London as early as 1662, John Graunt
himself had repudiated the belief that starving beggars in the city were dying in their
multitudes, his first observation on the particulars of casualties noting “that few are
starved”: of more than two hundred thousand people who died in London between
1603 and 1660, the weekly bills of mortality suggested that no more than fifty-one
had perished from lack of food, apart from a few cases of infants, who did so as a
result of the ignorance and infirmity of their wet-nurses.*® In addition, more recent
investigation by Jeremy Boulton has tended to confirm the autonomous nature of
raised periods of mortality in the capital. High numbers of entries in the burial
registers of the London parish of St. Saviour between 1590 and 1640, with the
possible exception of 1597, appear to have been caused by disease, rather than dearth
(of which plague was the most common form), for the significant mortality peaks of
1592, 1603, 1609, 1625 and 1636, for example, all occurred outside periods of social
and economic hardship within the capital.*

Interpretations of the Malthusian positive check mechanism have also tended
to imply that populations on the borders of subsistence were more susceptible to
disease than their wealthier counterparts. Yet disease was not the necessary corollary
of a bad harvest. Despite serious harvest deficiencies in 1555 and 1556 the proportion
of parishes in the sample surveyed by the Cambridge Group that experienced a
mortality crisis did not rise above seven per cent of the total until the August of 1557.
During this harvest, the crop was plentiful, but rather than being accompanied by a
fall in the proportion of parishes experiencing crisis mortality, levels rose to reach a
maximum of twenty per cent in November 1557 as a result of the influenza epidemic
before returning to normal levels in January of 1558.*' Similarly sudden outbreaks of
disease were more commonly related to unpredictable pathogenic activity than
marginalisation and undernourishment. R.B. Morrow has suggested that the
appearance of plague in Colyton in the 1660s may have amounted to a Malthusian

visitation, visualising the community at this time as one containing unusually large

38 Appleby, Famine, 147-8; Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table A10.2, 653.

% J. Graunt, Natural and Political Observations Upon the Bills of Mortality, fifth edition (1676), in
C.H. Hull, ed., The Economic Writings of Sir William Petty Together with the Observations Upon the
Bills of Mortality More Probably by John Graunt, Volume I (Cambridge, 1899), 352.

“ The 1634 peak in burials could have been caused by the first recorded smallpox epidemic, for the
London Bills of Mortality record 1, 354 smallpox victims in 1634 but only one of plague. See Boulton,

Neighbourhood, 47.
“IWalter and Schofield, “Famine, disease and crisis mortality”, 30-1.
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numbers of those living at the physical margin of existence.”* Wrigley’s rebuttal
meanwhile indicated that he could find no evidence of Colyton being closer to the
economic or demographic edge than similar Devon communities nearby, a fact that
called into question why the plague had not struck in other neighbouring parishes with
equal ferocity.®?

Indeed, the fragility of the nutrition-mortality link in pre-industrial times has
been underlined by the work of M. Livi-Bacci. * A connection between malnutrition
and higher levels of fatality does appear to exist for tuberculosis, measles and
diarrhoea, and famine and typhus are likely to be inter-related, but the biological
effect of poor nutrition on the chances of contracting and dying from other disease
organisms remains highly questionable - bubonic plague, smallpox, malaria and
typhoid were so virulent that death or survival bore little relation to nutritional
status.” Mortality remains an important element in explanations of short-term
demographic downturns, but was more likely to be the result of exogenous pathogens
than any classic Malthusian subsistence crisis. Despite the evidence of Appleby,
mortality as a demographic variable appears to have been weakly integrated into the
economic system: only sixteen percent of the short-run variation in mortality in
England over the early modern period could be associated with price change. In
addition secular movements indicated by changes in real wages seem to have had
little measurable effect on mortality levels. As J.D. Chambers has argued, “Random
biological causes operating in successive onslaughts on an already high death rate
were so powerful through to the middle of the eighteenth century that they could

initiate long waves of demographic depression independently of available per capita

resources”. 6

“ R.B. Morrow, “Family Limitation in Pre-Industrial England: A Reappraisal”, Economic History
Review, 31 (1978): 427.
® E.A. Wrigley, “Marital Fertility in Seventeenth-Century Colyton: A Note”, Economic History
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Measuring the full extent of the effect of mortality on population levels,
however, remains problematic. In the first instance, it appears that the number of
cases in which crisis mortality hit early modern communities had actually gone into
decline during the course of the seventeenth century. A preliminary survey of fifty-
four parishes in 1972 by Roger Schofield indicated that the number of communities
experiencing crisis mortality in the pre-industrial period had diminished after the
1650s, although the sharpest downward movement was reserved for the century that
followed.*’ Almost a decade later, in 1981, information gathered from a total of 404
parishes allowed Wrigley and Schofield to examine crisis mortality on a much wider
front. The fact that they employed a more specific definition of crisis mortality,
however, did little to detract from Schofield’s earlier analysis: once again a
generalized pattern of a fall in the number of months in which parishes endured

excessive levels of mortality over the course of the seventeenth century emerged.*®

Table 1.1: Crisis months in 404 parishes per 1, 000 months observed, by quarter
century.

Quarter Months observed Crisis months (per 1, 000
century observed)
1550-74 50, 064 14.6

1575-99 86, 256 134

1600-24 105, 960 12.6

1625-49 113, 760 12.9

1650-74 119,916 10.8

1675-99 121, 200 10.0

Source:  Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table A10.1, 650.

Crises were not uniform across parishes, nor was the decline as linear as the
aggregated figures for the quarter centuries in Table 1.1 above suggest, but the pattern

was clear: the number of months in which crisis mortality was observed fell from over

*7 Schofield, “ ‘Crisis’ Mortality”, Table III, 17.
“® For their definition of crisis mortality see Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 646-9.

23



fourteen in the third quarter of the sixteenth century to ten in the last quarter of the
seventeenth. The violent upsurges in mortality levels associated with the influenza
outbreak of the mid-sixteenth century then “look as if they may have been the last
throes of a late-medieval régime of widespread epidemic mortality”.*

At the same time, however, mortality rates appear to have undergone
deterioration, a situation that can in part be attributed to increased levels of
urbanisation.® Infectious and contagious diseases spread rapidly in large and densely
packed populations, and the most destructive organisms often became endemic.
Furthermore, childhood illnesses such as measles and scarlet fever tended to attack
urban children at an earlier age than their rural counterparts and were more likely to
result in death.’' Infant mortality, in particular, could be extremely high in urban
areas. Though some of the smaller towns such as Colyton experienced a rate of
around 150 infant deaths per 1, 000 in the Tudor period, a figure not unlike many
rural communities, in the larger towns and cities the situation was much worse: infant
mortality stood at a figure of 235 per 1, 000 in the parish of St Michael le Belfy in
York in the 1570s, and 256 per 1, 000 in St Botolph’s without Bishopsgate, a poorer
London parish, in the early 1600s.>®> However, there is little evidence of a major shift
in levels of infant mortality over the course of the seventeenth century. Galley has
indicated that there was only a small change in the infant death rate in the York
parishes of St Martin Coney Street and St Michael le Belfrey between the early and
late Stuart periods, and though the level of mortality amongst the under-ones on a
national basis underwent some overall deterioration during this time, it was subject to

considerable fluctuation.>

9 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 178.

%0 General conclusions suggest that the proportion of the English population living in towns of over
four thousand in 1500 was six per cent, while by 1700 the percentage of those living in towns of over
five thousand had reached a figure of fifteen per cent. See S.M. Jack, Towns in Tudor and Stuart
Britain (1996), 173-4. Wrigley and Schofield have suggested that urban growth would have played a
part in the rising mortality of the seventeenth century, since it progressed strongly during this period in
marked contrast to the sixteenth century. Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 415.

! Wrigley et al., English Population, 203.

52 Clark and Slack, English Towns, 85. In the Essex village of Terling the infant mortality rate stood at
131 per 1, 000 between 1538 and 1725, and in the Midland village of Bottesford, Leicestershire at 155
per 1, 000 during the seventeenth century. See K. Wrightson and D. Levine, Poverty and Piety in an
English Village Terling, 1525-1700 (Oxford, 1995), 57.

33 Galley, Demography, 92. Through the early seventeenth century (1600-25) the infant mortality rate
stood at 171 per 1, 000. Between 1625 and 1649 the rate fell to 157 per 1, 000, but by the period 1675-
1699 the rate had risen to 189 per 1, 000. The lower figure during the second quarter of the century
may have been affected by the problems of under-registration in the Commonwealth period. The
figures are for legitimate and illegitimate births. Wrigley et al., English Population, Table 6.2, 219.
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Increased levels of adult mortality were also a feature of the seventeenth
century demographic landscape, especially during the later half of the period when
fresh epidemics and the Civil War were succeeded by a period of heightened death
rates. Mortality levels, which had largely retained their stability prior to 1650, fell
away afterwards across the country, plummeting most spectacularly - as Table 1.2

reveals - during the 1680s.

Table 1.2: Crude mean death rates per decade (per 1, 000 total population), 1600-
1699,

Decade | Rate | Decade | Rate
1600-9 23.76 | 1650-59 | 27.05
1610-19 | 25.97 |[1660-69 | 29.13
1620-29 | 25.89 | 1670-79 | 28.65
1630-39 | 26.07 | 1680-89 |32.67
1640-49 | 25.92 | 1690-99 [ 28.51

Source:  Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table A3.3, 532.

This deterioration is also discernible in the records of a number of early modemn
towns. Though the rise in mortality in the Devonshire market town of Colyton after a
major epidemic in 1645 many have been more dramatic than elsewhere, its effects
were mirrored in other areas: in places such as Barnstaple, Ashby de la Zouche and
Lichfield the middle decades of the seventeenth century witnessed significant losses
of population but enjoyed no rapid recovery as had previously bleen the case.>*
London remained the exception to this rule. The capital continued to expand at an
alarming rate throughout the seventeenth century, bolstered by a steady stream of
migrants of national and international origin, despite the fact that the city environment

did little to promote the health of its inhabitants.

>* Clark and Slack, English Towns, 84. Wrigley suggested that adults in Colyton also suffered
substantially higher mortality during the period 1625-99 than had been the case in earlier periods. E.A.
Wrigley, “Mortality in Pre-Industrial England: The Example of Colyton, Devon, Over Three
Centuries”, Daedalus, 97 (1968): 561.

55 At the beginning of the seventeenth century London was one of a handful of cities with at least one
hundred and twenty thousand inhabitants, but by its close, the capital had become the largest city in all
of Europe with more than half a million people living within its boundaries, one tenth of the entire
population of England. See Rappaport, Worids, 61-2. Mortality rates in London were high and rising.
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As mortality rates increased, so life expectation fell. There had been some
improvement in the average lifespan towards the latter part of the sixteenth century,
but expectation of life at birth appears to have undergone steady deterioration across
the country during much of the seventeenth century.’ 6 Wrigley had drawn early
attention to this situation in the course of his investigations of Colyton, where the fall
in life expectation to thirty-four years during the second half of the seventeenth
century reflected a drop of as much as ten years from the Elizabethan period.”” Later
evidence gathered from twelve communities for the first volume on population history
tended to confirm the representative nature of such a shift: life expectancy reached its
apogee during the quinquennium beginning in 1581, only to fall away afterwards to
arrive at its nadir a century later.”® The addition of a further fourteen parishes with
the publication of the second volume in 1997 has qualified the extent of the
seventeenth century fall, even though it has done little to alter the generally
depressing pattern of decline. As Table 1.3 below reveals, the average life expectancy
of men and women appears to have slumped from a highpoint of around forty in the
1610s and 1620s to bottom out at around thirty-one by the 1680s, a particularly bleak
decade in terms of heightened mortality across the whole spectrum of age groups.

Table 1.3: Expectation of life at birth for males and females combined, 1600-1699.

Decade Exp. of life at birth Decade Exp. of life at birth
1600-9 37.5 1650-5 36.9

1610-9 40.1 1660-9 36.5

1620-9 40.2 1670-9 36.3

1630-9 37.8 1680-9 313

1640-9 36.4 1690-9 38.7

1650-9 36.9

Source:  Wrigley et al, English Population, Table 6.21, 295.

In the parish of St Botolph’s Bishopsgate, for example, the death rate in 1600 has been estimated at 29
per 1, 000, but by 1690 this figure had risen to 45 per 1, 000 in some of the London suburbs and even
37 per 1, 000 in the richer city parishes. See Clark and Slack, English Towns, 85.

% Walter and Schofield, “Famine”, 57-8.

57 Wrigley, “Mortality”, 559.
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Yet statistics on life expectancy, which are usually calculated to reflect the
number of years an individual might expect to live at the point of his or her birth, may
fail to offer a full picture of the effect of mortality on population trends. Death rates
in Colyton rose sharply for children over the age of five in the course of the
seventeenth century, and worsening child mortality, according to Alan Dyer, was a
prominent factor in the demographic depression of the later Stuart period.® Once
again the results of the preliminary investigation of twelve parishes in 1981 had
already indicated evidence of a divergence between expectation of life at birth and
expectation of life at thirty, with the latter, as Table 1.4 demonstrates, having dropped

only marginally over a hundred and fifty year period.

Table 1.4: Expectation of life at age thirty from twelve reconstitutions.

Period Male | Female
1550-99 | 29.2 30.2
1600-49 | 29.8 29.6
1650-99 | 284 28.9

Source:  Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table 7.21, 250.

Information from another fourteen parishes allowed the Cambridge Group to refine
and extend such calculations.® Notwithstanding the fact that expectation of life at
birth and at the age of fifteen underwent an almost uninterrupted decline from the
early seventeenth century onwards, the fall in life expectancy at twenty-five was less
marked and even enjoyed slight improvement after 1650, although adults did not
escape the sharp drop in life expectation during the 1680s that was characteristic of
the general experience in late Stuart England.®'

The explanation behind the differential sets of life expectancy figures appears

to have been related to the increased incidence of a number of illnesses affecting

58 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, Table 7.15, 230. The figure for the 1581 quinquennium
is 41.7 years and that for the 1681 quinquennium, 28.5 years.

%% Wrigley, “Mortality”, 559; Dyer, “Epidemics”, 35.

80 See especially Wrigley et al., English Population, Figure 6.15, 283.
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children and young adults, most notably smallpox. This particular infection
transformed itself from a relatively mild and familiar endemic childhood disease in
the sixteenth century into a much more virulent and epidemic form in the seventeenth
century, in which fatalities among the immune deficient were high.®* In London
smallpox was endemic, but it also appeared in epidemic form: Samuel Pepys, for
example, recorded in his diary in February of 1668 “that hardly ever was remembered
such a season for the small pox as these last two months have been”.%® But epidemics
were also a feature of smaller urban communities, where outbreaks could last
considerably longer - the town of Winchester was stricken by a smallpox epidemic in
1684 and burials remained at a higher than normal level until 1686.% Neither did rural
communities escape. Though smallpox did not sweep the country in the form of a
national outbreak, it appears to have retained a background presence, returning to
strike individual communities when their populations contained sufficient numbers of
susceptible hosts.”> Moreover, the fact that young people appear to have been
particularly at risk is reflected in a number of diary entries.®

Measles, too, may have entered a phase of increased virulence in the mid-
seventeenth century. The modern history of the infection suggests it passes through
peaks and troughs of virulence, these phases tending to take a thirty-year cycle.
Tracking its incidence in contemporary material is often problematic, for prior to

1670 there was only a limited awareness of the principal fatal diseases that produced

¢! Ibid., 281-3.

62 Dyer, “Epidemics”, 38.

8 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 668; R.C. Latham and W. Matthew, eds., The Diary of
Samuel Pepys, Volume IX, 1668-9 (1976), 58.

% A. Rosen, “Winchester in Transition 1580-1700", in P. Clark, ed., Country towns in pre-industrial
England (Leicester, 1981), 171.

6 Wrigley and Schofield, Population History, 669. In Swedish data from the late eighteenth century
smallpox returned to parishes every six to eight years, rarely killing anyone over that age. Ibid., 656,
fn. 28.

% On July 8%, 1665 Henry Newcome recorded the devastating effects of a smallpox outbreak in his
home town of Manchester. “Mr Worthington had buried his pretty little daughter of the small-pox; Mr
Farrant, his only son; and the small-pox prevailing greatly in the town and very mortal”: R. Parkinson,
ed., The Autobiography of Henry Newcome, MA, Volume 1, Chetham Society, 26 (1952): 151. In 1680
William Stout’s two youngest brothers Richard and Thomas died of smallpox “which distemper was
very fatal this year”; J.D. Marshall, ed., The Autobiography of William Stout of Lancaster 1665-1752
(Manchester, 1967), 76. Abraham de la Pryme, vicar and antiquarian, also suffered great personal loss
in 1689. “This year a strange kind of a violent and burning feaver, together with the small pox reigned
so in our family that I lost two brothers and two sisters™: C. Jackson, ed., The Diary of Abraham de la
Pryme, Surtees Society, 54 (1969): 16. In 1684 William and Dorothy Temple lost their only daughter
to smallpox: E.A. Parry, ed., Letters from Dorothy Osborne to Sir William Temple 1652-54 (1888),
313.
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raised rashes.*’ In its modern manifestation, however, measles is more infectious than
smallpox, and in cases where immunity is low, can kill between twenty and twenty-
five per cent of those who contract it, including adults who have experienced no
previous exposure to the disease. In the Lancashire market town of Bolton in the mid-
seventeenth century, measles may have killed around fifteen per cent of all the
children baptised between 1633 and 1656, a factor that has encouraged Alan Dyer to
emphasise the prominent role played by the disease in raising mortality during the
sev