Sources for 17th century population estimates — a critique
by JEREMY GREENWOOD

The demographic history of the 17th century has attracted an ever-widening band of
researchers, and there are a number of well-known sources generally available for most
parishes. However, these need to be handled with care and circumspection, and none more than
the so-called ‘Compton census’ of 1676! which is actually no more than an archiepiscopal
variation of the routine episcopal visitation returns, of which a number of more detailed
examples exist for Surrey for the 18th century.? Unfortunately Dr Parton in his article® has not
only failed to assess his source material critically but has also committed a number of
methodological errors which vitiate his potentially informative work.*

Dr Parton has based his article upon sources, neither of which are original.> There can be no
excuse for not using the hearth tax returns either in their original form or even in Meekings’s
transcripts,® rather than in the published conflated version which is difficult to convert back to a
parish basis, being an alphabetical list of those assessed in the whole county. Because of this
conflation a number of assessments are duplicated. Reigate Priory, for example, with 32
hearths, appears against the names of both Lord Monson and the Countess of Peterborough.
Moreover, there are good reasons for using the 1669 collectors’ lists rather than the 1664 ones as
they are both more complete and more informative.’

The dangers of taking the hearth tax evidence as a simple indicator of social structure are
considerable, since the deceptively straightforward correlation between wealth and the num-
bers of hearths ignores the complexities introduced by occupational variation and life cycle.
Further, changing local assessment practices make comparisons between towns, or even over
time, of doubtful value. Similarly, Marshall has commented that ‘the totals derived from hearth
tax multipliers alone can be wildly inconsistent’.8

It is not entirely clear which classes are being treated as ‘poor’ in the Surrey returns, as the
qualifications for exemption were either those with a low income or those in receipt of poor
relief.® A high percentage of exempt households is not necessarily a sign of poverty, but rather of
economic expansion; only a place with a burgeoning economy could sustain the poor who
readily migrated to such places in order to sustain their livelihoods.!° As Petchey has shown for
Essex, the towns that grew most rapidly had the highest percentage of paupers.!! The only
exempt industrial hearths in Surrey seem to have been smiths’ forges, even though the original
exemption applied to dyers’ and fullers’ furnaces. In 1670, out of a total 53,904 chargeable and
14,948 exempt hearths for the whole county of Surrey, only 59 smiths’ forges were listed.

There can be no doubt that the unit of assessment is the household and not the house.!* Closer
examination of Gregory King’s works would have shown that not only was he concerned with
houses and not households, but that his figures show a considerable variation in the mean
number of inhabitants per house in different types of settlements. Although national mean
household sizes have been calculated, it is inappropriate to use the same multiplier for all types
of parish, especially in Surrey where there was probably a greater range of parish type than
almost any other county.!* The considerable variation in mean household size in different places
has been shown by Laslett, Wall and others, demonstrating the problems that can occur if any
universal multiplier is used.’> Also Boulton has shown the wide variation in household size
within a single parish, Southwark.16

The document usually known as the ‘Compton census’ is an 18th century compilation from
documents for the Archdeaconry of Surrey that no longer exist.!” Unfortunately Dr Parton has
conspicuously failed either to notice or to remark that not only does the William Salt Library MS
not include those parishes in Surrey which lie within the peculiar of the Archbishop of
Canterbury, but also that the original returns exist for these parishes.!® In answer to questions
about the number of inhabitants, dissenters and papists, incumbents of parishes within the
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peculiar were required to return a particular account (children under the age of 16 omitted)."
Since the original returns frequently give the answers to the questions about papists and
dissenters merely as number of families (including halves!) and as there is no information about
how these figures were transformed into numbers of individuals, this fact alone casts consider-
able doubt on the accuracy of the ‘census’.

The problems of using the Compton census have been summarised by Wrigley & Schofield®
and Dobson and Chalklin have examined in detail the mechanism of the survey and the Salt
document itself.?!

In view of the known deficiencies of the sources and their closeness in date, a number of
writers have suggested methods where they can be used in conjunction and not in isolation to
test the accuracy of each.2 The work of D G Edwards, in particular, provides an excellent model
for the handling of these sources which, had it been applied to Surrey, would have provided
more meaningful results.?

The whole question of the use of multipliers for calculating the total population of com-
munities from a source enumerating adults only in the late 17th and early 18th centuries has
recently been summarised by Stapleton who concludes that the use of a multiplier of 1.5 for the
Compton census and 4.3 for the Hearth tax is more valid than the ones used by Dr Parton.*
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Dr Parton replies

I have read with interest Mr Greenwood’s comments upon my paper which appeared in the last
issue of the Society’s Collections. Mr Greenwood raises a number of interesting and important
questions concerning the reliability of demographic data. My paper was concerned with the
broad picture of population distribution and not with the fine detail. I do not believe that either
the hearth tax or the Compton census, whichever source for these is used, will ever yield
accurate population statistics. :

The question of using multipliers is particularly fraught; it should be noted that I did not use
King’s figures for the parishes of South London; whether or not Gregory King used houses or
householders is a matter of interpretation, although in rural areas this may be less of a problem.

Whilst in general I would share Mr Greenwood’s scepticism concerning 17th century
demographic information, in my opinion Meeking’s original justification for using the 1664
assessments for the hearth tax remains valid. It is good to see that there is some interest in the
county’s population history; hopefully this will find further expression in published form.





