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AT the turn of the nineteenth century Liverpool was a social 
_/~\and economic whirlpool. No major seaport maintained by 
burgeoning colonial and European trade and fuelled by the pace 
of industrial growth in its large hinterland could fail to be 
otherwise. The effects of a major European war were felt in all 
aspects of its life more sharply than in most other towns, and to 
add particular significance to the opening year of the nineteenth 
century death and disease reached levels in 1800 and 1801 rarely 
experienced in the town's history. Liverpool was arguably the 
largest provincial town in England, and as it sucked in thousands 
of migrants each year the structure and social conditions of its 
population changed, though the direction of those changes and 
whether they were for better or worse remain to be seen.1 Perhaps 
it was the lack of or inadequacy of statistical information that 
the anonymous writer of The Picture of Liverpool had in mind:

Liverpool being a maritime town, subject to a constant influx and 
reflux of people who are not actually residents, the gradual increase 
of its inhabitants is not so easily discovered as that of an inland town, 
where the migrations are few: certainty, therefore, must in some 
instances, yield to hypothesis. 2

The manuscript which is described in this paper, and analysed in 
a preliminary way, considerably helps our understanding of the 
social condition and social geography of the town at this critical 
time. The purpose of what follows is to place it in the context of 
our sketchy knowledge of the earliest national censuses (to whose 
understanding it contributes), to summarise the statistical infor­ 
mation it contains, and to draw some conclusions, necessarily 
limited by the space available, from those statistical data.

THE EARLY CENSUSES AND THE CIRCUMSTANCES OF 

THE LIVERPOOL MANUSCRIPT

The enumerators' books of the decennial censuses from 1841 
onwards are familiar enough to historians of the Victorian period
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and have illuminated a wide range of topics. The first four 
censuses from 1801 to 1831 were conducted locally by parish 
overseers who merely returned the bald totals for their districts 
as they appear in the published reports to John Rickman at the 
Home Office in Whitehall.3 Consequently fuller details of these 
returns only survive in local records, and then very sporadically. 
In most country parishes the rudimentary information required 
by Parliament could be gathered by simple means, often without 
the need for a printed questionnaire or even oral enquiry. In 
the large parishes of the North of England and in most urban 
parishes some form of bureaucratic organisation was essential, 
even for a headcount: printed ledgers and forms might be 
required, and districts would have to be assigned to carefully 
instructed enumerators. A variety of documents exists in county 
record offices and libraries which throw helpful light on the 
methods of the early census takers.* They also supply valuable 
information about local populations in varying detail. The manu­ 
script described below is the most comprehensive of this kind that 
has come to light for any large township in England.

The census took place on Tuesday, 10 March 1801 (though 
in practice enumeration may have taken several days and it is 
debatable whether it was conceived as a de facto census, in which 
persons are enumerated where they actually were on census 
night, or a de jure one, in which the criterion was the place of 
normal residence) and seems to have been processed with remark­ 
able speed, for the results were published in the local press within 
eight weeks. 5 In those weeks information from 14,067 dwellings 
and several institutions was returned to a central office, arranged 
in a logical geographical order, sub-totalled, totalled, and checked. 
At some stage (though it is not clear exactly when) a fair copy 
of the consolidated enumeration lists was made by two clerks. 
It is this large volume, entitled 'An Account of the Population of 
Liverpool Taken in pursuance of An Act of Parliament March 
1801', that was placed sometime between 1802 and 1809 in the 
library of the newly founded Athenaeum where it remains still. 8 
A description of its contents and collation is given in Appendix i. 
In the absence of central government records and our lack of 
evidence for the methods and personnel employed in the census, 
this document provides direct and circumstantial evidence which 
allows some assessment of the quality and reliability of the 
statistical results.

The purpose of producing and preserving a fair copy household 
by household is not obvious. It was almost certainly bound as 
soon as it was completed, though how soon that was after March 
1801 cannot be determined; the matter is not mentioned in the
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Vestry minutes. 7 The figures published in the Abstract are not 
the same as those in the manuscript, which records 21 more 
inhabited houses but 108 less persons.8 There is no simple explana­ 
tion for these differences except in the case of the total population 
where the gaol in Water Street accounts for the 108 missing 
persons: it is possible that the manuscript was prepared after the 
publication of results in the newspaper and after they were 
attested at Quarter Sessions. 9 The most likely motive for preparing 
a definitive record was a feeling that the prodigious effort of 
collecting so much useful knowledge should not be wasted. It may 
also have been thought that it would be a useful reference of all 
occupiers of residential property for administrative purposes 
such as the collection of rates (see note 15): if so it was never 
regularly used, as its fine condition shows.

Further comparison between the manuscript and the three 
published summaries of the bare totals does not clarify matters 
much further. The return in the Liverpool Advertiser on 4 May 
1801, which gives no totals for Police Districts, agrees entirely 
with the Abstract of Answers and Returns which was ordered to 
be printed in December 1801, and which does contain returns 
for the five Police Districts of the town. 10 Gore's Liverpool 
Directory for 1805 reproduced the figures in the Abstract but 
with two additions: 55 persons in the House of Correction (the 
number in the manuscript is 70) and 6,000 'Registered Sailors'.11 
The effect of mariners and those on military service on the 
accuracy of the first census greatly exercised John Rickman, who 
in a special footnote for Liverpool makes allowance for an 
additional 3,106, one twenty-fifth of the resident population, for 
'Mariners, &c'. 12 Gore's figure of 6,000 had also appeared in 
the newspaper report but no basis for this estimate has been 
found and it is certainly not found in the manuscript. 13 Other 
omissions from the published totals, apart from, those already 
mentioned in explanation of the discrepancies between the manu­ 
script and published totals, are found in the manuscript. They 
comprise six lost souls in the Bridewell in Chapel Street described 
as 'Prisoners for Ireland' and 1,786 prisoners of war in the 
new gaol in Great Howard Street. 14 The inhabitants of major 
institutions, which in later censuses would have been mentioned 
in the published abstracts, are separately tabulated in Appendix 2.

One question that might help to explain the form and circum­ 
stances of this document is its authorship. Under the Population 
Act the enumeration was the responsibility of Makin Simmons, 
Overseer of the Poor from 1791 till his death in 1809. It is 
inconceivable that he and his junior in the Overseers' Office, 
Edward Lewis, could have managed alone, but the particular
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interest attaching to Simmons's part in this is that in 1790 he 
published a less detailed but equally valuable street by street 
census of the town.15 The results of a comparison between the 
two enumerations are discussed later. Both may stem from the 
pressing need for the collectors of the poor rates to have adequate 
statistics, or at the very least may reflect the tidy and inquisitive 
mind diat was required for such a job. 10

A number of corrections and errors in the manuscript strongly 
reinforce the view that it is a fair copy of a rough draft. On 
folios 299 and 301, to cite only two examples, several houses 
have been reclassified and the column totals corrected accordingly. 
On several folios lines have been ruled to allow the insertion in 
a different hand of additional names between those already 
copied out, thus far increasing the standard 30 names per page. 
In other cases street names have been corrected: 'Lydian', for 
example, becomes 'Lydia Ann' (fol.362/3). A form of error 
requiring careful disentanglement occurs where the lines on the 
right hand page are displaced upwards leaving dwellings without 
any occupants and apparently allocating occupants to vacant 
houses. The clerk, it seems, took the easy way by completing the 
columns in turn rather than the rows and in so doing failed to 
leave a line for a vacant house on the left hand page.17 Some of 
the corrections show commendable care, as on folio 212 where 
three houses marked as 'omitted in James Street' and 'omitted 
in Brunswick Street' are deleted with the explanation 'Entered 
in proper place', as indeed they were on the previous page. Many 
minor puzzles, which have no general solution and have to be 
treated on their merits, remain to encourage caution in the 
interpretation of the summary statistics: what are we to make, 
for example, of the entry for Richard Folkes (^.304) whose 
house contained four females but no males?

THE TOPOGRAPHICAL ARRANGEMENT IN THE MANUSCRIPT

The entries are arranged in a remarkably logical and systematic 
geographical fashion. Fig. i is based on the map of districts 
at the start of the volume: the Police Districts were divided into 
73 smaller areas with an average of just over a thousand 
inhabitants. These will be referred to as EDs (Enumeration 
Districts) on the presumption that each was the responsibility 
of a separate enumerator, though there is no direct evidence for 
this. 18 Summary data for the EDs are tabulated in Appendix 3. 
Within each ED the entries are arranged in a clear topographical 
sequence, house by house around the perimeter streets then 
through the streets in the interior. 19 Although no house numbers
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are given in the manuscript, with the aid of Gore's directories 
for 1800 and 1803 and Richard Horwood's plan of Liverpool 
nearly all the entries in the census can be allocated to within a 
few houses of the properties represented on the map, and in many 
cases located precisely. 20 A less exacting method for those not 
concerned with individuals or individual houses is to map the 
information (if maps are required) using the 692 courts, alleys, 
streets or portions of streets into which the 73 EDs are already 
effectively divided. The possibilities of this degree of topographical 
precision are illustrated in Fig. 2 and Appendix 4. Not all 
districts can be reconstructed so neatly: less fashionable areas are 
not so well represented in the directories and Horwood neglected 
to record the house numbers for perhaps half the street frontages 
of the town including those of four major through streets: Byrom 
St, Dale St, Tithebarn St and Whitechapel.

HOUSING AND OVERCROWDING

The classification of dwellings in front houses, back houses and 
cellars reflects local concerns; it was not required under the 
Population Act but replicates an identical classification used by 
Simmons in his earlier census. Since the dwelling was the basic 
unit of enumeration (with a handful of exceptions each line in 
the document relates to a single dwelling or institution) so that 
all other items of information can be analysed separately for 
each type of dwelling. 21 Cellar dwellings present few problems 
of interpretation, but the difference between front and back 
houses is less straightforward. Back houses, or as Simmons had 
described them in 1790 "Back or Cottage", may either refer 
in a common-sense way to houses off main streets in courts or 
yards or in a more specific architectural sense to back-to-back or 
blind-back cottages.22 When Simmons applied the term in 1790 
it was still assumed that the two definitions were for all practical 
purposes the same thing. 23 The distinction was already becoming 
elusive and so it is not surprising that it was applied with even less 
consistency in the 1801 enumeration than it had been in 1790. An 
increasing number of houses fronting through streets were back- 
to-backs; several court houses were recorded in both enumerations 
as front houses (e.g. in Tristrams Court off Thomas Street and 
Wykes Court off Dale Street); and, above all, the distinction was 
in many districts a quite unreal indicator of housing quality or 
social well-being. Even cellar dwellings, fairly universally con­ 
demned by Liverpool medical men and sanitary reformers even 
at this time, were not regarded by (some as necessarily less 
desirable than houses.24 .  
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The broad comparison of the numbers of dwellings of each 
type and their respective inhabitants is presented in Table i. 
The second column for 1801 makes allowance for houses in courts 
which were classified as back houses by Simmons in 1790 but 
front houses in the 1801 census. 25 If all court and yard houses

TABLE i Population and types of dwelling in Liverpool from 
Simmons's enumeration (i'/go) and the 1801 census manuscript

Inhabited front houses
Inhabited back houses
Inhabited cellars
All inhabited dwellings

Population in front houses
Population in back houses
Population in cellars
Total population3

Persons per front house
Persons per back house
Persons per cellar
Persons per dwelling
Persons per house4

% population in front houses
% population in back houses
% population in cellars

1790

6540
1608
1728
9876

39 IlS
7955
6780

53853

5-98
4-95
3-92
5-45
6.61

72-54
14-77
12-59

1 80 1 1

9454
i93i
2305

13690

56583
9704
8983

75270

5-99
5-03
3-90
5-5°
6.6 1

75-17
12.89
11 -93

i8oi 2

9'34
2251
2305

13960

54871
11416
8983

75270

6.01
5-0?
3-9°
5-50
6.61

72-90
'5-"7
n-93

Change 1790 to 
1 80 i z

JV %

2594
643
577

3814

15753
3461
2203

21417

39-7
40.0
33-4
38.6

40.3
43-5
32-5
39-8 5

1 1801 data as classified in the original manuscript.
2 1801 data adjusted: 320 dwellings (with 1712 inhabitants) recorded as 

back houses in 1790 but as front houses in 1801 have been counted as back 
houses. Houses classified in the same way in both enumerations have not 
been transferred in this way.

3 Excludes persons in large institutions (see Appendix i) and in alms- 
houses (126 in 1790, 119 in 1801). The latter were excluded in 1790 and 
have thus been similarly treated for 1801.

4 Cellar dwellers included in the numerator but cellars excluded from 
the denominator.

6 Geometric ratio = 3.0% per annum

in both enumerations were considered separately from those on 
main street frontages the difference of a little under one person 
per house would probably widen slightly, but the results would 
be no easier to interpret in terms of living conditions. Table i 
speaks for itself but is, of course, no more than a crude summary. 
A more sensitive summary is given in Tables 2 and 3 which show
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the number of families and inhabitants right across the range 
from low rates of occupancy to extremes of overcrowding. The 
term 'family' is that used in most contemporary discussions of

TABLE 2 Liverpool dwellings ranked by the number of their 
inhabitants in i8oi l

Persons 
in the 
dwelling

i
2

3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

ii
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
'9
20
21

22

23

24

25

26

27

Over 27

Number of 
dwellings 

C3 BH FH

197
425
463
424
327
248
120
58
25
II
2

3
2

48
202
293
360
316
259
174
1 2O

79
32
21
II

7
3
4
i

i

147
760

1162
1400
1312
1344
984
771
537
369
244
176
112
72

53
34
20
15
9-

f -

5
3
i
2
I
2
6»

Percent of 
dwellings 

C BH FH

8-5
18.4
20. i
18.4
14.2
10.8
5-2
2.5
I.I
o-5
O.I

O.I
O.I

2-5
10.5

18.6
16.4
13.4
9.0
6.2
4.1
I.I
0.6
0.4
0.2
O.2

*

*

1.6
8.0

12.3
14.8
13-9
13.2
10.4
8.2
5-7
3-9
2.6

i. 9
1.2
0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.2

O.I
*

O.I

O.I

Percent of 
persons 

C BH FH

2.2
9-5

15-5
18.9
18.2
16.6
9-4
5-2
2-5
1.2

0.2

0.4

'

0-5

4.2

9-'
14.8
16.3
16.0
12.6
9-9
7-3
3-3
2.4
1.4
0.9
0.4
0.6
O.2

0.2

0-3
2-7
6.2
9-9

n.6
13.2
12.2
I0.g
8-56.5
4-7
3-7
2.6
1.8
1.4
I.O

0.6
o-5
0.3
0.2
til
O.2
O.I

*

O.I
*

O.I

0.4

Total 2305 1931 9454 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

* 0.05% or less. Percent columns subject to minor rounding errors. 
C = cellars. BH = back houses. FH = front houses.
1 Excludes large institutions (Appendix 2) and the almshouses in ED Pi. 

The latter comprise 46 front houses ranked as follows: 11152 1553 10545; 
53:6 i; 7 i.

2 These houses inhabited as follows: 30, 32, 35, 37, 47 and 65.
3 The allocation of cellars by number of occupants may not be absolutely 

precise because of 12 cases where 2 cellars are entered on a single line in the 
manuscript. All but one case have two names recorded and all have 2 
families (3 in one case): the number of occupants has been halved (or the 
nearest whole numbers in uneven totals) for the purposes of this table.
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TABLE 3 Liverpool dwellings ranked by the number of families 
they housed in

Familes 
in the
dwelling C

I 2260
2 43
3 2
4
5
6
7

More than 7

Number of 
dwellings

BH

1660
250

18
3

FH

7416
1501
402
IOO

25
6
2

2 2

All

H336

1794

422

103

25

6
2

2 2

Percent of 
dwellings

C BH

98.0 86.0
i. g 12. g
o.i o.g

O.2

FH

78.4
15-9
4-3
i.i
0.3
O.I

*
*

All

82.7
13.1
3-i
0.8
0.2

*

*

*

Total 2305 1931 9454 13690 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

* 0.05% or less. Percent columns subject to minor rounding errors. 
C = cellars. BH = back houses. FH = front houses.
1 Excludes large institutions (Appendix 2) and the almshouses in ED Pi. 

The latter contained 46 front houses, 30 with one family and 16 with 
two families.

2 These two houses contained 9 and 26 families.

such matters and in this manuscript; from its average size (4-47 
persons with institutions excluded) and the way it is treated in 
the manuscript it seems that the enumerators had a working 
definition close to that of 'household' in the Victorian censuses, 
and equally difficult to interpret consistently.20 In gauging the 
extent of overcrowding it is necessary to consider both measures 
 persons and families per dwelling; two families of 3 persons 
each could, it might be argued, overcrowd a cellar more 
effectively than one family of 7, though in all conscience at that 
level the argument is little more than theoretical. The data are 
summarised here in full so that readers are free to select criteria 
as they wish: whatever formal standards are selected (and there 
are absolute as well as comparative measures that could be made 
on the basis of later Victorian statistical criteria) the problem of 
house size and design cannot be escaped. The all-too-common 
habit of trying to assess varying housing standards over time and 
between towns through decennial ratios of persons per house is 
a fool's errand.27 Liverpool was one of the comparatively few 
towns where court houses were almost universally of three storeys 
in the nineteenth century. Although many such houses built 
before 1800 also had three storeys some older back houses in the 
old core of the town may have been smaller. 28 One way to test 
this would be to calculate the mean family size for back houses
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only and then to contrast the older courts and yards of the old 
core with newer courts built after, say, 1785.

The main determinant of overcrowding was multiple occu­ 
pancy. The statistical relationship between persons per dwelling 
and persons per family is considerably weaker than that between 
persons per dwelling and families per dwelling. Fig. 3, which 
is based on the house (ignoring cellars in order to make the 
Liverpool data comparable to those for Manchester) illustrates 
this general relationship as well as, incidentally, suggesting that 
in Manchester there were some even larger numbers of persons 
per house since the Manchester Police Districts were, on average, 
almost two and a half times the size of the Liverpool EDs.29

Another way in which these data make us reconsider measures 
drawn from the published census abstracts concerns cellars. The 
published number of inhabited houses means exactly what it 
says; it does not include cellars and is not therefore the number 
of inhabited dwellings. As Table i shows, the number of persons 
per dwelling was substantially lower than the number per house, 
and it would be interesting to know whether such adjustments 
are necessary for other towns where cellar dwelling prevailed. 
Although nearly i out of every 10 cellars housed more than 6 
persons (see Table 2), the more lurid accounts of grotesquely 
crowded cellars sometimes found in sanitary and health reports 
of the 18405 would not fit the vast majority of cellars in Liverpool 
in 1801.30 Only 2 per cent of them housed more than one family 
and, especially in some central EDs, they tended to be occupied 
by females, quite often solitaries: it seems not unlikely that many 
of these were elderly widows.31 None of this is to question the 
judgement of those reformers who regarded cellar dwelling as 
an abomination (even the 2 per cent of them housed 92 families) 
but merely that it was no more serious a problem than other 
housing matters. It was probably singled out for special attention 
because it was easily identified and in large measure solvable.32

Pressure on the housing stock may have been particularly acute 
in 1801. The excess of families over vacant houses, crude criterion 
though it may be, certainly points that way and rents seem to have 
risen steeply around the turn of the century. 33 The 1801 manu­ 
script records 331 vacant houses and tells us further that at least 
160 of them were new houses being built or not yet occupied. 34 
These represented 2-9 per cent and 1-4 per cent of the housing 
stock including new dwellings. With new dwellings excluded 
altogether it appears that only i -5 per cent of the housing stock 
was unoccupied. This is a remarkably low figure by national stan­ 
dards, and far below the proportion recorded for Liverpool in later 
censuses, in which vacant and new houses are separately tabulated.
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FAMILIES PER HOUSE

2-2

FIGURE 3 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HOUSEFUL SIZE (PERSONS PER HOUSE)

AND MULTIPLE OCCUPANCY (FAMILIES PER HOUSE IN EXCESS OF ONE) IN

LIVERPOOL AND MANCHESTER IN l8oi.

(The b]ack circles represent the 73 Liverpool EDs and the open circles 
represent the 28 divisions of the Manchester Police Districts)
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In 1851, for example, the equivalent figure for the parish was 
8-5 per cent. 35 In the 1790 enumeration it was 8-1 per cent 
including, presumably, some new houses. Yet despite a massive 
growth (40 per cent) in population in the intervening 11 years, 
with which house building, almost, but not quite, kept pace, the 
proportion of the population in cellars and back houses remained 
almost identical, as Table i shows. It is difficult to know whether 
to be optimistic or pessimistic about these figures.

OCCUPATIONS

The links between the urban economy, the role of the town in 
the regional, national and international economies, and the 
occupational structure of the population form a major aspect of 
the urban history of early industrial towns. But its study has been 
seriously hampered by the lack of reasonably reliable quantitative 
information about occupations before 1841. A rudimentary classi­ 
fication was required under the Population Act of 1800: 'chiefly 
employed in Agriculture'; 'in Trade, Manufactures, or Handi­ 
craft'; 'not comprised in any of the preceding Classes'. The 
question failed and the published results are practically useless. 
Some enumerators counted all members of a family in the cate­ 
gory appropriate to the head of household; others treated the 
third category as a residual location for women, children and 
those in occupations not already specified. 38 Certainly the Liver­ 
pool enumerators did the latter, as is evident from the dis­ 
proportionate number of dwellings with only one person in one 
of the first two categories. Even had the former procedure been 
adopted, the second category is vague and embraces persons of 
such widely varying social status as to be of little value. The 
least ambiguous information from all this is the tally of those in 
agriculture: most of them were probably urban cowkeepers, 
though the numbers in the north and west of the parish suggest 
a few smallholders. 37

Given this unhelpful state of affairs the final column in the 
Liverpool manuscript is particularly tantalising. It was presumably 
intended to accommodate miscellaneous notes for it has no head­ 
ing. Apart from indicating new houses and institutions where 
appropriate it is exclusively used for cryptic and seemingly 
random occupational descriptions. 23-3 per cent of dwellings have 
at least one such ascription: a summary analysis of them is given 
in Appendix 4. The list is quite obviously not a random sample 
of the occupations of the town's gainfully employed. For some 
reason the census takers have concentrated on selected occupa­ 
tions. Labourers, mariners, book-keepers and public officials make



86 P. Laxton

up well over 90 per cent of the total. Probably between 65 and 
85 per cent of those included would be excluded from Gore's 
directories; the complementarity of the sources is remarkable. 
Unfortunately the way the information is presented has serious 
drawbacks, quite apart from any doubts over its completeness. 
In many cases it is likely that the occupation does not apply to 
the person named on the same line and in some cases, especially 
involving labourers, more than one are enumerated at a single 
dwelling.

The distribution of these occupations is discussed shortly but 
some general comments on individual categories are in order. The 
681 mariners manifestly represent no more than a small propor­ 
tion of the port's regular seamen, perhaps 10-20 per cent. 38 But 
there is no way of telling how representative they are of those 
seamen who had a regular place of abode in the town, or a family 
to answer for them.39 The 1858 labourers barely represent 10 per 
cent of males aged 15 and upwards, though this figure is closer 
to an acceptable figure for their share of the employed population 
than might at first sight appear: about 13 per cent of those with 
their occupation recorded in baptism and burial registers at this 
time were described as labourers. 40 Professional men and public 
officials seem to be fairly well represented, though no systematic 
check has been made. The criteria for inclusion are not made any 
clearer by the appearance of no less than 30 comedians (nearly 
all in streets close to the theatre in Williamson Square). Perhaps 
Liverpool's reputation in the entertainment business has long

TABLE 4 The proportion of labourers living in different types 
of dwellings compared with the population of Liverpool as a 
whole in 1801

District

St Nicholas
St George
Stjohn
St Peter
St Thomas

In cellars 
Lab'rs Total

21.3
21.9
40.1
28.4
22.1

II. 2

9 .6

I2.O
IO.I
15-3

In back houses 
Lab'rs Total

27-3
12.4
4.4

25.6
42-7 1

19-9
6-3
3-9
9-9

14.4

In front houses 
Lab'rs Total

51-4
65-7
55-5
46.0
35-2 1

69.0
84.1
84.1
80.0
70-3

Whole Parish 24.2 11.9 25.9 15.2 49.8 72.9

The numbers represented by these percentages may be calculated from 
Appendix 5.

1 28 labourers in court houses, but classified under front houses in the 
manuscript, have been treated as living in back houses. Without this 
adjustment the figures read: back houses 29.6%; front houses 48.4%.
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historical roots. With that in mind it is a disappointment to 
discover that Thomas Cowup of the Market House, Preesons 
Row, is no more than the town beadle and not, as described, a 
'Beetle'.

Because of the way the information is recorded it is not 
generally possible to explore with any certainty the familial or 
household characteristics of particular occupational groups. One 
particularly striking characteristic of the labourers, however, is 
their concentration in poorer types of accommodation. Table 4 
demonstrates very clearly that by comparison with the population 
as a whole labourers were more than twice as likely to live in 
cellars and also much more likely to live in back houses. 41 This 
provides important commentary on the preceding discussion about 
housing standards. There is very little evidence available with 
which to compare these figures, though we can say, for what it 
is worth, that the proportion of labourers living in front houses 
was considerably lower than those inhabiting the nearest equiva­ 
lent type of property in mid-Victorian Liverpool. 42

THE SOCIAL GEOGRAPHY OF LIVERPOOL IN l8oi

For those concerned to reconstruct the social character of 
the varied districts of the town the systematic topographical 
arrangement of this manuscript has distinct advantages and 
obvious attractions. There is space here only to select a few 
indicators of this social geography and to consider them at the 
level of the ED as a means of summarising the broad patterns of 
social areas. The results may interest those concerned with the 
transition from what is often loosely termed the 'pre-industrial' 
or 'pre-modern' town to a spatial organisation which has some­ 
times been given the equally meaningless appellation 'industrial' 
or 'modem'. But they are unlikely to provide conclusive evidence 
for the way in which Liverpool corresponds to any of these 
general models of urban change, except perhaps that, as with 
most towns, it was a complex, disorderly and gradual transition.43 
The firmest conclusion that can be reached is that the strongly 
differentiated patterns, well recognised by contemporaries and 
modern analysts alike, in the landscape of Victorian Liverpool 
are well established, though at a different scale, in late Georgian 
Liverpool. 44

An equally, and some some would say more, compelling reason 
for exploiting the windfall of these geographically arranged data 
to paint a portrait of the social topography of the town is that 
in trying to paint such a portrait we soon discover some severe 
and unsuspected limitations in the pigments we have to use.
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However sophisticated the statistical treatment and the carto­ 
graphic techniques employed (and several different analyses, 
which space precludes from detailing here, have been used as a 
basis for some of the generalisations that follow) the social topo­ 
graphy exhibits few striking and distinct patterns. The various 
criteria which we may select do not correlate unambiguously. 
Partly this is because few residential quarters of the town could 
be unequivocally assigned labels, such as 'poor labouring-class 
housing' or 'opulent middle-class residences': partly the ambiguity 
lies in the data themselves which are no more than rough and 
ready substitutes for the more sensitive measures of environmental 
quality that might be associated with measures of income, social

FIGURE 4 THE DISTRIBUTION OF CELLAR DWELLERS IN LIVERPOOL IN l8oi.

standing or cultural mores. Measures of occupancy are bound 
to be arbitrary and often merely distinguish overcrowding from 
gross overcrowding.

In very few districts were there no cellar dwellers at all (Fig. 
4) but two areas had particularly high concentrations: a belt of 
EDs running across the northern edge of the town from the water­ 
front to the east of Byrom Street around Christ Church; and a 
dockside area running south from the vicinity of the Old Dock 
to the Toxteth boundary. The fashionable south-east sector was 
relatively free of occupied cellars as was a restricted area around 
the Town Hall and Exchange, but in much of the central part of 
the town still quite fashionable residential quarters contained
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cellars for the poor. Indeed labourers were more likely to be found 
in cellars in these areas than they were in many more obviously 
reserved for the labouring poor. The pattern is more sharply 
defined by the proportion of the total population of each ED 
living in cellars, also mapped in Fig. 4. Cellar dwelling was 
fairly well defined topographically, just as it was easily identified 
as a social phenomenon. 45 Other aspects of the social geography 
of Liverpool were less clear cut and it is generally only the most 
fashionable districts that were selected for comment in contem­ 
porary descriptions, as in William Moss's description of Clayton 
Square (illustrated in Fig. 2) as affording 'a specimen of the 
improving taste of the town', or in the same anonymous author's 
almost obsessional and absurdly exaggerated boosting of the 
town's natural salubrity: 'the most healthful situations in the 
town are the higher parts, beginning near the top of Duke Street 
and continuing the northern direction towards Mount Pleasant 
and Everton'. 40 A few moments with Richard Horwood's plan, 
in which large houses and gardens are readily distinguished, 
soon establish the configuration of this general observation. Its 
statistical manifestations in the 1801 census are less obvious. The 
desire for exclusive occupancy of a house when it could be 
afforded should produce an obvious relationship between the 
number of families per dwelling and the general desirability of 
a residential district. 47 Broadly speaking Fig. 5 distinguishes

FIGURE 5 RATES OF OCCUPANCY IN LIVERPOOL IN l8oi.

(Institutions and almshouses omitted)


