Primary Source Evaluation – Census Returns

[image: ][image: ]A primary source can take the form of various things – it may be a document such as a letter or an eye-witness account, an image such as a photograph or a poster, a newspaper, or an artefact - but it provides direct evidence or first-hand testimony about something1.   They are original sources created or experienced contemporaneously with an event.   Thus, primary sources allow a researcher to get as close as possible to what has actually occurred during a particular occasion.   A secondary source is an interpretation or analysis of a historic event after it has occurred and usually uses primary sources for its information2.   An example of a primary source of information showing the population of the United Kingdom on a particular date is the census return.Figure 1 - Kenyan soldiers called up in Mau-Mau uprising, Kenya.   From Davies, K.


Every ten years, the United Kingdom government holds a census, collating information on a particular date about every household in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland3.   The first official census of this kind took place in 1801, following the Census Act 1800 being passed by Act of Parliament in response to concerns about population growth and the fear of food shortages4.   This concern arose because of the suggestion made by the economist and demographer, Thomas R Malthus, in his 1798 essay “An Essay on the Principle of Population”, positing that population growth would outstrip resources, leading to famine, war and ill health5.  The fact that the census is held every ten years means it is useful for legislative purposes, being used to compile statistical reports for the government in power.   In the past, it may well have been used for military and/or taxation purposes, and more recently is an important tool for planning central funding for local and devolved authorities, for governmental policy development and planning for areas such as housing, transport, education and health, for social research, corporate strategy, and as a source of demographic and social statistics6.Figure 2 - The Figaro newspaper front page. From Bodleian Library John Johnson Collection


[image: ]The first attempt to record landholding was the Domesday Book, and subsequent sources of information were poll or hearth tax records listing households or taxpayers; however, the census returns were the first attempt to list the numbers of people living in houses in England, Scotland and Wales on a specific day7.   Parish records maintained by the clergy provided information about numbers of baptisms, burials and marriages, but the census gave a more detailed record of the families in each parish.   The 1801 census was completed by an enumerator, noting whether or not a house was inhabited, how many families lived in them, how many people were in the family, and categorising their work as agriculture, trade, or other8.   The census was performed every ten years, and in 1841 it came under the administration of the General Register Office, with a common pattern being followed from 18519.   The returns are made available to the public after 100 years, so the most recent record that can currently be accessed is the 1911 census.   The census records for 1841 to 1911 for England, Wales, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man are held at the National Archives, the Scottish records are held at the National Records of Scotland, and the Irish records are held at the National Archives of Ireland.   The only Irish census returns accessible are for 1901 and 1911: the 1921 census was not performed.   The 1941 census for England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland was not performed because of the War.   The census records from 1911 are held at the Office for National Statistics10.Figure 3 - 1841 Census Return.   From UWTSD library online resources.


The 1841 census was the first to show the property occupants by name, with the information listed being address, whether or not the house was inhabited, name, age and sex, profession/trade/employment or of independent means, and whether born in the county or in Scotland, Ireland or foreign parts11.  The 1851 census added information about the relation to the head of the family, whether married or unmarried, whether blind or deaf and dumb, and asking for actual place of birth rather than the latter two questions in the 1841 census12.    The question about place of birth meant that the information gathered from the 1851 census could be used to ascertain movement of rural population to an urban environment and is an example of the use of the census for analytical purposes.   The 1871 census added the categories of imbecile or idiot and lunatic to the disability question13.    The 1891 census added questions as to how many rooms were occupied if less than five, whether they were employed, an employer, or neither, and, in Wales, what language/s were spoken14.    The 1901 census expanded the classification of Uninhabited houses to differentiate between ‘In occupation’ and ‘Not in occupation’, and changed the employment questions to whether an employer, worker or own account, and whether working at home.   The 1901 census also changed the term ‘idiot’ to ‘feeble-minded’15.   The 1911 census is the most recently accessible census under the 100-year rule, and it marked a change in format with each house having an individual sheet to be completed by the occupants.   This is the first census showing the signature of the occupants, with a mark for those who could not write16. [image: ]  The 1911 census included questions about length of marriage, total number of children born alive from present marriage, number of children still living and children who have died.   The question about occupation has been expanded to show personal occupation and a description of the industry or service in which the occupants were employed.   Where an occupant was born in a foreign country, they had to show their nationality, if foreign, or describe whether a British subject by descent or naturalisation.   The questions on disabilities was expanded for clarity, eg ‘totally deaf or deaf and dumb’, and asking age when the infirmity developed17.   The enumerator then summarised the individual sheets into Summary Books18.   Figure 4 - 1911 Census Sheet. From UWTSD library online resources.

[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ]Although the 1911 census is the last official census currently accessed, there is another very interesting source of information, namely the 1939 Register.   This Register is known as the “Wartime Domesday Book”19 and is an extensive survey of the population of England and Wales.   It was performed on 29 September 1939, shortly after the Second World War began.   65,000 enumerators visited every house in England and Wales to record the civil population20.   It had a practical wartime purpose – to issue identity cards, plan evacuations, establish rationing and co-ordinate provisions.    This Register also played a central role in planning post-war services such as the National Health Service and housing21.   It is also the only surviving record of the population between 1921 and 1951 as the 1931 census records were destroyed in the war and the 1941 census was not performed22.   This Register was launched online on 2 November 2015, with access being by payment of a fee.   In 2001, for the first time, the census included a question about religious affiliation23.   Figure 5 - 1911 Census cover sheet. From UWTSD library online resources.


The censuses contain such a lot of information – a statistician’s dream – but are also a very useful source of facts for those looking at genealogy, or studying society as a whole, with data illustrating different family structures as well as the social and economic structures of the time.   Patterns can be found showing community aggregation, contrasting communities can be studied from different towns or areas of the country, social movement can be tracked, class segregation can be examined, aggregative patterns may be discovered.   However, although the census is an excellent primary source of information, the data contained therein relies on the accuracy and reliability of the enumerator or person completing the form.   Therefore, any conclusions should preferably derive from several disparate primary sources to ensure a good confidence level in the assumptions made.

[image: ]I decided to use the census returns to investigate Mill Street in Lampeter, where I live.   The name of the street provides a clue as to what was to be found in the past, and, when searching the returns, I found Lampeter Mill in the 1841 census24, and I subsequently realised the mill was originally based at the end of the modern street.   My assumption was that the houses that make up the modern street were relatively old, but I soon realised this was incorrect as I could find no record of Mill Street itself.   The census returns seemed to be completed in a particular pattern, usually starting in Lampeter town itself near St Peter’s Church and working their way in a linear fashion along the streets.   I was able to access the returns through the UWTSD Library subscription to ancestry.com but found their search facility rather hit-and-miss – it was better to view the return sheets themselves on screen and work one’s way through them, which is how I came to see the linearity of the return.   I believe the 1841 Lampeter Mill is the mill from Mill Street as it is found after an entry for Millfield Gate Cottage and before Mill Cottage, so the linearity theory means they were all in the same area of Lampeter, and subsequent census returns proves this by showing the Mill and Mill Cottage being situated in Mill Street25.   The 1851 census has an entry for Millfield Gate and Lampeter Mill26.   The 1861 census has an entry for the Mill and Millfield27 (both with the same families as those listed in 1851).   The 1871 census has no entry for the Mill itself but has entries for Millfield Gate Cottage, Millfield Gate and Millfield Cottage28, with the 1851 Millfield and 1861 Millfield Cottage tenants being the same.   In 1881, Lampeter Mill is listed again29, with a change of occupants from the 1861 entry.   Millfield is shown as uninhabited, with Millfield Cottage being listed and, on the next sheet, Millfield being listed with occupants – perhaps an illustration of how care should be taken with the reliability of the evidence30.   The second Millfield mentioned in 1881 has the same tenants as Millfield Cottage in 1871.   The 1891 census has entries for Millfield, Millfield Cottage, and the Mill on Mill Road31, with some of the family from that listed at the Mill in 1881.   Figure 6 - Ordnance Survey 6" Cardiganshire XXXIV.SW  1889. From National Library of Scotland.

[image: ]
The 1901 census is the first return to show Mill Street, with the houses listed as Millfield Cottage, numbers 1 to 10 Mill Street, then Lampeter Mill (with the same tenants as in 1891), and 11 and 12 Mill Street32.   In 1911, Mill Cottage is shown in Mill Street, with house numbers 1 to 12 Mill Street, and The Mill33.   Finally, the 1939 Register shows The Mill, and numbers 1 to 12 Mill Street, but no entry for Mill Cottage34.   Figure 7 - Ordnance Survey 6" Cardiganshire XXXIV.SW  1905.   From National Library of Scotland.


I used Excel to catalogue the information from the individual censuses, allocating a worksheet for each property and listing the information extracted from each census.   By doing this, it is easy to see continuity of family tenancy.   The family members are listed with their ages and a pattern of movement of children as they reach their majority can be inferred, with the occasional disappearance of a child, which might be because of apprenticeship or early death.   For instance, The Mill had the Edwards family living there in the 1841 census, consisting of parents and six children.   In 1851 and 1861, the same Edwards family were living at The Mill – but confusingly not the same as the family living there in 1841.  This latter Edwards family had parents and four children plus two servants in 1851 and seven children and two servants in 1861.   No record could be found for the 1871 census, but in 1881 the Davies family were at The Mill, comprising a 74-year-old widow and eldest son plus two other children and two boarders.   In 1891 the eldest son has now become the head of the family and is married with two children and two servants.   The same Davies family is listed in 1901 but with no servants.   In 1911, a Mr Edwards (no relation to the family from 1861) and one servant are at The Mill.   In 1939, a Mr Davies with his wife and three others are listed – again, not related to the Davies family from 1901 as far as I can ascertain35.   Mill Cottage, Millfield Gate Cottage and Millfield are a good illustration as to how confusion might arise, and care needs to be taken with the accuracy and reliability of the enumerator.   Today, the first house at the western end of Mill Street shown on both maps is a listed building, known as Millfield Cottage36, but the census returns are unclear as to where each cottage is, or even if they are the same from one census to the next.   This is an example of where more information would need to be gathered, perhaps from other maps and parish records, to try and differentiate between the various houses.   It would also appear that Millfield Gate was some sort of tollhouse, as the occupation of the occupant, a Mr David Jones aged 44 in 1871 born in Pencader, is given as Tollgatekeeper37.   Numbers 1 to 12 Mill Street must have been built between the 1891 and the 1901 censuses, as also evidenced by the Ordnance Survey maps showing Mill Street with the buildings in place in the 1905 map which was revised in 190438, whereas the 1889 map which was surveyed in 1887 just shows the cornmill and the cottage on the corner39.   Finally, further information was obtained from the National Monuments Record40 describing Lampeter Corn Mill, Mill House in Mill Street and Millfield Cottage in Mill Street and describing Lampeter Mill Leat which is the source of water shown on the earlier map.

Although I originally envisaged looking only at the census records, in practice I found I needed multiple primary sources to provide a broader and more comprehensive picture.   Accurate record-keeping and careful collation of records is essential as otherwise the amount of data might become overwhelming and, without some sort or order, it is difficult to extract pertinent information.   I enjoyed this exercise and found it fascinating to search these records and piece together a picture of the people who lived in Mill Street in Lampeter.
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PHINEAS T. BARNUM.

[TERE CELEBRATED AMERICAN SHOWMAN.]
Photographed from Life by Locx & WHITIELD, 178, Regent-st.

© Bodleian Library, University of Oxford 2009: John Johnson Collection: Actors, Actresses and
Entertainers 1 (2)
Copyright © 2009 ProQuest LLC. All rights reserved.

‘‘PRAISED BY SOME, BLAMED BY OTHERS, I MAKE
HASTE TO LAUGH AT EVERYTHING, FOR FEAR OF
BEING OBLIGED TO WEEP.”

—FIGARO, in the ‘“Barber of Seville.”

THE LONDON FIGARO.

LONDON : WEDNESDAY, JULY 15, 1874.
BARNUM.
[SEE PHOTOGRAPH.]

THE Bridgeport (U.S.) Daily Standard of

June 26 devotes ten of its long and
closely-printed columns to a report of a com-
plimentary dinner given by the citizens of
Bridgeport to P. T. Barnum.

General Noble proposed the toast of the
evening, * Our Guest,” and the gallant orator
was equal to the occasion. He described
Barnum as “ a peaceful Camsar ” ; he said that
the marks of some of Barnum’s works * shall
last through time, and perish only with the
Republic and the waning of the solid earth.”
Such talk is worth hearing and reporting. It
excites us like the eternal squeak of the ever-
lasting bird which nibbles the sun with its
beak, whilst its mighty claws embrace the
sacred soil of America. The oratorical flight
ot General Noble is instructive as well as
exciting. We learn that the Republic and the
Solid Earth will eedure until the decease of
Time.

We cannot yet part with the Noble cataract
of stunning eloquence. Here is a sentiment for a
copy-book: ““Wealth is a mere implement to the
soul that does with it.” There is style combined
with wisdom that has made the blazing hot
iron of envy to enter and rankle in the disem-
bodied souls of the Seven Wise Men of Grecce.

After describing the balmy fragrance and
‘“that ozone” of Waldemere—the residence
of Barnum—General Noble became for a
moment theological. He said, “ Verily, if eur
friend hath sins, and who of us has not, such
doing covers a multitude thereof.”” Exhibit
a dwarf, or a Feejee mermaid, or the negress
who nursed the wolf that did the maternal for
Romulus, and when you have made a fortune,
build a pretty house, surround it with a beauti-
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