How saucy did it make the poor? The Straw plait and hat trades, illegitimacy and the family in 19th century Hertfordshire

Nigel Goose, University of Hertfordshire

It was in the late 19th century that Arthur Young offered the oft-quoted judgment that the straw plaiting industry made the poor ‘saucy’, and made it hard to procure field hands or domestic servants. But the view that the industry created unwelcome opportunities for female independence, caused them to neglect their household responsibilities and also had more dire consequences by encouraging both early marriage and promiscuous behaviour remained prominent into the mid 19th century, and such views featured prominently in a variety of parliamentary reports, and are echoed in some historical accounts of the trade. Such views have, however, never been properly tested. This paper will examine contemporary views of the moral impact of the industry, and test those views through an examination of illegitimacy ratios and rates in 19th century Hertfordshire, contrasting areas where the industry was prominent with those where it was not, and will also examine the opportunities for female independence and early marriage that is created. The data does not bear out contemporary views, for while there was indeed a small difference between straw plait areas and non-straw plait areas, a more substantial difference is evident between urban and rural areas.

