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This paper discusses the role of urbanisation in British economic development, drawing on new information arising from an ESRC-funded research project on rent movements in the long run.  The project, involving myself, James Gibson and Owen Lyne, aims primarily to investigate the strength and impact of the ‘urban variable’ in the history of British growth, and to find new ways of measuring and describing its impact in the period 1580-1914.  How far was an already productive agriculture a prerequisite for urban expansion, or was the growth of towns the primary stimulus behind agricultural advance and diversification from the later sixteenth century onwards?  The core of the project consists of an investigation of the course of comparative rent movements, urban and agricultural, on the estates of the Rochester Bridge Trust (RBT) in London and the South-East.  Construction of a rent index permits comparison with other data, including the national farm rents index produced by Turner, Beckett and Afton (1997).

The problems encountered in producing a satisfactory index arise precisely from the very changes which we are trying to identify and elucidate, namely: the build-up of rent arrears, turnover and concentration of tenancies, and dilapidation and the cost of repairs.  We find that the characteristic differences between rural and urban property in each of these problem areas accounts for the higher efficiency gains accruing to landlords from urban property.  If we could capture these gains in a single word or phrase, it would be: intensification.  Thus: the pattern of rent arrears was much more stable and manageable in London than on Kent farms; tenancies became highly concentrated in London from 1660-1830, and therefore easier to manage; and the value of urban estate was readily enhanced by changes in use and increased building density, initiated by main tenants. 
The dynamics involved are, no doubt, unsurprising.  But the RBT material enables us to take a bird’s eye view of the strength of the ‘urban variable’ from 1580-1914, and when completed, time-series analysis will enable us to identify turning points when change was most rapid. Finally, the rent index will enable international comparisons to be made between one leading city and another, and between one metropolitan region and another. Comparison of our early results with those of Lesger for Amsterdam is interesting, and underlines the differences between a centralised and a decentralised metropolitan region.

