
ART. XIII.—Some aspects of the social history of 
19th-century Cumbria : (I) migration and literacy. 
By J. D. MARSHALL, B.Sc. (Econ.), Ph.D. 

Read at Carlisle, April 12th, 1969. 

THE study of social history is a field relatively little 
developed in the universities of this country, despite, 

or perhaps because of, the development of its cognate 
field, economic history, as a separate discipline. The 
importance of the latter to the local historian has long 
been recognized, and the local or regional student is 
urged to investigate wages, the development of 
industries, or enclosure and turnpike acts.' Yet it is 
becoming clear that much more remains to be done, 
not only in the accumulation of information in matters 
of custom, dress or diet — topics for long regarded 
as within the province of social history — but also 
within the field of topics even more important, such 
as the nature of social groups within a community, 
locality or region, the behaviour, standards and 
attitudes of those groups, their interrelationships and 
conflicts, their attitudes to education, morality and 
politics, and the social and geographical movement 
of the people within them. 

We in the north-west are fortunate in that important 
pioneering work in both industrial and regional social 
history has already been performed,2  albeit with the 

1  This is in fact done in Mr R. B. Pugh's edition of How to Write a 
Parish History, and the policy is now reflected in the recent Victoria 
County History volumes of which he is the general editor. 

2  Especially C. M. L. Bouch and G. P. Jones, The Lake Counties, 
1500-1830 (Manchester, 1961), and C. M. L. Bouch, Prelates and People 
of the Lake Counties (Kendal, 1948), for a general social approach. Our 
Transactions abound with valuable social historical material; for example, 
the study by our member R. F. Dickinson, "The Friendly Society of 
Lamplugh", CW2 lxvi, 1966, 418 sqq. One could wish for many more such 
studies. 
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discipline of economic history as a basis, and it may, 
therefore, fairly be said that a new field opens 
before us. 

It is now clear that the Lake Counties, in the 19th 
century and much earlier, were suppliers of people 
to other regions : indeed, it is probably true to say that 
much of the basic social history of our region must be 
concerned with its emigrants ! There was such a steady 
flow in the direction of London, for the purposes of 
official business, pleasure and trade, that there was a 
Northern Club in London as early as 1680.3  A Cumber-
land Society appears in the metropolis about 1735 
and a Westmorland Society in 1746. By the early 1gth 
century the latter had taken the form of a charitable 
body which provided education for the sons and 
daughters of Westmerians in London,' and its very 
existence acknowledged the social range of the 
migrants — no longer mainly gentry or merchants or 
the ambitious sons of yeomen, but inclusive of a fair 
number of the deserving poor at the base of the social 
pyramid. The implied concern with the maintenance 
of educational standards is not accidental, for, as 
available particulars and statistics show, Cumberland 
and Westmorland were among the most literate 
counties in England, and many a man successful in 
industry or commerce had good grounding in a village 
school. That same man had also absorbed habits of 
industry and application, and had acquired ambition, 
in the same rural habitat. It is one thing to feel local 
or regional pride at this thought, and quite another 
to explain the phenomenon itself. Why should the 
educational progress of, say, Westmorland, have been 

3  ,H.M1/1.C. Fleming 174. I am indebted to Prof. G. P. Jones for drawing 
my attention to this reference. 

4 References to both societies will be found in Local Chronology (Kendal, 
1865), and to the Westmorland Society in Kendal Chronicle, 3 August 
1813; Westmorland Gazette, io May 1845, 12 January 1856, 7 March and 
25 April 1868, and passim. The school for the education of London settlers' 
children was at Dulwich, and was evidently commenced about 1813. 
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so much more marked than that of a dozen largely 
rural counties to the south ? Why should its compara-
tively well-equipped scholars have wished to migrate ? 

On migrating, they left behind them a rural society 
which had become distinctly law-abiding, and which 
knew little of the unemployment, near-oppression and 
demoralization which are supposed, often rightly, to 
have characterized the lives of labourers in the deeper 
rural south and west of England, especially in the 
early 19th century ; at least, rick-burning and rioting 
were rare phenomena in the Lake Counties, and the 
wages paid to labourers there, during much of the 
nineteenth century, were among the highest in Eng-
land. Although a fairly wide diffusion of modest 
wealth and property may have engendered, in turn, 
some respect for property, which possibility may 
explain the low general crime rates, we should be in 
error in conjuring up some picture of arcadian 
innocence; for the bastardy rates of the rural areas 
of the two counties occupied as high a position in the 
country at large as the wage rates ! 

To attempt to "explain" all these phenomena, in 
the absence of the most detailed analysis of social 
attitudes and tendencies, would verge on the frivolous. 
This paper merely draws attention to some of the 
historical problems involved. Why, for example, 
should so many Cumbrian people have wished to 
migrate from their native districts ? Professional 
economic historians have been in the habit of assuming 
that the higher wages paid in towns and urban 
industries provided the basic stimulus to movement, 
and there can be little doubt that this stimulus was 
powerful generally. But human beings were more than 
economic men or women, moving to some pre- 

5  See, in this connection, E. W. Martin, The Shearers and the Shorn 
(London, 1965), which deals with the structure of society in rural Devon, 
and with the social attitudes which prevailed there. 

6 These phenomena will be dealt with in a further article. 
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ordained locality where wages chanced to be higher; 
some, after all, did not move, but sought an outlet 
for their talents in their native districts, and many 
more must have set out on their travels with only the 
vaguest notion of what lay before them. They did 
not, one must assume, carry in their hands lists of 
comparative wages, nor even the trade union reports 
which assisted travelling artisans in mid-Victorian 
times. They doubtless set out with a letter from a 
relative in their pockets, or with news from a friend in 
the back of their minds. It will be noticed that even this 
quite reasonable assumption pre-supposes that letter-
writing was a common accomplishment on the part of 
Cumbrian labourers, whereas all that we know for 
certain is that the great majority of them could sign 
their names in marriage registers, and, therefore, that 
they were not analphabetic.7  However, letters sent by 
needy migrants to the Poor Law Overseer of Kirkby 
Lonsdale in the early 19th century show that humble 
men and women could concoct effective letters, how-
ever ungrammatically, or, as sometimes happened, 
obtain the services of a scribe.' There is no reason to 
doubt that news and opinion could travel in this way, 
assisted in some measure by a local newspaper service 
of very low circulations but wide readership.' 

The addresses of the migrants from Kirkby Lonsdale 
show that the trickle of population movement had 
spread over a very wide area in the closing years of 
the Napoleonic wars, and of a sample of some 35 
letters, all evidently written by, or on behalf of, people 

7  Details of inability to sign registers are contained in the published 
annual Reports of the Registrar-General; see, e.g., Eighth Report (1849), 
pp. 35, 68, showing that Cumberland and Westmorland vied only with 
Northumberland and the Metropolis in ability to sign the registers. 

8  At the Westmorland Record Office, WPR/ i9. 
9 This type of news item would not go unnoticed: "So flourishing is the 

cotton manufacture in the County of Lancaster, and so liberal are the 
wages given, that by some respectable individuals in Kendal . . . not less 
than 200 poor families in that town were engaged . . . to commence the 
weaving of muslins and calicoes . . ." Lancaster Gazetteer, 18 June 1802. 
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who had had settlements in that parish, eleven were 
from pauper migrants then resident in Lancashire 
towns — Lancaster, Garstang, Preston and Blackburn 
— and the remainder were scattered throughout the 
Lake Counties and the north-western dales. Individuals 
had reached the Cumberland coast and Carlisle, and 
letters reached the Overseer from Wigton and White-
haven. The most powerful mainstream of movement 
was, and remained, that to the south, but the north-
ward journey round the coastline was stimulated by 
the demands of industry. 

J. W. Pringle, reporting to the Poor Law Com-
mission in 1832, commented that as regards Cumber-
land, ". . . the extensive coalmines and the large 
manufacturing establishments have continued to afford 
a great demand for labour"." The trickle had swollen 
to a flood in the fourth and fifth decades of the 19th 
century, and by the time of the 1861 Census no fewer 
than 23,068 Westmorland-born people were living in 
other counties or countries — and the population of 
the entire county was then but 6o,81o.11  Analysis of 
the detailed census particulars which are now available 
for 1841, 1851 and 1861 indicates that the inhabitant 
of Cumberland was more likely to migrate to the local 
coalfield area or into the industrial north-east, and 
that the Westmorland migrant was more likely to 
travel southwards into Lancashire.12  The flood of 
migration from country districts had reached its peak 
by the eighteen hundred and sixties, at which time the 
industrial development of West Cumberland and 
Furness, engendered by railways and iron manu-
facture, tended to arrest long-distance movement and 

10 Administration and Operation of the Poor Laws; Appendix to First 
Report, pp. 310A and ff. 

11 Comment by J. H. Tremenheere, Assistant Commissioner on Agri-
culture, reported in Westmorland Gazette, 8 January 187o. 

12 Vide, for example, the published Census of 1891, vol. iii, Condition, 
etc. of the People, Table 9, p. 482, which gives a detailed distribution of 
the migrants. 
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to keep the fortune-seekers, very temporarily, within 
the general region. The drain from the countryside, 
however, persisted into the present century.l3  

The two counties were enabled to perform their 
function as population-suppliers, in part, at least, by 
virtue of their powerful tendency to natural increase 
(simple excess of births over deaths) , assisted by a 
comparatively healthy environment and high fertility 
rates. It is remarkable, indeed, that rural population 
totals increased at all in face of the vast drain 
described; there was, throughout the century, a fairly 
stable, vigorous farming population, as well as a 
smaller but scattered group based upon rural 
industries, which continued to replenish the reservoir 
of human beings. The rate of loss from fell and dale 
could nevertheless be startling, as the following returns 
from Cumbrian registration sub-districts will show :1  

Registration 
Sub-District. 

Population in 
1861. 	1871. 

(a) 
Absolute 

loss. 

(b) 
Excess of 

births over 
deaths. 

Total 
loss 

(a 	b). 

Caldbeck 5,197  4,854 343 661 1,004 
Orton 3,319 3,155 64 381  445 
Grayrigg 4,026 3,954 72  732  804 
K. Lonsdale 6,734 6,485 249 814 1,063 

Totals 19,726 18,448 728 2,588 3316 

Hence, four rural sub-districts, each of which had 
declined absolutely in population, nevertheless supplied 
other areas with well over three thousand souls. It 

13 That is to say, the population of the Lake Counties outside the 
mining, industrial and urban areas tended to decline absolutely, if only 
very slowly, and with a recovery in Cumberland in 1871-91. By 1911, the 
effect of this general drain on the agricultural population was bizarre; 
the two counties had an agricultural labouring population more than half 
composed of very young men of 15 to 25 years. Professor Bowley suggested 
that this tendency — locally the most marked in England — was attribut-
able to "a great exodus after the early ages"; A. L. Bowley, "Rural 
Population in England and Wales", Jnl. of the Royal Statistical Society, 
lxxvii, May 1914, est. 6oi, 627. 

1.4 Census of 1871, Preliminary Reports and Tables, Table XI, p. 84. 

 
tcwaas_002_1969_vol69_0016



286 SOCIAL HISTORY OF 19TH-CENTURY CUMBRIA 

should be added that many of the migrants did not, 
in the first instance, travel far, and some, at least, went 
to farm or domestic service only a few miles away. At 
this period, however, means of transport had greatly 
improved, and even the most humble could use rail-
way services. 

Movement on such a scale was common in the mid-
19th century. It represents not only changed attitudes 
to job-seeking and travel, but a marked if not 
fundamental change in social attitudes generally which 
had been becoming steadily more effective during that 
century. What was the character of this change, and 
why, at the same time, did it still represent something 
fundamental in Cumbrian life ? 

We can dispense at once with the notion that people 
were being "driven" from the land by the simple fact 
of unusually bad social conditions. Life in the 
Cumbrian hamlet had many disadvantages, and it is 
not difficult to distinguish those which could well have 
had a propulsive effect — shortage of cottages, absence 
of amusements, lack of smallholdings — but, as we 
have seen, Cumbrian wages were above the national 
levels,' and an able-bodied man could usually obtain 
employment. Simple economic explanations fail to lay 
bare the more subtle influences at work in a society, 
and, still more, in widely differing situations. We must 
ask, then, what it was that gave Cumbrians this 
propensity to migrate. 

One factor is so easily recognized that it could 
well be overlooked; the Cumbrian countryman was 
accustomed to travel within his own environment, and 
had been so accustomed long before the mid-19th 
century. The sheep farmer and cattle drover were 
habituated to long journeys ón foot, as was the 

13 See A. L. Bowley in Journal of the Royal Statistical Society lxi, 1898, 
702 ff.; Hasbach, History of the English Agricultural Labourer (2nd ed., 
London, 1966), 251, 284, 295, 323. 
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domestic weaver or other worker in domestic industry, 
and journeys to distant market-towns, for amusement 
or business, were by no means uncommon." The 
institution of farm service, based after the eighteen-
twenties on six-monthly hirings, itself stimulated move-
ment on the part of young men and women, who might 
work for a succession of masters in a variety of 
localities. But, from the commencement of the century, 
many local people were much more widely travelled 
than this, and in Cumberland and Furness there were 
many families which had sailor relatives, including 
some who had been pressed into the navy. The growth 
of the coal and coastal shipping trades must have 
opened new horizons to many, and the development 
of industrialism in Lancashire created an enormous 
market for northern farmers and suppliers of food, 
who then established their lines of communication.17  
Within the region, meanwhile, there was regular and 
rhythmic movement of harvesters in the coastal, arable 
areas.l8  Even in pastoral Westmorland, the establish-
ment of quarrying and non-ferrous mining stimulated 
some young peasants to leave their small farms and 
holdings, for part of the year, under the supervision 
of their wives," and the occasional closing of these 
and other rural industries caused further movement. 
Through that county, too, ran a main highway from 
Scotland, and travellers and vagrants of every kind 
passed through Kendal at the rate of thousands every 

16 I am indebted to our member Mrs E. Jay of Colthouse for pointing 
out that even in the 17th century, yeomen from the Hawkshead district 
commonly undertook long journeys. The institution of apprenticeship 
helped to engender movement; details of apprenticeships furnished by 
our Hon. Editor, C. Roy Hudleston, show that 17th-century Lakeland 
yeomen apprenticed their sons to town trades (tailor, vintner, merchant, 
brewer, pewterer, smith). Nine were apprenticed to Sheffield cutlers 
between 1625 and 1804. 

17 Bainbridge, CW2 xliv 88. Dickson, R. W., Agriculture of Lancashire 
(1815), 602-603. 

18  Dickinson, W., journal of the Royal Agric. Society, xiii, 1852, 220. 
19 Cf. Raistrick & Jennings, Lead Mining in the Pennines (London, 

1965), 312 ff. (but also more general information on this subject). 
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year by 1832.20  Villagers within a few miles of the 
highway were often reminded of the outer world, 
sometimes unpleasantly,21  and, as coach and wagon 
services improved, other kinds of stimulus to the 
memory doubtless reached for the minds of the young 
and restless. 

Nevertheless, this restlessness must still be accounted 
for. Travel, especially in wartime, can have the effect 
of making a man glad to be back in his home environ-
ment, and something was evidently happening to 
cause young Cumbrians to reject accustomed and 
traditional ways of life. The findings of Sir Frederick 
Eden have made clear that the labouring people of 
the Lake Counties lived very frugally in the closing 
years of the 18th century,22  although Thomas West's 
Antiquities of Furness (1774) referred to the growth 
of habits of tea-drinking, the consumption of white 
bread, and the use of imported instead of home-made 
clothes. Evidently standards continued to change, 
albeit slowly, as the growth of trade and industry put 
more consumer goods on the market; country visitors 
to a market town like Ulverston, for example, used 
to home-brewed beers and ales of varying qualities, 
were able to develop a taste for the porter which was 
imported from London via the canal near that town.23  
However, the creation of new items of consumption 
for the poorer groups did not in itself amount to a 
social revolution, although, by 1833, there is clear 
evidence that the labourer had come to demand some-
thing more than oatmeal preparations, skimmed milk, 
and the occasional piece of bacon. William Blamire, 
giving evidence to the 1833 Select Committee on 

20 Pringle's report to the Poor Law Commission, cit. 313A. 
21 Loc. cit. 
22 Eden, The State of the Poor, i (1797) 501; Bouch & Jones, op. cit., 

243-24. 
23 MS. Minutes of the Ulverston Canal Co., 4 March 1799: ref. to porter 

barrels "left by London traders". 
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Agriculture was clear on this point : "The habits of 
the labourer are to a great extent altered, and his idea 
of what he must have is raised considerably from what 
it was a few years ago . . ." Indeed, even though the 
farm servant might be kept content with simple and 
wholesome food, the cottager, thought Blamire, was 
becoming somewhat demoralized; he ate wheaten 
bread instead of barley bread, and "now they have 
tea and coffee often for breakfast; formerly they never 
had anything but porridge" .24  

The plaint of demoralization was echoed by William 
Atkinson, Esq., magistrate, of Burton-in-Kendal, who 
said in 1832 that "labourers in general are neither so 
industrious nor attentive as they were 10 or 15 years 
ago. This I attribute to their more frequenting ale-
houses and beershops than formerly; added to which, 
almost all are nowadays politicians . . .".25  The Rev. 
Robert Milner, Vicar of Orton, Westmorland, said 
of the local labourers that "Their industry is decreas-
ing; they frequently ask exorbitant wages with a view 
to lose (sic) or prevent their employment, that they 
may have some plea for applying for parochial 
relief ... 	But each of these commentators revealed, 
in the course of other remarks, that the diet of the 
labourer had not greatly improved beyond the level 
of occasional tea and coffee, or infrequent butcher's 
meat; oatmeal and potatoes were still the main 
ingredients. The comments of other local officers 
supported this, and an observation from Firbank can 
stand as typical: "the chief food is oatmeal, (and) 
potatoes with a little milk"." There was, however, no 

24 Blamire's evidence, Select Committee Agriculture, B.P.P. 1833, v, Q. 
6685, 6671. 

23 Report from the Commissioners ... of the Poor Laws (1832), Appendix 
B.1, Part i, Answers to Rural Queries, 560A. 

26 The same, 563A. 
27 Report from the Commissioners ... of the Poor Laws (1832), Appendix 

B.i, Part r, Answers to Rural Queries, Windermere 565A, Barton 557A,  
Burton 560A, Kendal 56oA, Milburn 563A, Orton 563A, and Firbank 559A, in 
each case the response to Query no. 14. 

U 
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agreement on the character of the workmen — there 
was even a claim that their industry had improved — 
nor was there much awareness of markedly greater 
mobility on their part.28  Captain William Butcher of 
Bowness (reporting for "Windermere") felt that six-
monthly hirings, imposed on farm servants in order 
that they should not obtain settlements, had contrib-
uted to greater mobility.29  

A careful reading of these contemporary observations 
suggests that the labourers of the region had not yet 
reached substantially better standards — although the 
Poor Law Commission's questionnaire of 1832 shows 
that there was little unemployment in either of the 
Lake Counties, even in winter — but that they were 
becoming somewhat more exacting. They had not yet 
thought of migrating en masse, and it may be 
significant that the Shap overseers reported, of the 
labourers' propensity to change employment, "They 
do not change more frequently than formerly"." 
Shap, after all, was on the main route from Scotland. 
It is most unlikely that the parish officers would have 
been of the same opinion two or three decades later, 
and the population of Shap declined in 1831-41, and 
(after a recovery) in 1851-61. 

Two decades later, the larger Cumbrian farmers had 
cause to feel a labour shortage which was common 
not only to this region, but to nearly all agricultural 
districts of England.31  The wages, diet and require-
ments of the labourer improved or responded accord-
ingly. Meanwhile, the numerous small farmers and 
yeomen of the region, who, according to Blamire, had 
worked and eaten in a style not very different from 

28 The same, responses to Queries 37  and 38. 
29 565A, response to Query 38 (Part III of Questionnaire) . 
30 Response to Query 38, cited. 
31 Cf. E. L. Jones, "The Agricultural Labour Market in England, 1793-

1872", Economic History Review xvii, no. z, December 1964. Dr Jones, 
quoting Dickinson, makes the point that soldiers had to be used to reap 
the harvest in the Whitehaven district in the early 19th century (p. 324).  
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that of their farm servants, were also living through 
some marked changes of opinion and situation. Indeed, 
it is in changes of attitude and social aspiration of the 
land-occupying groups that we may profitably look 
for the origins of the ferment that began to affect the 
poorer groups in turn. 

The social forces at work can be classified as follows. 
Firstly, there was an alteration of traditional mores 
and patterns of aspiration in the countryside, stimulated 
by agricultural conditions in the Napoleonic war 
period; farmers acquired new tastes, and their families 
copied those higher in the social scale. Secondly, 
a number of profound institutional changes were 
influencing the life of the rural community, which had 
hitherto been fairly close-knit. Manorial self-govern-
ment, expressed through the court leet, tended to lose 
its authority and use by virtue of the enclosure of 
commons, wastes and mosses,32  which proceeded 
steadily throughout this period; and the parish lost 
its autonomy in the matter of Poor Law administration 
after 1834. Thirdly, the yeomanry, or statesmen, were 
already on the decline during these decades, and their 
gradual disappearance, counterbalanced by the rise 
of the tenant farmer, meant that an important binding 
element in the local township was also losing its 
effectiveness : the yeomanry contributed to stable local 
government.33  The spirit of close familial and commun-
ity relationships, that of the Gemeinscha f t, was being 
replaced by that of a farming world which still retained 
some aspects of the latter — boon ploughs and mutual 
help — but which was slowly reacting to the attitudes 
of the Gesellscha f t, the rational world of enterprise 
and improvement. " The initiators of the latter were 

32 Cf. Robert Dilley in CW2 lxvii 149-150. 
33 Francis Grainger, quoted in R.C. Agriculture, B.P.P., 1895, xvii 34. 
34 This unlovely jargon contains a distinction which is of real use to 

the social historian; for an elaboration, see Loomis and Beegle, Rural 
Sociology (New York), 1950, 20 ff. 
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of course the large improving landlords of the region, 
and their agents ; and the society which they brought 
into being, despite its vast inequalities at the extremities 
of the social scale, was in many ways a more "open" 
one, giving opportunities to the thrifty farm servant 
and the resourceful tenant. By a paradox, the 
spirit of aspiration which spurred on such men was 
responsible, in somewhat differing form, for the 
weakening of the position of the more substantial 
yeomen. 

We are . fortunate in having the miniature auto-
biography of one of the latter, who described, in the 
Lancaster Gazette, his changing fortunes between 
1770 and 1822 : 35  

. . . I am desirous to publish to the world the sentiments of a 
farmer of sixty years' experience . . . from the year 177o  to 
178o, two brothers and two sisters lived with our father and 
mother upon the family estate. We worked hard all day, and at 
night by rush light, we carded and spun the wool of our sheep, 
which was made into gowns, petticoats, jackets, breeches and 
stockings. I went to Ulverston market with the produce of the 
land, and in summer, came home to the hayfield, with some 
change out of sixpence, the expence of the day; and when a 
friend called in to see us, there was a good posset, berries and 
cream cheese, bread and drink, and a hearty welcome. In 178o 
we lost my worthy honest father, who bequeathed the estate 
to me, his eldest son, paying -i,000 to my brother and sisters, 
which I borrowed, and in 179o,  by great care and industry, 
paid it all off (sic). From this time till 181o, when any farmer 
might have increased his property fourfold, I bought an estate 
for J2,000. Let us now look back and compare the present times 
with those of the last generation. Our sons talk of nothing but 
Wellington boots, overhauls, dandy waists and neck-collar, and 

35 Lancaster Gazette, 16 February 1822. The farmer with his over-
dressed wife, chaise, and daughter taking piano lessons was of course a 
butt of humorists at the national level. This letter-writer may have been 
reflecting an element in popular prejudice. But there is little doubt that 
young people desired to be fashionable; cf. the letter from John Hewetson 
to his parents in Ravenstonedale, 25 July 1823: "My Cloths fit very well 
and there has been two London Tailors admired them for being well made, 
the rowld collars are out of Fashion with the Dandies, of whom there is 
plenty to see in London." John, like many young Lakeland people, had 
found a post in the metropolis. K. Lovet Watson, The ,Flewetsons of 
Ravenstonedale (1865). 
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a half blood-horse to ride a-courting on. Our daughters are sent 
to a boarding school, to learn music, drawing, French and 
Italian, which cost £ioo a year; and when they come home 
they can neither make a shirt, nor knit a pile of stockings. The 
time is now arrived when a great party is to be invited, and . . . 
wax candles are placed where the rush-light formerly stood . . . 
It may be proper to state that I occupy the paternal estate, 
and that I some years ago let my paternal estate for .zoo a 
year. The last year I abated my tenant -20, and this year I 
will abate him 20 more. And what of that? Shall we receive 
the good things of this world, and not the evils thereof? 

This "Borrowdale farmer" was one of the more 
affluent members of the yeomanry; even when rents 
had recovered, a generation after the date of this letter 
(1822) , many of his fellows owned property of the 
order of £q.o-,5o annual rental. It is likely that few 
of the humble statesmen of Cumbria aspired to send 
their daughters to boarding-schools, although - if, 
once more, marriage registers give any guidance — 
the womenfolk of the region were increasingly literate. 
But it is easy to see why the sons and daughters of 
men like this were becoming dissatisfied with their 
station. Their world had wider horizons, and it was 
not only labourers who began to ,migrate ; there were 
evidently many who, like Tom Rumney and William 
Pearson, sought clerical or business situations in towns, 
although, as in Rumney's case, a younger son could 
be forced to go on his travels in any event," with or 
without a substantial patrimony raised by mortgage. 
The movement of genteel visitors and settlers into the 
Lakes, too, must have had certain side-effects which 
are worthy of exploration; the comment of the 
Westmorland Advertiser and Kendal Chronicle (1817) 
that "The great influx of strangers . . . destroyed the 
original character of the natives"37  can be taken as 
relating to more than the arts of trade and lodgings 

36 Bouch and Jones, op. cit., 336. 
37 op. cit., 288. 
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provision. Every Lakeland town had its academies or 
boarding-schools, its assemblies and fashionable gather-
ings, and, by 1807 and perhaps much earlier, a 
diminutive local centre like Dalton-in-Furness had an 
assembly which aspired to something more than 
a bucolic "merry neet", and its poverty-stricken and 
overworked itinerant dancing-master.38  An organized 
and detailed study of local fashionable pursuits is long 
overdue. 

This rise of rural fashionable aspiration was, as the 
"Borrowdale farmer" indicates, rudely overtaken by 
the depression in farming of the post-war years, when 
cereal prices were sent down by the resumption of 
cash payments and by a series of abundant harvests, 
especially in 1820-22. The possibility remains, there-
fore, that the swelling waves of migrants were made 
up partly of young people who had received not only 
education, perhaps at a distance from their native 
farmstead, but also an injection of ambition and desire 
for better things. 

It can be established beyond question that the 
educational standards of the Lake Counties were high 
in comparison with those of almost any county to the 
south. It would seem that traditionally, Westmorland 
was better provided with educational institutions than 
Cumberland, relative to the population of the former, 
and that it had had more grammar schools up to the 
commencement of the igth century.39  No social 
historian has as yet fully explained this extraordinary 
phenomenon, and to do so would be exceedingly 
difficult. That it had, originally, much to do with an 
independent-minded, Bible-reading yeomanry cannot 

38  Vide the excerpt from the MS. Diary of William Fleming (1770-1829) 
in The Countryman, lv, no. 1, Spring 1958, 37-38; cf. also T. E. Casson, 
"The Diary of Margaret Ashburner", CW2 xliii 63, 68, which refers to two 
Dalton assemblies in 1819, one at "John Gardiners" — probably at the 
White Horse Inn. See also William Rollinson, "The Diary of William 
Fisher", CW2 lxvi 397-398. 

39  Bouch and Jones, op. cit., 197. 

 
tcwaas_002_1969_vol69_0016



SOCIAL HISTORY OF 19TH-CENTURY CUMBRIA 295 

be doubted, and a puritan, questioning spirit can be 
discerned in parts of the region in the 17th century. 
Again, a younger son might wish to become a priest 
of the established church, or to make his way in trade 
or the professions. Widely diffused property — whether 
customaryhold or freehold — provided the economic 
basis for the aspirations implied, in that it strengthened 
the middle orders of rural society, insufficiently affluent 
to keep sons and daughters in relative idleness, but 
intellectually aware enough to guide their children into 
paths of advancement.40  At the same time, those who 
had prospered in trade left endowments and bequests; 
Professor W. K. Jordan has shown this process at 
work in 16th- and 17th-century Lancashire,41  and the 
same tendencies were of course evident in the Lake 
Counties. Some sixty endowed schools are mentioned 
in the Westmorland section of the 1829 Parson and 
White Directory,42  and the number of Cumberland 
establishments was scarcely less. A total of 149 mem-
bers of the teaching profession is listed in the same 
Westmorland directory. Hitherto, much of the village 
education had been provided by the clergy, who, like 
"Wonderful" Walker, sought by these means to add 
to their distinctly modest stipends, and, of course, 
many still did this in 1829, although the non-ordained 
"schoolmaster" was becoming more common. 

Despite — or perhaps because of — the institutional 
changes outlined, education of a basic kind became 
an ever more abundant commodity. Its growth was 
partially a function of more general changes within 
the region; trade and local industry developed apace, 

40  The parents of William Stout of Lancaster provide a good example; 
J. D. Marshall (ed.), The Autobiography of William Stout (Manchester, 
1967), 68-72. 

41  W. K. Jordan, The Social Institutions of Lancashire (Chetham 
Society, 1962), passim. Some of Professor Jordan's data of course relate to 
Furness, in our region. 

42 W. B. Marker, "The History of Elementary and Secondary Education 
in Westmorland, 1870-1914" (M.Ed. thesis in the University of Durham; 
copy at the Westmorland R.O.). 
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especially in Cumberland, where by 1821 the census 
populations in trade, manufactures and handicrafts 
amounted to more than three-quarters of those in 
agriculture or not otherwise engaged. In Westmorland 
the proportion was more than half. The increase in 
such occupations had of course been proceeding for 
a considerable period, if we may judge from the 
registers of large or populous parishes like Ulverston,43  
and the marriage registers of a number of sample 
parishes indicate that literacy was lowest among 
husbandmen or labourers, and highest or most 
frequently encountered among specialized workers, 
tradesmen, yeomen and of course the professions.44  
The proliferation of specialized occupations, even those 
involving purely manual skills, seems to have been 
associated with a widespread popular desire for 
education, reflected in the formation of mechanics' 
institutes at Kendal (1824) and Whitehaven (1825), 
followed by Penrith and Carlisle (1831) .45  But such 
movements do not explain the success of basic educa-
tion in the remoter rural districts, whence many literate 
people came. The newer world of trade and industry 
provided both stimulus and demand, but it was not 
an original cause. 

As Mr W. B. Marker has pointed out,46  the provision 
for popular education in Westmorland kept pace with 
the growth of population during the decades before 
the 1870 Education Act; even some country grammar 
schools were attended by the sons of artisans and 
labourers, although schools of this type were tending 

43 J. D. Marshall, Furness and the Industrial Revolution (Barrow, 1958), 
126. 

44 But a great deal of work remains to be done in this field; most of 
the yeomen and husbandmen of Ravenstonedale could sign their names 
in 1772-8. 

45 For the background, vide T. Kelly, George Birhbeck, esp. 62 ff. 
The Mechanics' Institute of Kirkby Lansdale came later, in the 'fifties, 
and among its foundation gifts was a large collection of books, shells and 
coins from an unknown benefactor who had once been "an illiterate 
shepherd boy"; Westmorland Gazette, 12 April 1856. 

46  Op. cit., 36 and ff. 
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to decline as members of the clergy no longer felt the 
need to augment their incomes. The growth was at the 
grassroots, and there was a surge of charitable 
endeavour comparable with that of the 16th and 17th 
centuries. Members of the gentry provided schools at 
Great Strickland, Sleagill, Barbon. and Shap, the 
National Society at many more villages, and the 
London and North Western Railway Company at 
Tebay and Dillicar.' The work of the London Lead 
Company at Alston Moor is well known." and the 
Mannix and Whellan Directory of 1847 shows that 
Cumberland did not lag behind, and that the Noncon-
formists had established schools as well as chapels in 
some localities, although much of the education 
generally was still that of the Sunday School only. 

The detailedoccupational and age breakdowns of 
the published 1851 Census show the two counties 
running closely together in their respective totals of 
schoolmasters, schoolmistresses and other teachers. 
The ratios of such individuals to the totals of children 
described as "scholars" were, in Cumberland, one to 
about 38, and, in Westmorland, one to 33. Other 
particulars indicate that of the five to fifteen age-
group's, about one-quarter of the Cumberland child 
population avoided classification as "scholar", and 
probably missed regular education, whereas only one-
sixth of the Westmorland youngsters did so .40  Mr 
Marker suggests that in 1871, one-third of the 
Westmorland children may have been similarly 
deprived,50  and on the whole his calculations must be 
treated as safe and authoritative, for the tendency of 
farmers to keep their children at home in remote 
districts was a strong one. 

47 Op. cit., 37. 
48 E.g., at Nent Head; see Raistrick, Two Centuries of Industrial 

Welfare (London, 1938), 17-27. 
49 Census of 185r : Occupations of the People, esp. Table 1, P. 45. 
50 op. cit., 44. 
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The ratios of teachers to taught are nevertheless 
astonishing, and they compare favourably with those 
of other counties, and, especially with those common 
in northern industrial towns. The rapid growth of 
industry in many areas caused educational provision 
to lose ground, and Cumberland education seems to 
have suffered accordingly, for by 1871 its teacher-
taught ratio was about i to 53.51 It is only fair to add 
that there was a steep recovery in the next twenty 
years, and the towns could provide vigorous School 
Boards. 

Educational statistics, in themselves, may mean 
much or little, and the quality and level of the educa-
tion provided is the real question at issue. It is certain 
that much of the instruction was bare and basic, if 
sternly and efficiently carried out, just as, at the other 
end of the scale, the numerous town academies included 
some which gave only a top-dressing of refinement to 
young ladies. Those who worked for the spread of 
education among the lower orders often valued it 
primarily for the habits of obedience, application and 
social deference which were supposedly inculcated, and 
few pupils can have encountered mental liberation in 
the schoolroom. On the other hand, possession of the 
basic skills could help a young person with ambition. 

That an increasing number did possess such skills is 
convincingly vouchsafed by official returns. In 
1839-45, when (taking the mean of the figures for 
men and women), some 41 per cent of marriage 
partners in England and Wales could not sign the 
registers, the percentage for Cumberland was 26, and 
that for Westmorland one or two units higher. Only 
the metropolis showed distinctly better figures, and the 
other counties high on the table were northern ones. 
By 1861 the Cumberland percentage of analphabetism 
(for the question of literacy or illiteracy is more 

51  Census of 1871, Vol. III, Occupations of the People. 
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complex)" had declined slowly to 23.4, and to 21.6 
by 1871, whereas Westmorland had moved into the 
lead, with a mere 17.4 (1861) and II . I (1871) ." It 
should be added that Mr Marker's more specific data 
for Kendal, Kirkby Lonsdale, Ravenstonedale and 
Askham convincingly reflect the Westmorland decline 
in "illiteracy", especially in the middle of the century, 
and show, too, that Kendal, like other towns, was apt 
to have its problems.5" A congregation of middle-class 
academies did not necessarily reach out to the children 
of the urban! poor. 

These figures, then, do correlate broadly with the 
known high ratios of teachers to taught, and with the 
rough proportions of children who received some kind 
of schooling; indeed, the large numbers of teachers 
in Westmorland produced visible results. A sharp drop 
in the numbers of analphabetics would of course tend 
to reflect the work and increasing number of the schools 
a few years previously, having regard to the ages 
which people married. 

We must also consider the uses of this presumed 
widespread literacy. The lif ting of the duties on news-
papers (1853-61) was understandably accompanied by 
a widespread growth of the provincial press and an 
increase in its circulations.' An examination of the 
valuable survey of the newspapers of our region by our 
members Messrs F. Barnes and J. L. Hobbs5 ó shows 
clearly that the majority of Cumberland and Westmor-
land weekly, daily and evening papers were born after 

52 A useful discussion of the value of such figures is contained in W. P. 
Baker, Parish Registers and Illiteracy in E. Yorkshire (E. Yorks. Local 
Hist. Society, 1961), esp. 6-9. 

53 Eighth Annual Report of the Registrar-General (1849), P. 35; Leone 
Levi, "On Indictable and Summary Jurisdiction", Journal of the R. 
Statistical Society, 1880, 450-452. 

54 Marker, op. cit., Appendix C, 63. 
55 Cf. A. P. Wadsworth, "Newspaper Circulations, 1800-1954", Trans. 

Manchester Statistical Society, 1954-5. 
56 F. Barnes and J. L. Hobbs, "Handlist of Newspapers published in 

Cumberland, Westmorland and North Lancashire", CW Tract Series xiv, 
1951. 
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the 187o Education Act, but that a smaller but 
significant number appeared during the fifties and 
sixties ; at least four in Carlisle, one in Kendal, one 
in Keswick, one in Kirkby Lonsdale, three in Mary-
port, four in Penrith, two in Whitehaven and three in 
Workington. Although numbers of these journals died 
after a few months or years, they do more than repre-
sent a simple reaction to Mr Gladstone's lifting of the 
"taxes on knowledge" ; they were aimed at an increas-
ingly literate public. 

A substantial section of that public also read other 
literature, or was at least acquainted with the printed 
word, and an enumeration of the Cumberland firms 
engaged in printing, bookbinding, bookselling, pub-
lishing and engraving, as listed by Mr Kenneth 
Smith," yields significant results. It is clear that in 
the early and middle years of the century, the greatest 
concentration of such firms was in two towns, Carlisle 
and Whitehaven, where commercial business would 
seem to have been heaviest, and we must therefore 
guard against the assumption that this sector of trading 
activity is a simple reflector of mass literacy in the two 
counties generally. Since these towns, together with 
Workington and Penrith, were important market 
centres, there can be little doubt that the printed word, 
in its manifold forms, did in fact reach outward to 
the countryside, and the development of the regional 
railway system must have aided this process; indeed, 
the Carlisle bookselling firm of Arthur had a stall or 
shop at Citadel Station in 1851-2. 

The census particulars of 1851 to 1871 tell us how 
many persons were engaged in the trades of booksell-
ing, publishing, binding, printing or newspaper 
distribution, together with "others in publications". 

57 Kenneth Smith, List of Printers, Booksellers, Bookbinders, Pub-
lishers, Paper Manufacturers, Engravers, etc., Operating in Cumberland 
up to the Year 1861, Compiled from Local Directories and Other Sources 
(Carlisle, 1966, duplicated by Carlist'e Public Library), 
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Approximate numbers of firms in the printing, publishing 
or associated trades in Cumberland towns.58  

1797-1811. 1829-43. 1847-61. 
Carlisle 7 22 34 
Whitehaven 6 Io 22 
Workington 2 5 5 
Penrith 4 4 5 
Brampton I 2 4 
Wigton 1 3 4 
Cockermouth 2 2 4 
Alston — 2 3 
Keswick 1 1 2 

24 57 83 

From this information it would seem that the average 
Cumberland printing or allied firm employed about 
four persons, and that (using not entirely reliable 
directory counts), each Westmorland firm averaged 
about the same number. By 1851, about one person 
in every 621 members of the Cumberland population 
was engaged in such activity, and one to 973 in 
Westmorland; but by 1871 the ratios were respectively 
one to 552 and one to 645. It will be noticed that 
Westmorland, again, made the greatest leap forward 
in mid-century, a discovery entirely in consonance 
with the literacy estimates, and with the increase in 
schools and teachers in that county. These calculations 
cannot take account of imported reading matter. 

During the remaining decades of the 19th century, 
there was an apparent reversal of trends as between 
the two counties. Cumberland increased its numbers 
of persons employed in the printing and publishing 
trades even more than proportionately to a sub-
stantially growing population — which we now know 
to have been based largely on the industrial areas — 
whereas Westmorland, with a static or declining rural 
population, acquired only 26 more such workers as 

58  Mr Smith's careful record very properly lists recurrent names of 
the same firms, and double-counting has as far as possible been avoided. 
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between 1871 and 1891. This was still a handsome 
increase in the circumstances, and it indicates the 
continuing growth of literacy on the part of people 
who, if only temporarily, stayed in their native county. 
Indeed, Westmorland continued to make an educa-
tional contribution out of all proportion to its tiny 
resources, increasing its numbers of schoolmistresses 
fourfold in the decades mentioned, and inasmuch as 
its young people still had a powerful propensity to 
migrate, the social benefit was felt elsewhere. 

The census particulars show, too, how the pressure 
to migrate was intensified by a shortage of employ-
ments which offered some hope of advancement to 
the literate person. Governmental and administrative 
services offered few jobs; there were, for example, 
fewer than 10o Post Office employees in the Cumber-
land of 1851, and only 35 such workers in 
Westmorland. Local government officials and their 
assistants were hardly more numerous. Even in those 
spheres which might have been thought to offer hope, 
clerical work in commercial concerns, or warehousing, 
the numbers of openings were almost ludicrously few 
in 1851 and 1871; respectively 125 and 288 male 
commercial clerkships in Cumberland, and 33 and 82 
in its neighbour county, a substantial increase in a 
still very tiny sector. The age particulars for these 
occupations show that young boys were being increas-
ingly taken on for such jobs. But, with the job shortage 
went a raising of standards and expectations; people 
were less interested in the rougher forms of labour, 
and at a time of general absence of female employ-
ments outside the home and farm, the education of 
Cumbrian girls tended to create. "a decided aversion 
to field work", a phenomenon noted by the 
educationalist and philanthropist George Moore." 

s9 Westmorland Gazette, i January 187o; for Moore himself, see D.N.B. 
Moore, a Mealsgate yeoman's son who made good in Nottingham and 
London, was one of the few distinguished Cumbrian migrants — if not 
the only one — to receive the accolade of a Smiles biography. 
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It should also be borne in mind that the smaller 
north-western farm unit at this period was commonly, 
if not increasingly, a family farm.° If there was much 
maltreatment or exploitation of labour, it was within 
the family circle, and the high wages paid to farm 
servants and labourers made such farmers unwilling 
to take on outside workers. This had long been the 
situation in the case of the remaining yeoman families. 
Francis Grainger, of Southerfield, Holme Cultram, 
himself the descendant of a long line of local 
yeomen," observed in 1895 that "the children of 
yeomen, who, 40  years ago, were willing to take their 
share in farm work, now prefer to go out as clerks, 
shopmen, governesses or nurses ... A man possessing 
say £5,000 in real property feels bound to give his 
family a good middle-class education. Naturally the 
family, 'especially the females, object to menial and 
manual work" . 62  Unable to make use of cheap family 
labour, the head of the family was obliged to let his 
farm. It will be noticed that Grainger's observation 
repeats the gist of that made by the "Borrowdale 
farmer" two generations earlier; in each instance, 
education was seen as playing a part in taking young 
people away from their supposed family duty. These 
comments relate to the rural middle class of small 
landowners; some census enumerators' sheets for parts 
of rural Westmorland in 1851 strongly 'suggest that 
the smaller pastoral farm, especially in a locality like 
Ravenstonedale,63  could not support a completed 
family unit which included adult children; in almost 
every case of 5 to 40-acre farming families, growing 
or adult children were remarkable by their absence. 
On the other hand, affluent farmers in fertile mixed 

60 Wilson Fox, B.P.P., 1894, R. C. Agric. (Report on Lancs.), p. 14; 
the same, 1895, xvii, I, 4o (Cumberland and Westmorland). 

61 And a pioneer county councillor. 
62 Loc. cit., 33-34. 
63 Census enumerators' sheets, on microfilm at the Kendal and Westmor-

land Public Library. This subject calls for more detailed analysis. 
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farming districts in the lower Eden valley might have 
as many as nine children at home. 

It is clear, therefore, that the poorer farming families 
sent out their migrants under the whip of necessi 
children of small property owners were more likely 
to travel away through preference, and, of course, 
their pattern of preferences was a product of educa-
tional and social influences. There is no reason to 
suppose that farmers themselves fired their children 
with ambition; they were, on the contrary, among 
the worst offenders in keeping their children from 
school, especially in the fell areas of eastern Westmor-
land, where distance from a school provided ready 
excuses. G4  A Furness correspondent of the Agricultural 
Gazette confirmed this tendency for his own district 
in 1879; it was not, as he said, "everyone who can 
afford to board their children". Too many lads were 
kept from school by the hay and grain harvest, and 
the result was that many tenant farmers did not "care 
to put pen to paper", saying that "they never cared 
to go to school". He even related an anecdote about 
a farmer who preferred to travel some thirty miles 
to give him information rather than write a letter ! 
If the most literate migrated, then the least literate 
stayed in rural Cumbria. The lad who was a poor 
scholar was not necessarily lost in any case; if he was 
a farm servant, he could and often did save money 
with a view to taking a small farm." Nor were those 
who left their native Cumbria always better off; over-
crowding, high death rates in some urban localities, 
uncertain employment and poor working conditions 
could have been the lot of many. All that can be said 
is that there was a widening field of opportunity for 
many males, and a much narrower field for migrant 

G 4  Cf. Marker, op. cit., 43. ss Agricultural Gazette, 24 November 1879. 
66 R. C. Agric., B.P.P., avii, 1895, P. II; Westmorland Gazette, 8 Janu-

ary 1870. 
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girls and women ; domestic service (in which there 
was an enormous expansion up to the Edwardian 
period), factory work and some shop work were the 
main outlets for females. 

The census particulars of birthplaces, calculated for 
all registration districts and the larger towns, tend to 
confirm this view. In all the Lancashire textile towns 
of any size, the numbers of Cumbrian-born women 
were greater than those for similarly born men by 
1891, a tendency indicating that many such girls and 
women became textile operatives." A similar pre-
ponderance in other towns and counties, however, 
may also suggest that many travelled far to gain 
domestic positions, or simply did so on marriage. In 
the case of London, the Cumbrian-born males were 
rather more numerous than the females. 

Other particulars from the census tables yield 
information no less significant. Roughly twice as 
many Cumbrians, by 1891, had settled in London 
as in Manchester — well over four thousand in the 
former place. For the rest, migration followed 
a pattern familiar to demographers; people went 
to nearby industrial counties and to industrial 
towns. The heaviest Cumberland migration was to 
Northumberland and Durham (with males predom-
inating in that case) , and the heaviest Westmorland 
movement was that to industrial Lancashire and York-
shire. Newcastle attracted over 4,000 Cumberland 
citizens, but very few from Westmorland, and the 
story was similar in Gateshead, South Shields and 
Sunderland, with smaller numbers. For the rest, there 
was a scattering of Cumbrians in almost every county 
of England and Wales, with (1891) two former 
Westmorland citizens in Pembroke and one in 
Carmarthenshire !G8  We shall, of course, continue to 

s 7 Census of 1891, vol. iii, Condition of the People, Table 9, p. 482. 
c 8 Ibid. 

X 
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bear in mind that the greater part of these migrant 
contributors to the national wealth had been educated 
in Cumbrian schools, allowing always for the inevit-
able proportion who had travelled away with their 
families when very young. The 1891 statistics relate, 
for the most part, to people who had moved away 
during the previous half-century, well over ioo,000 
Cumbrians in all. A study of local or regional history 
which confines its attention to people within local 
administrative boundaries is plainly defective, and the 
detailed story of the "Cumbrians who went away", 
fertilizing national social life with their education, 
traditions, speech and character, remains to be told. 

The fertilization was not one_sided, and there was 
considerable reverse movement into both counties. 
There was, rather surprisingly, little movement 
between the Lakeland neighbours; only a very small 
percentage of Cumberland-born people found their 
way into Westmorland, and, of course, comparatively 
more Westmorland-originated travellers found their 
way into Cumberland. But the numbers involved 
were still low, and only three times as many Westmor-
land people went to adjacent Cumberland as to 
London ! Although it has not seemed necessary, up to 
this point, to make much 'observation on the enormous 
impact of railways on social mobility and opportunity, 
the case here is so clear as to need little stress.69  
Railways and improved transport also ensured that, 
by 1891, about one-third of the inhabitants of 
Westmorland had not been born in that county, with 
Lancastrians and Yorkshire people predominating, 
and over one thousand Scots but only 625 Irish. The 
industries of Cumberland acted. as a magnet to a much 
more impressive mixture of people, and 14,093 

69  It need hardly be added that birthplaces alone make only a rough 
guide to migratory movements, and patterns tended to change in successive 
decades. 
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Irish had settled there by 1881, with only less 
substantial numbers of Scots, Lancastrians, Yorkshire-
men, Cornishmen and Devonians. The settlement of 
many of these tended to be localized in the iron 
districts, with Irishmen in Cleator Moor, Cornishmen 
in Moor Row, and men from Dronfield, near Sheffield, 
in Workington.'° 

All this is to say nothing about the Cumbrians who 
went overseas during the 19th century; as their 
industry declined, iron ore miners tended to seek their 
fortunes, for example, in South Africa. One rather 
piquant piece of information, regarding inward 
migrants, does emerge from the 1891 particulars; 
Scandinavians no longer favoured the Lake Counties, 
and the enumerators of that year could find only six 
Norwegian-born people in Cumberland, and one in 
Westmorland ! Thus had the great movements of 
history altered in character. 

70 Wood, op. cit., 317-328,  for an analysis of demographic movements 
in industrial Cumberland. 
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