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I

This study uses the parish registers of Nantwich and
Wybunbury with their bare record of baptisms, marriages,
and burials, to bring to life the families who lived there in
the eighteenth century by examining such topics as years of
excess mortality, infant mortality, adult mortality, age at
marriage, and size of family.

Nantwich and Wybunbury are adjacent parishes in south
Cheshire. Cheshire parishes are mostly large and consist of
several townships. Nantwich, with five, was much smaller in
area than Wybunbury, which had eighteen townships. How-
ever, Nantwich itself has been a market town for several
hundred vyears. Its other townships, Woolstanwood,
Leighton, Alvaston, and Willaston (partly in the parish), are
mainly agricultural. Nantwich has been claimed as a gentry
town in the late seventeenth century.! In 1674 Nantwich
parish had thirty-two large houses with six or more hearths,
accounting for about 73 per cent of all taxed hearths, but
most of the houses had only one or two. In addition, there
were 128 households discharged from paying the hearth tax
because of poverty.? These figures differ from Hodson’s but
he is perhaps right about domination by the gentry.
Nantwich does not compare with York, where 15 per cent of
taxed hearths were in houses with six or more.* Salt
manufacturing at Nantwich was in decline in the late
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seventeenth century as the loss of nearby wood supplies and
the change from wood to coal shifted the centre of the
industry to Northwich and Middlewich, which were linked to
the Lancashire coalfields by the improvement of the Weaver
Navigation.* The discovery of rock salt at Marbury near
Northwich in 1670 and brine springs at Winsford
accelerated Nantwich’s decline. Efforts to revive the salt
trade by extending the navigation of the Weaver failed and
Nantwich became secondary in importance as a salt town.

Nantwich had been concerned with leather manufacture,
including shoemaking and tanning, from the sixteenth
century. The occupations of cordwainer for men and glover
for women outnumber all others recorded in the parish
register by at least five to one during the period studied.
The masters worked at home with family and apprentices to
help. They were often poor. A cotton mill was opened about
1785 and another in 1789 on the site of the old corn mill.
There was some other manufacture, including stocking
weaving, dyeing, and threadmaking. The other townships
were agricultural and mainly owned by a few families
including the Wrights, Wilbrahams, and Minshulls.”

Wybunbury itself is a village around a church, but of the
other seventeen townships in the parish only Weston and
Blakenhall have nucleated settlements, the rest being dis-
persed or semi-dispersed.® The area of 17,854 acres, six
miles by five miles at its longest and widest, was mainly
agricultural, with stock farming and dairying predominant.
There was also a small charcoal-burning iron industry,
probably an extension of that in north Staffordshire. The
earliest recorded Cheshire forge was at Tib Green on
Checkley Brook near Doddington.” Most charcoal furnaces
were out of business by 1780 but Lea Forge continued into
the nineteenth century.

In 1811 Nantwich had 136 families chiefly engaged in
agriculture and 609 in trade or business, and Wybunbury
462 families in agriculture and 161 in trade or business.®
Although these figures do not include all the families occupying
houses, 900 and 662 respectively, it can be seen that the
occupational characteristics of the two parishes were very
different at the end of the period studied. The contrast was
probably true of the whole period, with only minor changes.
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I1
AGGREGATIVE ANALYSIS OF NANTWICH AND WYBUNBURY

Demographic trends in the parishes under study were
investigated first by aggregative analysis of the parish
registers. Changes over time in the numbers married,
baptized, and buried were analysed in order to estimate
population size and examine the significance of changes in
fertility, mortality, and migration.

Parish registers analysed in this way can add much to our
understanding of pre-industrial and early industrial society.
The conclusions drawn will be widened and supplemented
later by the more detailed method of family reconstitution.
An advantage of aggregative analysis is that it takes account
of all available data, whereas family reconstitution makes
use only of selected parts, since odd entries which do not
belong to a recognizable family unit in the parish must be
omitted, for example the baptism of an individual when the
parents’ marriage and the baptism of siblings are not
recorded, or the burial of an individual unrelated to any
local family. All such events are duly counted and assessed
in an aggregative analysis. As the individual events which
are unlinkable in family reconstitution (and therefore
discarded) may occur in considerable numbers in certain
circumstances, for instance when migration is high, their
contribution to the overall demographic picture may be
significant. Aggregative analysis may also uncover facts
which do not emerge through family reconstitution, such as
periods of exceptionally high mortality.

All baptisms, burials, and marriages between the years
1680 and 1819 were counted in monthly and annual totals
by sex and marital status.” Using the annual totals, graphs
were drawn to represent the fluctuations of the three series.
To reduce the extremes created by haphazard elements in
the series, and to bring out underlying trends, nine-year
moving averages were also calculated (Figures 1 and 2).

On the nine-year moving average for Nantwich, burials
soon fell below the baptisms and from the mid sixteen-
nineties fluctuated a few points below until the early
seventeen-twenties. Then they rose quite considerably
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Fig. 1 Vital events in Nantwich Register, 1680-1820

above baptisms and stayed there until the mid seventeen-
thirties. Thereafter burials dropped below baptisms for
about fifteen years and then rose again above baptisms until
1758. After this second surge of burials, they remained
below for the rest of the period except around 1763. In fact,
baptisms increased rapidly from 1780 while burials hovered
around the earlier level. As a result, in the early nineteenth
century the rate of burials was approximately the same as it
was in the sixteen-nineties, about eighty a year, but
baptisms rose from eighty or ninety to 150 a year. The rate
of marriages, beginning at under twenty a year, wavering a
little over time and finishing at over thirty a year, matched
and no doubt partly explained this rise in the rate of
baptisms.

At Wybunbury, neither baptisms nor burials fluctuated as
much. On nine-year moving averages, burials quickly fall
below baptisms and except for a few years around 1730
remained below throughout. Baptisms rose slowly until
about 1780, fell back slightly until about 1800, then rose
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Fig. 2 Vital events in Wybunbury Register, 1680-1820

fairly sharply. The burials fluctuated over the period but
except for the seventeen-twenties and seventeen-thirties,
when they increased, did not change much over time.
Marriages started at under ten a year, fluctuated like the
Nantwich series, and finished at just over twenty a year.

The meaning of these trends cannot be stated definitively,
because some major demographic factors, such as migratory
movements and population size, are not known. Neverthe-
less, a few tentative interpretations may be offered. In both
parlshes it seems that after initial stagnation, population
increased steadily, since from 1750 onward baptisms were
more numerous than burials for sixty-one of the seventy
years for Nantwich and in every year for Wybunbury. The
number of marriages also increased. Towards the end of the
period, the population of Wybunbury was perhaps growing
more slowly than that of Nantwich, since the baptisms
increased less sharply. A possible explanation might be that
there was increased fertility in each parish, but more
out-migration from Wybunbury.
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To go beyond what has just been suggested, some idea of
the size of the population at the start of the period would be
useful. The first totals with any degree of accuracy are those
from the 1801 and later censuses (Table 1).

TABLE 1 Population of Nantwich and of Wybunbury, 1801-21

Census year Nantwich Wybunbury
1801 3,714 3,174
1811 4,236 3,460
1821 5,033 3,899

Baptisms exceeded burials between 1801 and 1821 by
1,339 at Nantwich and 798 at Wybunbury, while the total
population over the same period rose by 1,319 in Nantwich
and 725 in Wybunbury. This might suggest a small degree
of out-migration from Nantwich and slightly more from
Wybunbury during the twenty years. This may well be to
place too much confidence in both the parish registers and
the census returns. In any case, the period 1801-21 does not
tell us about trends in the previous century and a half.

As there was no census before 1801, it is necessary to look
elsewhere to find a source from which it is possible to
estimate population size for the beginning of the period
under review. The Hearth Tax returns are a commonly
used, if not entirely reliable source.'” The returns for 1674
for Nantwich hundred appear to be complete as they list
those who were taxed and also those discharged from
payment.'" One possible difficulty in using Hearth Tax
returns for population size is Husbands’s suggestion that up
to 40 per cent of households were never recorded.'” How-
ever, two estimates of the total population of England in
1690, obtained by methods which involve Hearth Tax
material,'® are only marginally different from the estimate
by Wrigley and Schofield which does not,'* suggesting that
the Hearth Tax material is not gravely defective.

Hearth Tax returns list houses rather than individuals.
Nantwich had 563 houses (453 taxed, 128 exempt) and
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Wybunbury 439 (358 taxed, 81 exempt). Nantwich had
more large houses inhabited by the wealthy, but also a
higher proportion of exempt houses, occupied by the poor.
Eversley has argued that the population of a parish ¢. 1690
is unlikely to have been more than half the size of the 1811
population.’ The suggestion is helpful in limiting the range
of a plausible multiplier for turning the number of hearths
into total population. Eversley’s multiplier of 4.5 persons
per house is probably too high for Nantwich and
Wybunbury since there were more exemptions — which
must often have been small cottages occupied by old
couples or widows — than Eversley found for Worcestershire,
while Arkell’s multiplier of 4.3 is probably not correct for
both parishes because of the number of houses of different
sizes.'® The multipliers used by Gregory King for urban and
rural areas seemed a reasonable choice, thus I used a
multiplier of 4.4 for Nantwich and 4.04 for Wybunbury,
which produced total populations of 2,477 for Nantwich and
1,744 for Wybunbury.'” This makes the 1674 population of
Nantwich 58 per cent of the 1811 population and
Wybunbury 50.4 per cent of the 1811 population, both
somewhat higher than Eversley suggested they should be in
1690. This estimate would seem to give grounds for suppos-
ing that ¢. 1690 the population of Nantwich was between
2,200 and 2,500 and the population of Wybunbury between
1,600 and 1,800.

The cumulative surplus of baptisms over burials between
1680 and 1811 was 1,487 in Nantwich and 2,672 in
Wybunbury. If these figures were added to the estimated
1674 population, then the population in the eighteen-tens of
Nantwich should have been nearly 4,000 and of Wybunbury
nearly 4,500. In fact the actual 1811 population of Nantwich
was rather higher and for Wybunbury a good deal lower.
This suggests that during the period Nantwich had net
in-migration of between 300 and 600 and Wybunbury net
out-migration of some 1,000. Some individuals from
Wybunbury would have gone to Nantwich, but only a
proportion. There may have been some two-step migration,
of the sort Anderson has suggested was the case in
nineteenth-century Lancashire.'® But Nantwich was not the
sort of fast-growing urban centre which attracted migrants
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from all around, since it was clearly incapable of absorbing
all those who left neighbouring Wybunbury.

Wrigley and Schofield’s model of population growth
suggests that fertility was the dominant factor in the rise of
population growth between 1671 and 1691, mortality from
1691 to 1750, and fertility again from 1751 for at least a
century." In the two parishes under review, although
fertility was high at the beginning of the period until 1700 or
later (this aspect is considered in the reconstitution study
which follows), burials were also high and exceeded
baptisms in many years. The moving averages of burials did
not fall below the moving average of baptisms for
Wybunbury until 1689 and Nantwich until 1694. There are
minor peaks of burials at Nantwich in 1686 and 1688, when
burials were one quarter to one third higher than average.
Wybunbury had minor peaks in 1681 and 1684, with burials
also one quarter to one third higher than average. There
were fewer baptisms than burials at Nantwich and
Wybunbury from the start of the data until 1688. Thus, it is
unlikely that fertility was more important than mortality in
the sixteen-eighties.

Nantwich had several more peaks of high mortality before
1750. In 1700 about twice the average number were buried,
1727-30 were particularly bad years, and 1736, 1737, and
1741 also had high burials. Wybunbury did not have as
many peaks, but 1721 was a bad year with burials about 75
per cent above average, and 1727-31 and 1737 were also
high. The Nantwich moving averages of burials were above
baptisms from 1723 until 1734 and from 1749 to 1758, and
the Wybunbury ones from 1725 to 1732 only. Of these years
only 1727-30 and 1741-2 were vyears of national high
mortality.?

Eversley argued for Worcestershire that 1725-30 was a
local crisis, smallpox being the explanation.?’ But Gooder,
who looked at the years 1727-9 in Warwickshire, concluded
that famine was also a factor.?? In fact the years 1727 to
1730 were crisis years nationally. Between 1727 and 1730,
166 of the 404 parishes studied by Wrigley and Schofield
were stricken.” The crisis began in the north-west, with the
parishes affected lying along a belt running from Lancashire
to Warwickshire, including Cheshire. However, according
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to their calculations, Nantwich was affected only in 1728,
while the nearby parishes of Sandbach and Bunbury were
affected in 1727. Nevertheless, there were higher than
average burials in Nantwich in 1727. In Wybunbury there
were also higher than average burials in August and Sept-
ember 1727, but after this the numbers fluctuated and did
not return to a very high level until January 1729, remaining
high until July 1730. Even in 1731 burials were higher than
average in Wybunbury.

The exact cause of these crises is difficult to determine.
There is little doubt that smallpox was a contributory
factor, though it is impossible to establish its relative
importance. 1727 and 1728 were bad harvest years, and
starvation may have lowered resistance.?* Hence, if a small-
pox epidemic occurred in Nantwich and Wybunbury in
1729, as it probably did, the result was that many children
died.

The mortality of 1727-30 started with above average
burials of adults in the first two years, accompanied by
above average burials of children in 1729-30 at Nantwich
and in 1729-31 at Wybunbury. The most likely causes of the
excess in 1727-28 were influenza and pneumonia, particu-
larly if resistance had been lowered by famine. This could
well have been followed by a smallpox epidemic,
accompanied by measles, scarlet fever, and other infectious
complaints, and also tuberculosis, all affecting children.
Most of these diseases were factors in episodes of high
mortality in the early eighteenth century.”> The child
burials in Nantwich and Wybunbury fluctuated from year to
year throughout the registers, but quite frequently jumped
to a higher level, suggesting the recurrence of an infection
such as smallpox or measles every few years which killed the
very young who had not met the diseases before.

A total of 763 were buried in Nantwich and 576 in
Wybunbury during the years 1726-31, when only 488 were
baptized in Nantwich and 373 in Wybunbury. If there had
been no migration, Nantwich would have lost 275 people
and Wybunbury 203, perhaps 10-15 per cent of their
populatlon in six years. This would have taken a consider-
able time to replace, and even though baptisms were higher
than formerly for a number of years after 1731, and fertility
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levels rose through the seventeen-thirties into the
seventeen-fifties, it is likely that it would have taken until
1750 to regain the losses. It can thus be argued that
mortality was the dominant feature of the earlier part of the
eighteenth century, and indeed from the start of the period
under study. The population in these parishes was probably
declining from 1680 when the data begin, and continued to
decline until 1750 or later.

From 1750 onwards, there were fewer years of crisis than
in the earlier period. Nantwich had more than average
burials in 1752, 1755, 1760 (when they were about 50 per
cent above average), and 1766 (about twice the average).
From 1766 to the end of the period burials were fewer than
baptisms. For Wybunbury the burials in 1766 were 25 per
cent above normal, but from 1750 onwards burials were
always fewer than baptisms.

Unfortunately, during the years 1765-9 the recording in
the Nantwich burial register was less detailed than before or
after, and entries often failed to indicate relationship, so
that it is difficult to tell if a burial was that of an adult or a
child, and if female, whether she was wife, widow, or
spinster. However, in Wybunbury, where the registration
provides the necessary detail, the excess mortality of 1766
was all of children, so the crisis of that year could have been
due to a child-centred epidemic. In Nantwich, 128 of 198
burials and in Wybunbury 35 of 80 burials were in the
months April to July. The parish registers give no clues as to
the cause but there was presumably an epidemic. It was
probably local, with Nantwich the centre, and it impinged
only lightly on Wybunbury. All the other years of high
mortality had a higher than average number of child burials,
with adult burials about average. The excess burials were
probably from childhood diseases met for the first time.

There were fewer baptisms than burials at Nantwich in
quite a number of years until 1765, but not again before the
end of the period, while Wybunbury had more baptisms
every year from 1733 onward. Although migration has to be
taken into account when assessing these facts, it does
appear that in the later period mortality had less effect than
formerly. From about 1750 onwards the population in both
parishes seems to have been increasing naturally.
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Aggregative analysis of the parish registers of Nantwich
and Wybunbury demonstrates the outline of demographic
trends. The population of both parishes almost doubled
between 1680 and 1819. Crisis years of excess mortality
became fewer. Nantwich probably had a limited amount of
net in-migration and Wybunbury rather more out-
migration. To obtain further information, it is necessary to
turn from aggregate numbers to individual cases, and
attempt to link individuals into recognizable family units,
that is by family reconstitution. The remainder of the study
focuses on Nantwich.

III
RECONSTITUTION STUDY OF NANTWICH

Age at marriage and burial for married men and women of
Nantwich parish are investigated first. Age at marriage is
examined for variation over time, differences between the
sexes, and whether variations can be related to economic or
social change. In addition, a comparison is made with
published studies of other parishes. Age at burial is exam-
ined to establish and explain the differences between male
and female longevity.

Ages at marriage and burial were calculated for Nantwich
between the years 1680 and 1819 as part of a reconstitution
study.?® The resultant data relate to only a small sample of
all who were married and buried in the parish and are not a
representative sample of the whole. There were 3,275
marriages in Nantwich between 1700 and 1819.%” The 520
male baptisms found represent about 15 per cent of the
bridegrooms, and the 748 female baptisms about 23 per cent
of the brides. The 210 male burials account for about 6 per
cent of the bridegrooms and 157 female burials about 5 per
cent of the brides.

MARRIAGE, FAMILY SIZE, AND FERTILITY

Age at marriage has been the concern of many historical
demographers, generally as a preliminary stage in an
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exploration of changes in fertility, family size, and other
demographic trends. Whether their findings regarding age
at marriage have always been sound enough to support their
further conclusions is perhaps open to doubt. The age at
which any individual married can be related to general
economic, social, or family circumstances, but these may be
difficult to demonstrate convincingly if in the last analysis
the decision turns on a suitable partner being available.
Eighteenth-century English marriages were generally not
arranged. They may have been so within gentry circles, but
as those were only a small percentage of the whole, this
would make only a slight difference overall.

Of the 520 Nantwich men married during the whole
period whose age at marriage is known, the age range varied
from sixteen to over forty years of age. For women, the age
range was similar to that of men, varying from sixteen to
over forty years. The mean (median) age for marriage for
Nantwich women was low during the years 1700-19 at 22.72
(22.21), went up to a maximum during 1740-59 at 28.4
(27.25), and then slowly fell to 26.17 (24.04) in the eighteen-
hundreds, but did not reach the low level of the early
seventeen-hundreds. For men the mean (median) age vari-
ations over time were not as great. The maximum was 27.67
(25.42) during 17709, and the first and last decades of the
period were each lower than any other decade.

Nantwich has the same features that Levine found in
Shepshead (Leics.), where after 1750 the age at marriage for
men and women fell between 1750 and 1770, rose in the
seventeen-seventies and fell again later. He attributes the
rise in the seventeen-seventies to a depression in trade
caused by hostilities in America, while after the war
increased prosperity brought about a fall in the age at
marriage. He points to the vicissitudes of the stocking trade
at Shepshed, which first expanded, then contracted, and
finally expanded again. Variations in trade may have affec-
ted the shoe and glove industry and the other leather trades
at Nantwich. At Shepshed, the percentage of bridegrooms
under twenty-five increased from 44.2 per cent in 1776-1785
to 65.5 per cent in the next decade.?® However, in Nantwich,
although the percentage of bridegrooms under twenty-five
did rise from 55.9 per cent in 1760-79 to 58.5 per cent in




Nantwich and Wybunbury 13

1780-99, perhaps the population of Nantwich was more
stable than the population of Shepshed, which was a newer,
faster growing community.

A comparison of male and female age at marriage in
Nantwich for the whole period 1700-1819 gives a higher
mean (median) age at marriage for women than for men.
The mean (median) age for women was 26.26 (24.75) and
for men 25.62 (24.0). There were times during the period
when the male age at marriage was higher than for women,
but this tends to be when the overall age of marriage was
low, for instance during the first decade of the period when
the mean was 22.98 for men and 21.87 for women. Later on,
the mean age at marriage for women overtook that for men.
Up to 1720 there was a progressive rise in the age of
marriage for both sexes. Ages at marriage were very much
higher in the period from 1720 to 1749 than they had been
formerly. This may have been to do with the mortality crisis
in the late seventeen-twenties when burial rates were very
high. According to Wrigley and Schofield’s figures, the
crisis was more severe in the North and West than else-
where in England.? The crises may have delayed marriage
for some, or made partners available for people who had not
previously considered marriage. Although age at marriage
stayed higher than formerly, it was at its highest for women
in the seventeen-forties when there was another demo-
graphic crisis with higher than average burials in 1740-1,
and in the seventeen-seventies for men when there may
have been slumps in trade.

Out of 160 marriages, where the age of both partners was
known, seventy-eight husbands were older than their wives
and eighty were younger, two couples being the same age.
The age difference was not great, generally being less than
five years. Individuals married someone near their own age,
but whether older or younger within limits did not seem
important. Couples tended to marry at an earlier age if they
were both from Nantwich than if one of the partners was
from a different parish. Age at marriage appears somewhat
volatile and explanation in one setting does not always fit
another. As all the range of ages in Nantwich was wide and
ages differ considerably, it would appear that age at mar-
riage was largely a personal choice, sometimes determined
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by economic factors, but perhaps more often on availability
of a suitable partner, and related to the fact that the
bride-to-be could be pregnant. In Nantwich at least one
quarter of the brides traced had a child baptized less than
eight months after marriage.

Without contraception or other controls, age at marriage
for women is the most important fact regulating the number
of children born within marriage. This will be discussed
more fully later when size of family is considered. But if a
reduction in the age of marriage for women in this period
normally contributed to an increase in the net reproduction
rate, there is no reason from the evidence given here to
suppose that any such increase happened in Nantwich,
since the age of marriage rose slightly over the whole period.

Whether the proportion of the population that was mar-
ried was altering is difficult to tell with any accuracy, as
single men and women are difficult to trace from baptism to
burial. The Nantwich burial registers before 1760 often
indicate that a woman was a wife, widow or spinster.
Afterwards, there is no categorization in some years. If a
woman is not specified as being a wife or widow, she has
been counted as a spinster. The figures indicate that the
proportion unmarried and who never married was about 20
per cent up to 1760. If it is assumed that the average age at
burial was at least fifty for spinsters, and that their contem-
poraries married three decades earlier, it could be sug-
gested that from 1700 to 1730 the proportion not married
would have fallen in each successive decade, but this is far
from conclusive. What can be said is that usually well over
15 per cent of women never married in eighteenth-century
Nantwich. At Stoke-on-Trent (Staffs.) the proportion of
females over forty-five years of age who were or had been
married was 78 per cent in 1701. At Ardleigh (Essex) in
1796 the proportion of females over forty-five years of age
who were or had been married was 75 per cent, although in
a younger age group (35-9), 94 per cent were married.
Corresponding figures for males were 85 per cent in Stoke-
on-Trent and 80 per cent in Ardleigh. In Lichfield in 1696,
76 per cent of women had been married by the age of
forty-five and 82 per cent of males.’ There is very little
evidence for any change in the proportion of women unmar-
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ried in Nantwich in the eighteenth century, and no reason to
suggest this as a source of increase in natural fertility.

Age at burial which is more difficult to extract from the
data than age at marriage, is considered here only to
examine the difference between men and women. Only
married men and women are studied, because unmarried
adults are more difficult to identify on burial and because
the migration of single people makes errors in identifying
them through linkage more likely.

The median age at burial for married men was 56.17 years
over the whole period. It fluctuated over the decades,
reaching a high point in 1750-9, falling slightly later. The
median age at burial for women was 52.75 over the whole
period and was highest in 1740-9. The large numbers of
burials in the years 1727-9 do not seem to affect the age
distribution greatly, except that during the decade 1720-9
very old men were buried in larger numbers than usual.
More than one quarter of those who survived life to mar-
riage and whose ages are known lived to be at least sixty-five
years of age and many of them passed seventy. This
suggests that there were more elderly persons in the
population than Laslett implies.?! Hazards throughout life
must have been great, but some people did live to be old.
The main difference between the sexes was that 31.8 per
cent of women died before forty years of age against 23.3 per
cent of men. The excess of women dying in their twenties
and thirties must be because of the dangers of childbirth,
since if women survived beyond forty years they generally
lived just about as long as men.

For some time now, historians have believed that the
small size of the pre-industrial family was a consequence of
late age at marriage and some method of birth control.*? But
family size has always been so variant that its distribution
needs much more than a mean or median to describe and
explain it.

The mean size of completed families in Nantwich
between 1660 and 1779 was 4.33 with the median 3.4, but
the distribution of the 456 families is very wide and skewed to
small family size (Figure 3). Because of the skew, the median
is probably more meaningful than the mean, but further ana-
lysis is required to explain the variations in the distribution.
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Completed families are those which can be traced from
marriage to the burial of one or both of the partners. The
wife’s burial always proves that a family was completed as
does the husband’s burial up to nine months before the
baptism of the last recorded child. However, if the husband
was buried while the wife was still of child-bearing age, and
there was no recorded burial of the wife, the wife may have
migrated immediately on her husband’s burial and had a
child baptized within the next nine months elsewhere, so
the family cannot be recorded as completed. Children who
were buried but not baptized were assumed to have died
shortly after birth; in most such cases there was an extended
time from marriage to first baptism, or a larger than usual
gap between baptisms in the family.

The average family size at Nantwich did not vary greatly
over time. If the figures for 1800-19, when there were few
completed families, are ignored, then the mean fluctuated
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fairly narrowly, around 4.2 children per family, although the
range of actual families was always wide, from one child to
fifteen children. The distribution of the size of families at
Nantwich is unlike that of Colyton (Devon) insomuch that
the proportion having only one child in Colyton was much
lower than in Nantwich.*® In addition there were 197
childless marriages. Thirty of the wives of these 197 mar-
riages were buried during the first five years of marriage.
Some of the deaths may have been in childbirth, where the
child was either not born or not baptized because of death
soon after birth. Additionally ten of the 113 husbands
traced to burial were buried among the first five years of
marriage.

From a small sample of seventy-five Nantwich women
between 1700 and 1819 where age of marriage was known,
no woman married at over thirty years had a first baptism
after twenty-four months, and no woman married at 15-19
years had a first baptism after thirty-six months, but some
of the women married in their twenties had first baptisms
beyond sixty months. While we can be sure that these
baptisms represented the first live births to the mothers, we
have no way of knowing if there were earlier conceptions,
which were miscarried or aborted, or culminated in early
deaths.

Of the Nantwich women who married at 15-19 a little
more than 10 per cent were childless. The proportion
increased to 15 per cent for women married at 20-24, over
20 per cent at 25-34, and 70 per cent at 35-9. Over one
quarter of all women married in Nantwich, where age at
marriage was known, were over thirty years of age, and this
fact could have contributed towards some of the sterility.

From the sample traced from marriage to burial, the
biggest groups were those with no children, the next those
with only one child. This suggests that something restricted
women from having as many children as they might have
done. Alternatively, children were being baptized elsewhere
or not at all, though the register appears to be reasonably
comprehensive.?* Nevertheless, because the distribution of
the families seemed odd, it was necessary to look at the
mothers in more detail.

A high proportion of mothers died within five years of
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having a child, many still within their child-bearing years. It
cannot be said certainly that these women died as the result
of childbirth or subsequent pregnancy, but there is no doubt
that some did so. More than one third of all families were
without one parent while the youngest child was under five.
The smaller families suffered disproportionately, and it
would seem that many women did not survive in marriage
long enough to have many children. It might be suggested
that midwifery practices were excessively bad in this area
and death in childbirth was widespread. We really need
more evidence from nearby parishes to see if there had been
similar experiences there, together with some literary evid-
ence, before coming to any conclusions. Shortcomings in
midwifery in the early part of the period are suggested by
the dispute between Anne Knutsford, a Nantwich midwife,
and her neighbours, who accused her during the years
1663-8 of cursing, swearing, slander, revealing the secrets
of women, and being drunk while attending a birth.*

Most of the burials of women dying within one month of
the baptism of her child, and practically all those within one
week would be through childbirth. So with thirty-one
mothers dying within one month after 1,972 baptisms,
maternal mortality would be about 15.7 per thousand. This
figure, although high, is an underestimate, because other
women will have died in childbirth, where the child did not
survive to be baptized. It cannot be said that all the rest of
the burials of women within five years of having a child
baptized would be from childbirth, but a large proportion
may be so. According to Shorter, the risk of dying in
childbirth was 1.3 per cent in the eighteenth century, so that
a typical woman having six children would have an 8 per
cent chance of dying in childbirth by the end of her fertile
period.*® Eccles suggests that maternal mortality in the
eighteenth century of 10 to 15 per thousand, as suggested by
the Cambridge Group, is likely to be far too low because
death of the mother undelivered is likely to be considerable
from conditions such as ante-partum haemorrhage, pelvic
abnormalities, and uterine inertia.”” Many women would
not live to the end of their child-bearing period. This is
borne out in Nantwich by the difference in the age of burial
for men and women. More than a quarter of families were
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without a mother within five years of the last child being
baptized. This, together with fathers dying within five years,
brought the total of one-parent families to nearly 40 per
cent, although families where there were no parents alive at
all reached only about 2 per cent.

From the 456 families and 1,972 children studied here,
338 infants died before they were one year old and a further
334 children before they were fifteen years old (Table 2).

TABLE 2 Infant and Child Burials (from Completed Families) at
Nantwich

Number of burials

Infants Children Total

(age 0) (age 1-15)
1680-9 46 23 69
1690-9 47 47 94
1700-9 29 27 56
1710-19 43 56 99
1720-9 41 52 93
1730-9 24 30 54
1740-9 24 26 50
1750-9 21 30 51
1760-9 40 27 67
1770-9 23 16 39
1780-9 18 18 36
1790-9 14 15 29
1800-9 15 13 28
1810-19 3 1 4
Total 388 381 769
1680-1819
Total
1680-1779 338 334 672
Infant mortality 1680-1819 175 per thousand
Infant and child mortality 1680-1819 303 per thousand
Infant mortality 1680-1779 171 per thousand

Infant and child mortality 1680-1779 340 per thousand
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This gives an infant mortality of 171 per thousand and an
infant and child mortality of 340 per thousand. That is,
more than one third of all children died before they were
fifteen. Hence even surviving parents lost all or some of
their children.

An increase in general fertility can occur because marital
fertility has risen, or because a higher proportion of those of
child-bearing age are married, or because of an increase in
extra-marital fertility, or a combination of all or some of
these. For a limited number of families it has been possible
to calculate the age at marriage of wives, and from these
statistics, overall age-specific marital fertility can be calcu-
lated. The age-trend of fertility is not dissimilar for the two
fifty-year periods 1700—49 and 1750-99. The 15-19 and 45-9
age groups are very small, so little weight can be given to
their fertility trends. The results bear comparison with
results of twelve parishes assessed by Wrigley, who sug-
gested that changes in marital fertility cannot take us very
far towards an explanation for population growth in the
eighteenth century, even though he found a sharp increase
in fertility.®

Nevertheless, since there was an overall increase in the
Nantwich population, it is worth considering illegitimate
fertility and changes in nuptiality. It is unlikely that illegit-
imate baptisms contributed, since they formed only about
4.8 per cent of all baptisms over thé whole period.* The
average age of marriage for women in Nantwich did not fall
over the period, as Wrigley has suggested that it does for the
country as a whole, on the basis of his twelve reconstituted
parishes.** In Nantwich the mean age at marriage for
women was 25.79 years in 170049 and 26.70 years in
1750-99. For the twelve reconstituted parishes it was 26.2
and 24.9. The total marital fertility ratios were higher in
Nantwich than in Wrigley’s twelve parishes for 170049 and
lower for 1750-99, but with only a small difference in each
case (Table 3). The total marital fertility rate for Nantwich
calculated from the mean age at marriage for women in
1700-49 was 5.1 children and in 1750-99 was 4.6 children
(Table 4). This calculation assumes that all the involved
husbands and wives lived to the end of their child-bearing
period, so the true fertility rate will be somewhat lower on






