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riqure 6 . 8.r Changes in couples' occupation combinations where the 
vive.:J were aged less than 30 in 1871 and the couples 
could be traced to 1081, Keighley. 

1871 

Husband' c: occ _ Pro f _ HST LST 
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Dead 0 , , 18 
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4 29 108 375 174 30 12 

For Key, Notes and Source see Figure 6.8.A 



that out of 8 TETMM couples (as defined by the husband's occupation) 

where the wife was working in textiles in 1851, 5 of these wives had 

become housewives by 1861. Amongst metal-mechanical couples the 

ratio was 8 out of 9 and amongst HST couples, 6 out of 9. Where the 

husband's whereabouts were unsure on census night 1861, or where he 

had died during the previous decade, the opposite trend were true: 

the wives tended to return to work, or to remain out at work. Out 

of 19 wives who had "lost" their husbands over the intercensal period 

only 3 were housewives in 1861. Interestingly, such women seemed more 

disposed to take jobs outside the textile industry than the linked 

population as a whole. In the instances where the husbands whe~e-

abouts are uncertain but the wife remains a housewife a guess might 

be made that the husband was only temporarily away whereas where the 

wife had returned to work the separation was on a longer term basis, 

perhaps while the man sought work elsewhere, or because he had 

"absconded" (see Figure 4.5B). 

The exception to the general trends in behaviour was again 

couples in the LST category. Many more of these couples included 

wives who were working in textiles in 1851 and who were still working 

17 
a decade later. An occupational sector move by the husband does 

not appear to have meant that wives were then able to stay at home. 

Where LST husbands had wives who were housewives in 1851, however, a 

change in occupation by 1861 seems to have allowed their wives to 

remain at home, in contrast to those who remained in LST work. Of 

the nine LST/housewife couples where the husband did not move sector, 

six wives were observed to have gone into the mills by 186118 , a ratio 

unequalled by any other group. 

Married women's labour force partiCipation had, therefore, a major 
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role in tiding families over periods of crisis whether in the male 

labour market or in the domestic situation. 

The matrix in Figure 6.8B indicates that the LST workers in the 

1861 cohort of under 30 years old couples (as defined by the wife's 

age) were less likely than their predecessors to send their wives 

back to the mills once they had become housewives. Both the TETMM 

and metal-mechanical working groups from the 1861 cohort had higher 

proportions of working wives than did their colleagues in the 1851 

cohort but the difference in the proportions was much more pronounced 

amongst textile workers, especially those in HST work. The smaller 

leap in proportion of wives of LST workers working is at least partly 

attributable to the fact that it was already high amongst the 1851 

cohort. Over the decade which followed the 1861 Census, however, a 

great many wives gave up work to become full-time housewives, an 

indication, perhaps, that their husbands' employment situation was 

less fraught. Amongst LST couples, however, a move of occupational 

sector for the husband was still required before a wife was likely to 

give up work; if a man stayed in LST his wife stayed in the mill too. 

The th~rd matrix, observing the under 30 years cohort from the 

1871 Census over the following decade, shows that the move by young 

wives away from the mill and into the home after a few years of 

marriage was growing stronger than ever. Only the HST workers had a 

relatively high proportion of their wives remaining in textile work 

in 1881. It might be rather cynically suggested that, since 1881 

lay in a period of low textile employment for women, HST workers were 

best placed to help their wives find work. 

From the above matrices, therefore, it would appear that young 

married men working in textiles, were more likely to have textile 
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working wives than other occupational groups. Their wives were also 

likely to remain in the mills longer than other wives. We have also 

seen that in 1861 a peak in married women's employment occurred, which 

is reflected in the matrices for both the 1851 and 1861 cohorts. The 

question now was whether the various occupational histories could be 

related to different childbearing patterns displayed by the couples 

involved, a question which is further explored in the next section. 

Section 6.7: Women's Work and the Building of Families 

The diagrams in Figures 6.9 to 6.11 are graphic representations 

of individual couple's childbearing patterns over the period of the 

first intercensal decade across which they were traced. The lines 

represent the length of time each couple was "in view". This is 

taken as being from the year of birth of the eldest child to the day 

on which the second census was taken. Not knowing the exact date of 

birth of each child meant that accurate years of birth could not be 

computed. Each child's age was simply subtracted from the date of 

the census in which it was found; thus a two year old in the 1851 

census was given the birth date~1849. This is, of course, somewhat 

misleading. Census day each decade, 1851-1881, fell either late in 

March or early in April. Thus a child who was returned as not yet 

having reached its first birthday could have been born either in the 

preceding 3 months of the census year or in the last 8 or 9 months of 

the previous year. Thus the year "1849" in fact refers to the period 
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from the beginning of April 1848 to the end of March 1849 (approximately). 

Some children's dates of birth were discovered from the Keighley and 

Ingrow Parish Registers (see Section 6.8, below). A small selection 

of these have been compared with the years of birth assigned to each 



Figure 6 .9 Childbearing patterns : for couples where (A) the husband was a textile worker in 1851 & 1861, (8) where he was 
a textile worker in 1861 & 1871, and (C) where he was a textile worker in 1871 & 1881.(Wives were all aged under 
30 in the first census in which the couple were identified), by wife's occupational history. 
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Figure 6.10 (P lease turn horizontal.) 
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child from their age at census to demonstrate the above remarks. 

(Figure 6.12). The year marked in the diagram is, therefore, the 

latest year in which a child can have been born, given its reported 

age. In the diagram each square represents one birth event; more 

than one live birth might result but this is not recorded. All 

children born and surviving to be enumerated in any of the censuses 

to which their family was linked are included. We cannot, at present, 

fill in the occurrence of still births or miscarriages nor the births 

of children who were born but died before they could be enumerated in 

a census. 

Figure 6.9A includes all those traced couples (wife aged under 30) 

where the husband was a textile worker (both high and low status) in 

19 
1851 and still in textiles in 1861. Fifty-six couples are included 

They have been divided according to the wife's occupational history 

into four groups: (A) where the wife worked in textiles in 1851 and 

1861, (B) where she worked in textiles in 1851 but was a housewife in 

1861, (e) where she was a housewife in both 1851 and 1861 and (D) where 

she was a housewife in 1851 but was working in the mills by 1861. 

Diagrams 6.9AA and 6.9Ae can be considered as two extremes of a 

spectrum. By 1851
20 

the 18 women in A had had 15 surviving children 

between them (i.e. 0.83 surviving child per woman (s.c.p.w.». By the 

same date the women in e had had 30 surviving children (1.67 s.c.p.w.), 

7 women in A were childless in 1851 and 4 would remain so until at 

least 1861. Only 2 of the women in e were childless in 1851 and by 

1861 both had had children. 1852-1861 those wives remaining in 

textiles (A) produced 1.17 s.c.p.w. whereas the houseWives in C gave 
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birth to 3.05 s.c.p.w. The women in B who were textile workers in 1851, 

had at that date had had 0.83 s.c.p.w., a figure equal to that of the 



rioure G.l::' The birth-years of children calculated from 
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women in A. 1852-1861, however, the women in B produced 2.5 s.c.p.w; 

a figure more closely approaching that of the housewives in group C, 

and they, themselves, had now become housewives. The women in group 

D were rather different. They had had 1.25 s.c.p.w. by 1851 but 

1852-1861 they had had only 1.37 s.c.p.w. Only two of these women 

had had children within the 2 years before the 1861 Census and both 

of these women had 10 year old children, quite old enough by 19th 

century standards to help look after a baby sibling. Because we do 

not know how long these women had been working in the textile 

factories before the 1861 Census was taken we cannot, unfortunately, 

tell whether their return to work had followed rapidly on the birth 

of their youngest child, which might imply that they had ceased bearing 

children in order to work, or whether there had been a hiatus between 

birth and work, suggesting perhaps that when a financial squeeze had 

hit these couples, the woman, finding herself with no infants to care 

for, had considered herself, or been considered, able to work. An 

alternative interpretation of the first scenario might be that circum­

stances had forced the woman out to work and the physical consequences 

prevented ~er from having any nfore children. 

however, these can only remain speculations. 

Due to the lack of data, 

Despite the diminishing number of textile workers who remained 

textile workelS, Figures 6.9B and C paint similar pictures. It very 

much depended at which point in the family building cycle the census 

"captured" a couple whether the wife would be returned as a "housewife" 

or a "textile worker". Couples who had not yet started a family or 

had only one child (or two well spaced children) were more likely to 

include a working wife. Over the intercensal period those wives 

remaining in textiles were those who achieved smaller families. 
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From the appearance of, say, Figure 6.9A this was done by spacing 

children far more widely apart than in families where the wife was a 

housewife. From the same figure it was calculated that where more 

than one surviving child was born to a couple (11 out of 18 instances 

in A, 11 out of 12 in Band 18 out of 18 in C) the average spacing 

between successive children was 3.5 years, 2.8 years and 2.5 years res-

pectively. Thus "housewives" (C) were taking about 21 months to fall 

"successfully" pregnant (Le. to conceive a child which would be born 

and survive until enumerated in a census) whereas textile workers were 

taking approximately 33 months. 

Was this spacing deliberate or not? We cannot tell. Certainly 

such gaps allow one young child to be reared to near self-sufficiency 

before another is born. Two closely spaced children would be more 

demanding on their mother than a single child and therefore widely 

spaced children might have been a desirable family plan amongst 

couples with a working wife. There are also a few instances of a 

more "modern-look family"; two closely spaced children shortly after 

marriage followed by a long period of infertility. Perhaps these do 

indicate pa!.ity specific birth ~ontrol being practised, those cases 

where the barren period is terminated by another birth being indicative 

of "slips" in the method used. 

The present generation's pre-occupation with contraception must 

not blind us to the possibility that textile working women were more 

susceptible than most to miscarriages, still births or infant mortality. 

Work outside the home may have acted in some way to reduce wives' 

exposure to intercourse, or to reduce their chances of conception. 

Any of these factors could have created the longer than average spaces 

between the children found amongst textile working wives, no matter 
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what th?irhusband's occupation or the census in which they were first 

identified. 

It must not be forgotten either that many couples are naturally 

infertile, many more subfecund. In 1948 Whelpton & Kiser calculated 

that in a population where neither contraception nor voluntary 

abortion was practised, about 10 per cent of married couples would be 

unable to conceive or have a pregnancy come successfully to term. 

(Whelpton & Kiser, 1948). Of the remaining 90 per cent, 10 per cent 

would be capable of having only one child, and ten per cent of the 

remainder would only be able to have one more child, and so on. Only 

64.6 per cent of all couples would be able to have a successful fourth 

pregnancy. Trussell & Wilson (1985) display a table which indicates 

the proportion of women with no live birth at specified durations of 

marriage by age at marriage. Their data is taken from the parish 

registers of 16 English parishes and encompasses marriage cohorts from 

1550 to 1869. The figures tabulated suggest that after 10 years of 

marriage, 6 per cent of women married between the ages 20-24 will have 

no live birth. For women aged 25-29 at marriage, the figure is closer 

to 10 per ~ent. Those married~when aged less than 20 will, by 

Trussell & Wilson's reckoning, be less likely to conceive a successful 

pregnancy than their sisters, married aged 20-24. After 10 years of 

marriage 8.3 per cent of the younger brides will remain childless. 

(Trussell & Wilson, 1985). From the linkage exercise we can, of 

course, only ~dentify couples who have been married at least ten years. 

We might, therefore, expect the incidence of childlessness to be some­

what less than that predicted as some women may still successfully 

conceive after 10 barren years of marriage. John Lister, tin manu-

facturer, and his wife Mary, who was a dressmaker, for example, were 
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identified aged 24 and 23 respectively, in the 1851 Census and traced 

through to the 1881 census. Their only child surviving to be enumer-

ated was John, who was not born until 1864. (He went on to be one of 

Keighley's few "students" in 1881). Because we can only~see" those 

births where the children have survived to a succeeding census rather 

than all live births which might be recorded in the parish registers, 

the incidence of apparently childless marriages might be rather higher 

than that predicted by Trussell & Wilson. By removing those couples 

aged 25-29 from the sample who had children over the age of 4, the 

proportion of "childless" couples would be raised even further, although 

the greater mobility related to their childless state may have made 

them less likely to appear in the traced sample. 

If we consider those young couples traced 1851-1861, those traced 

1861-1871 and those traced 1871-1881 where both husband and wife are 

present together on both censuS nights and calculate the percentage of 

couples who have no surviving children in the second census, we find 

that in 1861 this is 8.7 per cent, in 1871 8.4 per cent and in 1881 

9.8 percent. These figures are close enough to those of Trussell & 

Wilson and _Whelpton & Kiser to ~suggest that natural levels of child­

lessness, brought on by sterility or subfecundity are being observed. 

Table 6.14 lists the number of couples in the linked samples 

where the husband was in the same occupational sector in the first 

two consecutive censuses. It then gives the number and percentage 

of each group who had no surviving children at the second census. 

Small numbers can give rather distorted figures but, broadly speaking, 

the values are within range of predicted values of natural childless-

ness. The main point of the table, however, is to illustrate that of 

those childless couples many more than expected were to be found 
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Table 6.14. The proportion of couples who were childless after at least 10 
years of marriage where the husbands were in the same 
occLpation in the first two successive censuses and where the 
mother remained in textiles over the same period, Keighley 
1851-188l. 

Hustald's Censuses N Those tuiJer with tuiJer of 
Occ. childless .other in IIDthers in 

textiles textiles 
at census 1 at censuses 
! census 2. 1 It 2 I!Iho 

are 
lst. 2nd. N S childless 

Textiles 1851 1861 56 4 7.1 18 4 
Textiles 1861 1871 J7 3 8.1 10 2 
Textiles 1871 IBBI 24 3 12.5 6 2 

Metal-mech 1851 1861 23 3 13.0 0 0 
Metal-mech 1861 1871 64 2 3.1 6 1 
Metal-mech 1871 1881 111 9 B.l 7 3 

TETt+1 IB51 IB61 32 2 6.2 3 0 
TETt+1 1861 IB7l 56 2 3.6 9 0 
TETt+1 1871 18Bl 66 4 6.1 4 2 

Source: l'Onina1 record li11l<age of census enunerators books 

Notes: N = The IlUltler of cOl4Jles in each of the husband's 
cross-censal occupation categories 

Metal-mech = Metal-mechanical work 
TETt+1 = Trades other than textiles or metal-mechanical 

work 
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amongst those where the mother was a textile worker in both censuses. 

Were we to repeat this exercise for those couples who can only have 

one child, we would probably find the same phenomenon, as single­

child families do seem to have been more common amongst textile 

workers than amongst the sample populations as a whole. 

Lack of children, therefore, would seem to enable women to remain 

out at work, but it does not appear to be a condition deliberately 

sought~ the proportions suggesting that a natural regime of child­

lessness was in operation. 

Section 6.8: Individual Fertility Histories 

The lack of dates of marrigge and exact dates of birth in the 

census data has already been lamented. The diagrams in Section 6.5 

suggested that "housewives" were so categorised because they had been 

married longer before the census and therefore had had time to build up 

a family and leave the mill. However, if those in the textile workers 

category were experiencing longer than average delays between marriage 

and first birth, they could have been married equally as long as the 

"housewives". In order to inv~stigate this point further, it was 

decided to attempt to match couples in the Census with entries in the 

Keighley registers of vital events. 

Ideally, the couples already linked intercensally would have been 

sought in the marriage registers and their offspring hunted in the 

registers of baptisms. However, as discussed in Chapter 4, Section 3, 

the high proportion of non-conformists and the lack of records from 

their chapels, made such an exercise virtually impossible. The most 

desirable procedure had, therefore, to be turned on its head; marriages 

and births being linked to couples in the census rather than vice versa 
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thus giving a new population of sample couples. 

The marriage register of St. Andrews, Church of England, Parish 

Church, Keighley which covers the period immediately prior to the 

1851 census runs from September 27th 1847 to February 27th 1852, 

covering 500 marriage ceremonies. By census night, 1851, 390 of 

these marriages had taken place. The equivalent register for St. 

John's Parish Church, Ingrow-cum-Hainworth holds only 29 marriages 

from the first entry in April 1845 to census night 1851. Although at 

this period the couple's ages were seldom recorded in full in the 

register, the combination of the couple's forenames with the groom's 

surname and occupation (that of the bride not being given until later 

registers) was sufficient to identify couples in the census. The 

address at marriage sometimes acted as confirmation of a link. 21 Of 

the 419 marriages 196, or 46.8 per cent could be linked to couples in 

the 1851 census. However, it was noted earlier (Chapter 3 and 

Appendix C) that there was a tendency for brides to move to join their 

husbands upon marriage, rather than vice versa. Of those 105 couples 

where the groom's address lay outside the study area, none could be 

found in t~e following census. ~ Of the remaining 314 couples the 196 

traced represented 62.4 per cent. 

In order to have some representatives of Keighley's non-Church of 

England population included in the linkage data, the Registrar's 

indexes of Registry Office weddings (i.e. all weddings not taking place 

under the auspices of the Church of England) were used. These indexes 

contain only the names of individuals being married and the number of 

the page on which their certificate of marriage appears in the actual 

Register. If these listings are fed into a computer and then sorted 

by page number, two brides and two matching grooms are identified. 
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The BCALS can be used to search for each groom's name in combination 

of one or other of the brides. Cross checking ensures that two men 

are not linked to the one wife. The weddings listed in these indexes 

occurred allover Keighley Registration District (R.D.). As the 

study area covered approximately only one third of the R.D.'s 

population, we might therefore expect a proportionately smaller rate 

of linkage success. However, of the 134 marriages in the Registrar's 

Index covering August 1848 to the end of March 1851, 56 couples or 

41.8 per cent, were traced in the 1851 Census. Possibly the growing 

town had a younger population than the R.D. as a whole, leading to a 

greater proportion of marriages than expected taking place there, 

alternatively there is also the possibility that with the ±arger 

population there was greater scope for wrong links to be made between 

index and census, especially when so many couples went unseen. Also 

with the Registrar's Indexes the only dates known were the months at 

the start and the end of the period covered by the register. As a 

ready reckoner as to which year a marriage took place, the marriages 

were assumed to be evenly spread from the middle of the first month 

covered to the middle of the la~t. Seasonal fluctuations probably 

did occur, however, public holidays being favourite wedding days22 

and thus those marriages taking place in the middle of a year can 

be dated more accurately than those occurring at either end of a year. 

Knowing a woman's age at census and her year of marriage we can work 

out her approximate age at marriage. Having, at least, an approx-

imation of the month of a woman's wedding but no indication of her 

date of birth crude measures had to be applied. Thus a woman 

returning herself as 24 in the 1851 census was assumed to have had her 

24th birthday on January 1st, 1851. Thus, if married in 1849, she 
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was deemed to have been married aged 22. This method was slightly 

different from that used in calculating the year of birth of children 

in the census because, in the latter operation, the actual event was 

not defined. In a very few cases, however, this may result in a 

child appearing to be born before its mother married when this in fact 

was not the case. This would be particularly the case if a baby was 

conceived pre-nuptially. 

to couples in the census. 

Which leads on to tracing records of births 

Registers of births are held by the Registrar but they are 

virtually useless for the proposed linkage as no other means of ident-

ification are provided. This left the parish registers, unfortunately 

meaning that only the children of parents who were members of the 
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Church of England could be traced. These primarily serve as a record of 

of baptisms conducted in the church and, therefore, they do not always 

include date of birth (see Chapter 4). After the 1830s the majority 

of entries in the Keighley registers do contain this piece of informa­

tion, however, as well as the names of the parents, an address and 

often the father's occupation thus making identification within the 

census more certain. Only the~· entries for which the date of birth 

was given were listed, but as it became obvious from the discrepancies 

between birth and baptism dates that children could be quite old before 

they were baptised, the search for pre-18S1 census births was carried 

on until the end of the records for 1853. No doubt, even then, some 

births were missed. Thus a list of 149 births from St. John's 

register and some 796 from that of St. Andrews was compiled. Event-

ually it is hoped to trace as many of these births as possible to the 

1851 Census, however for the moment the list was sorted alphabetically 

by surname to allow those marriages where an exact date of marriage 



was known to be matched with any births resulting from that marriage 

taking place before the 1851 census. This, of course, resulted in 

a very special populatio~being both married and having children 

baptised in the Anglican Church in a relatively short few years, 

although not all were located in the 1851 Census. 

Of the 64 couples where a marriage-first birth link could be made 

three wives appeared to bear children before their marriage, a further 

29 women (i.e. 45.3 per cent) were pregnant when they got married. 

Indeed, Martha Aked married Anthony Brotherick or Broderick, a comber, 

on the 11th of November 1850 and was delivered of a daughter, Sarah, 

just nineteen days later on November 30th. Cutting it even more 

finely was Margaret Gregson, who married a joiner, Aaron Driver, on 

the 15th of May 1848. Two days later a son, George, was born. 

The average interval between marriage and first birth amongst 

the couples was 9.36 months with only 8 taking longer than 9 months 

to conceive after marriage. Within a year of marriage 67.6 per cent 

of the wives had given birth. These statements must be treated with 

care, however. Linking marriages and births from time periods with 

the same en~ points will tend t6 favour links being made amongst 

those couples with short marriage-to-first birth intervals. Nonethe-

less we can see that pre-nuptial pregnancy was not at all uncommon. 

As such pregnancy could mean expulsion from the mills, the girls 

involved would have had little choice but to become housewives on 

marriage. A girl who had proved herself fertile was therefore 

unlikely to be a textile worker; those who may have been having the 

same sexual experiences but were proving less easy to impregnate were 

more likely to remain at work. We know little of pre-marital sexual 

behaviour amongst textile workers., except for comments passed during 
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the l830s ' enquiry conducted by the Sadler Committee (P.P. 450, 519, 

Vol. XXI, 1833) which, although denouncing the textile population as 

promiscuous, were uncertain as to the reasons behind the lack of 

illegitimate births in the textile areas. The following statements 

were given by medical witnesses before Sadler's Committee of Enquiry 

on the 1st of August 1838: 

Witness B.C. Brodie: 

Q... do you conceive that labour, interfering with 
the health of females, diminishes the power 
of fecundity? 

A ••• I should suppose that females under these 
circumstances would be less likely to bear 
children than females under other circumstances. 

Witness C.A. Key: 

Q ••• 

A ••• 

Is very early and promiscuous intercourse 
between the sexes ordinarily attended, as 
far as the female is concerned, with 
prolificness? 

I should be inclined to think to the contrary. 

Witness Samuel Smith: 

A ••• promiscuous intercourse has a direct tendency 
to produce sterility; therefore I would say 
that in the agricultural districts, the 
circumstance of i~tercourse not being followed 
by conception was the exception; but in the 
manufacturing districts, where intercourse was 
followed by conception, I would say that was 
the exception. 

(Wing, 1967) 

Elsewhere the distribution of birth control pamphlets by Carlile 

and Place (Hewitt, 1955) in the textile districts was held responsible 

for low illegitimacy rates. From the small amount of Keighley data 

given above, it might be construed that illegitimacy rates were low 

because, for the most part, marriage followed on the heels of 

impregnation, although it is worth noting that the first witness above 
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attributed low fecundity to women's work rather than promiscuity. 

For many of the Church of England marriages, and all of those 

conducted under the auspices of the Registrar, however, births and 

marriages would not be linked; and accurate measures of marriage-

first birth and birth-birth spacing could not be made. By linking 

pre-April 1851 marriages to the 1851 Census returns and thence to 

subsequent censuses, however, an impression of marriage and child­

bearing patterns can be gleaned. 

Figure 6.13 groups the couples so traced by estimated age at 

marriage. The preference for marriage between the ages of 22 and 26 

is easily discernable, there being a rapid tail off in the number of 

marriages as the bride's age at marriage increased. Some of the 

marriages will be second ones, especially amongst the older age groups 

but any children born to previous marriages have been excluded from 

the diagram as rigorously as possible. Although, in the diagram, 

marriages of women aged 30 or over have been included, the following 

discussion will concentrate on those married under the age of 30. 

Having used only registers dating from 1845, few couples were likely 

to have children aged 5 or over~by the 1851 census so most would be 

included in the intercensally linked sample 1851-1861, although a few 

of the women married in their late 20s would have been aged 30 or over 

in the 1851 Census and therefore would not have been included. Each 

wife has a'roarriage" event marked in the diagram as well as a 

"disappears from view" event; the latter being her 50th year or non-

appearance in a succeeding census, depending which occurred first. 

Where a wife had died by the following census but had borne children 

in the intercensal period, her "disappearance from view" event has 

been placed immediately after the last birth. All births resulting 
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in a child which survived to be enumerated are shown bya.diagonal 

line. The outlined boxes indicate the age at which the wife was 

identified in the 1851 Census. It can be seen that only a short 

time has elapsed between marriage and census in most cases as might 

be expected given the dates of the regi&ters used. With increasing 

age of the wife, we are probably, therefore, seeing an increasingly 

biased sample as only the more newly married couples have been 

selected. Further symbols indicate where a husband died and where a 

remarriage took place. Although such events in tremselves are inter-

esting, little can be made of them here as the nature of the tracing 

exercise will create an unrepresentative sample of couples disrupted 

by death. 

Such a diagram is not easy to interpret. Only by dissecting it 

and investigating individuals within the make up do possible patterns 

become discernable. The majority of couples appear to have begun 

their families within the first two years of married life, many indeed 

within a year; little evidence of birth control there. Those who 

prove the exception to this general rule, therefore, deserve closer 

attention. By linkage and the~ back-checking with the original 

census entries we can learn more about those couples' living arrange-

ments and conditions :( see Appendix E) • 

(Couple No. 12, Fig. 6.13) 

James and Alice Edmondson married in June 1847, 
when Alice was 20. Their first surviving child 
was not born until Alice was 26. In 1851 James 
was working as a comber and Alice as a weaver. 
They had as a lodger 17 year old Sarah Smith, 
who worked as a drawer. They shared a house 
with a widowed agricultural labourer (aged 56) 
and his three sons. Ten years later Alice 
was still working as a weaver, although James 
had been promoted to the position of overlooker. 
In the interim they had had three children,~t le~~~~ 
evenly spaced three years apart. 
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(Couple No. 20, Fig. 6.13) 

William and Mary Harrison also took six years to 
start a family. Married in February 1850, Mary was 
returned as a housewife just over a year later. Her 
husband was a comber then but by 1861 he had become 
a smith's labourer and with three under 5s to cope 
with Mary remained at home, which the couple shared 
with John and Elizabeth Riley, a pipe maker and his 
wife and their 9 year old daughter. 

(Couple No. 22, Fig. 6.13) 

Henry and Martha Merra11 had an eight year gap 
between their marriage in 1848 and their first 
surviving child. Henry was a stone delver and 
Martha a weaver. In 1851 they were living with 
Henry's parents; John (51) a navvy and Barbery (57). 
Ten years later the couple had a house to themselves 
and their 4 year old daughter Ellen Ann. Martha 
was still out at work but when Ellen Ann was not 
at school her grandparents, living just down the 
street, were probably looking after her. 

(Couple No. 24, Fig. 6.13) 

The Tillotsons, Samuel and Sarahann were married 
in 1848, when the bride was 21. In 1851 both 
were returned as powerloom weavers. They were 
living with Sarahann's parents, Joseph and Margaret 
Speak. Ten years later they had moved to Turkey 
Street where Samuel now kept a beerhouse. They 
had a four year old daughter, Martha, and were 
well enough off to keep two servants. By the 
following census Sarahann had been widowed and 
remarried. Her new husband was a labourer. 
As the exact date of the marriage is not known 
we cannot tell whether 5 year old Mary Mitchell 
is Sarahann's daughter by Abraham or whether she 
is her step-daughter. 

Couple No. 36, Fig. 6.13) 

Joseph and Martha Smith married in 1848. Both 
were power loom weavers in the 1851 census and 
were living with Martha's unmarried brother and 
sister, Richard and Sarah Widdop, also powerloom 
wl,avers. A decade later, the Smiths still had 
no"ctildren and both were still out at work as 

II 

weavers. Richard and Sarah had been replaced 
by 15 year old Amos Smith, a lodger and possible 
relation working as a machine maker. 

Couple No. 42, Fig. 6.13) 
,. It! 

William and Olive Clayton also remained childless 
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(Couple No. 42, Fig. 6.13) Cont'd. 

from their marriage in 1850 until the 1861 
Census. In 1851 William was working as a 
mechanic and Olive as a weaver and they lived 
on their own. A decade later William had 
moved tokon turning and Olive had given up 
work. They still lived alone. 

(Couple No. 76, Fig. 6.13) 

William and Ann Feather had six barren years 
after their marriage in 1849. William was 
a weaver in 1851 while Ann remained at home. 
They lived next door to another Feather family, 
headed by Thomas (26), an overlooker, and his 
wife Ellen. They had two young children and 
Thomas's brother James, a woolcomber, was also 
living with them. A decade later William and 
Ann had moved and Willi~ had turned to joinery. 
They now had a 5 year old and a 3 year old and 
Ann remained at home. On census night Ann's 
unmarried sister, June Spencer, was visiting. 

(Couple No. 80, Fig. 6.13) 

Anthony and Harriet Kelley or Kelly married in 
1848 when Harriet was 25. Anthony was a 
mason's labourer and Harriet a hawker. They 
lived in 1851 in Carrodus Square with Harriet's 
parents, Anthony and Bridget Dunn, who kept a 
lodging house. On census night as well as 
Anthony and Harriet, Harriet's sister Sarah, a 
factory worker, and her husband Michael Walsh, 
who was also a mason's labourer; another married 
sister (a factory worker) and her son aged 5; 
two unmarried s~sters and one unmarried brother, 
all factory hands; plus six other lodgers (four 
of them Walshes) were living with the Dunns. 
Anthony was not present in the 1861 Census but 
would return by 1871. Harriet was still living 
with her parents and now had two children (the 
eldest born some 5 years after her marriage 
and the other under a year old, but she was still 
out at work I now in a factory. Harriet's father 
had in fact given up the lodging house (he was 
returned as an "agricultural labourer") although 
this was not obvious as on census night two of 
Harriet's brothers had returned to live with 
their parents, one bringing a son with him; a 
sister was there too, plus a granddaughter 
surname of Walsh as well as three "visitors", 
two of them a Dunn girl and her illegitimate 
daughter. Quite a houseful. Such complex 
households were not atypical amongst Keighley's 
immigrant Irish. 
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(Couple No. 81, Fig. 6.13) 

Fred and Elizabeth Sharp were married in 1849 
when the latter was 25. He was a wool sorter 
and she a weaver and they were living on their 
own in 1851. A decade later Elizabeth had 
left work, presumably to care for their only 
son, Walter, born almost ten years after their 
marriage. 

(Couple No. 88, Fig. 6.13) 

Susannah Milner married her husband William 
in 1850. He was a whitesmith and she a weaver. 
In 1851 they were living with Susannah's mother, 
Fanny Astin, a minister's wife. Her husband 
was not at home on census night but Susannah's 
sister, a 23 year old weaver, and her brothe~ 
a 15 year old smith's apprentice/were. A 
4 year old grandson was also staying. By 1861 
William had become the manager of an iron works 
and Susannah had turned to the more "genteel" 
employment of dressmaking. ~They had moved to 
their own home, but remained childless~ 

(Couple 96, Fig. 6.13) 

In 1848 Thomas and Anne Cullingworth were married. 
In 1851 he was a joiner and she a 29 year old 
dressmaker. Their marriage was to remain childless 
but in 1861 their 3 year old niece and 4 year old 
nephew were staying with them, indicating perhaps 
that they were not childless by choice. 

(Couple No. 101, Fig. 6.13) 

Charles and Maria Knowlea were also destined to 
remain childless~a11 their married life. They 
wed in January 1848 & in 1851 were living by 
themselves, Charles working as a warpdresser and 
Maria as a weaver. A decade later, however, 
they were sharing a house with Thomas Heaton, a 
30 year old wool scourer, his widowed mother, 
Mary, and his niece, 3 year old Sarah Elizabeth Heaton. 
The marriage register confirms that these are 
probably Maria's brother, mother and niece as she 
was the daughter of Jonas Heaton, a wool sorter. 

(Couple No. 103, Fig. 6.13) 

James and Hannah Baxter,married in 1847, spent at 
least 15 years"childless~ In 1851 James was a 
comber and Hannah a weaver. A decade later he 
had switched to foundry work and she to housework. 
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Appendix E.I. lists the household arrangements of all the couples 

listed in Figure 6.13 where the wife was a textile worker in 1851 

and/or 1861. The overwhelming impression is that these couples began 

married life as part of another household, although there were excep­

tions; e.g. the Corlasses, the Applebys, the Holmses and the Stowells~ 

When this is compared to a small sample (1 in every 5) of those 

couples where the wife was a housewife at both censuses (Appendix E.2) 

the contrast is marked; of the latter couples, very few shared their 

dwellings. A further point of interest is the fact that the husbands 

of these housewives include a draper, a corn miller, a cabinet maker 

with men in his employ, a butcher, a cordwainer, a warp dresser, an 

over looker and a railway employee - all more prestigious and better 

paid jobs than those of the men in combing, weaving and labouring 

whose wives went out to work. This general impression is also given 

support by the addresses of the couples, those with textile working 

wives being more likely to live in the more densely packed, reputedly 

noisome houses in the town centre. 

At an individual level, therefore, the data, albeit somewhat 

unrepresent~tive, corroborates fhe more generalised figures given in 

Chapter 5. Textile work for married women appears to have been most 

prevalent amongst the less well off strata of Keighley society, and it 

appears to have acted as a safety valve in times of economic pressure. 

Shared accommodation appears to have played a part in the early married 

lives of such couples. Such arrangements presumably encouraged the 

young wife to go out to work as in that way she would be benefiting 

everyone in the household by the extra income she could contribute. 

Children, however, appear to have been seen as a deterrent to sharing 

a house, although the age and number of children appear to have come 
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into the calculations. Possibly, where a mother had to give up work 

to look after the child, the loss of her income meant that the other 

members of the shared household were more financially stretched than 

if She were not there so she and her husband would move out. Ten 

years on, in 1861, most of the couples were living in their own house-

holds. In their turn some had taken in lodgers, possibly as a means 

of replacing the mother'S lost earnings. Most of the lodgers were 

young people in their late teens or twenties, but in some cases the 

young couple were now housing other family members. In one case at 

least, that of the Wilsons (No. 70, Fig. 6.13), this appears to have 

allowed the wife to continue working while her widowed mother-in-law 

acted as "housekeeper". It is noticeable, however, that a number of 

couples remained in close proximity to the parental or kin household 

of which they had formed a part the previous decade. See for 

instance the case of the Merralls above and in Appendix E.l. 

Those who were better off could afford to move more rapidly into 

their own accommodation, the wife would have less need to work and 

therefore more housewives appear to be in non-complex households. 

Couples wi~h several children are also more likely to have been in 

their own household, and to have had a non-working wife. Thus time 

from marriage to census may also affect the living arrangements 

"captured" by the census "snapshot". Further work linking the 

registers and the census, would provide a larger population of couples, 

allowing certain factors to be held constant in order that such cause 

and effects chains might be studied more closely. 

The phenomenon of women returning to work in 1861 after being 

housewives in 1851 has been discussed previously (see above and 

Chapter 5). In Figure 6.13 there are seven examples of such 
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behaviour: 

(Couple No.2, Fig. 6.13) 

William and Barbara Keighley were married, according 
to the parish records on 8th October 1848. In the 
St. Andrew's baptismal records, however, is an entry 
for the birth of Ann Keighley, born on 1st March 1848, 
daughter of William Keighley, mechanic of Fleece 
Street, and his wife Barbara. Anna M. Keighley was 
also born to William and Barbara on 31st August 1850. 
It is possible that there are two completely different 
sets of William and Barbara Keighleys, the former 
moving away from the area before 1851 because they do 
not appear in the census returns. Otherwise they 
are the same couple living together as man and wife 
and having a child before an official marriage 
ceremony took place. In Figure 6.10 it has been 
assumed that the couple in the census did not have 
the earlier baby, although by coincidence their first 
child was returned as Ann in 1851. By 1861, when 
she was ten years old she was referred to as Hannah 
Maria and she now had a nine year old sister Selina. 
There was then a gap of seven years before their 
brother John arrived. The two girls were returned 
as scholars but either would have been considered old 
enough to take charge of the infant while their mother 
worked. As well as Barbara's return to work the fact 
that the Keighleys moved from Brunswick Street, 
itself in a poor area, to "Brickhouses" 
considered to be the lowest of the low areas (Dewhirst, 
1974), indicates probable financial pressure on this 
family over the decade. 

(Couple No •.. 37, Fig. 13) 

Richard and Dinah Stowell had three children in quick 
succession after their marriage in 1848. Robert was 
aged 11 in 1861, Mary 9 and Thomas 7. In 1851 
Richard was an innkeeper. He did not re-appear in 
any subsequent census, however, although Dinah 
continued to return herself as married. Nevertheless 
by 1861 Dinah had a one year old son, Charles, who 
was probably minded by his elder sister while his 
mother was out working as a reeler. Ten years later 
Dinah had yet another one year old son, Harry. All 
her four other children were now out at work, 
presumably supporting the family while she remained 
at home. The long gaps in Dinah's fertility, the 
absence of her husband and the presence of a late 
teenage daughter at the time of the last birth, when 
Dinah was 43, all raise questions concerning the 
latter's "family building" but the Stowell family 
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(Couple No. 37, Fig. 6.13) Cont'd. 

illustrate how different work and childcare 
patterns were forged at varying stages in the 
life cycle and in the face of various situations. 

(Couple No. 45, Fig. 6.13) 

James and Jane Shuttleworth had a very young 
daughter in 1851. James was a "factory worker". 
By 1861 both he and his wife were weaving and 
the daughter Maria was 10; old enough to help 
care for her 4 year old sister and 2 year old 
brother. 

(Couple No. 57, Fig. 6.13) 

James and Elizabeth Hartley had two lodgers in 
1851 and Elizabeth was at home looking after 
their small daughter Martha. Ten years later, 
however, Elizabeth was out at work, there were 
no lodgers and Martha was no longer with the 
family; perhaps she had died. There were, 
however, an 8 year old daughter and a 6 year 
old son, both scholars, and old enough, by 
nineteenth century working class standards to 
fend for themselves when their mother was out 
at work. 

Two of the families remaining out of the seven (Couples Nos. 72 and 

85, Fig. 6.13) repeat this pattern; either the children were old 

enough to take care of themselves or one child was sufficiently old 

enough to be left in charge of the younger ones. The inevitable 

exception is Sharpe and Nancy Buckley who had a new daughter in 1851 

but had lost her before 1861, by which time Nancy had gone to work as 

a weaver, presumably to help out her comber husband. How she coped 

with her remaining 5 and 3 year old sons cannot be told, although the 

help of friends, neighbours and relations must never be discounted. 

It has been suggested that textile women cut short their family 

building in order to return to work. On the evidence of these very 

few cases it would seem that those who returned to work to alleviate 

financial difficulty, and this does seem to have been the main reason 
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for going back to the mills, were those who could fit work around 

their child care commitments rather than vice versa. It was not that 

children in other families were not looking after their younger 

siblings but that in such families the greater numbers of the latter 

would mean that the elder child could not cope on his, or more likely, 

her own and thus the mother would stay at home unless financially very 

hard pressed indeed or unless other child care arrangements could be 

made. 

Looking down Figure 6.13, very few mothers who were housewives 

in both 1851 and 1861 have the sort of family structure described 

above. Two which do look similar are that of the Spencers (No. 46) 

and that of the Ratcliffes (No. 64). In the first case the father, 

James, was an overlooker at both censuses. He was some six years 

older than his wife, and therefore presumably had had time to work 

himself into his high status position before marriage, thus putting 

his family on a securer financial footing. There may have been no need 

for his wife to consider working; overlookers were relatively well paid 

(Table 3.3). His eldest daughter was working in the mills as a 

spinner by the age of 10, however, and both she and her younger sister 

eventually became weavers. Very few children in Keighley, even those 

of the more affluent workers, escaped a period of factory work. 

The Ratcliffe (sometimes spelled Radcliffe) family probably saw 

an upturn in their fortunes 1851-1861 as William, the father, moved 

from wool combing to woolsorting. His wife Margaret was delivered of 

three sons in just over four years of marriage. From the census 

returns there then appears to be a four year gap before a fourth son 

was born. Admittedly, there were no girls to "nurse" the youngest 

child, and all three of the older boys were working as half-timers in 
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the mill augmenting their family's income so Margaret might have been 

expected not to be out at work. However, by chance, the births of 

all four brothers are noted in the St. John's baptismal records and 

this shows that in fact a son called Charles was born only 27 months 

after his immediately elder brother. The gap in the census ages may, 

therefore, be misleading so the pattern of Margaret's childbearing is 

not really so like those of the mothers who returned to work. 23 This 

acts as a warning to be considered during interpretation of these 

figures based on the census returns. 

The major part of this discussion has focussed on the beginnings 

of families child bearing sequence. The fact that a considerable 

proportion of the under 30 year old couples in Figure 6.13 includes a 

wife who is observed to reach her 50th birthday allows us to take a 

short look at the end of the family building process. Figure 6.14A 

graphs the age of mother at birth of last child. Figure 6.14B 

compresses the mothers into 5 year age groups, thus showing that the 

vast majority of women had reached the end of their childbearing span 

by the age of 44 and that many women concluded their families by the 

age of 39. The average age of~the mother at the birth of the last 

child amongst those women observed to the end of their reproductive 

career was 36.7 years, with menopause presumably following a few years 

afterwards. This average age at last birth of child is considerably 

younger than the 41-42 calculated by Frisch for mid-nineteenth century 

England and Wales (Leridon & Menken, 1979). 

Figure 6.15 graphs the age of these mothers at marriage by their 

age at the birth of the last surviving child. Lines indicate 0, 10, 

15 and 20 years of marriage. As might be expected an increasing 

number of the older brides have fertility spans of less than 10 years' 
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Fiqure 6.14 Age of wives in view until their 50th 
birthdays,at'the birth of their last 
surviving child; Keighley 1851, by year 
of age and by 5 year age group. 
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duration after marriage. Fertility does drop off with increasing 

age, and while it must be admitted that some women may have ceased 

bearing children because of social constraints rather than physical 

ones, it does appear that the later a woman married the more likely 

her childbearing period was to be of short duration. 

One further linkage exercise was carried out in an attempt to 

gauge the frequency of long delays between marriage and first birth 

which might have been obscured by the comparatively short time 

between the pre-l8Sl registers and the 1851 Census. 

For a period of time during the research, St. Andrews Parish 

Church records were unavailable, a change of incumbent taking place 

and the records being transferred from a safe in the vestry of the 

church itself to the Local History Section of Bradford Central Library, 

where they are now easily accessible. Had they been available, it 

would probably have been of greater benefit to try to link 1851-1861 

marriages recorded in them to the 1861 Census, given the greater 

detail such registers contain. However, as they were out of circula-

tion at the relevant point in the research, it was decided to use the 

Registrar's Marriage Indexes instead. 

Four of these were used in all, those running from August 1848-

May 1852, May l852-May 1855, May 18SS-December 1857 and December 1857-

November 1860. It was decided not to include the following one for 

November l860-January 1866 because so small a proportion of the 

weddings listed would have taken place in the four months or so before 

24 
the 1861 Census. The same method as outlined above was used for 

gauging the approximate year of marriage. All the caveats connected 

to this method plus that of calculating the bride's age at marriage 

and the date of birth of her children still hold, and therefore Figure 
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6.16 must therefore be treated as impressionistic only. Further, 

the possibility of the "wrong" link being made is heightened by the 

greater geographical area and the greater timespan involved. All 

these factors may combine to produce those cases where children appear 

to have been born before marriage. On the other hand, the child may 

have indeed been born before the marriage, either out of wedlock or, 

as we cannot identify cases of second marriage from the indexes, if a 

widower had remarried rapidly after his wife's death in childbirth 

and the child had been wrongly attributed to his second wife. 

Very few of the women are observed to reach their 50th birthdays. 

Only in those cases where a woman married in her mid-to-late twenties 

some five or more years before the 1861 census would she be old enough 

to have reached 50 by 1881. This, unfortunately, makes any observations 

about average age at birth of last surviving child impossible. 

However, large numbers of women are again seen to have children very 

quickly after marriage. No doubt, if the previous observations are 

correct, many of these were the result of pre-nuptial pregnancy. 

There are, however, a considerable number of couples who had several 

years to wait for a surviving cqild, or remained completely childless. 

(Couple No.1, Fig. 6.16) 

Holmes Rushworth married Martha Hoyle when she 
was just 17 in about 1852. In 1861, although 
he is returned as a mason and married, Martha 
is not living with him, although she would have 
been aged 25 or thereabouts. Perhaps she had 
gone home to have, or to show off her new baby 
because in 1871 the couple had only two children, 
one 10 years old. The other was aged 2. They 
therefore had a seven or eight year wait for 

,,"r .. ~ '''~ 
their first~cnild. 

(Couples No. 2 & 3, Fig. 6.16) 

Neither Nicholas and Jane Sharp nor Moses and 
Hannah Sugden had any surviving children in the 
1861 Census, despite having been married in 1855 
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Couples No.2 & 3, Fig. 6.16 (Cont'd.) 

and 1854 respectively. Both Jane and Hannah 
were working as power loom weavers' in 1861, as 
was Nicholas. Mos~s was a mason (25). In 
1861 both couples lived by themselves. 

(Couple No.4, Fig. 6.16) 

Mary Wild married William Feather in 1859 when 
she was about 19. The couple remained childless 
over the next two decades. William worked in 
the iron industry although in 1871 he was 
"unemployed". Mary was a weaver in 1861, was 
at home in 1871 but was back out at work by 1881. 
Again the couple were living by themselves in 
each census. 

(Couple No.5, Fig. 6.16) 

The Lynches, John and Margaret, were married 
in 1852 when Margaret was approximately 20. 
In 1861, when she was returned as being 28, 
she was at home looking after a 4 year old and 
a two year old. Some four or five years must 
have elapsed 'between marriage and the first 
surviving child. 

(Couple No.6, Fig. 6.16) 

smith and Jane Milner married in 1857 when 
Jane was 21 and Smith was reportedly 72! 
However, a decade later he had reverted to 
being 36. In 1861 Jane was a housewife 
but in the succeeding two censuses she was 
a weaver. Smith worked in the iron industry. 
The couple had nq. h VIi\ ~ children by 1881. 

As well as those who took a long time to start a family there were 

also those who had long gaps between their children, as was mentioned 

above. Some examples from Figure 6.11 include: 

(Couple No.7, Fig. 6.16) 

John and Mary Narey married late in 1860, 
when Mary was 20 or 21. In 1861 John was 
a mason's labourer and Mary a weaver. They 
were lodging with a Gou1din family composed 
of 2 adult couples and three small children. 
Two doors away was a household of 9 Nareys! 
Within a year after the census, John and Mary 
had a son, James, but it was not until 8 years 
after that that their second surviving child 
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(Couple No.7, Fig. 6.16) Cont'd. 

was born. In 1871 Mary was still out at 
work and John remained a mason's labourer, 
but now they were living by themselves. 
Four years later a third child was born and 
five years after that a fourth. In 1881 Mary 
was still out at work and her 11 year old 
daughter was probably helping to look after 
the two year old. Another Narey couple were 
living next door, but both were out working. 

(Couple No.8, Fig. 6.16) 

Thomas Reeday married Sarah Ann Bower in 1851 
when she was 21. By 1861 he had become a 
shoemaker with other men in his employ. The 
couple had two children in quick succession 
after marriage but there was then a seven year 
gap before their third surviving child. A 
three year gap separated the third and fourth 
and a six year gap the fourth and fifth children. 
Sarah Ann was a housewife in both 1861 and 1871. 

Such long gaps between children are not at all uncommon in Keighley 

at this time. Is this deliberate spacing the result of subfecundity 

or a manifestation of the high infant and child mortality rate? 

Despite the use of the term "surviving child", remarks have been made 

above as though no births apart from those in the diagrams took place. 

If the estimate of infant mortality used in the fertility analyses 

(see Chapter 5) is even roughl~ correct then for every four births in 

Figures 6, 9, 10, 11, 13 and 16 another birth will have occurred but 

not been observed in the census. As some family patterns allow little 

space for "extra" children, those families with the widest spacing and 

the fewest children have probably borne the brunt of infant death, 

miscarriage and still birth. It is well to remember Rebecca Town and 

her childless state despite at least fifteen births (see Chapter 4, 

Section 5). 

As well as those with large "breaks" in their childbearing and 

those who have no children at all there are those who only have one 
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child very early in marriage and then no subsequent children. Three 

examples are: 

(Couple No.9, Fig. 6.16) 

Henry and Ann Whitaker, married in 1857. 
Ann was 26 and a weaver in 1861, Henry a wool 
sorter and the couple had a three year old son. 
The couple were sharing their accommodation 
with another couple, Bracewell and Betty Snowden, 
who were also weavers. Ten years later there 
had been no additions to the family and both 
parents were still out working, while the son, 
William, was a scholar; a somewhat unusual 
occupation for a boy of 13 in Keighley. By 
1881 William had become an assistant school 
master while still living at home, and his 
mother had given up work. 

(Couple No. 10, Fig. 6.16) 

Thomas and Jane Wood also only had one 
surviving son, Richard, born soon after their 
marriage in 1854. Thomas was an overlooker 
and his wife was not working at any of the 
censuses. Richard was a mechanic at 16 and 
left home some time in the following decade. 

(Couple No. 11, Fig. 6.16) 

William and Ellen Midgley married in 1860. 
In 1861 William, aged 32 was a machine tender 
and Ellen, aged 24, was a weaver. They were 
living with William's parents and his sister. 
Approximately a year later they had a son, 
James. By 1871.Wi11iam worked as a carter 
and Ellen still remained a weaver. By 1881 
James was an overlooker. His father was 
still married but Ellen was not present on 
census night and the fact that William 
returned his occupation as "housework" 
suggests her absence was a long one. 

Greer (1985) suggests that this "one-child-ear1y-in-marriage-then-no-

further-children" pattern, further examples of which can be found in 
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Figure6.16 :, is indicative of the practice of coitus interruptus before 

and after marriage amongst peasant communities. Could couples also 

have been practising this "technique" in Keighley? Did Henry and Ann 

Whitaker plan to have only one child in order that he might receive a 



better education and move up in the world? Or was he able to do so 

because his parents, involuntarily, had only him and, therefore, 

could channel more resources and energy into his schooling? Certainly 

his mother's remaining at work in order to let him remain at school 

suggests a parental desire to see their child succeed. Whether this 

desire sprang up before or after his birth is impossible to tell. 

Diagram 6.16, like its predecessor, is hardly quantifiable, 

especially as so many of the women it depicts are not observed to 

complete their fertile span. However, some impressions caB be gleaned. 

It would appear that women marrying before the age of 20 do not produce 

so many surviving children in the first decade of marriage as those 

marrying aged 20-24. There are longer waits for, and gaps between, 

children, suggestive of lower reproductive efficiency or higher 

infant mortality. If anything, those marrying aged 20-22 seem more 

prolific than those marrying aged 23 or 24 whose childbearing patterns 

once again become more attenuated. To delay a girl's age at marriage 

beyond age 22 in Keighley, therefore, was to reduce the number of 

children she was likely to have. 

From contemporary observat;ons (see Chapter 2) female textile 

workers seem to have had later than average ages at menarche, although 

doubtless the majority of girls probably began their periods before 

the age of 20. From the small sample depicted in Figures 6.14A & B, 

and from contemporary accounts, they also appear to have had a some-

what earlier average age at menopause than their peers in non-textile 

working areas. Frisch has indicated that: 

It ••• historical data on nutrition, growth 
age-specific fertility and the ages of 

, 

reproductive events show that slow growth 
to maturity of women and men due to under­
nutrition, hard work and disease is 
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correlated with a reproduction span which 
is shorter and less efficient than that of 
a well nourished population. 

Sub-maximum rates of growth to maturity 
in a population or in some classes of a 
population are subsequently associated 
with a pattern of late mean age at menarche, 
early mean age at menopause, longer birth 
intervals and more relative and absolute 
sterility". 

Frisch's diagram which she used to illustrate this point has been 

reproduced (Figure 6.17) with an added curve to indicate that, on 

the basis of the information discussed here, the stresses and 

strains of factory work coupled with poor nutrition levels for the 

amount of work done may well have acted on the dimensions of a 

textile population's reproductive efficiency curve. With an earlier 

age at menopause, a later age of menarche and a shorter span of 

nubility, textile workers' fertility could be reduced below the six 

to eight children which would result from Frisch's IB50-1B70 

fertility schedule. 

Nutrition, however, is not just a question of how much one eats 

but also the content of what one is eating. We have already seen 

that textile workers tended to have "jaded po.' 0 t: e.s' " and suffered 

from stomach and bowel disorders. We know that rickets was very 

common in the textile districts and that false teeth were much 

sought after. Commentators often remarked on the stunted growth of 

the "operative class", as well as the prevalence of aenemia amongst 

them. These observations together point to deficiencies of vitamins 

and minerals amongst the textile population; deficiencies which could 

be passed on from generation to generation. Lack of vitamin B 

produces nervousness and stomach complaints; vitamin A deficiency 

stunts growth; rickets is the result of vitamin 0 deficiency; lack 
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Figure 6.17 The proposed curve of l~xtile workers reproductive err iciency. 
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of calcium causes soft bones and poor dentition, increasing the chance 

of deformity in the former and caries in the latter; a shortage of 

iron creates aenemia in adults and increases the chances of infant 

mortality (Drummond & Wilbraham, 1939/1957; Pearson & Greenwell, 1980). 

Admittedly many other sectors of the urban working class 

population would be short of the minerals and vitamins essential to 

health and well being; indeed many would have also been receiving 

greater amounts of harmful substances than their rural counterparts; 

water contaminated by high amounts of lead from the pipes in which 

it was carried is just one example of this. However, working women, 

and especially women working in the factories, had to endure extra 

physical and mental pressures creating additional stress-related 

symptoms. Stress can inhibit the uptake and efficient use of 

vitamins and minerals and therefore reduce the chances of conception, 

or of carrying a pregnancy successfully to full term. 

Pregnant women require to increase their food intake by 300-400 

calories per day during gestation to produce a healthy child (Boyce, 

1985). Women doing hard physical exercise require an even greater 

increase. Yet we know that ma~y working class women in the nineteenth 

century cut back on their often already meagre food intake to save up 

for their confinement and the baby's needs. Many also went out to 

work, or remained at work right up until the birth in order to 

augment their savings (Spring Rice; 1981, reprint). It is unlikely 

that they were using their extra income to buy the fresh meat, 

vegetables, fruit and milk which the medical profession recommend 

for pregnant women. It can be noticed in Table 3.13 that the 

"articles in general consumption by the working classes" contain none 

of those items; the largESt expense being flour with which to bake 



bread. Drummond & Wilbraham (1939/1957) point out that a farinaceous 

diet in itself can produce vitamin depletion, especially if white, 

processed flour is used. The diets of wool combers in the early 1850s 

certainly did not contain large amounts of animal proteins (Table 3.12) 

and it is likely that the female members of a household were less well 

fed than the males; some may well have survived on bread and tea as 

contemporary observers commented. A further result of the dietary 

deficiency highlighted by Drummond and Wilbraham was the fact that 

breast-feeding declined; partly because of mothers going out to work 

but also due to mothers being insufficiently well fed to produce 

adequate supplies of breast milk (Drummond & Wilbraham, 1939/1957), 

thus increasing the risk of infant mortality. 

The role of stress in this chain of events may well be an 

important one. We have seen in previous chapters that fertility was 

low amongst younger wives in Keighley, when large proportions were 

out at work, but that fertility was relatively higher amongst older 

women, most of whom had left work. This may indicate that by 

staying away from the factory and its pressures women were more 

likely to conceive and bear live~ healthier children when their food 

intake was not being competed for by the demands of work and their 

reproductive systems. 

If this hypothesis is correct then it suggests that the age 

specific marital fertility schedules postulated by Coale & Trussell 

(1974, 78) and even Hinde & Woods 1984), who took under-nourishment 

and illness into consideration, do not go far enough towards allowing 

for the conditions under which female textile workers existed based 

as they were on the "well-nOIV.shecf, non-contracepting, modern Hutterites" 

(Frisch, 1979) and the nineteenth century population of Britain 
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(which would include a large rural population with access to fresh, 

nutritious food), respectively. 

It is possible, therefore, that the low level of marital 

fertility amongst 20-24 year old and 25-29 year old wives in Keighley 

between 1851 and 1881 was due to causes outwith the direct control of 

the population. 
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Section 6.9: Conclusion 

The use of nominal-record-linkage to provide longitudinal views 

of couples' family building patterns has proven very successful in 

showing how static figures mask great mutability within a population 

over time. 

We have seen that female textile workers' fertility registers as 

low on the fertility measures because more fertile women are unable 

to carryon at work and therefore leave to become housewives, and to 

add their fertility to that of the women already in this category. 

If women return to the mills after bearing children it would appear 

that they do so only when the children can look after themselves, or 

each other. Women remaining in the mills did so because their 

fertility did not reach a socially set threshold after which they 

would be expected to stop work. In Keighley this threshold seems to 

have lain somewhere between land 2 children, although child spacing 

also appears to have been taken into consideration. This threshold 

was not rigorously adhered to, however, and women with several children 

can be observed in the textile workforce. For the most part, these 

women came from families in the~grip of poverty; social stigma appears 

to have been attached to having a family and a working wife. Those 

women who never had any children, or only one or two, were not 

pressurised into leaving the mill and therefore the women in the older 

textile age groups are more likely to be infertile thus producing 

ASMFR curves which strongly suggest that textile working women limit 

their fertility, whilst in fact the women work in textiles because 

they have no fertility to limit. The evidence of the birth spacing 

diagrams in Figure 6.9 to 6.11 suggests that male textile workers had 

a higher proportion of their wives in this category than either of 
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the other two major occupational sectors, and this consequently 

reduced their fertility below that of the latter two groups. The 

reasons behind these facts are difficult to interpret as there is also 

evidence that the wives of metal-mechanical workers and men working in 

TETMM left the mills earlier than the wives of textile workers anyway 

no matter what their fertility levels. 

It has also been shown in this chapter how men moved from 

occupation to occupation both over the life-cycle and through changes 

in the labour market situation. Again, therefore, the composition 

of the groups whose fertility was measured in Chapter 5, is seen to 

alter, which has further ramifications for the interpretation of M 

and m. 

The longitudinal data also uncovered the fact that pre-nuptial 

pregnancy was fairly frequent within the community, at least in the 

late 1840s and early l850s. The low levels of illegitimate fertility 

in the textile areas so agonised over by the middle class in¥estigators 

could thus be explained by couples marrying when they found the girl 

was pregnant. This suggests that couples had already formed strong 

attachments .. and planned to marry anyway but were spurred on by the 

imminent arrival. It would be of great interest to know the length 

of such relationships and the frequency of intercourse outside of 

marriage as this would give an indication of how likely girls were to 

fall pregnant. The dilemma would remain, however, of whether the 

couples sought pregnancy as a reason for getting married, or staved 

it off to deliberately delay marriage. Were brides pregnant on their 

wedding day proving their fertility or their inefficiency as contra­

ceptors? 

The large gaps in the child spacing charts of many textile 
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working wives in Keighley could equally be attributed to "slips" in 

contraception although without replacing children lost from view 

through mortality, we cannot be certain whether these women were, as 

many contemporaries believed, more likely to lose their children in 

infancy than their non-working sisters and thence to appear less 

fertile. Certainly to modern eyes the spacing of children seems 

haphazard and a likely result of a larger family being reduced by 

mortality or of a reproduction system which produced miscarriages or 

still births rather than live children. As we have seen, however, 

well-spaced children would be an advantage to a mother who wished, or 

had to work, and therefore the child-spacing observed could be the 

result of design rather than chance. 

The small amount of evidence concerning the reproductive systems 

of women in Keighley does suggest that, on average, they reached 

maturity later, had a sharper peak of reproductive efficiency and were 

menopausal earlier than their contemporaries, which would be consistent 

with the low fertility of women in their early twenties observed 

amongst the various groups in Keighley over the study period. There 

are, howeve!, several alternative interpretations of the figures and 

in the final chapter the observations, measurements and findings of 

the study will be summarised, and discussed as a whole rather than in 

discrete sections in order to come to some firmer conclusions as to 

the exact .nature of the fertility behaviour to be found in Keighley 

1851-1881. 
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Notes to Chapter 6 

1. The term "reconstitution" is' usually applied to work done on 
registers of birth, marriage and death and the methods used are 
most notably described in Wrigley" (l966l Here "reconstruction" 
is used to signify a similar but somewhat cruder procedure 
based on the census enumerators' returns and subject to all the 
constraints which the use of that source implies. 

2. See Laslett (1983) for a list of 30 "select English parishes" 
for which reconstitution has been undertaken. The most famous 
of all must surely be that of Colyton in Devon carried out by 
E.A. Wrigley (see, for example, Wrigley, 1966, 1978). 

3. "SOUNDEX is a name compression routine: it is a system whereby 
a surname is reduced to one letter and three numerals, such as 
A234 or MlS2 ••• S0UNDEX, technically the Russell SOUNDEX code, 
was developed for use with twentieth century material. Ian 
Winchester made a number of Modifications to account for the 
special character of Irish and Scottish names and for typical 
confusions in nineteenth century penmanship .•• (this) version is 
more powerful for historical research than the original code." 
(Katz and Tiller, 1972). 

4. Minor problems arise when young couples are staying with the 
groom's parents. As the son (code 03) the groom would be listed 
first, then any younger brothers, followed by any sisters (04) 
and then by his wife as the daughter-in-law of the head of house­
hold (06). The enumerators' habit of listing children in 
descending order of age coupled with the sort programmes division 
of siblings into male and female created lists of sons by 
descending order of age followed by lists of daughters similarly 
ordered. In future, for similar studies, it would in fact be 
advantageous to have siblings ordered by age rather than 
relatipnship to household head as it is their order of arrival 
rather" than their "son" or "daughter" status which is of interest 
and time is lost interdigitating siblings to recreate a complete 
order by age. Such a sort could easily be achieved by editing 
all 03 (son) and 04 (daughter) codes to a one number code 
representing "child". 

5. A Direct Access file has all its component entries itemised by 
the computer enabling it to seek and locate an entry using any 
of the coded criteria as an identifier with the maximum speed and 
efficiency. 

6. Reducing the size of the DA file noticeably increases the speed 
at which the computer works on finding a required entry. Other 
users of the mainframe also do not experience a drastic decline 
in their computing speed. 
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7. Because of the sorting of the file, members of a household with 
different surnames were not liated tOgether, thus the design of 
the programme echoed and reinforced the focus of the study: the 
reproductive couple. Alterations- to the Computer Assisted 
Linkage System could identify whole households thus enabling 
studies of such entities. Discussion on this topic, however, 
showed that the amount of computer time and file store required 
prohibited such an exercise on a time sharing computing system 
such as that run at Sheffield. Where further details of the 
households in which a couple were living were required, cross­
referencing between the hard copies of the unsorted and alpha­
betically sorted listings was required. 

8. If a "married"man were being sought and a "single" man were found, 
he was not considered as a possible link. Once married an 
individual could only become "widowed" as the census returns did 
not record "separated" or divorced. In a very few cases during 
the linking exercise carried out here unusual names have made it 
possible to observe couples living apart - although, of course, 
there could be a multitude of reasons for their not being 
together on census night. It is possible that when separation 
had occurred, women were more likely to return themselves as still 
"married" or even, widowed, because of the status that conferred 
while men reverted to being "single". The fact that "absconding" 
husbands (see Figure 4.5B) were chargeable to the parish for the 
upkeep of their wife and offspring may also have meant that such 
men were very unlikely to be found in the local area! One 
example of an apparently separated couple are Moses and Ann Hanson, 
aged 29 and 27 respectively in 1861, both weavers who were married 
in 1858. By 1871 Moses had become a mechanic's labourer while 
Ann was still a weaver but, although still returning herself as 
married, was lodging elsewhere in the town. 

9. See Chapter 4 on the reasons for change of birthplace. 

10. The decreasing proportion o~ couples where the wife is aged 25-29 
with children aged 5 or over 1851-1871 shown in Table 6.1 contrasts 
with the decreasing singulate mean age marriage for the Keighley 
study area over the same period (Table 3.1). An inverse relation­
ship might have been expected rather than a corresponding one. 
On the face of it the two tables might be interpreted to indicate 
women marrying younger but waiting longer to start a family. 
Whether this is an accurate interpretation remains to be seen. 
1881 again stands out as running against the trend of the three 
previous censuses in both tables. 

11. A "complex" household is here taken to mean one that consists of 
more-individuals than comprise the actual nuclear family. 

12. The percentages overall of the three male occupational groups 
TETMM, metal-mechanical work and textiles in the under 25 year age 
group who were living in complex households in 1851, 1861, 1871 and -
1881 were: 35.4, 19,29, and 17.7%; 22.2, 25.5, 20.2, and 21.2% 
and 32, 24.2, 31 and 21.6% respectively. 



13. "Cohort - A group of individuals. who enter on some stage in the 
Life Cycle simultaneously and are analysed as a unit throughout 
their life time" (Johnson et aI, 19B1, p. 44). 

14. Combers tended to work in small groups, known as shops, many of 
which could be situated well out of town (see Map 4.4). The 
worsted manufacturers gave out work to the shops, supplying them 
with wool and with their combs. The combers would come to the 
mill to fetch the wool for combing and would return the completed 
"tops" and receive more wool and their pay, usually once a 
fortnight. If they ever wished, or were forced, to leave a 
manufacturer's employ they would return his combs to him, a 
gesture known as "handing in your combs". See Notes from 
J. Room (Figure 3.22). 

15. It has been suggested that, with mechanisation and the employer's 
preference for female or child labour, the men in the cottage 
industry preferred to send their children and women folk to work 
while they, themselves, retained an autonomy over their lives by 
staying at work in their cottages and combing shops. There they 
were neither at the call of the factory bell nor at the mercy of 
relentless machines (Hareven, 19B1). 

16. "Finisher", "Sizer" and "twister". These textile job titles 
came to prominence 1871-1B81, however the numbers involved were 
relatively small and so they were put in the general textile 
workers category, 6700 (see Appendix B) which in turn has been 
consistently classified as a low status textile occupation, 
encompassing as it does the terms "factory boy" and "mill hand". 
It is possible that the newer job titles were accompanied by 
higher status or higher wages than this "catch all" category 
confers and therefore were seen by men as more attractive long 
term employment. 

17. The term "still working" implies that the women had not stopped 
working. We have no easY,means of monitoring their job 
histories over the intercensal period so we cannot tell whether 
they were indeed in continuous employment over the decades or 
whether they had had one or more periods of work before returning 
to the mills over the period during which the second census was 
taken. The term, therefore, indicates women observed to be 
working in 1861 as well as in 1851. 

18. As shown in Chapter 3 the vast majority of Keighley women would 
have worked in textiles before marriage. For most, if not all, 
of the women mentioned here their move would have been a return 
to work rather than a whole new experience. (See also 
Appendix B concerning the problem of women's misreporting of 
their occupation). 

19. Men also may have changed occupational sectors between censuses 
(see Note 18) and therefore the term "still" includes those 
instances where a man has left his first census occupation, gone 
to another one or more and then returned to'the original 
occupation in time to be observed in the second census as being 
in the same occupation as he was in the first census. 
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20. 1851 and the other census years fit awkwardly into the "year of 
birth" calculations as some children, born in 1851 but after the 
census was taken, are returned as being 10 years old. In 1851 
the census was taken on the night of Sunday 30th Harch and in 
1861 it was taken on the night of Sunday the 7th of April, 
therefore children born in the week 31st March - 7th April 1851 
would be 10 years old in the 1861 census although they did not 
appear in the 1851 census. Others who were returned in the 1861 
census as 10 would be given the year of birth "1851" (1861 - 10) 
when in fact they were born in the year which should have been 
designated "1852". Thus, in the diagrams, there is probably 
some overestimation of children born in 1851, as births from two 
censuses can be recorded as falling in that year, and a consequent 
underestimation of birth occurring in 1852. 

21. The term "address at marriage" is rather ambiguous as no 
indication is given as to whether this should be the address of 
where each individual was living before the ceremony or where they 
are going to set up home as a married couple, which presumably 
would have been arranged before the ceremony. If the former, then 
a surprising (to modern eyes) number of individuals married the 
boy or girl "next door" or were living with their future spouse 
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before marriage as both bride and groom returned the same general 
address. The implications of this for a study of fertility behaviour 
are sufficiently great to warrant further study. Perhaps couples 
married shortly after a census could be traced in the returns to 
see what their pre-nuptial living arrangements were. 

22. Christmas Day was in fact a favourite day for weddings, presumably 
be~ause it would be a holiday from work and therefore guests and 
even bride and groom would not have to hurry back to work, in fear 
of losing their jobs. (Roberts, 1984; Adams, 1982). 

23. An alternative explanation is, of course, that the first Charles 
died shortly after birth and that the Charles in the census is, 
in fact, a later baby named ~fter his dead brother, a not uncommon 
practice .. in Victorian times.· 

24. As a fee was charged for consultation of the indexes on the basis 
of time taken and the whole index would have had to be copied out 
to ascertain which of the marriages indexed fell November 1860 to 
April 1861, cost was the main factor in the decision not to use 
this fifth register. 

25. We cannot be certain that no children were born to these two 
couples. If the children were staying elsewhere on census night 
we have no means of identifying them as, since their parents do 
not reappear in the 1871 census, we have no other opportunity to 
"catch" the children at home. 

26. Willigan & Lynch took their quote from: 

Anderson, M (1979) "Some problems in the use of census type 
material for the study of family and kinship systems" pp. 69-80 
Sundin in Sundin & Soderlund (eds.} Time; Spac~ and Man: Essays 
on Microdemography. (Almqvist & Wiksell, Stockholm). 
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CHAPTER 7. 

Before Their Time or Sacrificed to Progress? 
A Reappraisal and Some Conclusions. 

This thesis took as its starting point a graph drawn up from the 

published results of the 1911 "Fertility Census" (Registrar General, 

1923) . The graph (Figure 1.2) showed that the occupational Class VI, 

comprising textile workers, was experiencing rates of marital fertility 

well below those of all but the highest social class in the middle of 

the nineteenth century. This was somewhat unexpected for, while the 

downturn in the overall birth-rate of England and Wales had begun in 

the late 1870s, it had previously been supposed that the working classes 

would be affected last. They would have to 'wait' for the downward 

diffusion of birth control knowledge and increased incentive to act 

upon it. While agricultural workers and miners lagged behind other 

class groups, maintaining high fertility levels for longer, the textile 

workers' fertility levels indicated that either they had greater, or 

earlier, access to knowledge concerning birth control, or else greater 

incentive for its use, than their working class peers; or else their 

fertility was being reduced by some means other than deliberate limita-

tion. It was also possible that some or all of those factors were 

acting in combination. The 'diffusion' model of the spread of birth 

control was called into question because textile workers' fertility lay 

below that of Social Class II; a situation which would not occur, it 

was thought, if the middle classes were adopting birth control first and 

then passing it successively down the social order. It was not until 



the l870s, when Social Class II's fertility levels fell below those of 

the 'textile workers'. 

As defined by the Registrar General, any particular couple's 

class was decided by the husband's occupation only. As such the 

'textile workers' class had several unique characteristics. Its 

members were spatially highly concentrated, congregating mainly in the 

cotton centres of Lancashire and the woollen and worsted areas of 

Yorkshire's west Riding. By the mid-nineteenth century, after the 

advent of widespread mechanisation within the industry, they were a 

highly urbanised population~ their dwellings clustering around the 

factories in which they worked. Thus, unlike the agricultural workers 

or the miners, the textile work-force experienced the combination of 

industrialisation, mechanisation and urbanisation comparatively early. 

A further feature which differentiated the textile industry was the 

large proportion of the workforce which was female~ women and girls 

worked alongside men and boys, although actual tasks performed tended 

to be segregated by sex. 

The relationship between the experiences of the textile population 

as an industrial group, the high number of women working in the textile 

mills and the low level of fertility displayed by the Registrar General's 

Class VI was the main focus of this study. Was the textile workers' 

fertility so low, so early because of deliberate limitation of births, 

and, if so, what had motivated this behaviour, what form did it take and 

how had the textile work-force acquired knowledge of the methods they 

used? If deliberate fertility control was not involved, what influences 

were at work to reduce the number of births amongst married textile 

workers? 

On the basis of a review of contemporary and retrospective 

literature a model was drawn up of factors which might have affected 

the textile population'S fertility levels (Figure 2.10). This model 
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divided into two halves (or pathways), both affected by the large 

number of women working in the mills, the 'psychological' and 

'physiological', respectively. The first path represented the view 

that the textile population, being in the forefront of the Industrial 

Revolution, was the first to experience social changes which spawned 

new attitudes which would, in time, become widespread as "modernisation" 

gained momentum. Amongst those were new attitudes towards contra-

ception. The alternative path suggested that the changes wrought by 

the new, industrial urban era were not for the better and, being amongst 

the first populations to experience such conditions on a large scale, 

textile workers of both sexes suffered ill health and physical 

degeneration which left them with lower than average child-bearing 

potential. In one scenario, championed by Hewitt, Pinchbeck, Collet 

and others, the textile workers were 'before their time'; the harbingers 

of change, developing a pattern of behaviour which would become 

increasingly widespread as the impact of industrialisation spread 

throughout society. In the other, the textile workers were seen as 

sacrificial lambs offered at the altar of progress; their bodies 

stunted, their health broken an~their lives reduced to drudgery in 

order that ever-increasing profits could be made. Engels and Hutchins 

were amongst the "social commentators" who provided evidence for this 

argument. These two, very different, views are symbolised by the 

artists' impressions of life in the textile districts depicted in 

Figures 2.11 and 2.12. In each case the high number of women, and 

especially married women, employed in the textile districts was seen 

as a major contributing factor to the low levels of fertility among 

textile workers. The Registrar General himself had specifically 

implicated this feature in his report. The present study sought to 
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ascertain whether the accusation that it was women's work which reduced 

fertility amongst the textile class was a valid one and, if so, to 

discover how the relationship operated. 

Two methods of enquiry were employed, both utilised the census 

enumerators' books for the town of Keighley in the West Riding of 

Yorkshire covering 1851, 1861, 1871 and 1881. The study was designed 

to compare and contrast the fertility experiences and family building 

strategies of a variety of groups and Cduples from different class and 

occupational backgrounds within one fairly typical, medium-sized town. 

Keighley, the third largest worsted centre in the West Riding fitted 

those requirements and was therefore chosen as the study area. 

The first stage of the study involved measuring the marital 

fertility of groups defined by husband's occupation, wife's occupation, 

or both partners' occupation combined. This was done by calculating 

age specific marital fertility rates (ASMFRs) for the groups being 

studied from child-woman ratios calculated from the census enumerators' 

books. The observed ASMFRs were then measured against two standard 
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schedules of marital fertility, yielding figures purporting to represent 

the level of underlying natural ~ertility within the group (M), the 

extent to which marital fertiiity was being controlled in a parity-specific 

way (m). A further measure calculated the overall fertility which a 

woman would achieve were she to marry when aged 20 and experience the 

ASMFRs displayed by the observed populations as she proceeded towards 

her fiftieth birthday (TMFR). 

The two standard fertility schedules were somewhat different in 

the level and shape of the curves they described. When the ASMFR curves of 

the Keighley population groups were measured against them the Coale 

Trussell Standard was shown to be nearer in shape to the Keighley curves 



whereas the British Standard schedule lay at a level much more akin to 

those of the mid-nineteenth century textile community. The British 

Schedule was therefore considerably more useful for comparative 

purposes but the Coale-Trussell fertility model usually predicted 

fertility curves which were a closer fit to the observed ASMFRs in 

Keighley. 

Comparison with either standard schedules suffered, however, 

because the study population failed to fulfil certain assumptions 

contained in the models on which the M and m indices were based. 

First, the modelS assumed that there was no dissolution of marriage 

before the age of 50. In Keighley, the inclusion of women who moved 

out of non-domestic employment and into the home in groups defined or 

strongly influenced by women's employment acted to produce an effect 

very similar to that resulting from widespread marital dissolution. 

Second, variations, in the extent of married women's employment, 

and in the average length of time which a woman would stay at work 

after marriage, between groups and within groups over time ~eated 

effects akin to those brought about by swings in nuptiality. 

Third, the models assumed tbat wives in the 20-24 age group would 

be the most fertile, but a late age of marriage in Keighley meant that 

it was the 25-29 age group who showed the highe~ fertility rates, at 

least in those groups where the wife's occupation was not considered. 

When the wife's occupation was taken into account it was shown that 

female non-domestic and domestic employment could be fertility­

dependent states and the measures of fertility which were calculated 

had to be interpreted with this in mind. 

Once the effects of all those factors in M and m had been 

recognised, it could not be expected that all the" groups observed 
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would have fertility rates which fitted well to those predicted by 

the two models. Thus the mean square error term (reported as 

3 MSE x 10 ), the measure of goodness of fit of observed to predicted 

3 fertility, could be larger than 0.005 (5 in MSE x 10 terms, described 

as a 'mediocre' fit by Coale and Trussell) and still be acceptable in 

the Keighley context. An MSE x 10
3 

of 50 was taken as the upper 

limit of acceptability amongst Keighley's population groups. The 

number of poorer fits, many caused by random processes, was reduced 

by confining the discussion to those occupation- or class-defined 

groups which consisted of 100 couples or more. 

Each group also had its TMFR calculated. This measure high-

lighted the problem of lack of mortality data. Differences in rates 

of child and infant mortality with mother's age would have had the 

greatest effect on the calculation of M and m: class specific mortality 

would not, of itself, have changed the shape of the observed ASMFR 

curves. In the case of TMFR, as class-specific differences in 

mortality were not known, inter-group comparisons could not strictly 

be made. Many other features of life in Keighley were also, 

unheralded, contributing to TMFFs calculated and this increased the 

difficulties of interpretation. Changing rates of employment, 

migration, swings in the proportions married and the age of marriage, 

alterations in the industrial and class make-up of the town and 

within the town, all affected the final estimate of anyone particular 

TMFR. 

Many of the problems and disadvantages of the fertility measures 

stemmed from the fact that they were derived from static, point-in-

time data and yet sought to quantify phenomena within an ever-

changing community. The second method used to "investigate Keighley's 



family formation behaviour took a longitudinal approach; tracing 

couples and their offspring from census to census and, where possible, 

from census to the registers of vital events. In this way couples' 

changing circumstances in regard to occupation, living arrangements 

and fertility could be monitored. 

This exercise too had its problems: high population turnover 

meant that only a moderate proportion of the population could be 

observed over time; and the lack of non-conformist records of vital 

events coupled with the high number of non-conformists in the community 

limited the populations in some of the linkage exercises even further. 

The longitudinal data, however, uncovered new facets of life in 

Keighley and shed further light on several aspects of fertility 

behaviour. The story of Keighley's fertility behaviour, as observed 

between 1851 and 1881, is not straightforward, but we can now begin 

to answer the five questions set out in Chapter 1. 

Waslcr.tfertility a general phenomenon within Keighley? 

We have questioned the validity of the fertility levels reported 

by the 1911 "Fertility Census", as we have seen that textile employment 

in middle ~ge did not guaranteE! that a man had experienced unbroken 

employment in that sector since his late teens, and if it did this may 

well have been facilitated by his wife's low fertility. There was 

therefore the possibility that the low fertility amongst the textile 

working Class VI shown in Figure 1.2 was an artefact of the methods of 

calculation. This could not be checked directly as the present data 

source, census enumerators' books, did not allow comparable calculations 

to be made. 

The measurements of fertility which we could take using the 

census enumerators' books led us to take the British Standard of 
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marital fertility as indicative of the level of fertility prevalent 

in mid-nineteenth century England. This too can be questioned. 

This standard fertility curve was based on the mean fertility 

measurements derived from family reconstitution surveys of twelve 

English villages, and spanning 1650-1799, in combination with the 

mean fertility figures derived from vital registration data for 

Scotland in 1855. The final standard was weighted towards the 

latter set of figures because of its greater reliability (Hinde & 

Woods, 1984). It is unlikely that the curve produced is wildly 

inaccurate, it is certainly closer to the nineteenth century experience 

than that derived by Coale and Trussell, but local variations would 

be expected to occur and caution should be exercised until further 

studies allow final conclusions to be drawn concerning the accuracy 

and applicability of the British Standard in the context of nineteenth­

century Britain. 

If it is deemed representative of natural average fertility levels 

in the mid-Victorian period then fertility in Keighley does appear to 

have been generally low; with couples where the wife was aged less 

than 30 contributing most to the shortfall of births. 

A woman marrying aged 20 and following the British ASMFR curve 

could expect to have had 7.17 children by her 50th birthday; a similar 

woman in Keighley could only expect to have 6.5 children. The latter 

figure assumes, however, that in fact mortality has been accurately 

estimated. A slight alteration in the distribution of infant 

mortality by mother's age and the Keighley population would have 

appeared as fertile as their peers in the country as a whole. 
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Within the town, however, different fertility patterns were displayed 

by the various groups; the textile working class, as defined by 

husband's occupation, stood out as having particularly low fertility. 

Was there a difference in fertility between married women working 
in textiles,married women who were working but not in textiles~ 
and women who were married and stayed at home? 

At anyone time wives who remained at home were much more 

fertile than those who were out at work. Those who worked in 

textiles were a little less fertile than those who were employed 

elsewhere, but this is not surprising as many of the non-textile jobs 

were carried on in or around the home thus reducing the problems of 

children. Women with higher numbers of children could therefore do 

these jobs whereas the textile working women were more restricted. 

Over the study period the level of fertility in each of the three 

women's occupational groupS remained remarkably constant suggesting 

that the number of children which a woman could have and still remain 

out at work did not alter to any great extent over the 30 year period, 

1851-1881. The main effect of women's work on fertility levels 

appears to have been through the proportions in which they went out 

to work, at:·what ages they did so, and how long they remained there. 

Large numbers of married women going out to work reduced the fertility 

of wives working in textiles and increased that of housewives, in any 

particular population group. 

Did a woman's occupational history affect her fertility? 

This is a very difficult question to answer as the two aspects 

of a Keighley woman's life, employment and fertility, were very closely 

connected so that the nature of the relationship is not always clear. 
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Very few girls in Keighley did not spend some time in their 

teenage years at work in the town's textile factories, although the 

point-in-time census data did not allow us to differentiate between 

those who 'never worked' in textiles, those who had done some work in 

textiles, and those who had always worked in textiles before marriage. 

After marriage the question seems equally valid when reversed: did a 

woman's fertility affect her occupational history? A woman with 

several children, especially closely spaced children, was far less 

likely to be out at work than a woman with no children. Pre-nuptial 

conception, a fairly common occurence in Keighley, would remove women 

from the workforce relatively promptly after marriage. Keighley's 

average age at marriage amongst women lay in the later twenties, but 

the high pre-nuptial conception rate suggests that a large number of 

the younger age groupS were not without sexual experience. Whether 

factory work facilitated this cannot be told. However, because so 
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many of those pregnancies were followed by marriage rather than an 

illegitimate birth, it suggests both that the bond between the couples 

was already strong and that in some ways pregnancy was seen as a signal 

to marry. Not knowing the e~tent of premarital sexual intercourse 

we cannot gauge whether the pre-nuptial pregnancies were the results of 

'accidents' in contraception or of a few acts of unprotected intercourse. 

Pre-nuptial pregnancy acted to increase apparent marital fertility 

amongst younger women, and to reduce their participation in the work 

force. 

other couples would require longer after marriage for the wife to 

conceive and bear a child and such. women would very often remain longer 

in the mills; although amongst some groups, especially the higher status 

ones, it would appear to have been customary for the wife to leave work 



immediately upon marriage. Some couples had long childless periods 

after marriage, but it remains uncertain whether this delay was due 

to the failure to conceive, to carry pregnancy to term; to a higher 

incidence of infant mortality; or whether it was the direct consequence 

of deliberate attempts to avoid the wife having to leave work. 

In the later years of marriage a woman could go out to work if 

she had not recently had any children or if her children were 

sufficiently well-spaced for the older ones to look after their 

younger siblings. Again we cannot tell whether such a family 

building pattern was deliberate or simply fortuitous. Once out at 

work, it would seem probable that women in Keighley were not conceiving 

as often as might otherwise be expected. This suggests that a dual 

work load led to stress and fatigue, a decrease in libido, less 

frequent intercourse and fewer pregnancies. which stood a reduced 

chance of coming to term. As many women went out to work when their 

husbands were receiving reduced wages, or were under- or un-employed 

or were too ill to work, both partners may have lost interest in sexual 

matters. 

Was there.any evidence that the health of textile workers was 
adversely affecting their reproductive capabilities? 

There is no direct evidence that textile workers' health was 

adversely affecting their reproductive ability or behaviour. There is 

some circumstantial evidence that the effect of urban conditions, poor 

nutrition and disease, which Hinde & Woods believed to be reducing the 

fertility of nineteenth-century populations in England and Wales, were 

compounded by the nature of women's work in the textile districts. 

There is literary evidence for high incidence of menstrual problems, 

problems associated with nutritional deprivation certainly in terms of 
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the quality of food value, and problems in childbirth; all of which 

points to reproductive systems working below par. That those 

problems were not confined to the textile workforce is certain, but 

with the concentration of working married women in the textile 

districts the effects may well be magnified, especially if the women 

left out at work are those with no children. It has been suggested 

that such effects of textile work were seen at their strongest amongst 

younger married women. It might initially take them longer to 

conceive and complete a successful pregnancy; but once they achieved 

this they would leave the mills and with the release of stress and the 

reduced work load they would find conception easier and would be more 

likely to achieve further live births. 

Were there differences between different groups of textile workers 
and if so what factors appear to have been involved? Were these 
factors observable amongst the rest of the town's populat1on? 

The difference in fertility observed in Keighley were many. They 

are discussed at length in Chapter 5. In essence, it would appear 

that male textile workers as a whole had lower observed marital 

fertility rates than the rest of the population because of the pro-

portion of-their wives who went out to work in the mills, and because 

of the great upheavals taking place in the worsted industry during 

the 1840s and 1850s. Within the textile industry, the higher status 

workers appear to have undergone reductions in fertility at an earlier 

date and faster rate than lower status workers. This was connected 
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with the changing status structure of the textile industry, but must be 

attributed chiefly to the fact that higher status couples began to 

limit their fertility in the later years of the wives' childbearing 

span. Lower status workers followed suit, but not until the fertility 



of their younger wives began to rise thus reducing what would other-

wise have been a large drop in fertility. Other occupational and 

class groups showed changes in M and m indicative of a move towards 

greater family limitation between 1871 and 1881 but none were as 

marked as those amongst the textile workers. Even by 1881 the 

town's population as a whole had not reached levels of m sufficiently 

high to signify that the majority of couples were limiting their 

fertility in a parity-specific way. Amongst the textile workers m 

was well above even the 0.3 limit imposed by Hinde & Woods: if young 

textile wives were not having many children older wives were success­

fully stopping themselves from having any more. 

It is possible, therefore, to provide some form of answer to each 

of the five questions posed at the beginning of the study. In so 

doing we have also raised even more questions and highlighted areas 

that require further investigation. The most prominent of the latter 

is a need for a greater knowledge of the incidence and distribution 

of infant mortality within Keighley during the study period. An attempt 

had been made to take it into account but this has been shown to be 

inadequate. Unless an acceptaple model of infant death rates by 

maternal age is constructed to be included in marital fertility models, 

and a greater insight into class-specific infant death rates is 

achieved, then the lack of early accessible local data on mortality is 

going to continue to plague investigators of fertility in towns where 

the census remains the most practical data source. 

The uses of nominal record linkage have been demonstrated here as 

a very limited section of the population. Further work would benefit 

greatly if the process could be applied to all members of the community, 

especially those in their later years of childbearing, since in this way 
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a greater range of cohorts could be followed and a more detailed 

knowledge gained of the changes taking place before the start of the 

study period. In a few years time the 1891 census will become 

available. It would be of great interest to add figures derived 

from that set of enumerators' books and to trace our Keighley families 

across a further decade. More extensive use of Keighley's available 

vital registers would also further enhance and build upon the work 

reported here. 

Finally, this study has lacked the benefit conveyed by comparative 

data. To repeat the investigations carried out in Keighley in another 

textile town would provide a testing ground for some of the ideas 

presented in this study. The validity of comparisons would not always 

be easy to assess because new, locally derived dimensions would create 

further twists in the already complex tale. Such comparative work is 

essential, however, if our understanding of the Fertility Transition 

is to advance. 

Given the work reported here, what can be pieced together about 

the low fertility of textile workers in Keighley between 1851 and l88l? 

Going back to the early ye~rs of the nineteenth century, the 

textile industry was burgeoning; factories were being built to spin 

cotton and worsted yarn. The latter, however, relied on the hand 

wool combers for their supply of wool and on the hand loom weavers to 

work up the spun yarn. Thus the factories were "manned" by women 

and children while the men still worked at home in small semi-rural and 

rural villages. Fertility, by all accounts was high. However, as 

the textile industry expanded it became more and more urbanised. As 

people moved into the textile centres so once sufficient amenities 

became stretched and began to decline in standard. Clean water became 



scarce, waste disposal problems increased, air pollution thickened 

and over-crowding became fiercer. The population began to suffer 

from the effects of several generations of factory work and their 

worsening living conditions. The Sadler report of the 1830s spoke 

of a great deal of deformity in the textile districts; in the 1840s 

the Keighley Union Surgeon was warning of the danger of high rates of 

prolapse of the uterus, abortion and premature labour brought on by 

women's work in the factories. 

In the 1840s power looms began to force hand loom weavers out of 

business. The new technology increased the demand for wool so many 

of the weavers turned to combing rather than to power loom weaving 

which was fast established as a predominately female occupation. A 

decade later combing too was overtaken by technology and many men were 

thrown out of work, or could only make the most meagre living at their 

trade. 

In 1851 the latter crisis had not yet taken full hold; many 
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textile workers were marrying relatively early with quite a considerable 

proportion of their wives being under 25 years of age. The majority 

took wives when they were 'aged between 25 and 30. Higher status work 

was mainly the province of younger men who did not object so strongly 

to factory work while the older men, preferring their more independent 

ways, were found in the much larger lower status sector, outside the 

factories. There was no indication that the older couples were limiting 

their fertility in a parity specific way, but amongst the younger couples 

in both sectors fertility levels were low, but especially so amongst the 

lower status workers, who married rather later. Large numbers of the 

young wives were working in the textile industry, and this served to 

reduce the overall fertility levels as the textile working wives did 



have much lower fertility. Those women were either losing more 

babies than their housewife sisters or they were refraining from having 

children for some considerable time after marriage. We know that 

lower status workers' wages were considerably lower than those of 

higher status workers so the fact that a greater number of their wives 

went out to work is not surprising. But if deliberate fertility 

limitation in the form of delaying conception and child spacing were 

allowing them to remain out at work longer than their 'higher status' 

sisters, this would mean that motivation not to limit fertility could 

be as high as that to limit: a strange concept so early in the nine-

teenth century. Through the nominal record linkage exercises we have 

shown that frequently the early months of marriage in Keighley meant 

sharing accommodation with one or other set of in-laws. This acted, 

no doubt, as another way of saving money and helping out the family, 

especially when the son or son-in-law could be incorporated into the 

father's combing shop. It may well also have acted as a restraint 

on intercourse and thus delayed pregnancy. Very often the birth of 

a child gave the young couple the impetus to set up their own home. 

Higher status workers, being better paid, may well have been able to 

afford housing earlier in their marriage and thus, several barriers 

to childbearing were removed. Higher status textile workers' wives 

certainly appear to have fallen pregnant more quickly (or more 

successfully) in the 1850s. The question of possibly greater still­

birth, miscarriage or infant death amongst the lower status workers 

raises the question, again unfortunately unanswerable, of whether 

women who had suffered such a trauma would treat it as an unremarkable 

occurrence and return immediately to work? This would certainly be 

the implication of the high number of young wives out at work, unless 
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fertility were low for other reasons. 

During the late 1850s the crisis amongst the lower status textile 

community deepened. Fewer young men went into this sector of the 

industry and those who did so married later. However, other sectors 

of the textile industry were enjoying better fortunes and this combin­

ation sent many women out to work, many of them having had a spell 

away from the mills but deciding to return. Those who had the least 

child care worries were the most likely to return. Thus we mainly 

find women who had not had any children in the recent past and women 

who had older children capable of looking after younger siblings out 

at work, although in some cases a friend or relative might act as 

childminder to allow a mother out to work. Even amongst the higher 

status group young wives were staying out at work longer after marriage, 

they were also marrying later. With the glut of men looking for 

textile jobs this group may have been experiencing the worries of 

reduced wages or a less stable job market. Prices of goods were also 

high at this time, so wages would not have gone so far. 

It is difficult to decipher whether young wives' fertility in both 

groups actually rose 1851-1861 ~r whether this was a function of some 

women staying out at work even after passing the 'normal' threshold 

fertility level. Because of this, however, the impression is given 

that both high and low status textile workers had an increasing 

number of wives in the older age groups who were attempting to reduce 

their fertility. With the stress and strain of extra work amongst 

the women and the threat of redundancy or reduced wages, couples may 

have not been trying very hard to limit their fertility but were 

nevertheless quite successful in doing so. 

The 1860s was the hey-day of the worsted industry; it was also 
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the decade in which the majority of the male textile workforce fell F,r6C 

into the high status sector. The proportion of wives out at work in 

both status groups dropped but in terms of fertility behaviour the two 

groups diverged. 

It seemed that the fertility limitation observed amongst high 

status textile workers in 1861 had been deliberate for it continued 

in 1871. The younger wives were becoming increasingly fertile as 

the average age at marriage dropped again and, as times were good 

wives had less need to go out to work, even though weavers' wages at 

that point were high. Older women were, on the other hand, 

definitely showing signs of parity specific reductions in births. 

Amongst the lower status workers, however, it is difficult to 

tell whether the lower fertility in 1861 had been deliberate because 

by 1871 the older wives were once again showing few signs of fertility 

limitation and the fertility of younger wives had dropped again. 

This may well be connected with the fact that very few young men were 

entering this branch of the industry, preferring alternative employ-

ment: the population was aging rapidly. We have seen in Chapter 6 

that if a wife went out to wor* then a comber, or weaver, had less 

need to move into alternative employment. Thus the low fertility 

amongst the younger couples may have been an attempt to avert a 

change of employment, as the infertility of their wives was allowing 

the young men to remain in textile jobs until they could work their 

way into higher status positions. 

Was the fertility pattern among lower status textile workers in 

1861 brought about by deliberate changes in hehaviour which, when the 

need for reduced fertility receded were abandoned? Or was it brought 

about by changing circumstances, which in turn changed again, forming 



a new pattern? It is hard to believe that the dire straits the 

lower status group found itself in during the previous decades would 

not have emphasised the advantages of fewer children, and yet the 

lessons of how this could be brought about were soon forgotten. Thus 

the second option, that of changing circumstances from census to 

census, would appear to make more sense. 

By the mid-1870s the whole textile industry was in the throes of 

a deep depression. This time, it would seem, the female operatives 

were under the greatest pressure as power loom weaving went into 

decline in Keighley, and wages dropped. The women responded by with-

drawing their labour into the home. Metal-mechanical workers too 

suffered the experience of a depression as the demand for their 

worsted machinery dropped, and their fertility fell for the first 

time. The reduction in the number of lower status textile workers' 

wives who were out at work coupled with an influx of young men into 

this branch of the industry led to a decrease in the age at marriage 

which led in turn, it would seem, to a rise in fertility amongst the 

youngest age group. ~mongst the wives aged 3S or over, there was a 

most successful move to limit the number of their children expanding 

any further. Some of the 40-49 year olds in 1881 would have been 

aged 20-29 in 1861. Were they putting into practice what they had 

learnt when wanting to delay childbirth in order to stay out at work 

or were the processes which had first affected higher status workers 

now beginning to affect them and they had, very successfully, 

followed their lead in fertility control? A third possibility is 

that if women in 1861 had indeed had a few more children in their 20s 

than their peers in 1851 or 1871 then they felt a greater need for 

family limitation by the 1880s. 
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The higher status workers in 1881 were showing fertility patterns 

which suggested that by then birth control was part of their lives, 

as young couples as well as older ones, housewives and working wives 

were all displaying fertility curves suggesting birth spacing in the 

early years of married life followed by attempts to curtail family 

size in the later years. 

Attempts to limit marital fertility may have been increasing, 

and increasing in their success, amongst Keighley's population during 

the l870s, but the textile workers had already mastered the concept, 

and its execution by 1881. 

The value of married women's labour, indeed women's labour in 

general, to the textile industry and to the households within a 

textile town has been very evident throughout this study. It is 

doubtful that it would have gone unnoticed by contemporary textile 

workers and the rest of their communities. Even families whose men-

folk worked in other industries would, in Keighley, have some female 

relative at work in the mills. The double burden of childbearing 

and factory work would not have gone unappreciated. It is likely 

therefore that attitudes to wo~en and their work, and the attitudes 

of women, changed more rapidly in the textile districts than else-

where. Other changes in belief and behaviour are equally likely as 

urbanisation and industrialisation created 'modern' modes of thought 

amongst those workers in the vanguard of progress. Loss of fatalism 

and the growth of the ideal of 'self-betterment' were encouraged by the 

way of life in the nonconformist strongholds of the textile districts. 

It is very probable that the 'psychological' pathway of the model in 

Figure 2.10 was in operation amongst the textile population. The 

evidence we have gathered concerning the poor physical condition of 

506 



507 

many of the textile workers and the recurring problem of infant and 

child mortality makes it seem unlikely, however, that the 'physiological' 

pathway was not also playing its part, although perhaps a declining 

part, in influencing the overall patterns of textile fertility to an 

extent greater than has been previously realised. One factor, the 

fertility levels amongst Keighley's Irish community (see Appendix C) , 

argues both for and against this. Their fertility in the 25-29, 

30-34 and 35-39 age groups in Figure C2. are very high compared with 

those of the textile population. If the Irish were so very poor, and 

very unhealthy how were they able to produce such high numbers of 

children when the Keighley mothers of the same age could not? This 

suggested that the depressed fertility of the under 35 year olds in 

Keighley resulted from practices which reduced the number of successful 

pregnancies. There is also the possibility, however, that, deprived 

as they were, the Irish had 'newly' arrived from a rural environment 

and had not long been subjected to the rigours of urban living and 

factory life which had told on the physique and the constitution of 

early nineteenth century textile workers and had been passed on to 

their children and their grandchildren. 

If the textile community was restricting the number of its 

children its methodS of doing so will probably never be known with 

confidence. In the early years of the study period abstinence 

undoubtedly played a part. It is unlikely in the financial climate 

of the 1840s and 1850s that expensive contraceptive devices were 

being used. 

that passion between the sexes remained 

constant but in times of stress or fatigue libido can falter and 

reproductive capabilities diminish. Abstinence may not have been 



the trial of self-control it is often pictured to be, when both 

partners were coming home after a minimum twelve hour day with perhaps 

only six hours sleep until the next shift began. The problem may 

have been one of conceiving rather than of contracepting. The textile 

workers may have been more successful at limiting their fertility 

because their fertility was more easy to limit. 

Abortion would certainly have been an option, but it seems 

unlikely that a woman would choose to suffer repeated abortions, with 

all the consequences this would have for her health, if her intention 

was to remain at work as long as possible. 

By the 1870s when fertility was being much reduced by older 

textile couples it is likely that some birth control appliances were 

in use. Many would have been available, the actual method chosen 

being dictated by personal preference or circumstance. Gossip, 

information and advice must have spread quickly 'horizontally' through 

such a community. 

There is no doubt from the figures presented here that textile 

workers in Keighley were limiting their fertility in a parity specific 

way well in advance of their working class peers. Be it the result 

of changes in their environment, of the struggles within their industry 

or of new attitudes engendered by special circumstances of the era in 

which they found themselves, they were well before their time. The 

low overall fertility rates within this one textile town, especially 

amongst the younger workers, do prompt the belief that sacrifices were 

being made by the work people to keep the textile machines clacking and 

whuring and to keep the wheels of progress turning. 

The work reported here has several implications for the under­

standing and futul'"cstudy of the "Fertility Transition". 
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In Chapter I we stated that we were seeking to understand "the 

mechanisms which precipitated whole populations into a new era of small 

families, with all the attendant sociological and psychological changes 

which that entailed". Reduced marital fertility was, we now realise, 

as much a product of the sociological and psychological changes brought 

by the new methods and practices of production following in the wake of 

the "Industrial Revolution", as it was their predecessor. 

The term "revolution" conveys the impression of a sudden, quick-

acting and widespread event. The major processes involved in the 

Industrial Revolution were, however, relatively slow, although those 

caught up in them no doubt found their lives altered rapidly and 

dramatically in many ways. Such changes did not affect all members 

of society equally, nor simultaneously, and reaction to them could not 

be expected to be instantaneous, evenly distributed nor exactly the 

same in every community. 

The textile workers of Britain were certainly amongst the first 

to experience the full impact of industrialisation; there was little 

previous experience of the conditions with which they had to contend, 

conditions which we now take for, granted and seldom question. Take 

'time' for instance. Today we live by the clock, working a " nine-to-

five" day, everyone wearing a watch. We find it difficult to imagine 

a society where time was measured by the sun passing overhead, by the 

changing seasons. The change from such a society to our own was 

accomplished, to a large degree, by the introduction of machinery into 

the workplace; machinery which would start at a given time, and would 

stop at a given time and in between had to be constantly tended by 

human "hands". 'Time' became precious, especially in households where 

mothers had to fit their household duties around paid employment. 
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We can speculate that perhaps, if the middle classes grew to see their 

children as expensive in money terms, the working class came to regard 

children as a demand on time. Could this have been one reason for the 

textile workers' desire to limit their fertility before the restrictions 

on children'S work curtailed the ability of youngsters to "keep" 

themselves, the reason previously given for the adoption of birth 

control techniques by the working classes. This is only one possible 

example of the many changes which must have been occurring over the 

course of the nineteenth century. A mainly quantitative study such 

as this cannot do justice to such processes, being unable to measure 

the beliefs and perceptions creating the behaviour patterns which can 

be quantified. Until the cultural milieu in which the measurements 

are taken is fully appreciated, we can never be certain of the 

rationale behind observed changes in behaviour. In our post-permissive 

age, for instance, we often mock "Victorian prudery" which left young 

people untaught about sexual matters and women to praise their husbands 

for "not bothering them too often". In an age when contraception was 

unreliable, unobtainable or 'taboo' such attitudes may have developed 

to help suppress fertility. We- can see a mirror image of this process 

when the oral contraceptive opened the way for the "permissive society". 

Further changes wrought by the "Industrial Revolution" remain to 

be more fully explored. The physiological impact has long been hinted 

at but not fully documented, possibly because, again, local variations 

created contradicting and confusing evidence. Despite our fears that 

the restrictions of "measurability" straitjacket our interpretations 

of the processes underlying the Fertility Transition, further quanti­

tative work is needed in various types of community and amongst 

different occupational or even ethnic groups to enable us monitor the 
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dimensions of the "Fertility Transition" in space and time. We do 

not yet know, for instance, whether any other working class group was 

experiencing fertility levels as low as those of the textile workers 

in the middle of the nineteenth century, or whether the textile 

community acted alone. If they did act alone did fertility controlling 

behaviour disseminate outwards from the textile centres or did it spring 

up spontaneously in other areas as the impact of the new ways of life 

struck there? 

Before more 'local' studies are undertaken, using the census 

enumerators' books, the methods of measurement require reconsideration 

and honing. 

The use of standard fertility schedules is robust, if the standard 

can be accepted to represent the fertility experience of the population 

under consideration, and if the fertility levels calculated from the 

enumerators' books are themselves accurate. The problems of using 

point-in-time data when dealing with longitudinal phenomena have been 

emphasised by this study. Changes in occupation over time, and the 

question of singulate mean age at marriage being affected by differential 

migration are just two examples .• The impressions given by the two 

perspectives can be confusing and contradictory. This urges caution 

in future analyses, and a need for greater use of linkage technique 

with census material. 

Finally, if the census enumerators' books are to yield accurate 

measures of fertility behaviour then a great deal more needs to be known 

about local infant mortality levels. Some attempt can be made to 

counteract the lack of information, but its accuracy can be difficult 

to gauge. variations in infant mortality between and within cities, 

towns and rural districts are not yet fully understood. They, as well 
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as fertility rates, await further res.earch. 

The enigma of textile workers' historic fertility patterns has 

been examined by this study, and some progress has been made towards 

unravelling its components. The intracacies of the relationships 

revealed would seem to suggest that the final exposition of the complex 

entity which was the "Fertility Transition" still remains well in the 

future. 
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