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The interval between birth and baptism is an important feature in a number of exercises performed to analyse the demographic characteristics of past populations. In particular, where long intervals prevail, the likelihood of infant death occurring before the baptismal rite and hence the problematic nature of determining infant mortality rates is clear. Currently, there is a broad assumption – largely based on Schofield and Midi-Berry seminal paper – that birth-baptism intervals steadily increased, reaching their peak in the late-eighteenth century. Since then, a number of small-scale studies – largely in the journal Local population Studies – have attempted to determine local characteristics of the interval between birth and baptism often with contradictory results. Some hypothesise that children were baptised early in the summer because the weather was fine, while others suggest that the summer was too hot. Some suggest that children were baptised earlier when times were good because they could afford the expense, others suggest the opposite, because these rough times suggested higher rates of infant mortality.

In this paper, however, a much larger sample size is employed to attempt a rigorous statistical analysis, based upon the Cox Proportional Hazards Model. For the first time, an analysis based upon denomination, gender, occupation, period and region will be performed on a national level. Preliminary results based upon a sample north-eastern population suggest the importance of the father’s occupation, denomination, and the characteristics of the town or village of origin. Specifically, protestant denomination increases the time between birth and baptism, as well as being born in the town with a dominant trade sector. On the other hand, being born to a family of a manual worker lowers the interval between birth and baptism. The results indicate a rather substantial regional variation. Families in Lancashire have a tendency to postpone baptism while those in Northumberland are more prompt in getting their children baptised. Preliminary results also show no significant effect of a child’s gender, which calls for further investigation.       

Finally, the paper will address the issues which such quantitative analysis cannot explain. These include local christening customs and individual family-based decisions, particularly relating to multiple baptisms. Here a more anthropological approach will be taken. The conclusions of this paper will be that only by combining quantitative and qualitative analysis will a more accurate and nuanced understanding of these important familial decisions be made.

