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ABSTRACT 

 

Family strategies and relationships: the labouring poor of Derby and south Derbyshire, 

1750-1834 

 

This thesis, using the family as the point of reference, aims to explore the survival strategies 

used by the labouring poor in Derby and South Derbyshire.  It further seeks to examine the 

relationship between family members.  Many studies of poverty and welfare focus on 

impoverished rural areas, but this thesis focuses on an area of England which was considered to 

be at the forefront of industrial development in the period known as the Industrial Revolution.  

Derbyshire is not commonly the focus of studies of poverty, so researching the lives of the 

labouring poor in the south Derbyshire area adds to the body of knowledge produced by 

historians of poverty.  This is a local study based on Derby and the three neighbouring rural 

south Derbyshire parishes of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall in the period 1750-1834.  A wide 

range of sources are used including settlement examinations, apprenticeship indentures, petty 

and quarter session records, marriage registers, census records, trade directories and other 

contemporary writing. 

The thesis has three distinct parts.  The first two chapters establish a sense of place and ask if a 

neighbourhood of common economy or culture can be identified.  Chapter One uses 

contemporary writing to suggest that Derbyshire was not a united county in the period.  An 

analysis of trade directories shows that the economy of the three rural parishes varied, despite 

the parishes lying in close proximity and in an area of similar topography.  Chapter Two 

investigates marriage registers to establish the extent of social links in the parishes.  It 

researches marriage distances and marriage seasonality.  The results suggest that the River Trent 

was a barrier to marriage distances and that a marriage neighbourhood area can be mapped. 

The central section of the thesis examines the roles and relationships of the families of the 

labouring poor.  Chapter Three discusses children’s working lives and asks what type of work 

children in the area did.  It finds that poor children apprenticed by the rural parishes were not 

necessarily placed in trades which differed from those of private apprentices and argues that 

their lives benefited from the apprenticeships.  Chapter Four examines men’s roles. Settlement 

examinations are used to determine what men did to help their families.  Using research on 

masculinities as a framework, this chapter suggests that the masculinity of the poor rested upon 

family, respectability and independence.  Chapter Five explores the roles of poor women in this 

period.  It suggests that women were core members of families who used various expedients to 
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survive.  It identifies the female counterpart to the masculinity discussed in the previous chapter 

and argues that the femininity of some poor women rested upon the importance of family and 

independence.   

The final part of the thesis discusses the ways in which the makeshift economy was managed in 

Derbyshire.  Chapter Six considers the importance of natural resources, village charities and, in 

Melbourne, poor relief.  Within the discussion of poor relief it finds that taking account of 

friendly society membership is vital when discussing the level of parish provision.  Chapter 

Seven proposes that poaching was a survival strategy for Derbyshire men.  I argue that 

Derbyshire poachers were not commonly members of gangs but poached alone or with a 

companion using traditional methods. 

In contrast to earlier studies of poverty, this thesis focuses on the experiences and perceptions of 

the poor.  Using this approach, it is possible to identify not only the practices, but also the 

values of those who left few records to indicate their own view of the world in which they lived.  

By answering the basic questions of how the Derbyshire poor made shift and what they did for, 

and with, their families, details are teased out from the documents which enhance our 

understanding of the people and the period.  This study builds upon the work of welfare and 

family historians and those who have studied the economy of makeshifts, and places this area of 

Derbyshire within the current framework. In this thesis, the labouring poor of Derbyshire are 

not portrayed as an homogeneous mass but are seen as people who lived in difficult times and 

survived as best they could using whatever means they had at their disposal. 
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In Memory of Mam and Dad 

who knew what being poor meant 
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Introduction 

 

 

 

May 30
th
 1812  Paid for Relief Nursing and Lodging for Sarah Davidson the Wife of 

Robert Davidson who was run away whilst she lay Inn and for the Coffin and Funeral 

Expenses of the Child.     £1.19.61 

A single entry in the overseer’s account book is the only reference I can find relating to the 

tragic events in the life of Sarah Davidson, one of the labouring poor of south Derbyshire.  This 

evidence shows a poor woman abandoned by her husband at the full term of her pregnancy who 

then suffered the harrowing loss of her child.  The parish register records her wedding only 

three months previously.2  From that point there is no evidence of her existence; she becomes a 

woman whose life is obscured by the veil that cloaks those who lived two centuries ago and 

who left few records of their own.  How do we find a clearer view of her life and those like her?   

The search for that clearer view of the lives of the labouring poor during the late-eighteenth and 

early-nineteenth centuries lies at the heart of this research.  This thesis, using the family as the 

point of reference, aims to explore the survival strategies used by the labouring poor in Derby 

and South Derbyshire.  It further aims to examine the relationship between family members.  It 

will not only focus on the ‘economy of makeshifts’3 or ‘informal economy’4 of the family, but 

also on the ways in which support was given and received within the family and assess what this 

says about the quality of the relationships.  It concentrates on the county town of Derby and 

three parishes in the south of the county, in a period when the lives of the labouring poor were 

affected by many factors including increasing population, urbanisation, industrialisation and 

agrarian change.  If periods of warfare, rising prices and pressure on poor rates are added to the 

equation, the resulting situation ensured that the lives of the labouring poor became even more 

difficult.5  Therefore, it is important to determine the means by which the poor survived those 

                                                      

1
 Overseer’s Account Book, Melbourne parish collection D.R.O.D655 A/PO3.  

2
 W. P. W. Phillimore. Derbyshire Parish Registers: Marriages. London: Phillimore [1907]-[1922] vol 8. 

3
The term was first used by Olwen Hufton and is now a common term to describe the way in which people 

made a living using different methods in Olwen Hufton. The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France, 1750-
1789. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974. 

4
 This term is used as an alternative to ‘economy of makeshifts’ in Penelope Lane. "Work on the Margins: 

Poor Women and the Informal Economy of Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century Leicestershire." 
Midland History 22 (1997): 85-99. 

5
 For good introductions to the period see S.A. King and G. Timmins. Making Sense of the Industrial 

Revolution. New York: Manchester University Press, 2001; Maxine Berg. The Age of Manufactures 1700-
1820. Second edition. London: Routledge, 1994. 
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pressures.  By focussing on one particular area I hope to shed some light on their lives.  The 

decision to focus on a small area in what is an unashamedly local study was not difficult to 

make, nor is it difficult to defend.  This research responds to the point made by Steven King that 

more studies of poverty in the Midlands and the North are needed.6  Keith Wrightson and David 

Levine’s study of Terling7 and Pamela Sharpe’s study of Colyton8 illustrate the importance of 

local histories, as they emphasise that the operation of the Poor Law in the parishes was a 

response to local conditions.  Steve Hindle has also made his point, stressing local negotiation.9  

This research is designed to examine the ‘smaller worlds of county and village’, as has been 

shown to be necessary by local studies.10 

Historiography of the poor – changing sources, changing focus 

If searching for a clear view of women like Sarah Davidson in the histories written in the early-

twentieth century, it would be a disappointing quest.  The focus of those historians was not the 

individual or their experiences, nor was it the changing circumstances of the lives of the poor 

during the period: questions which are the focus of this research.  Research focussed instead on 

the operation of the systems of government and the power wielded by those of the elite.  Sidney 

and Beatrice Webb in their remarkably extensive research, which is still used for reference by 

historians today, concentrated on the mechanics of the system.11  When the Webbs wrote their 

English Poor Law History that is precisely what they wrote, the history of the English poor law; 

not the history of the English poor.  Whereas historians today would try to unpick the strands of 

Sarah Davidson’s life and acknowledge the reality of her existence, earlier historians would see 

her life from the point of view of a recipient of government welfare relief or, as noted by Steven 

King and Alannah Tomkins, an ‘illustration of policy in practice’.12  She was just one of many 

who were in need in the period.  The Webbs’ approach was determined in part by the sources 

they used.  As with their earlier work on poor law policy,13 they used the many government 

statutes, minutes, reports and letters to examine the poor law and its effect.  Their meticulous 

                                                      
6 Steven King. Poverty and Welfare in England 1700-1850: A Regional Perspective. Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2000, p.13. 
7
 Keith Wrightson and David Levine. Poverty and Piety in an English Village; Terling, 1525-1700. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1995. 

8
 Pamela Sharpe. Population and Society in an East Devon Parish: Reproducing Colyton 1540-1840. 

Exeter: U. of Exeter Pr., 2002. 

9
 Steve Hindle. On the Parish? The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England, C.1550-1750. Oxford: 

Oxford U. Pr., 2004. 

10
 Keith Wrightson and David Levine. Poverty and Piety in an English Village, p.1. 

11
 Beatrice Webb and Sidney Webb. English Poor Law History: Part 1: The Old Poor Law. Vol. 7, English 

Local Government. London: Longmans, 1927. 

12
 Steven King and Alannah Tomkins [Eds]. The Poor in England 1700-1850: An Economy of Makeshifts. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003, p.2. 

13
 Sidney Webb and Beatrice Webb. English Poor Law Policy. London: Longmans, 1910. 
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sifting through the mass of governmental documents has to be admired, and their methodical 

analysis and presentation commands respect.14  However, it was that reliance upon 

administrative sources which prevented the poor themselves from appearing in their work.   

Dorothy Marshall was another early historian whose focus was similar to that of the Webbs.  

Her research on the old poor law and its effect upon the poor in the eighteenth century15 has 

much of interest, but failed to engage with the poor themselves.  There is some sense of the 

individual in her work, but the overwhelming impression is that the system was the focus.  

Marshall did make the important point that regional differences could be found in the operation 

of the poor law and that those living in the north of the country were less well supported than 

those in the south.  However, historians have since questioned negative assessments of the poor 

law and placed greater emphasis on its flexibility and relative generosity.16 

The years following Marshall saw the publication of other discussions of the system of poor 

relief.17  However, the need for the poor to be at the centre of the research on poverty remained 

an issue, as historians maintained their interest in the political and administrative aspects of the 

relief of poverty.  In the 1960s, E.P. Thompson caught the mood of the times with his call for 

the writing of history ‘from below’, highlighting the need for a different perspective when 

researching the history of the poor.  In his oft-quoted aim ‘to rescue the poor stockinger, the 

luddite cropper, the “obsolete” hand-loom weaver, the “utopian” artisan ... from the enormous 

condescension of posterity’,18 Thompson caught the imagination and set an agenda for future 

historians. 

This part of the introduction cannot reference all the important work which took place in the 

following decades, but I will select those studies which I believe were milestones in the 

historiography.  Although receiving criticism,19 The World We Have Lost20 by Peter Laslett must 

                                                      
14

 Their research has been questioned on several levels by Alan Kidd in Alan J. Kidd. "Historians or 

Polemicists? How the Webbs Wrote Their History of the English Poor Laws." The Economic History 
Review 40, no. 3 (1987): 400-417. 

15
 Dorothy Marshall. The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century: A Study in Social and Administrative 

History. London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1969 (originally published 1926). 

16
 M. Blaug. "The Myth of the Old Poor Law and the Making of the New." Journal of Economic History 23 

(1963): 151-184; K.D.M. Snell. Annals of the Labouring Poor: Social Change and Agrarian England 1660-
1900. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985; Paul Slack. Poverty and Policy in Tudor and Stuart 
England. London: Longman, 1988; P.M. Solar. "Poor Relief and English Economic Development before 
the Industrial Revolution." Economic History Review 48, no. 1 (1995): 1-22; Lynn Hollen Lees. The 
Solidarities of Strangers: The English Poor Laws and the People, 1700-1948. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998. 

17
One of the most authoritative and informative of these is Paul Slack. The English Poor Law, 1531-1782 / 

Prepared for the Economic History Society by Paul Slack. Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1990. 

18
 E.P. Thompson. The Making of the English Working Class. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980 edition, 

pp.12-13. 

19
 One of the harshest critics of the work was Christopher Hill. "Review [Untitled]." History and Theory 6, 

no. 1 (1967): 117-127. 
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be considered a landmark text.  Laslett, a founder member with E.A. Wrigley of the Cambridge 

Group for the History of Population and Social Structure, showcased a new ‘branch of history’21 

in his exploration of pre-industrial England.  This work introduced the study of the household 

and the family into the mainstream of historical research, and raised issues formerly not 

considered to be suitable topics for research.  The importance of this book, and its continuing 

influence, is highlighted by the number of revised editions published.  The World We Have Lost 

certainly stimulated debate and raised the eyebrows, and the hackles, of several notable 

historians but it has taken its place as one of the most interesting and exciting publications of its 

decade.  Within this book, the use of parish registers and the linking of family data allowed 

discussion of age at marriage, illegitimacy and pre-nuptial pregnancy to develop.  As these 

themes were of concern to all sections of society, the poor were not excluded from the 

implications.  One of the most important points made by Laslett was to show that the image of 

the pre-industrial extended family living together in one household, was not the case.22  Laslett 

found that, to the contrary, nuclear families were common and pre-dated the Industrial 

Revolution.  Laslett’s statement that reconstructing former society ‘can only foster an interest in 

people as people’23 was a major step on the way towards a clearer view of those who lived in the 

past. 

The 1980s saw the emergence of a new approach by using different sources to research the rural 

labouring poor in England.24  The Hammonds25 had researched the rural labourer by using 

parliamentary committee reports and contemporary pamphlets written by the elite, but Ann 

Kussmaul used settlement examinations to explore the lives of farm servants in early modern 

England.26  Settlement examinations were legal documents produced to clarify the settlement of 

someone living or appearing in a parish.  They were statements taken before magistrates in 

response to questions put to the examinant.  They commonly contained details of age, place of 

birth, parents’ settlement, employment history and family.  Examinations varied in length and 

                                                                                                                                                            
20

 P. Laslett. The World We Have Lost. London: Methuen, 1965. 

21
 P. Laslett. The World We Have Lost, p.230. 

22
 This theme is further explored in P. Laslett. The World We Have Lost. 2nd ed. New York: Methuen, 

1971; P. Laslett and Richard Wall [Eds]. Household and Family in Past Time: Comparative Studies in the 
Size and Structure of the Domestic Group over the Last Three Centuries in England, France, Serbia, 
Japan and Colonial North America, with Further Materials from Western Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1972; Peter Laslett. "Family, Kinship and Collectivity as Systems of Support in Pre-
Industrial Europe: A Consideration of The ‘Nuclear-Hardship’ Hypothesis." Continuity and Change 3, 
Special Issue 02 (1988): 153-175. 

23
 P. Laslett. The World We Have Lost, p.239. 

24
 Although some have noted that the poor retreated to the sidelines in this period.  Tim Hitchcock. "A New 
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detail and a sympathetic reading can enable the historian to elicit the values and attitudes of the 

poor.  Kussmaul saw the potential in these formerly overlooked documents and through careful 

analysis was able to chart the decline of annual service, an important change affecting the lives 

of the poor.  Kussmaul also linked the agricultural year with the seasonality of marriage to show 

the way in which marriage was tied in rural areas to the end of service in October, a point which 

is of interest to this thesis.   

A major contribution to the discussion of the lives of the labouring poor is the work of Keith 

Snell, whose Annals of the Labouring Poor is required reading for anyone interested in the poor 

of the period.27  Snell used settlement examinations as well as printed primary sources to 

examine a range of issues affecting the poor, analysing those issues most likely to be of concern 

to the poor themselves.  This placed the poor at the heart of the research.  What mattered to the 

poor were the decline of apprenticeship, enclosure, changes in unemployment and the effect of 

industrialisation on the family and women’s employment, all issues affecting their income.  

Snell’s use of settlement examinations, mainly from the south and east of the country, aroused 

the interest of other historians and alerted them to the ways in which such records could be 

used, although not all agreed with their use in the analysis of unemployment patterns.28  

However, none questioned the importance of the sources themselves.  Innovative use of sources 

seems to be Snell’s trademark as he also used evidence from headstones to illustrate another 

strand of his research, which explored the importance of the parish to the labouring poor.29  

Where earlier historians examined administration and policy, Snell examined the poor 

themselves and provided a greater insight into their lives.    

Following Snell’s lead, other historians have used parish documents with skill and sensitivity to 

illuminate the lives of those who left few records of their own.  By the 1990s, historians who 

were looking at ways in which the lives of the poor could be further explored, produced a 

collection of essays, Chronicling Poverty: The Voices and Strategies of the English Poor, 1640-

1840.30  The publication of this collection showed how local parish records could be used to 

gain a greater understanding of the lives of the poor.  Four of the essays use a little exploited 

source, that of paupers’ letters.  Pamela Sharpe charts the experience of one family through their 
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interaction with poor law officials.31  Sharpe’s deft handling of the letters allows the experience 

of those in poverty to be seen almost first-hand.  Thomas Sokoll also uses paupers’ letters from 

Essex to highlight aspects of their lives previously unheard.32  James Taylor analyses the 

nineteenth-century letters from the town of Kirby Lonsdale in Westmorland.33  The recipient of 

all of this correspondence was the Guardian of the Poor, Stephen Garnett.  Taylor identifies four 

‘voices’ of the poor which vary from pleading to demanding when writing to ask for assistance 

from the parish.  The use of a northern town as a focus for the research is refreshing, as much of 

the research on this period concentrates on the south and east.  Peter King’s essay uses pauper 

inventories to examine the possessions of the poor and finds that over the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries the possessions of the poor increased in volume and quality.34  These essays 

show the potential of a range of sources from parish collections and represent a major step in the 

debate surrounding the lives of the labouring poor. 

Steven King’s clarity of vision has provided valuable insights into the lives of the poor of this 

period.  His contribution to the welfare debate,35 which emphasises the regional variety of 

welfare relief, is a sharp reminder that regional variety was a feature of life.  King found that the 

welfare payments provided in the south and east, which had been described as ‘generous’,36 

were not replicated in the north.  Indeed, it seems that a line could be drawn from the north-east 

to the south-west of the country and provision below that line was likely to be more generous 

than provision above it.  King also jointly edited another essay collection which was a major 

step forward in the understanding of the lives of the poor of the period, The Poor in England 

1700-1850: An Economy of Makeshifts.37  Using the important concept suggested by Olwen 

Hufton in her research of the poor in France,38 the collection draws together research from a 

range of historians whose aims are to highlight the experiences of those in poverty.  Within this 

volume, King’s essay discusses the range of strategies used by the labouring poor and tackles 

the difficult task of placing a value on the various parts of the makeshift economy.39  This 
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provides a starting point for further research to quantify elements of the economy of the poor, a 

difficult task which has been tackled by other historians using a range of methods.40 

As this part of the introduction focuses upon the sources used to research the lives of the poor 

and the difference made by the choice of sources, it would be impossible to ignore the valuable 

contribution made by Thomas Sokoll.41  His publication of paupers’ letters has made hundreds 

of letters written or dictated by paupers available for the historian.42  These important 

documents can be used to discuss a range of themes, including families, employment, makeshift 

strategies and attitudes of the poor themselves.  Sokoll discusses how the letters can be used to 

discover what ordinary people felt about their work, about ageing or how they faced up to the 

loss of a child or a spouse.43  As Sokoll notes, these letters can provide a ‘first-hand record of 

the living conditions and experiences of ordinary people’.44  His guidance in the introduction on 

using the sources is a particularly useful pointer to the way in which they can be read, and 

makes the reader aware of the rhetoric sometimes used which must be taken into account in 

their interpretation.45 

Important themes in the historiography of the poor 

The changing use of sources to research the poor has seen the focus change from the general to 

the particular, and from the institution to the individual.  In conjunction with this important 

change other themes have developed in the historiography of the poor.  A major difference has 

been the highlighting of women’s experience in the past.  From waiting in the wings for 

decades, women are now more commonly placed centre stage, or at least on the boards in the 

pageant of the past.  Not all women have been ignored, but those who have commanded the 

attention of historians have been the rich and powerful.46  The lives of ordinary women like 

Sarah Davidson of Melbourne have been neglected.  So many important feminist writers have 

played a large part in the emergence of women’s history that it is extremely difficult to single 
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out a few.47  Pamela Sharpe has been influential in the history of working women in this period.  

Sharpe’s Adapting to Capitalism48 showcases the economic role of women in the period of 

industrialisation, thereby following the path trodden by Ivy Pinchbeck decades earlier.49  

Sharpe’s work, using Essex parish records, has a clear sense of place which enhances the 

analysis.  She discusses women who laboured in straw-plaiting or textile production or 

agriculture and charts their struggles to maintain employment.  Sharpe uses letters to the parish 

to follow those who migrated to find work.  By emphasising the way in which women tried to 

adapt to the changes of the period, Sharpe leaves an overwhelming impression of the endurance 

of the stoic working women making shift in Essex.  Within the discussion of the role of women 

in the Industrial Revolution, an allied theme developed which considered the contribution that 

women and children made to the economies of the labouring poor,50 a point which will be 

developed in this thesis.  

Historians have also identified the concept of life-cycle poverty when individuals and families 

were plunged into poverty at certain times of their lives.  Tim Wales states this idea more 

clearly than has been done previously.51  His research is from the seventeenth century and 

focuses upon Norfolk, but the reality of life-cycle poverty also affected people in the eighteenth 

century.  Wales discusses parish relief, and suggests that those receiving regular relief were also 

in need of informal relief payments from a variety of sources in order to provide sufficient for 

their needs.  However, it was the life-cycle element of his research which has proved to be most 

influential.  Barry Stapleton studied one community in a later period and was able to show that 

families were particularly affected by poverty at the birth of a first child.  This poverty was of 

long standing and frequently continued throughout their lives.52 

The idea of poverty at certain times of a lifetime has encouraged studies of poverty and old age.  

An unpublished thesis by Mary Barker-Read studies the lives of the aged poor in five Kent 

parishes and includes both the value of kin support and the role of charity in the lives of the 
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aged poor.53  Susannah Ottaway explores the aged and poverty in two parishes in the south of 

England and one parish in the north.54  Ottaway and Samantha Williams also comment upon the 

connection between old age and life-cycle poverty.55  Lynn Botelho focuses on two villages to 

discuss the range of community and family support for the elderly and suggests that the efforts 

of the elderly themselves were key to their survival.56  If some historians have explored the lives 

of the elderly poor, others have focussed upon the children of the labouring poor and the 

poverty of the young.57  A recent publication by the late Patricia Crawford58 presents a detailed 

discussion of both poor children and their parents.  In this research, Crawford uses a wide range 

of primary sources to identify the strong bonds between parents and their children and points 

out that poverty was often the reason for child abandonment and not lack of feeling.  If looking 

for the voices of poor parents in the eighteenth century, they can be found in this nuanced 

interpretation of the sources.  As an important contribution to the work focussed on children and 

childhood in the period, Jane Humphries has recently published Childhood and Child Labour in 

the British Industrial Revolution.59  This work, based on over 600 working-class 

autobiographies, explores the experiences of children in the period of industrialisation and 

provides both quantitative and qualitative evidence.  The age of starting work, the types of 

employment, education and families are all discussed, amongst other topics, with frequent 

quotes from the autobiographies to personalise the analyses. 

The idea of negotiation and the right to relief, or the obligation to relieve, has been explored in a 

major monograph by Steve Hindle.60  Hindle’s valuable contribution incorporates both a study 

of the system of poor relief and the experiences of the poor.  Despite focussing on the early 
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modern period, Hindle’s views on the operation of the parish and the negotiations which were 

part of the operation of the poor relief system have validity for this later period too.  A chapter 

on making shift includes not only wood-gathering and gleaning but also begging, which is not 

commonly explored in the English context.61  Hindle also discusses the importance of kin and 

neighbourly support, a theme which is of importance to this thesis.  This synthesising of an 

exploration of the system of relief with the experience of poverty, albeit to a lesser extent, is 

also a feature of the work of Lynn Hollen-Lees whose contribution to the debate The 

Solidarities of Strangers62 examines the system of poor relief over a different time span.  In 

covering the period from 1700 until the birth of the welfare state in 1948, Lees traces the 

changes in the poor relief system but also uses settlement examinations to present individual 

cases and explore the attitudes and personal histories of the poor.  

There are many other historians who have not been referenced in this introduction but who have 

contributed to our understanding of poverty; historians, like Alannah Tomkins, who 

acknowledge that it is the ‘specific minor calculations which kept people afloat’63 when living 

on the edge of destitution.  Using that level of understanding as a criterion, it has been necessary 

to select only those which have had a particular importance to this thesis.  Some of the works 

focus on the early modern period but help to lay the foundation of understanding for the period 

covered in this thesis.  The selected works, in the main, discuss important aspects of the lives of 

the poor and identify who the poor were and how they lived.  They discuss matters which would 

have been of importance to the poor themselves.  Also of importance to this thesis, are those 

historians who have enriched our understanding of the varied strategies the poor used to survive 

in difficult times.  The chosen works have also increased scholarship by their use of sources 

and/or their reading of them.  Some were using local parish collections, but others were reusing 

documents and interpreting them in a different way with a different focus.  All of them consider 

the poor as people, not chess pieces in the game played by those in authority in the period. 

To return to the question of the life of Sarah Davidson, the bereaved mother and deserted wife 

of Melbourne who introduced this chapter, from that one entry today’s historians would use her 

experience and discuss a range of issues.  They would highlight the breakdown of marriage,64 
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the provision of casual relief,65 the importance of parish nurses and health care,66 the strategies 

of the poor,67 life-cycle poverty68 and the importance of family support.69  Such discussions 

would also have a regional perspective and would concentrate on her experience and her 

relationships with her family,70 neighbours,71 the parish elite72 and the community73 in general.  

In that way, Sarah Davidson’s life would be more than simply an example of the operation of a 

system and the costs involved in maintaining it, she would become what she was, a real person 

with a past who lived in difficult times and survived as best she could.  

Significance of this thesis  

This thesis is, I believe, an important contribution to current scholarship for four reasons.  

Firstly, this area of Derby and south Derbyshire does not figure commonly in historical research 

of the labouring poor.  Derbyshire is frequently studied by geologists and scientists,74 but 

historians have found it less attractive as a focus of research.75  As Derbyshire was an important 
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county in the industrialisation process and the site of the first factories, it is crucial to know if 

that industrialisation affected those who lived in the county.  The bias towards using southern 

and eastern counties for research has been highlighted by King, whose research into 

Lancashire76 has started to address the problem.  However, Peter Young notes, many welfare 

studies still focus on the arable areas of the south and east with eight of the nine essays 

contained in Chronicling Poverty focussing on London, Essex, Middlesex and Wiltshire.77  In 

published research, the county of Derbyshire seems to have been overlooked.  That could, in 

part, be due to its central position as it is on the cusp of three areas, the West Midlands, the East 

Midlands and the North, and so lacks a strong regional identity.  The paucity of research may 

also be due to the varied topography of the county which could also prevent it being seen as a 

unified area.78  Whatever the reason for its neglect, the important county of Derbyshire should 

be a focus of research in this period of economic change and population growth.  This thesis is 

clearly focussed on the area by using Derbyshire evidence to address the gap in the scholarship 

and provide a starting point for other studies of this important county. 

Secondly, these Derbyshire sources have rarely been used by historians and comprise a wide 

range of different types.  Not only parish poor law documents, like settlement examinations but 

also census records, trade directories, marriage records, newspaper articles, contemporary 

writing including diaries, court records, apprenticeship records and parliamentary reports 

relating to the area have been used.  These records relate to the late-eighteenth and early-

nineteenth centuries and provide the opportunity to situate this research firmly, not only in the 

place but also in the period.  These underused sources allow an analysis which is both original 

and long overdue.  In particular, settlement examinations provide the historian with a virtual 

autobiography of the person examined.  Although examinations were directed by the elite, the 

person examined provided the information that they believed to be important.  Therefore, these 

statements have great value to the historian who can see evidence of values and attitudes 

through a sensitive reading of them.  Natalie Zemon Davis has shown the importance of 

documents dictated in a formal setting with her study of ‘pardon’ letters in France.  Davis’s 

insightful reading of those documents can inform the approach to settlement examinations 

during this later period in England.79    
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Thirdly, when attempting to find answers to the questions relating to the labouring poor in this 

period, there seems to be a relative shortage of detailed studies when compared to either the 

early modern or Victorian period.  Many major studies exist for both of those periods but the 

period beginning 1750, which commonly ends the early modern period, until the 1830s, the start 

of the Victorian studies, appears under-researched.  Where studies of the period do exist, they 

are commonly economic not social histories which have little content related to poverty and 

welfare.  I have found that, throughout the years taken to write this thesis, I have regularly relied 

upon, and cited, studies from the early modern period.  This study is firmly focussed on 1750-

1834 and seeks to address that gap in the scholarship. 

Finally, I believe that by a sensitive reading of the sources discussed above, light can be shed on 

the lives and experiences of the labouring poor of Derby and south Derbyshire.  These sources 

allow me to explore a range of family strategies which enabled the labouring poor to survive.  I 

have considered not only the practices of the labouring poor, with reference to their survival 

strategies, but also the strength of the relationships between them.  The lives of people like 

Sarah Davidson should be seen more clearly through this study.  By answering the basic 

questions of how the Derbyshire poor made shift and what they did for, and with, their families, 

details can be teased out from the documents and so enhance our understanding of the people 

and the period.  This study builds upon the work of welfare and family historians and those who 

have studied the economy of makeshifts, and places this area of Derbyshire within the current 

framework. 

Methodology and terminology 

This introduction has repeatedly mentioned ‘the poor’ or ‘the labouring poor.’  In using the term 

‘the labouring poor’ it is mirroring the contemporary use of the term as defined by Eden who 

noted that they were ‘those whose daily labour is necessary for their support’.80  This includes, 

therefore, all who needed to work to support themselves and does not refer solely to those who 

were receiving parish support.  In using this definition, I am echoing the use by Snell and 

acknowledging the point made by Sokoll who noted that ‘in the late-eighteenth and early-

nineteenth centuries the boundaries between ‘labourer’ and the ‘pauper,’ between ‘poverty’ and 

‘indigence’ were fluid’.81  Therefore, using the blanket term ‘labouring poor’ covers a range of 

people who might otherwise be described as paupers, the poor, indigent, labourers and also 

impoverished artisans. 

                                                      
80
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Following on from the definition of the poor, it leads to the problematic question of numbers of 

the poor in the period.  The difficulty with asking questions about the number of poor is that the 

criteria used to determine the answer vary.  As Crawford notes, three factors have a bearing 

upon the numbers of people classed as poor.  Firstly, the number of poor was not static but 

fluctuated.  Secondly, there was a difference between absolute poverty and relative poverty.  

Thirdly, contemporary perception viewed some poor as worthy of relief and others not.  

Therefore ‘the poor’, as she states, ‘were always a larger proportion of the population than those 

in receipt of formal assistance who were always a smaller proportion of those in need’.82  

Gregory King estimated that 24% of the English population were paupers and cottagers in 

1688.83  Laslett comments that King’s data indicated that half of the population at that time were 

in poverty.84  For the late-seventeenth century, Tom Arkell suggests that about one quarter lived 

in poverty and one seventh were in complete destitution.85  Richard Dyson, in his study of 

Oxford in this period, finds indications that ‘poor or lower-class people’ could possibly 

comprise 40%- 45% of the town’s population.86  Williams notes that in this period up to one 

third of a community received support at some time in their lives.87  Since the circumstances of 

the poor changed over their lifetime, the likelihood of them needing support also varied.  In the 

light of this, in a study focussed on the period 1827-1831, King suggests that at some time in 

their lives as many as two-thirds of the community would suffer hardship.  For the late-

eighteenth century that figure would be approximately 50%.88  It seems that the number of poor 

could be anywhere in the range of 25% -70% of a community.   

The family unit has been chosen in this thesis as it is the most common unit of social 

organisation, and the unit which most contemporaries would have used and understood.  Naomi 

Tadmor explores the meaning of family in the eighteenth century and notes that the household-

family was a concept commonly understood and used in the period when speaking of family.89  

However, Tadmor also acknowledges that other usages and meanings were current, with the 

idea of kinship-family also regularly used as she states that, ‘the word “family” was also used to 
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refer to circles of kin both within and beyond households’.90  By using ‘the family’ in this thesis, 

I am mainly focussing on the household-family, but in some cases the evidence from the poor 

themselves shows that the kinship-family was the meaning that they used and understood.91  

Much research has been carried out on the family and its form with scholars discussing family 

structure,92 age at marriage,93 courtship94 and many other aspects of the family.  Within this 

debate are other strands relating to kinship and the extent and depth of kinship ties with some 

suggesting weak kinship links95 whilst others discuss stronger kinship ties.96  What is important 

in the discussion about family is to accept that, in Crawford’s words, ‘there is no such thing as 

“the family,” only families, varying in size, composition and wealth, constantly changing over 

the lifetimes of their members’.97   

The use of the word ‘strategies’ is also problematic as it implies a set of planned deliberate 

actions, but in the case of the labouring poor such planning may not have taken place.  The term 

had originally been used by anthropologists to draw attention to agency in social analysis.98  

                                                      
90 Naomi Tadmor. Family and Friends in Eighteenth-Century England: Household, Kinship and Patronage. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. p.103. 
91

 For example the settlement examination of Sarah Turner of Derby makes clear that she understood 

family to be her kinship-family.  This point discussed in Chapter Five. 

92
 Lawrence Stone. The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800. London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 

1977; K. Wrightson. English Society, 1580-1680. London: Hutchinson, 1982, Chapters 3 &4; Alan 
Macfarlane. Marriage and Love in England: Modes of Reproduction, 1300-1840 Oxford, New York: Basil 
Blackwell, 1986; Miranda Chaytor. "Household and Kinship: Ryton in the Late 16th and Early 17th 
Centuries." History Workshop Journal 10, no. 1 (1980): 25-60. 

93
 P. Laslett. The World We Have Lost, pp 81-88; E.A. Wrigley and R.S. Schofield The Population History 

of England, 1541-1871: A Reconstruction. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981; P. Laslett, 
and Richard Wall [Eds]. Household and Family in Past Time : Comparative Studies in the Size and 
Structure of the Domestic Group over the Last Three Centuries in England, France, Serbia, Japan and 
Colonial North America, with Further Materials from Western Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1972; David. Levine. "For Their Own Reasons: Individual Marriage Decisions and Family Life." 
Journal of Family History, 7 no3(1982): 255-264: 

94 Diana O'Hara. Courtship and Constraint: Rethinking the Making of Marriage in Tudor England 

Manchester New York: Manchester University Press, 2000; Richard Adair. Courtship, Illegitimacy, and 
Marriage in Early Modern England. Manchester New York: Manchester University Press, 1996. 
95

 Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800; Keith Wrightson, and David 

Levine. Poverty and Piety in an English Village; A. Macfarlane, The Family Life of Ralph Josselin, a 
Seventeenth-Century Clergyman: An Essay in Historical Anthropology: Cambridge: C.U.P., 1970. 

96 David Cressy. "Kinship and Kin Interaction in Early Modern England." Past and Present, 113, Nov. 

(1986): 38-69; Anne Mitson. "Kinship Networks in the Seventeenth Century:  South-West 
Nottinghamshire." In Societies, Cultures and Kinships 1580 -1850, edited by Charles Phythian-Adams, 24-
76. Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1993; K. Wrightson. "Household and Kinship in Sixteenth-
Century England." History Workshop Journal 12 (1981): 151-158: For an important study which finds that 
extended families sharing households were not a rarity in the nineteenth century see Michael Anderson. 
Family Structure in Nineteenth-Century Lancashire. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971. 

97
 Patricia Crawford. Blood, Bodies and Families in Early Modern England. Harlow: Pearson Education 

Limited, 2004, p.9. 

98
 I am indebted to Dr Stephanie Tarbin for this point. 



16 

 

Davis and Louise Tilly both adopted the term and popularised its use in the 1970s.99  However, 

Davis made the point that the concept of family strategies was only applicable to those above 

the level of the poor and so, as Pier Paolo Viazzo and Katherine Lynch note, there was ‘little 

room in her argument for the concept of “survival strategy”’.100  Tilly’s use of the concept of 

strategy was much broader than that of Davis and could be applied as an analytical tool when 

researching the lives of the poor.  In using the term I am following the lead of others, but am 

aware of the difficulties surrounding its use.101  In particular, the implication in the term that 

conscious thought preceded action and was the result of a rational decision making process102 

lacks credence when discussing some actions of the labouring poor.  Also the use of the term 

‘family strategies’ suggests that the decision making was a group decision103 and that would not 

have always been the case.  It is highly likely that poor people of this period did not think in 

terms of strategies but simply thought in terms of making shift as best they could.  However, 

imperfect though the word is, it has been used as a general term by various respected 

historians104 and is understood to mean the approach taken by the poor to survive the pressures 

of the period and it is therefore that meaning which I adopt for this thesis.   

The approach I take in this study is influenced by the ‘Leicester School’ of local history.  W.G. 

Hoskins, Alan Everitt and Joan Thirsk have all been closely associated with Leicester, and 

exemplify the main characteristic of the school which is the ‘concern to understand the 

interaction between society and landscape’.105  I also adopt one of Hoskins’ principles that local 

historians must be familiar with the landscape in order to further their understanding of the 

societies they study.106  In common with the tradition of English local history, I focus clearly on 

place but ensure that national issues are discussed within that local framework.  In this aim, I 

echo Sharpe by using the records and methodologies associated with traditional English local 
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history. 107  Another important historian associated with Leicester, Charles Phythian-Adams, has 

also been influential in the methodology I will use.  He has developed a framework for local 

history which suggests researching societal links as a means to broaden the sometimes narrow 

approach concentrating on one parish or unit to the exclusion of all others.108  My aim is not to 

produce a study which is microscopic or antiquarian but to produce a study which, to echo 

Wrigley when discussing far more important research, is ‘small-scale but not parochial’.109 

The research presented here is influenced by many exciting historians who have produced 

studies which combine quantitative analysis and narrative evidence to enhance understanding.  

In particular, Keith Snell and Steven King exemplify the style of research which promotes 

knowledge and scholarly research but engages the reader in a lively debate.  Other historians 

who similarly produce outstanding and influential research are cited regularly in this research 

and have been used as exemplars when constructing argument and analysis.110   

Structure of the thesis  

This thesis has been organised into three parts.  The first section, comprising two chapters, is 

designed to create a clear sense of place.  The second section, of three chapters, examines the 

roles and relationships of the labouring poor of the area.  The third section, of two chapters, 

explores the marginal strategies used in the area at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of 

the nineteenth centuries. 

Chapter one presents a description of the topography of the county to show the very diverse 

nature of the county and explain why the particular area has been chosen for study.  It examines 

Derby and each of the south Derbyshire parishes of Melbourne, Ticknall and Repton in order to 

provide the context for the study.  The chapter includes contemporary views of the area, and 

asks if contemporaries viewed the north and south of the county differently.111  As it has been 

noted that full industrialisation did not occur in Derbyshire until the coming of the railway in 
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the decade beginning 1840,112 this chapter asks if contemporaries viewed Derbyshire as a place 

of change and industry during the earlier period of 1750-1834.  I include an analysis of trade 

directories designed to establish the nature of the economy in the local communities.   

The second chapter examines marriage patterns in the three rural parishes and three urban 

parishes in Derby.  This is to determine the extent of social links between the parishes and the 

county town.  A further focus of this research is to establish any links with the north of the 

county since contemporary views of the county described a real difference between the north 

and the south.  It also asks if the presence of the River Trent separating the parishes in the south 

from the county town and the north was a barrier to social links.  The amount of endogamy is 

charted using both parish marriage registers and printed registers.  As part of the analysis of 

marriage patterns, I discuss the seasonality of marriage as this may help to identify any 

continuing links with the agricultural year.  I explore the marriage horizons of the communities 

and discuss the possibility of seeing, through inter-parochial links, a local neighbourhood which 

crosses parish boundaries. 

Chapter three examines children’s contribution to the family through their involvement in 

apprenticeships and paid employment.  Using indentures and settlement examinations, I 

research the ages that children started their working lives.  This chapter explores the type of 

work performed by local children and adds narrative evidence to the quantitative analysis by 

using settlement examinations where those examined related their early memories to magistrates 

and revealed details of their childhood work experiences.  A major focus of this chapter is 

pauper apprenticeship, which has been seen as providing poor training and simply represented a 

means by which children can be settled elsewhere.113  There is also little evidence of the success 

or failure of the scheme from the point of view of the poor themselves.  In the light of this, I ask 

if pauper apprenticeship could be viewed from a different perspective.  Is there evidence of 

children benefitting from these apprenticeships?  In order to add to the knowledge about pauper 

apprentices, I use case histories to trace individuals and argue that in some cases their training 

enabled them to make a living and could be considered not a burden but a lifeline.  

Chapter four highlights any examples of men’s wider role in the care of their families.  In this 

chapter I research men’s role as ‘trainers’ within the family and wider kin.  This focuses on both 

formal and informal apprenticeships.  Within this research, the importance of fathers, brothers 

and uncles will be investigated in order to show their value to the family.  This chapter also 

explores men’s contributions to the wellbeing of the family.  During the period studied, Friendly 
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Societies114 were increasingly common and were becoming used as insurance societies for the 

labouring man to ensure that their families would not be impoverished if they were unable to 

work through illness or accident.  This thesis asks if the involvement of local men in these 

societies or clubs was a valuable contribution to the protection of family members.  A focus of 

this chapter is the masculinity of the labouring poor and I suggest the model of that masculinity 

in Derbyshire. 

Chapter five focuses on the women of the labouring poor and emphasises the vital role of carer 

and nurturer.  I discuss the money management role of the working-class woman, and suggest 

that her role was pivotal in the survival of the family.  I examine the ways in which women 

supported their families, as mothers, daughters and sisters and use their actions to suggest a 

model of working-class femininity.  This chapter also examines the question of remarriage as a 

survival strategy for women living in the area.  Marriage records are used to chart any changes 

in remarriage in the villages and the urban area.  Case studies also consider the lives of widows, 

and ask how women coped with their changing circumstances following the death of their 

spouses.  I ask if work was an integral part of the lives of widows in this period, and if living 

together and supporting each other was a common strategy used in Derbyshire.   

Chapter six reviews the ways in which local people survived by practising an economy of 

makeshifts.115  As the economy of the poor was made up a range of diverse contributions116 this 

chapter is similarly diverse in its composition.  Firstly, by using contemporary sources, I discuss 

the natural resources of the rural area of Derbyshire and the ways in which such resources could 

be used by local people.  From that broad view of Derbyshire, the focus then narrows to 

consider the three rural parishes of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall.  As studies have shown the 

importance of charity to the labouring poor,117 my second theme considers the availability of 

charitable support in the rural parishes and investigates the form of that support.  Thirdly, 
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studies point to the role of poor relief in the economies of the poor118 so this chapter uses records 

from Melbourne to examine poor relief in the parish.  The Melbourne overseer’s119 accounts 

date from 1805 to 1818 and are well-kept and detailed.  Using these accounts, this chapter 

identifies those who received parish support regularly and asks how much support they 

received.  By sampling three years of the accounts, 1805, 1810 and 1815 I research the 

recipients of casual relief in the parish.  I examine any changes taking place over time in 

response to conditions locally or nationally.  Of particular interest in this part of the research is 

the availability of employment for women in the parishes.  Williams has shown that 

opportunities for parish nursing declined during the period,120 so this chapter discusses any local 

changes.   

Chapter seven continues the theme of survival strategies to ask if poaching was a seasonal 

survival strategy for the labouring poor in Derbyshire.  Initially using records transcribed by 

Michael Cox from both Petty and Quarter Sessions in Derbyshire and the Derby for the period 

1770-1828, a total of 8,777 cases,121 this chapter explores the extent of poaching in the county.  

Douglas Hay suggests that offences against the Game Laws took up ‘most of the time of many 

country magistrates’122 so this research asks if that was true of Derbyshire.  It also asks whether 

certain areas of the county were more likely to prosecute poachers than others.  I also use the 

available records to determine who the Derbyshire poachers were.  Evidence from other areas 

suggests that poaching gangs were becoming more common during the period123 so this chapter 

will examine evidence from Derbyshire to ascertain if that was the case in the county.  J.E. 

Archer’s evidence also suggests that poaching is only one of the crimes committed by the 

poacher and other criminal activities were part of their common practice.  Using the Derbyshire 

records, I ask if the local poachers committed other crimes or if they restricted their illegal 

activities to the social crime of poaching.  Did the local area still harbour the poacher of 

tradition, poaching ‘for the pot’ to feed his family?  To answer that question, this chapter 
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discusses the craft of poaching and the methods used by local poachers.  Finally I investigate 

what the outcome was for local Derbyshire poachers. 

Overall, this thesis is designed to bring the labouring poor into sharper focus.  By emulating the 

mixture of analysis and narrative found in the work of notable historians today, the underlying 

aim of this research is to allow the previously unknown Derbyshire poor to find a place in the 

current historiography.   
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Chapter One 

 

The significance of the topography and economy of Derby and south 

Derbyshire to the local labouring poor, c. 1750-1834 

 

The labouring poor who are the focus of this study lived in Derby and in the rural parishes of 

Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall in south Derbyshire.  They travelled the roads, walked the 

streets, used the markets, laboured in the workshops, toiled in the fields and sweated in the 

factories.  They lived, loved, laughed, married and died there.  They knew that place as 

intimately as they knew themselves.  If we are to understand the lives of the labouring poor of 

this area we must at least catch a glimpse of that important place they made their home.1  For, as 

Charles Phythian-Adams comments, ‘without an understanding of local environment – its 

impact on man, and man’s impact on it – the study of traditional communities would be 

impossible’.2  To find that understanding, firstly, I will focus on the topography of the county.  

This topographical focus will also be used to explain why Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall have 

been chosen for this study of the labouring poor.  This exploration will be based upon 

contemporary views of Derbyshire and will ask if the county was seen as a united entity or if 

some parts were viewed as distinct from others.  The question of county unity is also addressed 

in the following chapter where I discuss social links. 

Secondly, it is important to the lives of the labouring poor to establish the nature of the 

economy in these parishes.  Jon Stobart notes the ‘strong localisation of economic functions’ 

when referring to the East Midlands,3 of which Derbyshire is a part, and emphasises that ‘the 

social practices that both underlay and arose from economic activity were themselves 

localised’.4  If this study is to show the practices of the labouring poor, it is necessary to 

understand the nature of the local economy.  Research has suggested that, despite being early to 
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begin the process of industrialisation, full industrialisation did not occur in Derbyshire until the 

coming of the railway in the decade beginning 1840.5  J.V. Beckett argues that the East 

Midlands was not a region during the period since it lacked both a regional capital, around 

which the region could be identified, and formal links between the counties.  Neither did the 

East Midlands fit the criteria for a ‘natural region’ nor a ‘functional region’ since the area was 

too diverse for the former and economic ties too few for the latter.6  Clare Townsend suggests 

that, following an analysis of migration, Derby’s ‘sphere of influence’ was more limited than 

that of either Nottingham or Leicester.7  These studies comment on the continuing proto-

industrial nature of the area’s economy during this period,8 so I propose to examine the 

contemporary view of the county and the county town in order to determine what type of 

industries were established in each of the parishes and ask what opportunities were available for 

the local labouring poor.  In particular, I am looking for evidence of industrial development in 

Derby and the rural parishes to the south.  I present an analysis of trade directories to 

supplement evidence from contemporary writers.  In addition, I use census information and 

hearth tax records to research the occupational categories in the parishes and gain a sense of the 

social structure of the communities. 

The three rural parishes, Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall, are all situated in the south of the 

county in close proximity to each other, in an area of similar topography and geology south of 

the River Trent.  I ask, in this and the following chapter, if these factors were sufficient for the 

emergence of a local neighbourhood of shared experiences.  The three rural parishes shared 

similar topography but did they share a similar economy in the part of the county known by 

contemporaries as the ‘fertile’ district? 9  Were Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall different from 

each other or, indeed, different from the rest of the county?  Widening the question, if regional 

unity did not exist with its inference of shared identity, as suggested by other studies, it leads me 

to ask if there was a sense of county unity and shared identity in Derbyshire.  These are some of 

the key questions that this chapter will address and contemporary texts are explored to 

determine what contemporary commentators considered noteworthy in Derby and Derbyshire. 
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Locating Derbyshire and exploring its topography10 

The following map, Figure 1.1, shows the location of Derbyshire.  As can be seen, it is in the 

centre of the country and this central position is important when discussing transport links with 

other areas.  One of Derbyshire’s main rivers is the River Trent which enters from the 

Staffordshire border in the west and crosses the county in the south to form part of the boundary 

with Leicestershire to the east.  The navigable River Trent flows northwards to Nottingham then 

to Newark and Gainsborough in the east.  The River Dove, a tributary of the River Trent, forms 

the boundary with Staffordshire.  The River Derwent, which flows from the High Peak and later 

joins the River Trent near the border with Leicestershire, passes through the town of Derby.  

The county is bordered by Cheshire to the north-west and Yorkshire to the north-east and also 

has a border with Nottinghamshire in the east.  

Figure 1.1 Map to show the location of Derbyshire  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reproduced from Ordnance Survey map data by permission of the Ordnance Survey © Crown copyright 2010 
 

The three rural parishes are shown on the map, Figure 1.2, and can be seen in relation to the 

county town of Derby.  The parishes, part of the Repton and Gresley Hundred, all lie to the 

south of the River Trent.  One of the parishes, Melbourne, had a long border with Leicestershire 

and another, Ticknall, had a shorter border with the same county.  The town of Derby is situated 

approximately eight miles north of Melbourne and Repton and nine miles north of Ticknall.  
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 The range of landscape types in Derbyshire can be seen in Derbyshire County Council, The Landscape 

Character of Derbyshire,< http://www.derbyshire.gov.uk/environment/conservation/landscapecharacter/> 
[Last accessed 02.09.2011.] 



26 
 

The evidence from Derby focuses mainly on All Saints’ parish, which is the most central of the 

Derby parishes.  These rural parishes are the focus of the study not only for topographical 

reasons but also because they each have a range of documentary sources suitable for the study.  

Poor law records, including settlement examinations, apprentice indentures and overseers’ 

accounts, enable the lives of the labouring poor of the parishes to be studied in some depth.  

Each of the parishes is also listed in trade directories enabling me to conduct a study of the 

economic background to this research of the Derbyshire poor. 

Figure 1.2      Sketch map showing the relative position of the parishes 

 

Derbyshire is a county that can accurately be described as a ‘county of contrasts’. 11  Travelling 

south through the county from the mountains known as the Pennine Chain, the eighteenth-

century visitor would encounter many different types of scenery.12  The southern end of the 

Pennines in the north of Derbyshire led the visitor into the ‘Dark Peak’, a gritstone area.  This 

area was characterised by bleak moors and deep narrow valleys, known as cloughs, bounded by 

jagged rocky escarpments known as edges.  Further south, the gritstone area led to the ‘White 
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 Derbyshire County Council, The Peak District National Park Authority and The National Forest 

Company, Derbyshire Biodiversity, “Derbyshire Information”, 
<http://www.derbyshirebiodiversity.org.uk/derbyshire/index.php> 2005, [Last accessed 15.04.2012]  
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 A clear introduction to the geology of the area, for the non-specialist, is provided by David Hey. 

Derbyshire; a History. Lancaster: Carnegie Publishing Ltd, 2008, pp.3-7. 
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Peak’, a limestone area characterised by hills and valleys with fields delineated by drystone 

walls.  The area south of Derby was generally flat or gently undulating.  

I have selected the images, Figures 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5, to illustrate the varied nature of Derbyshire, 

but they also provide an impression of how the area was viewed by contemporary artists.13   

Figure 1.3  ‘View of the Peak and Entrance to the Great Cavern at Castleton’, engraved 

by J Landseer FSA, early 19
th 

Century 

 

 

Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past.  Image reference DCCC001853. 

http://www.picturethepast.org.uk
14

 with credit to Chesterfield Library volume of Churches and Views. 
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A fine example of the use of paintings as evidence is to be found in J. Barrell. The Dark Side of the 

Landscape: The Rural Poor in English Painting, 1730-1840. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983. 

14
 Local authorities of Derby, Derbyshire, Nottingham, and Nottinghamshire, “Search the Images”, 

<www.picturethepast.org.uk> [Last accessed 20.08.2009]. 
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Figure 1.4 ‘Matlock Bath’ c.1830 

 

Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past. Image reference DCBM200209 

http://www.picturethepast.org.uk 

Figure 1.5 ‘Swarkestone bridge with cattle’ by Frank Gresley late 19
th

 Century 

 

Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past. Image reference DMAG300153 
http://www.picturethepast.org.uk with thanks to Derby Museum and Art Gallery  
 

From the dramatic, threatening image of Castleton in the Dark Peak, to the attractive view of the 

countryside around Matlock Bath in the White Peak to the southern Derbyshire area with a 
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peaceful, pastoral view, the images have much to offer when considering the perceptions of 

Derbyshire.  I discuss contemporary texts later in the chapter and they confirm the impression 

gained by these images of a wild northern landscape and a more benign southern one.  This 

impression is strengthened by the positioning of the figures which seem to be menaced by the 

landscape in Figure 1.3 but relaxed in Figure 1.5.  The variety of Derbyshire’s landscape has led 

David Hey to conclude that ‘the history of Derbyshire is therefore not a unity’ and refer to the 

wide range of experience of the different inhabitants of the diverse areas.15  Hey notes how the 

lifestyle of the farmers in the north and the south would differ and both would differ from those 

who lived in the pit villages or the lace and cotton centres of the county.  This multiplicity of 

experiences meant that ‘unlike the inhabitants of neighbouring Yorkshire or Lancashire, the 

people of Derbyshire never developed a strong sense of belonging to their county’.16  I address 

the question of county unity in this chapter and also in Chapter Two when considering county 

boundaries and marriage partners. 

Derbyshire’s varied topography accounts for the equally varied distribution of settlements.  E.C. 

Vollans notes that the River Derwent itself separates the sparsely populated agricultural areas to 

the west from the more populous industrial areas to the east.17  When discussing Derby’s later 

development as a rail and engineering centre, Vollans emphasises the importance of Derby’s 

location in its industrial success.18  Across the county there are rich deposits of minerals which 

have been extracted at various times.  The lead-mining area of the north of the county, the focus 

of Andy Wood’s research in the early modern period, occupied approximately one quarter of the 

county of Derbyshire.19  Coal deposits to the east and south were mined extensively from the 

middle of the eighteenth century until the latter part of the twentieth century.20  Limestone and 

clay deposits have also been extracted at various times, as have millstones and alabaster.  Iron 

ore was extracted from the seventeenth century ‘on a significant scale’21 as the ore was near to 

the surface and easily obtained. 

Farming in Derbyshire was, and is, widespread.  Contemporary commentators noted that the 

majority of land was used for pasture and cheese production and that grassland was becoming 
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 J.V. Beckett and J.E. Heath. “When Was the Industrial Revolution in the East Midlands?" p.80. 
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‘increasingly dominant’.22  However, the fertile soil of the southern part of the county and in the 

north-east was suitable for cereal production.  Data from the Crop Returns of 1801 provide 

details of the acreage of crops grown in the county.23  From these returns it is clear that the main 

crops were oats (42%) wheat (33%) barley (13%) and turnips (4%).  The remainder were small 

amounts of potatoes, peas, beans, rape and rye.  The only parish in this study which returned 

details of crops grown was Repton, which had a total planted acreage of 992 acres.  Of these, 

40% was barley, 34% wheat, 20% oats with the remaining acreage planted with either potatoes 

or turnips.  As these returns show, more barley was grown in the area of Repton in comparison 

to the county as a whole, reflecting the local demand for barley by nearby breweries.  Roger 

Dalton comments that, if the production of ley grass24 is included in the calculation, Repton had 

almost half of its land in arable production.25  With the extent of arable farming in Repton, it is 

likely that there was a need for agricultural labourers in the area. 

Region and town at the time of the Industrial Revolution26 

It is important to discuss how Derbyshire responded to the industrial development in the period 

as changes in employment impacted upon the lives of the local labouring poor.  It is commonly 

agreed that the Industrial Revolution was not a uniform process but was one of varied rates of 

industrialisation in different areas at different times.  The emergence of regions specialising in 

particular industries was a feature of the period.27  One region which came to dominate the 

cotton industry during this period and, indeed, became synonymous with it is Lancashire.28  

Although Derbyshire was also involved in cotton manufacture29 and ‘led the way in the 

Industrial Revolution’,30 it was Lancashire which became the undisputable centre of the trade in 
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 Roger Dalton. "Agricultural Change in Southern Derbyshire 1770 to 1870 with Special Reference to the 

Dairy Industry." Unpublished PhD thesis. University of Nottingham, 1995, p.125.  
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 M. Turner. Crop Returns for England, 1801 [computer file]. Colchester, Essex: AHDS History 
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England.31  The regional dominance of the heavy industry by the West Midlands32 and the 

pottery industry by the five towns in Staffordshire known as the Potteries33 also occurred during 

this period.  If other industrialising areas became distinct regions during the Industrial 

Revolution it is pertinent to ask why the East Midlands did not develop in the same way.   

As previously noted, historians today have suggested that the East Midlands, of which 

Derbyshire, Nottinghamshire and Leicestershire are a part, was not fully industrialised until the 

coming of the railway in the 1840s.34  This is despite the fact that Derbyshire is considered to 

have been one of the most industrialised counties by Edward Wrigley, where it is grouped with 

both Lancashire and Yorkshire as areas where manufacturing was growing fastest in the period 

1761-1801.35  Beckett and Heath acknowledge that ‘significant moves towards full 

industrialisation’ had occurred before 1840 but ‘modern industry with significant technological 

innovation, a fully-fledged factory system and greater capitalization’36 was a product of the 

period from 1840.  Townsend observes that the East Midlands did not attract a local identity in 

the form of a nickname as did, for example, the Potteries to the north and the Black Country to 

the west.37  The closest the East Midlands came to a local name was that given by William 

Hutton in his autobiography who, when referring to the textile industry, called the area ‘The 

Stocking Country’.38  This name was not commonly used and has been largely forgotten. 

This lack of a regional capital and sense of regional identity did not prevent the rapid population 

increase of the county towns.  Nottingham, Leicester and Derby all increased their populations 

during the period.  As Townsend comments, these towns were ‘the only county capitals to rise 

up the rankings of the largest provincial towns between 1700 and 1841’.39  J.D. Chambers 

calculates that, in Nottingham, 66% of the population increase in the years 1739-1759 was due 

to migration and that between 1779-1801 50% of the population increase was also due to 
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migration.40  Townsend states that ‘a similar picture was evident for Leicester and Derby’.41  

Table 1.1 below shows the population of the counties and Table 1.2 that of the county towns. 

Table 1.1 Population of counties 

Date Derbyshire Leicestershire Nottinghamshire 

1761 113,845 107,028 91,232 

1801 168,525 136,041 146,781 

1831 237 181 197 003 225 394 

Source for 1761 and 1801 E. A Wrigley, "English County Populations in the Later Eighteenth Century."  

Source for 1831 Appendix to Beckett, J. V. The East Midlands from AD 1000. 

Table 1.2 Population of county towns 

Date Derby Leicester Nottingham 

1750 6 250 8000 12050 

1801 10 832 16 953 28 801 

1831 23 627 39 904 50 220 

Source:  Appendix to Beckett, J. V. The East Midlands from AD 1000. 

 

Derby’s population increased significantly during the period and almost quadrupled in the 80 

years from 1750.  However, Derby’s rate of increase was less than that of either Leicester or 

Nottingham.  John Langton shows that the position of Derby, in the national ranking of town 

sizes, changed from 98
th
 in the 1660s to 38

th
 in 1801 and 35

th
 in 1841.42  Within the Midlands 

area Langton demonstrates that Derby’s position, with reference to town size, moved from 18
th
 

in the 1660s to 8
th
 in 1801 and 5

th
 in 1841.  Therefore, it is clear that Derby’s town growth was 

greater than the majority of English towns during the period.  This rapid growth impacted upon 

the town’s hinterland and its inhabitants.  It is likely that opportunities for the labouring poor, in 

terms of employment, training, charity and marketing were increasing in the expanding county 

town.  Links between parishes in the south and the county town increased during this period, so 

news of the town’s growth would spread to the outlying villages and attract more migrants. 

The continued dominance within their respective counties of Derby, Nottingham and Leicester, 

is unusual in the period.  Other county towns lost ground when compared to the newer 

industrialising towns in their counties but these three towns did not.  This dominance, as Joyce 

Ellis states, ‘appears to have no parallel elsewhere in industrialising Britain’.43   Despite 

significant town growth in each county, these capitals were not eclipsed by growing industrial 
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towns.  In Derbyshire, Chesterfield grew rapidly, as did other industrial centres in the north-east 

of the county, but they did not overtake Derby.  Why did these old county towns survive and 

retain their dominance?  Alan Everitt has suggested five different functions of the county town: 

centres of organization, nurseries of skill, locus of professional and entrepreneurial 

development, leisure and cultural centres.44  Derby was clearly able to adapt to the demands of 

the period with regard to industrialisation without losing those marketing, social and 

administrative functions.   

Derby began the industrialisation process early using the River Derwent for power and 

transport.  The canal network45 was developed at a relatively early stage and trade with London 

and the south was already established.46  Ben Travers points to the importance of Willington47 

near Repton as a ‘key destination’ for packhorses and carriers as it was the head of the 

navigable portion of the River Trent.  Travers notes that ‘London was the primary market’ for 

the Midlands’ produce and Willington became the transport hub for the movement of 

Staffordshire pottery, Derbyshire cheeses, iron from Derbyshire and Staffordshire and, to some 

extent, the products of the Black Country heavy industries.48  The county capitals were also 

located in close proximity to each other and, as Langton comments, were situated within easy 

distance of coalfields and were linked to those coalfields by an effective canal system.  He 

further speculates that their continued dominance could be related to the improvement in 

agriculture in response to the national market for grain.49  Townsend emphasises that ‘the 

position of Derbyshire is particularly difficult to categorise neatly’ when concluding her study 

of migration in the East Midlands, as Derby had ‘as many linkages with places outside the East 

Midlands ... as within it’.  Townsend comments that many of the other Derbyshire towns had 

strong associations with other areas outside the county and ‘seemed disconnected from the rest 

of Derbyshire’50 and refers to the weakness of the urban network within the county.  In his study 

of eight Derbyshire towns, Neil Raven explores the involvement of the small towns in industry 

during the period.  Using evidence from trade directories he concludes that, although industrial 

activities were identified in the larger towns of Chesterfield and Wirksworth ‘these did not 
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come to dominate their urban economies’.51  As the second largest Derbyshire town during the 

period, Chesterfield was growing rapidly and expanding its marketing function but did not rival 

the size of Derby itself.  In 1801 Derby’s population was 48% larger than Chesterfield and that 

dominance continued so that by 1901 it was 73% greater.52 

Derby’s appearance had changed by the early-nineteenth century as it had many new buildings 

and streets were paved and lit.  Assembly room, theatre, almshouses, school, several non-

conformist churches, ordnance depot, gaol and general infirmary were all newly constructed in 

Derby between 1750 and 1834.53  This building activity was a testament to the development of 

the town.  Derby had natural advantages which were not enjoyed by any other expanding 

Derbyshire towns.  It was situated on one of the lowest crossing points of the Derwent, and was 

sited at the point of the crossing of the north-south and west-east Roman roads.  It was built in a 

lowland area and had a long history as a cultural and administrative centre.  Derby was also 

perfectly placed to be the meeting place between the highlands of the north and the lowlands of 

the south.  If these advantages are added to the early industrialisation of the town itself and the 

value of its river access, it may perhaps explain its continued dominance.  It is not known what 

part individual entrepreneurs played in the urban expansion,54 but a contemporary commentator 

suggested that certain manufacturers, like silk manufacturers John and Thomas Lombe, were 

very influential.55   

How industrialised was Derbyshire?  The contemporary view 

Following the discussion of modern historians’ interests, it is pertinent to ask what 

contemporaries thought of the town and what Slater called an ‘important county’.56  It must be 

accepted that those who wrote the evidence were members of an educated elite who came to 

record their impressions of the area using their own world view.  When reading the frequently 

cited comments of Daniel Defoe and other commentators who visited the county, we must 

remember, as Wood comments, that Defoe was following ‘a script established by earlier 
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accounts of the place, and the prejudices of his class’.57  Observers came to record what they 

saw in Derbyshire for various reasons.  Thomas Brown58 and John Farey59 were researching the 

agriculture of the area and providing evidence to the Board of Agriculture, so they had a 

particular agenda when they were observing people, places and practices in the county.  James 

Pilkington was a natural historian who was interested in recording with ‘truth and accuracy’ all 

that he saw.60  William Hutton lived in Derby when young for some years.  He began to write 

when ‘in the vale of years’ and completed his History of Derby when he was 68 years of age.  

He believed that ‘unknown in Derby, I stand clear of prejudice’.61  Reverend Davis wrote his 

history of the county using several of the previous publications for reference but adding his own 

observations and comments.62  All of these writers were clearly members of the well-educated 

elite, with the exception of William Hutton who had experienced hardship as a child and whose 

views, therefore, may differ from the rest.   

The silk mill established on the banks of the Derwent by Sir Thomas and John Lombe, 

described by François Crouzet as ‘genuine industrialists’,63 was considered to be worthy of 

comment.  Hutton writing in 1791 stated, ‘all the writers, from Gregory to Gough who have 

travelled through Derby, for half a century, give us a description of the silk-mill’.64  Samuel 

Simpson’s comments, published in 1746, seemed to emphasise the importance of the mill, 

pictured in Figure 1.6, as he called it ‘a curiosity of a very extraordinary nature’.  He continued, 

enthusiastically describing the mill machinery in great detail.  

This Engine contains 26,586 Wheels and 97,746 Movements, which work 73,726 

Yards of Silk Thread, every time the Water -Wheel goes round, which is three times a 

Minute, and 318,504,960 Yards in one Day and Night.65 
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Figure 1.6 ‘Silk Mills and Church, Derby’ by Moses Griffiths (1747-1809)   

 

Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past.  Image reference DMAG300190 www.picturethepast.org.uk 

with thanks to Derby Museum and Art Gallery.  

Moses Griffiths’ painting shows the size of the silk mill which had five floors and must have 

made an impressive sight.  Other industrial buildings can be seen on the banks of the Derwent.  

As the painting dates from 1776, it shows that industrial development was underway in Derby at 

the start of the period of this study.  Another picture of the silk mill had the following 

description below it. 

 

Derby is a rich and populous town, delightfully situate on the brink of the River 

Derwent, which is lately made navigable into the front. ... Likewise the Silk Mills so 

famous for their works, and wherein a great number of people are employ'd are great 

additions to the beauty of this prospect.
66

  

 

That description illustrates the point that some contemporary observers found beauty in the 

industrial landscape of Derby whereas today few find industrial sites attractive. 

Although most commentators were favourably impressed by the novelty of the silk mill, 

William Hutton was less than complimentary about it.  He stated that  
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some have earnestly wished to see this singular piece of mechanism; but I have 

sincerely wished I never had.  I have lamented that, whilst almost every man in the 

world was born out of Derby, it should be my unhappy lot to be born in [his italics].67 

 

Hutton, as a seven-year-old, had been bound apprentice at the silk mill and his experiences 

there, which I discuss in a later chapter, clearly coloured his view of the mill.  The views of the 

non-elite are rarely given in the contemporary accounts of Derby and, if they were, it would 

probably paint a very different picture of the town.  However, as the need to earn a living was of 

paramount importance to the labouring population, the proliferation of industry in the town was 

probably seen as a welcome change in the town by those people needing employment.  

The importance of the establishment of the silk mill in Derby was understood by 

contemporaries as Davis commented in 1811, 

its history is remarkable, as it denotes the power of genius, and the vast influence 

which even the enterprises of an individual has on the commerce of a country.68 

 

He clearly saw the silk mill as a significant development not only for the people of Derbyshire 

but also for the country as a whole.  Hutton told how John Lombe, through what would be 

termed industrial espionage today, came to discover the method Italians used to make silk.  

Lombe fled Italy and brought with him the secret of its silk production and started his own silk-

mill in Derby.  He, so Davis recounted, was the victim of a murder committed as an act of 

revenge by the Italians and an ‘artful woman who was sent from Italy’ was instrumental in the 

murder by ‘slow poison’ of the victim.  Davis tells us that 

the victim lingered in agony two or three years, when the springs of life being 

completely exhausted, he breathed his last.69 

 

Hutton also told of the funeral of John Lombe, which was a very grand affair.  He further 

commented, 

A man of peaceable deportment, who had brought a beneficial manufactory into the 

place, employed the poor, and at advanced wages, could not fail meeting with respect, 

and his melancholy end with pity.70 

 

Despite his own experiences, Hutton saw the silk mill as an employment opportunity for the 

labouring poor and seemed to indicate that the wages were better than average.  The 

perpetuation of the belief that John Lombe was murdered in a revenge attack by the Italians is 

evidence of the value the local people attached to the novelty of their silk mill.  The secret of 
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such machinery was deemed to be so highly prized that murder would be committed because of 

it.  

The story of the ‘artful woman’ and the death of John Lombe is also important as it seems to 

confirm the belief that the technological advances in the mill were of great value and were 

perceived to be so by those who lived and worked in the town.  Whatever the truth of the story, 

the authors clearly believed that the means of making good quality silk in Derby was of 

importance to the trade of the country as a whole.  There is no doubt that the establishment of 

the silk mill was important as John Rule states, 

Thomas Lombe’s water-powered mill at Derby was in production by 1720, and 

followed by others in Macclesfield, Stockport and other towns in north Cheshire and 

south Lancashire, it can be considered a true pioneer of factory production.71 

As a ‘pioneer of factory production’, Derby was at the forefront of the industrialisation process 

in the early-eighteenth century and it is acknowledged that this innovative enterprise thrust 

Derby into a leading role in the production of silk in England.72  Following the success of this 

mill, 12 mills were established in the town by 1789 employing 1200 people and by 1833 there 

were 233 powered silk ribbon looms.  Factory returns of 1847 show that Derby ranked third in 

the country in terms of people employed in the silk industry.73  During the eighteenth century it 

is suggested that a large proportion of the local Derby population (18%) was associated with the 

silk trade.74  It must be noted that the majority of mill workers would not be artisans, but would 

be the labouring poor trained to perform relatively simple tasks as was William Hutton.75   

Is there any other evidence of the views of contemporaries to support the idea that whilst 

modern historians believe that Derbyshire was not fully industrialised during the period local 

contemporary observers saw a more dynamic view of the county during this period?  William 

Hutton, in 1791, was clearly of the opinion that changes were taking place in Derby as he listed 

the type of trade seen in Derby and in his conclusion to the chapter stated, 

 

From the above state of trade in Derby, it appears that she crept silently through ages 

without much connection with commerce, except what arose from her own tailors, 

hatters, weavers, and shoe-makers till the beginning of the present century, when the 

frame, the river, the silk-mill, the porcelain etc. awakened her drowsy talents to riches, 

increase and notice.  The man who has known her threescore years can easily discover 
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an improvement in her external buildings, and the extension of her borders.  He may 

as easily prophesy, that, like an infant, whose powers are equal to its magnitude it can 

stand upon its own basis and will rise more rapidly towards maturity.76 

 

This particular extract from Hutton was noted by a later writer who commented in a work 

published in 1829 that, 

 

Mr Hutton’s prophesy was correct.  Derby has trebled her inhabitants since he made 

the observation, and her manufactures have immensely increased.77 

 

At the time of Hutton’s comments the silk mill was in operation, cotton mills had been 

established in the town and the production of porcelain was increasing in volume and status.78  

By highlighting the silk mill and the porcelain manufacture Hutton indicates that he was 

discussing the industrial development of the town, not the expansion of the urban area 

generally. 

Derbyshire’s industrial development was noted by other commentators.  Pilkington commented, 

in 1789, that ‘the manufactures, which are carried on in Derbyshire, are various and extensive’.  

He noted that the silk industry in Derby employed ‘about 1500 hands’ and the cotton industry in 

the county introduced by Sir Richard Arkwright had, at that time, 16 mills employing 3000 

hands.  Derby and district had, in total, approximately 200 looms for weaving cotton.79  

Pilkington also commented that the production of cheese, lead, iron, hosiery, cloth and malt was 

important to the county.80  The number of cotton mills in Derbyshire had grown to 112 by 

1827.81  Sir Frederick Morton Eden’s report published in 1797 commented on the proliferation 

of inns in the town.  He calculated that every sixteenth house was an ‘ale-house’.82  It appears 

that brewing must be included in the list of industries carried on in the area.83  Seemingly, Eden 

and his contemporaries observing Derby and Derbyshire at the end of the eighteenth century 

saw industrial development in the town and the county as ongoing and extensive. 

The town attracted favourable comments from visitors.  Simpson commented that Derby’s 
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buildings were ‘handsome’ and the town ‘very pleasant’.84  Defoe, writing in the early part of 

the eighteenth century, despite calling the silk mill ‘a wonderful piece of machinery’ 

nonetheless commented that, at that time, ‘Derby ... is a town of gentry, rather than trade’.  He 

was favourably impressed by the appearance of the town as he commented that 

it is a fine, beautiful and pleasant town and has more families of gentlemen in it, than 

is usual in towns so remote; perhaps the more, because the Peak, which takes up the 

larger part of the county, is so inhospitable, rugged and wild a place, that the gentry 

choose to reside at Derby, rather than upon their estates, as they do elsewhere.85 

 

Figure 1.7 shows the ‘fine, beautiful and pleasant town’ circa 1800.   

Figure 1.7 ‘Derby from the Exeter Bridge’ circa 1800 

 

Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past. Image reference DCHQ003068. 
http://www.picturethepast.org.uk with thanks to Derby Libraries. 

 

All Saints’ church and the Silk Mill can be seen in the right of the picture.  Despite portraying 

an attractive view of the town and picturing gentry, it also shows other mills on the banks of the 

River Derwent and illustrates the extent of industry that could be seen in the town by 1800.  

This evidence, like the previous picture, suggests an extensive industrial development area on 

the banks of the river before the nineteenth century.  There can be little doubt that a range of 

employment opportunities developed during this period of industrial expansion in Derby and 

                                                           
84

 Samuel Simpson. The Agreeable Historian, p. 216. 

85
 Daniel Defoe. A Tour Thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain. Divided into Circuites or Journeys. Giving 

a Particular and Entertaining Account of Whatever Is Curious and Worth Observation; ... The Fourth 
Edition. With Very Great Additions... Which Bring It Down to the Year 1748. 4 vols. Vol. 3. London, 1748, 
p.73. 



41 
 

that the beneficiaries of that employment would be the relatively unskilled labourers and their 

families.  Furthermore, the growth of the town’s population suggests that many of those 

employed in the mills were migrants attracted to the town because of those opportunities. 

How did contemporaries view the north of Derbyshire? 

Although Defoe appreciated the county town he, and other contemporary commentators, clearly 

lacked admiration for the Peak District.  Hey quotes both William Stukeley and Edward Browne 

who also failed to fall for the charms of the area.  Browne described a ‘rocky, wild country’ and 

Stukeley spoke of the ‘poverty and horror of the Peak’.86  Defoe commented very unfavourably 

on the people who worked the lead mines in the Peak, in a frequently cited piece which clearly 

illustrates Wood’s point concerning the prejudices of the commentators.  Defoe stated, 

The Peakrills, as they are called, are a rude boorish kind of people; but bold, daring, 

and even desperate in their search into the bowels of the earth: for which reason they 

are often employed by our engineers in the wars to carry on the sap, when they lay 

siege to strong fortified places.87 

 

Despite acknowledging the bravery of the miners, Defoe showed the prejudice of his class when 

he commented further upon his experiences in the Peak.  In an earlier edition of his journeys, he 

related how he found a family living in a cave near Brassington.  He went into the cave to see 

what it was like and was astonished to find a woman and five children living there.  Her 

husband, who had been born in the cave, was a miner who was then at work.  He commented,  

 

the woman was tall, well shaped, clean and (for the place) a very well looking comely 

woman; nor was there anything looked like the dirt and nastiness of the miserable 

cottages of the poor88 

 

Defoe’s general distaste for the labouring poor is implied in the comparison he makes between 

the woman he met and those who lived in the ‘miserable cottages’ to which he alluded.  It is not 

clear whether Defoe was referring to the cottages of the poor in Derbyshire or in the country 

generally.  However, Farey writing in 1815, noted that 

The cottages throughout Derbyshire, are much better provided with habitations than 

they commonly are in the Southern Counties of England, and they generally keep 

them more neat and in better order.89 
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Following Defoe’s visit to the family in the cave, he travelled across the moor and was surprised 

by the appearance of a miner ascending from the mine entrance that he had stopped to examine.  

He recounted the meeting and then continued, 

first, the man was a most uncouth spectacle, he was clothed all in leather, had a cap of 

the same without brims, some tools in a little basket ...   Nor indeed could we 

understand any of the man’s discourse so as to make out the whole sentence; and yet 

the man was pretty free of his tongue ... he was as lean as a skeleton, pale as a dead 

corpse, his hair and beard a deep black, his flesh lank, and as we thought something of 

the colour of lead itself90 

Defoe’s comment is revealing as it shows a lack of understanding of lead miners’ working 

methods and conditions.  It is hardly surprising that the man was dirty and his skin was grey if 

he had just come up from underground.  Nor can it be unexpected that he was also lean in order 

to fit in the small spaces that are found in mines.  It is understandable that the broad Derbyshire 

accent and the use of local dialect proved difficult to comprehend if unfamiliar with the patterns 

of speech in the area.91  It is possible to detect an underlying disapproval with the comment, ‘the 

man was pretty free of his tongue’.  It seems Defoe felt that the miner should have been more 

respectful and waited to speak until invited to do so.  The miner’s response appears to indicate 

his independent character, since he was not intimidated by the appearance of a group of people 

who needed an interpreter to understand him. 

In his monograph of the Peak Country, Wood comments on this quote from the 1724 edition of 

Defoe’s journeys, ‘but it was not only the terms of the miner’s speech that Defoe 

misunderstood; it was the terms of his culture’.   Wood emphasises that the wildness of the 

landscape, as perceived by the elite observer, was believed to contain equally wild inhabitants, 

‘to the gentry outsider, The Peak Country and its plebeian people were therefore defined within 

the interlocking of geological and social difference’.92  However, Defoe acknowledged his own 

good fortune in not having to either live in a cave or earn his living by mining.  

If we blessed ourselves before, when we saw how the poor woman and her five 

children lived in the hole or cave in the mountain, with the Giant’s Tomb over their 

heads; we had much more ... to reflect how much we ... acknowledge to our maker, 

that we were not appointed to get our [living?] thus, one hundred and fifty yards 

underground, or in a hole as deep underground as the cupola on Saint Paul’s is high 

out of it.93 
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Although the actual location of Defoe’s encounter with the miner is unclear, I have included the 

following photograph to illustrate the narrow mine entrance set in a seemingly bleak landscape. 

The mine seen in Plate 1.1 below is at Moss Rake, Bradwell in the Hope Valley. 

Plate 1.1 ‘Mr Eagle, Barmaster hands over Greaves Croft Mine’ 1906 

     
Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past. Image reference DCHQ100066. 

http://www.picturethepast.org.uk  

From this area, Defoe continued his tour of the Peak and commented on several of the towns.  

He clearly saw Chesterfield as an important town as he stated that 

it is now a place of considerable merchandize, and dealings in lead, grocer, mercery, 

melting of barley, tanning, stockens [sic] blankets, bedding etc in which they have 

great intercourse to and with Yorkshire, Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire, 

Leicestershire, and London; also to and with the towns and places of Bakewell 

Tideswell, Wirksworth, Ashbourne, the Peak, and west of Derbyshire; with Chester, 

Manchester, Liverpool etc.94 

The list of links with other areas is illuminating since it omits links with Derby and the south of 

the county.  This seems to reinforce the view that, during the period, the north and the south of 

the county were seen as separate and different and that Derbyshire was not a unity. 

Not all contemporaries failed to see the beauty of the Peak District as the uncommissioned 

painting of Dovedale by Joseph Wright illustrates.   
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Figure 1.8 ‘Dovedale, Derbyshire’ by Joseph Wright painted in the early to mid 1780s 

 

 

Source: With kind permission of Picture the Past. Image reference DMAG300187. 

http://www.picturethepast.org.uk with thanks to Derby Museum and Art Gallery. 

 

Where Defoe saw the north as ‘inhospitable, rugged and wild’ it seems that Joseph Wright, born 

in Derby, saw the beauty and tranquillity of the White Peak which he captured in this painting.  

In contrast to the people in Figure 1.3, the figures in this landscape are portrayed as small in 

comparison to the mountains that surround them but are not rendered insignificant by them and 

seem at ease in the dale. 

Was the view of the south of Derbyshire different? 

When examining the county’s geology, Pilkington noted that the High Peak was misunderstood 

by observers and remarked that this lack of understanding of the nature of the area was shown 

‘even by a large portion of the inhabitants of the southern part of the county itself’.95  This 

signalled the separateness of the north and south of the county.  Pilkington explained the 

difference between those living in the north and those living in the south of the county as 

follows: 

Formerly the manners of the inhabitants of the northern and southern parts of 

Derbyshire were considerably different from each other.  And this is still in some 

measure the case.  It has been observed, that civilization does not take place so early in 

a mountainous, as in a champaign country [sic].  This may, in some degree, account 

for the rude manners of those who live in the Peak of Derbyshire.  But their general 
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employments and pursuits have probably contributed in an equal degree to produce 

this effect.  Having always been engaged in mineral concerns, and having but little 

intercourse with the rest of the world, they could not receive that polish, which a free 

and extensive commerce with neighbouring countries frequently gives,96 

This observation reinforces the contemporary view of the ‘rude’ inhabitants of the northern part 

of the county and emphasises the difference between them and the inhabitants of the southern 

lowlands.  How far the non-elite members of the south of the county shared these elite 

prejudices is not known but links through marriage, which are analysed in the following 

chapter, may shed some light on the question of shared identity. 

The south of the county, which Brown visited in 1794 and described as the ‘fertile’97 district, did 

not receive the same treatment from the elite observer as did the area of the Peaks in the north.  

It seems that observers during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were often far more 

interested in the ‘Wonders of the Peak’98 than the more familiar arable landscape of the south. 

Figure 1.9 Brown’s map of Derbyshire 1794 

 

Source: Thomas Brown, General View of the Agriculture of the county of Derby 

Pilkington had, by 1789, completed a fairly comprehensive assessment of the whole of 

Derbyshire.  He recorded the number of houses and inhabitants in various parishes and the 
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extent of the manufactures.  Pilkington described Melbourne as having 286 houses and 1410 

inhabitants.  He commented that 

a considerable number of persons are supported by manufactures.  Many hands are 

employed in combing and spinning jersey.  But those, who work on the stocking 

frame, are still more numerous, there being no less than eighty of these machines 

within the parish.  The stone quarries near the town also afford employment to about 

thirty persons.99 

In his published directory, Pigot confirmed the dependence on textiles and further commented 

that ‘there is also a manufactory for silk flowered shawls and handkerchiefs of a peculiar 

nature’.100 

Repton, the former capital of Mercia,101 was also described by Pilkington who stated that 

‘Repton is a large village ... The whole number of houses within the liberty is one hundred and 

ninety-five’.102  Additional information was provided by Pigot.  ‘Repton is not signalized by any 

particular manufactures; but there are many malting concerns, some of which are upon an 

extensive scale’.103 

When Pilkington visited Ticknall, the village was described as   

a large village.  The whole parish contains one hundred and seventy five dwellings ... 

During the summer season many persons are employed at the kilns for burning 

limestone.  Formerly a very large quantity of earthen ware was manufactured at this 

place; but lately the business has much declined.  It is said, that, since the land in the 

neighbourhood has been enclosed, it has been difficult to meet with proper clay.104 

Pigot added that, ‘about two miles from it [the village] are large lime works’.105  Pilkington’s 

comments about Ticknall and the failure to find appropriate clay following enclosure suggests 

increasing difficulty for those formerly employed in the earthenware industry. 

It is possible to draw some conclusions from the comments of contemporaries.  Firstly, 

Derbyshire was seen as an important manufacturing county and the development of the silk mill 

was believed to be of national importance.  Secondly, observers believed that there was a 

difference between the inhabitants of the north and those of the more ‘civilized’ south of the 

county and, therefore, the county was not seen as unified.  This lack of unity in the county 

impacts upon the lack of unity in the East Midland region since, if Derbyshire itself was not 
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united, the idea of a region which included Derbyshire lacks credence.  Thirdly, change was 

taking place at a rapid pace and the population of the county town was increasing noticeably.  

Consequently, opportunities for the employment of the labouring poor in the town were also 

increasing.  Finally, using Chesterfield as an example shows that links within the county, 

beyond those with the county town, were established and extensive. 

Hearth tax returns for Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

To focus more clearly on the rural parishes in the south, I have examined evidence from hearth 

tax returns.  These enable me to explore, as far as possible, the social structure of the three 

parishes in order to gain some impression of the poverty of each rural parish and the numbers of 

those likely to support the poor.  There are many issues surrounding the use of hearth tax 

records by the historian, as David Edwards points out ‘one can never be sure without 

supplementary evidence that the list for any particular place includes all households in that 

place, even for those assessments which give the names of those not liable for the tax’.106  

However, for the purpose of this study they are used to provide an indicator of the relative 

wealth and social structure of the parishes and permit a comparison between them.107  Table 1.3 

shows the number of hearths in the parishes.  David Edwards notes that, owing to the condition 

of the manuscript, the record for Repton was incomplete with details of 41 hearths omitted.  The 

total figure is known but the details of 41 hearths are missing.108  Percentages for Repton are 

indicators only as they are calculated by omitting the 41 hearths. 

Table 1.3 Hearth tax numbers 1662 

Number of Hearths Melbourne Repton Ticknall 

1   97 [77%] 45 [56%] 38 [79%] 

2   16 [13%] 18 [23%] 4  [8%] 

3-5 10 [8%] 12  [15%] 5 [10%] 

6-14 2  [2%] 2  [3%] 1 [2%] 

Total number of 

hearths 

190 192 69 

Total number of 

entries 

125 80+ 48 

Exemptions listed 52  Not known None recorded 

Source:  David G. Edwards, Derbyshire Hearth tax [1662] [Percentages have been rounded.] 
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Both Melbourne and Ticknall recorded a high percentage of one hearth homes, the inhabitants 

of which Keith Wrightson found in Terling to be ‘labourers, poor craftsmen and widows’.109  In 

Melbourne, the number of exemptions indicates a significant level of poverty.  Repton, despite 

the missing records, had a greater number of those Wrightson found in his research to be in the 

‘yeomen and wealthy craftsmen’ range than either of the other parishes.110  The idea that 

Melbourne was impoverished in the seventeenth century is confirmed in a letter written to Sir 

John Coke the Younger by his father in 1635 who warned him of problems if he moved to the 

area.  He wrote, ‘you shal plant yourself in a town where there are manie beggars, most poore & 

but few good livers’.  The letter warned that villagers would ‘ingage you into debates and sutes 

wherin little is to be gotten but vexation & troble to no end’.111 

Melbourne has a list of inhabitants from 1695 which was analysed in 1885 by Edmond Chester 

Waters who produced the following information listing the household heads.112  As far as it was 

possible to determine, he thought that there was a total of 660 inhabitants forming ‘190 separate 

households’.113  This figure makes the average household 3.5 persons, which is lower than 

expected; however, there were a significant number of widows and widowers who were 

probably single-occupancy households.  I have arranged the list in ascending order of the 

frequency of the status or occupational description of the household head. 

Table 1.4 Heads of households Melbourne 1695  

No. of 

entries 

Occupation of head of household 

1 vicar ,brewer, whitetawer , shearman, potecarrier, baker, chapman, saddler, forgeman, 

wheelmaker, ploughwright, tiler ,slater ,smith, gardener,  poundkeeper ,warrener, gentleman, 

thatcher, glover,  dishturner 

2 esquires, mercers , millers, masons, carpenters 

3-4 blacksmiths  [3 ]flaxdressers  [4] 

5-6 tailors  [5] women receiving alms   [5] spinsters  [6] butchers  [6] weavers  [6] 

7+ cordwainers [7] yeomen  [8] farmers  [8] bachelors  [11] widowers  [13] widows  [42] labourers 

[44] 

Source: Edmond Chester Waters, A Statutory List of the Inhabitants of Melbourne, Derbyshire. 
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Of these families, 32 kept servants and nine tradesmen had apprentices.  With the exception of 

the two squires who each had seven servants, there were ‘30 families of lower degree, who kept 

44 servants between them’.114  Waters noted that there were nine tradesmen in the village who 

had apprentices, but none of those had servants.  It seems from the list of household heads that, 

despite the presence of some textile workers, the later dominance of the textile industry in 

Melbourne had not begun in 1695.  It also appears that, with the exception of the vicar, one 

gentleman and two esquires, the majority of those in the village were tradesmen or labourers.  

This suggests that the social structure of the village had changed little from 1635 when the letter 

to Sir John Coke the Younger warned that there were ‘few good livers’. 

What seems to be indicated by the hearth tax analysis is that there were many families or 

individuals living in both Melbourne and Ticknall who were in, or at the margins of, poverty at 

the end of the seventeenth century.  The number of exemptions from the hearth tax in 

Melbourne indicates that one out of every three householders was considered to be too poor to 

pay the tax.  The number of exemptions was not recorded for the other two parishes, but the 

number of homes with one hearth in Ticknall seems to suggest a similar picture.  Repton 

differed, and despite the missing entries it is possible to conclude that Repton had a group of 

wealthier inhabitants than either Melbourne or Ticknall.  However, the village still contained 

many homes with only one hearth whose occupiers probably lived in poverty.  

Trade directory analysis of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

As the labouring poor were vulnerable to changes in the economy, it is important to establish 

any changes taking place in the trades in the villages.  To that end, Pigot’s Directory dated 

1828, Glover’s Directory of 1829 and Bagshawe’s Directory dated 1846 have been analysed.115  

Both Glover’s and Pigot’s will be used even though the dates are almost the same as there are 

some differences between them.  It is likely that Glover’s figures were more accurately recorded 

since it was a local Derbyshire directory and not a countrywide one.  Glover recorded many 

more trades than Pigot, which supports the view that it is more accurate, because it is more 

likely for entries to be omitted by error than added incorrectly.  The differences may also be due 

to the way in which the trades were recorded since, for example, a shopkeeper recorded by Pigot 
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may be recorded as a grocer and ironmonger by Glover and would thus be entered in two 

different trade types as was Francis Dunnicliffe of Melbourne.116 

These difficulties associated with the trade directories may throw doubt on the wisdom of using 

them at all.  However, directories can enable me to compare one parish with another and also 

allow me to show changes over time when comparing both Pigot’s and Glover’s to the later 

Bagshawe’s Directory.  Glover’s Directory is particularly useful as it lists the farmers, whereas 

Pigot’s does not.  For Derby, the Universal British Directory will be used in place of Pigot’s, 

which will enable an earlier snapshot to be taken because it was published between the years 

1793 and 1798.  The first analysis of the trade directories, Table 1.5 below, shows the number 

of different trades represented in the three parishes in order to analyse the extent of trade 

diversity.  

Table 1.5 Number of different trades recorded 

Directory Melbourne Repton Ticknall 

Pigot’s 1828 20 16 8 

Glover’s 1829 37 30 18 

Bagshawe’s 1846 58 44 36 

Source: Pigot & Co. National Commercial Directory for 1828-1829; Stephen Glover, The Directory of the County 
of Derby; Samuel Bagshawe, History, Gazetteer and Directory of Derbyshire. 

It appears that the number of recorded trades increased significantly over time.  The expansion 

of the retail sector is clear with new products appearing in the parishes.  There were, in total, 59 

different trades recorded by Glover in 1829 and 79 by Bagshawe in 1846. 

Raven has developed several methodologies to use with the relatively detailed directories of the 

area.117  The first method I will use, ‘aggregated trade profiles’, is one Raven developed to 

determine the importance of industrial development in the towns he analysed.118  This method 

involved ranking the trades according to their presence in each of the towns studied.  If the 

trades appeared in all of the towns they were ranked higher than those which occurred in only 

one or two of the towns.  I have listed the trades which occurred in at least two of the three 

parishes in Table 1.6 below. 

 

 

 

                                                           
116

 Stephen Glover. The Directory of the County of Derby, p.86; Pigot & Co. National Commercial 

Directory, p.142. 

117
 Neil Raven. "Industry and the Small Towns of Derbyshire",” pp.67-92.  

118
 Neil Raven. "Industry and the Small Towns of Derbyshire,” p 72. 



51 
 

Table 1.6 Trades recorded common to two or more parishes in 1829 

Trade  Number of parishes Trade Number of parishes 

Baker 3 Draper 2 

Blacksmith 3 Lime-burner 2 

Butcher 3 Miller 2 

Farmer 3 Plumber/glazier 2 

Grocer 3 Shopkeeper 2 

Maltster 3 Tailor 2 

Schoolteacher 3 Wheelwright 2 

Shoemaker 3 Wood-turner 2 

Surgeon 3 Worsted manufacturer 2 

Victualler 3   

Source: Stephen Glover, The Directory of the County of Derby 

The majority of the trades represented are those service industries which are commonly found in 

marketing centres and do not relate specifically to industrial activity.  However, the presence of 

lime-burners and worsted manufacturers confirms the importance of these businesses as local 

employers.  The number of farmers, a total of 38 in the three parishes, emphasises the continued 

dependence on agriculture in the area.  The presence of so many maltsters is evidence of the 

widespread planting of barley particularly in the Repton area, as discussed earlier.  The nearby 

town of Burton-upon-Trent in Staffordshire was becoming known as an important brewing 

centre, with the Bass and Worthington family breweries starting to dominate the English 

brewing industry.119  The demand for barley grown locally ensured that local agricultural 

labourers were still needed in the parishes to supply that demand, whilst the growth of the 

breweries meant that demand was increasing. 

Table 1.7 shows the number of separate trade entries for each of the parishes over time.  This 

illustrates the actual number of individuals trading in the parishes.  The figures exclude farmers, 
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schoolteachers and gamekeepers and concentrate only on those actively involved in either retail 

or service industries.   

Table 1.7 Number of tradespeople  

Directory Melbourne Repton Ticknall 

Pigot’s 1828 41 36 25 

Glover’s 1829 72 50 31 

Bagshawe’s 1846 142 92 63 

Source: Pigot & Co. National Commercial Directory for 1828-1829; Stephen Glover, The Directory of the County 
of Derby; Samuel Bagshawe, History, Gazetteer and Directory of Derbyshire 

Results shown in Table 1.7 highlight the growth of practitioners in each parish and suggest 

rapidly expanding marketing and service sectors in each village.120 

Using another of Raven’s methods from the figures already recorded, I can calculate what he 

refers to as the ‘trade concentration scores’.121  This method is designed to determine the density 

of traders in the parishes.  The results are obtained by dividing the number of trades by the 

number of traders.  If the result of the calculation was 1 this would infer that each trader was 

involved in a different trade and a lower the score would infer that concentrations of traders 

existed in the particular parish.  

Table 1.8 Concentration of tradespeople  

Parish Pigot’s 1828 Glover’s 1829 Bagshawe’s 1846 

Melbourne 0.488 0.514 0.408 

Repton 0.444 0.6 0.478 

Ticknall 0.32 0.581 0.571 

Source: Pigot & Co. National Commercial Directory for 1828-1829; Stephen Glover, The Directory of the County 
of Derby; Samuel Bagshawe, History, Gazetteer and Directory of Derbyshire 

The most striking figure is that of Ticknall recorded by Pigot in 1828, as this represents a 

concentration of traders beyond that experienced by the other two parishes.  It also varies 

considerably from that recorded for the same place the following year by Glover.  In Pigot’s 

directory, the Ticknall entries show that seven of the eight trade types recorded each had three 

practitioners, and the eighth had four traders.  The Glover’s directory of 1829 shows the 

presence of single traders like pot manufacturer, surgeon and veterinary-surgeon.  It also 

includes lime-burners who were not listed in the Pigot’s Directory.  This could be a simple data 
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collecting error by the directory’s agent, or it could be that some traders were new to the parish 

or lived outside the main part of the village and were overlooked. 

Although it is impossible to comment on the late-eighteenth century in the parishes, it is clear 

that from 1828 to 1846, there was an increase not only in the types of trades represented in the 

parishes, but also in the number of tradespeople featuring in the directories.  This suggests 

thriving village communities with growing opportunities for the employment or support of the 

labouring poor.  Many of those tradespeople were either diversifying or recording the types of 

services or goods provided more accurately.  There is also a sense of tradespeople adopting a 

more sophisticated approach.  For example, milliners made an appearance in the rural 

directories in place of hatters.  Milliners had been recorded in Derby, which as contemporaries 

noted was a town used to the gentry, at the end of the eighteenth century and it is likely that the 

contact between the rural parishes and the county town influenced the adoption of a more elite 

label.  

Trade Directory Analysis of Derby 

Unsurprisingly, the analysis of Derby’s trades is different in scale and nature from that of the 

rural parishes.  Table 1.9 below shows the number of different trade types over the period and 

includes data from the late-eighteenth century by using the Universal British Directory 

published in five volumes between 1793 and 1798.122  The other directories used for Derby are 

Glover’s published in 1829 and Bagshawe’s published in 1846.  The analysis shows a clear 

increase in the number of different trades in the town over the period. 

Table 1.9 Number of trades in Derby 

U.B.D. 1797 Glover’s Directory 1829 Bagshawe’s Directory 1846 

118 124 149 

Source:; Peter Barfoot and John Wilkes. The Universal British Directory; Stephen Glover, The Directory of the 

County of Derby; Samuel Bagshawe, History, Gazetteer and Directory of Derbyshire 

Derby’s expansion can be seen reflected in the number of tradespeople recorded in the 

directories shown in Table 1.10.  School teachers have been omitted from the list as with the 

rural parishes.  Carriers are not included in the totals, as the lists of the many carriers recorded 

in the later directories do not state specifically that the carriers were located in the town.  It is 

possible, however, from the list of carriers recorded to see the destinations and the regularity of 

the contact between Derby and other localities.  Carriers from Derby travelled to Melbourne 

daily by 1829, and three times per week to both Repton and Ticknall.  London, Birmingham, 

Liverpool, Manchester and Bristol, amongst other towns, had daily services as did the other 
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nearby county capitals of Leicester and Nottingham.  Goods from Derby were transported to all 

parts of the country regularly both by land and water.  Access was provided to the ports for 

importing silk for the mills and exporting any finished products.   

Table 1.10 Number of tradespeople in Derby 

U.B.D. 1797 Glover’s Directory 1829 Bagshawe’s Directory 1846 

494 1217 1782 

Source:; Peter Barfoot and John Wilkes. The Universal British Directory; Stephen Glover, The Directory of the 

County of Derby; Samuel Bagshawe, History, Gazetteer and Directory of Derbyshire 

The many different trades and professions recorded in Derby show evidence of the cultural side 

of the town’s society.  The presence of drawing masters probably demonstrates the influence of 

the school of artists headed by Joseph Wright (1734-1797) whose work was celebrated both 

during his lifetime and today.123  He not only painted portraits of local Derbyshire gentry, but 

also local industrialists and the industrial landscape.124  Dancing masters, wine and spirit dealers, 

milliners, dressmakers, hairdressers, perfumiers, gold and silver smiths and jewellers all 

provided services or products which were essential to those members of the elite who lived in, 

or visited, the county town.  Booksellers and publishers may have been given a boost by the 

presence of the Philosophical Society of Derby which was founded in 1783 by Erasmus 

Darwin.125  Ian Mitchell notes that from three booksellers trading in Derby in the 1740s, 

numbers gradually increased, so that 20 were recorded by the 1840s.126 

It is not my intention to comment on the changing trades in the town as examples of changing 

fashions or of evidence of the increased consumerism of Derby’s society during the period.  

However, it is impossible to analyse the directories without gaining some idea of the changing 

culture of the times.127  The expansion of the luxury trades and the appearance of fishing tackle 

makers, for example, show the changing leisure pursuits of the people of the town.  The number 

of inns recorded by the U.B.D., 77, increased to 119 in 1829, with 171 noted in 1846.  This was 

in addition to the 63 beer-house keepers shown in 1846.  Tobacconists were more common, 

from one recorded in 1797 to seven recorded in 1846.  The directories also show evidence of 

increasing literacy during the period with eight libraries listed by 1846.  
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The presence of so many different tradespeople in the county town provided opportunities for 

training via apprenticeships.  The directory of 1846 recorded a total of 18 silk manufacturers, all 

of whom would have been able to employ many operatives.  Individual entries in the directories 

show clear evidence of expanding industries in the town.  Only two iron manufacturers/founders 

were recorded in the late-eighteenth century but 14 were recorded by 1846.   

Table 1.11 Concentration of tradespeople in Derby 

Place U.B.D.  1797 Glover’s Directory 

1829 

Bagshawe’s Directory 

1846 

Derby 0.239 0.102 0.084 

Source:; Peter Barfoot and John Wilkes. The Universal British Directory; Stephen Glover, The Directory of the 

County of Derby; Samuel Bagshawe, History, Gazetteer and Directory of Derbyshire 

It is clear from the figures in Table 1.11 that, over time, traders became more concentrated in 

the town.  However, we are reminded in Raven’s study of small Derbyshire towns that the 

larger the population, the more the law of diminishing returns applies.128  Even with this caution, 

it seems that this developing trade density probably made the county town an enticing prospect 

for those wishing to be apprenticed in particular trades.  There would also have been an 

expansion of the marketing function of the town.  Carriers, plying their trade around Derbyshire 

and beyond, would have ensured that word spread about the level of expertise and range of 

goods available in Derby.  They would reach a far wider audience than the local newspaper. 

As stated earlier, there are difficulties associated with using trade directories as evidence in this 

way, with changing trade names and multiple trades practised by one individual.  However, one 

of the most difficult aspects for this study is the lack of information about the size of the listed 

establishment.  The owner of a small workshop and the owner of a large manufacturing 

establishment are listed in the same way and it is impossible, therefore, to establish how many 

employment opportunities there were for the labouring poor.  Some of those advertised, for 

example, the china producer Robert Bloor, listed in Glover’s in 1829, seemingly had a sizeable 

establishment in Nottingham Road as he stated, ‘porcelain equal to any manufactory in the 

kingdom.  The proprietor permits strangers to inspect his manufactory’.129  This could have been 

in complete contrast to George Cocker of Friargate who was listed in the same section but may 

only have had a small workshop.   

It can be concluded, from this analysis of the Derby entries in the trade directories, that the 

range of trades increased between 1797 and 1846 as did the number of tradespeople listed in the 

directories.  Typical market town trades existed alongside newer industrial trades and both 

increased over time.  Older traders like mantua makers ceased, and newer traders such as 
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musical instrument makers and engravers made an appearance.  Industry expanded in the town 

and it is reasonable to suppose that the training and employment opportunities likewise 

increased.  Moreover, it is likely that regular contact with the parishes in the south through 

carriers allowed information about the working opportunities to filter through to the town’s 

hinterland.  

Census data for Derby 

As further evidence of the social structure of Derby, and in particular, All Saints’ parish census 

data from 1831130 are shown in Table 1.12 (following page).   
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Table 1.12 1831 Census Derby parishes 

Place Agriculture 

A          B          C* 

Manufacturing 

or making 

manufacturing 

machinery 

Retail trade 

or 

Handicraft 

as masters 

or 

workmen 

Capitalists, 

Bankers, 

Professional 

or other 

educated men 

Labourers  

not  

agricultural 

Male 

servants 

20+ 

Total 

number 

males 

aged 20+ 

All Saints’ 

Parish Derby 

0 1 9 

1% 

113 

12% 

508 

55% 

71 

8% 

149 

16% 

32 

3% 

917 

St Alkmund’s 

Parish 

1 5 18 

1% 

247 

18% 

693 

51% 

109 

8% 

210 

15% 

14 

1% 

1369 

St Peter’s 

Parish 

0 1 24 

1% 

220 

13% 

795 

47% 

105 

6% 

446 

26% 

13 

1% 

1705 

St 

Werburgh’s 

Parish 

5 12 64 

4% 

373 

24% 

662 

42% 

135 

9% 

267 

17% 

23 

1% 

1587 

 

St Michael’s 

Parish 

      0    0      0              0         56 

        28% 

            7 

          3% 

       100 

       50% 

         3 

       1% 

      202 

*A represents the number of occupiers employing labourers  B the number of occupiers without labourers C the number of labourers.  Where percentages are given, 

they are percentages of the total number of males aged 20+   Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.  Those males recorded other than the categories 

given are omitted; this presumably represents unemployed through disability or illness Source Census abstracts 1831 www.histpop.org
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As can be seen, the largest percentage of men employed in four of the Derby parishes were 

working in retail trade or handicrafts as masters or workmen.  All Saints’ parish had the largest 

percentage of those in this category, which is unsurprising as it is located in the centre of the old 

town where traders originally set up their workshops.  St Werburgh’s parish had the largest 

proportion of those employed in manufacturing or making manufacturing machinery.  All 

Saints’ parish had only half as many and was clearly not as favoured a location for the heavier 

industries.  However, it is likely that, as the town grew, the newer industries were able to 

expand in the outer parishes but not in the central parish.  The tiny parish of St Michael’s had a 

larger percentage of those employed as labourers other than agricultural, but as can be seen from 

the figures very few agricultural labourers could be found in any of the parishes.  It seems that 

the town’s needs for dairy goods, grain, meat and other farm produce were being met by the 

outlying areas.  Figure 1.10 below portrays All Saints’ parish in 1865 and shows the small 

workshops at the heart of the town. 

Figure 1.10 ‘Irongate’ in All Saints’ parish painted by Louise Rayner in 1865 

 

With kind permission of Derby Museum and Art Gallery 

The census figures for those involved in manufacturing may appear low for a town which as 

Lord states in the eighteenth century, ‘was at the forefront of the Industrial Revolution’,131 but it 

must be noted that the majority of those employed in the silk and cotton industries in the town 

were women and children, and their occupations were not recorded in the census of 1831.  The 
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exceptions were female servants of whom there were 860 recorded from a total female 

population of 12,358.  It is likely that a significant number of those women, whose occupations 

were not given, were employed in manufacturing in Derby but not recorded in the figures.  

Indeed, Glover’s Directory published two years earlier recorded that, in Derby and other 

Derbyshire towns, 2500 silk throwsters were employed in 18 mills.132  Glover also noted that 

Derby was the site of Messers Boden and Morley’s, a lace factory, ‘the largest [lace] factory in 

the county’.133  Again, this would presumably employ mainly women workers as their labour 

was cheaper than that of men, and their smaller hands were considered to be more suited to 

working with delicate threads.  

Census data for Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall134 

The populations of the rural parishes are shown in Table 1.13.  Ticknall was not showing the 

growth exhibited by the other two parishes and, in fact, the population began to fall so that by 

1871 the population was 886.  This declining population continued over time and by 1971 the 

village numbered only 543 inhabitants.  It was noted in a later gazetteer that, ‘the decrease ... 

was caused by stoppage of lime-works, and by depression of the fancy-knitting trade’.135  This 

shows the dependence of Ticknall’s economy on the nearby lime quarries which were situated 

two miles away.  The parish of Melbourne included the hamlet of King’s Newton, and that of 

Repton included the hamlets of Milton and Bretby.  Repton’s population may be variable as 

boarders at the Free Grammar School established in the village were counted in the totals. 

Table 1.13 Rural parishes’ population – number of individuals  

Date Melbourne Repton Ticknall 

1695 660   

1789 1410   

1801  1861 1689 1125 

1811 2003 1989 1166 

1821 2027 2104 1274 

1831 2301 2083 1278 

Source: 1695 list of inhabitants, Melbourne; 1789 Pilkington; 1801 – 1831 census data 
www.visionofbritain.org.uk 

As data from Pilkington’s survey in 1795 and details of the hearth tax exist for the parishes, 

although incomplete in the case of Repton, the number of households can be used in order to 
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effect a comparison between the parishes over time.  It is possible to use the hearth tax figures 

to calculate an approximate population total but, as Tom Arkell suggested, it may be more 

relevant to record the actual house totals.136  However, that is difficult in this case as there seem 

to be discrepancies in the census returns.  When attempting to calculate population totals by 

using multiplying factors it results in population totals which do not agree with the recorded 

population figures.  Melbourne, for example, has a population recorded at 660 in 1695 and a 

total number of households of 190 which equates to a multiplying factor of 3.5 which is far 

lower than the multiplying factor of 4.7 used by Wrightson and Levine for calculating 

population figures from the 1671 hearth tax figures.137  However, the data from the Pilkington 

survey show that Melbourne has a population of 1410 in 1795 with 286 houses which results in 

a multiplying factor of 4.9.  It is possible that the figure would change over time but the 

disparity between the various suggested multiplying factors in this case makes the whole 

process unhelpful.138  

Census data provide some more information about the occupational structure of the parishes.  

The censuses of 1811-1831 are recorded in Table 1.14 below.  

Table 1.14 Family occupations from Census data 

Date Parish  Number of 

families 

Families 

chiefly 

engaged in 

agriculture 

Families chiefly 

employed trade, 

manufactures 

handicraft 

All other families 

1811 Melbourne 415  120 [28.9%] 252 [60.7%] 43 [10.4%] 

 Repton 385 263 [68.3%] 101 [26.2%] 21 [5.4%] 

 Ticknall 248 216 [87.1%] 24 [9.7%] 8 [3.2%] 

1821 Melbourne 460 103 [22.4%] 223 [48.5%] 134 [29.1] 

 Repton 413 228 [55.2%] 106 [25.7%] 79 [19.1%] 

 Ticknall 274 190 [69.3%] 60 [21.9%] 24 [8.8%] 

1831 Melbourne 482 52 [10.8%] 350 [72.6%] 80 [16.6%] 

 Repton 438 234 [53.4%] 120 [27.4%] 84 [19.2%] 

 Ticknall 273 156 [57.1%] 67 [24.5%] 50 [18.3%] 

Source Census abstracts www.histpop.org  

The figures show the declining importance of agricultural employment in the parishes.  

Ticknall, which in 1811 had over 87% of the families dependent upon agriculture had only 57% 

employed in the agricultural sector by 1831.  Melbourne, the least dependent upon agriculture in 

1811, saw agricultural employment fall from 28.9% to 10.8% in the same period.  Repton, the 
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producer of barley in the area, despite the rising demand for grain for the nearby breweries, saw 

a fall from 68.3% to 53.4% in those families chiefly employed in agriculture.  Melbourne and 

Ticknall increased their manufacturing/trading sector whilst Repton did not change to any 

significant degree.  The increasingly sophisticated retail sector as shown in the directories may 

have absorbed some of the labour which had previously been employed in agriculture.  

Data from the census of 1801 were not reported in the same way as those from 1811 onwards, 

as the unit of measurement in 1801 was the number of individuals and not the number of 

families who were dependent upon different sectors.  However, the figures shown in Table 1.15 

below represent the number of persons employed in the different sectors in each parish so that 

an indicator of the relative employment types can be seen.  

Table 1.15 Employment data Census 1801 

Date Parish Number of 

inhabitants 

Number 

employed in 

agriculture 

Number 

employed in 

manufacture 

etc. 

Number not 

employed in 

either of these 

1801 Melbourne 1861 180   [9.6%] 363  [19.5%] 1318  [70.8%] 

 Repton 1689 465   [27.5%] 237   [14.0%] 987   [58.4%] 

 Ticknall 1125 437   [38.8%] 275   [24.4%] 413  [36.7%] 

Source Census abstracts 1801 www.histpop.org  

Although it is difficult to compare with the later periods, it shows that that the ratio of those 

employed in manufacture compared to those employed in agriculture is approximately 2:1 in 

Melbourne, but is approximately 0.5: 1 in both Repton and Ticknall.  This confirms the relative 

importance of manufacture in Melbourne and agriculture in Ticknall and Repton during the 

earlier period.  

The census of 1831 provides further evidence of the social structure of the parishes.  Table 1.16 

shows the rural parishes and records the employment of males over 20 years of age. 
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                          Table 1.16 Employment data of males over the age of 20 years – Census 1831 

Place Agriculture 

A          B          C* 

Manufacturing 

or  making 

manufacturing 

machinery 

Retail trade 

or 

Handicraft 

as masters 

or 

workmen 

Capitalists, 

Bankers, 

Professional or 

other educated 

men 

Labourers  

not 

agricultural 

Male 

servants 

20+ 

Total 

number 

males aged 

20+ 

Melbourne 18 

3.1% 

20 

3.3% 

97 

16% 

200 [34%] 

 

118 [20%] 4 [0.7%] 60 [10%] 12 [2.0%] 590 

Repton 55 

10.5% 

37 

7.1% 

167 

31.9

% 

42  [8.0%] 115 [21.9%] 10  [1.9%] 63  [12.0%] 5  [0.9%] 524 

Ticknall 11 

4.4% 

21 

8.5% 

75 

30.5

% 

0 67  [27.2%] 11  [4.5%] 55  [22.4%] 0 246 

*A represents the number of occupiers employing labourers  B the number of occupiers without labourers C the number of labourers.  Where percentages are given, they are 

percentages of the total number of males aged 20+  Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.  Those males recorded other than the categories given are omitted; this 

presumably represents unemployed through disability or illness.  Source: Census abstracts 1831 www.histpop.org 
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The figures given show that, of the three parishes, Repton had the greatest number of farmers 

who employed labourers, suggesting that the farms were larger in that parish.  It also had a 

greater proportion of agricultural labourers than either of the other parishes, with just over half 

of the adult males engaged in agriculture.  Ticknall had a total of 43.4% involved in agriculture 

whereas Melbourne, despite having some farms employing labourers, had only 22.4%.  The 

census confirms the importance of manufacturing to Melbourne.  It also suggests that, in 

Ticknall, labouring work in the lime-making industry and ‘earthenware manufactory’139 was 

important, since 22.4% of those employed in Ticknall were recorded as non-agricultural 

labourers.  Ticknall had been an important pot-making centre, but at the time of this study it was 

in decline, however some potters were still operating in the village.140 

The data indicate that, of the three parishes, Melbourne was the most actively engaged in 

manufacturing during the period.  It had a strong textile base which developed steadily over 

time.  Repton produced barley, which was used in the local and nearby brewing industry, and 

baskets using the reeds that grew in the osier beds on the banks of the River Trent.  Ticknall 

remained heavily involved in agriculture but with a likely dependence on the lime-burning 

industry and some involvement in pot making.  The figures seem to show three different 

parishes in the same local area with common trades in the villages but assorted specialisms.  

Conclusion 

To summarise, it appears from contemporary evidence that Derby was a thriving, expanding 

county town with a strong manufacturing, craft and retail base.  It was believed by 

contemporaries to be located in an important manufacturing county.  Its silk manufacture was 

considered to be not only of local, but of national importance.  It was certainly not considered to 

be a rural backwater.  By focussing discussion on ‘full’ industrialisation in the area, the great 

gains in industrialisation during the late Georgian period have been overshadowed.  This was a 

town with a virtual industrial estate on the banks of the River Derwent during this period as 

contemporary art indicates.  Derby was developing rapidly and its expansion of industry and 

area was noted by contemporary commentators, and that expansion provided a range of 

employment opportunities for local labourers. 

Contemporaries also thought that there were differences between the ‘rude’ inhabitants of the 

rugged north and those who lived in the south of the county.  This evidence suggests that 

Derbyshire could not be considered a united region in this period.  Wood’s exploration of the 

mining areas of the Peak District reinforces this conclusion by emphasising the unique local 
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culture of the inhabitants of those areas.141  If the county of Derbyshire was not a unity with 

common topography, culture, economy and identity, any discussion of the East Midlands as a 

region which included Derbyshire is superfluous.  It may be of more benefit to search for unity 

in what Phythian-Adams called ‘neighbourhood fields of interaction between groups of rural 

communities and between urban foci and their rural societal satellites’142 than in any larger 

units.  Locating such a neighbourhood would be crucial in terms of understanding the labouring 

poor and their sense of place and belonging. 

Trade directory evidence suggests that opportunities for the employment of the labouring poor 

existed in a wide range of trades and manufacturing industries in the county town.  These trades 

and industries increased significantly over time.  Furthermore, as the population growth of the 

town was beyond that expected for natural increase, the urban area proved to be a magnet for 

migrants attracted by the range of opportunities there.  Extensive carrier links existed not only 

between Derby and its hinterland, but also between Derby and the rest of the country with 

access to overseas via road, river and canal networks.  These links not only eased access to the 

town from the hinterland, but also disseminated knowledge of industrial development, possible 

employment and marketing opportunities in the urban area. 

At this stage, can conclusions be made about the existence of a local neighbourhood, which 

includes the labouring poor, based on topography?  Some similarities in the development of the 

parishes in the south do exist.  The three parishes all exhibited population growth and trade and 

retail expansion to a lesser degree than the county town.  Melbourne differed from Repton and 

Ticknall as it provided labourers with employment opportunities in manufacturing textiles and 

was the most dependent upon manufacturing of the three parishes.  The number of families still 

dependent on agriculture in all of the parishes was declining through the early part of the 

nineteenth century, but agricultural labour continued to be an important feature of the lives of 

the labouring poor, especially in Repton and Ticknall.  The analysis suggests that, despite being 

in a small area of similar topography, the three rural parishes differed one from the other.  The 

amount of industrial involvement varied, as did the social structure of the parishes with Repton 

having a greater number of wealthier residents.  However, what is also clear from the hearth tax 

analysis is that, at the start of the eighteenth century, there were a significant number of poorer 

inhabitants in each parish.  To what extent the parishes were linked socially will be explored in 

the following chapter, where an analysis of marriage registers will discuss links not only with 

the rural parishes of the south but also with the county town, the parishes of the north of 

Derbyshire and the wider world.   
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Chapter Two 

 

The implications of marriage patterns for the poor 

 

The previous chapter analysed the topography of the county and the industrialisation of the 

county town whilst also exploring the economic differences between the rural parishes, in order 

to ascertain physical, economic and social contexts for the labouring poor of Derbyshire.  That 

research indicated that, despite similar topography and close proximity, there was considerable 

variation in the economic development of the villages during the period.  This chapter focuses 

on another of the key questions of this thesis and asks how far these parishes of Melbourne, 

Repton and Ticknall had similar social connections.  If a neighbourhood based on common 

economic development was not clear from the results of the trade directory analysis, an 

exploration of the marriage registers may indicate a neighbourhood of shared social links.  This 

would be particularly valuable for the local poor because contacts in other parishes increased 

their support network and their access to information about local resources or employment 

opportunities.  This analysis also adds to the debate surrounding the question of county unity 

and identity in this period of increasing industrialisation. 

Using marriage registers, I ask if either the amount of endogamy, used here as meaning 

marriage with both partners residing in the same parish, or the marriage horizons, meaning 

distance between spouses’ parishes, changed over time.  There are many questions to be asked 

of this analysis, relating to marriage seasonality, rural/urban differences, inter-parochial links in 

the south of the county and links with the north or further afield.  Also important to this analysis 

is the existence of barriers to social links, either natural or administrative.  Answering these 

questions can help to shed light on the issues raised in this part of the thesis concerning 

neighbourhood and county unity.  Furthermore, by asking these questions, a major lifetime 

event of those who lived in these parishes is exposed to scrutiny.  It is not possible to separate 

the marriage patterns of the labouring poor from the rest of the community, but this analysis can 

present one aspect of their lives which was shared with the rest of the community and from 

which they were not excluded.  The labouring poor married in the local churches according to 

the same rules which governed all marriages, and their marriages are therefore a part of the 

analysis presented here.  Consequently, the result of this analysis reflects their experience and 

also, as Keith Snell notes, reveals ‘where people felt that they belonged’.1  Furthermore, the 
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previous chapter suggested that many residents of the rural parishes of Melbourne, Repton and 

Ticknall were labouring poor, so this analysis, although not distinguishing between social 

classes, does represent their choices and practices. 

The value of studying the institution of marriage is indisputable, as it relates to many aspects of 

historical enquiry.  Local culture, society, economy, household formation, family, mobility, 

both social and spatial, and demography can all be researched using the marriage registers found 

in parish archives.  Some studies focus on demographic data and explore the age of marriage, 

which saw a fall in the female age at first marriage during the eighteenth century, and the 

increasing numbers of couples married, with implications for the rate of population increase.2  

The age at marriage has also been linked to the economy of the parishes studied, with David 

Levine3 finding that proto-industrial villages had an earlier age of marriage than strictly 

agricultural communities.4  This connection between early marriage and economic factors was 

noted earlier by J.D. Chambers, who compared agricultural and industrial communities in the 

Vale of Trent.5  Discussion of changes in the rate of nuptiality has seen the focus of some 

studies turn to those who never married.6  Those studies explore contemporary perceptions of, 

and economic implications for, unmarried women.  Levine also asks questions concerning the 

links between life cycle, family and marriage, and found that family norms did not dominate the 

decisions of individuals to wed.7 

Courtship is another aspect of marriage in the early modern period which Diana O’Hara 

discusses, and stresses the importance of gifts in the marriage process.8  Historians of this period 
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have also recently discussed courtship, and questioned the role played by economic factors, kin, 

friends and chance in the decision to marry.9  The timing of weddings is explored in an urban 

context by Jeremy Boulton who found that, by the nineteenth century, a Tuesday to Saturday 

working week had become the urban pattern.10  Other research has followed on from this to shed 

light on the working week of the industrial worker.11  Using data from parish reconstitution, 

Roger Schofield compares the choice of wedding day of industrial and agricultural parishes and 

found that a Monday wedding was favoured by industrial parishes and Thursday was preferred 

by agricultural parishes until the eighteenth century.12  Jurgen Kocka highlights the effect of 

family influence and industrialisation on social mobility patterns.13  John Langton, in his study 

of the coalmining labour market, uses data from marriage registers to discuss high levels of 

occupational endogamy amongst mining families.14  M.T Smith and L.J. Fletcher-Jones focus on 

the occupational endogamy of colliers in Durham, and find high levels of endogamy, but little 

evidence to show a difference between them and other occupational groups.15   

Specifically related to this period, the legal aspect of marriage and the wedding ceremony has 

been discussed in relation to Hardwicke’s Act of 1753,16 which was designed to eliminate 

clandestine marriages.17  Debate focuses upon the success or failure of the Act and the extent of 
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customary wedding ceremonies which were not legally sanctioned following this Act.18  John 

Gillis argues that, in one Welsh parish, approximately 60% of those in the parish failed to marry 

in the Anglican Church suggesting that the law was ineffective.19  This is refuted by Rebecca 

Probert who questions the sources used by Gillis to make his argument.20  The question of 

illegitimacy has also increased the pool of research surrounding the topic of marriage, with 

recent publications highlighting the experiences of poor women who were unmarried but who 

were mothers.21  Perhaps echoing contemporary concerns, a wide body of research focuses on 

marriage breakdown22 and marital violence.23  These studies ask questions about contemporary 

attitudes to both marriage breakdown and violence and provide an insight into tensions within 

personal relationships. 

As this necessarily brief review of the historiography demonstrates, historians have discussed 

many aspects of marriage and family during the early modern and late Georgian period, but the 

type of analysis presented here is not the focus of many studies.  Where marriage is discussed, it 

does not commonly focus on the location of the marriage ceremony or the geographical origin 

of the marriage partners.  As Snell notes, in his study of endogamy and exogamy in rural areas, 

this important aspect of marriage with its implications for migration, local custom and local 

neighbourhoods is under-researched.24  This failure to research endogamy and exogamy must be 

seen as a missed opportunity to add to our knowledge of the practices of local societies, in 

general, and the labouring poor, in particular.  To be able to identify where and when the poor 
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married is to be able to identify how far their own horizons stretched.  They chose to marry in a 

certain place at a certain time and, by exercising that choice, they provided a view of their own 

sense of belonging.  In today’s terms, they allowed us to see where their ‘comfort zones’ were 

and, for people who left few records of their own, that insight is particularly valuable. 

The sources to be used in this chapter are the Anglican marriage registers, both published and 

unpublished.  Historians have used these commonplace documents because of their range and 

accuracy.  Hardwicke’s Marriage Act required the ceremony to be performed in a parish where 

either the bride or groom lived, so both inter-parochial links and the level of endogamy can be 

analysed.  Since most weddings had to take place in an Anglican church, few were unrecorded.25  

Marriage horizons and aspects of migration can be established using the residence of the bride 

and groom.26  The dates of the marriages allow historians to analyse the seasonality of the 

marriages.27  Since these registers, described by Chambers as ‘the short and simple annals of the 

poor’,28 contain the marriages of all parishioners, they provide the opportunity for an analysis of 

a major life event of all sections of society, or what could be described as an inclusive, not 

exclusive, analysis. 

In Derby, the parish registers of St Werburgh and All Saints often record the grooms’ 

occupations.29  In Repton and Ticknall this information is only occasionally given, but it is 

recorded more often in Melbourne.  Marital status is also recorded in the registers enabling 

widows and widowers who remarried to be identified.  Marriage analysis is of importance to 

this study because the availability of kin nearby would affect the survival strategies of the 

labouring poor, as would the remarriage of widows and widowers, which is discussed in a later 

chapter.   

Seasonality of marriages 

Historians have acknowledged the importance of the patterns of seasonality in weddings in rural 

areas as responses to the seasonal demands of the agricultural calendar.30  Indeed, the patterns of 
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seasonality of weddings in rural areas can also pinpoint changes in the agricultural/industrial 

balance.  As Ann Kussmaul comments, ‘the seasonality of marriage can be made to reveal 

both the dominant patterns of work and, more important, the timing of changes in primary 

economic activities’.31  The latter point is of particular interest because any changes in economic 

activities will have a direct impact upon the lives of the labouring poor, and will affect their 

ability to survive the pressures of the period. 

It is obvious that people marry for a variety of reasons and their choice of time and place is 

subject to various constraints, some of which the historian naturally remains unaware.32  One of 

the known constraints may be religious since the dates of weddings were limited by periods in 

the church calendar.  The observance of Lent, Rogationtide and Advent may have reduced the 

number of marriages in March, April, May, June and December but Kussmaul finds that, at the 

end of seventeenth century, the influence of these religious impediments had declined.33  It is 

also possible, she notes, that the ending of hirings in agricultural areas also affected the timing 

of weddings.34  It was common for hirings to begin and end at Michaelmas and traditional for 

labourers to be hired at Michaelmas fairs like the annual Repton fair.  The ending of these 

contracts then left unmarried workers free to arrange their weddings in October.  During this 

period, the practice of annually hiring farm servants at Michaelmas was already in decline in 

parts of England35 and Kussmaul suggests that ‘the cycle of post-Michaelmas marriages reflects 

the changing incidence of service in husbandry’.36  Supporting evidence for that proposal is 

provided by data relating to population growth, the cost of living and relative prices, all of 

which are factors ‘most likely to have influenced the incidence of service’.37   
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David Cressy’s comparison of seasonality between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ world shows that, 

between 1540 and 1799, the monthly index of marriages38 had changed considerably in 

England.  Cressy shows that, in the period 1540-1599, a monthly index of 8 for March, the 

month affected by Lent, had risen to 60 by the later period of 1750-1799.  This, however, was 

still the lowest marriage figure of all the months in England.  The index for December, affected 

by Advent, in the earlier period was 41 but by the later period that had risen to 112 thus 

becoming one of the most popular months to marry during the period.39  This evidence seems to 

indicate that the religious objection to marriage during certain months was far less important 

than had been the case in the early modern period. 

One of the unknown determinants of the date of weddings is the effect of local belief and 

superstition.  Cressy quotes the saying, ‘if you marry in Lent you’ll live to repent’40 which, if 

believed, would affect the seasonal figures.  This would not necessarily be a religious objection 

but simply a superstitious one.  A similar saying is, ‘marry in May and you’ll rue the day’, one 

version of which is part of an old poem41 commenting on the advisability of marrying in 

different months of the year.42  The belief that May is an inauspicious month to marry has a long 

history43 and has been attributed to various sources but one often referenced is a connection to 

the writings of Ovid.44  The Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs translates Ovid thus, ‘if proverbs 

influence you, the common people say it is bad luck to marry in May’.45  The same dictionary 

entry also cites Poor Robin’s Almanack of 1675 which noted that ‘the proverb saies of all the 

moneths ‘tis worst to wed in May’.  George Monger’s observation of the frequent references to 

the belief in folklore led him to research monthly marriages in two Essex parishes for the period 

1568 to 1935.46  His results are not suggestive of any particular prejudice against marrying in 
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 The method of calculating the index of marriages would result in an index of 100 if the marriages were 

evenly distributed over the days of the year.  The formula is (Ti/T) / (Ni/365.25)100 where Ti is the number 
of marriages in month i, T is the number of marriages in the year and Ni is the number of days in the 
month i.  This method allows direct comparison between months which vary in the number of days and 
places which vary in the number of weddings. 

39
 David Cressy. "The Seasonality of Marriage in Old and New England." Journal of Interdisciplinary 

History 16, no. 1 (1985) pp.5-8. 

40
 David Cressy. "The Seasonality of Marriage in Old and New England", p.7. 

41
 Unfortunately I have been unable to trace the origins of this poem which is reproduced on the following 

page. 

42
 A Scottish version of this saying is ‘Marry in May and you’ll rue it for aye’.  Similar proverbs concerning 

the misfortune which May marriages bring are found in German, Latin, French, Italian and Czech culture.  
See Emanuel Strauss. Dictionary of European Proverbs. London: Routledge, 1994, p.875. 

43
 References are made to the superstitions surrounding May marriages in James Napier. Folklore or 

Superstitious Beliefs in the the West of Scotland within This Century. Paisley: Alex Gardner, 1879, pp.43-
45; Fess Checquy. "Marriages in May." The Scottish Antiquary, or, Northern Notes and Queries 9, no. 36 
(1895): 188; Edward Westermarck. The History of Human Marriage. London: Macmillan, 1921, p.567.   

44
 T.R. Glover. The Conflict of Religions in the Early Roman Empire. London: Methuen, 1918, p.16. 

45 F.P. Wilson [Ed]. The Oxford Dictionary of Proverbs. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970, p.516. 

46
 George Monger. ""To Marry in May": An Investigation of a Superstition." Folklore 105 (1994): 104-108. 
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May and he cites evidence from other studies to confirm his conclusions.47  However, he notes 

that such a prejudice is a possibility in Scotland and Northern Ireland.48  In addition to the 

possibility of the influence of custom based on similar beliefs, the strictness of individual 

incumbents interpreting church strictures could also affect the choice of date.  Other factors 

include sentiment and, in the case of Sarah Davidson of Melbourne who introduced this thesis, 

pregnancy.   

Married when the year is new, he'll be loving, kind and true. 

When February birds do mate, You wed nor dread your fate. 

If you wed when March winds blow, joy and sorrow both you'll know. 

Marry in April when you can, Joy for Maiden and for Man. 

Marry in the month of May, and you'll surely rue the day. 

Marry when June roses grow, over land and sea you'll go. 

Those who in July do wed, must labour for their daily bread. 

Whoever wed in August be, many a change is sure to see 

Marry in September's shrine, your living will be rich and fine. 

If in October you do marry, love will come but riches tarry. 

If you wed in bleak November, only joys will come, remember. 

When December snows fall fast, marry and true love will last.
49

 

 

Despite all the unknown factors, it is still possible to analyse the seasonal differences between 

the parishes and determine how similar the patterns for the rural areas are or, indeed, how 

dissimilar.  Understanding seasonal patterns helps to identify any changes in traditional 

agricultural practices in the parishes which, in turn, impact upon the employment of the 

labouring poor.  The pattern for the urban parishes could be assumed to be less dependent upon 

the agricultural demands but it is possible that old preferences still dominated.  The analysis of 

the three Derby parishes of St Peter, All Saints and St Werburgh should help to answer some of 

the questions posed in this chapter.  In this analysis of marriage registers,50 I have not used all 

the parish records as some marriages from other settlements are included in the registers as they 

are chapelries of the main settlement.51  Table 2.1 shows the decadal totals of parish weddings 

                                                           
47

 Leslie Bradley. "An Enquiry into Seasonality in Baptisms, Marriages and Burials. Part 1: Introduction, 

Methodology and Marriages." Local Population Studies 4 (1970): 21-40; W.G. Edwards. "Marriage 
Seasonality 1761-1810: An Assessment of Patterns in Seventeen Shropshire Parishes." In Population 
Studies from Parish Registers edited by Michael Drake. Matlock: Local Population Studies, 1982. 

48
 George Monger. ""To Marry in May": An Investigation of a Superstition", p.107. 

49
 Phil Kyprianou and Tracey Wheeler “Wedding Customs and Superstitions’, 

http:/www.weddings.co.uk/info/tradsupe.htm>[Last accessed 06.03.09.] 

50
 Parish registers of Repton, All Saints and St Werburgh 1755-1834 and the registers of Melbourne, 

Ticknall and St Peter are published in W. P. W. Phillimore, Derbyshire Parish Registers: Marriages. 
London: Phillimore [1907-1922] vols 4, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12. Melbourne parish marriage register 1813-1837 
D.R.O. D655 A/P1 3/4; Ticknall parish marriage register 1813-1837 D.R.O. D1396 A/P1 3/2; St Peter, 
Derby parish register 1813-1823 D.R.O. D1792/3/5; St Peter, Derby parish register 1824-1835 D1792/3/6. 

51
 For example in Repton during the period, Bretby was a chapelry and the marriages taking place at 

Bretby were recorded in the Repton register, however as I wish to focus on the social interaction between 
settlements, I have only included those marriages in which either the bride or groom resided in Repton.  
Similarly in St Peter, Derby the settlement of Normanton was a chapelry so not all marriages are used. 
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used in the study. 

Table 2.1 Number of weddings in each parish used for the study 

Date Melbourne Repton Ticknall All Saints St Peter St Werburgh 

1755-64 57 79 51 218 163 150 

1765-74 89 113 51 261 196 199 

1775-84 89 110 63 299 197 234 

1785-94 111 81 48 294 241 252 

1795-1804 137 112 54 302 302 349 

1805-14 162 92 80 361 397 448 

1815-24 120 108 93 398 548 600 

1825-34 137 152 107 388 752 690 

Total 902 847 547 2521 2796 2922 

Source: Parish registers of Melbourne, Repton, Ticknall, All Saints, St Peter, and St Werburgh.  

I have used two periods to analyse the results because the number of rural weddings would not 

allow a more detailed time frame.  Figures 2.1 and 2.2 below show the results of the first period 

analysis, 1755-1794.  

Figure 2.1 Index of urban marriages 1755-1794 

 

Source: Parish registers of All Saints Derby, St Peter Derby and St Werburgh, Derby 

 

 

 

 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May 
Jun
e 

July Aug 
Sep

t 
Oct Nov Dec 

All Saints 107 140 81 104 108 85 104 79 116 97 90 101 

St Peter 99 110 75 102 118 104 87 93 84 107 98 121 

St Werburgh 84 94 70 121 108 88 103 96 104 107 116 108 

0 

50 

100 

150 

200 

250 



74 
 

Figure 2.2 Index of rural marriage 1755-1794 

 

Source: Parish registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

It appears from these results that the urban parishes had a more even distribution of weddings 

over the year.  There were similarities in all three Derby parishes and the month of March was 

unpopular throughout this period.  That may be related to the period of Lent but February, 

affected to a lesser extent by Lent, was not particularly unpopular and, indeed, the highest urban 

figure recorded in this period was for the parish of All Saints in February.52   

The rural patterns were different from the urban parishes.  The autumn weddings were the most 

popular, with October having the highest total in all three parishes.  Despite the increasing 

importance of manufacturing in the parishes, the agricultural impetus still maintained its 

importance.  As with the urban parishes, the month of March was unpopular but February was 

not.  In contrast to parishes in Shropshire, where it was the most popular month in the year to be 

married, the month of May was unpopular in the rural Derbyshire parishes.53  Ticknall has an 

interesting pattern as November, February and July were all popular months for weddings.  The 

July weddings in Ticknall were surprisingly high in comparison to the other rural parishes.  As 

July was a busy month in the agricultural year, it was not common to have many weddings 

taking place at that time.  Why Ticknall, which was shown in Chapter One to be more 

dependent upon agriculture than either of the other two rural parishes, should have had more 

weddings taking place during July is not clear.  It may be statistical, and the result of the smaller 

number of weddings, 212, during the 40-year period in comparison to 348 taking place in 

Melbourne and 384 taking place in Repton.  A closer look at the records for Ticknall shows that 
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 This low March figures agrees with the findings of W.J. Edwards who found that, “the main impact of 

ecclesiastical prohibition was concentrated in March.” W.G. Edwards. "Marriage Seasonality 1761-1810: 
An Assessment of Patterns in Seventeen Shropshire Parishes." In Population Studies from Parish 
Registers edited by Michael Drake. Matlock: Local Population Studies, 1982, p.24. 
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 W.G. Edwards. "Marriage Seasonality 1761-1810”, p.25. 
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of the 19 July marriages, six took place in the two years 1783 and 1784.  This bulge would 

account for the higher index recorded but the reason for the choice of July is unknown. 54  It is 

valuable to compare these south Derbyshire results with those published by Wrigley and 

Schofield for a similar period.  Their results are shown in Figure 2.3. 

Figure 2.3 Monthly indexes of marriages of 404 parishes as analysed by Wrigley and 

Schofield for the period 1750-179955 

 

Source: Data extracted from Table 8.5: Monthly indexes of marriages by half-century, E.A. Wrigley and R.S. 
Schofield The Population History of England, 1541-1871: A Reconstruction. 

The October peak seems more pronounced in the rural parishes of south Derbyshire than in the 

parishes used in The Population History of England.  December marriages were also more 

popular in south Derbyshire, but the unpopularity of the summer months and March was 

similar.  It seems that the tradition of marrying in the winter months, when hirings ended and 

the work was not so demanding, retained its importance in the south Derbyshire parishes.   

Comparing these results with those of Andy Wood in the Peak District may be useful as he 

analysed the north Derbyshire parishes of Youlgreave, Wirksworth and Eyam.  He recorded the 
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 If this spike had been in evidence in another parish, I would suggest that it could be connected to an 

event which took place in 1783 and sparked rare weather conditions.  As in 2010, a volcanic eruption in 
Iceland had repercussions throughout Europe.  Laki erupted on June 8

th
 1783 and lasted until February 

1784.  A vast cloud was produced which travelled across Europe and caused ‘hot dry fog’ in the very hot 
summer of 1783 which was noted for drought and severe thunderstorms causing crop failure in some 
places.  John Gratton and Mark Brayshay note that Derbyshire was one of the areas affected by the 
storms in that hot summer.  It is always possible that an early harvest was the result of this hot weather 
and so enabled workers to marry earlier than usual.  I am indebted to A/Professor Susan Broomhall for 
mentioning the eruption.  See John Grattan and Mark Brayshay. "An Amazing and Portentous Summer: 
Environmental and Social Responses in Britain to the 1783 Eruption of an Iceland Volcano." The 
Geographical Journal 161, no. 2 (1995): 125-134; Richard B. Stothers. "The Great Dry Fog of 1783." 
Climatic Change 32 (1996): 78-89. 

55
 E.A. Wrigley and R.S. Schofield. The Population History of England, 1541-1871: A Reconstruction. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981.  
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percentages of marriages taking place each month from 1560 to 1770.56  Using his results for the 

period 1740-1770, I have produced Figure 2.4 below.  Wood’s figures are expressed as 

percentages so I have calculated my data in Figure 2.5 the same way.   

Figure 2.4 Percentage of monthly marriages in Peak parishes 

 

Source: Data extracted from Table 4.1 Seasonality of marriage in three parishes Andy Wood, The Politics of 
Social Conflict: The Peak Country 1520-1770. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999 p.95 

Figure 2.5 Percentage of marriages monthly in Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

 

Source: Parish registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

The Peak parishes had a fairly even spread of marriages and did not conform to the pattern of 

arable farming areas where most weddings took place in the late autumn months, nor did they 

conform to pastoral areas where many weddings took place following the lambing season.57   
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 Andy Wood. The Politics of Social Conflict: The Peak Country 1520-1770. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1999, pp.94-95. 
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In contrast to Derbyshire’s northern parishes, the analysis of the marriages which took place in 

Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall, Figure 2.5, indicates that the seasonal pattern associated with 

areas of arable agriculture still dominated.  Despite the increasing amount of trade in the 

villages and the proliferation of framework knitting in Melbourne, the pattern shows that 

October weddings, commonly associated with arable areas and agricultural labour, were still the 

most popular for all parishioners.  The influence of nearby Derby with its more even seasonal 

spread of weddings had not affected the rural area in the south.  The parishes in the north of the 

county showed a similar pattern to the urban area and, by doing so, emphasised the difference 

between northern parishes and those in the south of the county.  Labouring people in the 

parishes of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall still chose to marry in the late autumn and avoided 

spring and summer weddings.  As March was the least favourite of all the months, it indicates 

that the Lenten period was still avoided by couples marrying at the end of the eighteenth 

century, but a similar avoidance of Advent was not shown in these data.  Is it too fanciful to 

propose that the proverb associated with Lenten marriages was influential in these parishes?  

Similarly, does the avoidance of May support the view that the labouring poor and other classes 

in south Derbyshire at the end of the eighteenth century were superstitious in their choice of 

times to marry?  Unfortunately, there is no other evidence to support this notion, but it seems 

that unidentified factors were acting upon the marriage choices made by couples in these 

parishes at this time. 

The results of the analysis for the period 1795-1834 are shown in Figures 2.6 and 2.7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
57 Andy Wood. The Politics of Social Conflict, p.95. 
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Figure 2.6 Monthly index of urban marriages 1795-1834 

 

Source: Marriage registers of All Saints Derby, St Peter Derby and St Werburgh, Derby 

Figure 2.7 Monthly index of rural marriages 1795-1834 

 

Source: Marriage registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

The urban pattern differed from the rural one, with weddings distributed more evenly 

throughout the year.  December was increasingly important in the marriage distribution.  It was 

particularly noticeable in Repton, where December rivalled October as the most popular choice.  

It is tempting to investigate the changing attendance of communicants in the parish churches 

during this period58 to aid the discussion about religious conventions and the timing of 
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 In his thesis on the church in Derbyshire during the period 1772-1832 Reverend M.R. Austin recorded 

the number of communicants in Derbyshire at various points in time.  His analysis shows that the number 
of communicants remained stable in Repton but declined in both Melbourne and Ticknall between 1772 
and 1824.  Austin did not suggest any reasons for the change but I suggest that the difference between 
the parishes may be due to the different social structure of the parishes.  In Repton there were more 
families of a higher social group than in either of the other two parishes and they may have been more 
constant in their devotions than the poorer members of the other parish congregations.  It is also true, as 
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marriages, but that, although interesting, would not be relevant.  Since the incumbent decided 

whether a marriage took place in the church, any change in the observance of religious 

impediments probably reflected the attitude of the clergy and not the parishioners.  In contrast, 

January became less popular in both urban and rural parishes and became the least popular 

month for weddings in the urban parishes.   

The analysis for the second period shows that there was a fall in the number of marriages taking 

place in October in Repton, and a rise in the number taking place in November and December.  

This seems to indicate the lessening importance of October, possibly as a result of the changes 

in hiring practice locally.  Of the summer months, June alone shows an increase in the number 

of marriages.  Ticknall was different, with a rise in the number of April weddings and a fall over 

all the late autumn months.  The high number of April weddings was not reflected elsewhere.  

For comparison, I have used Wrigley and Schofield’s results to produce Figure 2.8 below. 

Figure 2.8 Monthly indexes of marriages of 404 parishes analysed by Wrigley and 

Schofield for the period 1800-1834 

 

Source Data extracted from Table 8.5: Monthly indexes of marriages by half-century, E.A. Wrigley and R.S. 

Schofield The Population History of England, 1541-1871: A Reconstruction.  

The south Derbyshire rural settlements retained a higher October peak and, with the exception 

of Ticknall, showed higher November and December figures.  They still exhibited a reluctance 

to marry in May which contrasts with the Wrigley and Schofield data, but they shared the same 

dislike of January, March, July, August and September weddings.   

                                                                                                                                                                          
noted in Austin’s study, that the poor were not provided with sufficient church accommodation in 
Derbyshire generally, with only 15% of church pews being free for the use of the poor, so I would also 
argue that they probably felt alienated from the parish churches.  Reverend M.R. Austin. "The Church of 
England in the County of Derbyshire 1772-1832." Unpublished PhD thesis, University of London, 1969. 
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I have noted the occupations of those who married in Melbourne in the late autumn.  The 

number of occupations given is small in comparison to the urban parishes of All Saints and St 

Werburgh but it is, I believe, valuable to draw some conclusions based on the records available.  

During the period 1755-1794,59 nineteen October marriages were recorded which included the 

groom’s occupation.  From these, only four labourers, two husbandmen, one farmer and two 

woolcombers were presumably directly involved in agriculture, with one blacksmith whose 

work may have been more intensive during the busier periods of the agricultural calendar.  Of 

the rest of the weddings, the groom was not directly involved in the demands of the farming 

industry.  So it seems that only half of the grooms were working men whose lives were 

regulated by the farming year. 

In Melbourne, a total of 32 labourers were married in the period 1755-1794, and exactly half of 

these weddings took place in the period September to December (inclusive).  The rest of the 

weddings were distributed through the other eight months with only June having no weddings 

from this group.  May, July and August each had three labourers’ weddings.  Those labourers 

who married in the summer may have been employed in the stone quarries or elsewhere, whilst 

those who married in the autumn could have been agricultural labourers.  The occupations 

recorded were not detailed enough for any more accurate analysis.  However, there were 18 

farmers recorded during the period 1755-1785, and only one of those married in October.  Three 

married in November and none in December or September.  February saw four farmers’ 

weddings and the others were shared fairly evenly but both July and August each had two 

weddings.  Using this admittedly scanty evidence, it seems that, if October and late autumn 

weddings retained their popularity, it was not necessarily those directly employed in agriculture 

who were involved.   

This analysis of the seasonal distribution of weddings seems to show that, despite the increasing 

importance of manufacturing in the rural parishes, the traditional October peak still occurred.  

The tendency for weddings to take place in the less demanding time of the agricultural year can 

be seen in the rural data.  The contrast with both the urban parishes of Derby and the mining 

parishes of the north of the county is clearly illustrated.  These southern rural parishes, although 

becoming more industrialised, were still comparatively constant in their practices with an 

adherence to an October and late autumn wedding tradition, the reason for which was less 

compelling but the echo of which still reverberated in the agrarian lowlands.  The constraints 

imposed by agricultural labour are readily recognised, but the constraints other employment 

imposed upon labourers are less obvious.  It is possible that non-agricultural labourers were 

limited in their ability to marry at certain times in the year, and that is one of the unknown 

factors influencing the seasonality of these weddings.  The similarity between the results of the 
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 This was the period when most occupations were recorded. 
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rural parishes seems to suggest a common culture with regard to the seasonality of weddings in 

Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall, despite differences in their economic development.   

Urban and rural endogamy 

Studying the seasonality of marriages can provide evidence of the timing of changes, the 

continuing importance of the agricultural calendar and illustrate the differences in social 

practices between different settlements.  However, examining the endogamy of the settlements 

can allow further analysis of the links between the rural and urban parishes.  Using recorded 

marriages as evidence of social links between settlements is, I believe, a valuable exercise.  As 

one historian pithily comments, ‘marriage is not commonly undertaken without regular and 

frequent meeting of the two parties during several months of courtship’.60  Thus, these 

individual marriages can provide evidence of frequent contact between all classes in the 

different parishes, and can indicate the level of social links.  It also allows me to explore any 

differences between villagers in parishes which differ in their dependence on agriculture or 

manufacturing.   

Snell analysed data from Derbyshire as part of a much larger study he undertook examining the 

degree of endogamy, which he defined as marriage with both partners residing in the same 

parish, during the period 1700-1837.61  A total of 1395 rural Derbyshire marriages which took 

place during the period 1700-1837 were analysed.  As Snell comments in his article, there are 

few studies of this aspect of marriage during the period, so the findings of my research will 

inevitably rely upon comparisons with that which he produced.  Some studies have been 

undertaken, but they are generally related to a later period.62  Snell finds that, contrary to 

expectations, the amount of endogamy did not fall dramatically during the period.63  It seems 

reasonable to expect that the increase in communication, growing mobility of the working 

population and growing urbanisation would all increase the likelihood of marriages occurring 

between residents of different settlements.  However, Snell’s results show that this was not the 

case.  Snell links his findings to the earlier studies of Perry, Constant and Peel and finds that ‘it 
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 P. J. Perry. "Working-Class Isolation and Mobility in Rural Dorset, 1837-1936: A Study of Marriage 

Distances." Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, no. 46 (1969): 121-141, pp.122-123. 

61
 K.D.M. Snell. "English Rural Societies and Geographical Marital Endogamy, 1700-1837." The Economic 

History Review 55, no. 2 (2002): 262-298. The Derbyshire parishes chosen for his study were Breadsall, 
Elvaston, Kedleston, Morley and Smalley. These parishes were all situated in closer proximity to Derby 
than those used in this study and, of those parishes, only one was south of Derby but still located farther 
north than Melbourne, Repton or Ticknall.   

62
 P. J. Perry. "Working-Class Isolation and Mobility in Rural Dorset, 1837-1936; A. Constant. "The 

Geographical Background of Inter-Village Population Movements in Northamptonshire and 
Huntingdonshire 1754-1943."; R. F. Peel. "Local Intermarriage and the Stability of Rural Population in the 
English Midlands." Geography 27 (1942): 22-30. 

63
 K.D.M. Snell. "English Rural Societies”, pp.273-277. 
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therefore seems that rural endogamy peaked in the most adverse period of rural living standards: 

from about 1770 to 1840’.64 

Snell shows that, for the parishes in his study, the amount of endogamy increased during the 

period.  He identifies several factors which had a bearing upon the degree of endogamy, the two 

most important of which were population size and population density.65  These factors were 

positively associated with endogamy.  As the population increased, so did the chances of 

meeting a partner locally.  This would have been of importance in the parishes in this study 

because they were all increasing in population.  Another factor Snell notes which has a positive 

association with endogamy was the ‘proportions of families engaged in trade’.66  Figure 2.9 

below represents Snell’s findings for all of the parishes in his study.   

Figure 2.9 Endogamous marriages as percentage of all marriages 1700-1830 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Figure 3 K.D.M. Snell, "English Rural Societies and Geographical Marital Endogamy, 1700-1837." The 
Economic History Review 55, no. 2 (2002): 262-298 reprinted with permission from Wiley-Blackwell 

The results of the rural parishes in this study for the period 1755-1834 are shown in Figure 2.10 

below. 
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 K.D.M. Snell. "English Rural Societies”, p.288. 
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 K.D.M. Snell. "English Rural Societies”, p.279. 
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Figure 2.10 Rural endogamy as a percentage of all marriages, 1755-1834, 

 

Source: Parish registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

It appears that our south Derbyshire parishes neither behaved in the same way as each other, nor 

as those in Snell’s study.  Melbourne had a very high rate of endogamy which seemed to be 

rising towards the end of the period following a small fall.  Repton’s endogamy rate was falling 

throughout the majority of the period, despite a rising population which has been shown to have 

a positive association with rising rates of endogamy.  Ticknall also exhibited a falling 

percentage of endogamy mirroring that of Repton despite a rising population.  These three 

parishes exhibited an initial rise to circa 1780 as did those in Snell’s study, but then began a 

steady fall which continued in Repton and Ticknall but recovered in Melbourne.  The parishes 

of Repton and Ticknall contrast also with a rural parish study conducted by Alan Hunter who 

finds that endogamy increased from 65% to 78% over the same period.67 

Snell makes the point that, of all the counties he studied, some of the Derbyshire and Lancashire 

parishes had the lowest rates of endogamy relative to population.68  These counties were more 

industrialized and had higher wages than counties in the south of England and farm service was 

still important.  As Snell states, ‘high endogamy appears to be linked to the decline of service 

(an institution that had structured high youth mobility), relatively stagnant labour markets, low 

wages, high structural and seasonal unemployment’.69  It therefore follows that exhibiting low 

endogamy would indicate a less hostile economic environment for the local population. 
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 Alan Hunter. "Marriage Horizons and Seasonality: A Comparison." Local Population Studies 35 (1985): 
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It seems that the two settlements most dependent upon agriculture were those which showed 

falling rates of endogamy, and the one settlement most dependent upon manufacturing showed a 

constantly high rate of endogamy.  As manufacturing in Melbourne was mainly related to the 

production of textiles, is it likely that the marriage partners were chosen from those most likely 

to understand the nature of the employment i.e. those who lived in the same community?  Even 

if partners were not deliberately sought from the same occupational group, it may be that they 

were sought amongst those with a knowledge and understanding of the demands of the process.  

The Melbourne pattern of endogamy confirms the positive association with trade that Snell 

identified.  Although the number of families engaged in trade was rising in Ticknall and Repton 

they, unlike Melbourne, had perhaps not reached a level which would make a difference to the 

level of endogamy.  The number of agricultural workers, whose employment meant a less 

settled life, may have also had an effect upon the level of endogamy in the parishes of Repton 

and Ticknall as they moved to other parishes to work and met more people.   

Other studies of endogamy have identified various factors which had an effect upon marriage 

distances.  In his study of four Northamptonshire parishes, where he finds ‘a high degree of 

rural isolation prior to the nineteenth century and a very restricted range of intermarriage’,70 

Peel identifies the impact of the railway on rural marriage patterns.71  The railway’s impact is 

also noted by Constant who analysed data from five East Midland parishes.72  Constant finds 

that the distance between marriage partners was four miles in the valley parishes, and two miles 

in the upland parishes.  A footnote in this study comments on the importance of ‘regional 

topography in controlling movement’,73 which is of importance in this Derbyshire study and is 

discussed later in this chapter.  Jeremy Millard’s study of six Buckinghamshire parishes, 

although focussed upon methodology, highlights a period between 1794 and 1833 which 

seemed to show a ‘lowering of marriage distances’.74  Although no firm conclusions were 

drawn, Millard suggests that wage rates and the poor law may have been important factors in his 

findings.  It seems from these studies that economic factors, improved communications and 

topography were likely to affect the distance between marriage partners. 

All of the above studies used data from all classes, but one study of 27 Dorsetshire parishes for 

the period 1837-1936 focuses on the labouring poor.  P.J. Perry was able to exclude data from 
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other social groups because occupations were recorded.  He notes a falling rate of endogamy 

after 1886 when, from a previously high level of approximately 75% intra-parochial marriages, 

this dropped to ‘little more than half’.75  This change was attributed to various factors including, 

amongst others, increasing literacy, changing population size, improving living standards and 

the coming of the railway.  It appears that similar economic factors and changing 

communications acted upon both the labouring poor in Perry’s study, and the whole of society 

in the previous studies.   

The analysis of the urban parishes, Figure 2.11 below, may highlight any differences or 

similarities between Derby and the rural parishes.   

Figure 2.11 Urban endogamy as a percentage of all marriages 

 

Source: Marriage registers of All Saints Derby, St Peter Derby and St Werburgh Derby 

Figure 2.11 shows the rising rate of endogamy in the urban parishes.  From 1755 the number 

marrying a partner from the same parish increased steadily.  The population was rising and it 

seems that this widened the choice for those wishing to marry.  There was, however, a slight fall 

at the end of the period in both All Saints and St Werburgh but whether this fall continued post-

1834 is unknown.  Could it be that the town was broadening its links with other areas towards 

the Victorian period?  Unfortunately, that is beyond the scope of this thesis but perhaps what we 

observe in the decade beginning 1825 is the birth of expanding horizons in the growing town. 

Marriage horizons in Derby, Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

One of the central points of this chapter is to determine how extensive the links were between 

the labouring poor of these settlements and the county town, so I have analysed the parish of 

residence of the marriage partners.  Clare Townsend analysed both St Werburgh’s and All 
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Saints’ marriage registers as part of her study of social and economic links in the East Midlands 

in the period 1700-1830.  The county towns of Derby, Leicester and Nottingham were studied 

for migrational links and the results of part of her analysis are shown in Figure 2.12. 

Figure 2.12 The proportion of marriage partners in the East Midlands  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Reprinted from Fig 2. Clare Townsend, "County Versus Region?  Migrational Connections in the East 

Midlands, 1700-1830." Journal of Historical Geography 32 (2006): 291-312, p.299 with permission from Elsevier 

Townsend found that a significant proportion of the marriage partners in Derby, approximately 

30% shown in Figure 2.12, came from the same town and a further 50% approximately came 

from Derbyshire.  Townsend observes that the links shown between Derby and the West 

Midlands, mainly Staffordshire, were almost as significant as those shown between Derby and 

the East Midlands.76  She further notes that the majority of marriage partners who came from 

outside Derby originated in the northern counties.77  My results, (Figures 2.13, 2.14 and 2.15 

below), are based over a shorter period and use records from an additional Derby parish.78   
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Figure 2.13 All Saints’ marriage horizons, Derby 1755-183479 

 

Source: Parish register All Saints Derby 

Figure 2.14 St Werburgh’s Marriage horizons, Derby 1755-1834 

 

Source: Parish register St Werburgh Derby 
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Figure 2.15 St Peter’s marriage horizons, Derby 1755-1834 

 

Source: Parish register St Peter Derby 

Interestingly, all three of the parishes show that less than 80% of marriages were between 

partners in Derby or Derbyshire, whereas Townsend’s results show clearly over 80% of such 

marriages.  As the additional parish used in this research is remarkably similar in its results to 

one of those Townsend used and the third parish shows a lower figure still, this must indicate 

that the later part of the period used in this study saw a change in Derby towards greater contact 

with other counties.  This perhaps supports the tentative suggestion that the period from 1825 

was the critical time for growth in contacts in Derby. 

It seems that the central parish of All Saints had the most contacts outside Derby and 

Derbyshire.  Since the parish was the heart of the old town and the old established trading 

centre, that is not unexpected.  The analysis appears to show a fairly limited range of contact 

with other counties in the Midlands area, and a limited amount of contact with southern 

counties, with the exception of London and Middlesex.  Where the occupation of these London 

and Middlesex contacts is known there is no common thread, although four of these marriage 

partners were described as gentlemen and the others range between merchants, tradesmen and 

professionals.  This seems to confirm the view that the majority of long distance migration, and 

presumably social contacts, occurred within a higher social group.80  

The analysis of the rural parishes shows a slightly different pattern as Figures 2.16, 2.17 and 

2.18 illustrate. 
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Figure 2.16 Melbourne’s marriage horizons, 1755-1834 

 

Source: Melbourne parish marriage registers  

Figure 2.17 Ticknall’s marriage horizons, 1755-1834 

 

Source: Ticknall parish marriage registers 
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Figure 2.18 Repton’s marriage horizons, 1755-1834 

 

Source: Repton parish marriage registers 

The large percentage of marriages between inhabitants of Melbourne and residents of 

Leicestershire may seem surprising but, as Melbourne shares a border with Leicestershire, it 

seems to illustrate the irrelevance of county boundaries and the importance of proximity for 

social relationships.  It may also be due to the extent of textile manufacture in Leicestershire and 

the occupational links established between textile centres.  The relatively large percentage of 

partners from Nottinghamshire possibly reflects the textile industry’s dominance there and 

subsequent occupational links between the two areas. 

In contrast to these findings, Charles Phythian-Adams discussed the limited cross-boundary 

marriage horizons between Leicestershire and Warwickshire.  Despite similar topography, the 

parishes in a small area were shown to adhere to county divisions in the period 1771-1841.81  

However, as reported elsewhere, shire boundaries have not proved to be barriers in Derbyshire 

and southern Nottinghamshire.82  It seems that the south Derbyshire and west Leicestershire 

boundary is similarly unrecognised in marriage horizons.  The similarity of the topography may 

be an important aspect of this lack of a barrier.83   

An analysis of Ticknall’s marriage horizons shows a far greater proportion of Derbyshire 

partners and a correspondingly smaller proportion of Leicestershire partners, probably reflecting 

its smaller border with Leicestershire.  However, the combined Leicestershire and Derbyshire 
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percentages are almost the same as those of Melbourne.  The percentage of marriage partners 

from further afield is exactly the same in both settlements.   

Repton’s connections with Burton-upon-Trent’s brewing industries and the proximity of 

Staffordshire’s border can be seen by the larger number of marriage contacts with Staffordshire.  

Of the Staffordshire partners, over half came from Burton-upon-Trent itself, emphasising the 

social links between the two places and again illustrating the irrelevance of county borders.  It 

could also reflect the attraction of an urban area to those living in nearby rural settlements 

especially where direct roads exist between the two places.84  Looking closer at Repton’s 

Derbyshire contacts, only 4% of marriage partners came from Melbourne.  A further 12% came 

from Ticknall, and another 12% came from Bretby, which was a chapelry of Repton and a short 

walk away.  This seems to emphasise the close contacts between the local settlements, in 

particular Repton and the village of Ticknall and the hamlet of Bretby. 

In Ticknall, 21% of its Derbyshire marriage partners were Repton residents, the majority of 

whom were grooms.  A further 12% of marriage partners were residents of Melbourne, only one 

of whom was female.  The closeness of the links between Ticknall and Repton are further 

emphasised by this evidence.  Could these two settlements, which were both dependent on 

agriculture to a greater degree than Melbourne, be said to be part of a neighbourhood with the 

implication of support and common interests? 

Melbourne had few contacts with Repton, only 2% of the Derbyshire marriage partners, but 

15% of partners were from the parish of Ticknall.  The nearby Leicestershire parish of Castle 

Donington had the largest number of marriage partners with 35% of all Leicestershire partners 

recorded as residents of that parish.  Once again, Ticknall seemed to provide a significant 

number of marriage partners.  This may show the nomadic nature of agricultural employment 

with workers travelling from Ticknall to nearby settlements and establishing relationships 

within the parish.  It may also indicate the lack of employment opportunities for the labouring 

poor in Ticknall. 

What of contacts with the county town?  In Repton, 7% of the Derbyshire contacts were with 

Derby.  The figure for both Ticknall and Melbourne was 8%.  It can hardly be claimed that 

extensive social links existed between the south Derbyshire parishes and the county town but 

some links existed.  As the numbers of the marriages are small, it is not possible to determine if 

the links changed over time.  What of the marriages which took place in the Derby parishes?  

Over the whole of the period, only six grooms and six brides from Melbourne were married in 

the Derby parishes.  Ticknall provided six grooms and two brides.  Repton supplied 13 grooms 

and three brides.  If a pull factor existed towards the county town with its opportunities for 
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employment and market for produce, it was not strongly felt by the southern parishes in this 

study.  Or, if such an attraction did exist, those who went to Derby to gain employment or 

practise their trades did not stay to marry there.   

This analysis suggests that social links existed through marriage between Derby and other 

counties but those links were not extensive.  Few marriages took place between a partner from 

Derby and one from Melbourne, Repton or Ticknall.  In the rural parishes marriages took place 

commonly between local residents and those from neighbouring counties, once again 

emphasising the lack of awareness of, or perceived restriction because of, county boundaries.   

Marriage distances for Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall85 

Of importance for this study is the actual location of kinship groups, as this was an important 

aspect of the survival strategies of the poor.  Indeed, it has been shown that those who applied 

for poor relief early and stayed on poor relief for longer periods were those without relatives.86  

By analysing the marriage horizons of the rural parishes it should be possible to see how 

accessible kinship groups were to those marrying during the period.  It could be argued that, 

even if people moved from their parish of origin when they married, by marrying close to the 

home parish they ensured that kin were still able to support each other in times of need.  The 

short-distance nature of migration during the period has regularly been documented,87 and is 

clearly evident in these rural parishes. 

A range of methods were considered for determining the distance between the parishes and the 

simplest one was selected.  Concentric circles were drawn on a map; the dimensions of which 

equated to a radius of five miles and a radius of ten miles.  The circles were centred upon the 

individual settlements.  This simple method to determine distance also helps to ensure that the 

geographical location of the parishes was borne in mind.  As one historian noted, ‘relating the 

numbers of marriage contacts back to maps ... is a useful reminder that the data being 

manipulated are, in fact, derived from a particular locality’.88  One major problem, when 

calculating marriage distances without considering the topography of the area, is the likelihood 

of ignoring basic barriers to movement.  It is unrealistic to calculate a distance of four miles 

from one settlement to another and assume a short one-hour walk, without considering the river 
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which lies between the two locations and the need to walk first to a bridge, ferry or ford.  I 

therefore took into consideration the position of river crossings.89  

Table 2.2 Approximate distance to the parish of extra-parochial partners90 

Settlement Under five miles Between five and ten 

miles 

Over ten miles 

Melbourne 47% 21% 32% 

Repton 55% 24% 21% 

Ticknall 63% 22% 15% 

Source: Parish registers of marriages in Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

Immediately it can be seen that there are differences between the rural parishes.  The reason for 

the differences is less obvious.  The larger the settlement is, the larger the number of more 

distant horizons, but with only three parishes studied that could be coincidence.  The settlement 

most dependent upon agriculture, Ticknall, is the one with the most restricted horizons and, the 

corollary of this, the most accessible kinship groups.  However, both Ticknall and Repton have 

falling rates of endogamy but do not extend their marriage horizons.  They increasingly marry 

outsiders but choose partners close to the home parish.  The parish with the greatest degree of 

endogamy, Melbourne, is the one with the most extensive horizons and is also the one most 

dependent upon manufacture.  Despite this, even Melbourne has at least two-thirds of its newly-

weds marrying within a relatively easy walk of the parish of origin of the incoming partner.   

One aspect of the marriage horizons which was of interest to me, was to consider the presence 

of the River Trent, a major barrier to movement locally.  Bridges existed at three relatively local 

settlements, Burton-upon-Trent, Willington and Swarkestone, so crossing points were nearby.  

Similarly, ferries were probably found at Weston-upon-Trent and Twyford and a ford at 

Barrow-upon-Trent.91  However, Ann Mitson has shown that the River Trent was a barrier to 
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marriage horizons.92  In order to determine if the river was a similar barrier in this area, the 

number of wedding contacts in the parishes less than ten miles distant was examined.  The 

choice of ten miles was made as I considered it to be the most reasonable maximum walking 

distance.93  An approximate area to the north and south of the Trent has been given, as it would 

have a bearing upon the interpretation of any results.94  Using the River Trent as a northern 

barrier and counting the crossing points of Burton-upon-Trent, Willington and Swarkestone as 

easily accessible and counted in the numbers for the contacts south of the Trent, the results seem 

to point to an agreement with Mitson. 

 Table 2.3 Contacts north and south of the River Trent 

Settlement Approximate 

catchment area in 

the south 

Contacts south of the 

river under ten miles 

approximately 

Contacts north of the 

river under ten miles 

approximately 

Melbourne 70% 86% 14% 

Repton 40% 74% 26% 

Ticknall 65% 84% 16% 

Source: Parish registers of marriages in Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

Overwhelmingly, the marriage horizons were limited to those settlements south of the River 

Trent.  Despite bridges to the northern banks, the choice of marriage partners was made from 

those parishes in the immediate proximity which were located to the south of the river.  

Repton’s proximity to Willington and its bridge, 1.4 miles, could have been influential in the 

larger number of Repton contacts to the north of the river, but Melbourne’s proximity to 

Swarkestone, 2.6 miles, did not seem to have made a similar impact.  The larger percentage of 

northern contacts in Repton is more likely a reflection of the larger percentage of catchment 

area in the north but, even so, these contacts are far fewer than would be expected.   

Figure 2.19 shows the intersecting circles of contacts less than five miles from each village.95  
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This map has been included to show how the most common marriage horizons of each village 

overlap to reveal a locality of marriage contacts, especially south of the River Trent. 

Figure 2.19 Area of most common marriage horizons of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: AA Road Atlas of Great Britain 2011 with kind permission of AA publishing.
96 

This analysis suggests that further exploration would be valuable.  Were those parishes closer to 

the River Trent affected by the tendency to find partners to the south?  Unfortunately, that is 

beyond the scope of this research which wished to identify the extent of the social links of the 

labouring poor, and employed the simplest analytical techniques to identify any bias.  The 

results suggest that the majority of people, who did not marry intra-parochially, married 

someone from a relatively close parish, and that parish was likely to be south of the River Trent.   

Who were the ‘movers’ in Derby, Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall? 

It is difficult to say exactly who the ‘movers’ were in the parishes in terms of social status as 

there is little occupation evidence in the rural registers.  At Melbourne between 1756 and 1789 

the occupations of only 20 outsider-grooms were recorded.  One plumber/glazier, one 

waterman, one bleacher, one bricklayer, one carpenter, one framework knitter, one staymaker 
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and one servant all married during the period as outsiders.  The others were two blacksmiths, 

three labourers and seven farmers.  Only one of the farmers was not from a relatively local 

parish, so this over-representation of farmers in the records seems only to emphasise the amount 

of farming in the immediate area and the need for farmers to find a bride in a more populated 

area.   

It may be more productive when trying to identify the ‘movers’ to consider the gender of those 

who married as outsiders in the parishes.  Figures 2.19 and 2.20 show the percentage of those 

who married as outsiders in the local parish churches.  The figures are calculated as a 

percentage of the total number of weddings.  Note that the scale is different in the graphs. 

Figure 2.20 Bride-as-outsider rural marriages 

 

Source: Parish marriage registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall  

Brides marrying as outsiders in the rural areas were fewer than grooms (Figure 2.21) but, in 

Repton and Ticknall, peaked in the period 1795-1804 when 14% in Repton and 11% in Ticknall 

married in the parish churches.  This peak was not matched in Melbourne which had a lower 

figure of bride-as-outsiders throughout the period.   
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Figure 2.21 Groom-as-outsider rural marriages 

 

Source: Parish marriage registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall  

Figures 2.20 and 2.21 above show that, in both Repton and Ticknall, the number of outsider-

grooms was increasing.  However, in Melbourne, the number of outsider-grooms was always 

much lower than in either of the other two parishes.  Studies have shown that marrying a local 

woman was one of the ways in which male outsiders could be accepted into a community.97  

Since the woman took the settlement of her husband upon marriage, the incoming male would 

not be a burden upon the local poor relief system until, or unless, he gained a settlement there.  

The marriage would relieve pressure on the poor relief system by removing the woman from the 

parish burden.  This transference of belonging may also be a factor in the woman’s choice of a 

partner from a nearby village since she would, even if removed from the parish, be in close 

proximity to any family and would not be in an unfamiliar location.  

The ratio of male to female outsider marriages also changed over time.  In Ticknall, the ratio of 

male to female as outsider marriage partners began at almost 5:1 in the first decade of the study 

and ended at 44:1 by the decade ending 1834.  The ratio did vary over time but was gradually 

changing with fewer females marrying into the parishes.  The ratio in Melbourne began at 2:1 

male to female and ended at approximately 6:1 in favour of males.  This drop in the number of 

bride-as-outsider marriages agrees with Snell’s research where he found that, ‘it was becoming 

less and less common to find ‘bride-as-outsider’ marriages’.98  Repton’s figures show far less 
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change than the other two parishes.  The ratio ended at the same approximately 4:1 figure in 

favour of males but did vary over time.  The common practice of marrying in the parish of the 

bride was in evidence in these rural parishes as Table 2.4 below shows.   

Table 2.4 The ratio of male to female outsider marriages in the rural parishes.99 

Date Melbourne 

Male:Female 

Repton 

Male:Female 

Ticknall 

Male:Female 

1755-1764 2:1 24:7 23:5 

1765-1774 6:1 4:1 9:5 

1775-1784 9:4 25:7 13:1 

1785-1794 4:1 24:7 14:1 

1795-1804 4:1 13:8 8:3 

1805-1814 5:1 25:7 8:1 

1815-1824 26:1 7:1 16:1 

1825-1834 6:1 4:1 44:1 

                     Source: Marriage registers of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 

The picture of the outsider marriages in the urban centre of Derby is, unsurprisingly, somewhat 

different as Figures 2.22 and 2.23 below show.  Note the different scale used in the graphs. 

Figure 2.22 Bride-as-outsider in urban marriages 

 

Source: Parish marriage registers of All Saints Derby, St Peter Derby and St Werburgh Derby 
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Figure 2.23 Groom-as-outsider in urban marriages 

 

Source: Parish marriage registers of All Saints Derby, St Peter Derby and St Werburgh Derby 

The number of outsider-brides in the urban parish churches is far lower than that of the grooms, 

but that number increased over time with the greatest increase taking place after 1795.  Whether 

the change was related to legislative changes which took place in the Settlement Act of 1795100 

is unknown, but it may have had an impact in the town.  This change meant that migrants would 

only be liable to removal when actually chargeable and not, as before, when potentially 

chargeable.  This may have encouraged women to move to urban areas without fear of 

examination and likely removal.  In particular, the parish of St Werburgh seemed to attract 

females at the end of the period, a possible indication of female employment opportunities in 

that parish.  The figures are remarkably stable for the bride-outsiders throughout the period with 

only slight variation; however the groom-outsider marriages show a considerable fall in the 

overall percentages over time.  As the town’s population grew, fewer outsider males married in 

the urban area.   

In contrast to Peel’s findings that the few outsider-brides in his village studies were of the 

gentry, outsider-brides marrying in St Werburgh were overwhelmingly of the working 

population.101  Those outsider-brides, who numbered 135, married tradesmen and labourers.102  

Thirty-eight married labourers, 17 married framework knitters and only a handful married men 

who were likely to be of a higher social order.  The exceptions were two brides who married 

schoolmasters and one who married a clerk.  The rest were grooms from a range of trades 
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including tailors, gardeners, wheelwrights, servants, soldiers and cordwainers.  As the brides 

were likely to have chosen a partner from a similar social group to themselves, these incoming 

brides were probably women who were attracted to the town because of the employment 

opportunities there in the silk and cotton mills.  The amount of female employment available is 

likely to explain why the percentage of outsider-brides did not fall as did that of outsider-

grooms.  Table 2.5 shows that the ratio of male to female outsiders varied over time as it did in 

the rural area.  

Table 2.5 The ratio of Male to Female outsider marriages in the urban parishes. 

Date All Saints 

Male:Female 

St Peter     

Male:Female 

St Werburgh 

Male:Female 

1755-1764 7:1 4:1 6:1 

1765-1774 7:1 6:1 4:1 

1775-1784 6:1 17:1 4:1 

1785-1794 6:1 3:1 4:1 

1795-1804 3:1 3:1 3:1 

1805-1814 3:1 3:1 2:1 

1815-1824 2:1 3:1 2:1 

1825-1834 3:1 4:1 5:3 

             Source: Parish registers of All Saints Derby, St Peter Derby and St Werburgh Derby 

In All Saints’ parish, the male to female ratio changed from 7:1 to 3:1 with a relatively steady 

change over time.  St Peter’s outsider ratios stayed fairly constant throughout the period at 4:1, 

with one unusual decade when the male to female ratio was 17:1, but that was not repeated 

elsewhere.  St Werburgh’s ratios changed from 6:1 male to female to 5:3 in favour of males.  

The change was gradual and seemed to take place mainly after 1795 as it also did in All Saints’ 

parish.  This is in complete contrast to the rural parishes where the ratio changed in favour of 

males.  This change in the urban area seems to indicate that women increasingly went to the 

urban area, probably attracted by work in the mills, and then married there.  The fact that this 

change took place after 1795 may be an indication that, because women were no longer as 

fearful of removal, they went to the town in order to, if not seek their fortune, at least escape 

from the lack of opportunity elsewhere. 

Conclusion 

This analysis of the marriage registers has shown differences between the rural parishes as well 

as differences between the rural and urban parishes.  Melbourne, with its increasing dependence 

upon manufacturing and retail trade, has shown a similarity to the urban parishes of Derby with 

its high percentage of endogamy.  However, it has also shown an adherence to the traditional 
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October peak in weddings and a general similarity to the other rural parishes both in the 

seasonality of weddings and in the percentage of weddings between partners south of the River 

Trent.  The number of outsider-brides in the rural parish churches changed over time in Ticknall 

and Melbourne but, despite fluctuations, remained stable in Repton.  This contrasted with the 

urban picture of a changing male to female ratio favouring females.  

Repton and Ticknall, with their dependence upon agriculture, had very similar falling rates of 

endogamy and a similar pattern of seasonality of weddings.  This may well indicate the 

persistence of farm service and its associated individual mobility.  They also show very similar 

patterns of groom-as-outsider weddings.  Contacts between the two settlements were common, 

but Ticknall also had contacts with Melbourne which Repton did not share.  All three rural 

settlements had a limited amount of contact through marriage with the county town or the north 

of the county, preferring instead to have contacts with the area south of the River Trent and 

within a short distance from their home parish.  However, in all three rural settlements the 

presence of county boundaries did not appear to deter any social contact and without any natural 

barriers to movement the main criterion affecting movement appeared to be distance.   

The Derby parishes of All Saints, St Peter and St Werburgh all share similar rates of endogamy 

which were rising from 1755.  However, there is the hint of a fall at the end of the period and it 

is tentatively suggested that the decade beginning 1825 was the birth of expanding marriage 

horizons and social contacts in Derby.  It also seems likely that the working opportunities 

available in Derby attracted female migrants who later married in the local churches.  The urban 

pattern of seasonality of weddings was completely different from the rural pattern since 

weddings were more evenly spread over the year.  Neither older rural practices nor religious 

objections seem to have had an effect upon the choice of month in which to marry in these 

Derby parishes in the period 1755-1834. 

Overall, the disregard for county boundaries and lack of contact with the north of the county 

confirms the view, gained from contemporary comment, that the county cannot be considered a 

unity during this period.  Although it is true, as Anne Mitson found when studying parishes in 

Nottinghamshire which appeared to be similar, ‘the closer one gets, the more individual are the 

characteristics thrown up,’103 there is evidence in these results to indicate some common 

features.  Indeed, there is an argument that the area to the south of the River Trent could be 

considered a neighbourhood of common experiences.  The reluctance to marry to the north of 

the river, the similar marriage distances, the similar seasonality of weddings and the amount of 

contact with the county town are shared characteristics of all three rural parishes.  If these 

similarities are added to the common features found in the first chapter of increasing population, 
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increasing trades and less dependency on agriculture, then there appear to be more similarities 

than differences, particularly between the two parishes most dependent upon agriculture, Repton 

and Ticknall.  Admittedly, the parishes differ in the degree of endogamy with Melbourne 

sharing high endogamy rates with the county town parishes whilst Repton and Ticknall 

experience lower, falling rates but these differences are outweighed by the similarities.  The 

argument presented here in support of shared neighbourhood experiences may not be 

conclusive, but it is worthy of consideration. 

This analysis, although not specifically focussed upon the labouring poor, nonetheless includes 

their choices with reference to the location and month chosen for their marriages and the 

distance that they were prepared to travel to establish social links.  The majority of those who 

lived in Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall married a partner who lived a short distance away 

from their own home parish, and that partner’s parish was likely to be south of the River Trent.  

They were thus able to maintain contact with their home parish and the kinship support that 

such proximity offered.  By their actions these villagers, both poor and non-poor, signalled their 

area of belonging as a relatively limited region surrounding their home parishes.  They were not 

influenced by county boundaries but were influenced by ease of access from their home parish.  

They continued to marry in the late autumn, thereby adhering to the traditional arable farming 

pattern despite the agricultural year gradually losing its relevance.  Their contact with the 

county town was minimal perhaps because it, too, was north of the River Trent.  Through their 

marriages, they revealed their own sense of place and their own neighbourhood of belonging, 

and this analysis enables us to see the extent of that neighbourhood. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Children of the labouring poor: Apprenticeships, hirings and experiences 

 

This chapter is the first of three which explore roles and relationships within families of the 

labouring poor.  As a first step, this chapter will focus on the role of children as workers.  By 

using pauper and charity apprenticeship indentures and settlement examinations, I will ask what 

type of work children in Derbyshire undertook.  I will also determine the age at which children 

began their paid employment and the distance from their parish of origin pauper apprentices 

were placed.  The importance of children’s paid employment for this thesis is clear.  When 

considering people whose lives are lived on the margins of poverty, the contribution of each 

family member assumes greater importance than face value would suggest.  Studies have shown 

the financial importance of children’s labour to some households.1  Jane Humphries has recently 

used autobiographical evidence to show that ‘children were the most important secondary 

earners in working class families through the period of the industrial revolution’.2  It is also 

clear that, if we are to consider family strategies, we must also acknowledge that the reduction 

of family size through living-in hirings and apprenticeships played a part.  One less mouth to 

feed in times of economic hardship was probably seen as a commonsense solution to a family 

struggling to survive. 

The exploitation of children through their labour during this period has virtually become a 

truism in the minds of the majority of people who were educated in England during the 

twentieth century.  School history lessons included details of tiny children forced to work in 

factories and coal mines, leaving the impression that the usual experience of children in the late-

eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries was one of unremitting toil in factories or in the 

expanding coal industry.3  Early historians J.L. and B. Hammond described the exploitation of 

                                                      

1
 For a discussion of the social and demographic context of child labour see Peter Kirby. Child Labour in 

Britain, 1750-1870. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, Chapter 2. 

2
 Jane Humphries. "’Because They are Too Menny…’ Children, Mothers and Fertility Decline: The 

Evidence from Working-Class Autobiographies of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries”Oxford 
University Discussion Paper in Economic and Social History, 2006. 1-48, pp.5-6. 

3 This focus is continuing in the twenty-first century as the following oft-used teaching websites show that 

coal mining and factory work still remain the focus of the National Curriculum History Key Stage 2 Victorian 

Britain resources.  See John Simkin. “The Industrial Revolution”, Spartacus Educational, 

http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk: [Last accessed 29.10.2009]; The Historical Association. “Victorian 

Child Labour in Textile Factories”, <http://www.history.org.uk/resources/primary_resource_3812_134.html> 

[Last accessed 16.04.2012] 
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children in mines and cotton mills in their important work, The Town Labourer.4  Later in his 

major work, The Making of the English Working Class, E.P. Thompson comments that the 

exploitation of children was ‘one of the most shameful events in our history’.5  Thompson adds, 

‘there was a drastic increase in the intensity of exploitation of child labour between 1780 and 

1840’.6  Humphries’ recent research has used autobiographical evidence to conclude that the 

period 1790-1850 saw ‘an upsurge in child labour’.7   

Whilst general overviews of children’s employment in the past are important, Anna Davin 

argues that it is ‘easy to accept uncritically what we were all taught at school ... it is important to 

confront and put aside this set of assumptions’.8  Peter Kirby highlights the danger of 

unquestioning acceptance when he states, ‘it is increasingly clear that the focus upon child 

labour in large industries, although of immense importance to the history of child welfare, has 

seriously distorted our picture of the historic child labour market’.9  Since contemporary 

campaigners focused on the plight of children in mines and factories, it is understandable that 

those areas would attract attention.  However, historians have shown that the most common 

working experiences of children at this time were gained in either a domestic or agricultural 

context.10  Humphries notes, ‘it is hardly surprising that agriculture, small-scale manufacturing 

and services should provide the majority of jobs for children’ as these sectors ‘dominated the 

developing economy’.11 

Recent research has complicated the picture of child labour, as Hugh Cunningham suggests that 

unemployment for boys in this period was more common than previously thought.12  Historians 

also emphasise the existence of significant regional differences during the period of growing 
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industrialisation.13  Others note the continuing importance of small-scale manufacture during 

this period despite the growth of new industrial methods.14  It is vital to examine therefore, 

especially within counties like Derbyshire which responded positively to the development of the 

factory system, if children were still apprenticed in traditional trades.  This would imply that 

traditional methods of production were retained and could, therefore, provide an indication of 

the pace of growth and the type of economic development in the area.  As the key point of this 

chapter is to determine what work Derbyshire children did during this period of industrial 

development, details of apprenticeships and hirings found in indentures and settlement 

examinations allow me to explore the range and type of that employment.  These documents 

also enable me to determine the age at which children left home in Derbyshire and so add to the 

body of knowledge recorded for other counties15 but not, as yet, for Derbyshire.   Answering 

these questions will enable me to explore further the likelihood of encountering common 

practices in the parishes in the south of Derbyshire.   

Pauper apprenticeship16 

It was Joan Lane, an authority on apprenticeship in England during this period, who noted that 

‘apprenticeship has had a bad press’.17  Although the comment referred to apprenticeship 

generally, it could most certainly have described pauper apprenticeship since it is difficult to 

find many positive comments concerning its operation or its effect on the lives of the poor.  This 

statement is particularly relevant for the period 1750-1834, when growing numbers of poor and 

a higher dependency rate increased pressure on the parish relief system.  A commonly expressed 

view is that parishes did not focus on the welfare of the child, but apprenticed children with the 

main aim of reducing the parish rate bill by offloading their responsibility for poor children.  As 

Katrina Honeyman notes with reference to similar views, ‘it is difficult to find a historian, or 

even a contemporary commentator who does not express this opinion’.18  The abuses of the 
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 For example John Langton. "The Industrial Revolution and the Regional Geography of England." 
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pauper apprenticeship scheme are well known, with the oft-quoted19 story of Robert Blincoe 

providing a clear example of inhuman treatment meted out to those unfortunate enough to be its 

victims.20  As a foundling from St Pancras parish in London, he was apprenticed, as a seven-

year-old, with a group of his peers to work in the cotton mills in the industrial north of England.  

Since his story focuses on the abuses he suffered at Litton Mill in Derbyshire during the period 

of this study, it seems most appropriate to use his experiences to compare with those of children 

in the south of the same county.  His story illustrates the way in which some pauper apprentices 

were placed in trades which would not lead to them becoming masters in their own right.  It also 

shows how children were placed in apprenticeships at an unacceptably young age and sent to far 

distant parishes.  By analysing pauper apprenticeship indentures in Melbourne, Repton and 

Ticknall in the period 1750-1837, and addressing three issues highlighted by the story of Robert 

Blincoe, I will suggest that pauper apprenticeship was not always such a negative and 

unwelcome event.  Focussing on the type of trade, the age of the apprentice and the distance 

from the home parish of pauper apprentice placements, and researching individual case 

histories, I argue that pauper apprenticeship in certain places and periods was an important 

opportunity for some children of the labouring poor to improve their skills and could therefore 

be viewed in a more positive light. 

The use of apprenticeship as training for the useful employment of poor children was an integral 

part of the operation of the poor law at parish level.21  The need to train young people to be 

productive members of society was viewed as important.22  The enthusiastic response of Defoe 

to the occupation of young children, ‘scarce anything above four years old, but its hands were 

sufficient for its own support’,23 is frequently cited as evidence of the prevailing attitude to the 
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importance of children being usefully employed.24  It could be argued that he commented upon 

the youth of those employed because it was so uncommon a sight,25 but that does not negate the 

fact that Defoe’s general attitude to child employment appeared to be one of approval and one 

that his readership would probably endorse.  In his discussion of pauper apprenticeship, Steve 

Hindle quotes Sir Simon Harcourt26 who argued in 1705 that ‘the best way of providing for the 

poor was to apprentice their children’.27  Certainly apprenticeship was a common experience for 

children during the period since it has been estimated that a possible 56,000 children could have 

been serving out their apprenticeships at any one time.28  It is not clear how many of those 

children were parish apprentices, although a figure of between one quarter and one third of all 

apprentices has been tentatively suggested,29 and the common survival of indentures in parish 

collections supports the view that many were pauper apprentices.  In the three Derbyshire 

parishes under investigation here, some parish indentures exist but it is likely that more children 

from these parishes were apprenticed since some years are not included.  Therefore any analysis 

presented here is based upon a ‘sample imposed by the vicissitudes of time’, as Deborah 

Simonton notes in her research of Staffordshire and Essex.30 

Historians have highlighted the financial benefit to the parish of apprenticing pauper children in 

order to relieve the parish of the responsibility for their upkeep.  Bridget Hill notes that the 

original intention of the Act of 1601, to provide poor children with training to enable them to 

make a living as adults, had changed by the second half of the eighteenth century and ‘one often 

important motive behind parish apprenticeship was to avoid such children becoming a threat to 

the poor rates’.31  It was certainly cost effective for a parish to settle apprentices outside the 

parish.  Lane calculated that it cost an average of £4 to maintain a child in the parish for a year32 

but, in Ticknall, an apprenticeship could be had for as little as £3.13s.6d. so providing a saving 

over one year.33  Simonton comments that ‘poor law officials arranged the details and paid the 

premium for parish apprentices, often putting out children with more regard for the rates than 

                                                      
24

 Katrina Honeyman. Child Workers in England, p.4. 

25
 Hugh Cunningham. "The Employment and Unemployment of Children in England”, pp.121-122. 

26
 Later to be appointed Lord Chancellor by Queen Anne. 

27
 Steve Hindle, On the Parish? The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural England, C.1550-1750. Oxford: 

Oxford U. Pr., 2004, p.191. 

28
 Deborah Simonton. "Apprenticeship: Training and Gender in Eighteenth-Century England." In Markets 

and Manufacture in Early Industrial Europe, edited by M. Berg, 227-258. London, New York: Routledge, 

1991, p.239. 

29
 Hugh Cunningham. "The Employment and Unemployment of Children in England.” p.133. 

30
 Deborah Simonton. "Apprenticeship: Training and Gender in Eighteenth-Century England." pp.233-234. 

31
 Bridget Hill. Women, Work, and Sexual Politics in Eighteenth-Century England. Oxford, New York: B. 

Blackwell 1989, p.87. 

32
 Joan Lane. Apprenticeship in England, p.84. 

33
 D.R.O. D1396 A/PO21/19.  



108 

 

for the child’s benefit’.34  She concludes that there was less emphasis on vocational training as a 

result.35 

If the training became less important, it is logical to suppose that poor children were placed in 

apprenticeships which were lacking not only status but also effective training.  Patricia 

Crawford observes that ‘parish apprentices learnt few skills’.36  Kirby states that ‘there were 

distinct differences in the types of trade to which pauper and private apprentices were bound’.37  

Simonton notes that the trades of tailor and cordwainer were popular amongst private 

apprentices and attracted few pauper apprentices.  Similarly, those trades in which pauper 

apprentices were placed attracted few private apprentices.38  Lynn Hollen Lees notes that ‘parish 

children were unlikely to be sent into any but low-skilled, badly paid occupations’.39  Lane 

refers to ‘the narrow range of trades’ and ‘unacceptable occupations’ which characterised 

pauper apprenticeship as industrialisation increased.40  Charlotte Neff states that ‘they were 

seldom taught any concrete skills to help them through life’.41  The picture then emerges of few 

trades in common between private and parish apprentices, and parish apprentices commonly 

apprenticed to trades which would not enable them to become masters at the end of the training 

or which would not provide a real training enabling them to practise their trades.  

Type of trade 

To address the first point raised by the life of Robert Blincoe, using parish indentures I have 

compiled a table of the trades into which the pauper apprentices were placed.  In order to 

compare the trades with those of private apprentices, I have extracted details of private 

apprenticeships from settlement examinations taken in the area.  As apprenticeship was one of 

the ways in which settlement could be claimed,42 it was commonly recorded and a magistrate 
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would have been certain to enquire about any undertaken by those being examined.43  Table 3.1 

records the trades of both the pauper and private apprentices. 

            Table 3.1  Trades of pauper and private apprentices 

Trade  Melbourne 

Pauper 

Repton 

Pauper 

Ticknall 

Pauper 

Private 

Baker 0 0 0 1 

Basket maker 0 8 0 1 

Blacksmith 1 3 3 3 

Breeches maker/glover 1 0 0 0 

Bricklayer/maker 0 1 1 1 

Butcher 0 0 0 2 

Carpenter 0 0 0 1 

Chair maker 0 0 0 1 

China manufacturer 0 0 0 1 

Collar/whip maker 0 0 0 1 

Cook 0 0 0 1 

Cooper 0 0 0 1 

Cordwainer 10 17 3 7 

Cotton weaver 0 2 0 0 

Cutler 0 1 0 1 

Engine weaver 0 1 0 0 

Factory  calico weaver 0 6 8 0 

Felmonger 1 0 0 1 

Flaxdresser 0 1 0 0 

Framesmith 0 1 0 0 

Framework knitter 13 2 3 15 

Gardener 1 0 0 0 

Hairdresser 1 3 0 0 

Hatter 0 3 0 0 

Hosier 0 1 0 0 
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Housewifery 2 1 0 0 

Ironmonger 0 0 0 1 

Joiner 0 0 1 1 

Key maker 0 0 0 0 

Nailmaker 1 0 0 0 

Painter/engraver 1 0 0 0 

Patten maker 0 1 0 0 

Petrifactioner 1 0 0 0 

Pipe maker 1 0 0 0 

Plumber/glazier 0 1 0 0 

Ropemaker 1 1 0 0 

Stocking frame needle 

maker 

0 1 0 0 

Stocking maker 0 0 0 1 

Stonemason 1 0 0 0 

Straw bonnet maker 0 0 1 0 

Tailor 13 10 4 3 

Weaver 1 0 1 5 

Wheelwright 0 3 0 1 

Wood turner 0 3 0 2 

Woolcomber 1 1 0 1 

Source: D.R.O. Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall Apprenticeship indentures and Melbourne Parish 

Apprenticeship Register Settlement examinations Melbourne, Repton, Ticknall, All Saints Derby.
44

 

Although only thirteen trades were in common between pauper and private apprentices, 

confirming Kirby’s point, those trades had the most apprentices, with a total of 147 private and 

pauper apprentices between them.  However, the trades of cordwainer, tailor and framework 

knitter were favoured trades of both pauper and private apprentices.  Apprenticing children as 

cordwainers is somewhat ambiguous, since Lane notes that the trade’s impoverishment is 

indicated by the increasing number of parish apprentices placed in it.  However, Lane comments 

that in some counties in the early-eighteenth century ‘non-poor boys were bound to shoemaking 

in substantial numbers’.  Despite this impoverishment the trade was one which was necessary 
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and shoemakers were ‘always in work, even if poorly paid’.45  Over 70% of the parish 

apprentices were placed in trades that were common to both private and pauper apprentices.  

This seems to indicate that in these parishes, at least, there was no clear indication of parish 

apprentices necessarily being placed in those trades which private apprentices shunned.  It is 

also plain from Table 3.1 that the villages had particular specialisms.  Framework knitting was 

particularly common in Melbourne, which was recorded as having 80 frames operating in 

1789.46  Basket making was popular in Repton where suitable reeds were found in the osier beds 

on the banks of the River Trent.  Ticknall alone did not show any marked preferences, with the 

exception of the factory placements.   

It is also plain from this analysis that the trades were not high-status trades, but it was unlikely 

that any parish child would be placed in a trade requiring a high premium, in the same way that 

those labouring parents who paid their child’s premium themselves would be unlikely to try to 

place a child in a higher-class trade.  In her discussion of low-status trades, Lane suggests four 

categories of ‘dead-end occupations’.  These are firstly, labour intensive relatively unskilled 

work such as agriculture or silk-winding.  The second category comprised trades which mainly 

employed female labour.  The third group were those trades ‘where small physique was 

essential, such as chimney sweeping or cotton manufacture’.  The final low-status occupations 

were handloom weaving or nail making where ‘machinery was depressing the adult’s earning 

capacity’.  Lane’s research also found that a child from these groups who completed an 

apprenticeship was ‘unwanted at the end of the term and could not find adult employment’. 47  

Using these categories as a guide, it seems that the three Derbyshire parishes did not place many 

of their children in ‘dead-end occupations’.  Importantly, the majority of children were placed in 

trades in which they could themselves become masters, unlike those children placed in factories 

like Robert Blincoe. 

While Snell observes that ‘large numbers were apprenticed to agriculture, particularly in the 

eighteenth century’,48 it is surprising that this analysis shows a lack of apprentices to the low-

status trade of husbandry.  Indeed, not one child in these parishes was apprenticed to husbandry.  

It is not unique in this, however, as Ethel Hampson found, for agricultural Cambridgeshire, that 

only 36 children out of a total of 918 were apprenticed to husbandry.  Hampson suggests that 

the reason for this might have been farmers’ reluctance to undertake a long-term commitment 

like apprenticeship.  In addition, the financial inducement offered may not have been enough to 
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encourage such participation.49  Yet in his much larger study, E.G. Thomas states that out of a 

total of 555 children at Yealmpton, Devon, only 37 boys were not apprenticed to farmers.50  

Local conditions determined the extent of apprentices to husbandry in a parish and it appears 

that conditions in this part of south Derbyshire were not favourable for such apprenticeships. 

As the Derbyshire area was chosen for the site of the new textile factories from the mid-

eighteenth century, it may be assumed that some of the children would be apprenticed to work 

in them.  Honeyman’s research into the origins of factory apprentices indicates that ‘it is 

possible to conclude that local parish children supplied at least some of the requirements of the 

early textile mills’.51  This analysis shows that some of the children were apprenticed to the 

nearby cotton mill of Thomas Jewsbury in Measham, Derbyshire, who employed approximately 

230 parish apprentices circa 1785-1815.52  Six cases from the Repton indentures are the only 

children from a total of 72 to be apprenticed to the new factories.53  Ninety percent then were 

apprenticed to more traditional crafts despite the presence of factories nearby.  After 1814 no 

children from Repton were apprenticed to the new factories.  This agrees with the general 

pattern of factory placements shown by Honeyman.54   

Ticknall overseers took advantage of the new employment opportunities.  Only 25 indentures 

survive for the period 1791-1833 and they show that eight of those children were apprentice 

calico weavers.  Seven of these children were apprenticed to Jewsbury’s factory.55  As the parish 

with the smallest population it may show the lack of business contacts, or it may illustrate the 

relative ease of arranging apprenticeships with the new factory masters who needed workers 

during the period.56  The low cost of factory apprenticeship may also be a factor.  In Ticknall 

only 17 of the indentures recorded the cost of the apprenticeship but, of these, the lowest costs 

to the parish were those of the children apprenticed to Jewsbury’s new cotton factory.  The 

premiums paid were only £3.13s.6d whereas the average cost of the apprenticeships in Ticknall 

from 1808 was £8.10s.  It is likely that the placement was a prudent financial decision and the 

fact that Jewsbury’s factory had received positive assessment by the Birmingham Board of 
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Guardians57 was merely good fortune for the children concerned.  In Repton, 54 of the 

indentures record the cost to the parish.  The average cost to Repton from 1790-1837 was £8 so 

the placements at Jewsbury’s factory were good value for the parish as they paid premiums of 

£5.5s. for their children in 1814.  Melbourne recorded the premiums of 33 apprenticeships from 

1803 to 1835 and the average premium paid was £7.16s.   

As part of her recent research, Honeyman used reports of conditions in a range of factories, 

including that of Thomas Jewsbury.  Since children from Birmingham were placed at the 

factory as apprentices, the Birmingham Board of Guardians inspected the factory several times 

and reported favourably on it.58  They commented on the ‘liberal and humane disposition’ of Mr 

Jewsbury and the overlookers, who ‘appeared to be men of feeling and humanity and seemed 

much interested in the children’s welfare’.59  Children working there were also questioned and 

they were found to be ‘all in good health and satisfied with their situations and employment’.60  

Honeyman found ‘some association between protective parishes and the least neglectful firms’61 

but it is impossible to say whether placing these south Derbyshire children at a favourably 

reviewed factory was a deliberate act or a happy coincidence because of the proximity of the 

factory and the birth parishes.  An analysis of the location of the placements may help to 

provide indicators of the parish officers’ attitudes towards pauper apprentices. 

Despite Melbourne being the most dependent on manufacturing of the three parishes, it 

apprenticed no children to the new factories.  Children there were apprenticed in more 

traditional crafts, one of the most popular of which was that of framework knitter, which is 

unsurprising given the proliferation of the craft in the East Midlands area during the period.  

However, the last such apprenticeship took place in 1814 which probably reflects the increasing 

problems associated with the trade.62  The other favoured occupation was that of tailor with an 

equal number, 13, being apprenticed in that trade.  Again, as Melbourne was noted for textile 

manufacture, it is likely that there would have been business contacts in all areas associated with 

textile manufacture and finished products.  Female apprenticeship, limited in each of the three 

parishes, was unsurprising in the choice of trade.  In total, three girls were apprenticed to 

housewifery, one to a framework knitter, one to an engine weaver, one to a factory, one to a 

breeches maker/glover and one to a straw bonnet maker.  
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Remarkably, only eight apprentices out of a total of 148 in the three parishes were girls.  Was 

this failure to apprentice females shared by other parishes?  Certainly the story of Robert 

Blincoe makes frequent mention of female apprentices.  Furthermore, it does not appear that the 

London parishes studied by Alysa Levene showed any similar pattern to that of south 

Derbyshire.  Levene’s figures show that, although boys outnumbered girls, 42% of parish 

apprentices were girls.63  A study of parish apprentices from the southern counties of England 

found that 41.2% of seventeenth-century apprentices were female, 34% were female in the 

eighteenth century and 31.2% in the nineteenth century.64  Figures from Colyton for the period 

1750-1799 show that 51% of the apprentices were girls but for the period 1800-1837 that figure 

had fallen to 35%.65  Simonton found for the eighteenth century that ‘nearly a third’ of all parish 

indentures in her study of Essex and Staffordshire were for girls.66  Although the percentages of 

female parish apprentices from both the southern counties and Devon were falling over time, it 

seems that these Derbyshire parishes apprenticed a far smaller number with girls representing 

only 5.4% of the apprentices during the period 1750-1834.   

From the available evidence it is impossible to determine the reasons for the lack of female 

apprenticeships.67  Pamela Sharpe suggests that in Colyton, girls ‘could be more of a positive 

asset to the domestic economy than boys’.68  Snell notes the tendency for the eldest daughter to 

remain at home to help with younger siblings.69  Could the lack of apprenticeship of females be 

a reflection of the popular belief about gender roles and the need for boys to be trained as 

breadwinners?  As Lees notes, ‘ideas about gender also shaped the treatment of males by parish 

authorities.  The notion that men as husbands and fathers needed to earn enough to maintain 

their families was widely accepted in England by the eighteenth century’.70  There is no clear 

evidence why girls were not apprenticed, but the census of 1851 shows that Derbyshire had the 

fifth highest county percentage of employed girls aged 10-14 years.  Derbyshire had slightly 

more working girls of that age (almost 34% of the total number) than Lancashire despite its 
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proliferation of mills.  That may suggest that the lack of female apprenticeship is related to the 

work opportunities in the area. 

Although the 1841 census71 has problems associated with its use,72 it will nevertheless be helpful 

in highlighting the working opportunities for the children in the parishes of Melbourne, Repton 

and Ticknall during the later years of this study.  In the census, those who were employed by the 

householder in family-based occupations were not recorded, so there is no information about 

children helping parents, for instance, or wives working alongside husbands.  The employment 

of children, then, will be under-represented and the number of children recorded as employed is 

likely to be only the tip of the iceberg. 

The 1841 census shows that, in Melbourne, a total of 47 children aged 10-14 years were 

recorded as employed in some capacity.  Of these, 35 were girls.  This represents 27% of all 

girls aged 10-14 years inclusive in the village and 10% of boys.  The majority of these girls 

were employed as silk-glove stitchers.  This type of employment in Melbourne may account for 

the lack of female parish apprentices.  Repton did not provide the same level of opportunity for 

girls with 14 girls and 15 boys recorded as in employment.  This represents 14% of all girls 

aged 10-14 years and 15% of boys.  The majority of these children were employed as servants, 

frequently living in on farms.  It does indicate that the tradition of living-in servants in 

husbandry still existed to some extent in Repton, even at the end of the period covered by this 

study, when it had become less evident in other areas.73  Opportunities for employment in 

Ticknall for both young boys and girls were particularly limited in 1841 as only eight children 

aged 12-14 years were recorded as employed.  Four boys and four girls were recorded as 

servants, representing 6% of girls and 5% of boys in that age range.  However, John Farey 

recorded that all three of the parishes were centres of lace making so some girls would have had 
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the opportunity to work in their own homes and produce income.74 

Despite the lack of female apprenticeship, what is clear from these indentures is that the local 

boys were, in the main, apprenticed to relatively traditional trades and had, therefore, an 

opportunity to become masters themselves at the end of their terms.  This is in marked contrast 

to Much Wenlock in Shropshire where only 8 out of 117 children were apprenticed to ‘genuine 

craft such as blacksmithing’.75  When considering the response of parents to their children’s 

apprenticeship, which Sharpe found to be ‘ambivalent’ in Colyton, since some parents objected 

to apprenticeship of the children whilst others encouraged it,76 it would be interesting to know 

the reasons why poor parents objected.  Crawford notes that poor parents ‘had different 

objectives from those of the civic fathers’, preferring to retain control over their own children 

whilst parish officials wanted to ‘subject them to labour discipline’.  As public scrutiny fell 

upon the apprenticeship scheme after the 1690s, Crawford suggests this added to ‘parental 

anxieties’.77  Is it reasonable to suggest that these anxieties were of different degrees?  Could 

objections and concerns be related to the distance that children were placed from the home 

parish, or the type of apprenticeship that was proposed, or even the age of the child?  After all, 

apprenticeship was, as Steven King and Alannah Tomkins note, ‘an obvious coping strategy’ of 

poor families.78  I would suggest that parents, whose children were apprenticed locally to a 

traditional trade at an appropriate age, as some of those south Derbyshire apprentices were, 

would be inclined to accept, or even welcome, the apprenticeship as an effective way of 

reducing their own financial burden.   

Age of leaving home 

The second aspect of Robert Blincoe’s story to influence this research is the young age at which 

he was apprenticed.  Historians have found that the age at which pauper apprentices began their 

apprenticeships varied.  A study of eighteenth-century data from Staffordshire and Essex found 

that ‘most pauper children were put out between seven and nine’.79  Hampson notes that in 

Cambridgeshire ‘girls were frequently apprenticed at the early age of nine, boys not usually till 

twelve, or even fourteen or fifteen’.80  The most common age that pauper apprentices began 
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their apprenticeships in Colyton was 10.5 years.81  With such variation in the ages at which 

pauper children began their apprenticeships elsewhere, it is important to determine at what age 

children of the labouring poor began their apprenticeships in south Derbyshire.   

The analysis of parish indentures and parish lists of apprentices, not all of which included age, 

is shown below in Table 3.2.  The results are not gender-specific since so few females were 

apprenticed.  I have included Table 3.3 which shows my findings on the age of leaving home 

from an analysis of local settlement examinations.  It is possible to determine the ages of 

leaving home from the settlement examinations but it is not possible to say the age at which the 

children started work.82  Some examinations record the age at the first hiring but it is not 

necessarily the age at which the child began to work; it is merely the age at which a formal 

hiring arrangement was made.  That age may be an indication of the opportunities for 

employment locally, the maturity of the individual child or the family’s need to reduce its size 

for economic or other reasons. 

An annual hiring was another way of achieving a legal settlement.  Magistrates conducting the 

examination were sure to ask about such hirings to establish the last legal settlement of the 

individual concerned.  One hundred and eighty-three of the settlement examinations recorded 

the age of first hiring or of apprenticeship.  I have omitted any who gave details of age of hiring 

or apprenticeship but were not Derbyshire born or settled in Derbyshire at the time of the 

apprenticeship or first hiring.  This enables me to make a comparison between the details of this 

study and the tables provided by Snell which did not include Derbyshire data.83  All the 

examinations took place between 1750 and 1834 but the actual date of the hirings is not known.   

Table 3.2 Ages of parish apprentices 1750-1837 

Parish Mean age   

 

Modal 

age 

Median 

age 

Minimum 

age 

Maximum 

age 
Number 

Melbourne 

1750-1835, 

12.4 years 12 years 12 years 9 years 15 years 37 

Repton 

1779- 1837 

12.6 years 12 years 13 years 9 years 16 years 69 

Ticknall 

1791-1833 

12.3 years 12 years 12 years  

 

9 years 15 years 24 

Source D.R.O. Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall Apprenticeship indentures and Melbourne Parish 
Apprenticeship Register  
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Levene’s research using details of over 3000 pauper apprentices in the period 1751-1833 from 

the London area found that the average age of the pauper apprentices was 12.3 years.  When 

split into gender groups the results were 12.5 years for boys and 12.0 years for girls.84  That 

figure is higher than that of the apprentices at Colyton but is in agreement with these results 

from south Derbyshire.  The age analysis shows that the most common age for pauper children 

to be apprenticed in the south Derbyshire parishes was 12 years.  This is significantly different 

from the data recorded at Colyton where the modal age was 10.5.  It is also different from 

Honeyman’s study of factory apprentices.  Honeyman’s analysis relates to the period 1786-1805 

and shows that the modal age was 10 years.85  Honeyman notes that the pauper apprentices were 

usually younger than the private apprentices, and the factory apprentices were younger than 

both of these groups.86   

Table 3.3 Ages of private apprenticeships and hirings 

Type Mean 

age 

Modal 

age 

Median 

age 

Minimum 

age 

Maximum 

age 

Number 

Male 

apprentices 

13.5 yrs 14 yrs 14 yrs 8 yrs 17 yrs 59 

Male hirings 13.0yrs 14 yrs 13 yrs 8 yrs 18 yrs 93 

Female 

hirings 

14.6 yrs 14 yrs 14 yrs 9 yrs 20 yrs 20 

Source:  D.R.O. Settlement examinations Melbourne, Repton, Ticknall, Derby All Saints parish Poor Law 
documents; D.L.S. Pauper Settlements Parcel 197  

There is no reference made in Table 3.3 to female apprenticeship because only one of the 

females examined for settlement had been apprenticed, and she was a parish apprentice.  The 

table refers only to private apprenticeships.  What does seem particularly striking in the results 

is that the modal age for each group is 14 years.  That is significantly higher in each category 

than the 12 years for the parish apprentices as discussed earlier, and agrees with the traditional 

view of apprenticeships beginning at the age of 14 years and lasting seven years, broadly 

agreeing with the period of adolescence.87  Of relevance in these data is the similarity between 

the ages at which the local pauper children were apprenticed.  If looking for similarities between 

the parishes to identify a neighbourhood of shared experiences, this evidence would support a 

common value system with regard to the apprenticeship of poor children.  It seems that, despite 

other differences, parish officers held a remarkably similar view on the appropriate age to 

apprentice pauper children.   
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From Tables 3.2 and 3.3, it can be seen that the Derbyshire pauper apprentices were younger 

than both male apprentices apprenticed privately and males who were hired privately to work on 

an annual basis.  The figures for the girls’ ages at leaving home, although based on a small 

number of cases, does seem to suggest that the lack of female apprenticeship may be related to 

the preference of local families to retain control over their daughters longer than their sons.  The 

mean age of male hirings was lower than that of private apprenticeships.  Perhaps those 

families, unable to afford the premium required to apprentice their children, made the necessary 

decision to arrange hirings for their children as early as possible to reduce their expenses.  

Humphries has shown the importance of children’s earnings to the family economy, and 

children contributing to the family income seems a commonsense solution to the increased costs 

associated with growing children.88  Where the male breadwinner was on a higher wage, Osamu 

Saito has shown that there was a lower participation by children in paid labour.89  This idea that 

poverty was a determinant of child labour is reinforced by studies which have shown that 

single-parent families were more likely to have young children contributing to the family 

income through paid labour than families with both parents.90  This evidence from Derbyshire 

seems to indicate a link between those families unable to provide a premium for their children’s 

apprenticeships, and an earlier entry into the labour market for those children. 

Female hirings took place later, possibly because girls were able to help the family by looking 

after younger children.91  Hindle refers to the ‘substitution effect’ of child labour where the use 

of children to do less skilled work around the home allowed more skilled workers to undertake 

paid labour.92  Richard Wall presents data from four English parishes in order to determine the 

age of leaving home.93  Wall uses data from census records, and links those to baptismal records 

to show how many children were absent from home when the census was taken.  In this study 

he comments that ‘there was a marked tendency for boys to leave home earlier than girls’.94  

This also seemed to be case for the young people in this study.  However, that does not agree 
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with the nationwide study conducted by Colin Pooley and Jean Turnbull who found that, during 

the period 1750-1819, young females left home earlier than males.95   

Snell analysed settlement examinations from a range of counties, including the neighbouring 

county of Leicestershire, to determine the ages at which children left home.  It is not possible to 

make a direct comparison as I have not differentiated between agricultural and non-agricultural 

workers.  The settlement examinations did not provide enough details for me to conclude that 

labourers were all agricultural workers, so both the sources and the time frame of my analysis 

are slightly different.96  Despite this caveat it is likely that, at least in the rural parishes, the 

majority of those examined worked in the agricultural sector.  The results from Derbyshire 

agree with the results obtained by Snell for the neighbouring county, Leicestershire,97 with the 

average age of male hirings being 13.0 years in Derbyshire (N 93) and 13.4 years in 

Leicestershire (N 26).  For the male apprentices the figures are 13.5 years for Derbyshire (N 59) 

and 13.6 years for Leicestershire (N 54).  The average age of leaving home for girls in 

Derbyshire was 14.6 years (N 20) and 14.2 years in Leicestershire (N 2).  As Snell notes, the 

numbers (N) in some cases are small but any information is ‘an advance’ when little already 

exists.98   

This analysis indicates that, in Derbyshire, male hirings took place earlier than in any of the 18 

counties analysed by Snell.99  The average age for the eastern and midland counties was 14.8 

years but this figure is far higher than both Derbyshire and Leicestershire.  In general, Snell 

concludes that the pastoral areas of the west had an earlier leaving age for those involved in 

agriculture than the more arable east.100  The findings from Derbyshire do not agree with this 

analysis but, as Derbyshire is a county of contrasts as discussed in Chapter One, it is likely that 

the hirings relate to both pastoral from the north and arable from the south of the county.  This 

topographical peculiarity of Derbyshire may therefore account for the difference.  However, 

Leicestershire also showed evidence of earlier hiring, so it may be a common local culture or 

other employment opportunities in the region having an effect.  Snell also found that in the east, 

the males left home earlier than the females and that agrees with the findings from Derbyshire 

where there was a difference of 1.6 years between the males and the females. 
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Although the analysis indicates a younger age for parish apprentices than for other formally 

hired Derbyshire child workers, few very young children like 7-year-old Robert Blincoe were 

apprenticed by the parishes.  At Ticknall, only two children aged nine years were apprenticed 

while Repton apprenticed one nine-year-old as did Melbourne.  Thus the idea of the very young 

pauper apprentice is not supported by the evidence from these parishes.  Only 12 children under 

the age of 11 years were apprenticed from all three parishes and most began apprenticeships at 

the age of 12 years.  The idea of a child starting to work at the age of 12 years may seem young 

when looking at the English experience in the twenty-first century, but it must be remembered 

that as late as 1918 the school leaving age for children in England was 12 years, so a family 

would not be surprised if, over a century earlier, parish officials apprenticed a child at that 

age.101  The inappropriate apprenticing of very young children like Robert Blincoe does not 

appear to have been a dominant feature of the parish policy in these south Derbyshire parishes. 

Location of placement 

The third point raised by Robert Blincoe’s story was the location of the placement.  This would 

have an enormous impact upon the child and their families, where they existed.  In her study of 

Cambridgeshire using details of 918 apprentices, Hampson found that the tendency to 

apprentice outside the home parish became increasingly prevalent over the period 1631-1830.102  

Unfortunately, for this study the smaller number of indentures and a shorter time frame do not 

permit the analysis of change over time.  Table 3.4 shows the distance apprentices were placed 

from the home parish. 

Table 3.4 Distance from settlement of parish apprentice placements 

Parish Home parish Five miles or less Between six and ten 

miles 

Over ten 

miles 

Melbourne 

1750-1835 

4% 18% 54% 24% 

Repton 

1779- 1837 

34% 35% 17% 14% 

Ticknall 

1791-1833 

24% 26% 29% 21% 

Source: D.R.O. Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall Apprenticeship indentures and Melbourne Parish 
Apprenticeship Register  
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The parishes, once again, differ in some regard to the placement of the children.  However the 

placing of apprentices outside the home parish was plainly parish policy, undoubtedly motivated 

by the desire to unburden the parish of its responsibility towards the children.  Melbourne had a 

higher concentration of tradesmen than either of the other two parishes and would not, therefore, 

have had a shortage of craftsmen to take on apprentices.  Melbourne’s figure of only 4% of 

home parish apprenticeships is very low and rivals London parishes in its prevention of local 

settlement.  Mary Rose found that, during 1780, the London parish of St Martin-in-the-Fields 

apprenticed 91% of its poor children to other parishes and this figure rose to 94.3% in the 

1790s.103  By contrast though, Thomas found that in the Devon parish of Yealmpton only 18% 

left the parish as apprentices in the period 1638-1840.104  Hindle cites figures for a parish in the 

neighbouring county of Staffordshire, Gnosall, which placed only 17.6% of children out of the 

parish during the period 1691-1816.105  Another Midlands parish, Doveridge in west Derbyshire, 

apprenticed 24.4% out of the parish in the period 1699-1818.106  The evidence from south 

Derbyshire seems to show that the three parishes frequently placed apprentices out of the parish, 

but Melbourne in particular had more in common with the highly populated London parishes 

than with any of the other rural parishes cited.  Hindle suggests that ‘the temptation to 

apprentice out of parish was greatest in heavily burdened areas such as London’107 but 

Melbourne, in rural Derbyshire, was clearly tempted by the possibility of reduced maintenance 

costs that out of parish settlement implied.  

Placing apprentices with masters outside the home parish, in itself, does not necessarily indicate 

neglect or lack of care.  Although historians have suggested that parish officials did not 

apprentice children with care, nor did they provide any sort of after care for the apprentices,108 

Honeyman notes that ‘parishes rarely disregarded the welfare of their children following formal 

binding’.109  Melbourne’s officers certainly enquired about the suitability of the masters to 

whom they apprenticed children as the parish collection of documents related to apprenticeship 

contains statements received by the parish relating to the placement of apprentices.  For 

example, John Mills was apprenticed to James Godber of Basford, Nottinghamshire on July 1
st
 

1778, but on April 1
st
 1778 a statement confirming the suitability of James Godber was received 
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by the parish.110  In this regard, and pre-dating legislation requiring such assurances,111 it could 

be claimed that the parish showed some evidence of acting responsibly when placing pauper 

apprentices, even if that placement was a distance away from the home parish.   

Nevertheless, the majority of local children were placed within walking distance112 of their 

home parish, particularly in the two parishes of Repton and Ticknall.  So it seems that those 

aspects of the story of Robert Blincoe which can be researched in these parishes, firstly the trade 

into which he was apprenticed with no opportunity for advancement, secondly the extremely 

young age at which he was apprenticed and thirdly the distance from the home parish that he 

was placed, were not replicated in these parishes.  Boys here were mainly placed in traditional 

trades which would enable them to become masters in their own right, even if those trades 

lacked high status.  They began their apprenticeships at an age that was not unusual for starting 

work and leaving home, and they were often placed near enough to the home parish to be in 

familiar surroundings and to hear familiar dialects.  This proximity would also enable them to 

return to the home parish if circumstances allowed them to visit.  I have no knowledge of the 

conditions of their apprenticeships, but I suggest that those children with access to family and 

friends would be less likely to suffer cruel and inhuman treatment like that experienced by 

pauper apprentice Robert Blincoe at Derbyshire’s Litton Mill.113   

What became of the apprentices? 

A comment by E.G. Thomas in an article written almost thirty years ago aroused my interest 

and prompted me to extend this study to include the outcome of some of these apprenticeships.  

Thomas notes that ‘the subsequent lives of parish apprentices [are] difficult to follow up.  No 

records really indicate how the system worked.’114  With this in mind, I have used the British 

census115 to trace the lives of former pauper apprentices of these parishes.  It is only possible to 

trace approximately one third of those boys apprenticed since 1800.  Not all were practising 

their trades, but the majority were.  From a total of 39 former pauper apprentices traced with 

birth place, age and name in agreement, six were masters of their trades, either with apprentices 

or recorded as masters by the enumerator.  Twenty-six others were practising the trade into 

which they had been apprenticed.  Four former pauper apprentices were recorded as labourers.  
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Of the remainder, one was in prison, one was in the workhouse and one was recorded as being 

on parish relief.   

I have selected the lives of three former apprentices to illustrate my assertion that, from the 

point of view of the poor, pauper apprenticeship was not necessarily a negative event.116  The 

first of the apprentices was a young man from Repton, William Monk.  He was one of a large 

family of nine children the father of which was a cordwainer.  He was apprenticed in 1837 at the 

age of 14 years to a tailor in nearby Swadlincote.117  He was recorded in the census of 1851118 in 

Newton Solney, the neighbouring parish to Repton, as the head of a household comprising 

himself and his widowed mother, Elizabeth.  He is described as a journeyman tailor.  He had 

obviously maintained contact with his family as he was sharing his home with his widowed 

mother.  By1861, he was still unmarried and sharing his home with his mother Elizabeth who 

was 73 years old and described as a servant, whilst William was described as a tailor.119  The 

final census which recorded William was in 1881 when he was married and the father of two 

daughters aged 14 and 15 years.120  The 15-year-old daughter was recorded as a dressmaker, as 

was her mother, but the 14-year-old was recorded as a scholar.  William was still working as a 

tailor and was, at that time, employed at a brewery in Burton-upon-Trent.  These census records 

show that he was able to maintain contact with his family during his apprenticeship and returned 

to a closer parish to support his widowed mother, or to receive support from her.  He later 

married and continued to practise the trade into which he had been apprenticed as a pauper 

child.  At the same age that he was apprenticed, that is 14 years, his younger daughter was 

recorded as a scholar and was not required to work as her father had been.  His story could be 

considered a success as he was able to learn enough skills from his apprenticeship to practise his 

trade and contribute to the maintenance of a family, and allow his child to continue as a scholar 

beyond the age at which he, himself, had been required to enter the world of work. 

The second case history is that of two boys from Repton.  The first boy was William Ordish and 

he was apprenticed in 1801 to a hairdresser in Burton-upon-Trent.121  He is not recorded in any 

census records but he is heard from again when another young boy from Repton, 13-year-old 
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Thomas Ordish, was apprenticed by the parish in 1824.122  Thomas was apprenticed to a 

hairdresser in Burton-upon-Trent and that hairdresser was William Ordish, the former pauper 

apprentice.  William had clearly become skilled enough to become a master in his own right and 

take a pauper apprentice himself.  On researching the Ordish family,123 it appears that the second 

pauper apprentice is the nephew of the first so illustrating not only the continuity of association 

between the former pauper apprentice and the parish, but also the continuity of one family’s 

association with the poor relief system.   

Although the first pauper apprentice, William Ordish, cannot be traced in the census, the second 

pauper apprentice, his nephew Thomas, can be.  He is recorded in the census of 1841 in 

Ramsgate as a perfumer, an occupation commonly associated with hairdressing, when he was 

married with an apprentice of his own and a female servant.124  By 1851, his family had grown 

and he had five children.125  He was still recorded as a perfumer.  In 1861, he was recorded as 

living in Hastings and was described as a haircutter.126  He, in the same way as his uncle, had 

clearly become skilled enough to continue in the trade into which he was apprenticed, and also 

competent enough to be able to employ an apprentice of his own.  As a postscript to this life 

story, I researched his son, John Gillman Ordish, who was himself working as a hairdresser and 

wigmaker in 1881.127  It is likely that, in common with many skilled parents, Thomas Ordish 

taught the skill of hairdressing to his son who then continued with the trade himself.  It could 

therefore be argued that, from the original pauper apprenticeship of 1801, 80 years later that 

apprenticeship was still having a positive effect upon the family with the transference of 

valuable skills from one generation to the next.   

This research cannot reveal how well the children were treated by their masters, nor can it claim 

that the children were happy with their placements.  However, it can suggest that some boys 

were trained to a level sufficient to provide them with employment as adults and were provided 

with skills that ‘insured against unemployment’.128  Surely it is reasonable to comment that, 

without the benefit of training received by the parish apprenticeships, it is likely that the 

children concerned would have worked either as agricultural or industrial labourers and would 
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have had few prospects for improving their status or increasing their incomes.  The elder brother 

of William Monk, George, was recorded as a labourer in the census of 1841 and it is likely that 

William, too, would have had little opportunity to do other work if he had not been apprenticed 

to a tailor by the parish.  Similarly, it is likely that Thomas Ordish would have followed his 

father as an agricultural labourer in Repton if he had not had the opportunity to train as a 

hairdresser with his uncle.  I do not suggest in any way that all children benefitted from parish 

apprenticeships as evidence clearly suggests otherwise, but I would suggest that some did.  Nor 

do I suggest that the children who benefitted were the majority of those apprenticed, as this 

small study of a corner of Derbyshire may be the exception.  However, I would argue that for 

some people in some places, pauper apprenticeship was not an onerous burden or a cruel 

imposition, but was instead a lifeline to a better future for poor children and their families and 

can therefore be viewed in a more positive light. 

Charity apprenticeships 

Another form of apprenticeship was the charity apprenticeship.129  These apprenticeships were 

arranged by charities in order to support those families who were unable to pay the premiums 

themselves, but who were not paupers receiving assistance from the parish.  Some of these 

indentures exist in both Derby130 and Melbourne.131  There were 44 in the period 1750 to 1789 in 

Derby and 50 dated 1820 to 1834 in Melbourne.  Although details of age are missing in Derby 

and some missing in Melbourne these indentures may be useful for comparison.  It is 

particularly helpful to analyse the indentures to highlight any differences with pauper 

apprenticeships as both were intended to apprentice poor children.  I present the analysis of 

charity apprenticeship separately from that of pauper and private apprentices because most 

comment relating to pauper apprenticeship compares pauper apprenticeship to private 

apprenticeship.   

Table 3.5 Table to show charity apprentice trades 

Trade Derby 

charity 

apprentices 

Melbourne 

charity 

apprentices 

barber/peruke maker 5  

basket maker  3 

                                                      
129

 For the differences between private, charity and pauper apprenticeships see Joan Lane, Apprenticeship 

in England, Table 4.1, p.82. 

130
 For Isabella Moore’s charity see W. Hutton. The History of Derby from the Remote Ages of Antiquity to 

the Year 1791. London: J. Nichols, 1791, p.159. 

131
 Gray’s charity, discussed in Chapter Six of this thesis. 



127 

 

belt and gimlet 

manufacturer 

 1 

blacksmith  1 

breeches maker/glover 2  

carpenter  1 

cordwainer/shoemaker 5 11 

engineer  2 

flax dresser 2  

framer 1  

framesmith 2 1 

framework knitter 6  

household-business  3 

hatter 1  

ironmonger  2 

iron smelter  1 

iron maker  1 

joiner 1 1 

keymaker  1 

lapidary  1 

locksmith  4 

plumber/glazier  1 

printer  1 

ribbon weaver 1  

rope maker 2  

silk hose and glove maker  1 

silver engraver  1 

spinner/knitter/quilter 1  

spoonmaker  1 

steel toy manufacturer  1 

tailor 4 7 

turner 1 1 
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watch maker 1  

whitesmith 2  

woolcomber 3  

                                Source: D.R.O. D3372/106/1 Apprenticeship indentures; D655 M609 pt 17 

Table 3.5 shows that tailors and cordwainers/shoemakers were popular trades for charity 

apprentices in both Derby and Melbourne.  Once again, it seems that traditional trades were 

favoured by the parishes but by 1820, the date of the earliest Melbourne indentures, framework 

knitters were not apprenticed by the charity.  The trades of the children placed by the Derby 

charity seem to be more traditional than those placed by Melbourne.  The difference may be 

accounted for by the later date of the Melbourne apprenticeships when other trades were 

developing in newer industries.  Three girls from Melbourne were apprenticed to housewifery or 

house-business, girls again representing only 6% of the total.  In Derby only three girls were 

apprenticed representing approximately 7% of the total.  This lack of female apprenticeship may 

be related to working opportunities for girls in the textile industries in both Melbourne and 

Derby.   

The ages of the apprentices are known for only 40 of the Melbourne apprentices and they range 

from 11-16 years of age.  The average age is 13.2 years which is higher than pauper apprentices 

(12.4 years) and annual hirings (13.0 years) but slightly lower than private apprentices (13.5 

years).  The modal age is 13.5 years which is lower than private apprentices (14.0 years) and 

probably indicates the ambiguity of the position of the charity apprentice.  Although often 

literate132 and probably belonging to a family with slightly higher social standing than the 

pauper apprentice, the family was still in need of help in paying for an apprenticeship for their 

child.  In Melbourne where details are given of the family, 23 of the children (46%) were 

recorded as having either one or both parents deceased.  Lane comments that many charity 

children were orphans and that frequently they were children of respected craftsmen.133  The 

death of a parent, of either gender, plunged the family into poverty and forced the family to 

apply to a charity for assistance. 

Looking at the distance from the home parish to the parish of placement is interesting, 

particularly from the Melbourne indentures.  The results are shown in Table 3.6. 
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Table 3.6 Distance from the parish of charity placements 

Parish Home parish* Five miles or less Between six and 

ten miles 

Over ten 

miles 

Derby 68% 7% 9% 14% 

Melbourne 4% 6% 20% 70% 

* For the purpose of this analysis all of the Derby parishes have been classed as home parishes as the distances 

between parishes were so small. 
Source: D.R.O. D3372/106/1 Apprenticeship indentures; D655 M609 pt 17 

As with the pauper apprenticeships discussed earlier, Melbourne placed the majority of their 

children out of the parish.  Indeed, many more children were placed at a greater distance by the 

charity than by the parish.  This may be explained by a government report134 which noted that 

the charity was administered by the overseers of the poor, ‘as they see fit’ and they plainly ‘saw 

fit’ to apply their pauper placement policy of denying settlement to the charity apprenticeships.  

As they were often dealing with children with only one parent or with orphans, there was less 

chance of protests in the parish about the placement.  However, the location of the placements 

may explain why the report also noted that a surplus of money remained ‘arising from a want of 

applications on behalf of the children desirous of being placed out apprentices’.135  It could be 

explained if some children had parents or other kin who did not want their children apprenticing 

at such distances from the parish, and only those children with no-one to speak on their behalf 

were apprenticed by the charity.  The children placed at a distance were placed in the 

developing areas of the West Midlands where heavy industries were concentrated and the need 

for workers was increasing.  

One of the two children apprenticed in the home parish of Melbourne was apprenticed to a 

master with the same surname, suggesting kinship, and given a premium of one shilling.  The 

other child was apprenticed to a local blacksmith whose surname differed but who also received 

the child with a token one shilling premium, once more indicating a special case.  The 

premiums in Melbourne usually ranged from £4 to 10 guineas with the average being £6.17s.  It 

seems that, in common with the pauper apprenticeship placements in Melbourne, the overseers 

pursued a deliberate policy of denying settlement where they could.  With the charity 

apprentices frequently being the most vulnerable children, they were placed at the greatest 

distances.  This contrasts with the charity apprenticeships in Derby which seem to have more in 

common with the charity apprenticeships Lane describes, where the children were literate and 
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well-motivated.136  I would argue that the Melbourne children were not well-motivated, as there 

was a reluctance to take up apprenticeships organised by the charity.  Furthermore, it is likely 

that the lack of motivation was probably unwillingness on the part of the children and their 

supporters to be exiled from their home parish. 

Incomplete apprenticeships 

We can see what type of employment the children undertook but their responses to the 

experiences are mainly hidden.  Records show that, at Melbourne, one pauper child did not 

fulfil the forty-day requirement for settlement in his new home as he absconded before the time 

was completed.137  Was he homesick?  It is impossible to say, but it is clear that he was not 

happy with the placement.  Another pauper apprentice, George Sheffield from Ticknall who was 

apprenticed to a Leicestershire framework knitter in 1792, had his apprenticeship cancelled by a 

magistrate on account of the master’s ill-treatment and misuse, specifically, ‘violently beating 

him’.138  It is likely that the apprentices who took positive action with magistrates to end the 

apprenticeship were a small minority, and many unhappy apprentices endured in silence and 

waited until their apprenticeship ended when they could leave their master.  If they chose not to 

take the route of patience they could take various actions to terminate their apprenticeships.  The 

next analysis is to determine just how many of those apprentices, whose lives are recorded 

through settlement examinations, did not complete their apprenticeships. 

The failure of apprentices to complete their apprenticeships has been discussed elsewhere.  In 

his study of apprentices in pre-modern England Patrick Wallis notes that a range of studies had 

found that ‘fewer than half of apprentices became freemen’ providing an indication that 

incomplete apprenticeships were not uncommon.139  At the conclusion of his careful analysis 

Wallis comments that ‘levels of early departure among apprentices were almost as high as 

freedom statistics suggest’.140  Ilana Ben-Amos quotes statistics relating to London carpenters’ 

company during the late-sixteenth century which showed that ‘about 45 per cent of the 

apprentices ... failed to complete their terms and were described as having ‘gone’ or ‘run 

away’.141  Hampson suggests that, in Cambridgeshire, many apprentices ‘served no more than 
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two or three years of their term’.142   

To research incomplete apprenticeships, I have used settlement examinations which recorded 

details of examinees’ apprenticeships.  On the basis that the experience would not differ greatly 

if the apprentice lived in another county at the time, the apprentices were not only Derbyshire 

apprentices.  All types of apprentices have been used in order to provide the largest number of 

apprentices to add to the analysis.  It could be argued that these incomers to a parish, examined 

to determine their settlement, were not typical of the majority of people during the period as 

they were seen by parish officers to be, certainly prior to 1795,143 likely to be chargeable to the 

parish.  However, as migration was a feature of the lives of the majority of people during the 

period it is difficult to argue that they were unusual in this regard, as King comments, ‘English 

society was extremely mobile throughout the period 1600-1900’.144  Tables 3.7 and 3.8 below 

present the results of this analysis. 

Table 3.7 Unfinished apprenticeships from settlement examinations 

Place Number of apprentices Unfinished 

apprenticeships 

Melbourne 31 18 [58%] 

Repton 22 12 [55%] 

Ticknall 17 7 [41%] 

Derby 63 40 [63%] 

All 133 77 [58%] 

Table 3.6 Source:  D.R.O. Settlement examinations Melbourne, Repton, Ticknall, Derby All Saints Parish Poor 
Law documents; D.L.S. Pauper Settlements Parcel 197  

Table 3.8 Reasons given for unfinished apprenticeships 

Place Master died/ill/ 

business 

failed/turned over 

Bought out/ 

agreed to part 

Apprentice    

absconded/ 

quarrelled 

Magistrate’s 

decision 

Melbourne 5 5 8 0 

Repton 5 2 4 1 

Ticknall 3 2 2 0 

Derby 7 15 14 4 

All 20 24 28 5 

Table 3.7 Source:  D.R.O. Settlement examinations Melbourne, Repton, Ticknall, Derby All Saints Parish Poor 
Law documents; D.L.S. Pauper Settlements Parcel 197  
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It seems that unfinished apprenticeships were commonplace.  The reasons were varied, but the 

apprentice quarrelling and/or running away from his master was not unusual as over 36% of 

incomplete apprenticeships were attributed to that factor.  The reasons why they ran away are 

not usually given.  It may have been a growing sense of independence or the thought that there 

was no more to learn and they could now work elsewhere.  It could also have been the need for 

new experiences.  Perhaps that is what motivated Richard Taylor who, when examined at Derby 

in 1781, stated that after having served two years of a seven-year apprenticeship and being 

approximately 15-years-old, he ‘deserted his master’s service and enlisted as a soldier in the 

marines and continued as a soldier ever since’.145   

Richard Holmes describes the way in which the recruiting party operated, and it can only be 

surmised just how exciting was the appearance of soldiers playing the fife and drums and 

describing the interesting life on offer to those who took the king’s shilling.146  As the extract 

from a recruiting poster for the Queen’s Own Regiment of the Light Dragoons below shows, the 

army appealed to the need for excitement and adventure. 

Young fellows whose hearts beat high to tread the paths of glory could not have a 

better opportunity than now offers.  Come forward, then and enrol yourselves in a 

regiment that stands unrivalled and where the kind treatment the men experience is 

known throughout the whole kingdom ... A few smart young lads will be taken at 

sixteen years of age, 5 feet 2 inches.147 

Other examples can be found of apprentices leaving their service and enlisting so it seems that 

the young male apprentice was vulnerable to the blandishments of a skilled recruiter.148 

In some cases we know that it was the ill-treatment of the apprentice which made them run 

away.  John Coloclough, examined in Derby in 1778 and apprenticed as a 10-year-old to a 

framework knitter, served three years of a seven-year term until ‘he was discharged from any 

further service under the said indentures by two of his Majesty’s Justices of the Peace ....on 

account of his master’s ill behaviour to him’.149  In other cases the apprentice quarrelled with the 

master and then ran away, as did George Garrott examined at Melbourne in 1816.150  Nathan 

Bailey, examined at Melbourne in 1832, combined two of those reasons and, ‘when in 

consequence of quarrelling with his master he ran away and enlisted in the 17
th
 Regiment of 
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Foot’.151  Joseph Grey, examined at Repton in 1774, did not last long with his apprenticeship. 

He was apprenticed as a nine-year-old to a tailor, but after 18 months he ran away and ‘travelled 

up and down the country with his father’.152   

In her study of factory parish apprentices, Honeyman discusses the experience of 

homesickness.153  She quotes reports which detail the frequent requests made to the visitors from 

the Board of Guardians by the children in the new factories to have news from their families.  

This longing for home may well have been the reason why so many apprentices absconded.  

Certainly, young Joseph Grey, cited above, found his way home from Burton-upon-Trent to his 

father with whom he then travelled for two years.  He did not return to the district until he heard 

that his master had died.  If factory apprentices suffered the pangs of homesickness, there is no 

reason to suppose that other apprentices did not feel similar emotions and probably, without 

such restrictions upon their movements, had more chance to act upon their feelings and return 

home.   

Some apprentices ran away from the same master more than once, as did Joseph Barefoot 

examined at Repton in 1794 when he was 21 years of age.154  He had been bound by his home 

parish in Leicestershire to a ribbon-weaver in Nuneaton as a 10-year-old and had served about 

five or six years when he ran away.  After about six months his master came to fetch him back 

but ‘as he was going home with his master they quarrelled and he again ran away’.  Joseph then 

hired himself to various masters and, once again, left an employment following a quarrel.  At 

the time of his examination he was working as a labourer at Ticknall.  He further commented 

that he ‘has never heard anything of his master at Nuneaton during these services nor does he 

think he ever knew where he was’.  Joseph stated that he ‘attained his age of twenty one years 

during the time he was in Mr Gilbert Hutchinson’s service’.  Joseph knew that he was then past 

the termination of his apprenticeship and ensured that the magistrates were aware of this fact.  

Six years later Joseph, wife Katherine, daughters Ann, Sarah and Elizabeth were served with a 

removal order, dated 17
th
 July 1800, to Nuneaton.155  However, Joseph returned to the parish 

because his children were baptised later in the local parish church.156  It seems that Joseph 

Barefoot was unwilling to have his home parish chosen for him and, to him, ‘parish of 

belonging’ was more than a legal definition.  His son, Thomas, seems to have inherited that 

independent streak from his father because, although there is no evidence of a further removal 
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order for Joseph, Thomas was issued with a removal order by Ticknall along with his wife Mary 

and child Elizabeth in 1827.157  Census records show that Thomas Barefoot and his wife Mary 

also returned to the area of their choice because, by 1851, they were residing in nearby 

Melbourne.158  It seems that Thomas chose his area of belonging in the same way that his father 

Joseph did. 

George Adams of Repton, examined in 1831 at the age of 20 years, ran away twice from the 

same master who clearly decided not to pursue the matter after the second time as he ‘never 

sought further after him’.159  George was a parish apprentice from Newton Solney in Derbyshire 

and bound to a chair maker in Burton-upon-Trent.  He served four years and then ran away.  

Following an agreement made between his father and his master, he returned to his 

apprenticeship and served six more months before he ran away again.  When questioned, his 

master noted that he had agreed to destroy the indentures and hire George as a journeyman.  

George had obviously felt competent in his skills as he was practising his trade when he was 

examined.  Although the apprenticeship was incomplete, it could be claimed to be successful as 

he was able to practise his trade.  Remarkably, despite being a parish apprentice, it was his 

father who made the agreement with the master to change the terms of his employment.  Clearly 

contact had been maintained between apprentice and family.  That contact was maintained 

throughout George’s life as the census shows.  In 1841 George’s 71-year-old widowed mother, 

a pauper, was living with him.160  Other censuses record him in the same parish where, by 1881, 

he was the head of a household which contained not only his wife, Hannah, but also a son, 

daughter-in-law and three grand-daughters.161  Evidently, George and Hannah Adams provided 

a home for both aged parent and young grandchildren at various points in their lives, thereby 

illustrating the close family ties of some families of the labouring poor in this area. 

Rather than run away, some unhappy apprentices made arrangements with their masters to leave 

with consent.  Some paid a sum outright in compensation, as did John Marriott of Ticknall 

whose mother paid ‘five guineas or five pounds’ to buy out his time.162  Others paid over time 

like Joseph Nicholls, also of Ticknall, who left his apprenticeship to a weaver after two years of 

a seven-year apprenticeship.  For the rest of his apprenticeship, by agreement, he paid 9d. each 
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week until one year before the expiration of his term when he agreed to pay a 5s. lump sum to 

complete the agreement.163   

Sometimes, the apprentice was forced to leave the apprenticeship before the full term had 

expired because the master could not fulfil his part of the contract.  Samuel Leadbeter, 

examined in Derby in 1787, had been apprenticed to a silk mill for seven years but served only 

two years.  The reason he gave was that ‘Mr Bennett being short of work they had a week of 

holidays and not being paid the wages they agreed for, he left’.164  William Basford examined in 

1802 at Derby and originally apprenticed to a shoemaker, served two and a half of his seven 

years and was then turned over to another shoemaker.  He stayed with the second master for two 

years and then his master, ‘being short of work told examinant he might go and work where he 

could get work and allow him out of his earnings what he could afford’.165 

These apprentices examined in Derbyshire confirm what has been found elsewhere of the 

common practice of early termination of apprenticeship.  The analysis provides various reasons 

why the apprenticeships were incomplete.  It seems that young people were able to use a range 

of methods to leave an apprenticeship which, for whatever reason, did not suit them.  

Sometimes the master agreed with the decision but sometimes the apprentices themselves made 

the decision without consultation.  In some cases, like that of Joseph Barefoot of Ticknall, that 

independent action seems to hint at a working man with a strong sense of identity and agency.  

Research in other areas could identify how common that attitude was, but there is no scope for 

such research in this thesis. 

Working experiences 

Children were engaged in a range of trades locally but what tasks the children actually did or 

what they felt about their employment is usually unknown.  Settlement examinations afford 

glimpses into the working lives of children when examinees provide information about the work 

they did either as apprentices or as hired servants.  William Stocks, examined in Derby in 1813, 

tells a little more about his life as a 10-year-old.166  He was unofficially employed at the George 

Inn in Derby by the ostler, his uncle.  His work was ‘washing the post horses and doing other 

little odd jobs’.  The tenant of the inn knew nothing of him staying there and told him to go 

away when he saw him, and threatened to whip him if he did not.  He continued to stay at the 

inn, nevertheless, and when a new tenant took over the inn he was noticed by the tenant’s wife, 

Mrs Rose, ‘in a ragged and miserable state’.  William was told to go into the inn and have 
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something to eat and Mrs Rose ‘set him to clean some knives and said if he behaved well she 

would be a friend to him’.  He was provided with clothes and was employed ‘going on errands 

and doing anything about the house’.  William should have gone home to sleep but ‘frequently 

passed his nights in the stable or in the kitchen where there was an old chaise body in which he 

sometimes slept’.  Eventually William was discharged for failing to complete an errand which 

he had been given by Mrs Rose.  Almost the whole of 27-year-old William’s examination 

described this period of his life so it was clearly important to him.167    

Fragments of information about the working conditions of children can be gained from the 

settlement examinations.  For example, nine-year-old Ann Bull began work as a barmaid and 

waiter in return for clothes and meat at the King’s Arms in Derby.168  Another young girl, Sarah 

Turner, began work at a silk mill in Derby when she was between seven and eight years of 

age.169  Another girl employed at the silk mill, Ellen Posthouse, noted that she worked six days a 

week and had Sunday off.170  We know that the silk mill provided work for children.  Children 

from the age of seven to twelve years earned from 1s. to 2s.6d. in the silk and cotton mills in 

Derby.171  We know that Ellen worked at the mill for three years and that Sarah continued in that 

employment until she was an adult.  Sarah’s employment at a local silk mill in Derby was a 

common experience for children as the census of 1841 indicates.  The parish of All Saints 

shows the dominance of the silk industry in 1841.172  In total, 116 children aged 10-15 years in 

that single Derby parish were recorded as employed in the census of 1841 out of a total of 430 

children in that age group.  There were 61 girls and 55 boys.  Five children under 10 years were 

recorded as employed in the silk industry.  Indeed, the majority of both genders were employed 

in the silk industry being variously described as silk-throwsters, silk-twisters, silk-winders or 

simply silk factory.  Fourteen of the girls were described as servants whereas only two of the 

boys were similarly described.  Nine of the boys, but none of the girls, were apprentices.  This 
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census illustrates the importance of the silk industry in Derby and shows that some working 

opportunities existed for children of the labouring poor of the town.   

We cannot know what most of the children felt about their lives at the silk mill but one former 

child worker described his experiences.  William Hutton described his early years in his 

autobiography, which was published in 1817.173  William was sent to the mill as a seven-year-

old apprentice and he was, he believed, the youngest and smallest child employed there.  He 

was so short in stature that he could not reach over the machine to do his work and was 

provided with a pair of raised wooden pattens, which he had to wear on his feet for a year until 

he had grown in height.  He described his life at the mill.  

The confinement and the labour were no burden; but the severity was intolerable, the 

marks of which I yet carry, and shall carry to the grave.  The inadvertencies of an 

infant, committed without design, can never merit the extreme of harsh treatment.174 

His autobiography includes more details of his life at the silk mill which he disliked, despite the 

work not being hard enough to be a ‘burden’.  He disapproved of the people employed at the 

mill and considered them ‘vulgar’. 

I had now to rise at five every morning during seven years; submit to the cane 

whenever convenient to the master; be the constant companion of the most rude and 

vulgar of the human race, never taught by nature, nor ever wishing to be taught.
175

 

When he was ten, William’s mother died following the birth of William’s brother, Samuel.  His 

father decided not to try to keep his home and, instead, lodged with a widow of whom William 

strongly disapproved.  The widow had four children of her own and William’s family added 

another three.  William recounted how unhappy he was at the time. 

My mother gone, my father at the ale-house, and I among strangers, my life was 

forlorn.  I was almost without a home, nearly without clothes, and experienced a 

scanty cupboard.176 

William then says little of his personal life but he commented on the harsh treatment he suffered 

two years later. 

I was now turned twelve. Life began to open.  My situation at the mill was very 

unfavourable. Richard Porter, my master, had made a wound in my back with his 

cane.  It grew worse.  In a succeeding punishment, the point of his cane struck the 

wound, which brought it into such a state, that a mortification was apprehended.177  
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During the last year of his apprenticeship at the mill William started to plan for the end of his 

working life there.   

Christmas arrived when I must quit that place, for which I had a sovereign contempt: 

which many hundreds had quitted during my stay, but not one with regret: a place 

most curious and pleasing to the eye, but which gave me a seven years' heart-ache.178 

When William had finished his apprenticeship at the silk mill it was arranged that he would 

enter into another apprenticeship with his uncle to learn the craft of stocking frame weaver.  

This time he saw the problems of apprenticeships from the master’s point of view.   

My uncle thought it necessary to keep up the succession of apprentices; and, as two 

were gone, a boy from Draycott, ten miles distant, was recommended. My uncle 

brought him on Saturday night; but, by Monday morning, the boy's mother could not 

rest, believing he was either kidnapped or murdered; and sent the father, with positive 

orders, to bring him back, alive or dead, if above ground! 

My uncle looked disappointed; thought the fellow a fool; and gave up the lad with a 

promise of his return, after having shewn the booby to his mother. The promise was 

never fulfilled.  

Another apprentice, Roper, was brought from Derby. He proved surly and 

overbearing; ran away himself and taught me.  He returned again; then went into the 

army, and so good bye. 179 

Unlike William’s uncle, some masters went to a great deal of trouble to track down apprentices 

who had left without consent.  Samuel Marshall, who was examined for settlement in Derby in 

1803, had a warrant taken out against him for absenting himself without leave from his 

apprenticeship.180  After going before a magistrate, he was released from his apprenticeship by 

the magistrate because of some problem with his indenture.  Others like the framework knitter 

who provided a place for Thomas Collumbell, who left after serving three months, would not 

give up the indentures but said that he ‘would have nothing more to do with him’.181  It seems 

that the relationship between master and apprentice was often difficult, and one that both parties 

experienced problems in sustaining.182 

It is possible that William’s earlier experiences at the silk mill may have been unusually harsh 

but it is equally likely that beatings were common amongst those young children employed 
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there and that many other children suffered in the same way.  In comparison to Robert Blincoe’s 

factory apprenticeship, William Hutton fared relatively well.  William did not have to board at 

the mill but was able to return to his home each night, however poor that home may have been.   

Conclusion 

The picture of children’s paid work in Derbyshire presented here is not the bleak, alienating 

experience of Robert Blincoe.  In analysing the pauper apprenticeship records, it is clear that the 

pauper apprentices were apprenticed at an earlier age than the private apprentices.  However, 

they were not as young as has been noted elsewhere.  With only a few exceptions, these children 

were placed in traditional trades and the type of trade to which they were apprenticed was 

similar to that of the private apprentices.  Few of the children were apprenticed to the new 

factories but instead entered trades which had been practised locally during the whole of the 

period, indicating that the pace of change in these parishes in the rural south of Derbyshire was 

not rapid.  The trade of framework knitter, which had been the trade of choice for Melbourne 

parish officials, ceased to be used as training for pauper apprentices there after 1814, which 

suggests that it was an outmoded method of production.  This implies that change was occurring 

in the south of Derbyshire but such change was neither rapid nor drastic.   

The pauper placements of Ticknall and Repton were generally located in, or in close proximity 

to, the home parish and apprentices were therefore able to maintain contact with their families 

and friends, if they chose, with relative ease.  However, Melbourne apprenticed very few 

children in the home parish and thereby denied children of the parish the opportunity to obtain 

settlement in their own right.  Charity apprenticeships provided another opportunity for an 

extension of this parish policy in Melbourne.  This out-sourcing of apprenticeships contrasted 

with data from other rural parishes including Doveridge in Derbyshire and Yealmpton in 

Devon.  Although hints of sympathetic placement of pauper children are indicated in the parish 

of Melbourne, the increasing rate of expenditure by the parish probably dominated the decision-

making process with regard to the placing of pauper apprentices.183  With regard to the other 

parishes, by placing children locally it signals a degree of sympathetic treatment towards the 

children and families by parish officials who made the arrangements for the children.  Also, 

again in contrast to studies elsewhere including Colyton and the southern counties of England, 

very few girls were apprenticed by any of the parishes.  This may have been the result of 

working opportunities locally for girls producing silk gloves in Melbourne and undertaking 

                                                      
183 Melbourne Overseer’s account book of 1809-1814 shows that the year from Easter 1809 to Easter 

1810 saw receipts for the parish of £949.13s.6d and outgoings of £796.5s.5⅟₂.d.  By the year beginning 

Easter 1813 and ending Easter 1814 the receipts for the parish had reached £1512.13s.10⅟₂d but the 
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the year beginning Easter 1809 and ending Easter 1814. The parish was keeping ahead of the rises in 
expenditure but the percentage of income used each year had increased from 84% of receipts to 94% of 
receipts. I wonder if overseers may have looked carefully at these figures and been aware of the need to 
limit expenditure wherever possible. 
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farm service in Repton.  In the placement of pauper children in these parishes, particularly the 

age at which they were apprenticed, the type of trade entered and the lack of female 

apprenticeship there appears to be a common value system in operation which may be indicative 

of shared local culture. 

Apprenticeships were often incomplete.  Over one quarter of those incomplete apprenticeships 

were the result of apprentices running away or quarrelling with their masters.  Others were 

terminated by agreement.  This level of incomplete apprenticeships seems to be in no way 

remarkable and it appears that apprenticeships were not certain of a successful conclusion, if by 

successful conclusion a full term served by the apprentice is meant.  If, as Katrina Honeyman 

suggests, ‘children articulated opinion through actions’,184 then some Derbyshire children were 

expressing their discontent by quarrelling with their masters or absconding from them.  Also, if 

homesickness played a part in the number of incomplete apprenticeships, then we might surmise 

that those children apprenticed to the home parish were more likely to complete their 

apprenticeships than those apprenticed out of the parish.  It would also be a safeguard to the 

children’s welfare if masters were known to the apprentices’ families and the children’s 

treatment was visible to both the parish officials and local parishioners.   

The age of leaving home varied, depending upon the type of agreement entered into and the 

gender of the young worker.  Those children who were apprenticed privately left home later 

than those children who were hired on an annual basis.  In Derbyshire, when hired annually, 

girls tended to leave home later than boys.  Since males hired annually left home earlier than 

those who were privately apprenticed, this suggests that those parents who could not afford the 

premium to apprentice their children were forced by economic necessity to send those children 

to work earlier.  For those children, poverty was the determining factor in their exit from the 

family home.  This is a clear pointer to the use of child labour as one of the strategies which 

enabled the labouring poor to manage the family economy.  

In attempting to discover more about the working lives of children it is clear that experiences 

varied considerably.185  The working life of William Hutton at the silk mill is recorded but, if it 

is valid to borrow a phrase from Ludmilla Jordanova, ‘silences need to be interpreted as 

carefully as statements’186 then perhaps the silence of the children who completed their 

apprenticeships also needs to be considered.  The fact that children completed their 
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 Katrina Honeyman. Child Workers in England, 1780-1820, p.199. 

185
 It must be emphasised that the work referred to in this chapter is paid employment and the multiplicity 

of unpaid tasks undertaken by child workers in the domestic context are not a part of this chapter.  Many of 
those children who remained at home would have been contributing to the family economy in ways other 
than in paid work for employers. 
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 Ludmilla Jordanova. "New Worlds for Children in the Eighteenth Century: Problems of Historical 

Interpretation." History of Human Sciences 3, no. 1 (1990): 69-83, p.72. 
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apprenticeships when they must have been aware that many of their peers did not, has to be 

taken into consideration.  As incomplete apprenticeships were common during the period, all 

apprentices would have known about others in the same town or nearby who had found a way 

out of an apprenticeship.  If, therefore, they stayed until the end of the term it suggest that they 

did not find their own situation unendurable.  In the same way, the silence of Sarah Turner, on 

her working life as a child at a silk mill, could be interpreted as satisfaction with, or at least 

acceptance of, the experience.   

Perhaps the final conclusion is that some children had a difficult start to their working lives 

whereas others seem to have survived the experience without verbalising any discontent or 

taking any actions to signal their dissatisfaction.  However, some of these children from 

Derbyshire were quite able to take the initiative and express their discontent by disagreeing with 

their master or absconding.  By doing so, they signalled their determination to exert some 

control over their own lives and showed that they were not content to tolerate situations that 

they found unacceptable. 
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Chapter Four 

 

Poor men and their families: exploring roles and relationships 

 

In this chapter I analyse the relationship of labouring poor men with their families and their 

roles within those families.  The majority of these men left no record of the way in which 

they perceived themselves, nor did they record their view of the role which they felt was 

theirs within the confines of the family unit.  So, in order to determine what men of the 

labouring poor felt was their role in the family, I draw on settlement examinations and 

contemporary autobiographies to research their actions within their families.  By using these 

sources to ask what men actually did to give support to their families during this period, it is 

possible to outline the role they played, the responsibilities they shouldered and discuss their 

models of masculinity.  As Patricia Crawford comments, ‘we can read accounts of mothers’ 

and fathers’ behaviour as evidence of care and commitment to their children’,1 and that 

premise underlies the analysis in this, and the following, chapter.  This approach is also a 

response to Crawford’s pointed statement that ‘unless historians attempt the challenge of 

interpretation, the voices of the poor are silenced’.2 

Scholars researching middle-class or elite men have a range of studies to inform their views 

and opinions but the student of the labouring poor man is not as fortunate.  The values and 

sentiments of labouring poor men are often offered almost as a postscript to the main 

research as Lawrence Stone did in his major work, The Family, Sex and Marriage in 

England 1500-1800.3  In that controversial work I suggest that the impression gained about 

the lack of affection of the labouring poor,4 based on scanty evidence from their ranks, could 

best be described by the old adage, ‘when poverty comes in the door, love flies out the 

window’.  When concluding his work, which was focussed on a broad view of the changes 

in family structure and the growth of affective families he termed ‘closed domesticated 

nuclear’ families in the eighteenth century, he notes that  

                                                      

1
 Patricia Crawford. Parents of Poor Children in England, 1580-1800. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2010, p.18. 

2
 Patricia Crawford. Parents of Poor Children in England, 1580-1800, p.24. 

3
 Lawrence Stone. The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800. London: Weidenfeld & 

Nicolson, 1977. 

4
 Lawrence Stone. The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800, Chapter 9, especially p.405. 
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The degree to which, if at all, this new family type was adopted varied enormously 

from one class and one family to another ... many features ... never penetrated the 

poor at all until the nineteenth or even the early twentieth centuries.5 

Stone’s views were widely criticised particularly with regard to his use of sources and the 

cavalier treatment of the poor6 and other historians sought to illustrate the presence of 

affection throughout the whole of the early modern period.7  However, his view of the 

delayed adoption of the new family form by the poor receives some support from historians 

who maintain that the older patriarchal family remained a feature of the working-class 

family.8  This retention of the patriarchal model by the poor does not, of course, necessarily 

preclude the presence of affection within it.  A recent study of the diaries of four non-elite 

men shows evidence of strong affective ties between spouses and also between parent and 

child despite the father being the dominant force in the family.9   

Historians have discussed the emergence of the middle-class man as a public figure and the 

tendency for the woman to become enclosed in a private sphere of domesticity during this 

period.10  However, historians note that the concept of separate spheres, which is a focus of 

historical debate, has less relevance for the labouring family.  Men often had the domestic 

arena as their workplace and women, of necessity, often inhabited the out-of-home space 

because many needed to go out to work to supplement the family income.  As one historian 

succinctly comments, ‘polarized notions of sexual character did not sit well with dual-

                                                      
5
 Lawrence Stone. The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800, pp.657-8. 
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 See E.P. Thompson. " 'Look Darling: A History of Us!’." New Society, no.41 September (1977); David 

S. Berkowitz "Review." Renaissance Quarterly, 32, no. 3 (1979): 396-403; Alan MacFarlane. "Review: 
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A. Pollock. Forgotten Children: Parent-Child Relations from 1500-1900. Cambridge: Cambridge 
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 Anna Clark. The Struggle for the Breeches: Gender and the Making of the British Working Class. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997, Chapter 14; John Burnett. Destiny Obscure : 
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9
 Hannah Barker. "Soul, Purse and Family: Middling and Lower-Class Masculinity in Eighteenth-

Century Manchester." Social History 33, no. 1 (2008): 12-35. 
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Shoemaker. Gender in English Society 1650-1850; Amanda Vickery. "Golden Age to Separate 
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income households’.11  Anna Clark also makes the point when discussing the public/private 

dichotomy that ‘working men were denied political power, and working women could not 

take shelter in the home, but had to earn wages’.12  Matthew McCormack stresses the link 

between politics and manliness and notes that ‘politics was also central to the business of 

being a man’.13  As working men were denied the right to participate fully in politics, it 

seems plain that neither working men nor working women fitted the separate spheres model 

and the view of masculinity/femininity that such a model portrays.  

Recent studies of masculinity focus mainly on the middle and upper classes.14  As Joanne 

Bailey notes, for the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, there are ‘few studies 

devoted to labouring men’s masculine identity’.15  Where the working-class man is discussed 

it is more a question of the unknown than the known, as historians are unsure how far trends 

in masculinity or manliness filter down to the workers at the lower end of the social 

spectrum.  For example, studies of eighteenth-century culture focus on the emerging 

prominence of politeness which is identified as one of the characteristics of the period, 

especially with reference to the members of the middle classes and the elite.16  Although 

noting that ‘politeness was a resource that various groups could tap into’, Karen Harvey 

stresses that it is not clear how far this affected the labouring poor of the eighteenth century 
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 M. McCormack. The Independent Man: Citizenship and Gender Politics in Georgian England. 

Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005, p.33. 
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15
 Joanne Bailey. ""Think Wot a Mother Must Feel": Parenting in English Pauper Letters." Family & 

Community History 13, no. 1 (2010):  5-19, p.6. 

16
 Philip Carter. Men and the Emergence of Polite Society, Britain 1660-1800, Harlow: Longman, 2001; 

Lawrence E. Klein. Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness: Moral Discourse and Cultural Politics in 
Early Eighteenth-Century England. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994; Alexandra 
Shepard. "From Anxious Patriarchs to Refined Gentlemen? Manhood in Britain, Circa 1500-1700." 
Journal of British Studies 44, no. 2 (2005): 281-295. 



146 

 

since that group is omitted from recent research.17  Similarly, Robert Shoemaker comments, 

when discussing ideas about gender and the impact of conduct books, ‘such writings 

probably had little direct impact on the poor’.18  Whether conduct books affected the poor 

through ideas permeating down to their ranks is unclear because this is another aspect of the 

failure to research contemporary discourse and its effect upon the poor. 

Therefore, within the current work there is difficulty for the historian of the labouring poor 

who attempts to assemble a view of the way in which poor men saw themselves and their 

roles and responsibilities.  This point is also made by John Tosh who notes ‘only a handful 

of scholars have shed light on the masculinity of the urban poor, and we know even less 

about the rural poor’.19  Tosh suggests that the working classes had a different way of 

portraying their masculinity, as he notes  

that the labouring poor were routinely damned for shirking and skiving, for wife-

beating, and for assaulting each other in public places was partly a middle-class 

way of confirming their own identity, but it also reflected the reality of a working 

population that lived by quite different masculine codes.20 

This view of working-class masculinity suggests an element of physicality allied to an 

independence from middle-class values. 

Although the negative aspects of working-class masculinity to which Tosh refers are not part 

of this analysis, it is pertinent to comment on them.  The view of the labouring poor as 

violent and lazy could, as Tosh suggests, be seen as middle-class men congratulating 

themselves on their hard-working, non-violent lifestyle.  Elizabeth Foyster argues that, 

increasingly during this period, the use of violence against wives was associated with the 

working-class male and so marital violence became a class issue.21  However, historians note 

that there was a reduction in the amount of violent behaviour during this period.22  Robert 

Shoemaker comments that, although less can be said about the reasons behind the change, it 
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is clear that working-class men were also less violent.23  Working-class men still prized 

physical strength as a visible facet of their manliness.24  Physical strength was not only 

valued by working men, as Tosh notes that ‘respect for physical vigour, courage and 

independence were manly values which transcended class’.25  The enthusiasm for boxing 

shown by all classes certainly suggests that physical strength was lauded during the period.26  

Since working men who laboured in mines, factories, fields and workshops needed to be 

physically strong, it is understandable that physical strength would be highly valued by 

labourers because without it men could not work.  The physicality of the working-class man 

was not a totally undesirable attribute in a time which was marked by wars and a need for 

soldiers from amongst their ranks.  Similarly, working-class physical prowess was useful as 

David Barrie and Susan Broomhall have shown in the establishment of the police force in 

Scotland, where it was married to the ‘middle-class ideals of self-control and civility’ to 

produce the alternative masculinity of a paid police force.27   

How commonplace the use of violence by the rural labouring poor was remains unclear, 

since that aspect of their masculinity in this period has not been directly addressed.28  

Elizabeth Foyster notes that for all men in early modern England, fighting was an 

‘opportunity to reassert manhood publicly’ and that the act of fighting settled the differences 

between men.29  However, if the level of violent behaviour was declining generally, it is 

likely that this attitude was changing during the late-eighteenth century.  In her study of 

working-class autobiographies, Jane Humphries notes that between 3% and 5% (depending 

on the definition of violence) of the writers referred to violent acts.  Humphries also notes 

that this is less frequent than in those autobiographies written by European workers.30  If that 

figure is a general indication of the use of violence by working-class men, it does not 

suggest a form of masculinity which had violent behaviour at its core, but at its periphery.  
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Further work on violence and the masculinity of working-class men in rural areas at 

different ages and stages in the life cycle would be valuable. 

One historian who does consider the masculinity of the non-elite man is Hannah Barker.  

Barker’s study of the diaries of four men from Manchester is particularly important for this 

research because it suggests a view of masculinity in action in a provincial setting and in a 

less-elite society than that of many of the other studies.  Her study highlights the lived 

experience of masculinity in the eighteenth century.  She describes a form of masculinity 

which was ‘domesticated, religiously informed and hard-working’31 and was not part of the 

cult of politeness, but was influenced rather by the creed of religious belief and the values of 

self-discipline.  This type of masculinity gave respect to the individual both at home and in 

public and also gave him a certain amount of independence.  The diaries upon which the 

study was based were all written by men who were mainly in their twenties or thirties, the 

age when many men were establishing their own households and their careers, and each 

wrote of their aspirations.  Barker concludes that, despite the varying success of their hopes, 

these men had similar ideas of masculinity and were evidence of a less-elite form which 

owed much to their Christian beliefs and the importance of home and family and their own 

hard work and self-discipline.  The analysis presented in this chapter will use this model of 

masculinity to explore whether those values can be seen in the lives of working men with 

families in Derbyshire. 

As noted, the masculinity identified by Barker owed much to Christian values, but it is not 

clear how those values influenced the local Derbyshire labouring men.  The men in Barker’s 

study were Evangelicals and the influence of Evangelicalism is highlighted as a major factor 

in the development of middle-class values.32  However, the singularity of Evangelicalism in 

the development of particular forms of masculinity is challenged.  William Van Reyk 

suggests that it was Christian values which were important and not specifically Evangelical 

ideals.33  The lack of research on the effects of Christian values on the perception and 

practice of masculinity is noted by Bailey in her important discussion of fatherhood in the 

eighteenth century.34   
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As an Anglican church was located literally at the heart of each village, the sermons 

preached in the pulpits probably impacted upon the labouring poor.  Also, the relationship 

between the church and poor relief would doubtless ensure that most of the village 

households had more than a nodding acquaintance with the vicar and the parish officers.  

When discussing Christian values, the message from the Bible was clear with an emphasis 

on the duty of men to provide for their own families.  ‘If any provide not for his own, 

especially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith and is worse than an infidel’.35  

This unambiguous message was the subject of one chapter of a published conduct manual 

but could easily have been used as the subject of a local sermon.36  There are many examples 

in the Bible of the duties of family members, and the message concerning the roles of each is 

clearly stated.  One of the commandments states ‘Honour thy father and thy mother: that thy 

days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee’.37  Wives were advised 

‘To be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the 

word of God be not blasphemed’.38  A list of duties and responsibilities is provided in 

Colossians chapter 3 verses 18 to 21.  Verse 18 reminds wives ‘Wives, submit yourselves 

unto your own husbands, as it is fit in the Lord.’  Husbands are reminded of their duty in 

verse 19.  ‘Husbands, love your wives, and be not bitter against them.’  Verse 20 instructs 

the children of the family, ‘Children, obey your parents in all things: for this is well pleasing 

unto the Lord.’  Verse 21 is guidance for fathers and encourages them to deal kindly with 

their children, ‘Fathers, provoke not your children to anger, lest they be discouraged.’  

Whether those messages shaped the masculinity of the labouring poor it is difficult to 

determine from the sources available, but they would certainly have been heard. 

The question of how to draw out the working man’s own priorities and values and their own 

sense of masculinity or manliness is challenging to say the least.  In this thesis I am 

approaching the question by extracting all data relating to male family members from 

settlement examinations.  I found that there were certain actions commonly taken by the men 

of the family and I argue that these actions can point to working men’s familial role and their 

masculine code.  Almost all of the examinations mention fathers, as the father’s settlement 

was important in legal terms for establishing the settlement of the person under 
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examination.39  This dissemination of knowledge of parentage and place of birth amongst 

family members was a vital safeguard for the individual, and the majority of fathers ensured 

that their wives and children were informed of such important information.  Beyond these 

basic facts, of the 480 settlement examinations from the area, over 20% mention supportive 

actions taken by male family members.  Fathers, brothers, uncles and cousins are all 

mentioned as having aided the examinant in some way.  It may seem that this proportion is 

low and that, as the majority did not refer to help from families, family support was 

relatively unimportant.  However, it must be emphasised that these actions of the male 

family members recorded in the examinations would be the major events in which the men 

provided support.  Only major actions would be recorded for the purpose of the 

examinations yet the majority of the support provided would be small-scale and would 

remain unrecorded.  Those examined might also downplay the amount of support from 

family members to minimise the possibility of parish officials gaining the impression that 

kin support could be substituted for parish support.  Loaning tools, money, providing surplus 

garden produce, going errands, caring for children and everyday actions such as these would 

not be noted in the examinations as they do not impact upon the main questions of domicile 

or employment.  The actions identified in the examinations were, therefore, a fraction of the 

support and not the whole.  No information concerning the emotional support provided by 

family members was recorded in such documents, so any affection between family members 

was hidden within the actions they took.  I would argue that such affection, expressed in 

practical terms by helping and supporting family members, was more valuable and genuine 

than any flowery declarations of love. 

Examining fatherhood and the poor 

In this part of the chapter I ask what fathers did for their children and what can be deduced 

from those actions.  This responds to the point made by Patricia Crawford when she 

comments that British research on fathers has not been focussed on ‘exploring what men 

actually did as fathers’.40  Bailey, when noting the lack of targeted research on society’s 

view of the appropriate behaviour of fathers in the period, comments ‘this is still more 

obscure where the lower social ranks are concerned’.41  Again, it seems that working men 
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are in the shadows and what was expected of them as fathers is less than clear.  At the end of 

this period, working-class radicals based their argument for political participation on their 

role as good fathers42 so it is important to try to determine what fatherhood meant to 

working-class men.  One historian notes that ‘one of the most important paternal functions ... 

was helping their children, especially their sons, get started in a career’.43  David Vincent, in 

his study of working class-autobiographies, indicates that nineteenth-century boys from the 

working classes had an expectation that their father would help them with establishing their 

own occupations.44  It seems that this was not only seen as the man’s responsibility in the 

middle classes but was also a feature of the role of the working man, as the settlement 

examinations indicate.  Some of the examinants were formally bound to family members 

whilst others were informally trained and worked alongside their mentors.  Of the formal 

apprenticeships recorded (134), over 10% were to family members.  Nine were apprenticed 

to fathers, five to brothers, and one each to grandfathers, uncles and stepfathers.  Humphries, 

researching autobiographies, notes that 9% of those who were apprenticed (182) were 

apprenticed to their fathers.  Brothers, uncles, and grandfathers, amongst other kin, were also 

used as placements for apprentices but 76% were apprenticed to non-kin.45  . Humphries 

records a higher number of apprentices placed with kin than the settlement examinations 

show, perhaps indicating the different social status of the autobiographers’ families, only 

11% of whom had had an encounter with parish officials.46 

Evidence suggests that, if the father had a skill which would enable the son to make a living, 

it was common for that skill to be passed on.  There are examples in the settlement 

examinations of fathers having their sons bound to them in order to ensure that they had a 

trade which would enable them to make a living.  These examinations are scattered 

throughout the period of this study and relate to periods earlier than the date of the 

examinations, indicating that it was not a new development for the working man to train his 

own child and set him on the path to a career.  It really was common sense for the skilled 

man to train his sons himself and, in that way, acquire extra help for himself and ensure a 

future for his sons at no extra cost other than the cost of the indentures.  It must be noted, 
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however, that many of those examined were not skilled themselves and so their ability to 

provide training for their children was strictly limited.  Also, in contrast to those men higher 

up the social scale, their financial ability to help their families in this was similarly limited.  

Their own circumstances constrained their actions both in training and in financing training 

for their families. 

Brothers Thomas and Hugh Ratcliff, examined on the same day in Ticknall in 1768, were 

both apprenticed as shoemakers to their father, Joseph.47  One son, Thomas, served his 

apprenticeship and then worked in different places, but Hugh served his seven-year 

apprenticeship and continued to work with his father.  Other examples exist of sons formally 

apprenticed to fathers48 but one stepfather also played a part in a boy’s apprenticeship.  

William Foster’s father died when he was three years of age and his mother remarried two 

years later to a ribbon weaver of Nuneaton, Warwickshire.49  He was then bound apprentice 

to his ‘father-in-law’ (stepfather) until he attained 21 years of age.  Unfortunately for 

William and his mother, his stepfather became ill and was forced to go to the parish for 

support.  William was then apprenticed by the parish to a framework knitter in Hinkley, but 

in common with many apprentices of the period, he ran away after two years.  Clearly, the 

stepfather believed that his role was to care and provide for the future of his stepson despite 

not being the natural father. 

Formal apprenticeships were less common in the examinations than informal training by a 

parent.  This emphasises the point that the actions of the labouring poor were constrained by 

circumstances since indentures cost money and required a long-term commitment that most 

men could ill afford.  The examinations show that twice as many fathers trained their sons 

informally than formally apprenticed them.  As with the formal apprenticeships, the fathers 

were more numerous than any other family members.  Framework knitters, potters, 

carpenter, millers, butchers, for example, all trained their sons without formally apprenticing 

them.  Transference of skills from one generation to the next was clearly an important role in 

the lives of the labouring poor.  William Ragg of Ticknall learned the trade of wheelwright 

from his father and he was then sufficiently skilled to be hired by another wheelwright.50  

Without his father’s help he would probably have been just another labourer looking for a 

relatively unskilled lower-paid job.   
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Providing a home for those in need was another function of labouring poor fathers.  With 

reference to the early modern period, Ilana Ben-Amos refers to the ‘safety net’ provided by 

parents when children were away from home.51  Steven King comments that the majority of 

families, by 1800, would take kin into their homes at least once, and suggests that during the 

period 1700-1850 family bonds ‘became stronger rather than weaker’.52 In the relatively 

small number of settlement examinations which mention family members providing homes 

for those examined, fathers or parents were the most common providers.  Children who were 

ill went home to their parents to be cared for, in much the same way as children do today.  

Some children went home to stay in between hirings as did Rubertus Peach of Repton.53  

Samuel Roberts of Melbourne went home to his father when the master to whom he was 

bound failed in business, and ‘he continued with his father as one of the family till the time 

of his marriage’. 54  Although that statement indicates that Samuel saw the word family as 

synonymous with household, the fact that he returned to his family home following a period 

of independent living indicates that he still felt that he belonged to the family and was 

entitled to return when in need.55    

Providing a home and support could be a long-term commitment.  Elizabeth Bamford of 

Repton, who was examined in 1775, had lived for three years in London with her husband 

Peter who was a tailor.56  She then moved to Repton to live with her husband’s father.  She 

remained there for six years with her four young children.  For the final year and a quarter, 

Elizabeth had been a widow but was still living in the home of her father-in-law.  One 

example of a father’s long-time support for his daughter can be seen in the examination of 

James Robertshaw in 1809.57  James Robertshaw was examined to provide supplementary 

evidence on behalf of James Richardson who had leased a shop and rooms from him at a 

rent of ten pounds per annum.  Richardson was a tenant for about ten years.  At some point 

during that time his widowed daughter, Ann Wass, moved in with her five children.  She 

lived with him for several years and kept a huckster’s shop and occasionally gave lodgings 

for weekly payments.  Richardson himself frequently went to stay in Stony Stratford in 
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Buckinghamshire where he had a furnished room.  Ann remarried but remained in the rooms 

which were leased to her father and she stayed there until her death, upon which, the father 

sold the goods and settled her debts.  Robertshawe believed that Richardson took rooms to 

enable his daughter to provide for herself and her children.  It is inconceivable that lack of 

affection for children was a feature of the lives of the poor of the period when fathers 

provided support in this manner for their adult children and grandchildren.58 

Fathers were crucial to establish a settlement for their children.  The statement of Thomas 

Hay, examined in 1809 in Derby to prove the settlement of his son, John, provided another 

clue of the support given by poor fathers in helping children to live in their parish of 

choice.59  John was born illegitimate but Thomas later married John’s mother.  In his 

examination Thomas noted that when John was aged 17 years, Thomas, a framework knitter, 

hired him for one year at the wage of £1.10s and provided clothes in order to give his son a 

settlement.  The examination of William Newbold at Ticknall illustrates this point quite 

clearly.60  When he was examined in November 1809, William was 29 years of age and had 

been born at Ticknall which was his parents’ legal settlement.  He had worked in a variety of 

places around the area, all within a few miles of Ticknall and all for 51 weeks which did not 

gain him a settlement.  At his last named hiring at Ashby-de-la-Zouch in Leicestershire he 

worked for 51 weeks, then his master wished to hire him again.  However, he told his master 

‘that he did not wish to belong to any other place than Ticknall and should like to come to 

his parents at Ticknall for a short time for the purpose of his not gaining a settlement at 

Ashby’.  He stayed with his parents for one week and then returned to the master at Ashby 

and worked in different places, none of which gained him a legal settlement.  He had been 

cohabiting with Mary for nine years whom he believed had a husband living.61  At the time 

of his examination he had five children who were all born at Ticknall, all technically 

illegitimate, and who would therefore all have Ticknall as a settlement.  This determination 

to belong to the parish of choice was a characteristic of the labouring poor which is plainly 

indicated in some of the examinations.62 
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However, sometimes the guidance of fathers and brothers was not without problems.  John 

Adcock, a labourer who was born in Ticknall, claimed that he was hired at about the age of 

14 years to Samuel Howe of Ticknall for one year and the wage of one guinea.63  He stated 

that his father and brother were present at the hiring with him and the hiring took place in his 

father’s house.  Since then he had not had another hiring by which he could claim 

settlement.  A note at the bottom of the examination dated the same day stated when 

‘cautioned as to the facts ... he admitted that the statement was false, that he’d been told by 

his parents to make it’.  Another statement noted that he had been hired by the week not by 

the year.  This particular attempt to outwit the parish officials failed but it begs the question, 

how many times did such plans succeed?  Indeed, how many parents, especially fathers, 

assisted their children to defraud and deceive parish officials? 

Beyond the role of providing employment and a home when needed, fathers also assisted by 

providing money to buy out their sons from apprenticeships.  James Webster’s father bought 

him out of his apprenticeship for one and a half guineas after he had served two years with a 

stockinger.64  What he did with the indentures is not known, but John Housley’s father burnt 

the indentures of his son who had returned home after serving about 15 months of his 

apprenticeship to a blacksmith.65  At that time John was about 14 years of age and had 

returned to his parents as his master was ‘not using him well’.  The act of burning the 

indentures could be seen either as John’s father making a statement of his anger at the ill-

treatment of his son, or him reasserting his traditional role of protector once John was under 

his care and protection again.   

If unhappy apprenticeships were seen as a spur to intervention by the father, then enlisting in 

the army was also likely to stimulate action.  Henry Holloway of Melbourne was an 

apprentice framework knitter when he enlisted as a soldier in the Marine Service and was 

with the recruiting party about nine days when his father bought him out to ensure that he 

never joined the regiment.66  The reputation of the armed forces was such that is was not 

likely to gain the approval of parents when sons enlisted and Henry’s father acted fairly 

quickly to gain the release of his son. 67  He was not as quick-acting as the father of Joseph 
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Knight, whose case was debated in the parish of Ticknall.68  Joseph had been apprenticed at 

the age of 11 years to a framework knitter at Hathern in Leicestershire.  During his 

apprenticeship, he stayed several times for a night or two with his father in Ticknall.  After 

serving six years and two months of a seven-year apprenticeship it was noted that, without 

his father’s knowledge and consent, he purchased the remainder of his time himself for three 

guineas.  It was stated that the fee was raised by selling his watch.  Then he worked as a 

journeyman for about 14 weeks, ‘his father not even knowing for the first fortnight that he 

had left his apprenticeship’.  He then went to Derby and enlisted as a soldier in the Artillery 

but was not sworn in because ‘his father and brother learning of it go over to Derby the next 

morning and bought him off he being then about eighteen’.  What is interesting about this 

particular story is that the contact was clearly maintained between the young apprentice and 

his father despite the distance of nine miles.  Furthermore, the statement about his father ‘not 

even knowing for the first fortnight’ seems to hint that this two-week lack of knowledge of 

his son’s whereabouts was surprising, and the speed with which the news of his enlistment 

travelled from Derby to Ticknall illustrates the informal network of communication which 

the labouring poor accessed.  News certainly travelled fast, but fathers were clearly not 

laggard either. 

Fathers arranged hirings for their sons but one man’s actions as a result of an arranged hiring 

invite comment.  James Shaw of Melbourne was hired by his father to Miss Eyton of Calke 

Abbey for one year.69  Miss Eyton moved to Ticknall after about nine months.  After 

approximately 50 weeks, she told James that she would part with him.  She called him into 

her drawing room to pay him his agreed wages minus six shillings for the missing two 

weeks.  She called in a witness when he signed a paper in receipt of the sum.  He stated that 

there had been no quarrel and that his father had not given his consent to the dissolution of 

the contract.  His father then called on Miss Eyton two or three times to demand the six 

shillings, but she would not see him and shortly after ‘left the country’.  This indicates the 

determination of the father to obtain what he considered to be due to his son and also to 

exercise his own right as the other party in the contract of employment.  It further 

emphasises the importance of a relatively small amount of money to the family.  I think that 

this father’s act was one of courage in bearding a member of the elite in her own den and 

attempting to play his role of protector and defender to the full.  The house to which Miss 

Eyton moved was not recorded, but Calke Abbey70 is an extremely grand country house 
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reached by a very imposing long, tree-lined drive, a small section of which is seen below 

(Plate 4.1).  If the house in which Miss Eyton then lived was of the same quality it would 

have proved very forbidding for the father to approach.  This episode signals the way in 

which the labouring poor’s rights could be disregarded by the elite and the father’s manly 

status undermined by their actions.  Nonetheless it does, I suggest, illustrate the presence in 

this particular father of what John Tosh called ‘the solid inner qualities which were always 

implicit in ‘manliness’, such as courage, resolution and tenacity’.71 

Plate 4.1 Calke Abbey, Derbyshire 

 

Photograph author’s own, 2011. 

Whatever fathers felt were their responsibilities and their duties to their families Elizabeth 

Heap, examined in 1746, expressed her own view of what was expected from a father.  She 

had lived with her father until she was about 14 or 15 years of age and then was hired as a 

servant.  Following that hiring she was then hired to her father who she noted, ‘had a wife 

living’, but it seems that she did not receive regular wages or have the 30 shillings a year 

which was agreed upon.  He, however, ‘found her in clothes as other parents do for their 

children’.72  Her expectations with regard to her father were clear.  He was to be the provider 

of any material support that he could.  Indeed, if William Hutton’s values were common to 

working men of the period, providing for a family was a measure of their masculinity and 

male pride.  When thinking of marrying he commented, ‘I had observed such severe penury 
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among the married stockingers, that the thoughts of a wife were horrid, unless I had been in 

a situation to support one’.73  Clearly, men’s expectations of themselves were to provide for 

their families as William Hutton indicated. 

The ability to support the family was an important facet of the masculinity of the poor as 

well as those men of higher status.  Unfortunately, sometimes they were unable to provide 

all the support their families needed.  Indeed their ability to act as providers was precarious 

as Joanne Bailey notes, because it could be easily undermined by unemployment and 

illness.74  As it was believed that the family was a microcosm of society and the father 

should act as the one authority within the small realm, the father’s role should have been 

clear.75  However, Patricia Crawford has pointed to the action of the ‘civic fathers’ in the 

early modern period as an important factor in constraining the self-respect and the role of the 

labouring poor male.76  Since the poor law allowed the interference in the lives of the 

labouring poor through apprenticeship of their children, she argues that this would take away 

an important responsibility from the household head and would thus detrimentally affect the 

role which was rightly his.  She notes that ‘poor men whose rights to their wives and 

children were disregarded lost manly status’.77  From that point of view, the labouring man’s 

role could be destabilised easily by outside agencies and his ability to guide and protect his 

own family could be limited.  Men who had to accept parish assistance were unmanned by 

the contact if they saw their role and status diminished by the process.  A recent study by 

Megan Doolittle places great emphasis on the shame felt by men who were unable to 

provide for their families and who had to accept state intervention.  Her study also 

emphasises the anger of the poor because of that state intervention and the conflict it 

engendered between the notion of men’s authority within their families and the reality of 

their helplessness.78 

Some local Derbyshire men were forced to contact the parish in circumstances which merit 

discussion.  The case of Mathias Shaw and his family caused more than one person to be 

examined by the parish officers of Repton.  Elizabeth Garth from Leicestershire was a 
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widow who provided lodging.  She was visited by the overseers of the workhouse in Ashby-

de-la-Zouch who brought with them Mathias Shaw, his wife and their two children.  Mathias 

was to be employed in the local coal mines.  He worked only one day.  He then worked for 

about a fortnight carrying pots, but this occupation did not support the family so he went 

back to the overseer at Ashby-de-la-Zouch for relief.  The overseer told him that ‘he was an 

idle lazy rogue that he was as well able to work for his bread as they were to give it him’.  

Mathias returned to Elizabeth’s house and took his elder child to the workhouse, a strategy 

Jeremy Boulton discusses.79  The child was taken in but the door was closed against him.  

The father ran away.  Mrs Shaw went with the young child to the overseer to ask for relief 

‘which was refused and turned her out of doors and bid her to go and look for her husband 

and abused her very much’.80   

In this case, the wife suffered for the perceived faults of her husband.  She was penalised by 

the parish authorities for her husband’s failure to provide for his family.  Seemingly, the 

onus was placed upon her to pursue her errant husband and force him to provide for her.  

The parish elite had a view of the responsibilities of the husband and also seemed to have a 

view of the responsibility of the wife to maintain order within the family.  We do not know 

whether Mrs Shaw went to look for her husband, but we do know that, having been refused 

help from the parish, she left her baby with her brother who lived at Repton.  Child 

abandonment did not necessarily mean a lack of maternal care but was often the result of 

poverty.81  Jonathan Wilkinson stated that ‘the wife of Mathias Shaw his sister brought her 

young child to his house and there left it since when she is gone off and not been heard of 

that he has had the child near five weeks and asks for relief’.82  In this case, the parish was 

the first port of call for the family and only when that help was not forthcoming was the 

family asked to assist.  That may have been reluctance on the part of a desperate family to 

ask for help from equally desperate family members.   

A further example of men’s requests for help going unheeded was recounted in the diary of 

the squire of Calke Abbey.83  A Ticknall villager, Robert Dolman, according to the squire, a 
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hard-working labourer who had raised a large family without recourse to the parish, fell 

upon hard times.  He was temporarily disabled and his wife had been ill for seven weeks and 

unable to work.  He had, in the past, built a cottage himself and reclaimed waste land to 

provide a garden for the family but in February 1831 his own resources were not enough.  

He approached the vestry for help and was told that the parish officer was not there and so 

his request for aid was ignored.  What Robert Dolman thought at that time is only to be 

surmised but what actually happened is recorded.  He went home but the following day used 

his razor to slash, firstly, his abdomen and then his throat in an attempt to commit suicide.  

The squire, Sir George Crewe, had himself known despair and sympathised with the 

desperation that Robert Dolman clearly felt.  Fortunately, his attempt was unsuccessful but 

the story does show that the approach to the parish for help, by a working man who had done 

his best all his life to provide for his family, was a major event.  What he perceived to be a 

refusal to help when he was in dire need was probably the final blow for a man who had 

always been independent and cared for his own family by his own efforts.  He may have felt 

that his wife and family would be cared for better without him.  Whether Robert approached 

the parish for assistance because he felt that it was his responsibility to do so, or whether he 

went to ask for relief since his wife was ill and could not herself go to the vestry is not 

known.  It is pure speculation that leads me to believe that his sense of responsibility was 

such that he would have considered it his duty, and his alone, to apply to the parish for 

support when in need.  It was tragic that his sole request for assistance was not heeded, but 

fortunate that his suicide bid failed.  Robert Dolman survived and remained with his wife 

Sarah whom he had married in 1797.84  He died in 1850.85   

By applying to the parish for poor relief, Robert Dolman swallowed his pride and asked for 

help when he had always maintained his family without the help of outside agencies.  By 

their refusal or inaction in his case, the parish elite proved the point that the labouring poor 

male’s agency was constrained within limits imposed by others.  However, Robert Dolman 

also proved that there was one act of independence which the labouring poor man could still 

take and one which the parish elite were powerless to stop.  He could take his own life.  

Maybe it was a cry for help or a cry of despair but it is equally likely to be a final act of 

defiant autonomy by a proud working man whose role of provider had been undermined by 

circumstance. 
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A father’s role can be seen as fundamentally that of provider and protector.86  This is 

unsurprising as the patriarchal family model emphasised the role of men as providers87 and 

men were legally required to provide for their families.88  Fatherhood to the poor meant 

providing training for their children if they could and, in that way, giving their sons a good 

basis from which to develop their own skills and provide for themselves and future families.  

It meant providing a home for their children when they were in need, and money to enable a 

child to escape from an apprenticeship or from the army and a doubtful future.  Fatherhood 

meant protecting their children from the elite who would deny them their rights.  When they 

were forced by circumstances, it meant approaching the parish for help but by doing so they 

lost status89 and hurt their own sense of pride and self-worth.  Independence was an 

important aspect of masculinity90 but, as Tosh notes, in the working class it was ‘not 

freedom from patronage, but security against penury and the associated indignities of charity 

and the workhouse’.91  These actions showed fathers who cared for their families, and cared 

more for their families than their own masculine pride.  They showed courage, tenacity, 

constancy and generosity.  In contemporary discourse, Bailey notes that the ‘emotion that 

fatherhood is predominantly associated with is love’92 and the actions of these Derbyshire 

men can be viewed as acts of unspoken love.  If comparing these labouring men to the 

model of masculinity shown by Barker where Christian values, love of family and hard work 

were key, it seems that only the Christian values are not clearly indicated.  However, if we 

consider the Bible’s view of a man providing for his family, as cited earlier in this chapter, I 

would argue that these men showed evidence of Christian values through the actions they 

took to care for their families.  We may not have the words stating explicit Christian values 

but we do have the actions and they speak volumes. 
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The role of wider male kin in supporting family members 

It is important to ask if those qualities identified in fathers were also discernible in wider kin 

suggesting a form of shared masculine ideals amongst the labouring poor.  It seems that, 

where a father was unable or unwilling to take on the responsibility of training his son, the 

other male members of the family took over the role.  Sam Barrett highlights the importance 

of uncles and brothers in his research into the role of kin and the support for those who 

would otherwise need parish relief.93  Snell notes the frequent references to uncles in his 

analysis of settlement examinations.94  Humphries explains that childhood bonds with 

siblings were extended into adult life and helps to ‘explain the frequency with which aunts 

and uncles featured in memoirs’.95  Davidoff and Hall’s discussion of the middle class note 

that ‘uncles and aunts provided an important resource even when the parents were alive and 

capable’.96  How far that was true of Derbyshire’s labouring poor is examined in this section. 

What is noteworthy about the way in which men saw their roles and responsibilities, is that it 

was not only a question of relationships within the household being of importance, but was 

also true for kin who lived at a distance.  An example was William Hutton, whose paternal 

uncle lived in Nottingham when William’s father lived in Derby, but the uncle apprenticed 

the young William for his second apprenticeship.97  William noted that there was an 

affectionate bond between the brothers but visits between them were limited.  William did 

not seem to know his aunt well and found her to be mean-natured.98  William’s uncle also 

apprenticed William’s two brothers later.  The uncle did not have any sons, so it is possible 

that this lack of children of his own made him more likely to help his nephews.  He was not, 

however, reliant upon the help from his nephews because he also apprenticed non-family 

members.  When discussing his relationship with his uncle, William noted that there existed 

‘great friendship’ between them which lasted for the whole of their lives.99  He further 

commented later when working opportunities arose elsewhere that ‘he loved him and was 
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unwilling to leave him’.100  He recorded the death of his uncle in terms of great sorrow 

writing that ‘I was ignorant of how much I loved him until my sorrow for his death informed 

me’.101  It seems that, if the uncle provided the training and the home, William reciprocated 

with hard work, respect and love. 

Uncles also provided employment for nephews.  John Moore was bound apprentice by his 

father at the age of eight to a framework knitter.102  He completed the apprenticeship and 

worked a further two years but then went to his uncle who was a mason in Pentridge, 

Derbyshire, and worked with him.  John’s father was a soldier so was unable himself to 

provide training and help.  His uncle was not totally compliant, however, as John wanted £5 

per annum but his uncle refused so John was paid in clothes.  The uncle probably felt that he 

had fulfilled his obligations to his nephew by giving him work and a place to live but was 

unwilling or unable to provide money too.  It is important to remember that, for families of 

the labouring poor, money was not plentiful and assistance rendered to family and 

neighbours, when living on the margins of poverty themselves, was likely to be in kind.   

It was not only nephews who were hired by uncles as the story of Mary (sometimes 

Margaret) Cowlishaw indicates.103  When examined in 1801, Mary had had a variety of 

hirings around Derbyshire when she was approached by her uncle Joseph, who came to her 

and told her that he was in need of a servant.  Mary was working in All Saints parish in 

Derby at the time and her uncle lived in Etwall in the south of the county.  He had clearly 

known her location in order to approach her so, despite her being an adult and living several 

miles away, there was some contact between them.  He said that he would give her ‘board, 

lodging and clothes and would make satisfaction for her service’.104  He did not mention the 

length of the service.  She served as his servant for about one year and nine months and left 

him ‘on his breaking up housekeeping’.  The arrangement was probably beneficial to both 

parties as he would be sure of the character of his niece in the same way that she would be 

familiar with his. 

When discussing support, settlement examinations cannot provide details of the emotional 

support for family members, however, the memoirs of a working-class Derbyshire woman 

point to the importance of the emotional support she found from her maternal uncle.  
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Elizabeth Barnes (née Webster) wrote her memoirs when she was an adult but as she stated 

‘her childish and girlish scenes have kept in fresh view’.105  Elizabeth was born in 1798 near 

Wirksworth in the north of Derbyshire.  She wrote with fondness of her uncle Samuel 

Adams who was a ‘comfort’ and ‘a most affectionate uncle’ who to her ‘had ever been the 

most kind’.  He was a Calvinist, ten years older than Elizabeth, who belonged to a church 

which provided a children’s Sunday school.  It was there that Elizabeth met a schoolmaster 

who offered to teach her at his school at Belper.  Her uncle was instrumental in her having 

the opportunity to learn to read and write.  They continued to have a close relationship and, 

when Elizabeth was suffering what I would describe as bouts of depression, her uncle visited 

her regularly and quoted from the Bible to comfort her.  She also said, ‘I often think of my 

Uncle Samuel Adams who imparted to me many consoling words’.  She was saddened by 

his death, but drew comfort from the fact that the strength of his faith would be his salvation.  

It is not often that the words of a working woman allow us to glimpse the emotional support 

given and received by family members in this period, but I would argue that there were 

many others whose stories are unknown today but whose experiences were similar. 

Uncles were also in evidence when tragedy struck a family.  In the Derbyshire examinations 

they were named as providing a home for several of those examined and were only 

outnumbered by the father or parents.  Phillip Royle was born in Hadlington, Chester and his 

father died when he was young.106  His father left a widow and eight children.  His mother 

remarried a pipemaker who lived in Derby and, when she remarried, Phillip went to live 

with his paternal uncle in Hadlington and stayed there about two years.  After that time he 

returned to his mother and stepfather who employed him as a pipemaker.  After two years 

Phillip’s mother also died but he continued to live with, and work for, his stepfather.107 

One examination provides an insight into the relationship between one uncle and his 

nephew.  Joseph Standell, examined as a 13-year-old in 1828 at Ticknall, had been sent to 

live with his uncle, a farmer, at the age of four.108  His uncle ‘took him out of charity and 
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found him clothes and victuals and sent him to school’.  When his uncle considered him old 

enough to drive the horses or any similar task he was taken out of school and attended again 

when he was not needed.  At about the age of 11 years he left school and ‘lived with his 

uncle ever since doing anything he had for him to do and his uncle finding him clothes and 

meat’.  At the next Michaelmas he was hired formally by his uncle for 51 weeks at the wage 

of £3.  A note at the bottom of the document, which is difficult to read, stated ‘he would 

have done the same if he had been his son and not his nephew’.  In this case, taking a 

nephew into his home meant providing for him as if he had been a son and not his sister’s 

child.  A note on the document added that it was believed Joseph’s settlement was Ticknall; 

this despite Joseph stating that he thought his father’s legal settlement was Ashby-de-la-

Zouch.  Could it be that the parish officers also acknowledged the informal adoption of 

Joseph by his uncle? 

Grandfathers too provided help in different ways to their grandchildren.  In the case of 

Thomas Parker of Repton his grandfather was the first to hire him on a farm when he was a 

13-year-old.109  The grandfather of 14-year-old James Froggatt, similarly, was the first to 

hire him.110  He went from his home in Uttoxeter, Staffordshire to Brailsford, Derbyshire, to 

his grandfather’s home to work and stayed for three years.  It may be that this first step into 

the world of work for the young of the labouring poor was made safer by the grandfather 

who was in a position to offer work and a home.111  William Stevenson’s grandfather 

provided a home for him when his father went into the army and William lived with him 

until the grandfather died when William was nine. 112  Unfortunately, no other family 

members came forward and the young boy was taken to the workhouse by overseers until he 

was apprenticed later by the parish.   

The above cases relate to children who were legitimate but there are also cases where the 

grandfather was willing to help support an illegitimate child.  William Measham, the 

illegitimate son of Ann Crisp, was bound as an apprentice to his grandfather Thomas 

Measham in Repton when he was eight years of age.113  When he was examined at the age of 

23 he was working as a tailor so had clearly been taught the skills of the trade.  Lydia Ward 

was an illegitimate child who was born locally and was sent to her grandfather when she was 
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an infant.114  She remained there with her mother until she was 18 years of age.  It is likely 

that the young Lydia and her mother provided domestic help in return for a home.  It seems 

that the protective role which the fathers of the labouring poor undertook during this period 

extended to the adult children115 and was not confined to their own offspring when young, 

neither was support restricted to legitimate grandchildren.116  It also seems to indicate that in 

some cases at least, the responsibility men felt towards their families proved a more 

powerful force than the shame of housing illegitimate children and the possible loss of 

respectability.   

There are few studies which highlight sibling relationships as most family historians have 

concentrated on parent-child or husband and wife relationships.117  Of the studies which do 

exist, studies of siblings have concentrated most commonly on the inheritance problems 

associated with primogeniture and are focussed on the middle classes and the elite.118  One 

historian has noted this lack of interest in the study of siblings despite their presence in most 

families.119  Crawford discusses the range of relationships which could be described as 

sibling relationships and, more importantly for this study, discusses not only the elite.120  She 

describes the obligations of siblings which she notes are shaped by material 

circumstances.121  As she comments ‘expectations were gendered’, with brothers able to 

provide material aid and sisters more likely to provide services.  Among the services 

Crawford highlights as being provided by sisters was assistance at the lying-in of family 

members, and she notes that this action was a feature of all levels of society.  

In this study, brothers also apprenticed siblings as did the brother of Robert Pegg of 

Melbourne.122  He was apprenticed to his brother Joseph who was a turner.  Similarly, 
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Joseph Stoddard was apprenticed as a 14-year-old to his brother, a tailor.123  Although there 

are examples of brothers helping their siblings in this way, the evidence indicates that this 

was less common a feature of the labouring poor than that of fathers helping sons.  This is to 

be expected because the parent was more likely to be in a position to help than was the 

brother of the same generation, who would himself be likely to need assistance getting 

started in a career.  Only where there was a large age gap between the brothers would they 

be able to provide training or support.   

Sometimes brothers simply worked together without formal hiring.  George Squires, as a 15-

year-old, joined his two brothers working as stocking frame makers.124  After two years he 

moved with one of the brothers to Nottingham and stayed there about one year.  He then 

went to Derby with the other brother and remained there for two or three years.  He was not 

formally hired or bound but was given lodging and pocket money.  Roger Wild worked as a 

cordwainer partly with his brother at Codgrove in Nottinghamshire and partly with his father 

at Bakewell in Derbyshire, the place of his birth.125  He was neither hired nor bound to 

either.  This type of arrangement probably suited both parties and it appears that skills were 

learnt by the younger brother as he went on to be hired for one year to a cordwainer from 

Ilkeston in Derbyshire. 

Crawford notes that providing accommodation for siblings was a common feature of the 

middling classes and the elite but she points out that for the poorest members of society 

providing accommodation was likely to be ‘very difficult’.126  Crawford suggests that 

providing temporary accommodation was an occasional feature of the sibling relationship of 

the poor.127  John Hall, who was born in Derbyshire, had an eventful life during the 

eighteenth century.128  He began his career in service at the age of 21 years and continued for 

11 or 12 years.  Following a spell as a publican in Derby, he went into service for gentlemen.  

He did not serve a full year in any one place.  He then went to sea where he stayed as a sailor 

for over six years.  He thought that, on 21
st
 August 1780, he went to stay with his brother in 

Derbyshire in the parish of his birth and remained there until July 1788.  There was no 

agreement but he had meat, drink, washing and lodging and money when he asked for it.  In 
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this case, an eight-year stay was more than the temporary accommodation to be expected for 

a sibling from the less-advantaged members of society.   

In later life brothers could be useful as is indicated in the Derbyshire quarter sessions 

records. Brothers John Caulton, a cotton spinner of Burton-upon-Trent, and Thomas 

Caulton, a farmer of the same town, stood surety for their elder brother, Peter, a labourer of 

Newton Solney, who appeared at Derby Quarter Sessions charged with assault in 1794.129  

Siblings could also help each other by boarding together to share the rent as did William 

Hutton and his brother and sister.130   

It seems that uncles were important to the families of the labouring poor in Derbyshire and 

they provided a range of support for children.  In common with fathers, they trained them to 

work, gave them a home or a job and also gave them emotional support when it was needed.  

In return children remembered them and their actions when they were older and, in the case 

of Elizabeth Barnes and of William Hutton, remembered them with love until their old age.  

Siblings also provided support for each other and it seems that support was not limited to a 

particular time in the life cycle of the family, but was a resource upon which the labouring 

poor could draw when needed.  These examples suggest that male family members shared 

common values which led them to provide support for their families as fathers did.  They 

too, showed themselves to be men of character and fortitude by supporting and caring for 

those in their families who were in need.  Like those men studied by Hannah Barker, these 

men showed by their actions that they placed a high priority on family despite being in a 

less-favourable economic position and, to them, family was not restricted to those in their 

household but embraced wider kin.  It is likely that being able to shelter, support and aid kin 

contributed to the sense of worth of the working man and reinforced his sense of 

respectability. 

Exploring the place of friendly societies and male sociability in the lives of working 

men 

In the south of Derbyshire during this period, one other way in which the working man131 

protected his family was by joining friendly societies.132  These societies reinforced the 
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masculine role of provider by insuring against his inability to earn a wage to support his 

family.  Thus, they supported the ideals of working-class masculinity where parish welfare 

and charitable donations undermined them.  John Farey, a contemporary commentator, noted 

that of the 317 parishes in Derbyshire who responded to the poor law returns, 133 mentioned 

friendly societies.133  Using these returns and the 1801 census he stated that more than one in 

four men in Derbyshire belonged to a friendly society in 1803.  The figures used indicated 

that 14% of the adult Derbyshire population of both sexes were members of these societies 

compared with only 8% of the population of England and Wales.134  Farey recorded that 

Melbourne had three societies with a total of 555 members and he calculated that amounted 

to 60% of the male population according to the census of 1801.135  This, he commented, 

made Melbourne one of the places with the largest societies.  Repton had two societies with 

293 members and Ticknall two societies with 324 members.136  The number of members of 

friendly societies in Melbourne continued to grow during the early part of the nineteenth 

century.137  By 1813 there were 724 society members in Melbourne and this increased to 782 

by 1815.  Repton’s friendly societies had falling membership.  From the 293 recorded in 

1803, there were only 215 members in 1813 then 210 in 1815.  In neighbouring Ticknall, 

however, there was a large growth in numbers from 300 in 1813 to 449 by 1815.138   

Membership figures provide an illustration of the differences between the parishes but do 

not explain them.  The manufacturing centre of Melbourne was a more fertile ground for 
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friendly society membership than either Repton or Ticknall.139  However, according to 

government statistics, membership in Ticknall was rising rapidly.140  Evelyn Lord notes that 

the Derbyshire friendly societies in her research were popular in places where framework 

knitting was prominent.  Using the records of Fairfield Friendly Society in Derbyshire, Lord 

shows how benefits paid out increased from 1811 and peaked in 1816 mirroring the 

increasingly difficult years for framework knitters.141  Although the emphasis on framework 

knitters could imply that friendly societies were the preserve of the artisan142 and were rarely 

used by agricultural workers, David Neave notes that in rural East Riding after 1830, almost 

80% of members were agricultural workers.143  Importantly, Julia O’Neill’s study, which 

focussed on neighbouring Nottinghamshire, also found that friendly society membership 

encompassed agricultural workers at the end of the eighteenth century.144  Neave highlights 

the link between recruitment and agricultural prices with an increased price of wheat leading 

to increased membership.145  Lord’s study of Derbyshire friendly societies indicates that 

rising agricultural wages led to rising investment in friendly societies.  This leads her to 

comment that the bulk of the membership came from agricultural labourers or those 

influenced by the rising agricultural wages.146  If that is the case in those Derbyshire 

societies, it could explain the rising membership in Ticknall with its dependence upon 

agriculture. 

It seems that the parish elite viewed friendly societies with approval.  The Melbourne 

overseer’s account books record payments made on behalf of men who were members of the 

‘sick club’ which operated there.147  Farey was clearly a supporter of such clubs which he 

believed fostered, ‘the rising spirit of independence, and spurning at poor-law dependence, 

                                                      
139

 For a discussion of the importance of local economy and the growth of friendly societies see Martin 

Gorsky. "The Growth and Distribution of English Friendly Societies in the Early Nineteenth Century." 
Economic History Review 51, no. 3 (1998): 489-511. 

140
 Gorsky considers the returns of 1815 to be the most reliable of those collected and they show a 

large number of members in Ticknall.  See Martin Gorsky. "The Growth and Distribution of English 
Friendly Societies in the Early Nineteenth Century." p.492. 

141
 Evelyn Lord. "Derbyshire Friendly Societies and the Paradox of Thrift." The Journal of Regional and 

Local Studies 16, no. 2 (1983): 11-18, pp.12-13. 

142
 For the friendly societies and the artisan elite see Geoffrey Crossick. An Artisan Elite in Victorian 

Society: Kentish London, 1840-1880. London: C. Helm, 1978, Chapter 9. 

143
 David Neave. "Friendly Societies in the Rural East Riding 1830-1912." Unpublished PhD thesis, 

University of Hull, 1985, Chapter 5. 

144
 Julia Anne O'Neill. "The Spirit of Independence: Friendly Societies in Nottinghamshire 1724-1913." 

Unpublished PhD thesis, Nottingham Polytechnic, 1992, pp.63-64. 

145
 D. Neave. Mutual Aid in the Victorian Countryside: Friendly Societies in the Rural East Riding, 

1830-1914. Hull: Hull University Press, 1991, pp.30-39. 

146
 Evelyn Lord. "Derbyshire Friendly Societies and the Paradox of Thrift." p.14. 

147
 D.R.O. D655 A/PO1.  This will be discussed further in Chapter Six.  Women did not receive 

payments for friendly club dues. 



171 

 

with all its moral degradations’.148  Having seen an anniversary parade of a friendly society 

whilst he was visiting Brassington in the north of the county in May 1808, he was full of 

praise for the members who he commented were ‘all clean and in their best clothes’.  The 

society marched through the town to the church preceded by a band and a banner.  In the 

church were ‘all the most respectable inhabitants of the town and neighbourhood’ who then 

listened to a sermon before dispersing and the members returning to their rooms for 

dinner.149  Farey was told that similar occasions occurred throughout the district and similar 

respect afforded to the members.  It seems likely, therefore, that Melbourne’s society 

members would celebrate their society’s anniversary in a comparable manner.150  Being seen 

to be members of these societies would, if Farey’s views were common, have provided 

status within the local community and also given the working man independence from the 

parish relief system.   

Since so many working men joined these societies, was that indicative of their need for 

respectability or was it a reflection of their existing respectability?151  Lord compared rules 

of early Derbyshire friendly societies with those societies organised by the middling classes 

later in the nineteenth century and found that the ethos of the later societies mirrored those 

of the earlier working men’s clubs.  By that comparison, Lord shows that working-class 

values pre-dated those of the middling classes.152  Working men were already respectable 

and their friendly societies reflected that.  Lord rightly notes that friendly societies were also 

evidence of the innate ‘good sense and dignity’ of the working class.153  They did not need 

the middling classes to lead the way as working men already had institutions to embody the 

integrity and worth of the working man. 

As can be seen from the photograph, Plate 4.2 below, the cottages owned by the Friendly 

Society or Sick Club survived the ‘slum clearance’ that took place in Melbourne in the 

twentieth century.154  The society owned the cottages numbered 43-57, Blanch Croft which 
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were built in 1795.  The Melbourne Friendly Society was established in 1783 and celebrated 

its 70
th
 anniversary in 1853.155  The club seems to have ended in 1874 when the cottages 

were sold off by the remaining trustees for £730.156  The high windows needed by 

framework knitters to admit as much light as possible can be seen in the photograph.157  It 

appears that the intention was for the tenants to be able to contribute to their own support in 

times of need.  

Plate 4.2 Sick Club cottages at Melbourne 

 

Photograph author’s own, 2011. 

 

The friendly society also fulfilled a secondary function since it was an opportunity for men 

to meet each other and gain social contacts.  One historian has noted that ‘friendly societies 

were, above all, clubs that promoted a particular notion of group identity’.158
  The public 

house was the meeting place for many of these societies.159  A document dated 1794 from 

the Ticknall parish collection shows that one friendly society met at The Angel Inn, 
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Derby.160  This use of the public house emphasises the important role these places played in 

the life of the village and the labouring poor.  It was probably the only suitable meeting 

place in the village for working men to use.  Unlike today, there were no community venues 

which could be hired and, with the numbers of members involved, private homes were too 

small.  The Melbourne Friendly Society met at The Roebuck public house in its early years.  

The venue changed to the Melbourne Arms in 1832.161  When advertised for sale in 1834 the 

pub claimed to have about 400 male members who met there.162  Each of the villages had 

public houses; there were four recorded in Repton in 1828, six in Melbourne and three in 

Ticknall.163  How many public houses each village really had is unclear as brewing ale was a 

common activity and it is likely that informal establishments existed in each village.164  John 

Tosh has noted that there were three arenas for men to confirm their masculinity the first two 

being home and work and the third being ‘all male associations’.165  It is unlikely that public 

houses were all male environments but inns have long played a part in the social life of 

working men in England and their presence in these villages points to the fact that they were 

patronised and local men would be familiar with them.166   

The use of the public house by members of the lower classes was not viewed with approval 

by some members of society.167  From the tone of the printed material it is clear that the 

public house was seen to be detrimental to the working man despite being a focus of village 

life.  The local Derby newspaper, a purveyor of middle-class values, issued ‘Friendly 

counsel’ for those on low incomes which advised labourers to avoid receiving their wages in 

the public house, so that was clearly one of their uses.  The article went on to comment that 

the most sober worker would be tempted to get drunk in such places.  One of the rules for 

men living well on a small income was listed as, ‘waste no time at public houses.  If you 

want a pint of ale, drink it at home with your family; and it will be the study of your wife to 
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make your fire-side clean, comfortable and pleasant to you’.168  That one article encapsulated 

the prevailing idea of labouring men as the providers and women as the domestic 

managers.169  By using the proffered recipes and cooking advice it also suggested that ‘much 

of a man’s income, which is now lost, will be saved for instructing his children; clothing 

them properly; and for procuring other solid comforts which many by bad management, are 

unable to obtain’.  It is interesting to note that instructing children and providing clothes 

were mentioned as primary objectives since this seems to agree with the view of the working 

men themselves whose examinations have been used for this study. 

Public houses provided an opportunity for working men to reinforce their masculine values 

over a beer with their peers.  It was also a place where ballads and chapbooks were shared.170  

It was common practice for ballads to be pasted to the walls of inns for customers to read.171  

These ballads and chapbooks could be accessed as a communal activity and so it was not 

necessary for all to be literate.  It has been estimated that 35% to 45% of villagers were 

literate during the eighteenth century so in a popular bar there would have been someone 

able to read the texts.172  The ideas about gender roles contained in these forms of popular 

entertainment were not as clear cut as those of the conduct books which provided advice 

about behaviour and values.  Popular ballads often had an ambiguous view of gender roles173 

and portrayed a topsy-turvy world view.  The labouring man could laugh at the cuckolds 

portrayed in the books and songs and enjoy the humour of the shrewish wife without 

necessarily relating these situations to his own life experience.  The laughter may have been 

somewhat strained if the male listener, when married, was not confident of his wife’s 

fidelity.174  Shoemaker suggests that this type of humour would reinforce patriarchal roles.175  

In her study of Hannah More’s tracts and chapbooks, Susan Pedersen stresses the varied 

nature of the subjects covered by chapbooks and comments that chapbook and ballad 

literature ‘resists summary’ but approximately one third were of the brave adventurer type 
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‘packed with travel, adventure and heroic deeds’.176  Her analysis shows the entertainment 

value of the genre.  What message would these forms give to the labouring classes?  She 

notes that ‘chapbooks stressed the importance of courage, independence, sociability, and, 

above all, a sense of humour’.177  It seems from this, therefore, that the listeners or readers 

during our period would receive very clear messages about roles and values even if they 

‘reinforced some fundamental sexual stereotypes’.178  

It appears that many working men of Melbourne were members of friendly societies and 

increasingly those of Ticknall were joining such societies.  Repton’s workers did not join in 

such numbers which probably reflected the differing social structure of Repton as discussed 

in Chapter One.  These societies enabled working men to protect their families and projected 

an image of respectability for their members or, it could be claimed, allowed the pre-existing 

respectability of the members to be seen more clearly.  By joining these societies, working 

men were also making a statement of their independence and such societies reinforced the 

patriarchal system by emphasising the importance of the wage-earning household head.  

Independent working men did not want to be beholden to the parish for the upkeep of their 

families; they wanted to be self-supporting.  Friendly societies also allowed men to socialise 

together in the village at the local public house and reinforce their masculine values.  

Although not all approved of their choice of meeting place, public houses fulfilled an 

important function in the villages as a non-elite venue where they were welcome. 

Conclusion 

In examining the range of actions taken by labouring poor men in Derby and south 

Derbyshire, this chapter sought to gain an understanding of the role that those men played.  

The underlying premise was that those actions indicated how men saw themselves and their 

relationships, and which relationships were important.  From this analysis some conclusions 

can be drawn.  It seems that there were certain responsibilities which many of the labouring 

poor males felt were their own during this period and that those responsibilities were not 

unlike those of the middling classes.179  Where training by family members was appropriate 

and where the skills existed, the young were trained by a range of male family members in 

the form of formal apprenticeship, and more commonly, informal training.  This ability to 

provide training was necessarily dictated by the financial support available within the 
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family.  In this, unlike many of the middling classes, the ambitions of the labouring poor for 

their sons were constrained by their finances.  Homes were provided for family members 

when needed and could be a long-term commitment in contrast to the more common short 

stay described by Crawford.180  Illegitimate grandchildren were considered appropriate 

recipients of support as well as legitimate ones but, as Crawford notes, these children were 

supported by the mother’s family.181  Money was provided to buy out apprentices from their 

contracts and young sons from the army.  Increasingly, men joined friendly societies in order 

to protect their families when they were unable to fulfil their roles as breadwinners.  Hirings 

were arranged and redress attempted when contracts were disregarded.  Fathers also used 

their knowledge of the settlement process to try to ensure that their children were settled 

where they wanted to belong.  Labouring men supported not only their own children but a 

range of family members.  Siblings were particularly important as they supported brothers’ 

and sisters’ children when in need. 

It also seems that this help for the young was expected by the young themselves.  Children 

and young people returned to the family home in time of need, which seems to indicate that 

help was expected.  The status of the labouring poor man may have been undermined by 

outside agencies but within the family his status was assured by the range of support which 

he offered to his family both within and without the household.  Of course, there were men 

who did not care for their families and failed to support them in the way that others did,182 

but these examinations indicate that many working men took responsibility for the wellbeing 

of their families and that gave them the respect of those whose opinion really mattered.  In 

her recent study, Humphries found that ‘the majority of fathers neither abandoned their 

families nor treated them cruelly’183 and it is likely that the same was true of these 

Derbyshire working men.  If the middle classes and the elite gained manly status from work 

and public show it seems that, for the labouring poor of the period, their masculinity as Tosh 

commented ‘remained deeply wedded to the exercise of private patriarchy’.184  This 

continuity of manly behaviour in Derbyshire families did not necessarily indicate a complete 
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lack of change but perhaps indicated that the old structure of patriarchy was flexible and 

capable of accommodating different work practices and social change within its confines.   

Derbyshire’s labouring poor men saw themselves primarily as providers for their families, as 

did middling-class men.  They also saw themselves as protectors who tried to safeguard their 

families as best they could in a world which was changing and making life more difficult for 

many of them.  They were forward-looking and joined friendly societies because they 

wanted to ensure that their families did not suffer when they were unable to work.  They 

showed themselves to be respectable, resolute and steadfast in their care of their families.  

Why did they do all this?  Was it only duty that drove them or were their actions driven by 

love for their families?  Few men spoke of love but William Hutton was clear when he spoke 

of his love for his uncle.  He was not exceptional.  Indeed, the actions of these Derbyshire 

men can be read as expressions of love for their families.  Certainly, strong emotion played a 

part, because when working men felt that they had failed to fulfil their role and support their 

families the result could be tragic, as in the case of Robert Dolman.  His actions and reaction 

show that manly pride and self-respect were not the exclusive preserve of the elite, but were 

also characteristic of the labouring poor of Derby and south Derbyshire. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Identifying the roles of women within the poor family 

 

Using evidence from working-class autobiographies of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, one historian recently noted that ‘working-class autobiographers saw women, 

particularly mothers, as the beating heart of family life’.1  Those autobiographies clearly 

acknowledged the central importance of women in the family unit.  This chapter is designed 

to explore the roles played by women in the families of the labouring poor in Derby and 

south Derbyshire.  In the same way that the previous chapter asked what men did for their 

families in order to elucidate masculine roles, this chapter will research the actions of poor 

women to explore feminine roles.  Settlement examinations and contemporary writing will 

be used to tease out details of women’s support for their families and discuss what this 

shows about their relationships and responsibilities.  Specifically, the woman’s domestic role 

is discussed and the pivotal role of mother or mother-substitute explored.  This chapter also 

analyses the actions of other female kin and strategies for survival in both the rural and 

urban context.  The analysis in this chapter is designed to reconstruct plebeian models of 

femininity in Derbyshire through the focussed reading of contemporary documents. 

The evidence for this chapter is more limited than that for the men of the labouring poor, as 

fewer settlement examinations of women exist in these parishes.  Women were only 

examined if they were without a husband or father.  Thus, single women and widows were 

most commonly examined and the wife who was not living with her husband, either through 

his deliberate desertion or through his employment or imprisonment.  This research is 

further limited by the scarcity of female autobiographies from the ranks of the lower classes.  

Recently scholars have used paupers’ letters written by women to enrich our understanding 

of the lives of poor women and have discussed the potential of those sources.2  There is a 
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dearth of such discussion relating to the equally important source of settlement 

examinations, some of which are very detailed and contain more than the basic information 

required to establish settlement.  I would argue that these more detailed documents, what 

one scholar has referred to as ‘enforced narratives’ to make the distinction between these and 

autobiographies written voluntarily,3 can be used to attest to, not only the actions of working 

women but also the values underpinning such actions.  These documents have been 

neglected when exploring the experiences and values of women of the labouring poor, and 

could be read more critically to elicit the values and experiences of those women least likely 

to leave voluntary records.4  As Alannah Tomkins correctly notes, ‘a history of poor 

women’s experiences drawn from settlement examinations is overdue’.5  So, if we are to 

gain an understanding of what being a woman meant to the poor, the remaining records must 

be read closely, and against the grain if necessary.  If they are not, we will confirm Carolyn 

Steedman’s view when she notes that ‘the discipline of social history has long taught us that 

the experiences of the labouring poor are probably irretrievable: lost and gone’.6  We must 

challenge that view. 

The lives of middle-class and elite women are the subject of much discussion concerning 

their perceived roles during this period.7  As noted in the previous chapter, the separate 

spheres ideology has placed middle-class women firmly in the home where they remained 
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surrounded by the trappings of domesticity.8  That concept is not as useful for the women of 

the labouring poor who were forced, through economic necessity, to work and function 

outside of the home.  As Anna Clark comments, ‘putting separate spheres into practice, 

however, was a class privilege denied to working men and women’.9  Richard Connors 

highlights the interaction between poor women, the courts and local parish authorities as an 

illustration of their participation in the public sphere despite living in a male-dominated 

world.10  The association between women and the home was not a new concept but had long 

been a factor in women’s lives.  Whether the idea of an earlier ‘golden age’ for women 

which changed is accepted or rejected,11 what is not disputed is that, throughout history, 

women were more closely associated with domestic duties than men of any generation or 

class. 

Labouring women are subjected to some scrutiny as historians debate, in particular, the 

effect of increasing industrialisation on their work.12  An early book by Alice Clark 

considers women’s lives and work opportunities in the seventeenth century.13  Clark argues 

that changes in the organization of work devalued women’s contribution, both in terms of 

skills and status.  This would impact upon the lives of poor women since any detrimental 

change to the employment of women was felt most strongly by the most vulnerable.  Patricia 

Crawford comments that Clark failed to produce the planned companion study of 

motherhood which Clark herself considered to be ‘inseparable from women’s productive 

lives’.  The lack of historical analysis of the work of motherhood is regretted by Crawford 

who considers that it leaves motherhood in ‘a timeless ethnographic present’.14   
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It has been suggested that increasing industrialisation was a force for positive change in the 

lives of women in the late eighteenth century.  Ivy Pinchbeck argues that the increase in 

industrialisation in fact led to increased opportunities outside the home.15  Bridget Hill 

concurs with the timing of changes but argues that the outcome for women was not as 

positive as that suggested by Pinchbeck.  In Hill’s analysis, women became more fixed in 

the home working in unpaid housework, which became ‘almost exclusively women’s 

work’.16  Hill notes that women were pushed into less skilled and less well paid agricultural 

tasks and changes in technology increasingly pauperised hand spinners who were 

exclusively women.  Hill argues that if those changes were added to the loss of commons 

and landholdings brought by changes in agriculture, then the position for women was not 

improved.17  These changes discussed by Hill impacted upon the labouring poor, not only 

because they were the most vulnerable group, but also because they lost those opportunities 

to supplement their resources that common land offered.  Deborah Valenze discusses the 

perceived value of a woman’s work during the period which changed detrimentally.  She 

attributes such change to a more ‘capitalist orientation towards labour’.18  Pamela Sharpe 

demonstrates that, whilst the period saw a reduction in the work opportunities for some 

women in certain employment, it also saw an increase in work opportunities for other 

women.19  In this way, Sharpe emphasises the patchiness of the effects of industrialisation 

and points the way for historians to research more local history in order to provide a fuller 

picture of the working lives of women.20   

Traditional approaches to economic history did not consider the importance of the labour of 

women and children but newer studies have helped to illuminate the work of women during 

the Industrial Revolution.  Maxine Berg ensures that women and children’s labour in the 

‘new high-productivity industries’ is acknowledged, and their contribution to the economic 

development of the period is taken into account by economic historians.21  When discussing 

living standards during the Industrial Revolution, Sara Horrell and Jane Humphries do not 
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focus solely on the male wage index.  They include the contribution that the labour of 

women and children made towards the family budget, thus emphasising the commonplace 

participation of women and children in the labour market.22   

Historians have discussed the sexual division of labour.  Katrina Honeyman argues that 

‘gender was made in a special way during industrialisation and that men and women 

continue to live with its consequences’.23  Honeyman notes that roles changed in working-

class families, and men became the breadwinners whilst women performed mainly domestic 

roles.24  Nicola Verdon’s recent research on the lives of rural women, whom she describes as 

‘the forgotten labour force’, highlights the range of work undertaken by rural women.25  

Themes underlying the study are the importance of regional differences, the sexual division 

of labour and life cycle differences in the work of women.  Joyce Burnette suggests that 

‘economic motives rather than gender ideology determined the division of labour’.26  

Burnette concludes that competition (market forces) could be beneficial to women.  She 

notes that ‘competition was a woman’s strongest and most consistent ally in the struggle for 

economic opportunity.  Institutions such as the law and the family were more likely to be 

swayed by gender ideology, but competition was blind’.27  We have seen in Chapter One that 

women in Derby and Melbourne were able to take advantage of the need for workers in the 

silk industry as it developed and competed with the London market.28  So, within that 

particular industry, it could be argued that some local women benefitted from the industrial 

development of the area.   

Historians also debate the concept of proto-industrialisation and its effect upon the whole 

family, including the women.  The manufacturing family operating in rural areas whilst also 

engaging in agricultural tasks is the basic form described as proto-industry.29  This concept is 
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of particular interest for this thesis as the village of Melbourne has been shown to be a 

stronghold of textile production and framework knitting.  It is suggested that the proto-

industrial family offered a degree of role inter-changeability which was, in effect, relatively 

egalitarian.30  Other historians doubt that role flexibility positively affected women and 

stress that it is more likely that the organisation of the trades hierarchically only increased 

the lower status of women workers.31  Honeyman suggests that, although either gender 

performed work in the proto-industrial family the degree of co-operation between men and 

women has ‘probably been exaggerated’.  Honeyman further notes that women’s working 

contribution in the proto-industrial family was in addition to their usual domestic tasks.32 

The literature has shown that work played an important role in the lives of plebeian women 

but their domestic role, which has featured less frequently in research, was also vital.  This 

chapter examines the actions of poor women in order to determine how they viewed their 

domestic and familial roles.  The previous chapter found that the working man’s model of 

masculinity was fashioned through hard work, respectability and male sociability so this 

chapter analyses the feminine counterpart.  Were plebeian Derbyshire women passive 

recipients of the protection and support of their men or were they active participants in 

families of which they were core members?  The feminine role of middle-class women in 

this period is the subject of much discussion, but the plebeian model of femininity is not.  

This chapter aims to rectify that omission.  

Plebeian women and the home 

I would argue that, by concentrating on the paid employment of women, the importance of 

unpaid domestic duties is understated and undervalued in current research.  Contemporary 

writers praised the skilled housewife and emphasised her importance to the family.33  

Humphries found that contemporary autobiographers held the mother’s domestic role in high 

esteem and notes that ‘domesticity was rated to an extent that seems quaint today.’  
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Humphries also comments that ‘a good manager worked wonders, a bad one wreaked 

havoc’.34  This point is stressed by Ellen Ross, in her study of a later period, when she notes 

that ‘a mother’s domestic work – sewing, cleaning, nursing and especially supplying and 

preparing food – was often essential to her family’s sheer physical survival’.35  Surely, it is 

fair to argue that if women’s effective management of the home made the difference 

between success and failure in the struggle for survival, it should be considered a vital role 

and of prime importance to the historian, despite the difficulties involved in researching the 

topic. 

In order to investigate the domestic role of the non-elite woman, I am using a relatively 

neglected and slightly whimsical source of evidence about plebeian culture and attitudes, the 

nursery rhyme.  William Baker notes that the nursery rhyme acts as ‘a window through 

which we can observe that world which is now long past’.36  A study of Chinese women’s 

lives as seen through the lens of the nursery rhyme notes that ‘Chinese nursery rhymes, like 

those in other cultures, reflect the traditions nurtured by the culture’.37  If that is the case, it is 

possible to see the role of labouring women in a format more relevant and accessible to the 

lower classes than that found in either conduct books or other didactic literature.  A popular 

English nursery rhyme of the period gives an outline of the role of a wife.   

I had a little wife, the prettiest ever seen, 

She washed all the dishes and kept the house clean; 

She went to the mill to fetch me some flour, 

She brought it home safe in less than an hour, 

She baked me my bread, she brewed me my ale, 

She sat by the fire and told a fine tale.38 

This rhyme illustrates the association between women and the home in a clear and simple 

way.  These rhymes, because they were used by children, were expressed in unambiguous 

language and easily understood, unlike some other contemporary literature.  Expectations 

that a woman would manage the home, prepare meals for the family and entertain the 

husband were common in this period.  For the woman of the labouring class this would 
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probably mean a long walk to the mill and far more physical effort than today, despite the 

homes being much smaller and simpler.39  The type of work performed by eighteenth-

century women was noted by David Davies in his analysis of the lives of rural labourers, 

who confirmed the nursery rhyme view of women’s domestic role. 

I commonly found the women, when not working in the fields, well occupied at 

home; seldom indeed earning money; but baking their bread, washing and mending 

their garments, and rocking the cradle.40 

Another clue to the contemporary view of women is provided by a rhyme which would have 

resonated with the women who traditionally repeated the rhymes to their children or 

grandchildren.  It was concerned with the fate of many of the old women of the period.  

There was an old woman 

And nothing she had, 

And so this old woman  

Was said to be mad. 

She’d nothing to eat, 

She’d nothing to wear, 

She’d nothing to lose, 

She’d nothing to fear, 

She’d nothing to ask, 

And nothing to give, 

And when she did die, 

She’d nothing to leave.41 

Historians today emphasise the vulnerability of old women and their very visible presence in 

the ranks of the poor, and it seems that this rhyme reflects the contemporary 

acknowledgment of that vulnerability.42  To have nothing is a concept which few people 

today can comprehend but for those women of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
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repeating this rhyme for their young children and grandchildren such a prospect would be 

only too real.   

In addition to the spectre of indigence haunting labouring women, their lives were marked 

by an unending cycle of work.  The unremitting labour of a working woman’s life is 

expressed in the poem of a working-class woman, Mary Collier, published in 1739.43   

No learning ever was bestow’d on me; 

My life was always spent in drudgery: 

And not alone; alas! With grief I find, 

It is the portion of woman-kind. 

Her poem, written in response to a man’s poem published earlier, documents the tasks 

performed by women in the fields at harvest-time where they take their infants with them as 

they work.  Following the day’s labour, which lasts until night time, they return home. 

We must make haste, for when we home are come, 

Alas! We find our work but just begun; 

So many things for our attendance call, 

Had we ten hands, we could employ them all. 

Our children put to bed, with greatest care 

We all things for your coming home prepare. 

The poem then describes the work that is done out of the home ‘a charing’ for her mistress.  

After describing the tasks which carry on into the night, in contrast to the agricultural male 

who ends his tasks ‘when evening’s come’ the poem continues:- 

And after all our toil and labour past,  

Six-pence or eight-pence pays us off at last; 

For all our pains, no prospect can we see 

Attend us, but old age and poverty. 

 

As a comment on the harshness of the lives of working women, this poem also 

acknowledges the likelihood of remaining in, or returning to, poverty at the end of their lives 

as the previous nursery rhyme described.  Childcare is emphasised as one responsibility of 

the working woman and one which did not appear to be shared with the husband.  It was the 

mother who put the children to bed, made the meals, woke in the night to care for fractious 

infants and took the children to work in the fields with her whilst the father either worked 
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outside the home or rested within it.  If discussing the support received by family members 

from women, caring for their homes and families must be considered vital.  Women not only 

bore the children but they also bore the responsibility of caring for them on a daily basis.44   

There is no hint in the nursery rhymes and Mary Collier’s poem to suggest that women had a 

leisured social life as the men discussed in the previous chapter did.  In these examples, 

these women’s lives revolved around their husbands and their families.  Yet, we know that 

some working women were members of friendly societies,45 some frequented public houses46 

and some had extensive support networks47 so this model of plebeian femininity bounded by 

home and work was by no means universal. 

The crucial role of plebeian mothers 

Narratives in which a mother died show the critical nurturing role she played and the 

devastation a family felt at her death.  That devastation is a measure of the family’s 

emotional and physical dependence upon the mother figure.  William Hutton’s mother died 

following the birth of her ninth child, Samuel, and William’s life was thrown into disarray.  

His father sold up his home and spent the money on alcohol.  He took lodgings with a 

widow who herself had four children.  William noted that his mother ‘was praised and 

respected by all who knew her’.48  He did comment that he was unsure whether his ‘parents 

married from love or custom’ as he ‘never saw any endearments pass between them’.49  He 

variously described his mother as ‘prudent’50 and a ‘brown beauty’51 who would fast herself 

in order that her children should eat.52  Humphries found that mothers frequently went 

without so that children might eat, so William’s mother’s actions were not uncommon.53  

The actions of William’s father following the death of his wife seem to indicate that it was 
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the mother’s presence which acted as a stabilising factor in the family and the loss of that 

presence left the family in disarray.  With the death of his wife, William’s father was free to 

behave as he chose.   

And now the restraints of a wife ceasing, and the children being too young to 

influence, my father seemed to relinquish the cares of a parent.54  

Unfortunately, one of the consequences of his mother’s loss was the untimely death of one 

of the young children.  William believed that the widow with whom William’s father lodged 

was not conscientious in caring for his children, and that led to the death of his younger 

sister, Annie, at the age of two ‘through neglect.’ 

My father loved her, and wept sorely at her death, as I weep now at the 

remembrance; but, overwhelmed with poverty, he lost all command over his 

conduct.55   

William Hutton’s obvious dislike of his father’s partner may have been simple resentment 

because she had taken his mother’s place in the family.  Similarly, his view of his mother 

may be coloured by his obvious love for her.  However, even taking that into account, his 

mother’s death clearly had a major impact on the family as did his sister’s death, although 

the latter not with the same consequences.  

William Hutton was not the only source to provide an example of a mother’s death having a 

devastating effect upon the family.56  Sarah Turner, who also lived in Derby, had a similar 

experience and saw her family shattered when her mother died.57  Sarah, who had worked at 

a silk mill since a child, stated that she lived with her parents until she was approximately 20 

years of age.  She obtained lodgings at that time because her parents and five younger 

siblings became chargeable to the parish and were removed to the workhouse at All Saints.  

Approximately two years later, the Turner family, excluding Sarah, again entered All Saints’ 

workhouse.58   

Sarah’s life changed following the death of her mother on 26
th
 February 1815, when she was 

approximately 28 years old.  I think it is significant that Sarah recorded the date of her 

mother’s death when she did not recall any other family date.  It indicates the importance of 
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the event.  Sarah was informed by her father that her mother was in a ‘dangerous state’.  

After ending her shift at the mill, she went to her father’s house to ‘assist the family who 

were in great distress’.  Her mother died the following day.  The parish provided the coffin.  

Her father being in ‘great distress’, Sarah told him that she would come home and do what 

she could for him.  He replied that ‘she might do as she pleased, as he intended taking the 

family into All Saints workhouse in consequence of not being able to do for his children’.  

Sarah did not want the family to go into the workhouse, so she went back to her father’s 

home where she remained.  She continued to work at the silk mill, as did her sisters, and ‘all 

their earnings were thrown together for the benefit of the family’.  In her examination, Sarah 

explained why she gave up her independent life in lodgings and returned to the family home 

which she had left eight years before.  She said that ‘what she did for the family was purely 

for the good of her five younger brothers and sisters who were not able to wash and mend 

for themselves’.   

Several points are clear in this story.  Firstly, it illustrates the prime importance of the 

mother without whom the family was likely to fragment.  The mother was not only the 

domestic manager in the home, but was the core of the family and her role was crucial.  

Secondly, the eldest daughter’s role was an important one and Sarah, presumably with the 

consent of her siblings, took charge of the family when her mother died.  Keith Snell’s 

analysis of settlement examinations showed that the eldest daughter usually stayed at home 

to help with the younger children and in that way performed a maternal-substitute role.59  

That may explain why Sarah stayed at home until she was 20 years of age.  The fact that 

Sarah took over the running of the home when her mother died suggests that the part played 

by the eldest daughter was not restricted to daughters residing in their natal home.  Thirdly, 

Sarah was considered an important part of the family despite having lived independently for 

eight years.  Her family approached her for help initially, so they clearly felt her to be one of 

their family and her response to the request shows that, to her, family meant parents and 

siblings and their welfare was then her responsibility.   

This detailed settlement examination can be read as evidence of Sarah’s own values and 

provide clues to her world view.  Although these documents were framed as answers to 

questions placed by the elite, paupers themselves selected which details to include.  This 

voluntary aspect of the documents is the window through which the labouring poor’s values 

can be explored.  What did Sarah say about her life in this examination and how did she 

present herself?  She emphasised her working life and so showed herself to be a valuable 
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member of society.  By stressing her independence, she mirrors the working-men’s values 

discussed in the previous chapter.  She indicated that she lodged independently and when her 

family went into the workhouse earlier she did not go.  Once again, she was underlining her 

independence from parish welfare so it could be argued that, in common with the working 

men, she was proud of her independence from the relief system.  She stressed the importance 

of family ties and showed that she was prepared to be responsible for her siblings.  This 

would find favour in the eyes of the elite and conform to their view of the feminine role, but 

it also echoes the working-class femininity discussed earlier.  Sarah emphasised the 

difference between herself and her father.  In this case, she showed that the feminine 

response to adversity was to work together as a family to face the challenge, whereas the 

masculine response was to surrender without a fight and allow control to pass to the parish.  

Although it could be argued that the actions of Sarah and her father may be simply 

individual, not gendered, responses neither Sarah’s father nor Sarah herself could conceive 

of him undertaking ‘feminine’ work in the home.  That, therefore, supports the overarching 

argument about the assumptions and expectations of what are feminine and masculine roles. 

When trying to identify models of plebeian femininity, this settlement examination provides 

evidence of a model which was the feminine counterpart of the masculinity discussed 

previously.  Sarah presents a working-class view which portrays the female as a carer and 

nurturer in the same way as the middle-class woman, but Sarah also illustrates that working 

outside the home and earning an income was an important part of her world and that of her 

siblings.  That differs from the separate spheres view of middle-class women who were 

focussed on domesticity.  There is also a degree of pride in her ‘voice’ as she emphasised the 

independence from welfare and her response to adversity.  Most of all, this examination 

shows the strength, determination and pragmatism of the working-class woman when caring 

for her family, even if that family was her siblings rather than her children. 

From such accounts, it appears that the mother not only cared for the children and husband 

but also held the family together by her presence.  In both cases, the father gave up the 

struggle to maintain their own homes on the death of their wives.  Sarah’s father wanted to 

go into the workhouse instead of fighting poverty alone, and William’s father went into 

lodgings to avoid the difficulties involved in managing a home.  Hill notes widowers’ 

reluctance to maintain a home when she states that ‘many found it impossible to cope 

alone’.60  Jeremy Boulton also notes that this type of deliberate fragmentation of the family 
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was a survival strategy of the poor.61  Chapter Four emphasised the working man’s 

protective role but these stories indicate that, for some, the role may have been conditional 

on having a woman behind him, or alongside him as the case may be.62  It is clear that the 

role of mother was vital, and when she died someone had to take on the role of a mother-

substitute.  In William Hutton’s case, the substitute was poorly chosen and one child may 

have paid the ultimate price for that lack of care.  In Sarah Turner’s case she proved herself 

to be a resourceful, reliable young woman who successfully took over the vital caring role of 

mother to her siblings.   

Managing family finances 

Sarah Turner’s story leads me to investigate certain aspects of women’s roles.  The first 

point arising from the above examination is to consider the role that women played in 

managing the finances of the family.  Hill, when discussing women and the family economy, 

notes that farmers’ wives ‘seem to have been in control of the finances of the farm’.63  Hill 

further notes that in cottagers’ families it was the women who took any surplus produce 

from the garden to market to sell64 and that suggests that, even in modest homes, they would 

have had a degree of control over the family’s finances.  Sarah Turner’s family contributed 

their money to what could be described as a ‘family fund’ which paid household expenses.  

Hints found in settlement examinations indicate that some women of the labouring poor may 

have had a degree of control of the family’s money.  Sarah Oakley, examined in 1827, 

recounted how she arranged a hiring for her son who was aged about 14 years.65  Sarah 

mentioned that her husband at that time believed that their legal settlement was Melbourne.  

Despite her husband clearly being part of the family, Sarah negotiated with the farmer for 

her son’s wages.66  When the farmer offered one guinea (21 shillings) remuneration she 

complained that it was too little.67  She did consent when the farmer said that he would 

‘make up deficiencies’.  Sarah was not finished in the arrangements for her son because, 
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approximately one week before her son’s hiring was due to end, she heard that another 

Melbourne man required a servant.  Consequently, she arranged for her son to be hired there 

immediately he had completed his first hiring.  At the end of this second hiring, when her 

son was a 17-year-old, it was Sarah who received her son’s wages.68  Within that family it 

appears that it was the mother’s role, not the father’s, to negotiate for, and receive, children’s 

wages.  

Sometimes women were living without a husband or father and so they were, by necessity, 

responsible for the household finances.  The examination of one soldier’s wife contains 

details of her life as a wife and mother.  The examination of Ann Litton, which took place at 

Derby in 1807, is quite detailed.69  Ann was married to Henry Waters, a blind man who 

made his living by playing his fiddle at country wakes.  He engaged a companion, George 

(aka John) Litton, to travel with him and play the tabor and the pipe.  Ann had to provide 

meat, drink, clothes and lodging for George Litton.70  In this case, the management of the 

home was clearly the responsibility of the wife.  It seems that she had control of the finances 

within the home in order to fulfil her obligations to her husband’s companion and also to pay 

housekeeping necessary for the upkeep of the home in the absence of her husband.   

These examples suggest that married women were commonly managers of the money in the 

household.  They helped to arrange hirings and training for their children and also received 

their wages.  Humphries discusses this point and provides examples from the mid-nineteenth 

century.71  However, the women in Derbyshire were probably of a lower status than those in 

Humphries’ sample as all these women were in contact with the welfare system and only 

11% of Humphries’ families were.72  This suggests that women’s management of home 

finances permeated the lowest levels of the labouring poor and not only in female-headed 

households.  Middle-class women commonly kept accounts73 to track expenditure in the 

household and some have been shown to engage in business and finance in the wider 
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world.74  However, there seems to be a fundamental difference between the feminine role of 

middle-class women and that of working-class women when discussing money and the 

household.  Working-class women earned money for the home, or their children did, and the 

women managed that income, unlike many middle-class women.  Even where middle-class 

women earned money, that income was not necessarily paid to them.  Davidoff and Hall 

refer to a middle-class woman whose wage was paid to the male householder and not to 

her.75  In these Derbyshire examples, the male employers paid the mothers directly for their 

child’s labour and engaged in negotiations about the wages with the mothers.  This suggests 

that it was common practice and appropriate to do so.  Hall comments on this money-

managing aspect of the working-class woman’s role during the mid-nineteenth century and 

notes that it was a ‘distinctive difference from their middle-class counterparts’.76  It appears 

that this ‘distinctive difference’ was a part of the Derbyshire labouring poor’s feminine role 

earlier that century.  As part of the woman’s role in these poor families, women were active 

agents in gaining income for the family and not passive recipients of money.  They were also 

managers of the family income in a way which middle-class women were not.  The reality of 

the feminine role clearly differed from that of the middle class even though they both had 

roles in the domestic arena. 

Daughters 

The second point raised by Sarah Turner’s examination concerns the role of the daughter.  

With reference to the labouring poor, as noted earlier, the eldest daughter often stayed at 

home to help with the younger children and this nurturing role seemed to be guiding Sarah 

Turner’s actions.  Kevin McQuillan found that in Alsace an important part was played by 

older daughters in the lives of people whose spouse was deceased, and that the presence of 

an older daughter was a significant factor in the remarriages of both widows and widowers.77  

McQuillan noted that those widows and widowers with an older daughter were less likely to 

remarry than those without, suggesting the important role older daughters played in the 

family in helping to manage the home and their younger siblings. 

The memoirs of Elizabeth Barnes can be used to illuminate some aspects of a working-class 
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daughter’s role and viewpoint at the turn of the nineteenth century.78  Elizabeth was the 

eldest of eleven children.  Her father worked at Alderwasly Iron Works at Wirksworth.  

Elizabeth disapproved of the workers amongst whom she lived because they were ‘people of 

merriment and carousing habits’.  She felt that ‘the men were to be pitied’.  She explained, 

‘had their wives been of a discreet turn of mind there might have been many comforts 

provided for them which were not’.  As a result, men would ‘be more at home and less at the 

ale-house’.  Elizabeth described the way that women spent too much time in one another’s 

houses ‘tale telling’ and supporting what she described as ‘barrel revels’ whilst ‘shamefully’ 

neglecting their homes.  Elizabeth’s own religious beliefs led her to disapprove of alcohol, 

so her dislike of her neighbours’ carousing habits may have reflected her own prejudice and 

not the extent of drunkenness in the neighbourhood.  Elizabeth’s disapproval of the local 

women is obvious to the reader and seemed to include her own mother.   

There was one important responsibility that Elizabeth was given by her mother when she 

was deemed to be an appropriate age, she noted ‘in her teens’.  She was to go and fetch her 

father from the public house on his weekly Saturday night visit when he had been out 

drinking after work.  Her mother previously had this task but Elizabeth, as the eldest 

daughter, inherited the role.79  She noted that she had ‘been out all hours of the night and in 

all weathers wet up to the knees’.  One night, after she had judged that her father had been 

‘long enough’, she set out to fetch him.  He was very drunk and would not walk on the usual 

path to go home but insisted on going alongside the canal.  Elizabeth was terrified that he 

would fall into the canal and she would fall alongside him.  She judged that it was not safe 

for him to walk next to the tunnel wall as he would hit his head on the brickwork, so she put 

him on the canal side and held onto him.  She recorded that her father walked as steadily as 

if he had never had a drink whilst under the tunnel, but reeled about again when on the other 

side of it.  This she took to be a sign that the Lord was taking care of them both and God had 

guided their way.  In retelling this story, Elizabeth did not want to ‘cast a stain’ upon her 

father but merely wished to record the events as evidence of God’s care. 

What I find interesting about the above story is that, according to Elizabeth, it was she who 

decided that her father had been out long enough and not her mother or, indeed, her father.  

Even if this was her own perception and not the reality, it suggests that Elizabeth wanted to 

present herself as an independent actor within the family.  It hints that the eldest daughter 
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was a position of authority within the family and, in this instance when her father was drunk, 

she took control.  By taking charge, Elizabeth’s actions mirror those of Sarah Turner who 

also took charge of the situation following the death of her mother.   

These memoirs also suggest another model of working-class femininity which does not 

mirror that of Sarah Turner and Elizabeth herself.  Elizabeth’s criticisms of the neighbours in 

her village focus on the women who did not conform to her view of the woman’s role.  They 

clearly represent an alternative working-class femininity.  Elizabeth deplored their drinking 

habits, their lack of care for their homes and their socialising with each other.  Earlier in the 

chapter I discussed the nursery rhyme view of the woman’s role and noted that a leisured 

social life apart from the family was not in evidence, but in this case it was.   

The role of other female kin 

Very few references to sisters were made in the examinations but Hannah Brown, examined 

in 1804, recounted how her sister, Ann Reed, had taken her to work as a live-in servant in 

the same village in which Ann herself lived.80  Hannah asked her sister what her wages 

would be but Ann told her to be a good girl and see what she was given, seeming to indicate 

an expectation of fair dealing, or a degree of deference due to class or gender.  Hannah was 

told by her employer that if she ‘used the children well and was a good girl she would give 

her what she could afford’.  Hannah stayed for two years mainly nursing the children.  She 

was given clothes and, occasionally, money ‘to buy pins’.  Ann Reed, like Sarah Turner, 

clearly felt some responsibility for her younger sister, despite living separately herself, and 

arranged employment for her in the same village as herself.   

Historians have found that sisters were less likely to provide financial support than brothers, 

often because they were not in a position to do so, but some women in Derbyshire spent 

savings to help siblings.  Joseph Johnson, examined in 1806, told how his sister paid his 

master £1.10s. approximately to release him from his master when his apprenticeship had 

foundered.81  When discussing siblings, it is suggested that brothers provided financial 

support whereas sisters would be more likely to provide services, so if Joseph’s sister was 

providing financial support that would have been unusual.  However, if she was acting on 

behalf of her parents, for example, that would have been more in keeping with Crawford’s 

findings.82  William Hutton recounted how his sister saved ten pounds whilst she was in 

service, and spent this to help him to purchase a frame and so enabled him to set up his 
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trade.83  The same sister later provided him with three guineas when he visited London to 

buy tools for his proposed trade of bookbinding, and sewed the coins into his shirt collar.  

She also put eleven shillings into his pocket in case he was robbed by thieves who found 

nothing then reacted violently.84 

William Hutton had a close relationship with his sisters, even sharing a home with one at 

one point in his life, and frequently mentions his sisters kindly in his life story. He noted that 

he was entrusted with nursing his younger sister, Ann, whom he called a ‘dear little thing’.85 

He also relates how, as a child, he lived for some time with three maiden aunts, his mother’s 

sisters.  He was sent from Derby to Leicestershire, when his family was ‘distressed’ and he 

stayed alternately with his uncle and his aunts for fifteen months.  His maiden aunts were not 

kind to him as he could ‘recollect numberless instances of insult but not one civil thing they 

ever said’, but they provided him with a home.  William seemed to imply that their lack of 

kindness towards him was because he resembled his father and not his mother, their sister.86  

The aunts also provided one of his sisters with a home for five years although it is very 

likely that she had worked for her board.  The sisters lived together and worked as grocers, 

milliners, mercers and schoolmistresses and seem to be a classic case of what Olwen Hufton 

calls ‘spinster clustering’.87  

William recalled one incident which sheds some light on the private lives of some single 

women.  William was being taken by an aunt from his grandfather’s house to her own when 

she  

entered a house on the skirts of the town, where I saw several men rather noisy and 

couldn’t conceive that they were of the family.  I observed the shelves abound with 

crockery ware, and could not imagine the use.   The woman of the house took us 

into a back room, where she and my aunt seemed very familiar. We passed on 

without resting; and my aunt, during this little journey, fell down, perhaps, twenty 

times, and generally at a stile; often lay a minute or two, and bade me look if any 

person was coming. I answered, " No," but the-answer was needless; for I was 

scarcely able to look over a blade of grass. No damage ensued, except my being 

terrified.88 

It took William some years to realise that his aunt had taken him to a public house and that 

she had become so drunk that she could not walk.  Even in that inebriated state, however, 
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she was clearly concerned in case someone should see her and cause her reputation to suffer 

as a result.  As William had observed his aunt’s familiarity with the publican it can be 

assumed that what he described was a regular event.  However, by using a back room in the 

public house, it suggests that William’s aunt did not want to be seen in the public bar.  This 

also suggests that she was protecting her reputation which, as a spinster businesswoman, was 

probably vulnerable if she had middle-class clients.  Later in his life, William encountered 

the elderly aunt of a young female friend who also had a tendency to take too much alcohol.  

He had been playing the dulcimer in her home when she followed him outside and flirted 

with him.  He noted, 

Had she attempted a salute, I must, for once, have run away from the embraces of a 

woman. How will liquor expose what folly prompts! 89 

Perhaps William was unfortunate to encounter two unrelated aunts who drank too much, but 

perhaps alcohol was a refuge from the restrictions which singlehood imposed on women.  It 

could be suggested that William Hutton, a Unitarian nonconformist, advocated teetotalism 

but he did drink alcohol himself although he ‘regarded strong liquor with abhorrence’.90  It 

is, however, quite likely that he viewed drunks with distaste in common with many 

contemporaries91 and that coloured his recollections of the incidents. 

Elizabeth Barnes provided a few more clues about the actions of sisters.92  She recorded two 

incidents concerning her brothers.  Once, Elizabeth heard shouting on returning to her home 

and found her mother with an audience of village women beating her young brother with a 

stick.  Elizabeth wrenched the stick from her mother and rescued the boy from the 

punishment.  Another occasion was similar, but this time her ten-year-old brother was 

locked in the pantry crying when she found him.  She, once again, berated her mother for her 

actions and rescued the boy.  Elizabeth clearly felt that her duty was to protect her younger 

siblings.93  That protection included preventing punishment by her mother.  Elizabeth 

seemed to include her mother in the criticisms of the local women so her mother’s actions 

may have been the result of her drinking to excess, although that is not stated.   

It seems that the sibling relationship, either as sisters or as aunts, was important in the 

families of the labouring poor.  Some provided money and others provided homes.  In the 
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case of Elizabeth Barnes she also offered protection to her younger siblings and defied her 

mother to provide it.  As the sibling relationship extended into adulthood, the recipients of 

the support provided were the nephews and nieces and it seems that support, as with the men 

of the labouring poor, was not limited to one particular phase of the life-cycle but was a life-

long resource.  This model of the working-class woman supported others, and by doing so 

gave an indication of her own values and her own view of what the feminine role was.  She 

may well have been a party to a patriarchal system, however she was not a passive player 

but an active one.  Although working-class women accepted that their role was to care and 

nurture their families, they also actively participated in the world of work and interacted 

with potential employers of their children.  The money they managed in the home was not 

pin money provided by their husbands but was gained by their management of their 

children’s wages and their own earnings.  However, it is clear that an alternative plebeian 

model of femininity existed and that model valued female company and possibly sought 

respite from difficult circumstances by drinking alcohol.  These conflicting models co-

existed in Derbyshire and even, in Elizabeth Barnes’ case, shared the same domestic space.   

Strategies for survival 

The third point raised by Sarah Turner’s story concerns the actual strategies women used to 

help their families to survive.  Sarah was fortunate because she had regular paid employment 

at the silk mill, as did her siblings, and they could pool their money to support the 

household.  However, not all women were able to obtain regular paid work.  Studies have 

shown that some employment opportunities for women in some areas, particularly for those 

in agriculture in rural areas, were declining during this period.94  This lack of agricultural 

employment may have swelled the number of women in the urban areas.  Sharpe notes that 

the attraction of towns for female migrants was fuelled by the increased middle-class 

demand for servants.95  Sharpe suggests that towns differed in their attraction to migrants 

depending whether the town was predominantly residential or industrial.  Sharpe argues that 

men would have been attracted to towns which had developed heavy industries whereas 

women would not.96  In a town like Derby, it is likely that the silk mills would have attracted 
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females seeking work.  Indeed, several of the settlement examinations record that the women 

had been workers at the silk mills at some point in their lives.97   

The sex ratios in the settlement examinations illustrate a significant difference between the 

rural parishes and the urban parish of All Saints, Derby.  In the rural parishes the men 

outnumber the women examined by an average ratio of seven to one, but in the urban parish 

it is nearer two to one.  Table 5.1 shows the marital status of women who were examined in 

Derby and the three rural parishes.98   

Table 5.1 Table to show the marital status of women examined. 

Place Single Pregnant 

single 

Widowed Married Not own 

settlement* 

Melbourne 5 4 0 0 1 

Repton 4 2 5 1 3 

Ticknall 4 1 2 2 1 

All Saints 20 6 12 19 1 

Total 33 13 19 22 6 

          *These women were examined to establish details of someone else’s settlement. 

Source: Settlement examinations All Saints, Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall. 

Many of the women examined for settlement were single women.  These women were 

probably examined because they were in need of financial support from the parish.  Single 

women were usually the most unwelcome in a parish because they were deemed likely to 

become mothers of illegitimate children who would then become the responsibility of the 

parish.99  Humphries notes that the main source of support for female-headed households 

was poor relief from the parish.100  Appealing to the parish for help was one of a range of 

strategies used by the women of the labouring poor.   

A category which is particularly noticeable in the urban parish is the wife who, for one 

reason or another, was alone.  It seems that the urban area was a place of domicile for 

women who were wed but living apart from their husbands in a way that the rural parishes 

were not.  An analysis of these examinations indicates that the majority of these women 
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were the wives of soldiers who were away at the time.  Parishes were obliged to support the 

wives of serving soldiers and this explains the need for the parish to establish the husband’s 

settlement in these cases.  Since Sharpe notes that, in Terling, being a military wife or a 

widow ‘enhanced her claim for relief’,101 the military wives of Derby were probably more 

likely to approach the parish for support than most wives whose husbands were absent.  One 

husband showed enough forethought to leave his apprenticeship papers with his wife and tell 

her that, if settlement was ‘disputed he belonged to Sawley’.102 Other wives were not so 

fortunate and Elizabeth Yeomans, examined in 1775, had no knowledge of her husband’s 

settlement.103   

The situation for wives whose husbands were away in the armed forces could, at the least, be 

described as difficult.  In their study of deserted wives in Portsmouth, Jessica Warner and 

Allyson Lunny note that, when absent from wives because of war, it was likely that men 

would not return or would return at a time of economic difficulty in the country.  They 

would also return to ‘households that had for several years been headed by women’.104  

Without their men, and often mothers of dependent children, these women faced economic 

difficulty and, in addition, were likely to experience relationship problems on the husband’s 

return.  One extreme case is that of Martha Tivey, whose husband belonged to Melbourne.  

She was examined in Portsea in 1841.105  Martha’s husband, Francis, was serving on HMS 

Britannia and had been away for about eight months.  Martha, who was blind, had two small 

children and was forced to apply to the parish for relief ‘being in great distress’.  Francis had 

authorised part of his pay to be allotted which means that the allotment would be paid to his 

dependants.  Whether his wife received this payment is not clear, but she was certainly in 

need of support at the time of her examination.  Martha was born in Wales where the couple 

were married, so it is likely that she would have had no family support either from her own 

family or from that of her husband whilst she was alone, blind and penniless in Portsmouth.  

The couple did live together as a family when he completed his time at sea.  Martha died, a 

widow aged 74 years, in Greenwich Union Workhouse in 1885.106 

The plight of deserted wives has been of interest to historians.  Snell notes that almost 6% of 
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the 5000 examinations he researched from rural areas were those of wives whose husbands 

had left them.107  David Kent, in his urban study of St Martin-in-the-Field, found that for the 

period 1750-1791, over 12% were of deserted wives.108  This clustering of deserted wives in 

the urban area seems to be mirrored on a much smaller scale in Derby if the soldiers’ wives 

are included in the figures.  These women were arguably worse off than the widows who 

were examined, as widows at least had some chance of remarriage which was denied to 

deserted wives.   

Remarriage as a survival strategy 

The question of remarriage is an important one as it could be seen as a strategy that enabled 

women to gain some semblance of financial support for themselves and their children.  

Hufton suggested that widows had more possible sources of support than spinsters, because 

children, husband’s family and natal family could all potentially provide support.109  

However, as widowhood was likely to last for a considerable amount of time, on average 

men and women lived from 16 - 19 years following the death of the first spouse,110 some 

women may have felt that remarriage offered more security than having to seek aid from 

others.111  Studies of remarriage data from Europe indicate that remarriage was declining 

during the period of this study.  Wrigley and Schofield show that remarriages in England 

declined and the remarriage ‘share’ of the total marriages ‘roughly halved’ but the 

widower/widow marriages remained an ‘unchanging fraction.’112  They also found that the 

length of time between widowhood and remarriage increased between the early-seventeenth 

and early-nineteenth centuries.113  During the period 1750-1799 the mean remarriage interval 

was 33.6 months for widowers compared to 45.5 months for widows.  By 1800-1837 this 

interval had increased to 37.3 months for widowers and 55.3 months for widows.114  Studies 
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have generally agreed that remarriage was more common for widowers than for widows115 

and that the presence of children adversely affected the remarriage of widows.116  McCants, 

researching Amsterdam’s urban poor, found that ‘previously married women, especially 

those who already had children, faced a more competitive marriage market than did men in a 

similar situation’.117  Evidence suggests that the number of widowers marrying first-time 

brides increased over time whilst the number of widows marrying first-time grooms fell.118  

Another factor influencing the probability of remarriage was the age of the widowed, with a 

French study finding that widows younger than 30 years were the most likely to remarry and 

those older than 60 years unlikely to marry again.119  McQuillan notes that the probability of 

remarriage was similar in both industrial and agricultural villages.120  Hill comments that 

working-class widows stood less chance of remarrying than middle-class widows.121  This 

was probably because they had fewer resources and more liabilities to bring to a marriage. 

The remarriage figures indicating more widowers remarrying are not particularly surprising 

especially for those with children.  This chapter suggests that women were the primary 

carers in the family and the gap left by the mother’s death was difficult for the man with no 

practical experience of childcare or household management to fill.  The widower would then 

look for a bride to take over the role of carer.  However, when the poverty of many widows 

is taken into account it could be seen as surprising that, for economic reasons, fewer women 

remarried.  As McCants notes, ‘the homes of widows must have been less well lit, more 

sparsely decorated and furnished, as well as draftier and less comfortable than the homes of 

their sisters who had remarried’.122  McCants concluded that the lack of opportunity to 

remarry played a ‘crucial role’ in their remaining alone.123  However, it would be an error to 

overlook personal choice in the equation or what Barbara Todd referred to as ‘emotional 
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factors’.124  Many women may have had unhappy married lives and preferred single poverty 

to a greater degree of married comfort.  They may have lived by the adage ‘once bitten, 

twice shy’.  Alternatively, there may have been loyalty to the dead husband and what Todd 

describes as ‘the effect of enduring love’.125  The widow familiar with the bible whose 

marriage had been a happy one may well have taken the scripture’s advice, ‘better is a 

dinner of herbs where love is, than a stalled ox and hatred therewith’, and remained alone.126 

Figures 5.1 and 5.2 present an analysis of marriages in All Saints, Derby and the 

amalgamated marriages of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall.127  

Figure 5.1 Remarriages at All Saints Derby 1755-1834 

 

Source:Phillimore Derbyshire Marriage Records vol. 9 1755-183 
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Figure 5.2 Remarriages in Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall 1755-1834 

 

Source: Phillimore Derbyshire Marriage Records vols 4,8,9,12: D.R.O. Parish registers Melbourne 1812-
1834, Ticknall 1812-1834 

The pattern for the urban parish differs from that of the three rural parishes not only in the 

number of remarriages.  In the town, the number of widowers exceeds that of widows 

remarrying in the same way that other studies have shown.  The number of widows 

remarrying remains remarkably stable until the end of this period of study whereas it has 

been shown elsewhere to be declining during the period.128  By amalgamating the data from 

the rural parishes the total number of marriages performed each decade is similar to the total 

number of marriages performed in the urban parish, however the results are very different.  

Only the final decade of the study saw the percentage of widowers’ marriages exceed that of 

widows in the rural parishes, and rural figures increase where urban figures decrease.  

Overall, the percentage of remarriages in the rural parishes is far smaller than that of the 

urban area.  This analysis suggests that the use of remarriage for widows as a strategy for 

survival was not a real option or choice for the rural widows but it seemed to be more 

common in the urban area of Derby.  It was only in the final decade of the study, when 

numbers fell in the urban area, that the percentage of widows remarrying was similar in the 

urban and rural parishes.   

The analysis raises more questions than it answers.  The use of marriage registers for the 

analysis could be questioned as it is possible that the number of widows and widowers were 

under-recorded in the rural parishes.  However, I think that it is unlikely that all three 

incumbents would routinely fail to record widows and widowers during the same periods.  

That does seem to be stretching coincidence too far.  Nor does this source indicate the age of 
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those widowed, a factor which has been found to be important in remarriage.129  The sources 

provide no information about the status of the widowed and, as discussed by Brodsky, the 

experience of widowhood varied greatly depending upon the social group.130  I do not know 

how many were widowed in the rural areas nor can I tell how long the marriages lasted.  

Urban mortality rates were generally higher than those of rural areas and this may have had 

an effect upon the remarriage figures.131  In her discussion of widows in late-Elizabethan 

London, Brodsky comments that those who lived in ‘remote villages’ lived longer and had 

longer marriages than those in London, for example, so within our rural parishes there may 

have been few widows young enough to remarry.132  Despite the lack of widows’ ages and 

status in the sources, as a comparison is being made between the rural and urban parishes 

and the same source used for all parishes, I believe that it is possible to use marriage 

registers to highlight rural and urban differences.   

This leads me to question if there a level of disapproval in the rural parishes against widows 

remarrying.  Todd suggests several factors that may have affected a widow’s decision to 

remarry.133  Amongst these, Todd notes that clergy may have taken Paul’s first letter to 

Timothy to heart and encouraged them to frown upon remarriage for all except the young 

widow, who might otherwise become ‘wanton’.134  The implied nobility of the ‘widow 

indeed’ may well have had an effect in the face-to-face encounters in the villages.  Widows 

were also looked upon favourably by the parish when deciding to whom they should provide 

relief, as Jan Walmsley found in her study of three Bedfordshire parishes.135  Even the Derby 

Agricultural Society provided encouragement for the widow, advertising the annual prize of 

two guineas for a labourer’s widow ‘who, during her widowhood, has brought up the largest 

family with the least parish assistance’.136  What is interesting in this advertisement is that 

some assistance from the parish was clearly expected, since it notes that ‘the least’ amount 
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of assistance was the criterion.  This contrasts with the two guinea prize for the agricultural 

‘labourer who has brought up the greatest number of children without parish assistance’.  

Seemingly, Derbyshire working men were not expected to claim parish relief but their 

widows were, but even they were expected to manage with as little as possible. 

Did those who were widowed travel to the urban area in the hope of finding a new partner?  

Hill notes that the concentration of widows in some towns may indicate that widows 

travelled to the towns as they had no other option when the structure of their families had 

changed.137  However, moving may be counterproductive for the widow as Lynn Hollen 

Lees comments that ‘the English welfare system privileged those at the end of their life 

cycle who remained in their parish of settlement’.138  This would suggest that it would be in 

the widow’s own interest to remain in the rural parish.  Did rural women have other 

resources at their disposal so that remarriage was not a choice that they made, or was it 

simply that opportunity for remarriage was greater in the urban area than in a relatively 

small village where everyone knew everyone else?  The marriage registers could provide 

clues as to the parish of origin of those who remarried and could therefore shed some light 

on at least one of the above questions. 

The All Saints’ marriage register shows that, out of 264 widows who remarried during the 

period, only 24 were from other parishes and, of those, 16 were from one of Derby’s other 

urban parishes.  This could indicate that women did not go to the urban area in search of a 

marriage partner when widowed, or if they did, they were unsuccessful.  Of the 410 

widowers who married in All Saints, 106 were not from the parish, but 39 of those were 

from the other urban parishes.  These figures seem to suggest that widowers may have 

travelled to the urban area in search of a new bride or acquired a new bride in the course of 

their migration for work.  Of those widowers who remarried, over one quarter chose widows 

to be their brides.  Of the widows who remarried, approximately half married widowers.  

Figure 5.3 shows the percentage of widows and widowers marrying first-time brides or 

grooms. 
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Figure 5.3 Remarriages with first-time brides or grooms at All Saints Derby 1755-1834 

 

Source: Phillimore Derbyshire Marriage Records vol. 9 1755-1834 

The graph shows that widowers chose first-time brides more often than widows chose first-

time grooms as previous research has indicated.139  However, the above analysis does not 

agree with some of Knodel and Lynch’s findings on remarriage because the number of 

widows marrying bachelors remained fairly stable, as did the number of widowers marrying 

first-time brides, whereas research in Germany found that the number of widows marrying 

bachelors fell and the number of widowers marrying previously unwed women rose over 

time.140  At the end of the period it appears that the number of widowers marrying first-time 

brides is rising and the number of widows marrying bachelors is falling from a high point 

attained in 1775-1784.  Reasons for the rise in widower/first-time bride marriages are 

unclear.  However, William Hutton met one man who explained his reason for choosing a 

previously unmarried bride.  The impoverished former widower explained his reason for 

choosing his second wife.  ‘He did not choose to venture upon a widow, for fear of marrying 

her debts; he therefore had married a girl thirty years younger than himself’.141  How 

common this attitude was is not known, and it may have been a result of the man’s extreme 

poverty, but fear of taking on debts may have been a factor in the choice of marriage partner 

for some other widowers or bachelors.   

Using data from all social groups, the analysis suggests that remarriage was not common in 

rural areas for widows or widowers but it was more common in the urban area.  There would 

                                                      
139 

Alain Bideau. "A Demographic and Social Analysis of Widowhood and Remarriage." 

140 
John Knodel and Katherine A. Lynch. "The Decline of Remarriage," p.42. 

141 
William Hutton. The Life of William Hutton, p.149. 

0% 
10% 
20% 
30% 
40% 
50% 
60% 
70% 
80% 
90% 

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

ge
 o

f 
re

m
ar

ri
ag

e
s 

Remarriage with first-time brides or grooms 

 

Widows 

Widowers 



209 

 

have been more choice in the urban areas for those contemplating remarriage and that could 

account for the difference.  The analysis also suggests that some widowers may have 

travelled to the urban area in search of a wife.  In the urban area widowers remarried more 

frequently than did widows but in the rural area the figures of both groups were similar.   

Urban widows’ strategies 

If most widows did not use remarriage as a survival strategy during this period, as the 

analysis suggests, it leaves the question unanswered of what strategies they did use.  The life 

of one widow may provide some clues about the ways in which women survived.  Using the 

example of one widow from Derby it is possible to illustrate the various ways in which she 

was able to survive in difficult circumstances.142  The widow in question was Sarah Neal(e) 

who was a 30-year-old silk-winder in 1841 living in Derby.143  She shared her home with her 

daughters, 11-year-old Emma, eight-year-old Harriette and Martha aged three months.  Also 

in the same dwelling were an elderly couple.  Her neighbours were James Rose, a 

framework knitter, and his wife Martha, who were probably Sarah’s parents.  By 1851 Sarah 

had moved and was living in the home of her mother, Martha Rose, who was now herself a 

widow.144  Sharing their home was 21-year-old Emma who was working as a silk-winder 

whilst Sarah worked as a silk-seamer.  Sarah had moved once more by 1861, and was the 

head of a large household.145  She was providing accommodation to several lodgers, one of 

whom was her daughter Emma, who was married with two children.  Other lodgers were 

Sarah Neal who was Sarah’s widowed sister-in-law and a 22-year-old female servant.  Both 

Sarah and her daughter Emma were still recorded as silk workers.  Sarah remained in the 

same street and was recorded as the head of the house in 1871 who was sharing her 

accommodation with a sawyer and his wife but they were not recorded as lodgers.146  She 

was still employed as a silk hand at the age of 60 years.  Her story continues in 1881 where 

she was still living in the same house but had lodgers once more.147  The lodgers were a 

tailoress, a female greengrocer and her 14-year-old daughter who was a general servant.  At 
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70 years of age Sarah was still working as a mill hand.  At an age when many English 

women today are receiving a state pension, Sarah was still in paid employment in addition to 

providing lodgings and maintaining a home.  Work to her was a daily expectation and it is 

unlikely that concessions were made on account of her age.  Work was what she did to 

survive and that continued until the end of her life.   

Sarah’s story illustrates several points, especially the flexibility of her living arrangements.  

Providing lodgings is highlighted by Humphries as a strategy of female-headed 

households.148  Not only was this a way of helping to offset household costs but it also, 

Humphries argues, impacted upon the industrial development of the period as these women 

provided homes for migrants who were necessary workers in the expanding industries.  That 

is, of course, a question for historians as Sarah’s priorities would have been having a roof 

over her head and enough food to eat, but it is likely that she was aware of the growing 

demand for lodgings locally.  By providing lodgings to female boarders, Sarah also 

illustrated the tendency of females to share homes in order to share living costs as Hufton 

describes.149  The opportunity to provide lodgings was a bonus for the widow living in the 

urban area and provided female company and support.150  Hill, citing the British census of 

1851, notes that there were over 20,000 women recorded as lodging-house keepers 

compared to 3000 men, illustrating the preference women showed for the occupation.151  As 

these figures were those whose main occupation was lodging-house keeper they do not 

include someone like Sarah because she was mainly employed in another capacity.  Since it 

is unlikely that her situation was unusual, the number of women who provided lodgings was 

probably far greater than the number suggested by the census. 

Sarah also illustrates the way in which families of the period shared accommodation.  She 

shared her mother’s home, as did her daughter, Emma, once her mother was widowed.  That 

would have been of benefit to all women in the house and sharing with family members was 

a common practice.152  Sarah then shared her home with her married daughter, her son-in-

law and her two grandchildren.  When no family members were residing in the home, Sarah 

shared her accommodation with an elderly couple.  As they were not registered as boarders 

it is likely that Sarah let rooms to the couple who lived independently.  Finally, Sarah once 
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again provided lodgings for assorted female boarders and accommodated her sister-in-law 

who was also a widow. 

What is particularly striking about the story of Sarah Neal(e) is the fact that every census 

recorded her as having an occupation in the silk trade.  She was working as a paid employee 

throughout her widowhood.  It is likely that her parents assisted in caring for the children 

when they were young, as they lived in close proximity, but she was a wage-earner all her 

life as far as we can tell.  How common Sarah’s experience was is not known, but when 

considering the strategies of widows during this period, it must be acknowledged that some 

were able to earn money themselves for their families.  They had that option, particularly in 

the urban area of Derby where silk mills provided employment for women locally.  

Surviving through hard work and flexible living arrangements gave women like Sarah the 

opportunity to make a living, however difficult that may have been.  Sarah’s life seems to be 

one more example of working-class femininity with its emphasis on hard work, family and 

independence.   

Rural widows’ strategies 

Rural widows were less likely to have the same opportunities to provide lodgings or to 

obtain paid employment.  One Ticknall widow, Jane Wroughton also illustrated the 

flexibility of her living arrangements during her widowhood.  In 1841 Jane was living with 

her two daughters in the same home as her parents.153  By 1851 she was living with her 

parents and her 12-year-old younger daughter and a four-year-old son named Thomas Hill 

Wroughton.154  Although the census did not state that Jane was a widow in 1841 it is likely 

that she was, and that her young son was illegitimate.  Jane was recorded as a dressmaker. 

In 1861, Jane and her son, Thomas, were living in the home of William Hollis, a 49-year-old 

baker.155  Jane was listed as house-servant and her son as servant.  In 1871 Jane, recorded as 

housekeeper, was still living with William Hollis who was now described as a farmer having 

26 acres of land.156  By 1881 she was living alone at the age of 67 years.157  Jane died on 

November 30
th
 1885 in Ticknall when she was approximately 72 years of age.  Unlike most 
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poor widows of the time, Jane left a will for which probate was granted in Derby in 1886.158  

Jane’s estate was valued at £118.14s.6d at the time of her death.  That was a considerable 

sum of money for a woman who had never been a householder.159  She was either an 

extremely careful, frugal manager or she benefitted financially from her association with 

William Hollis.  Her estate was bequeathed to her children and grandchildren.   

Until she was an elderly widow, Jane was not recorded as head of her own household, but 

was listed as living in the home of someone else.  Sometimes her father was the head and at 

other times it was William Hollis.  Her occupation was recorded as dressmaker or servant or 

housekeeper.  It may be that she was cohabiting with William Hollis but was recorded as 

housekeeper or servant in order to preserve her reputation, although it is equally likely that 

she was employed by him in the capacity recorded in the census.  Whatever the facts of the 

relationship, the end result was that Jane established her own strategies for surviving 

widowhood and also amassed significant savings.  Jane adopted the same flexibility in her 

living arrangements as did the urban widow.  She adapted to changing circumstances as 

someone who was living on the margins of poverty was likely to do.  She lived with family 

members and was employed where and when she could be.  Although there were fewer 

opportunities for employment in the rural area, work still played an important role in Jane’s 

life.  She too provides an example of working-class femininity with her emphasis on family, 

as shown by her bequests and her maintenance of her illegitimate child, work and 

independence from parish welfare. 

Conclusion 

This research into the lives of labouring poor women in Derby and south Derbyshire aimed 

to use women’s actions to identify their roles within the family and present a model, or 

models, of working-class femininity.  Within the family, their role as mothers meant that 

women were the primary carers of their families and their loss forced the family to 

restructure because their domestic role needed to be filled.  The fragmentation of families 

following the death of the mother underlines the importance of her role, not only for the 

children but also for the husbands who were unable to take over the management of the 

home and family.  Since their families depended upon the management skills of the mother, 

the choice of mother-substitute was crucial.  If the mother failed, so did the family.  Mothers 

                                                      
158 

D.R.O. Derby Wills 1886, page 352. 

159 
The clothes bequeathed by Jane Wroughton indicate that she had a quite extensive wardrobe as 

she had owned a silk dress, a satin dress and two other dresses, a velvet jacket, a cloak and a total of 
three shawls, one of which was cashmere.  She also bequeathed underwear and a skirt.  Jane had 
been a dressmaker so probably made her own clothes but it seems that the quality of the material was 
higher than would be expected of a working woman of the period.   



213 

 

obtained employment for their children in the same way that is noted by Humphries.160  In 

common with the mothers Humphries described, these women too received the children’s 

wages.161  However, the examples in this Derbyshire study were women of a lower status 

than those in Humphries’ sample.  This suggests that even amongst the most disadvantaged 

families, women managed the finances as well as fulfilling a caring and nurturing role.  This 

working-class model of femininity which included both income generation and management 

was significantly different from that of middle-class women of the period.   

Paid work was an integral part of the lives of poor women, unlike their middle-class sisters.  

Urban women, whether widowed or single, worked in the local silk mills and that work, for 

some, was a life-time commitment.  Urban women also had the option to take lodgers to 

help support their families as Humphries also found.162  The lodgers were frequently female 

as suggested by Hufton.163  Women supported their families by providing help when needed 

and, to women like Sarah Turner and William Hutton’s sister, that family support included 

supporting siblings despite living independently themselves.  The example of Sarah Turner 

suggests that working-class women, in common with their men, valued hard work and 

independence from the parish.  They willingly took responsibility for helping family 

members in need and, in so doing, showed themselves to be caring and resourceful.  This 

model of femininity was the female counterpart of the working-class masculinity discussed 

in the previous chapter. 

Within these labouring poor families, widows were ubiquitous.  When discussing their 

survival strategies, it appears that the widows in this chapter’s case studies showed a degree 

of flexibility in their living arrangements.  They frequently lived with family members or 

provided lodgings for them.  They did not use remarriage as a survival strategy but survived 

by their own efforts.  Generally, widows in Derbyshire remarried less frequently than 

widowers.  The rural widows remarried less often than those in the urban area.  Where 

remarriage rates in the urban parish were declining at the end of the period, remarriage rates 

in the rural parishes were increasing.  The rates of remarriage found in other studies were 

decreasing over time as were those in the urban parish.164  The rural parishes do not follow 

that pattern but there is no clear explanation for the difference.  The widows in the case 
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studies provide further examples of the working-class model of femininity which was based 

on family, work and independence from the welfare system. 

That model of femininity was not shared by all working-class women.  The writing of 

Elizabeth Barnes suggests that some women did not care for their homes and families in the 

same way, but were more sociable with other women and enjoyed ‘barrel revels’.  That these 

conflicting models of femininity lived side-by-side in Derbyshire emphasises the need for 

more studies of working-class femininity in this period.  Since primary sources for such 

studies are limited, focussed reading of settlement examinations could provide a rich 

resource.   
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Chapter Six 

 

Making Shift in rural Derbyshire 

 

The now commonplace title of this chapter was a new and exciting concept when the phrase 

‘economy of makeshifts’ was first used by Olwen Hufton.1 The phrase perfectly captured the 

idea of families or individuals using a range of means at their disposal to make ends meet in 

an ad hoc economy.  Although many had been aware that those on the margins of poverty 

tacked together a patchwork of various practices to make a living in the period, none had 

stated the fact as plainly as Hufton did when she coined the phrase.  By using the concept 

here, I am emphasising the broad range of disparate measures taken by the poor to provide 

for themselves and their families.  This chapter stresses that there was no single means of 

support used by the poor of this period, but instead there existed many different practices of 

varying importance which taken together enabled them to survive.  This variety of methods 

is further complicated by regional variations in household organisation and industrialisation 

that were likely to affect the means by which families made ends meet.2   

In this chapter I ask what particular strategies were employed in rural Derbyshire.  I will 

firstly consider the wider rural area and then look more closely at the three rural parishes of 

Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall and finally bring Melbourne into sharp focus to clarify the 

picture.  Firstly, as south Derbyshire was a fertile area, I explore which resources were 

available locally and how they could be used.  Secondly, I investigate charitable resources in 

the three rural parishes and ascertain who the recipients of charitable donations were.  

Finally, I examine the poor relief available in Melbourne.  This research will ask who was 

supported regularly and question if relief was an income supplement or a substitute.  I will 

also determine the extent of the relief in the parish and ask how important poor relief was to 

local parishioners.  Using overseers’ accounts to explore the range and type of casual relief I 

ask if opportunities for women’s work existed in the parish and if those opportunities 

changed over time.  Other areas of the country have been the focus of studies of parish poor 

relief but not south Derbyshire, so this research will address a gap in the knowledge not 

currently covered in the existing literature. 
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The concept of the ‘makeshift economy’ has different emphases in English and French 

historiographies.  Steven King and Alannah Tomkins point out that the English concept of 

the makeshift economy is different from the French original since it concentrates less on 

geographical mobility which was a major feature of the strategies used by the French poor.3  

Hufton noted that the numbers of migrant workers of France increased during this period 

and this increase can be seen as the poor utilising migration as a strategy for survival.4  King 

and Tomkins further note that the English context also relies less upon begging which is 

seen in English terms as ‘the most desperate of all possible makeshifts.’5  This is in sharp 

contrast to the French experience where ‘begging had been reduced to a fine art’6 and was 

certainly considered more in terms of an occupation or way of life.  As Hufton comments, 

begging may have begun as a part-time activity used to supplement income and children 

‘would have tried to make themselves self sufficient by begging.’7  King and Tomkins note 

that the phrase ‘economy of makeshifts’ in England has, over time, become ‘a convenient 

shorthand to represent all of the ways which the mainly settled labouring poor made ends 

meet’8 and it is that English meaning which I adopt in this chapter.   

Historians have chosen alternative terms when discussing the makeshift economy.  When 

considering the use of natural resources and the exploitation of common rights, Steve Hindle 

has proffered the term ‘economy of diversified resources’ in preference to ‘economy of 

makeshifts’.  In using his preferred term, Hindle comments that this was ‘an economy where 

products arrived ... regularly and seasonally, if less visibly in the historical record’.9  

Penelope Lane describes an ‘informal economy’ practised by the women of the labouring 

poor which included criminal activities as an integral part of the strategies used.10   

Historians have analysed the relative value of various expedients of the makeshift economy.  
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King has focussed the parish of Cowpe in Lancashire in the period 1806-30.11  His analysis 

considers and orders a range of makeshifts including charity, parish work and credit as well 

as parish relief. Samantha Williams makes a particularly interesting contribution to the 

debate on the economy of makeshifts by using a range of sources to present a table showing 

the possible weekly income of the economy of makeshifts in Bedfordshire.12  Sara Horrell 

and Jane Humphries observe that the value of self-provisioning and perquisites varied but 

was, in general, worth less than 1% of the family income, although for certain families at 

certain times was more important.13  Leigh Shaw-Taylor places a high value on a quarter-

acre garden with an estimated value of 8%-30% of the annual income.14  Humphries 

discusses the importance of livestock to the poor family and recounts that the cost of 

purchasing a cow would be recouped after only one year.15  Humphries also notes that a pig, 

which was purchased for 20s. at Michaelmas and fed on household scraps at little cost, 

would be worth £3 by Christmas.16  The value of a cow to the family budget is also 

calculated by Shaw-Taylor who places a high value to the agricultural family of between 

28%-40% of the labourer’s wage.17   

Historians have made great progress in assessing the value of various components of the 

makeshift economy.  Immensely valuable as such studies are, it is clear that some aspects of 

the labouring poor’s family economies defy quantification.18
  How can we measure the 

importance to the household budget made by children who forage for edible fruit in the 

woods and hedgerows?  This expedient was part of the makeshift economy of the poor and 

was common to those of limited means but, as we do not know the quantities of the 

resources gathered, we cannot put a monetary value on them.  What value did the poor 

themselves place on a bowl of soup to fill an empty belly, when the soup’s ingredients were 
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gathered free from the hedgerows?  The value of such food, when hungry, cannot be 

estimated in monetary terms.  Despite the inability to quantify the value of wild food, it is 

vital to consider it, as this chapter does, as an important makeshift used by the poor. 

Another strand in the makeshift economy explored here is parish relief.  Owing to the 

availability of documentary sources, many historians have described the operation of the 

welfare relief system from its early inception to the emergence of the modern welfare state.19  

King has explored the regional variation of relief and shows that parishes in the south were 

more generous in their provision of poor relief than those in the north.20  Other historians 

have examined the experience of poverty of certain sections of society.  Lynn Bothelo found 

variety in the treatment of the elderly poor between parishes but emphasised the role of the 

community in the welfare of the elderly and the importance of self-help.21  Female-headed 

households have also been highlighted and the importance of poor relief in their financial 

strategies has been discussed by Humphries.22  It is stressed that, in some places, the use of 

poor relief by the poor during this period was not enough for complete support and other 

strategies must have been in use.23  However as Margaret Hanly notes ‘it is clear that more 

and more people saw a role for the Poor Law in the economy of makeshifts as the eighteenth 

century progressed’.24 

Within all of this research, there is an emphasis on regional diversity which suggests the 

need for more local studies such as this, since the expedients practised by the labouring poor 

depended upon the area in which they lived.  Alannah Tomkins evaluates the importance of 

the pawnshop to the poor and notes that, in a town of 12-14,000 people, 15-17 percent used 

the pawnbroker for finance.25  This figure suggests that within a town like Derby, pawning 
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goods was likely to be a significant strategy used by the poor to make ends meet, but was not 

likely to feature greatly in the lives of those living in rural parishes.  However, living in the 

countryside gave the poor the opportunity to gather wild resources.  As these varied 

according to the topography of the area, it is important to explore Derbyshire’s natural 

resources and ask what was accessible to the local labouring poor.  There is no doubt that 

formal charities were more common in the urban area as Sylvia Pinches notes, in a ‘rural or 

semi-rural area charitable provision was more limited’.26  So what rural charities were there?  

Who was eligible to access them, and how great a part did they play in the poor’s makeshift 

economy?  Since historians have shown that poor relief varied between the north and south 

of the country, this leads me to ask where centrally located Derbyshire fits in this pattern.  

What level of parish relief did the local rural poor access and who were the poor receiving 

support?  By asking these questions in relation to Derbyshire it is intended to add to the body 

of work on the makeshift economy and highlight the strategies of the poor living in a less-

researched part of the country. 

Natural resources 

If poor relief played a part in the survival strategies of some of the labouring poor, it did not, 

as Lynn Hollen-Lees notes, ‘stand alone’.27  One important strand in the makeshift economy 

of the labouring poor was the gathering of natural resources.  Some historians have 

acknowledged the importance of natural resources to the country-dweller.28  Donald 

Woodward has provided a valuable account of the use made of such resources as has J. M. 

Neeson.29  Joan Thirsk notes in her recent monograph ‘it was routine among all to gather 

wild food’.30  Thirsk further comments that ‘practically the whole population of England 

absorbed countrymen’s lore from their birth; they knew the routines of gathering foodstuff 
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from the wild, and it was second nature to make the very most of nature’s bounty’.31  What 

Thirsk refers to as ‘the free larder’32 of the countryside enabled most country-folk to obtain 

fresh food in season at no cost other than the effort required to collect it.  In her fascinating 

work, Thirsk discusses a comment by a modern journalist ‘who claimed to know people who 

were too proud to take food from the hedgerows’ but she notes that such an idea ‘was totally 

alien to thinking in the early modern period’.33  As gathering of wild food by country-

dwellers is still a part of rural life today, it is plain that the countryman or woman of the late-

eighteenth and early-nineteenth century would be no stranger to the practice.  The appeal of 

this particular makeshift to the labouring poor was that it was a traditional expedient which 

was commonly practised by country-dwellers.  It allowed the poor to help themselves and 

did not impact upon their self-respect. 

The hedgerows of England, meadows, rivers, streams and the woodlands provide an 

incredible range of edible fruits, fungi, berries and nuts as well as edible plants.34  Today, 

trendy television chefs provide nettle soup for their viewers to try in their elegant pseudo-

rustic kitchens but rural inhabitants would have been well aware that the nettle was edible 

and could provide a palatable meal.35  Common speedwell could also be used for a type of 

tea, although ‘astringent’.36  James Pilkington, in his survey of Derbyshire, commented that 

wild germander common to Derbyshire was a better substitute for tea.37  Edible mushrooms 

abound in England in the woods, as do sweet chestnuts, walnuts, wild strawberries, 

blackberries, cherries, damsons, crab-apples and many others too numerous to name.  John 

Farey commented that hazel was far too common in the county on account of the ‘nutters’ 

who caused damage whilst collecting the nuts.38  Farey also commented on the fact that boys 

damaged crab apple trees in their pursuit of the fruit.39  John Briggs, a Melbourne diarist, 
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noted that the poor collected the ‘abundant’ blackberries when the garden fruit crop failed40 

and this would have been common practice in rural households, as it still is in some today.  

Farey commented that the poor of Derbyshire collected bilberries and cranberries too during 

the season, the bilberries being used for puddings and pies.41  

It was not only edible resources that the poor utilised in rural Derbyshire as Farey noted that 

commonly local people also collected manure from the roads for their gardens, or for sale to 

local farmers. 

Cottagers children and women and old men in some cases, frequently 

perambulating certain lengths of the public roads, that each has assigned to him or 

herself, and most carefully picking up every piece of horse dung that falls, into 

whiskets that they carry on their heads, by which practice filth on the roads is 

avoided, and most valuable manure collected, for sale to the farmers or for their 

gardens.42 

Farey did not record here that it was common practice for country-dwellers to use dung as 

fuel.  It has been calculated that the heat produced from manure was only slightly less than 

that of coal and was greater than that of wood.43  So the manure that he saw collected may 

have been used in the hearth and not the garden.  

Pilkington recorded another practice of the labouring poor who took advantage of the local 

resources to make their lives a little more comfortable.  He listed cotton-grass as a 

Derbyshire plant, and noted that ‘poor people stuff their pillows with the down, and make 

wicks of the candles with it.’  However, it was not perfect as it became very brittle when it 

was dry.44  Other wild plants were used as dyes with, for example, privet producing a green 

colour45 and water horehound, used by gypsies for dyeing the skin, producing black.46  Many 

of the plants were used for medicines too, including the great wild valerian which was 

valued for its anti-spasmodic and purgative qualities.47  There can be no doubt that rural 

dwellers were aware of the properties of such plants and used them when needed.   
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Although this section discusses wild resources, the practice of gleaning cultivated grain was 

associated with the labouring poor.  Peter King suggests that it was probably still important 

to those who lived in counties in eastern and central England during the period 1750-1850.48  

King calculates that it provided a substantial contribution to the family budget.49  In an area 

of cereal production like these south Derbyshire parishes it is necessary to ask if it was still 

an expedient used by the poor.  Unfortunately, no direct evidence supports the suggestion 

that it was important in this area.  However, the publication of an article in the Derby 

Mercury in 1800 indicates that it may have been a point of discussion at least.   

A correspondent averting to the avariciousness of those farmers who refuse the 

poor their ancient privilege of gleaning in the fields, after the riddance of the corn; 

and supposing them to be totally ignorant of the laws of God upon this subject ... 

which give to their indigent fellow-creatures a right so to do, desires the 

withholders of this right, seriously and attentively to consider the following 

commands of their Creator as given in Holy Writ.50 

There followed three verses from the Bible, one of which follows. 

And when ye reap the harvest of your land, thou shalt not wholly reap the corners 

of the field, neither shalt thou gather the gleanings of thy harvest ... thou shalt 

leave them for the poor and stranger.51 

The publication of the article suggests that gleaning was not unknown in the Derbyshire area 

and may have been a point of contention between members of the rural community.  In these 

grain-growing parishes this may have been an important expedient for the labouring poor but 

evidence is lacking to support the claim.   

One opportunity for gaining extra income from local knowledge of the parish was catching 

‘vermin’ and receiving payment from the parish overseer.  In Melbourne in the period 1805-

1818, ‘vermin’ referred to foxes which were worth 1s., hedgehogs which merited 4d. and 

sparrows which were not recorded individually, being very small birds, but which were paid 

for by the overseer at various times during the year.  A mole catcher was employed by the 

parish at £2. 2s. per six month period but the other ‘vermin’ catchers were paid on an ad hoc 

basis.  Over one year this was not a small sum. and would have provided a valuable addition 

to the family budget.  For example, in 1810 to 1811 Melbourne parish paid a total of 

£6.15s.5d. for sparrows and £2.1s.8d.for hedgehogs.  The parish of Melbourne was not the 

only one in the area which paid for this service as the parish of Ticknall also paid for the 
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same wildlife.52  J. Hyde notes that in the parish of Ticknall in the early-eighteenth century 

the going rate for sparrows was 2d. per dozen and hedgehogs were 2d. each.  During 1733, 

40 dozen sparrows were paid for by Ticknall parish.  It could be suggested that receiving 

money from the parish for this service preserved the poor’s dignity because it rewarded their 

work. 

These activities were gendered.  Gleaning was undertaken by women and children.53  The 

gathering of birds’ eggs was likely to be a young boy’s activity.54  Similarly, the trapping of 

birds and animals for the parish bounty was likely to be a man’s or boy’s task.55  As Farey 

noted, they were boys who climbed the crab-apple trees and they were boys who probably 

damaged the hazel trees in their quest for nuts.  Gathering mushrooms needs a relatively 

delicate touch, so it is likely that girls or women did that task and placed the gathered fungi 

in their aprons or skirts to carry home without causing much damage to the crop.  Some 

tasks were suitable for all.  Both boys and girls probably enjoyed the gathering of 

blackberries and other wild fruit.  Gathering manure was a task for women, children and old 

men as Farey noted.  It was clearly not perceived as a job for able-bodied working men but 

once a man’s working life was over, he contributed by accompanying the women and 

children collecting dung.   

Opportunities were seasonal.  Nettle tops were at their best in the spring when they were 

fresh and tender.  Lamb’s lettuce was gathered in the spring and autumn for salad leaves.56  

Brooklime was gathered for salad leaves in the spring.57  All green leaf crops like watercress 

and dandelion leaves were at their best in the spring but grew throughout the summer and 

autumn.  Blossoms of the spring-flowering cowslip were made into wine.58  May was the 

month to harvest currants locally,59 and was also the month in which shoots of the common 

English mercury (wild spinach) were picked and eaten in the same way as asparagus.60  Wild 
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strawberries were a summer crop.  Couch grass ripened between June and August and 

Pilkington notes that ‘when dried and ground to meal they have been made into bread in 

time of scarcity’.61  It is likely that any of the wild grasses, when in seed, could have been 

used in the same way.  The stems and leaves of the summer cropping comfrey were 

‘frequently eaten when boiled’.62  Autumnal saffron crocus was clearly an autumn crop and 

used for cordials.63  Mushrooms were an autumn bounty as were blackberries.  Damsons and 

crab-apples were autumnal.  Pilkington tells us that children frequently ate pig nuts which 

were common in Derbyshire and which an acquaintance believed to be only slightly inferior 

to chestnuts.64  There were, however, few resources available in the winter.  It was the most 

difficult season for those hoping to gather food for free.  However, as this small selection of 

the available resources shows, the other seasons produced a cornucopia of edible resources 

for the use of the Derbyshire poor. 

The initiative of the labouring poor in gathering and using such a wide range of natural 

resources merits comment.  People in rural parishes considered ‘the free larder’ to be a 

natural part of their lives which provided them with good, fresh food and its exploitation was 

a common practice so routine as to be ‘second nature’.65  It is therefore clear that such 

resources, and the ability of the rural poor to harvest them, must be taken into account when 

considering survival strategies of the poor.  Since this area of Derbyshire provided so many 

different natural resources, it is likely that it was a commonplace activity of the labouring 

poor.  It also had the advantage of allowing the poor to retain their pride and independence 

so would have been seen by the poor themselves as an important traditional makeshift.  

Indeed I would suggest that, depending on the season, gathering such resources was 

probably the most common of all makeshifts for the rural poor of Melbourne, Repton and 

Ticknall, and possibly the most valuable. 

Charities 

A further strand in this multifaceted economy which played a part in the lives of some of the 

local poor was charity.  King describes it as ‘potentially a second major strand of welfare’.66  

Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall each had formal charities.  I now ask who was able to 
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access charitable support and how important was such support to the makeshift economy of 

the local labouring poor.  I acknowledge that informal charity, although leaving little record, 

was likely to be more important to some individuals than these formal charities.  Indeed, it 

has been noted that ‘reciprocity and neighbourliness were crucial’ during this period.67  The 

casual gift of food or money to those in need would have made a difference to the poor.  

William Hutton recalled that a poor man’s wife went to the neighbours to beg some milk and 

bread as they themselves had none.68  George Crewe of Calke Abbey provided a feast of 

roast beef and plum pudding for 500 poor of Ticknall to celebrate the coronation of King 

George IV.69  It was common practice in Melbourne to give a loaf to villagers on the day of a 

funeral to commemorate the event.70  It is not known how many other occasions such gifts 

were made to the poor, but a casual gift here and there in the course of the year probably 

helped to stave off indigence in the lives of those on the margins of poverty. 

Government documents provide information about the charities in Melbourne, Repton and 

Ticknall.71  These charities were established in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  

Provision ranged from bread, clothes and bibles to education and apprenticeships.72  

Melbourne had two charities of note which were established on the death of Thomas Gray 

and Henry Greene in the seventeenth century.  Henry Greene’s will provided clothing for the 

parish’s poor in the form of green waistcoats lined with green galloon lace.73  Four poor 

women were to have these waistcoats by December 21
st
 at the latest, so that they could wear 

them on Christmas Day.  Attending church in the green clothes on Christmas Day ensured 

that no-one forgot the donor, Henry Greene.  Unfortunately, no records show what the poor 

women thought of the clothes and the ‘price’ they paid for them by parading their charitable 

donations for all their neighbours to see.  The importance of the Christmas Day ‘parade’ 

would, I believe, have been reinforced by the church building.  The twelfth-century church 

                                                      
67

 Tim Hitchcock, Peter King, and Pamela Sharpe. "Introduction." In Chronicling Poverty: The Voices 

and Strategies of the English Poor, 1640-1840, edited by Tim Hitchcock, Peter King and Pamela 
Sharpe, 1-18. Basingstoke: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1997, p.12. 

68
 William Hutton. The Life of William Hutton, F.A.S.S. Including a Particular Account of the Riots at 

Birmingham in 1791 and the History of His Family. London: Catherine Hutton, 1817, p.151. 

69 
Colin Kitching [Ed]. Squire of Calke Abbey: The Journals of Sir George Crewe 1815-1834. Cromford: 

Scarthin Books, 2004, p.36. 

70
 Philip Heath [Ed.]. Melbourne 1820-1875: A Diary by John Joseph Briggs. Derby: Melbourne 

Historical Research Group, 2005, pp.18-19. 

71
 "Abstract of the Returns of Charitable Donations for the Benefit of Poor Persons, Made by the 

Ministers and Churchwardens of the Several Parishes and Townships in England and Wales." In 
House of Commons papers, XVI-A.1, XVI-B.1, 1816; Further Report of the Commissioners Appointed 

in Pursuance of Two Several Acts of Parliament; the One, Made and Passed in the 58th Year of His 
Late Majesty, C. 91." In: House of Commons papers, Reports of Commissioners, 1826. 

72 
"Abstract of the Returns”, pp.214-215. 

73
 "Further Report of the Commissioners”, p.296.

 



226 

 

of St Michael with St Mary is very unusual.  It has several stories explaining its construction 

as it is an extremely grand building for a village church.74  I have included a photograph of 

the church’s interior to show the beautiful proportions of this country church since I believe 

that its grandeur impacted upon the gravity of the Christmas Day ‘parade’.  With its upper 

gallery it has more in common with a cathedral than a church and dwarfs the individual, thus 

providing a sense of occasion which other small country churches might not.  See Plate 6.1 

below.   

Plate 6.1 Interior of Melbourne church  

 

Photograph reproduced with kind permission of www.melbourneparishchurch.co.uk 

Clothes were highly valued by the poor and too expensive to purchase as new items.75  Keith 

Wrightson notes that the importance and value of clothing is indicated by the frequent 
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mention of clothing bequests in wills in the parish of Terling in Essex.76  Although 

Wrightson’s study covers an earlier period than this study of Melbourne, the importance and 

value of clothing as shown by bequests is still valid as the will of Jane Wroughton, discussed 

in the previous chapter, shows.  Dolly MacKinnon also notes that clothing could be 

‘converted into cash’ unless such an exchange was vetoed by the terms of the bequest.77  

However, in the small village community perhaps that would be less likely and the 

distinctive nature of the clothing would make the garments less saleable.  MacKinnon 

observes that the difference in the clothing of those charity recipients singled them out as 

‘godly poor’78 since many of the bequests were specifically targeted at those of good 

reputation.  MacKinnon calculates that, by the time that this particular charity had ended 

there were possibly 684 waistcoats provided for the poor of Melbourne.79  However, by 1826 

it was noted that the waistcoats had ‘not been provided for many years’ and an annual sum 

of two pounds was paid to the overseer instead for distribution.80  No reason was given for 

the change.  Could it be that few recipients wanted to be singled out by their clothing as 

paupers, albeit godly ones, by the nineteenth century? 

The second will dated some twenty years later, was that of Thomas Gray who left more 

provision for the poor but also left money for clothes.  These were to be made of grey cloth 

ensuring that the donor, Thomas Gray, was not forgotten either.  Waistcoats decorated with 

galloon lace and coats faced with baize were to be made and distributed.  Thomas Gray’s 

will was to be read annually in the parish, following prayers on St Thomas’s Day.  Two 

women were to receive one waistcoat each year and one man was to receive a coat.  Under 

the provision of this bequest, bread was to be distributed to the poor on St Andrew’s Day.  

Any surplus remaining from the rents upon which the bequests were based, was to be used 

for apprenticing poor children.81   

A Melbourne charity, established in 1739, supported education for poor children and 

provided bibles.  The charity of Lady Elizabeth Hastings was the cause of some dispute 

between the vicar and the resident curate as related by the charity commissioners.  The 

curate, in 1821, wanted to establish more provision for the education of the poor of the 
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parish by establishing a National School.  This was duly established, but in consequence the 

commissioners report that ‘disputes have been carried on between the vicar and his curate’.82  

From a hint in the report it appears that the dispute hinged on the vicar’s perception that the 

introduction of the new school system in some way deprived the charity children of ‘any 

advantages they may have had if such alteration in the system of education had not been 

adopted’.83  It seems from this reading of the report that children who were educated by the 

charity had a certain cachet which the vicar wished to retain but the curate simply wanted 

education for more poor children.  The local poor’s views on the dispute between the vicar 

and the curate are unknown.   

Repton had seven charities which were to benefit the poor of the parish.  Five of the charities 

provided cash, one provided bread and another meat.  The bread was provided each week on 

Sunday.84  Ticknall had two charities, one to provide a school where six poor boys and six 

girls of and belonging to the parish of Ticknall, ‘share and share alike’ to be taught.85  The 

other Ticknall charity was to provide a ‘hospital’ comprised of seven tenements each of 

which had a ground floor room and ‘a chamber above with a large pantry and a plot of 

garden-ground.’  A pension of £10 a year was to be paid to the tenants.86   

Provision of housing for the poor is discussed by John Broad, who notes that ‘village 

charities also came to be important providers of housing for the poor all over England’.87  

Broad’s study focuses on five counties south of the River Trent and found that parishes and 

charities owned ‘a significant proportion of the village housing stock’.88  How many other 

houses in Ticknall the parish owned is not known.  The seven individuals provided with a 

home by the will of Charles Harpur were fortunate.  They had homes, situated centrally in 

the village in close proximity to the church, with a garden to provide home-grown 

vegetables and probably a degree of pleasure and interest in their old age.  Furthermore, the 

inmates also received a respectable pension.  The location and style of the buildings is 

typical of almshouse construction, as described by Alannah Tomkins.89  This type of 

provision, using Broad’s words, showed a village which ‘continued the tradition of 
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providing Englishmen and Englishwomen and their families with a separate home’.90  

Although Tomkins notes that ‘not all almshouses were well built’91 these houses were, as 

they are still sound today.92  

Plate 6.2 Ticknall Almshouses 

 

Photograph author’s own 2011. 

Many of the bequests had specific requirements for the recipient.  In Melbourne, Henry 

Greene noted that the women should be poor, but Thomas Gray required that the recipients 

of his benevolence should be ‘of good behaviour and endeavour to live honestly’.93  In 

Repton 30 recipients should be ‘of honest and good conversation’ with preference given to 

‘impotent and aged poor people, widows and orphans’ if they were to receive 1s. a year from 

Whitehead’s charity.94  Twelve poor widows could benefit from Gilbert’s charity.  Eight of 

the ‘poorest parishioners’ could receive money from Hunt’s charity but no criteria were 

mentioned for the dole of bread and meat, other than stating that the recipients were to be 
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poor.95  In Ticknall no special conditions were noted but ‘such persons as are aged and 

infirm being generally selected’.96  It seems that those who were perceived to be poor but 

worthy, especially widows, would have been able to receive some degree of support from 

these charities, but for others charitable provision may have been less important. 

What ties these charities together is the association of the charity and the church.  Some 

recipients needed to attend church in order to obtain relief, as with Hough’s charity in 

Repton where the sums were ‘afterwards distributed amongst the poor in ... the church-

porch’.97  To receive money from Gilbert’s charity, the 12 poor widows needed to ‘call at his 

house on their way from church’.98  Bread distributed at Repton weekly was to be 

‘distributed to the poor at the church every Sunday throughout the year’.99  Other benefits 

were dispensed by the churchwardens, overseers or vicars.  Hindle, although speaking of an 

earlier period, whilst acknowledging the important economic contribution of such doles to 

the poor, stressed their ‘immense cultural value’ which symbolised ‘the incorporation of the 

poor into the parish community’.  By the alms dispensed at the church door Hindle argues 

convincingly that the almsmen and almswomen ‘came to believe that they had a strong 

ethical claim on the hospitality and charity of their betters’.100  This may have been the case 

amongst the church-going villagers and being seen to be a worthy recipient enhanced the 

status of the individual and encouraged their sense of belonging.101  However, there were 

probably villagers who did not wish to be singled out as recipients of charity by wearing 

charity clothing, the colour of which was determined by long-dead members of the elite.  

They may have had more in common with those who refused to be ‘badged’ and who 

resented the label of dependent pauper that the clothing represented.102  Some villagers did 

not eat the funeral bread when it was distributed.103  That may have been out of respect or 

superstition but it is possible that they, too, did not wish to be seen as the objects of 

charitable largesse.  
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It seems that, although there were a range of charities in the parishes during this period, their 

importance for many of the local poor was marginal.  It is difficult to say exactly how many 

people gained from these charities but, when the numbers of those helped are single figures, 

as with Greene’s and Gray’s charities in Melbourne for example, when compared to the total 

number of villagers the percentage was tiny.  The fact that the charity clothing was not 

distributed by the end of this period suggests that changes were taking place in Melbourne.  

It may be that the poor resented advertising the philanthropy of a long-dead elite villager.  

As discussed in an earlier chapter, friendly society membership suggested that respectability 

and independence were valued by the village men, so it is likely that neither they nor their 

families would welcome being singled out as recipients of charity by their clothing.  They 

probably found that insulting.  Money was provided in place of the clothing and was likely 

to be more acceptable to the poor because it was more discreet.  Sums distributed by 

Repton’s charities were minimal and, although helpful, were not large enough to impact 

upon the poverty of the recipients.  Thirty poor received 1s. each per annum, 12 poor 

widows received 1s. on Christmas Day and 1s. on Trinity Sunday.  Eighteen poor received 

1s. after Christmas.104  If these recipients were different people, only 72 people received help 

of one shilling a year from these bequests.  That does not suggest an important place for 

formal charity in the hierarchy of makeshifts in these villages.   

For those who were church-goers, especially if widows, the elderly or infirm, the charities 

were more important and recipients may have felt they conferred status within the 

community.  They may also have been a stepping-stone to other benefits in the village as 

recipients were known by the trustees of the charities to be deserving poor.  Whether other 

villagers resented the few ‘godly poor’ recipients is not known, but within the church-going 

community being perceived as righteous and accessing charity was likely to be a matter of 

pride.  Conversely, for other villagers not accessing such charity was likely to be a matter of 

pride.  For some respectable poor living in Ticknall, the provision of an almshouse with a 

garden and a pension enabled them to live out their later years in relative comfort.  However, 

as only seven places were provided, it must be stressed that they were the lucky few.   

Melbourne poor relief 

As poor relief was an important strand in the economic armoury of some poor, it is 

important that I address the question at the parish level since this is one area of the makeshift 

economy which is documented and can be quantified.  Melbourne has overseers’ accounts 

for the period 1805-1818 and these have been used to answer some basic questions about the 
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provision in the village.105  Firstly, I ask how many of the poor received relief regularly, who 

the regular recipients were and how much they received from the parish.  Secondly, I 

determine how many people received casual relief and what form that relief took.  Thirdly, I 

investigate what opportunity there was for the poor to obtain paid employment from the 

parish and if those opportunities changed over time. 

The books are detailed and cover a relatively long period in a populous parish, so it is 

impossible for me within the scope of this thesis to perform a comprehensive analysis of all 

of the accounts.  However, it is possible to determine regular recipients for the whole period 

covered by the accounts, as a list of regular paupers receiving weekly payments in the parish 

is given in each account book.  No details of family background are given.  Widows are 

named as such, as are families supported by the parish, and the status of some other 

recipients can be deduced.  These lists enable me to answer the first basic question regarding 

the identity of recipients and the amounts paid.  I have also sampled three years, spread out 

over the period, to explore the role of casual relief and answered the other two questions for 

the shorter periods.  I believe that this method of approach will provide clear pointers to the 

type and level of relief that some of the poor of the parish were able to access, but I accept 

that it will only provide a limited view of the relief available in the parish.  

Regular relief 

All of the regular recipients living in the parish from 1805 to 1818 have been grouped 

according to the amount of pension received weekly.  An analysis of the amounts paid as 

weekly pensions in Melbourne is shown in Figure 6.1 below.  This has been created using 

the same units of measurement as those King uses in his analysis of regular payments from 

the parish of Cowpe in Lancashire, in order to effect a comparison.106  The comparison of 

Cowpe and Melbourne is an appropriate one despite the difference in population of the two 

parishes.107  Like Melbourne, Cowpe was a parish which was an industrial community and 

was dependent upon manufacturing in one form or another.108  King notes that Cowpe had 

‘limited’ agriculture, so it is likely that more of the population of Melbourne had agricultural 

employment than did parishioners of Cowpe, since the census of 1811 for Melbourne 

recorded almost 30% of families engaged in agriculture.  The majority, however, in common 

with Cowpe were engaged in some form of industry.   
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Figure 6.1 Regular weekly pension payments in Melbourne 1805-1818 

 

Source: D.R.O. Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books  

Figure 6.1 shows that in half of the years the majority of pension payments were less than 

3s.  By the final year the smallest pension payment was over 2s.  Except for the final year, 

after 1808/09 payments of over 6s. weekly were being reduced.  In his analysis of Cowpe, 

King noted that ‘the majority of all pension payments were less than three shillings per week 

by the early nineteenth century’.109  This is unlike Melbourne where that was the case in only 

half of the years.  In Cowpe, over 25% of all payments were less than 1s. weekly during the 

period, whereas in Melbourne only one year saw a pension of less than 1s.110  The level of 

these payments support the suggestion that northern parishes like Cowpe were less generous 

than those parishes further south, like Melbourne in Derbyshire.   

The accounts suggest that the majority of pensioners in Melbourne were in the 2s.-4s. 

payment band.  In order to illustrate that point Figure 6.2 has been created using the same 

data but different bands.  Higher payments seem to be gradually squeezed as do the very low 

payments.  Figure 6.2 shows more clearly that, for the majority of the years analysed, 

pension payments were below 4s. 
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Figure 6.2 Regular weekly pension payments in Melbourne 1805-1818 

 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

When discussing the amount of pension received by individuals, it is noted that, in some 

places, the pension was not enough to support fully the recipient.  As King notes for 

Calverley ‘relief was relatively ungenerous, certainly nowhere enough to live on’.111  How 

much was considered enough to support an individual in Melbourne is hinted at in the 

accounts which record casual payments.  Within this group in Melbourne one payment made 

weekly in 1805/6 was to Edward Berrisford’s ‘silly girl’ who received 3s.  As the amount 

was higher than that normally given to single women and girls in the parish, it seems to 

suggest that Edward Berrisford’s daughter was too disabled to earn an income herself.  

Therefore the amount she received could be considered a benchmark for the amount the 

parish judged one pauper needed to survive.  This figure seems to agree broadly with the 

results of Susannah Ottaway’s research as she calculates that, at the end of the eighteenth 

century, 2s. 7d. and 2s. 9d. were approximate values the parishes in her study deemed 

appropriate to maintain an individual.112  If my argument is accepted it suggests that those 

receiving less than 3s. in Melbourne were themselves providing some income.  This 

argument is supported by casual payments made to four women during 1805, when they 

were ill.  The women, all regular pensioners, were probably living alone and their normal 

pensions ranged from 1s.-2s.6d.  When ill, they received average weekly amounts ranging 
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from 1s.1d.-1s.8d.  This made their pensions from the parish range from 2s.6d.-4s.2d.113  

Since these regular recipients received extra income when ill, it seems that the pension was a 

supplement to earned income and not a substitute for it.   

Who then were the recipients of these regular pensions?  It is not immediately clear for 

many of the recipients, but it is possible to determine categories using the name and the 

pension received for guidance.  Children were often supported by the parish, because of the 

112 regular recipients in the 13-year period, 27 were named as ‘child/children’ or ‘lad/girl’ 

of a parishioner.  A further 34 were probably families receiving support.  Of these families, 

five were headed by widows and ten headed by women whose marital status was not given.  

The latter group may have been either unmarried mothers or deserted wives.  Only 17 

recipients in total were named as widows, which seems a surprisingly low number as other 

studies have found them to be common recipients of relief.114  This may be due to the lace 

making in the parish or the availability of outwork from the silk manufactory.  It may also be 

related to the level of kinship support in the village as this has been shown to be relevant to 

the receipt of relief.115  Perhaps not all widows were named in the records as such but were 

recorded with the Christian name instead of the usual ‘Widow’.  However, as Hanly notes, 

recording both Christian name and surname was usually an indicator of the single status of 

the female recipient.116  Twenty-eight other women were named in the list whose income 

suggests that they were single, which could indicate never married or married but living 

without a partner.  Eleven men were named other than those who were recorded as head of a 

family, of those it is likely that four were claiming support for another person, probably a 

wife as the overseer used ‘family’ or ‘child/children’ to indicate the presence of children, but 

their pensions suggest that two people were supported.  Using the list of regular recipients of 

relief Figure 6.3 indicates some changes over time in the type of recipient named.  
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Figure 6.3 Regular recipients of relief in Melbourne 1805-1818 

 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

The most noticeable change is the number of children named as recipients of relief in the 

parish.117  From quite a low percentage in 1805, children became the recipients of almost a 

third of the weekly benefits paid.  Unfortunately, without the benefit of family reconstitution 

it is not clear why the children were on the parish payment list but some were probably 

illegitimate as they are referred to as the child of the mother and not of the father.  The 

child’s age is not clear because they may have been referred to as ‘child of’ a parishioner if 

they had not gained a settlement in their own right.  However, this increase in the number of 

children named in the list of regular recipients accords with the increase in the numbers of 

illegitimate children recorded from the second half of the eighteenth century.118  As this 

period is one of wartime and the absence of fathers, it may also be that many of these 

children needed support because families were fragmented.  Also, as the number of female 

recipients decreased over the period, it may be that the child was seen as the recipient in 

need and not the mother so, in part, the change may be one of governors’ perception and not 

actual difference to the pauper household itself.  However, women were still the majority of 

those who received relief.  This is noted by King who comments that, ‘outside of the biggest 

urban areas women continued to dominate lists of regular pensioners and those receiving 
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irregular parish cash payments’.119  What is also clear from the analysis is that men were 

never favoured recipients of regular relief in the parish, although from a low point in 

1814/15 the percentage of men receiving regular relief was rising slowly.   

Surprisingly, as pressure on finances must have been felt in the parish, the years with the 

highest number of regular recipients were not the years with the smallest number of higher 

payments as Figure 6.4 shows.  However, 1807/08 had the smallest number of recipients and 

seems to have been a year when the pensions were more generous. 

Figure 6.4 The number of regular recipients from 1805-1818 

 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

When considering the role of regular payments of poor relief in the economy of makeshifts, 

this study seems to suggest that it was only important to a relatively small number of the 

parish population in Melbourne, as the percentage of the parish’s population who received 

regular support in the years 1805-1818 varied between 1.6% and 2.3%.  However, as 

Williams notes, it is not clear how many family members were also supported by parish 

payments when only a name is given with the amount allowed.120  Paul Slack suggested that 

a multiplier of 2.0 be used to suggest a total nearer to the full number of those relieved but 

that estimate will err on the side of caution.121  In her study, Williams linked names of 

recipients with other records and found that Slack’s multiplier was close to figures that she 
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arrived at using the record linkage method.122  In Melbourne allowing for a multiplier of 2.0 

to account for the family members also benefitting from the regular pension it amounts to 76 

people on average or less than 4% of the population.  It must be noted that, in the absence of 

vestry records, it is impossible to know how many applied for relief and were refused so this 

percentage can in no way be used to indicate the level of poverty in the parish.123  

It is possible, however, to compare the basic figure for Melbourne with the results obtained 

from other areas.  Results from two parishes in Bedfordshire show that 6-8% of the 

population were relieved over a similar period.124  For one of those parishes the percentage 

relieved increased during 1801, a time of severe hardship, to 15%.  Another parish in 

Yorkshire found that even in the difficult year of 1801 no more than 7% were dependent 

upon poor relief.125  National figures in the returns of 1802/3 indicate that 12% of the 

population of England and Wales were paupers relieved by the parish126 but for Derbyshire 

the percentage relieved was only 8% of the population.127  As the returns also detail poor 

relief for the other two rural parishes in this study it is possible to compare rural relief 

provided in the local area for the year ending Easter 1803.  Table 6.1 records data printed in 

the published abstract; to which I have added the population. 

Table 6.1 Numbers receiving relief 1802/3 

Parish Population 

1801 

Regular 

pensioners 

Children 

under 14  

Occasional 

paupers 

Total 

% 

Melbourne 1861 34 25 21 4.2% 

Repton 1689 44 28 48 7.1% 

Ticknall 1125 56 51 12 10.6% 

Source: Abstract of the Answers and Returns Made Pursuant to an Act, Passed in the 43d Year of His 
Majesty King George III.." In House of Commons Papers, 1803, p.716. 

It seems that Ticknall, a parish dependent upon agriculture, was the parish with the most 

people receiving support.  However, the amount spent on poor relief was higher in 
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Melbourne than in either Repton or Ticknall128 suggesting that the sums individuals received 

in Ticknall and Repton were less than the amounts they received in Melbourne.  From the 

number of children relieved as regular pensioners we can infer that families in Ticknall were 

particularly hard-pressed at this time.  On initial reading of these data, I concluded that this 

higher uptake of poor relief in the two parishes most dependent upon agriculture seemed to 

suggest greater levels of poverty than in the parish most associated with manufacturing.  I 

then felt that it was impossible to avoid the suggestion that, in common with other 

agricultural areas during this period, the labouring poor of the parish of Repton and more 

especially that of Ticknall were experiencing greater hardship as the nineteenth century 

began.129  However, data published later in 1818 made me revise my earlier conclusions and 

highlighted the importance of taking as wide a view of welfare provision as possible.   

Table 6.2 below presents the data from the government report of 1818130 which records 

parish poor relief payments for the years 1813, 1814 and 1815.131  The report includes data 

about friendly societies that I have included here.  The collection of the data and publishing 

of the same alongside poor relief data clearly indicates that the government felt that 

connection was important.132  Table 6.2 shows the percentage relieved in the parishes.  Since 

the total relieved is obtained by adding the numbers relieved regularly and casually, it may 

be inaccurate because, in common with the findings from Melbourne, some casual recipients 

may also have been regular recipients.  However, it will at least indicate differences between 

the parishes. 
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 Abstract of the Answers and Returns, p.93. 
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 For a discussion of the reliability of the 1803 and 1818 surveys see Martin Gorsky. "The Growth and 

Distribution of English Friendly Societies in the Early Nineteenth Century." Economic History Review 
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Table 6.2 Abstract of returns 1818 showing the numbers relieved by the parishes in this study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Abridgement of the Abstract of the Answers and Returns Made Pursuant to an Act, Passed in the Fifty-Fifth Year of His Majesty King George the Third, Intituled an Act for Procuring 
Returns Relative to the Expense and Maintenance of the Poor in England In House Of Commons Papers; Accounts And Papers, XIX.1, 1818, pp.76-79.   

 

*Where the number of those relieved regularly differs from the figures presented earlier it is because I have not included out of parish regular recipients and the returns do. 

 

 Out relief- not including children* In the workhouse Occasional 

poor 

Friendly society members  

 1813 1814 1815 1813 1814 1815 1813 1814 1815 1813 1814 1815 

Melbourne 48 46 41 18 13 8 77 82 83 724 768 782 

Repton 55 52 48 - - - 279 256 211 215 213 210 

Ticknall 55 60 51 - - - 59 81 75 300 369 449           

All Saints 144 146 141 53 40 31 123 93 94 279 279 291 
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Table 6.3 Percentage of parish population relieved 1813-1815* 

Year Melbourne Repton Ticknall 

1813 7.1% 16.8% 9.8% 

1814 7.0% 15.5% 12.1% 

1815 6.6% 13.0% 10.8% 

Source: Abstract of Answers and Returns 1818, pp.77, 79.  *This is the total percentage and includes regular, 

indoor and casual relief. The population figures used are those from the census of 1811. 

 

It is clear from the data that Melbourne relieved a smaller proportion of their inhabitants 

than either of the other parishes and that it was reducing the number relieved each year.  

However, using the costs provided in the official data, Melbourne spent more per pauper 

relieved than Ticknall which in turn spent more than Repton, despite Repton apparently 

relieving a greater percentage of the population.  See Table 6.4 below. 

Table 6.4 Cost of maintaining the poor 1813-1815 

Year Melbourne Repton Ticknall 

1813 £1106 £746 £828 

1814 £992 £654 £872 

1815 £842 £543 £713 

Source: Abstract of Answers and Returns 1818, pp.76, 78. 

Comparing the number of friendly society members with the number of paupers relieved in 

the parishes made me reconsider my earlier conclusions concerning the relationship between 

agricultural parishes and increased numbers of poor.  Since the parish with the fewest 

friendly society members, Repton, relieved the most paupers and the parish with the most 

friendly society members, Melbourne, relieved the fewest paupers there appears to be an 

inverse relationship between friendly society membership and the number of poor receiving 

parish support, rather than a direct link between the type of economy and poverty.  However, 

when trying to establish a causal relationship between friendly society membership and poor 

relief, it may be a question of which came first, the chicken or the egg?  Did more people 

join friendly societies because the poor relief was limited or did poor relief become more 

limited because many people were members of friendly societies?  Unfortunately, even 

though the relationship seems clear the answer to the conundrum is not.   

Using government statistics, Martin Gorsky discusses the relationship between poor relief 

spending and friendly society membership.  The results are mixed with some towns, 

Birmingham and Newcastle for example, showing evidence of high poor relief spending 

coupled with high society membership.  Other places, notably those towns between 10000 
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and 20000 in population, ‘show a significant correlation between higher membership and 

lower poor relief’.133  Gorsky also notes that ‘in the case of permanent out-poor the 

correlation between numbers of paupers and members also produces a distinct negative 

relationship in the medium-size and smaller towns’.134  Melbourne had the highest level of 

membership and the smallest percentage of paupers which agrees with the results from the 

medium and smaller towns discussed by Gorsky.  This analysis seems to confirm the inverse 

relationship between friendly society membership and the number of paupers.  However, it 

does not suggest a similar inverse relationship between friendly society membership and 

poor relief spending.  Of the three rural parishes of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall, it was 

Melbourne, with the highest number of friendly society members, which had the highest per 

capita spending on poor relief.  It seems to suggest that Melbourne was more generous with 

their pensions and casual payments than either Repton or Ticknall.  This was probably 

because the friendly societies supported their members when in need, thus relieving the 

parish of the need to do so and allowing the parish to be more generous with the fewer 

paupers they supported. 

Regular parish pensions in Melbourne only supported a small percentage of the local 

population at any one time and would not have been central to the makeshift economies of 

the majority of local people.  This agrees with King’s analysis of Cowpe, when he concludes 

that, although parish relief was an important component in the poor’s economy in some 

years, it was ‘a minority player in the overall resources available to the economy of 

makeshifts’.135  Recipients changed over time and, as it has been shown that poverty was 

related to the life cycle, people did move in and out of relief as needs changed.136  Hardship 

occurred at various times in an individual’s life, and one of those times was when children 

were born and families grew.137  However, as Samantha Shave notes, ‘poverty came to its 

biting point at different times for different families’138 and this ebb and flow of need can be 

seen in parish accounts.  Fluctuation in the payments for other parishes’ regular recipients 

has been noted by Joan Kent and Steven King who comment that ‘the grant of such relief 
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was sometimes temporary, and seemingly subject to regular, and even monthly, 

reconsideration’.139  Sums received also changed as the family circumstances altered.  

However, for some groups including widows, the elderly, deserted wives, unmarried 

mothers and large families the input of regular parish relief would have been crucial. 

When discussing the percentage of those helped by the parish and who used the parish 

support when in need, it seems that the overall number aided was small but to those in need 

the support was vital as one family history illustrates.  James Pass was born around 1779 in 

Melbourne to parents legally settled there.140  He worked as a labourer and moved around the 

area working for 51-week hirings from the age of 12 years.  In 1802 he married Mary Mason 

at Ticknall but they were already parents of a daughter, Hannah.  As an illegitimate child, 

Hannah was acknowledged as belonging to Ticknall.141  Within approximately six years of 

their marriage the family had grown.142  At that time a removal order was issued and the 

family was moved from Ticknall to Melbourne.143  Another daughter was born.  Times were 

hard for a large family with five small children.  In his 1805 examination, James stated that 

his ‘wife had applied to the overseers of the poor at Ticknall and received relief’.  Since 

James had never worked for a full year in one hiring and not earned a settlement elsewhere, 

he was able to claim relief from Melbourne parish. 

Melbourne’s account books indicate that James received support for his family regularly 

from 1809/10.  The family received weekly support of 1s.6d. for the first year and then 

2s.0d. for the following two years, suggesting that this support was in addition to his regular 

wage.  His circumstances must have changed dramatically as the sum received increased to 

10s.6d. weekly.  He received support for the remainder of the period covered by the account 

books.  What happened to the family next is only recorded on the charity apprenticeship 

indentures of his children.  John, the younger boy, was apprenticed in 1820 to a boot and 

shoe maker in Warwick as a 13-year-old.  He was recorded as the son of Mary and James.144  

The following year his younger sister Ann, also a 13-year-old, was apprenticed by the same 
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charity to learn house business in Birmingham.145  Her indenture shows that she was the 

daughter of Mary, deceased, and James ‘who has ran away’.   

It seems to be a recurring theme in some of the life stories in this thesis that the father was 

unable to cope when his wife died.  As with Sarah Turner’s father and William Hutton’s 

father, the loss of the wife tipped the scales from coping with adversity to succumbing to it.  

How hopeless James Pass felt his life to be without his wife to manage the home and the 

children can only be surmised.  To be faced with what he probably saw as an impossibly 

difficult situation made him decide to abscond and leave the responsibility of his family to 

the parish.  Unfortunately, I have been unable to trace the children who were apprenticed.  

James himself has proved as elusive to the researcher in death as he was to his children in 

life. 

However sad the story of James Pass and his family, it illustrates the point that parish 

support for some was vital.  James could not earn enough to support his family, so the parish 

paid a pension to help with costs.  When his wife died, the parish probably paid for the 

coffin and funeral costs as they had done for others.146  When he absconded, the parish 

ensured that his daughter was apprenticed by using the charity apprenticeship scheme which 

was administered by the overseer.  It is possible that James felt that the children would be 

better served by his absence.  Without the help of the parish it is certain that this family 

would have suffered extreme hardship and it is likely that this family would have 

fragmented earlier than it eventually did.  Women and children were the main recipients of 

regular relief in Melbourne.  Single mothers and families benefitted from regular parish 

support as did a few men.  It is likely that friendly society membership relieved the parish of 

some of the burden of poor relief in Melbourne.  The records suggest that even those who 

were regular recipients of relief worked if they were able to do so.  Only those too old, ill or 

disabled to provide any income themselves were fully supported. 

Casual relief  

Methodologically, difficulties arise when calculating the number of recipients of casual 

relief because the overseer only used one account book for all parish expenditure including 

payments to out-of-parish parishioners.  It is likely that the overseer waited for a bill from 

the parish in which the Melbourne parishioner was living before including them in the 

payments.  Thus, large bills were paid at times to other parishes which were clearly relieving 

Melbourne paupers on a regular basis.  As this aspect of the study is focussed upon the 
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residents of the parish of Melbourne those people who were relieved by other parishes and 

subsequently filed a bill with Melbourne overseers have been omitted.  The reasons for this 

decision are threefold.  Firstly, the overseers of other parishes may have made the decision 

to relieve those paupers and were certainly a part of the process of relief.  Thomas Sokoll 

has noted that communication between overseers of the two parishes involved in the support 

of the non-resident poor was ‘not exceptional.  In fact, ... the record of correspondence 

between the parishes concerned is particularly rich’.147  Secondly, this study is concerned 

with those people who lived and worked in the parish and not in other areas.  I have 

calculated percentages of those assisted by the parish using the population of Melbourne.  

Thirdly, the recipients of relief in other parishes were often paid for the whole of the year in 

quarterly amounts or even for the whole period and were probably not casual recipients but 

regular recipients who were not listed as such.  They were clearly considered by 

contemporaries to be different from the regular recipients who lived in the parish.148  For 

these reasons any payments made in response to a bill from other parishes are not a part of 

the analysis, nor are any which are paid for multiple weeks without necessarily stating that 

the payments were in response to an out-of-parish bill.149 

Casual payments were likely to make a difference to those members of the labouring poor 

who were living on the margins of poverty.  Hindle, when discussing the Elizabethan Poor 

Law, stresses the importance of the flexibility within the provision that casual relief 

afforded.150  This type of provision enabled the parish to be sensitive to the needs of 

individuals and responsive to the local need.151  Historians have found that a range of 

payments were made to enable the poor to make a living.  Walmsley found that a lace 

pillow, bobbins and pins were provided for lace making.152  Joan Howard-Drake noted that a 

parish paid for a spinning wheel to be mended.153  Other payments included clothing154 
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medical care,155 boarding out,156 rent payments157 and a whole range of other provision which 

enabled the poor to work158.  This shifting group of recipients approached the parish with a 

range of needs but as King and Kent note, sickness was one of the most common159 and a 

range of aid was provided for them including nursing and medicine.160 

In order to track any changes in the casual relief offered to the poor of Melbourne, the 

number of payments made to individuals have been charted.  It was clear when working 

through the account books that a change had taken place between 1805 and 1815.  Not only 

were there very few payments for coal, clothes and other extras in 1815, but there were also 

more payments made to individuals over the year.  It seems that the poor received more 

separate payments in 1815 than they did in 1805.  Figure 6.5 illustrates this point.   

Figure 6.5 Number of payments to individuals in 1805, 1810 and 1815161 

 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

It was also noticeable that individuals received more money over the year in 1815 than was 

the case in 1805.  Figure 6.6 illustrates this.   
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Figure 6.6 Amount of casual relief paid in 1805, 1810 and 1815 

 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

As Figure 6.6 indicates, approximately 20% received over £2 during the year in 1805 but by 

1815 that had risen to almost 30%.  The largest sum given to an individual in 1805 was 

£7.8s.6d., but in 1815 nine individuals received more than that sum and the largest amount 

to be paid over the year was £18.10s.0d.  Table 6.5 below shows that the amount spent on 

casual relief increased significantly in the sample years.   

Table 6.5 Amount paid in poor relief in Melbourne 1805, 1810 and 1815 

Year Casual Relief162 Regular relief163 

1805 £95.5s.4d. £314.0s.0d. 

1810 £117.11s.0d. £313.5s.6d. 

1815 £220.3s.2d. £247.12s.6d. 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

The results indicate that more people were receiving parish relief in some form by the end of 

1815/16.  These figures vary slightly from those presented in Table 6.3 as the official figures 

include out-of-parish recipients and workhouse inmates and my account book figures do not.   
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Table 6.6 Percentage of Melbourne population receiving relief164 

Date Casual relief Regular relief Total receiving some 

relief 

1805 4.2% 1.7% 4.8% 

1810 3.6% 1.8% 4.7% 

1815 4.7% 1.7% 5.9% 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

A change in the parish during the period may have been a factor in the reduction of casual 

relief offered in 1810.  A workhouse was opened, probably in 1810, as payments for its 

upkeep were recorded during 1810 and at the end of the financial year in 1811.  The 

presence of the workhouse may have deterred some of the parishioners from applying for 

relief or some may have been required to enter as a pauper inmate.  There are, unfortunately, 

no workhouse accounts and information about the workhouse is sketchy.165  It was a fairly 

small workhouse as Plate 6.3 shows.  The ground and first floors contained three rooms on 

each floor and there were two large attic rooms on the third.166  Work was done there, 

because the end of year accounts record receipts for ‘work of the poor in the workhouse’.167  

The large attic rooms at the top of the building could have been used for weaving, but that is 

speculation on my part bolstered by a note of ‘£3.0s.0d. from profits on stockings’ in 

1813/14 end of year accounts.168  Mention is also made of money received ‘for potatoes’ in 

the end of year accounts for 1812/13169 so the grounds of the workhouse were probably as 

productive as the inmates.  It is believed that it operated as a workhouse until the new poor 

law encouraged the establishment of a Union workhouse in nearby Shardlow.   
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Plate 6.3 Melbourne Workhouse, Potter Street, Melbourne 

 

Photograph by kind permission of the Melbourne Civic Society. 

 

The overseer’s account book of 1815 has many entries alongside paupers’ names which 

contain the additional information ‘when by house row’ so I think that people needing relief 

had to attend the workhouse to be paid.170  Could the need to go to the workhouse row to 

collect any payments be a tactic to deter applicants from applying for relief?  As Lees has 

noted it was the poor’s decision ‘when to ask for aid and when to refuse it’,171 and pride was 

not only the prerogative of the non-poor as discussed in Chapter Four.  Indeed, Sokoll has 

noted that his studies of pauper letters reveal ‘a strong determination to make your own 

living, to support yourself and your family ... a deeply rooted pride in the ability to work, 

and in exerting your physical powers as long as you possibly could’.172  Applying at the 

workhouse may have deterred the elderly in particular in the same way that the elderly in 

England in the twenty-first century have been perceived to be those members of society 

most likely to fail to claim welfare entitlements.173   
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Government records show that the numbers of the poor relieved in the workhouse by 

Melbourne reduced from 18 in 1813, to 13 in 1814 and 8 in 1815.174  Melbourne’s use of the 

workhouse was decreasing over time, and it is likely that in 1810 there were more inmates 

when the initial enthusiasm for the project was at its height.  As time passed, the enthusiasm 

waned.  Possibly the financial benefits were not as great as initially anticipated, if profits 

were not forthcoming and salaries needed to be paid.  In common with Broughton in 

Lincolnshire, it is not clear what the original function of the workhouse was but in terms of 

numbers relieved within it, as Richard Dyson notes with reference to Broughton, it was ‘less 

important for most of the poor than outdoor relief’.175 

What is astonishing in Table 6.2 is the number of casual poor (279, 256, 211) who received 

payments in Repton parish in 1813, 1814 and 1815.  Unfortunately, I have no sources which 

would help to explain why their figure is so much higher than either Melbourne or Ticknall.  

They did not spend more than either of the other two parishes, and in fact they spent less, so 

the amounts that Repton provided must have been minimal.176  Perhaps they were including 

doles of bread to individuals, but that is mere speculation and the puzzle must remain 

unsolved.  

In order to see any changes in the casual payments made in Melbourne parish I have 

analysed reasons for, and types of, ad hoc relief (Table 6.7).   

Table 6.7 Casual relief in Melbourne in 1805, 1810 and 1815177 

Year No. of 

poor 

When 

ill 

laying 

in 

Out/short 

of work 

Club Rent Coal Other  * 

1805 84 45 2 5 0 22 11 14 

1810 72 30 5 8 1 11 3 11 

1815 95 38 4 19 5 15 2 5 

*These payments include clothes, shoes, funeral expenses etc. 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 
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There are distinct changes in the relief provided in the parish.  The categories are not 

mutually exclusive as some of the poor were paid for times of illness as well as times of 

unemployment.  Not all payments were recorded with a reason for payment.  It also appears 

that cash was given to individuals to pay for the items named, and only rarely did the parish 

commission items for the poor.  Seemingly, unemployment was an increasing problem in the 

parish.  The number claiming relief when unemployed almost quadrupled during the period.  

It is frustrating not to know the occupations of those men who were unemployed.  David 

Hey notes that framework knitters were so common in the parish that the shorthand ‘Fwk’ 

was used in parish registers,178 so their trade’s difficulties may have made them particularly 

vulnerable during this period.  However, only one framework knitter received direct help in 

the three sample years to enable him to continue with his employment.179   

Another change in the casual payments was the contributions the parish made for friendly 

societies’ membership fees.180  One payee had his ‘frame club’ or ‘money club’ payments 

made by the parish.  Another entry for the same man states, ‘the remainder of Edward 

Tivey’s arrears in the money club and for which the parish became bound’.181  Edward Tivey 

was a framework knitter and the father of six children in 1815.182  The only casual payments 

made to him were for his club membership.  The benefits from the club would enable him to 

survive any periods of hardship.  The parish clearly judged money spent to ensure men’s 

continued membership of a friendly society was money well spent, if it relieved them of the 

burden of maintaining a large family like Edward Tivey’s.  As men increasingly had club 

payments made by the parish, it is important to ask if the gender of the recipients changed 

over time.  Figure 6.7 below shows how the recipients of casual relief changed over time. 
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Figure 6.7 Recipients of casual relief 1805, 1810 and 1815 

 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

In common with the findings of King’s research of Calverley, also a textile-producing 

parish, the number of men receiving payments increased over time.183  King made an 

important point about the small producers of textiles which could apply to the situation in 

Melbourne and for that reason I will reproduce his comments here.   

Rural industry or small producer capitalism might have generated income earning 

opportunities over and above those found in southern England; however, it also 

introduced a fundamental and non-age-based instability into the lives of ordinary 

people.  They were tied into a cycle of debt, illness, trade fluctuation and 

mobility.184 

With the increasing numbers finding themselves ‘short of employ’ in the parish and the 

difficulties associated with small-scale textile production as described by King, more were 

forced to apply for casual relief occasionally in order to maintain their families.  Unlike the 

regular relief recipients, children’s percentage of casual support varied little. 

In contrast to the increasing number assisted periodically when short or out of work, the 

number of those given money for coal declined dramatically.  Fuel was one of the casual 

relief provisions in the parishes studied by Howard-Drake, but in that case the fuel was 

wood and faggots.185  As Melbourne lay in close proximity to the south Derbyshire coalfield, 

coal would have been the fuel of choice.  The two individuals who received coal in 1815 

only received one payment each but in 1805 11 payees received coal on a total of 24 
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occasions.  Similarly the payments for clothing were reduced, another of the provisions 

Howard-Drake discusses.186  This change accords with research highlighted by Snell who 

found that payments in kind in one Essex parish were greatly reduced in this period.  He also 

notes that payments for nursing too were reduced over time and had virtually ceased by 

1815.187  Snell adds that this change was as early as the 1790s in some places but was 

delayed until the 1820s in others.   

In Melbourne, casual relief was paid to those too ill to work and those who were out of work 

or short of employment.  For those men and their families, the provision of casual relief 

played an important role in their makeshift strategies.  A greater percentage of the casual 

payments were paid to men by 1815, whilst the women’s percentage fell.  Some of the 

payments were to enable men to maintain their membership of friendly societies which 

provided them with sickness and unemployment benefits.  Payments for coal and clothes 

were increasingly rare and those parishioners who had received ad hoc payments for these 

necessities of life were no longer supported in that way.  This suggests that Melbourne had 

changed its policy by 1815 towards the provision of such casual relief.  It continued to 

provide such support later than some southern parishes studied by Snell but had completed 

the change before the latest date Snell notes.  This suggests that Melbourne’s experience was 

a part of a national trend towards changes in casual poor relief. 

Working for the parish 

With reference to nursing opportunities, Williams comments that, ‘by the 1820s many of 

these caring jobs had disappeared as the parishes spent less and less in care’.188
  As the 

accounts for Melbourne cover the critical period when this change was occurring and those 

types of employment opportunities for women’s employment were decreasing, it may be 

possible to shed light on that change.  The accounts indicate a definite change in the nursing 

and general work opportunities paid for by the parish during the period 1805-1815.  Table 

6.8 details the payments for work accounted for by the overseers in the three sample years.   
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Table 6.8 Parish employment in Melbourne 1805, 1810 and 1815189 

Year Nursing Sewing Laundering Other 

1805 4 3 4 2 

1810 4 1 0 2 

1815 0 1 0 3 

Source: Melbourne Overseers’ Account Books 

Opportunities for women in the parish to earn extra income by nursing and caring for others 

were reduced over time.  In 1815 the only work which was paid for by the parish was to men 

who were paid to work on the parish lands and houses.  The single payment for sewing, in 

earlier years a task for women, was to a male tailor who was himself helped by the parish 

occasionally.  In 1805 and 1810 women were paid to attend those in childbirth but in 1815 

although the payments for ‘laying inn’(sic) were made to individual women there were no 

payments to women for their role as midwives.  Similarly, where in earlier years the parish 

paid for nurses to comfort the sick and assist the dying, in 1815 that was not the case.  

Edward Berrisford received casual payments for much of the year because his wife was ill.  

He then received a payment for a coffin and funeral expenses for his wife, but there were no 

payments for nursing during the illness.   

Although the payments made by the parish for work were not particularly large, one month’s 

washing was less than one week’s pay for Edward Berrisford’s silly girl, such payments 

would have been important to those who received them.  The loss of laundering jobs in the 

parish was particularly important to some local women.  Betty Fairbrother received 2s.8d. 

each month doing washing for Thomas Whyman throughout 1805.  Similarly Betty Smitherd 

received 3s. each month for washing and ‘doing for’ Bishop’s lad in the same year.   Losing 

such regular income probably had a great effect upon the women concerned.  Some of the 

work was unpleasant, as when Jane Collyer and Jane Atterbury were paid to sit up with 

Silence Hall who was desperately ill in 1805, and were then paid to clean the bed linen 

following her death.  Bett Perkins had a distasteful task when paid 4s. the same year to nurse 

and clean Bishop’s girl who was ‘nearly covered with vermin’.190  It may be that women 

were still able to obtain laundering or cleaning work in the village privately as that type of 

work was often undertaken by women in all areas.191  No evidence for that type of small-

scale employment of women is readily found but logic suggests that it existed. 
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In the earlier period, some women would have been able to obtain employment from the 

parish caring for children who were either illegitimate or orphaned.  Jeremy Boulton’s recent 

important research highlights the central role played by parish nurses in the operation of the 

poor law in London.  Although he notes that most orphans would have been cared for by kin, 

some were cared for by parish nurses.192  Williams discusses the type of tasks undertaken by 

parish nurses in Bedfordshire which include basic caring work for those who were unable to 

care for themselves.193  Williams suggests that nurses were ‘marginalised from skilled care 

work during the eighteenth century’ and notes that such work decreased over time.194  

However, little is said of the emotional strain that performing these duties involved, in 

particular, the caring role performed by those who fostered or boarded out children for the 

parish.  These women who took a child into their homes laid themselves open to potential 

heartbreak if they were threatened with losing, or ultimately lost, contact with the child.  

Fostering a child informally or formally is, and was, an emotional minefield.  It can be 

negotiated safely, as Anna Hansen discusses in her study of fostering in early Icelandic 

society.195  Using sagas to tease out the intricacies of the Icelandic experience, Hansen 

emphasises that fostering could benefit all parties and strong emotional bonds could be made 

between the foster child and the foster parents.196  Research from France on the fostering of 

girls in the early modern period provides evidence that love between foster parent and child 

was not uncommon and that some of the created households were ‘happy ones’.197  These 

examples of fostered children were focussed on children of the elite.  However, further 

research on France during the nineteenth century focuses on poor children who were 

fostered in rural areas.  Ivan Jablonka considers the question whether paying foster parents 

created a situation where the material benefits precluded genuine affection.  Jablonka noted 

that ‘contrary to popular belief, wet-nurses and foster-parents were able to feed and love 

abandoned babies even if they were paid for this service’.198  In this research foster parents 
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and children faced ‘painful’ separation when natal parents reclaimed their children.199  

However, despite strong bonds of affection this was always seen by authorities as a fictive 

kinship and ‘the administration could take their ward away at any time’.200  As with most of 

the labouring poor, records are scanty but it is reasonable to suggest that those in England, 

who boarded out or fostered the illegitimate, abandoned or orphaned parish children also 

grew to care for their charges.  Indeed, Crawford found that ‘wet-nurses and their husbands 

often wanted to keep the children’ and cited a case of one wet-nurse who applied for the 

return of a child whom they missed.201  Crawford also makes the important comment that 

‘people often cared for and developed emotional attachments to children to whom they were 

not biologically related’.202 

Although no examples are obvious in the account books, it is clear that payments were made 

for the care of children.  For example, in 1810 payments were made to Sam Smedley for 

Jackson’s girl.203  It could have been for lodging or it could have been payment for fostering 

the child.  Although I have no clear details of such arrangements in Melbourne, one Derby 

settlement examination gives details of a Derbyshire woman who was paid to nurse a parish 

child.  Sarah Colborn of Mackworth received an illegitimate child, James Harris, from the 

overseers of the parish of St Werburgh in Derby.204  When he was 10 years of age, the parish 

overseers refused to pay any more money for his upkeep but James stated, ‘notwithstanding 

which the said Sarah Colborn would not part with him’.  James thought that following this 

confrontation the pay was discontinued.  Sarah then organised work for James at Radbourne, 

but he stayed only two or three months before returning to Sarah at Mackworth.  Next he 

worked, at Sarah’s direction, in a cotton mill in St Werburgh where he stayed for two years 

whilst lodging at Mackworth.  This brief history illustrates one danger of nursing children 

for the women of the labouring poor; the paid employment became a lifetime responsibility 

without pay.  She had become the true foster parent of the child and ‘would not part with 

him’ despite being unpaid.  She then, through choice, shouldered the responsibility of 

finding employment for the child who was, in truth, the responsibility of the parish. 
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The love that clearly grew between the parish child and the nurse in the case of Sarah 

Colborn and James Harris was not an isolated case as the autobiography of William Hutton 

illustrates.  William’s youngest brother, Samuel, whose birth had precipitated the early death 

of his mother, was another such case.205  Following the death of his mother and disliked by 

his father, Samuel was sent to a nurse, Sarah Knowles.  He lived there for three years and 

was ‘treated with all the tenderness humanity could wish during three years, for eighteen 

pence a week’.206  The widow with whom William’s father lodged offered to board the child 

for 1s. per week.  William’s father agreed as ‘he thought eighteen pence too much’.  The 

distress caused by the removal of the child was recorded by William after he and his brother 

Thomas were sent to fetch the young child. 

Nothing could surpass the bitterness of soul in the afflicted nurse, at parting with 

him. She saw the result, offered to abate her price rather than part with the child; 

but tears are vain when profit steps in- We brought him from a state of perfect 

happiness to complete misery.207 

Both of the above cases echo the findings of Jablonka in France, with separation being 

painful and love developing despite both women receiving payment for their care.  It could 

be said that the question of receiving payment is somewhat of a red herring in the argument, 

as no-one would be likely to suggest that many nurses or foster parents today, who are paid 

for their care, do not develop deep affection for their charges.  Why then would we be 

arrogant enough to suggest that women in the past who were paid for their care did not 

develop affection for a needy child?  That is not to say that all women who cared for non-

related children developed affection for them, as the case of the widow with whom William 

Hutton’s family lodged illustrates.  William attributed his younger sister Anne’s death to her 

‘neglect’ and, as he remembered it, she seemingly lacked any affection for young Samuel.208  

Melbourne’s accounts suggest that casual employment by the parish for nursing, laundering 

and sewing declined during the period 1805-1815.  Where some women found employment 

in 1805, that employment was not available by 1815.  This Derbyshire evidence suggests 

that opportunities to earn extra income decreased in the early years of the nineteenth century, 

and those most affected by the change were those poor women who were the most 

vulnerable.  However, women were probably still able to take orphaned children into their 

homes to foster, but that was a poisoned chalice since the children could easily be removed 
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from their care leading to heartbreak for both parties.  The fact that women undertook such 

work is a measure of the desperate straits in which they found themselves. 

Conclusion 

This chapter does not focus on one single activity but instead examines three of the 

makeshifts used by the labouring poor in Derbyshire.  Firstly, it considers the harvesting of 

natural resources.  These resources in Derbyshire were not likely to be overlooked by the 

rural poor.  Gathering them took time and effort but it would be well rewarded by a range of 

fresh foodstuffs which would help to alleviate hunger and poverty.  Not only foodstuffs were 

harvested, but also lives were made more comfortable by the use of gathered resources to 

stuff pillows and provide fuel.  The gathering of such foodstuffs was gendered but was not 

ageist.  Although little would be available in the winter season, produce in the other three 

seasons would be abundant.   

Secondly, formal charities have been investigated.  These operated in all three parishes but 

the number of recipients was small.  Sometimes, people were given charitable donations or 

their children were educated or apprenticed for no expense.209  Sometimes, people were 

given clothing by charities and wore the donor’s choice for all to see.210  For many of these 

charities, it was necessary for the recipients to be seen as deserving and godly.  The number 

of parishioners assisted by the charities was small and suggests that the importance of formal 

charity to the rural poor was minimal.  For widows, the elderly and infirm charities would 

have been more important than for the able-bodied poor.  Over time, the provision of charity 

clothing in Melbourne declined and that could have been due to the reluctance of the 

labouring poor to be seen as recipients of charity.   

Thirdly, poor relief, both casual and regular, helped those who were unable to subsist solely 

by their own efforts.  The young, unmarried mothers, the widowed and large families either 

with or without a father were helped by the parish.211  When illness struck or when 

unemployment hit the family, parish support was crucial.  Sometimes they needed coal for 

the hearth or shoes for a growing child and money was given by the overseer but that 
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became more uncommon as the century progressed.212  Previously, working for the parish 

helped to pay the bills, but that became less common for women who had earlier been paid 

for nursing, laundering and sewing.  Always, however, the poor worked, and worked into 

old age like Absalom Oakley, a 77-year-old former Melbourne recipient of casual relief who 

was recorded still working as a labourer and supporting a disabled daughter.213  The poor 

worked at whatever tasks they could to earn income for themselves and their families.  There 

was no easy option in this type of economy; work was always the most common and largest 

strand for the vast majority of the local poor.  For the poor to work was, as Margaret Hanly 

noted ‘a basic expectation’.214  Only those who could not work, like Edward Berrisford’s 

‘silly girl’, were able to be supported, everyone else simply worked until they were too old 

or ill to do so. 

In Melbourne, it is likely that membership of a friendly society was a large piece of this 

patchwork cover.  Both local parishioners and the parish elite supported such membership.  

The analysis suggests an inverse relationship between the number of paupers and the number 

of friendly society members in the three rural parishes.  However, it does not suggest a 

similar inverse relationship between poor relief spending and the number of friendly society 

members.  It appears that the presence of friendly society members in large numbers in 

Melbourne enabled the parish to provide more generous pensions to fewer people than was 

found elsewhere.  The experience of Melbourne illustrates the need to consider friendly 

society membership when discussing the extent and generosity of support provided by parish 

poor relief.  Without knowing the extent of friendly society membership in the village, it 

could appear that Melbourne was limiting support to a fortunate few.  However, when taking 

friendly society membership into account and the support of the parish for that membership, 

it changes the picture.  It seems likely that Melbourne parish had no need to support many 

people because the friendly societies were already helping their members through the hard 

times.   

There were clear differences between the parishes of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall in 

their approach to poor relief.  Melbourne supported a few paupers relatively generously 

when compared to northern parishes. The parish encouraged independence and self-reliance 

in the poor by paying friendly society membership dues for men who were unable to pay 
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them.  From government data it appears that Ticknall supported more paupers and was 

supportive of families with children, but those families did not receive as much money as the 

paupers of Melbourne.  Repton supported many paupers but with small amounts of money.  

As we have seen, the economies of the three parishes differed with Melbourne having a 

greater dependence on manufacturing and textile production than either of the other two 

parishes.  Perhaps the independent character of the framework knitters of Melbourne, which 

led them to join friendly societies, influenced the way in which the parish operated and 

parish policy reflected and was supportive of that independence. 

When concluding this chapter and attempting to determine a hierarchy of makeshifts, one 

question arises.  Which of these expedients would Derbyshire’s rural labouring poor be most 

likely to use?  The answer to that question depends upon the ease of access and the value of 

the makeshifts.  The number of people assisted by regular relief in each of the parishes is 

smaller than the number assisted by casual doles.  The number of people who received 

charitable donations was smaller still.  So, in terms of individuals helped, casual relief must 

be the most commonly accessed makeshift followed by regular relief then formal charitable 

donations.  However, although details are scanty, I suggest that gathering natural resources 

was so commonplace that it was the most likely makeshift to figure in the economies of 

Derbyshire’s labouring poor.  It was not a makeshift which would offend the dignity of the 

individual, as did charity and poor relief, but it was one which emphasised the independence 

of the poor.  No judgements of character were made in order to access it, and all ages were 

eligible. I argue that, for those reasons, it would appeal to the poor and would place this 

traditional expedient at the heart of family makeshifts in Derbyshire.  
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Chapter Seven 

 

Poaching in Derbyshire 1770-1829 

 

In the previous chapter the economy of makeshifts was discussed but one important element 

was missing, that of illegal activities.1  Although Olwen Hufton’s original discussion of the 

makeshift economy includes theft as a separate section in her research,2 an early paper by 

Penelope Lane, whose research focuses on the East Midlands, indicates that crime was seen as 

one of a range of makeshifts in the informal economy practised by the poor.3  Hufton describes 

crime as one of the ‘seamiest aspects of the problem of poverty’ but notes that, along with 

prostitution, child abandonment and infanticide, amongst other measures it was ‘an integral part 

of the struggle for self-preservation of the poorest sectors of the community’.4  The line between 

the poor and the criminal is not easily drawn and Paul Griffiths suggests the concept of 

overlapping circles instead of straight lines of division between law-abiding citizens and 

criminals.5  Peter Linebaugh suggests that the criminals hanged at Tyburn were almost 

indistinguishable from the poor as a whole who came to watch the proceedings.6  More recently, 

                                                           
1 Much research has been published on crime in the period, for an overview of the historiography see 

Joanna Innes and John Styles. "The Crime Wave: Recent Writing on Crime and Criminal Justice in 
Eighteenth-Century England." The Journal of British Studies 25, no. 4 (1986): 380-435; P. King. "Locating 
Histories of Crime: A Bibliographical Study." British Journal of Criminology 39, no. 1 (1999): 161-174; J.A. 
Sharpe. "The History of Crime in England C. 1300-1914." British Journal of Criminology 28, no. 2 (1988): 
124-137.  Amongst the most useful works I have found are J.A. Sharpe. Crime in Early Modern England 
1550-1750. London & New York: Longman, 1999 [2nd edition]; J. M. Beattie. Crime and the Courts in 
England, 1660-1800. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986; Peter King. Crime, Justice and 
Discretion in England 1740-1820. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2000; Peter King, Crime and 
Law in England, 1750-1840: Remaking Justice from the Margins. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006; J. S.Cockburn [Ed]. Crime in England, 1550-1800. London: Methuen, 1977; Frank McLynn. Crime 
and Punishment in Eighteenth-Century England. London: Routledge, 1989: Clive Emsley. Crime and 
Society in England, 1750-1900. Harlow: Longman, 2005; Douglas Hay et al. Albion's Fatal Tree: Crime 
and Society in Eighteenth-Century England. London: Penguin Books, 1975. 

2
 Olwen Hufton. The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France 1750-1789. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974. This 

point made by Penelope Lane in "Women in the Regional Economy: The East Midlands, 1700-1830." 
Unpublished PhD Thesis: University of Warwick, 1999, fn 28 p.275. 

3
 P. Lane. "Work on the Margins: Poor Women and the Informal Economy of Eighteenth and Early 

Nineteenth Century Leicestershire." Midland History 22 (1997): 85-99. 

4
 Olwen Hufton. The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France 1750-1789, p.355 cited in Heather Shore. "Crime, 

Criminal Networks and the Survival Strategies of the Poor in Early Eighteenth-Century London." In The 
Poor in England 1700-1850: An Economy of Makeshifts, edited by Steven King and Alannah Tomkins, 
137-165. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003, p.140. 

5
 P. Griffiths. "Overlapping Circles: Imagining Criminal Communities in London, 1545-1645." In 

Communities in Early Modern England, edited by A. Shepard and P Withington, 115-133. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2000. 

6
 Peter Linebaugh. The London Hanged: Crime and Civil Society in the 18th Century. London: Allen Lane, 

Penguin Press, 1991; Peter Linebaugh. "A Study of Crime and the Labouring Poor in London During the 
First Half of the Eighteenth Century." Warwick University, Unpublished Ph D. 1975.  
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in her discussion of eighteenth-century London, Heather Shore describes ‘the interweaving 

worlds of the poor and the criminal’ and, in common with Lane, suggests that crime ‘might be 

read as a key element of the makeshift economy in this period’.7  This chapter aims to explore 

the extent of poaching in Derbyshire in order to determine if that particular illegal activity was a 

part of the survival strategies of the labouring poor.  The previous chapters have discussed the 

respectability of the labouring poor men, so any participation in an illegal activity would 

suggest either that the rural poor resorted to the crime of poaching as a necessity, or it was 

viewed as an extension of the traditional foraging discussed in Chapter Six. 

Historians have recently considered the importance of petty theft in the economies of the 

labouring poor8 and Timothy Shakesheff discusses, in particular, the theft of wood and crops.9  

Where commons were once available for use by the poor to provide a range of provisions, by 

this period those commons had been enclosed.  Actions like wood gathering were seen as illegal 

and those who continued with the practice were liable to prosecution.  Similarly gleaning has 

been discussed10 as it was also a custom which became viewed by some as a crime in the period.  

However, Peter King suggests that, despite a legal judgement11 stating that ‘no person has at 

Common Law a right to glean in the harvest field’,12 gleaning still played a part in the lives of 

some rural dwellers.  With some petty theft it is easy to suggest that customary practice made 

certain activities a part of the makeshift economies of the poor and wood gathering is such a 

case.13  It is also possible to point to small-scale theft like stealing growing crops such as turnips 

and suggest that this too was a part of the makeshift economy.  Where an individual like 

Thomas Meek was charged with stealing five turnips from a field he stated that hunger was the 

                                                           
7
 Heather Shore. "Crime, Criminal Networks and the Survival Strategies of the Poor in Early Eighteenth-

Century London," pp.155-6. 

8 Richard Williams. "Stolen Goods and the Economy of Makeshifts in Eighteenth Century Exeter." Archives 

30, no. 112 (2005): 84-96; Beverly Lemire. Dress, Culture, and Commerce : The English Clothing Trade 
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Women in the Old Bailey, 1779-1789', Journal of Social History, 32 (1999), pp.623-39; Richard Dyson. 
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Boydell & Brewer, 2003, Chapter 5.  
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Labouring Poor, 1750-1850." Economic History Review 44, no. 3 (1991): 461-476. 

11
 Peter King. "Legal Change, Customary Right, and Social Conflict in Late Eighteenth-Century England: 

The Origins of the Great Gleaning Case of 1788." Law and History Review 10, no. 1 (1992): 1-31. 
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 Peter King. "Gleaners, Farmers and the Failure of Legal Sanctions in England 1750-1850." Past & 

Present 125 (1989): 116-150, p.118. 
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 For fuel gathering and gleaning see also Steve Hindle. On the Parish?, Chapter 1. 



263 
 

cause of the theft.14  When travelling home to Derby, William Hutton told how he stole and ate 

raw turnips because he was hungry and had no money, as he said, ‘a turnip-field has supplied 

the place of a cook’s shop; a spring, that of a public-house’.15  This type of petty theft is 

interesting as it seems to represent a part of the patchwork economy of the poor16 and, as 

Shakesheff notes, ‘exposes the grinding poverty of the rural working class’17 but is difficult to 

research in Derbyshire as records of such prosecutions are few.  Certainly, some people were 

charged with stealing growing crops18 but the small number and the limited information given in 

the records prevent any useful analysis.  Since few convictions were recorded it may indicate a 

degree of tolerance on the part of landowners and magistrates.  However, it may also be a result 

of the crime being difficult to monitor. 

One crime which can be studied more easily in Derbyshire, albeit with caution, is that of 

poaching.  If the line between the poor and the criminal in general was difficult to draw, then 

poaching was one crime which made that line virtually invisible.  The Game Laws of this period 

were, to quote J.A. Sharpe, ‘a tangled mass of confused and often contradictory legislation’ with 

statutes which were not repealed and had ‘often obscure’ meaning.19  These laws were also the 

embodiment of class legislation as Peter King notes, they ‘dispensed with the much-emphasized 

principle of equality before the law – exemption from prosecution being only available to those 

with landed estates’.20  Contemporaries were aware of the difficulties of the Game Laws and 

they were regularly debated both in publications for general consumption and in the House of 

Commons.  Changes in the legislation took place during this period, indeed in his important 

study of poaching in England, P.B. Munsche lists a total of 37 principal statutes passed between 

1750 and 1831.21  Legislation will be referred to if appropriate but the focus of this chapter is 

not the legislation but the poacher himself, although as Timothy Shakesheff observes, without 

the legislation there would be no poacher.22  Poaching is one of a range of crimes which have 
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 Timothy Shakesheff. Rural Conflict, Crime and Protest, p.50. 
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 William Hutton. The Life of William Hutton, F.A.S.S. Including a Particular Account of the Riots at 

Birmingham in 1791 and the History of His Family. London: Catherine Hutton, 1817, p.118. 
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peaked when agricultural labour was more available in harvest time. Clive Emsley. Crime and Society in 
England, p.152. 
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 Timothy Shakesheff. Rural Conflict, Crime and Protest, p.140. 
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 Only 51 cases of crop theft were recorded in the Derby Quarter Session Order Books 1770-1829. 
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 J.A. Sharpe. Crime in Early Modern England 1550-1750, p.179. 

20
 :Peter King. Crime, Justice and Discretion in England, p.99. 
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 P.B. Munsche. Gentlemen and Poachers: The English Game Laws 1671-1831. Cambridge: Cambridge 
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been described as ‘social crimes’,23 in common with smuggling and wrecking, as such crimes 

were not viewed by many in society to be crimes but were seen and accepted as part of common 

practice.24  Even Parson Woodforde, the noted diarist of the period, was happy to accept tubs of 

‘the best Coniac brandy’ which he knew to be brought illegally from France.25  This tacit 

approval of some illegal activities is acknowledgment that, although illegal, they were socially 

acceptable.   

The view of the poacher as a lovable rogue is immortalised in the eighteenth-century song ‘The 

Lincolnshire Poacher,’ used as the marching song of several regiments in England and overseas, 

which describes the enjoyment of the poacher who outwits the gamekeeper and squire.  In 

addition to song, the poacher is also immortalised in paintings and ceramic art26 in a way in 

which murderers, rapists and thieves are not.  Edward Bird (1772-1819)27 produced a set of six 

paintings documenting the career of a poacher, one of which is ‘The Poacher’s Return’.  It is 

interesting to compare that painting with another of his entitled ‘Mr Rickett’s Return from 

Shooting’ and consider the two in the light of the inequalities of the Game Laws.  The set of 

paintings portraying the poacher was commissioned by Mr Benjamin Bough, clearly a keen 

collector, and were sold following his death.28  Although this set depicting the poacher shows 

him imprisoned for his crime, even that scene is not unsympathetic to the poacher because he is 

shown with the support of his wife and children and a clergyman in the gaol.29  The series ends 

with the poacher portrayed back home with his family.  The painting which seems to exemplify 

the importance of poaching to the poor is entitled ‘The Poacher’s Return.’  See Figure 7.1. 
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Figure 7.1 ‘The Poacher’s Return’ by Edward Bird 

 

With kind permission of Wolverhampton Art Gallery. Source: Wolverhampton Arts and Heritage 

Figure 7.2 ‘Mr Rickett’s Return from Shooting’ by Edward Bird 

 

With kind permission of Bristol Museums and Art Gallery© Bristol's Museums, Galleries & Archives 

The first point to note is that the poacher is not a young single man, but is an older married man 

with a family.  He is pictured with dogs and a gun as he returns with a rabbit for dinner.  The 
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second point of interest is the child’s gaze, which is fixed on the food brought home by his 

father.  The contrast with the other painting is marked.  That shows a qualified huntsman 

returning with his spoils.  Children are also featured in the painting, but their interest in the 

pheasants their father has shot is more akin to a child with a plaything than a child with a food 

source.  One painting shows need and the other excess.   

Since the main aim of this chapter is to determine poaching was a survival strategy of the 

Derbyshire poor it is necessary, firstly, to decide how extensive poaching was in the county.  

Secondly, it is important to research the occupations of those who poached, because John 

Archer’s important study of East Anglia has shown that most of those who poached were 

agricultural labourers, a section of society who were suffering economic stress at this time.30  

Archer also suggests that in Lancashire during the early Victorian period, poaching was only 

one of the crimes committed by those who poached.  Archer comments that ‘evidence abounds 

of men mixing their poaching with other forms of criminality’31 and that gangs of poachers were 

operating in a way far removed from the lone poacher of popular belief.  In view of this, thirdly, 

this research will analyse both petty and quarter session records to determine how many of those 

convicted for poaching were also convicted of other crimes.  Clearly, if the Derbyshire poachers 

were also convicted of other crimes the image of the ‘lovable rogue’ poaching to feed his family 

will be compromised, especially if those convictions are for large-scale criminal activities.  

Similarly, if the poacher is part of a large gang assembled for the purpose as a commercial 

venture it is, as both Sharpe and Emsley note, more difficult to label the poacher as a social 

criminal.32  Frank McLynn comments that ‘from 1755 onwards, the poaching gangs increasingly 

displaced the lone poacher’33 and Emsley also observes that, from the mid-eighteenth century, 

poaching was ‘increasingly a business carried on by organised gangs’,34 so these records may 

indicate whether this was the case in Derbyshire.  Within this section, a focus upon the methods 

used by poachers locally may also help to determine how common the lone poacher was in the 

county, since some methods required more than one or two operators.  Finally, this research will 

explore the outcomes of poaching and discuss the price paid by those poor people who poached 

in Derbyshire.  
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The extent of poaching in Derbyshire 

It is important to comment on the ‘dark figure’ of crime before commencing any analysis.  

Crime in the period of this study is similar to crime in the twenty-first century since only a 

portion committed is reported and prosecuted.  The British Crime Survey estimated that there 

were over 11,000,000 crimes committed in England and Wales in 1981, but only 3,000,000 

were reported to the police.35  How that ‘dark figure’ compares to the late-eighteenth century is 

not known, but, bearing in mind the presence of a police force and efficient prosecution service 

of the twentieth century, it is likely that relatively fewer prosecutions took place in the Georgian 

period.  Sharpe quotes contemporary commentators who estimated anything from only one in 

five to one in ten crimes were reported.36  Sharpe also notes that any changes in the crimes 

recorded could either be a reflection of actual crime committed or a change in the reporting of 

the offences.37  This unknown element of the analysis of crime statistics does make the results 

less than certain but the analysis may lead to some indicators of crime in the area and will, at 

least, point to the minimum amount of crime committed.  In view of Archer’s comments that the 

‘dark figure’ of poaching is ‘truly enormous’,38 and Munsche commenting that the ‘dark figure’ 

of poaching was ‘darker than usual’,39 these Derbyshire prosecutions are likely to be a tiny 

fraction of the poaching which took place in the county. 

There is a major problem in using the summary prosecutions that were recorded in the Quarter 

Sessions Order Books, and that is simply the under-recording by magistrates.40  Many of the 

prosecutions dealt with by justices in the local area were never reported for inclusion in the 

official records kept at quarter sessions.  That is demonstrated by the use of the calendars of 

prisoners held in gaol in Derbyshire.  By checking the records of poachers at both petty and 

quarter sessions as recorded in the order books against the list of those imprisoned for poaching 

during the period 1770-1829,41 I found that there were 236 prisoners held for poaching who did 

not appear in the order books.  These prisoners may have been those who were unable to pay a 

fine and went to gaol for the three-month period, or those who were sentenced to jail for 
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poaching, or awaiting trial.  Looking at the petty session records of 1072 poachers recorded, 

there are only 93 whose names and date of prosecution agree with those in prison, suggesting 

that less than 10% of those prosecuted at petty sessions went to gaol.  This implies two things.  

Firstly, it implies that the poachers were able to raise the money that they were fined.  Secondly, 

if I can reason aloud, so to speak, if only 10% of those known to be prosecuted appear in prison, 

and 236 poachers are in prison without appearing in the recorded prosecutions, can I reason that 

the total number of unknown prosecutions may be ten times the number of those imprisoned, 

and as high as 2300?  If that is the case then the missing number of prosecutions, 2300, must be 

the majority, and the poachers that are known in Derbyshire, 1072, may be only roughly one 

third of the total number prosecuted.  A similar method of reasoning was used by P.B. Munsche 

who compared returned certificates with calendars of prisoners and found that only 30% of 

certificates in Wiltshire were returned.42  Munsche calculates that the number of Wiltshire 

prosecutions for the period 1750-1800 may have been 1500,43 which is smaller than the number 

suggested here for Derbyshire 1770-1829.  If that larger number of prosecuted crimes in 

Derbyshire is then adjusted for the minimum suggested ‘dark figure’ of crime it suggests a high 

incidence of poaching in the county.  Indeed, the high levels of poaching in Derbyshire, 

amongst other industrialising and mining counties, is discussed by Harvey Osborne and Michael 

Winstanley using government statistics available for the later Victorian period, where they 

found that poaching was not restricted to purely agricultural counties.44   

Sharpe suggests that the best basic introduction to the Game Laws is found in the Game Act of 

1671,45 the framework of which was in operation until 1831.46  This law was added to, as 

Douglas Hay notes, throughout the period with increasing penalties for those unqualified to 

hunt.47  Sharpe notes that the Act of 1671 basically permitted four categories to take game and 

prohibited all others.  Those permitted were freeholders whose freehold was valued at over £100 

per annum; leaseholders whose leases were at least valued at £150 per annum and for a period 

of at least 99 years; son and heir apparent to an Esquire; and/or the owners of franchises as far 

as their liberties extended.  This Act, Sharpe states, ‘restricted the right to hunt game to persons 

holding landed wealth’ and allowed them to hunt game on the land of others, subject to laws of 
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trespass.  It also effectively prevented unqualified persons from hunting game even on their own 

land.48  What Sharpe considers ‘an unjust law’49 resulted in a flow of prosecutions.  Indeed, 

Douglas Hay comments that prosecutions for contravening the Game Laws ‘occupied most of 

the time of many country magistrates’50 during this period. 

Offences against the Game Laws were tried summarily by magistrates, at quarter sessions and 

also at the assizes.  Less serious offences were dealt with by magistrates either alone or with 

another magistrate at petty sessions, which became more formal procedures during the period.51  

Assize records do not exist for Derbyshire but Convict Registers52 show that some men were 

convicted for poaching at the assizes in Derby.53  Quarter Session Order Books which also 

contain records of convictions made by magistrates in summary sessions will be used in this 

study.54  In total, 4015 petty session prosecutions were recorded and 4779 quarter session 

prosecutions in the period 1770-1829.55   

Figures 7.3 and 7.4 below show the range of crime dealt with at the Derbyshire sessions.  Figure 

7.3 shows there was a great deal of variety in the cases dealt with, or recorded by, magistrates in 

summary sessions over the period, but the largest category was offences against the weights 

legislation with 1381 prosecutions followed by poaching offences with 1072 prosecutions.  

Road traffic offences accounted for a further 506 prosecutions.  Prosecutions for theft were only 

a small percentage of the crimes with only 144 recorded.  Within the ‘Other’ category were such 

prosecutions as having no stamp when selling hats or other items, vandalism and swearing 

profane oaths.   
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Figure 7.3  Derbyshire summary session prosecutions 1770-1829 

 

Source: Petty session records transcribed by Michael Cox and Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 
1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 

Figure 7.4  Derbyshire quarter session prosecutions 1770-1829

 

 Source: Petty session records transcribed by Michael Cox and Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 
1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 

The types of crimes tried at quarter sessions were varied but the largest categories were assault 

and theft as shown in Figure 7.4.  Poaching accounted for only 115 prosecutions.  Under ‘Other’ 
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prosecutions were misdemeanours like John Beastall running a race naked in 1803 and George 

Wyatt prosecuted for bull baiting near a turnpike in 1829.   

One category seems to have been recorded or prosecuted sporadically.  Offences against the 

weights legislation varied greatly in the prosecutions recorded by magistrates in summary 

sessions.  In the decade beginning 1790, there were 265 prosecutions for weights offences but in 

the following decade there were only 41 recorded.  During the first decade of the new century 

94 persons were prosecuted but in the nine years beginning 1820 there were 981 offences 

recorded.  This variation of prosecution skews the records when attempting to trace percentage 

changes in other crime categories, as does another category which records offences against the 

Traffic Acts.  There were two prosecutions in the 1770s followed by 29 in the 1780s and 178 

recorded in the 1790s.  In the decade beginning 1800 there were 97 prosecutions followed by 60 

in the following decade and 68 in the years 1820-1828.  This variation in prosecution of a type 

of crime that J.A. Sharpe describes as ‘regulatory offences’56 alters the percentage calculations 

for the prosecution of poaching and other crimes so has to be borne in mind when viewing the 

resulting analysis.   

Figure 7.5 shows the number of poaching convictions returned by magistrates in petty sessions.  

The percentage of poaching cases dealt with by magistrates seems to vary greatly but that has to 

be seen in relation to the other changes in regulatory prosecutions.  

Figure 7.5 Number of poaching cases tried at petty sessions 1770-1829 

 

Source: Petty session records transcribed by Michael Cox and Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 
1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 
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The records do not allow for the final period in the analysis to be a full ten-year period but they 

seem to show that the number of cases recorded grew in that final period.  From 14 poaching 

prosecutions recorded in 1820, the number of prosecutions grew to 59 in 1827 followed by 51 in 

1828.  If the figures are adjusted to allow for the same degree of growth for a full ten-year 

period, the projected growth suggests either a definite increase in the amount of poaching taking 

place or a determined effort on the part of the magistracy to prosecute poaching.  Other than the 

period 1823-1828, which recorded the most prosecutions in a five-year period in this study, 

individual years stand out.  In 1784 there were 30 prosecutions, over double the number of the 

following year.  This does coincide with the end of the American War, and seems to echo the 

findings of Douglas Hay in his examination of theft records in neighbouring Staffordshire57 but 

the other high prosecution years of 1799, 1806 and 1814 do not appear to have any clear 

explanation.  These peaks took place at a time of war with France so it may be that the 

depressive effect upon wages suggested by Hueckel as a result of the Napoleonic War58 was 

influential in the number of cases committed.  It may also be that local conditions were 

particularly difficult in those years or that employment was in short supply thus prompting 

spikes in the records, but evidence is lacking, although Melbourne, as discussed in Chapter Six, 

was certainly suffering higher numbers of men short of employment by 1815.  What Shakesheff 

describes as the ‘small-scale rural criminal act’ was often prompted by ‘some immediate cause 

for concern’,59 and it is likely that the increase of poaching prosecutions in certain years had 

local causes.  What can be said with certainty is that of the known prosecutions, two cases were 

prosecuted in 1772 in Derbyshire and records show that 51 cases were prosecuted in 1828.  That 

was a dramatic increase in the number of poachers prosecuted annually over the period. 

Prosecutions for poaching were seasonal, as poaching was itself a seasonal activity.  I have 

analysed the poaching convictions of those 704 men for whom I have details of the date the 

offence was committed, and those results are shown in Figure 7.6 below.  
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Figure 7.6 Number of Derbyshire poaching prosecutions per month 1770-1829 

 

Source: Petty session records Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 

The majority of cases took place in those months following the harvest when agricultural work 

was not so plentiful, which supports the view that poaching was a convenient survival strategy 

for those living in, or close to, the countryside.  This link between the seasonality of poaching 

and the shortage of employment has been made by Archer60 and it also coincides with the 

seasonality of applications for poor relief as identified by Keith Snell.61  Harvey Osborne, whilst 

not denying the link between poaching and poverty, has pointed out that nature also determined 

the seasonality of poaching.62  Jones notes that the season for game and rabbit was September to 

May and the data provided by Osborne seem to support the view that very few prosecutions 

were recorded in June, July and August.63  The Derbyshire evidence does show a different 

pattern, with the season beginning in August and ending in February.  This early start to the 

season could be related to the poaching of partridges as that season usually began immediately 

the harvest ended.  Osborne cites a commercial poacher who began taking partridges a ‘week or 

two before the beginning of September’.64  If, therefore, there was an early harvest in parts of 

Derbyshire that may account for the number of convictions for poaching in August as, once 
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harvest was over, the opportunities for employment decreased but the opportunities for 

poaching increased.  Although little evidence exists for an early harvest, Farey noted that the 

farmers in Derbyshire bought their seed from early-ripening districts in the south of the country 

to ensure that their crop ripened earlier.65  In discussing harvest dates, Roger Dalton reminds us 

that the hay harvest was of greater importance than the corn harvest in Derbyshire, and the hay 

harvest was completed in July.66  If this partly explains the early start to the poaching year, the 

early end to the poaching season in Derbyshire may be due to the spring sowing of crops and 

the need for more workers at the start of the farming year.  However, no clear evidence exists to 

support this view. 

Some cases of poaching were tried at the quarter sessions but they were a minority of those 

known in Derbyshire.  B.J. Davey found that in one area of Lincolnshire there was very little 

evidence of poaching prosecuted at quarter sessions in the eighteenth century.67  Similarly, in 

Wiltshire, poachers were rarely prosecuted at quarter sessions after 1750.68   In Derbyshire, only 

one case of poaching was recorded at quarter sessions in the eighteenth century and three in the 

first decade of the nineteenth century but 49 were recorded in the next decade and 62 in the 

1820s.  It seems that either the nature of poaching in Derbyshire changed and prosecution at 

quarter sessions was necessary for some cases at the start of the nineteenth century, or the 

perception of poaching had changed as changes in legislation increased the punishment for 

certain cases. 

Changes in legislation made it more likely that some poachers would be prosecuted in a higher 

court.  As John Archer notes, following the passing of the 1816 Night Poaching Act69 making 

armed poaching a transportable offence and thus tried at the quarter sessions, there was the 

likelihood of violence between poachers and keepers70 who were already regarded with 

bitterness by the local communities.71  Archer also comments that armed night poaching 

‘appears to have attracted a different breed of poacher’,72 and that gangs made up for their ‘lack 
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of poaching skills’ with large numbers.  In one case military organisation appeared to be used.73 

Sharpe notes that ‘gamekeepers were generally hated’74 and Munsche remarks that the public 

image of gamekeepers was ‘a far from complimentary one’.75  Hay is very clear when he states 

that ‘keepers and warreners were hated men’.76  Given this animosity, it is understandable that 

violence, or the threat or fear of it, would make prosecutions in a higher court more likely and 

the heavier sentences imposed would increase the chances of some poachers taking weapons 

with them and attempting to fight their way out of trouble to avoid prosecution.77  In total, 115 

men were prosecuted at the quarter sessions, 60 of whom were charged with the more serious 

offence of poaching at night and some of those were armed with bludgeons.  Although details of 

the other poachers prosecuted at quarter sessions are not known, it is likely that these men had 

previous convictions and so were prosecuted in the higher court.  Not all night poaching 

offences were tried at quarter sessions and some were still tried by magistrates in petty sessions.  

However, those poachers poaching at night with guns or with bludgeons were commonly tried 

by the higher court. 

Local newspapers from early nineteenth century may shed light on the perceptions of poaching 

as seen in the Derby Mercury.  There is no doubt that poaching was considered by the local elite 

to be the first step on a life of crime as The Society for the Suppression of Vice, formed in 1802 

by members of the establishment to improve moral values,78 noted that ‘nothing tends more to 

immorality than poaching game’ and warned that many are ‘brought to an untimely end by it’.79  

Another report of the hanging of a convicted 20-year-old highwayman in Derby, pointed out 

that his slide into depravity began with poaching ‘which has been the ruin of thousands’.80  This 

emphasis on poaching as the first step to total dissolution is also a feature of tracts and moral 

stories like the cautionary tale of John Wildgoose the poacher, whose poaching activities also 

led to the gallows.81  Examples of this commonly expressed view, which Shakesheff describes 
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as ‘another myth propagated in the war against the poacher’,82 are not difficult to find, and 

clearly illustrate the attempts by the elite to demonise the poacher. 

One entry in the Derby Mercury merits quoting in full as it encompasses several issues of 

contemporary concern related to poaching. 

William Smith and Yates, two notorious deer-stealers, have been committed to 

Northampton county gaol, charged with stealing deer from the park of the Earl of 

Pomfret, at Easton-Neston; where depredations have been committed to a considerable 

extent, as well as in various other parts of the county.  Smith, it appears, is connected 

with a gang of offenders of this description, of which he was the Robin Hood; and 

when committing depredations in the forests, his bravado and fierceness often struck 

such terror in the minds of the keepers, that when he was even known to be poaching 

alone, none dared approach him.  According to his own account, he has carried on a 

successful trade in the way many years with impunity.  He does not consider deer-

stealing as any moral offence, but merely sporting; which he has been brought up to, 

and from which he could never desist.83 

Firstly, the report emphasises concern about gangs as they were seen to be a threat to safety 

during the period.84  Secondly, it stresses the violent nature of the poacher who was so fierce 

that keepers dare not approach him, even when he was alone.  Thirdly, by the reference to ‘a 

successful trade’ it implied that the poacher was not ‘poaching for the pot’ but was poaching as 

a commercial venture and so was not entitled to any popular sympathy.  Finally, it reinforces the 

view of a poacher raised to poach, or poaching by custom or tradition, and one who was lacking 

in morals and not prepared to stop committing the offence.  Such reports would increase the fear 

of violent gangs of immoral men without any respect for the law roaming the countryside.85  It is 

likely that newspaper reports emphasising the frequency of poaching ‘conducted with so much 

determination and violence’86 would have had an effect upon the prosecution of poachers.  

However, the choice of the name ‘Robin Hood’, the sympathetic folk tale hero of Sherwood 

who robbed the rich to give to the poor, perhaps does not convey the sentiment the writer 

intended.  Did the poacher himself choose the name and did he see himself as the champion of 

the exploited poor?  His choice of name is shared by another poacher leading a gang in 

Bedfordshire in 1820 who also named himself Robin Hood.87  In that case there is no doubt that 
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he chose the name himself, and it possibly hints at another motive besides a pecuniary one and 

may suggest poaching was a protest against the perceived injustice of the Game Laws.   

The records indicate that some areas of Derbyshire were responsible for more convictions of 

poachers than others.  Despite the sources’ limitations discussed previously, it may be useful to 

compare areas to determine which areas which were more likely to record poaching offences.  

The analysis also compares poaching convictions to all convictions in each of the hundreds and 

Derby borough.  The enthusiasm of some magistrates may have an impact on the figures.  

Munsche discusses a situation in Wiltshire where one magistrate was responsible for 40 percent 

of all the surviving conviction certificates for two decades.88  Also possibly having an effect was 

the pressure put on some magistrates by those who had hunting rights as discussed by Douglas 

Hay in relation to Cannock Chase.89  In order to gain some idea of the populations of the relative 

Derbyshire areas, the population from the 1821 census has been included.  

How valid the comparison is between poaching prosecutions and all prosecutions is not clear.  

For example in High Peak Hundred 694 of the total prosecutions recorded related to weights 

and measures offences and of those 592 took place from 1822.  Clearly, weights offences were 

viewed as worthy of prosecution or perhaps were easier to prosecute than other offences.  

Figure 7.6 Number of petty session prosecutions in the Derbyshire hundreds 1770-1829

 

Source: Petty session records transcribed by Michael Cox and Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 
1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 
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What must be stated when looking at Figure 7.6 is that the topography of Derbyshire is, as 

emphasised in Chapter One, extremely varied and that some areas in the north of the county 

were more suitable for poaching.  Not all poachers were local to Derbyshire and, over the 

period, 59 men from Yorkshire were prosecuted in Derbyshire for poaching.  Scarsdale in the 

north-east of Derbyshire was the area most likely to return prosecutions for poaching.  

Yorkshire borders this hundred and the landscape is wilder and more open than the Repton and 

Gresley Hundred in the south of the county, for example.  However, the number of prosecutions 

from this area may be the result of the determination of Lord Scarsdale to protect his game.  A 

report in the Derby Mercury may explain the high number of recorded prosecutions there.  Lord 

Scarsdale’s gamekeeper obtained a warrant from a local magistrate and accompanied by ‘a 

number of constables and assistants’ made a search of seven homes in Duffield.  As a result of 

that search, five men were prosecuted for possessing implements for poaching and the report 

states that ‘we understand the most vigilant exertions are intended to be made not only by Lord 

Scarsdale, but other gentlemen in the neighbourhood, for the protection of the game’.90  

Proactive gamekeepers and estate owner in Scarsdale, as in Cannock Chase, had a great effect 

upon the level of prosecution for poaching.  Also where game was preserved by an estate owner 

like Lord Scarsdale it was common for it to be concentrated in one relatively small area making 

a better target for the poachers and leading to more incidents.91 

It appears, from this Derbyshire evidence, that poaching was a commonplace activity in the 

county.  The evidence also seems to indicate that some areas of Derbyshire returned more 

prosecutions than other areas and that may have been due, not only to the topography of the 

hundred, but also to the enthusiasm of the land-owners.  The petty session records seem to 

suggest that poaching prosecutions in Derbyshire were increasing in the nineteenth century.  

The number of prosecutions for poaching tried at quarter sessions was increasing, particularly 

from the second decade of the nineteenth century but the majority of poachers were still tried 

summarily by magistrates.  Where the cases were heard at quarter sessions, the majority were 

tried for the offence of poaching at night.  Local newspaper reports suggest that poaching was 

perceived by the elite to be the first step on the path to total dissolution and gangs of poachers 

were terrorising the countryside.  The elite probably preferred to see poachers in this way rather 

than view them as poor men just trying to feed their families.  The records also indicate that 

there was a clear season for poaching in the county and that season differed from that noted in 

other areas with August beginning the county’s season and February ending it.  Although the 
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records are not detailed enough for a firm conclusion, it may be that the poaching of partridges 

in August following an early harvest could account for the difference.   

Who were the poachers? 

As the records indicate that poaching was a fact of life in Derbyshire in this period, the question 

of who the poachers were needs addressing.  It is likely that, as Douglas Hay states, ‘most 

poachers were poor, if only because most Englishmen were poor’.92  D.J.V. Jones also 

comments that ‘there is little doubt that the relationship between poverty and poaching is a 

strong one’.93  Some contemporaries were also sure that poaching was the result of ‘distress’ 

amongst the labouring poor.  Sir Thomas Baring, a magistrate for twenty years in Hampshire, 

when asked in 1826 about poaching in his evidence to the Select Committee, which was 

commissioned to enquire into the general increase in all criminal convictions, stated that, ‘I 

believe that the persons have been instigated to the crime by distress’.  He further noted that he 

thought that ‘it is almost the only offence to which distress drives the agricultural labouring 

population’.  When asked if he thought that there would be much poaching if adequate wages 

were paid to the labouring poor he replied that he felt ‘confident that there would not’.94  Mr 

Pym, a Cambridgeshire magistrate, told the same committee that he also attributed game law 

committals to ‘distress’.95  This point was raised by others including Reverend Dr Hunt who 

blamed the problems affecting the agricultural labourers during the period.  He noted that most 

of the poachers were young unmarried labourers but added that some poachers ‘were dissolute 

characters who would remain such even if good wages were offered’.96 

The logic of Hay’s statement concerning poaching and the poor is irrefutable; however an 

analysis of the occupations of those who poached in Derbyshire may help to elucidate who 

amongst the poor were most linked to poaching.  That can be determined by using the 1072 

summary records of poaching prosecutions, of which 296 did not provide the occupation, but 

the remainder did, a total of 776.   
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Figure 7.7 Most common occupations given at Derbyshire petty sessions 1770-1829

 

Source: Petty session records transcribed by Michael Cox and Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 
1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 

Unsurprisingly the largest group of poachers was labourers, 298 (38%).  Whether those 

labourers were farm labourers or industrial labourers is not recorded but, as many were from 

rural areas, the suggestion is that they were farm labourers in common with those who poached 

in East Anglia where over 80 percent were agricultural labourers.97  Douglas Hay’s study of 

Cannock Chase, in neighbouring Staffordshire, finds that 30 percent of those caught by keepers 

were labourers, colliers and weavers, 12 percent were servants and 14 percent were tradesmen 

or artisans.  Hay notes also that 20 percent were farmers or other ‘middling men’.98  Figure 7.7 

shows that in these Derbyshire records, the next largest group were also farmers.  Douglas Hay 

discusses poaching by farmers as it illustrates the unequal nature of the Game Laws since men 

were prohibited from catching game on land that they owned or rented, if they were unqualified 

to do so.99  Shakesheff suggests that the ‘animosity felt by many tenant farmers towards the 

Game Laws was probably on a par with that of the agricultural labourer’100 and this Derbyshire 

evidence seems to support the view of farmers commonly in conflict with the law.  Many 

different occupations were listed ranging from eight gentlemen to a member of the clergy and 

including two carriers, six jewellers, three gamekeepers and seven weavers.  It seems that 

poaching was not exclusive to the labouring classes but was practised by a wide range of 
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Derbyshire men and suggests that poaching was acceptable to many sections of Derbyshire 

society during this period.  However, it must be emphasised that the gentlemen and those of a 

higher status were clearly in the minority. 

Although many of those who poached were agricultural/rural workers, Munsche notes that some 

were industrial workers.101  The relatively large number of framework knitters supports the view 

that poaching was used to supplement the makeshift economy, because that trade was suffering 

increasing impoverishment during this period.102  Jones cites records from neighbouring 

Nottinghamshire showing that over 50% of those convicted for poaching in the 1840s were 

framework knitters.103  Warwickshire magistrate Sir John Wilmot’s evidence to a Select 

Committee in 1828 stated that the poachers in Warwickshire were not agricultural labourers but 

were ‘stocking-makers, ribbon-weavers and watch-makers’.  When questioned on this point, 

Wilmot replied that ‘almost always’ the poachers were manufacturers.104  Jones also emphasises 

the connection between trade cycles and poaching105 so it is unsurprising that framework 

knitters or other struggling tradesmen figured highly in the ranks of the poachers locally.  The 

presence of artisans amongst the poachers does not negate the argument that poaching was a 

strategy for those who were poor, as many artisans were also amongst those who were 

examined for settlement by magistrates106 and were, clearly, not affluent members of society.  

Having a trade did not mean that people in this period were exempt from poverty.107 

Although poaching was primarily a male activity, two women were prosecuted for offences 

against the Game Laws in Derbyshire.  One was Jane Lord, a widow, who was fined £5 for 

poaching in the parish of Sutton in 1784.  Another woman, Elizabeth Charlesworth, was fined 

£5 for poaching in 1807.  These convictions are unusual, but Penelope Lane also found evidence 

of two sisters poaching rabbits in Bradgate Park, Leicestershire.108  Peter King has suggested 

that women may have been dealt with more leniently by magistrates,109 so it may be that many 

more were involved but were not prosecuted.  Certainly, women were accessories to poaching 
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not only by preparing and cooking the game, but also by collecting game hidden by poachers.  

As being caught in possession of game was indisputable proof of guilt for a poacher, they 

frequently hid the game they had caught for collection by women or children later.110  Women 

also protected men by hiding nets and other equipment in the home.  In one case, a woman was 

reputed to have wrapped herself in a long net and covered that with her clothes in order to foil 

the gamekeepers.111  In the two prosecuted cases above, the women took a more active role.  As 

Jane Lord was prosecuted for keeping and using greyhounds to destroy the game, she may have 

inherited trained dogs from her late husband and simply carried on that contribution to the 

family economy when he died.  Seemingly, although primarily a male activity, women were 

also participants in poaching. 

Of the poachers tried at quarter sessions, the majority were labourers.  From a total of 115 

individuals charged, 86 were labourers.  Four were farmers but, of those, three had the same 

surname.  The remaining poachers prosecuted at quarter sessions were three miners, one 

wheelwright, four nailers, one butcher, one flax-dresser and one carpenter.  Fourteen of those 

prosecuted did not give an occupation.  Although the number of cases is vastly different 

between the quarter sessions and petty sessions, it seems a little odd that only 38% prosecuted at 

petty sessions were labourers but labourers comprised 75% of those prosecuted at quarter 

sessions.  It may be lack of rigour in recording occupations, but it may be that labourers were 

more willing than other groups to risk the higher penalties in poaching at night when armed.  

Did they have less to lose, perhaps, or was their situation simply more desperate?  They may 

well have been the ‘young underemployed ... the most desperate and violent element in the 

countryside,’ as Archer observes.112  Certainly farmers were less willing to risk the higher court 

as their percentage was negligible at quarter sessions but 8% at petty sessions. 

Unfortunately, the records do not provide the ages of those prosecuted.  It was the belief of 

some of those questioned by the Select Committee that the majority of poachers were young and 

unmarried.  Some ages are given in the gaol calendars and also in the registers of prisoners for 

those Derbyshire poachers awaiting transportation in the hulks.  In total, 51 men convicted of 

poaching in Derbyshire gave ages.  The youngest sentenced was a 16-year-old boy and the 

oldest was 50.  The average age of those sentenced for poaching was 26 years.  The modal age 

was 20 years and the median age was 23 years.  This age profile agrees with the findings of 
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Archer in East Anglia where the average age of gang members was between 23 and 25 years.113  

It broadly agrees with Jones’ view that the average age was between the middle to upper 

twenties.114  This seems to support the opinion of those who gave evidence to the Select 

Committees that many poachers were younger men.  However, there is a flaw in this analysis as 

the ages are given only for those sentenced to transportation and had been found guilty of more 

serious poaching offences.  They were therefore likely to be the younger men Archer describes.  

Those imprisoned whose ages were given were also likely to be either those sentenced for more 

serious offences, or those without resources to pay the fines.  Once again, they were more likely 

to be younger men.  The absence of older men from these records may only be confirmation that 

perhaps older poachers were able to pay their fines, or older poachers did not poach in gangs or 

go armed when poaching, or older men with families were viewed more sympathetically.  Is it 

cynical to suggest also that the youth of the poachers prosecuted is the reason for their presence 

in courts, and that their fathers and grandfathers would have been more wily and experienced 

and therefore less easy to catch?   

There is also the discretionary power of the magistrates to be taken into account as King found 

that for ‘older offenders a “good character” was crucial’.  King cites the example of the Duke of 

Bedford who was more lenient to a man accused of poaching who had formerly proved to be a 

good servant.115  That type of sympathy expressed for one who had been a hard-working 

employee would benefit those older family men who had fallen on hard times and who were 

poaching in order to provide food for their families.  King also makes the important point that it 

is ‘easy to underestimate the impact that the defendant’s poverty might have on the outcome of 

a summary hearing’.  Men with dependent families were more likely to be seen as victims of 

their poverty than young men working with a gang of others in large-scale poaching.  King 

refers to a magistrate who fined a poor man the statutory £5 for shooting pigeons and managed 

to return almost the whole of the sum to him.116  Richard Williams suggests, referring to 

poaching in Berkshire, that justices probably used discretion in the case of those men with 

families which would otherwise be a burden on the parish if the poacher was imprisoned 

through non-payment of fines.117  If Derbyshire magistrates demonstrated similar attitudes, the 

payment of fines by older family men who poached out of necessity may be explained by 

judicial discretion, and their absence from gaol unsurprising.   
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Although contemporary evidence clearly indicates a link between poaching and poverty, it is 

true to say that not all of those prosecuted fit the picture of the needy poacher, however, as eight 

of those prosecuted in petty sessions were gentlemen.  A clerk, Reverend Pashley, was before 

the magistrates on five separate occasions and clearly felt that poaching was not a sin even if it 

was a crime.  As Reverend Pashley was also prosecuted for uprooting four alder trees, it may be 

that he was a social rebel who expressed his views through action.  There is no record of his 

reaction to the charges but to reoffend regularly suggests either that, in common with everyone 

with the exception of ‘great aristocrats and their hangers-on’ he did not ‘accept the justice of the 

laws on poaching’.118  Perhaps he viewed poaching in the same way that the Victorian poacher 

from neighbouring Leicestershire, James Hawker, did.119  James Hawker started poaching when 

his family were in need and continued throughout his life.  He maintained that ‘all sections of 

society poach’ and that it is ‘in our nature as Englishmen’.120  James Hawker was a radical and 

could be described as a protest poacher.  One night, when he had poached as many hares as he 

could, he reflected on the landowner who was a Tory M.P.  He noted that ‘I was getting a bit of 

my own back on Sir Charles Knightly Bart, who sat in the House for thirty years and never 

opened his kisser’.121  Whether the Derbyshire poachers shared the class resentment felt by 

Hawker is not known, but the line between catching wild creatures for a bounty from the parish, 

as was the practice in Melbourne and Ticknall, and catching wild creatures for food in the same 

area must have been very faintly drawn.  What, could be the argument, was the difference 

between the two?  Similarly, poaching may have been seen as a natural extension of foraging, 

discussed previously.  Wild creatures belong to no man or all men could have been the view of 

many of the local poor.  McLynn notes that opponents of the Game Laws took their argument 

from the book of Genesis and ‘stressed that restrictions on the common appropriation of animals 

for food offend against the law of God and nature’.122  

Evidence presented to Select Committees reinforces the view that poachers did not believe that 

poaching was morally wrong.  Mr John Orridge stated that ‘in the article of poaching there is a 

general understanding amongst the lower orders of people that there is no moral crime in it, so 

that they go to it with a feeling that they are doing no moral wrong ... I believe there are many 
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men go to poaching who would not steal’.123  Others provided similar evidence, but Reverend 

Dr Hunt presented the classic defence of the poacher’s point of view when he stated that  

The general opinion is that game is not private property.  They say, God has made the 

game of the land free, and left it free ... When punished for offences against the game 

laws they [poachers] are apt to think that they have not had a fair trial, when they have 

been convicted by strict preservers of game, who have frequently been sufferers.124 

With the presence of gentlemen amongst those prosecuted, it seems that need is only one motive 

for poaching in Derbyshire, although probably the most common one.  As Harry Hopkins notes, 

‘if poachers were legion ... they were not all cut from the same cloth’.125  Hopkins discusses the 

many different reasons for poaching and identified groups such as ‘the addicts,’ ‘casual 

opportunists’ and ‘protest poachers’ but acknowledges that in the 1820s the largest group were 

those poaching to ‘fill their children’s empty bellies’.126  It is likely, however, that the reason for 

poaching for some of those prosecuted was simply the pleasure it afforded.  ‘How grand is the 

life of a poacher’127 seemed to sum up Hawker’s attitude to poaching.  That probably found an 

echo in some of those who were prosecuted in Derbyshire.  Poachers who have described their 

activities seem to perceive poaching as an enjoyable hobby128 in the same way that another may 

describe gardening.  There is the painstaking groundwork to be done, learning the craft, 

planning ahead and then the thrill of a successful outcome after all that hard work.  John Orridge 

remarked to the Select Committee that ‘many persons do it for the love of the thing’ and 

described one old man of his acquaintance who was transported for poaching who had always 

poached and who stated that, even on the coldest winter nights he had ‘felt as much pleasure as 

the Marquis himself’.  The reference to the Marquis was made because the land on which he had 

been caught poaching was the estate of Marquis Cornwallis.  The old man was married and had 

brought up his children to poach as he did.129  The enjoyment felt by some poachers may explain 

the range of social groups participating in the activity since all could take pleasure from the 

chase. 

Harvey Osborne and Michael Winstanley discuss the culture of poaching and suggest that the 

decline in poaching which took place at the end of the nineteenth century was related, in part, to 
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the changing activities available to the working man.130  Men, who would otherwise have gone 

poaching for an outdoor activity to get away from the mine or factory, were able to choose other 

pastimes such as whippet racing, allotment gardening, pigeon breeding and a range of sporting 

activities.  At the end of the nineteenth century working men with some time to spare and a need 

to be out in the open air could choose a legal alternative to poaching if they were not poaching 

through necessity.  However, Osborne and Winstanley also note that economic depression in the 

industrialising counties like Derbyshire accounted for the rise in poaching in the 1870s and the 

subsequent improvement in money wages in the 1880s coincided with a fall in poaching in the 

same areas,131 further confirming the link between trade cycles and poaching.  However, 

poaching did not disappear from English society, in the same way that poverty itself did not 

disappear.  Burnett notes that, in the twentieth century in times of hardship between the first and 

second world wars, poaching ‘was widespread’.132
  Certainly, from personal reminiscences, my 

grandfather, a rural Leicestershire collier, often poached game and found great pleasure in 

outwitting the local landowners.  My father, also a collier born in 1922, was taught by his father 

how to make nets and snares and also taught how to ‘read’ the countryside at a very early age.  

The enjoyment was secondary, however, as the game caught were very welcome additions to 

the family’s diet in the difficult years of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s when rabbit stew regularly 

appeared on the table. 

It seems that, in Derbyshire, a wide range of social groups poached but the largest group of 

prosecuted poachers were labourers.  Evidence from contemporaries seems to indicate that 

poverty and poaching were linked since some believed that the low income of labourers was the 

reason for their crimes.  Contemporaries also noted that poachers did not believe that they were 

committing a crime but believed that they had a right to take game.  Although primarily a male 

activity, some women did take part in poaching but women poachers were few and most women 

were probably less active participants.  Although need was often the motive for poaching, it is 

clear that many also found enjoyment in taking part in an outdoor activity in the countryside.  

However, it would be condescending to suggest that only the elite could take pleasure from 

outdoor pursuits, when it is likely that those labouring poor poachers also delighted in the 

English countryside. 
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The craft of poaching 

Poaching is a craft or ‘one of the fine arts’133 and skills were often passed on in families.134  

Reverend David Davies, when discussing the circumstances leading to the increase of poverty 

in agricultural labourers, mentioned poaching and stated that ‘to be a clever poacher is deemed a 

reputable accomplishment in the country; and therefore parents take care to instruct their 

children betimes in this art’.135  In this way, it was similar to an informal apprenticeship where 

valuable skills were passed from father to son, or uncle to nephew.  This seems likely in 

Derbyshire as prosecutions record 29 poachers who were prosecuted with someone having the 

same surname.  Family members were probably the companion of choice in poaching 

expeditions since they would be considered more loyal and trustworthy.  One such family was 

the Wilkinson family of Chesterfield.  They were all rope-makers from the same parish who 

were prosecuted for poaching in the period 1811-1817.136  Valentine Wilkinson was prosecuted 

four times.  The last time was for poaching on Christmas Day 1816 when he was caught with 

Henry Wilkinson.  Previously, Valentine had been fined £5 but for the Christmas Day offence 

he and his partner on that day were each fined £20.  As this was the last time he was caught, it is 

likely that the large fine was simply too heavy a penalty to pay.  Valentine Wilkinson had six 

daughters137 and poaching, either for the pot or for sale, may well have been a part of his 

economy of makeshifts, but risking such a large fine may have deterred him from continuing 

with his poaching.  He was listed on the calendar of prisoners in 1817 probably because he was 

unable to pay the heavy Christmas Day fine.  This implies that he had no resources on which to 

call and was poaching ‘for the pot’ and not as part of a gang selling on the game.  
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Figure 7.8 Methods used by Derbyshire poachers 1770-1829 

 

Source: Petty session records Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 

Figure 7.8 shows the methods used by 745 Derbyshire poachers whose equipment was listed in 

the records.  This analysis may shed light on whether men poached alone, with a partner or a 

gang as the elite believed.  The simplest piece of poaching equipment was the snare, and 

Derbyshire records show that 204 men (27%) used snares to catch game.  Placing the snare is 

important and learning the habitats and habits of the game is vital for that process.  Archer notes 

that many of those early skills of the countryside would have been learnt by observant country 

children as they acted as bird scarers in the fields.138  Making a snare was cheap and likely to be 

the ‘engine’ of choice for most lone poachers.  As it was a matter of moments to set a few 

snares in the evening once the preliminary observations had been made, the chance of being 

observed was small.  Ian Niall notes that a cottager can ‘slip from his back door’ then place his 

snares and take his time to return to them ‘and need not worry about the gossip of 

neighbours’.139  The danger time would come when a hare was caught in a net or snare because 

the animal makes a loud scream which is similar to that of a young child, the sound of which 

would carry some distance on a quiet night.  Gamekeepers would be alert to the sound and 

could wait for the poacher to collect their trophy.140  One warrener on Cannock Chase collected 

over 200 snares from his patch of ground in only a few years.141  That illustrates the popularity 

of the snare with Staffordshire poachers, with its ease of use, simple construction and low cost 
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finding favour with many.  It seems that many Derbyshire poachers of the period also favoured 

the simple snare. 

The records show that many of those prosecuted, like Jane Lord, were using dogs as a total of 

232 (31%) were convicted of using them to catch game in Derbyshire.  The dog breeds named 

were lurchers, beagles, terriers, greyhounds and setters.  Douglas Hay notes the importance to 

the poacher of a well-trained dog.142  A nineteenth-century artist’s portrayal of an imprisoned 

poacher and his dog is hauntingly evocative and, if sentimental and inaccurate because the dog 

would have been killed not jailed,143 captures the relationship between the two.144  John Watson 

described the amount of time taken to train a lurcher and called them ‘my fastest friends’.145  In 

that context, his use of the adjective ‘fast’ was not a reference to the speed of the animals but to 

their faithfulness.  He continued that without dogs ‘poaching for fur would be almost 

impossible’.  The value of the dog to the poacher is emphasised when he commented that the 

‘only serious fights I ever had were when keepers threatened to shoot the dogs’.146  Further 

stressing the regard felt for the dogs, he commented that ‘many a one of our craft would as soon 

have been shot himself as seen his dog destroyed’.147  Poachers’ dogs seemed to be particular 

targets for the elite with mock Tyburn hangings for some of those caught.148  My research 

indicates that it was common for dogs to be hanged149 as a method of disposal in the period, so 

the only thing unusual about the example above, cited by Hay, was the trial before a magistrate 

that preceded it.  Gamekeepers were particularly venomous when faced with a poacher’s dog.   

Hay provides the example of a keeper snatching a dog from a group of eight women who were 

attempting to protect it, and killing it on the spot.150  The hatred felt for poachers’ dogs is 

emphasised as a gamekeeper devoted a chapter of his memoirs to offering advice on killing 

them.151  The concern the elite felt about dogs and their poor owners was expressed in the 

discussions surrounding a proposed dog tax.  In a denial of the possibility that the poor had 

affection for the dogs, it was felt that the poor only had dogs because they needed them for 
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poaching.152  However, an alternative elite view pointed to the poor maintaining dogs to the 

detriment of their families, and although acknowledging the affection the poor felt for their 

dogs, believed that they should not be allowed to own them.153  In Ingrid Tague’s words 

summing up these arguments, the elite believed that ‘poor dog owners were either fools or 

poachers’.154  When the tax was finally passed in 1796, attitudes had changed and the tax was 

more akin to a luxury tax from which the poor were exempt.155 

Where nets were used they were sometimes described in the prosecutions as tunnel, gate, sheet, 

hedge or purse, but these nets were far more difficult to make than a simple snare and would 

represent an outlay in both money and time.  Losing such a net would have been a real blow to 

the poacher who not only suffered by being fined or imprisoned if caught, but also by losing the 

means to carry on with his craft when released.  Fourteen Derbyshire men were charged with 

using tunnel nets which were used to catch pheasants.156  Many were not described by type but 

simply called nets.  Larger nets like hedge nets or sheet nets would require more than one 

person to use them, so those using these nets would not be lone poachers.  James Hawker 

described long nets used for poaching and he noted that, if accompanied by others, a net of 75 

yards may be sufficient.  This length of net needed six men to set with a combination of short 

and long pegs.  The method used needed a co-ordinated effort from all of the men.  Nets needed 

to be set fairly loosely as a taut net would not catch the hares when driven towards it but would 

allow them to bounce back and escape.  In a baggy net the animals would struggle and entrap 

themselves more firmly.  The poacher would hold a hand on the top of the net and feel the 

vibration when a hare struck it and would then go to the hare and kill it.157  As Niall remarks, ‘to 

run out a net requires skill,’ therefore  to use such nets needed skilled men, as Niall notes this 

must all be done in silence.158  Men shouting at each other, or swearing because problems arose 

with tangled nets, would soon be targets of the gamekeeper or his watchers.  Seventeen men 

were using gate nets.  A gate net was stretched across a gateway and was secured at the top and 

the bottom, possibly with stones.  A couple of poachers and a dog would be the likely users of 

gate nets.  The net covered the gate and a poacher would stay beside it, ensuring that the wind 

was blowing towards him.  The partner and/or the dog would approach from the other side of 
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the field and move towards the gateway.  The hare would scent the man or dog and would move 

towards the gate to escape the danger but would become caught in the net.159  A well-trained dog 

or a pair of dogs could be used, but it would be easier to have a human accomplice.   

The purse net could be used by one man and a ferret to catch rabbits and was often the favoured 

way as it was both ‘silent and usually successful’.160  The purse net was placed loosely over the 

entrance to a burrow and the ferret placed in the other exit, as rabbit warrens always have at 

least two exits.  The ferret, unlike the dog, did not need to be particularly well-trained for the 

work as it was using its natural instincts.161  There is little mention of the ferret in documents 

and articles relating to poaching, but it was, in common with the dog, subject to the Game Laws 

as the Qualification Act of 1671 limited those able to use ‘guns, bows, greyhounds, setting-

dogs, ferrets, cony-dogs, lurchers, hays, lowbels, hare-pipes, gins, snares and other ‘engines’ to 

take game or conies.162  Jones notes that ‘undoubtedly, the pride and joy of most poachers were 

their dogs and ferrets, bred and trained to a high state of perfection’.163  Hay mentions one case 

where a ferret had been found in the possession of a known poacher. This proved the final straw 

with that particular poacher and led to his dismissal as he was in the employ of a landed estate at 

the time.164  As memoirs mention ferrets being used for poaching rabbits165 and Alexander 

Thomson’s study of the history of the ferret contains an illustration of ferrets used for rabbiting 

as early as fourteenth-century Britain,166 it is likely that many of those Derbyshire poachers also 

used ferrets to catch rabbits although only two convictions refer to them.167  However, it would 

have been a matter of moments to release a ferret into the undergrowth if a poacher had been 

found by a keeper, so it would be a really lackadaisical poacher who allowed himself to be 

caught with one. 

The most common piece of equipment named was the gun.  In these records, a total of 291 men 

(39%) were convicted of using or possessing a gun for poaching.  These men ranged from 
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labourers to gentlemen.  Of these approximately one sixth were accompanied by a dog or dogs.  

Although 60 labourers were using guns, 239 labourers were using other equipment, such as nets, 

snares or dogs or a combination of these, probably reflecting the cost of the equipment.  

Similarly, five framework knitters were convicted of using a gun to poach but 16 were 

convicted of using the cheaper snare.  It seems, however, that many men in rural Derbyshire 

owned guns and used them for poaching.  How common gun ownership was in England in this 

period is difficult to determine, but from the number in use in Derbyshire there were many gun-

owners in the county.  The guns in use may have been in family ownership for many years and 

were not necessarily newer weapons, so gun ownership did not necessarily exclude the 

labouring poor.  However, logic suggests that the labouring poor men would be less likely to 

own guns.  In his study of the probate inventories of a Worcestershire parish, J.A. Johnston 

found that, from a total of 202 inventories from the period 1676-1775, twenty of the inventories 

listed guns.168  It seems, therefore, that gun ownership was not rare in rural areas in the period.  

The Edward Bird painting, ‘The Poacher’s Return’, shows the poacher with a gun and two dogs 

whilst living in a relatively humble cottage.  Clearly not a wealthy man, that poacher was 

portrayed with a gun which he used for poaching.   

Using the tools of a poacher, discussed above, required certain skills which would take time to 

be acquired, as would the knowledge which would enable the poacher to be successful at his 

craft.  Using nets needed skill to place them correctly; dogs needed to be trained to perform 

difficult tasks; snares needed to be made and placed properly and such skills took time to 

master.  In the same way that an untrained man could have the cloth, scissors, needle and thread 

but would not be able to make a good coat, a man could have the tools of poaching but without 

skill and knowledge would not be a good poacher.  This emphasis on skills associated with 

poaching is important and summarised by a successful poacher. 

The man who excels in poaching must be country bred.  He must not only know the 

land, but the ways of the game by heart.  Every sign of wind and weather must be 

observed, as all help in the silent trade.  Then there is the rise and wane of the moon, 

the rain-bringing tides, and the shifting of the birds with the seasons.  These and a 

hundred other things must be kept in an unwritten calendar, and only the poacher can 

keep it. ... his out-door life will make him quick; will endow him with much ready 

animal ingenuity.  He will take in an immense amount of knowledge of the life of the 

fields and woods; and it is this teaching which will ultimately give him accuracy of 

eye and judgement sufficient to interpret what he sees aright.169 

This analysis of the equipment used by Derbyshire poachers shows a range of tools 

commonly used.  Although the gun was the most common tool of choice, labouring men 
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preferred to use a range of other equipment.  Snares were likely to be the equipment of 

choice for the labouring poor as they were simple to make, cost little and, when well 

placed, were remarkably effective.  There is no doubt that poachers also commonly used 

dogs when poaching.  They used ferrets too but few records indicate this.  However, ferrets 

were easy and cheap to keep and less likely than a dog to attract the notice of gamekeepers.  

Social criminal or anti-social criminal?170 

The question of the poachers’ involvement in other criminal activities can be addressed through 

the Derbyshire records. By checking the list of names in both petty and quarter session records 

and matching full name, parish and occupation it is possible to make some statements 

concerning the involvement of poachers in other crimes.  Of the men prosecuted for poaching 

both at petty and at quarter sessions, few were involved in any other crimes.  Where the 

poachers’ names occur more than once in the records, it is commonly because they had more 

than one prosecution levelled against them for poaching.  Indeed, 86 of those charged with 

poaching had two or more charges of offences against the Game Laws recorded.  Figure 7.8 

shows charges other than poaching faced by known Derbyshire poachers. 

Figure 7.8 Other charges faced by known poachers in Derbyshire 1770-1829 

 

Source: Petty session records transcribed by Michael Cox and Quarter Session Order Books L.D.S. films 
1702441, 1702456, 1702457, 1702458. 
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In total, from over 1000 poachers with parish and/or occupation named only nine were accused 

of theft, which is the crime most likely to be the subsequent crime of poachers suggested by 

contemporaries171 and historians172 alike.  The most common additional crime poachers were 

accused of was assault.  Seven poachers were convicted of fishing illegally, which could also be 

described as a social crime, as defined by Rule.  It seems that, as Jones observes the ‘criminal 

career of poachers was generally confined to offences against the Game Laws and illegal 

fishing, plus related cases of trespass, damage to property and assaults on keepers’.173  Hay notes 

that the other crimes of poachers ‘were almost invariably stealing wood, turnips or chickens’,174 

however this analysis indicates that very few of the Derbyshire poachers were charged with 

theft.  This does not mean to say that they were not involved in other criminal activities as the 

records are incomplete, but it indicates that it was certainly not common practice.  If, in the later 

period, poachers became involved in other crimes, as Archer suggests, then that branching out 

from poaching does not appear to have happened at this time in Derbyshire.  Those who 

poached did so, sometimes being prosecuted on more than one occasion, but they did not steal, 

as Shakesheff notes ‘the poacher did not steal from his neighbours; he merely ignored an 

unreasonable set of laws that sought to deprive families of a means of putting food on the 

table’.175  It seems that poachers had clear views of what they believed was acceptable behaviour 

and what was not.  Private property was perceived as such and was usually respected, but game 

was not perceived as private property and was, therefore, a legitimate target for those who were 

hungry or those who enjoyed the activity.   

If poaching as a member of a gang led to a harsher view of the crime of poaching and changed 

the poacher from social criminal to anti-social criminal, it is important to ask if gangs were a 

feature of poaching in Derbyshire.  During this period, the answer seems to be not commonly.  

However, as the quarter session prosecutions indicate, it may have been on the increase.  

Certainly, some of those charged were part of a gang assembled for the purpose of poaching.  

Derbyshire men like John Heap, James Reynolds and Edward Rigby were prepared to poach 

with an armed gang.  They were convicted in 1815 of having in their possession six hares and 

having been in company at night with five other persons who were not apprehended.  The men 

were armed with a gun and other weapons and had violently assaulted the gamekeeper and his 
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men who attempted to stop them.176  This example was relatively unusual in the records and 

poaching without violence was more common.  

There seems to be a real difference between those who poached in gangs and those who 

poached alone or with one or two companions, or as Jones notes ‘a general distinction between 

individual and gang poaching’.177  This not only encompassed the basic fact of numbers 

involved but also the methods and time of day chosen for poaching.  Archer found that those 

working in gangs were older than those working in traditional ways as those gang members in 

Lancashire were men whose average age was 30.178  The youth of those in gaol for poaching in 

Derbyshire does not fit this age profile.  Neither does the relatively small number of those 

prosecuted at quarter sessions suggest mass poaching by gangs.  Where the poacher was 

accompanied in Derbyshire, it was usually only with one or two accomplices from the same 

parish or occupation or a family member.  In this regard, the Derbyshire poachers fit Jones’s 

description of many poachers who ‘operated by themselves or with one accomplice, preferably a 

trained member of the family’.179  The methods used by Derbyshire poachers seem to agree with 

this small unit poaching and argue the case for poaching in the county to be seen primarily as a 

social crime which many did not consider a crime at all.   

It seems that Derbyshire poachers were social criminals.  They did not commonly participate in 

other crimes or go armed in a gang to poach.  Although gangs did poach in the county, generally 

Derbyshire poachers were unarmed and not part of a large group formed for the purpose of 

poaching. 

The price of poaching? 

The majority of those prosecuted at petty sessions received fines for poaching.  Discussing the 

treatment received by summarily tried poachers in particular, King notes that this ‘has been 

characterized as falling little short of automatic conviction unless an influential prosecutor chose 

to make a show of mercy’.180  Derbyshire records show that out of 1072 poachers tried 

summarily, 951 were fined and 3 sentenced to gaol for three months.  There is no record of the 

punishment for the other men charged and convicted in summary sessions.  The fines for 

poachers ranged from one man fined 10s. to two fined £25.  Of those fined, 74% were fined £5, 

16% were fined £10 and 6% were fined £20.  As so few of the men were listed on the calendars 

of prisoners they were probably able to raise the money to pay the fines.  This seems to mirror 
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the findings of Munsche who found that, at the end of the eighteenth century, three out of four 

game offenders in Wiltshire could pay their fines.181  The records do not show how long the men 

had to pay the fines, nor do they show if the fines were paid.  James Hawker was fined for his 

poaching but did not pay the fines because he moved out of the area to avoid payment.182  In the 

makeshift economy of the poor it was possible to obtain money by various means, for example, 

selling belongings,183 borrowing from the family,184 pawning goods,185 using money put aside for 

rent payments186 and perhaps, if the poacher was a successful one, committing other offences 

and selling the game.  Using evidence from the 1823 Game Report, Shakesheff comments that a 

black-market higgler would pay 2s. for a hare and 3s.6d. for a brace of pheasants and further 

notes that the result of a single night’s poaching could result in the same amount as a farm 

labourer would earn in one week’s labouring in Herefordshire, which is recorded as 7s.6d. per 

week in summer 1813.187   

Punishments handed out at the quarter sessions were more severe than those at petty sessions.  

This may be because the men were recidivists or they were poaching in gangs and committing a 

more serious offence.  Eleven of the men were sentenced to be transported for their crimes and, 

for some of those, it proved to be a death sentence.  Men sentenced to transportation were 

imprisoned in hulks moored in various places and some Derbyshire poachers were sent to the 

hulks prior to shipping overseas.  Of four men convicted at Derby 13
th
 January 1829 and 

sentenced to transportation, three were sentenced for poaching188 but only one survived the 

hulks and was transported.189  Unlike those who were transported for theft, assault, murder and 

rape which were crimes wherever men lived, poaching was not a crime in the new land.  Some 
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convict servants were even sent out by their employers to hunt kangaroos in their new land.190  

The latter point regarding the freedom to catch game as free convicts or emigrants is an 

important one.  Snell referred to letters received from emigrants by their families in England and 

the freedom to shoot or catch game was seen by them to be a real bonus.191  This emphasis 

placed by settlers on having the freedom to hunt was probably felt also by convicts and 

especially, I would suggest, by those transported for poaching. 

When asking what price men paid in Derbyshire for their poaching activities, it is important to 

be aware that not all of the men transported were single.  The price was also paid by the wives 

and families of those sent to America and latterly to Australia.  Kirsty Reid comments on the 

‘painful and fragmenting effects that convict transportation had upon tens of thousands of 

families’.192  One of those families was that of a Derbyshire man, Joseph Blackwell, a 38-year-

old who was convicted of poaching and assault of a gamekeeper.  He was sentenced by the 

quarter sessions in Chesterfield on 14
th
 July 1829 to transportation for seven years.193  He sailed 

on the Bussorah Merchant to Van Dieman’s Land on 6
th
 October 1829 and arrived on 18

th
 

January 1830.  He had behaved well on board ship.  On arrival, the ploughman/shepherd194 was 

allocated to an employer.195  He was recorded as being drunk in 1831 and 1833 and was 

punished for the offences but his master spoke on his behalf.196  His record seems to suggest that 

he did not fit the image of the hardened criminal.  He was co-operative and hard-working, but 

with a tendency to drink too much alcohol occasionally.  This supports the view of the poacher 

as an unexceptional working man. 

Joseph Blackwell did not forget that he had a family in Derbyshire and applied for passage for 

them, under the family reunion scheme,197 to travel out to join him in Hobart.198  Unfortunately 

his wife and four sons did not join him but remained in their home parish of Hazlewood.199  

Whilst Joseph was hoping for a family reunion far from Derbyshire the records show it did not 
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take place.  Joseph still worked in agriculture as a free man as a census records in 1843.200  He 

died in Hobart in 1844.201  Although surrounded by green fields and open spaces, he was over 

12,000 miles from the land of his birth and away from family and friends.  The ballad ‘Van 

Dieman’s Land’ could have been written for his situation as it tells of poachers transported to 

the island for the crime of poaching.  The verse below may well have applied to Joseph 

Blackwell. 

Oft times when I do slumber, I have a pleasant dream, 

With my sweet girl sitting near me close by a purling stream 

Thro’ England I’ve been roaming, with her at my command, 

And waken broken-hearted upon Van Dieman’s Land.202 

 

It could be said that he and his family paid a high price for a hare.   

To summarise, the crime of poaching was punished in various ways.  Commonly, men were 

fined for the offence and some of those who failed to pay the fines were gaoled.  Some men 

were sentenced to transportation for the crime of poaching.  Of those, some failed to survive the 

prison hulks and died amongst other felons.  Those who survived the hulks and the journey 

spent the remainder of their lives far from the familiar Derbyshire countryside.  Ironically, the 

crime for which they were transported was not a crime in their new land so that may have been 

a bitter pill to swallow.   

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored several themes relating to poaching and argued that poaching was 

used as a seasonal survival strategy for some of those who lived in Derbyshire.  The extent of 

poaching suggests that it was widely practised in the county and the range of individuals 

prosecuted for offences against the Game Laws also indicate that poaching was an activity not 

restricted to one particular section of society.  However, it is clear that the largest identifiable 

group of those who poached were labourers, mainly rural, whose situation was becoming more 

difficult.203  Prominent also amongst the poachers were framework knitters whose trade was in 

decline.  The link between poaching and poverty is clear and, as Shakesheff notes in his 
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discussion of Herefordshire, poaching was ‘endemic’ and ‘linked in part to economic 

distress’.204  Poverty was not, however, the only motive for poaching and some, like the few 

gentlemen recorded, poached because they enjoyed the activity.  However, enjoyment of 

poaching is not incompatible with necessity and some of the poor who poached may have also 

enjoyed it whilst still fulfilling a need.   

It seems that Derbyshire poachers were mainly those who worked alone or with one or two 

friends or members of their families.  Labouring men used snares and nets and were often 

accompanied by a dog.  It is likely that poor men chose snares and nets as they were the 

cheapest tools to use.  However, as contemporary debate shows, poor men also owned dogs and 

those dogs, in Derbyshire, often accompanied them when they poached.  Poaching was a craft 

and skills were transferred within poor families.  Labouring men prosecuted for poaching 

offences were commonly fined.  If unable to pay the fine, they were sentenced to gaol.  From 

the records that provide ages, it seems that many who faced prosecution were young men who 

were more likely to be imprisoned or transported.  The youth of the poachers does not change 

the suggestion that poaching was a feature of the poor’s makeshift economy, as those younger 

poachers were themselves members of families and may have poached to support parents or 

siblings as well as themselves.  Indeed for many of these young men poaching could have been 

the only way to contribute to the family economy at a time when rural unemployment was rife, 

and young men the most likely to suffer from the lack of employment.  We have no information 

of the marital status of the men concerned and, as the age of marriage was falling, it may be that 

they were themselves married with families.  Derbyshire poachers did not commonly commit 

other crimes but usually restricted their illegal activities to poaching.  

Where armed night poaching offences occurred in the county, men were prosecuted at quarter 

sessions and the number of those men increased from the second decade of the nineteenth 

century.  It seems that a different type of poacher was operating in the area; one who worked 

with larger numbers of men and who went armed in the night and was prepared to use violence. 

As the law would have been known by the men concerned, they knew the risks they took and 

they were prepared to take those risks for the rewards on offer.  Although still a small 

percentage of the poachers in the county, it was believed that this form of poaching was 

becoming more commonplace as a black market in game developed in the second half of the 

eighteenth century.205  A Melbourne diarist, John Joseph Briggs, writing in 1851 noted that 

‘there is in Derby a set of poachers about 30 in number who almost live upon the game in this 
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neighbourhood’.206  It may be that the poaching gangs would soon outnumber the traditionalists 

but during this period, at least, a man with a snare and a hungry family could still follow his 

pastime and survival strategy of choice in Derbyshire.  

Evidence suggests that the crime of poaching was not seen as a crime by most rural dwellers but 

was simply a way of life for some.  This was a ‘commonplace crime committed by ordinary 

men’207 in defiance of an unjust law with which they disagreed.  They may not have been 

radicals like James Hawker but, in their way, through their actions they made a statement of 

dissent which was loud enough and clear enough to carry to the homes of the elite few with 

hunting rights.  They were not alone in their disquiet but found support in Parliament when 

Charles Turner in 1782 criticised the laws as ‘cruel and oppressive on the poor’ and commented 

on the failure of the House to enact laws for the good of the poor instead of enacting laws for 

the good of gentlemen.  He also noted that if he ‘had been a common man, he would have been 

a poacher, in spite of all the laws.’208  If a privileged member of society felt so strongly, how 

much more strongly did those labouring poor feel who were struggling to survive in a changing 

world? 
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Conclusion 

 

 

 

In the final paragraph of the introduction, I stated that I wanted to allow the previously 

unknown Derbyshire poor to find a place in the current historiography.  By reading parish 

records with a view to documenting the lived experiences of the poor instead of the 

mechanisms of parish relief, I have tried to come closer to identifying the reality of the 

world those labouring poor knew.  In order to gain access to that world, I have explored, 

firstly, the area in which they lived to provide a context for the study.  Secondly, I have 

researched the family unit by considering the roles and relationships of the children, men 

and women.  Thirdly, I have investigated the ways in which Derbyshire people made shift.  

My approach has been to consider the labouring poor not as an homogeneous mass, but as 

individuals who lived their lives amidst poverty in the area that I, and they, once called 

home. 

As a keen local historian, I believed that using a topographical lens and choosing parishes in 

close proximity to each other in a similar area would enable me to draw general conclusions 

about the economy and culture of the area.  However, I find that was a somewhat naive 

assumption.  David Hey had warned that experiences varied greatly in the county1 but I did 

not expect such variation to exist in a relatively small area.  Even parishes in similar 

landscape like Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall developed differently. Melbourne, which at 

the end of the seventeenth century was an agricultural parish, had by the late-eighteenth 

century developed manufacturing industries and was a stronghold of framework knitting.  

The neighbouring villages of Repton and Ticknall, however, remained strongly wedded to 

agriculture.  Similarities did exist in the increasing population of the villages and the 

increasing number and range of trades in both the rural and the urban area.  However, it is 

unrealistic to claim that these three parishes belonged to a neighbourhood of shared 

economy in south Derbyshire.  These results confirm the value of Charles Phythian-Adams’ 

advice that local historians should study a cluster of parishes and not rely on a single parish.2 
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Historians have discussed the failure of the East Midlands to develop as a united region 

during the Industrial Revolution.3  What has not figured greatly in the scholarship is the 

failure of Derbyshire to develop as a unity in the same period.  Contemporaries recognised 

that the north and the south of Derbyshire were different.  They also noted that the town of 

Derby was developing rapidly.  Newer manufacturing industries lined the River Derwent 

and older traditional industries were found in the urban centre parishes.  Although the town 

retained its older functions, it also developed rapidly into a manufacturing centre.  Its 

population trebled over the Georgian period.  Where modern historians identify the failure of 

Derby to attain full industrialisation until the coming of the railway in the 1840s,4 

contemporaries saw a more dynamic view of the town.  In their view, Derby was a rapidly 

expanding town with many important manufacturing industries and a silk mill of national 

importance.  Those industrial advancements have previously been overshadowed, and the 

opportunities such industries offered to the unskilled labouring poor, especially women, 

largely unacknowledged.  This thesis has sought to elucidate how industrialisation may have 

offered opportunities to the poor in Derby during the late Georgian period.   

I have been unable to identify a neighbourhood of common economy, but my analysis of 

marriages in the rural and urban areas points to a region of shared experiences in the rural 

parishes.  Inhabitants of Melbourne, Repton and Ticknall all shared a preference for a 

partner from south of the River Trent.  They also had in common marriage distances, 

seasonality of marriage and a similar level of contact with the county town.  Marriage 

distances were short and this close proximity of marriage partners suggests that family 

support, particularly important to the poor, was available locally.  The urban analysis 

suggests that the urban area attracted both women and widowers who married in the town.  

The women were probably migrants seeking work in Derby’s factories who found a husband 

in the growing town.  Partners were increasingly found amongst the local parish population 

in the urban area and also in Melbourne.  However, in Repton and Ticknall partners were 

increasingly found in other nearby parishes.  The analyses presented in Chapter Two have 

allowed me to see the area where the labouring poor felt most comfortable.  They indicated 

their own comfort zones by their choice of marriage partners, and this chapter has identified 

those areas.   
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There are other similarities between the three parishes in the south which suggest common 

practice and a region of shared experiences.  The mean age at which parish apprenticeship 

took place is similar in each of the three parishes.  The adherence to apprenticing children in 

traditional trades is also alike, as is the lack of female apprenticeship.  However, the 

placement of the children differs, with Melbourne alone placing most children out of the 

parish and rivalling London parishes in the percentage of extra-parochial placement.  Where 

children were apprenticed by the parish, I suggest that those apprenticeships could benefit 

some children.  Tracing individuals in the census has shown evidence of positive outcomes 

for some pauper apprentices.  I therefore present an alternative view of pauper 

apprenticeship to that which emphasises the need for parishes to reduce parish spending. 

In this research I suggest that there was a model of masculinity which was based on family, 

work, respectability and independence.  This working-class masculinity was not unlike that 

of the middle-class or elite man who have figured more commonly in research.5  These 

Derbyshire men had similar values to those which Hannah Barker identified in the non-elite 

men of Manchester.6  However, these Derbyshire men were of a lower social status than 

those in Barker’s study, but this research has shown that their qualities of independence, 

pride and self-respect were part of their masculine values too.  Since little research has 

addressed the labouring poor’s masculinity, the findings of this thesis adds to current 

scholarship. 

Similarly, fatherhood has not figured greatly in research.7  This thesis finds that, to the 

labouring poor, fatherhood carried particular responsibilities and poor men performed a 

range of tasks associated with the role.  These men’s actions indicated a protective role of 

the labouring poor father not unlike that observed in the fatherhood of the middling class and 

the elite.  However, the ability to provide for, and protect, their families was constrained by 

the actions of the elite, and the labouring poor father was more restricted in his role than 

more elite men. 

As we saw in Chapter Five, the role of the middle-class or elite woman has been the focus of 

research as has the working role of women but less attention has been paid to the poor 

woman’s familial role which is a focus of this thesis.8  When researching the roles and 

relationships of poor women, I found that women of the labouring poor had a core role in 

                                                      
5
 For work focussed on the masculinity of the elite man see Chapter Four, p.145. 

6
 Hannah Barker. "Soul, Purse and Family: Middling and Lower-Class Masculinity in Eighteenth-

Century Manchester." Social History 33, no. 1 (2008): 12-35. 

7
 Joanne Bailey. "‘A Very Sensible Man’: Imagining Fatherhood in England C.1750–1830." History 95, 

no. 319 (2010): 267-292. 

8
 Chapter Five, pp.180-181. 
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their families.  Mothers were central to the survival of the family unit and performed a vital 

nurturing role.  Where mothers died, their role had to be performed by another, and that was 

commonly the eldest daughter.  Even where that eldest daughter lived outside the natal home 

she became a mother-substitute to her siblings.  We have seen that the father sometimes had 

difficulty holding the family together when the mother died.  I found that poor mothers 

frequently had responsibility for the financial management of the household and organised 

their children’s employment and received their wages.  This financial management role was 

different from that of middle-class women as poor women actively generated and managed 

family income.  I argue that, as with the women of the twentieth century,9 these management 

skills of the poor mother were crucial, as the family’s survival depended on them.   

When Derbyshire women were widowed they survived using a range of strategies.  Where 

possible, widows worked.  In common with the rest of the labouring poor, they worked at 

whatever they could for as long as they could, and worked into old age.  In an urban setting, 

widows took in lodgers and in Derby the need for workers for the expanding industries 

generated a growing need for lodgings.  Widows also shared accommodation with their 

families, both in the urban and rural areas.  One way to survive, open to widows but not to 

deserted wives, was remarriage.  This research finds that it was not a route taken by many 

women in the rural area but more remarried in the urban area where there was a larger 

population from which to choose.   

The femininity of working women has failed to figure greatly in studies of the labouring 

poor.  This thesis has attempted to shift the focus from middling-class and elite women to 

poor women, who comprised the majority of the female population.  I found that there was a 

feminine counterpart to the respectable masculinity of the labouring poor.  Women’s 

feminine roles indicate a strong association with family responsibilities and that family was 

not restricted to children but included siblings.  It was not restricted to household family but 

had a more modern definition to include those who were kin but living outside the natal 

home.  Poor women presented themselves to parish officers as responsible individuals who 

cared for their families and worked hard to ensure that their families survived.  However, 

there was another model of femininity in evidence in the county, one which was less 

responsible and more sociable, and in some cases these two models lived in close proximity 

to each other. 

Since this thesis focuses on the family strategies of Derbyshire’s labouring poor, I 

researched the commonplace expedient of gathering natural resources.  The wide availability 

                                                      
9
 Ellen Ross. Love and Toil: Motherhood in Outcast London, 1870-1918. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1993, p.8. 
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of such resources in Derbyshire offered fresh foodstuffs for three seasons of the year.  I 

argue that this gathering of natural resources was the most commonly used form of 

makeshift in rural Derbyshire.  Countrywomen and children, in particular, gathered fresh 

produce and men, when they were older, also used this expedient.  Men used their local 

knowledge to trap wild animals and birds and obtain a bounty from the parish for doing so.  

By using their knowledge of the area and their skills of observation, countrymen and women 

helped themselves in a way which was a traditional rural practice.  Gathering natural 

resources did not impact upon their reputation or their pride, because it was so commonplace 

as to be unremarkable.  It was a commonsense expedient and one which poor people used 

regularly. 

This thesis has also sought to add a Derbyshire focus to the debate about the place of 

charities in the makeshift economy.10  The rural parishes each had formal charities which 

were usually administered by the overseers.  The number aided by the charities suggests that 

only a small percentage of the villages’ inhabitants benefitted in this south Derbyshire area 

and that it was the least valuable of the three makeshifts analysed here.  However, for some 

of those poor, especially widows, the elderly and the infirm the role was more important.  

The recipients of the charities were often required to be perceived as respectable or worthy 

poor.  These findings confirm the views of other historians.11  What this thesis does add is a 

hint suggesting how the poor felt about being the recipients of charity.  The provision of 

distinctive clothing to the poor of Melbourne had ceased by the beginning of the nineteenth 

century.  I ask if the poor, by that time, were unwilling to be seen as recipients of charity in 

such a visible way. 

The analysis of Melbourne and its poor relief system has highlighted the point that the study 

of a parish poor relief system is incomplete unless it takes into account the presence of other 

avenues of welfare12 and, in particular, friendly societies.  When looking at this Derbyshire 

parish and trying to place it into the current debate about the generous south and the 
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 Steven King. "Making the Most of Opportunity: The Economy of Makeshifts in the Early Modern 

North." In The Poor in England 1700-1850: An Economy of Makeshifts, edited by Steven King and 

Alannah Tomkins, 228-257; Sylvia Pinches. "Women as Objects and Agents of Charity in Eighteenth-
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parsimonious north it does not fit well.13  The pensions are relatively generous but only paid 

to a small percentage of the village population so the parish seems to have elements of the 

parsimonious north and the generous south.  The research found that there was an inverse 

relationship between the number of paupers and the number of friendly society members.  

However, there was no similar inverse relationship between poor relief spending and the 

number of friendly society members.  This complex relationship, which impacted upon the 

poor since it affected their relief, would benefit from further exploration in other areas to 

determine how other parishes responded to the presence of friendly society members.   

Studies have discussed the makeshift economy of the poor14 but little research has 

recognised that poaching was a valuable expedient.  I have found that many men poached in 

Derbyshire and used a range of methods to do so.  Little attention has been paid to the 

methods used by poachers.  However, analysing those methods has allowed me to argue that 

the poaching gangs were not at this time common in Derbyshire.  I found that the snare was 

likely to be the engine of choice for the labouring poor man who was often accompanied by 

a dog when poaching.  Although some men were prosecuted when poaching in a gang, the 

majority of those prosecuted were working alone or with one or two companions.  Unlike 

the findings of other research,15 I found that poaching was usually the only crime committed 

by those Derbyshire men who were prosecuted for poaching.  I argue, then, that Derbyshire 

poachers could reasonably be described as social criminals, not anti-social criminals.   

Several points have been raised in this thesis which are pertinent and warrant further 

exploration.  Of distinct value is the use of the census and other sources to trace former 

pauper apprentices.  This thesis adds a new type of analysis of pauper apprenticeships and 

sheds light on the outcome of those apprenticeships.  This type of family history research 

can be used in other parishes in order to increase knowledge of pauper apprenticeship.  

Despite the limitations of the census data, its use provides more information about the lives 

of former parish apprentices than we have currently.  I also used the technique for 

researching the lives of those who failed to complete their apprenticeships and gained an 

understanding of the outcomes for those apprentices.  If we are to research the experiences 

of the labouring poor to broaden our knowledge of the time in which they lived, we must 

employ all the tools available.  Family historians have developed techniques which 
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historians could use to enrich their research and I believe that this thesis illustrates their 

value. 

This thesis has shown that settlement examinations provide valuable evidence for the lives 

of the labouring poor.  Historians have noted the early termination of apprenticeships16 but 

also need to determine reasons for the apprentices’ actions.  Investigating how many 

apprentices agreed to an early termination and how many absconded or argued with their 

masters, provides clues to the independence of the apprentices.  Examinations may hint at a 

sense of identity and agency in the labouring poor which can help to enrich our 

understanding of poor men.  In order to gain a fuller understanding of apprenticeship in this 

period, when it was considered to be in decline both by contemporaries and historians,17 it is 

vital to know the reasons why apprenticeships failed.  It will not be possible to gain a 

complete understanding, but it is possible to gain an awareness of the apprentices’ actions 

and the reasons underpinning such actions.   

The masculinities and femininities of the labouring poor of Derbyshire have been introduced 

in this thesis and suggestions made concerning the models adopted by poor men and women 

in the county.  These suggestions are a starting point for further study.  We need to examine 

more closely the roles played by the men and women in labouring poor families in order to 

determine how they saw themselves and what they believed their roles to be.  I strongly 

suggest that settlement examinations from other areas can be used more imaginatively, as I 

have done in this thesis for Derbyshire, to tease out details of men’s and women’s actions to 

support their families.  Poor men and, more especially, poor women left few records 

themselves but their lives were documented through the parish system of poor relief.  How 

the poor portrayed themselves and their actions gives some indication of their values, even 

when their statements were directed by the elite.  Since paupers chose how to answer 

questions put to them when examined, there is a small window of pauper participation 

through which we can view their lives.   

I have discussed the expedient of poaching in this thesis and analysed the methods used by 

poachers in Derbyshire.  This type of analysis of an important aspect of rural culture merits 

further study in other areas.  Few studies examine the methods used by poachers, but which 
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method the poacher chose to employ can indicate whether they poached alone or in a gang.  

This, in turn, can indicate a change in behaviour from social criminal to anti-social criminal.  

Although historians have suggested that poaching was only one of the crimes committed by 

poachers, that does not agree with my results from Derbyshire.  Since poaching was an 

important expedient used by the labouring poor, any changes in the practice would impact 

upon their makeshift economies.  For that reason, I would like to see my Derbyshire research 

replicated in other rural areas in order to trace patterns of change in the behaviour and 

methods of the labouring poor poacher.   

At the start of this research I stated that I wished to gain a clearer view of the lives of poor 

people like Sarah Davidson, deserted wife and bereaved mother of Melbourne.18  I now have 

a clearer view.  I know more about the place that she called home and the people who lived 

there.  Her social links, her parish pension, her employment opportunities, her children’s 

apprenticeships or hirings have all been discussed in this thesis.  The age her children left 

home and, if widowed, her chances of remarriage are all a matter of record.  I have 

suggested what her feminine role may have been and the role that men played in the family, 

although her own husband failed to show evidence of respectable masculinity.  The range of 

makeshifts which she may have employed and the need to work hard all her life are also 

outlined in this study.  In this way, this thesis has begun to locate the labouring poor of 

Derbyshire into the wider historiography of the poor.  It is far from complete.  It is 

acknowledged that Derbyshire is difficult to use as an area for research because it was so 

varied in topography and economy and culture, but that is no reason for it to be ignored.  It 

was an important county and it was one of the first industrialising counties in England, so it 

warrants more research especially during the Industrial Revolution.  There are still many 

questions remaining but this research is a first step towards understanding Derbyshire’s 

labouring poor and their families who lived in difficult times.   
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<http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk> 

<http://www.melbourneparishchurch.co.uk> 
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<http://www.natureskills.com> 

<http://www.picturethepast.org> 

<http://www.primaryhistory.org> 

<http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk> 

<http://www.tiveyfamilytree.com> 

<http://www.visionofbritain.org> 

<http://www.weddings.co.uk>  

<http://www.wirksworth.org.uk> 
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