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English county populations in the later eighteenth century
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Whereas new estimates of national population totals and growth have been published in recent decades, county population totals and growth rates in the later eighteenth century continue to depend principally on the work carried out by John Rickman in the early decades of the nineteenth century when he directed census operations.  In conducting the first four censuses and again in a separate investigation carried out in 1836 Rickman directed Anglican parish incumbents to make counts of the totals of baptisms, burials, and marriages recorded in their registers covering both the recent past and, in the case of the 1801 and 1836 inquiries, certain years throughout the whole parish register period.

Rickman himself attempted to derive estimates of national and county population totals from the parish register returns.  His principal method was, in essence, to assume that the baptism, burial, and marriage rates prevailing in the early nineteenth century had held good in the past, to derive the implied population totals for earlier dates separately for each of the three series, and to average the results to obtain a best estimate.  His estimates, either taken without alteration or with some correction, have been the predominant source of county estimates ever since they were first published.  With only slight modification, for example, they were employed by Deane and Cole in their pioneering reconstruction of British economic growth using national income accounting methods.

There are a number of obvious difficulties in accepting Rickman’s estimates, as he himself knew well.  They have often been recounted.  One of them stems from the fact that registration coverage varied over time which must cause distortion in estimates using Rickman’s method.  There is, however, one exception to this rule, and this offers the opportunity to produce new estimates of county population totals in the second half of the eighteenth century.

The coming into force of Hardwicke’s Marriage Act in 1754 led to a radical improvement in the recording of marriages.  Under the terms of the Act it was not possible to contract a valid marriage without conforming to its provisions.  The only groups excepted from its provisions were Quakers, Jews, and members of the royal family.  It was believed at the time and has been accepted by historians subsequently that marriage registration thereafter was both reliable and complete.  A further advantage of making use of marriage totals is that the incumbents were required to supply annual totals for each year from 1754 onwards, whereas baptism and burial totals were returned annually only from 1780.  Unfortunately, accurate coverage of marriages in parish registers after 1754 was not translated into accurate summary totals in the 1801 returns because many parishes were missed completely in the original exercise and corrections must be made to the published totals to allow for this – but such corrections are feasible and therefore marriage totals with only small margins of possible error can be generated for each hundred and county in the country.

It can be shown that county marriage rates usually changed very little during the first three decades of the nineteenth century (the chief exceptions to this rule are associated with large concentrations of soldiers or seamen during the Napoleonic wars).  If it is safe to assume that the same held true during the half century before 1801, it is straightforward to produce estimates of county populations totals in the later eighteenth century.  Estimated county totals for 1761, 1771, 1781, and 1791 (and, of course, for subsequent census dates) will be presented and compared with those published by Rickman or derived from his work.  If the new totals are judged preferable, they imply significant amendments to the estimates which have been most widely used in the past.  For example, although it has always been accepted that Lancashire’s population was rising faster than that of any other county, the new estimates suggest that its speed of growth has been substantially underestimated.

� Rickman’s parish register returns are described and their reliability assessed in E.A. Wrigley and R.S. Schofield, The population history of England 1541-1871: a reconstruction (London, 1981), app. 7.


� P. Deane and W.A. Cole, British economic growth 1688-1959 (Cambridge, 1962), tab. 24, p. 103 and related text.





