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To Jack Plumb


Editorial Foreword

Historians respond to the problems of their time almost without being conscious of the process, and the focus of their study changes with the changing times. In the nineteenth century all countries of Europe and America were preoccupied with the origins of national identity, with the need to forge a living past that would give meaning not only to the present but also to the future: Ranke, Macaulay, Michelet, Bancroft and other great historians of the nineteenth century were so preoccupied. As Britain’s national identity seemed to be inexorably involved with the evolution of constitutional rights, with liberty, freedom and, particularly, democracy, it is not surprising that an ever growing number of professional historians should devote all their skills and interest to constitutional, legal and political history and that these subjects should dominate university syllabuses when they were first designed in the late nineteenth century.

The First World War, the Great Depression and the economic disasters which followed gave great impetus to the study both of diplomatic and economic history, one generally attracting the conservative, the other the radical historians in the 1920s and 1930s. After the Second World War interest in diplomatic history faded first or, rather, transmogrified itself into International Relations and Strategic Studies. Economic history drifted into a professional morass and developed a confused identity – the quantifiers and the econometricians moved in and so did the sociologists, especially American sociologists, hoping to establish an ideology which would refute the Marxist interpretation which had flourished within the realm of economic history.

But the problems of Western industrial society have become much more complex since the Second World War. Fantastic economic growth, and it has been fantastic this last thirty years, has created its own social tensions and, even more important, the very nature of highly industrialized society, apart from its growth has created new conflicts. Institutions which have lasted for ten thousand years, not only in the West but also in the East, have suddenly seemed to be in jeopardy. In the last two decades there has been a mushrooming of interest among historians in the problems of demography, of the nature of the family, of the position of women, children, slaves and servants, of the uses of leisure, of the influence of printing, of the expansion of the arts, of the importance of the images society creates for itself, and of the interpretation of class not in economic but in social terms. A new panorama of social history has spread before the eyes of scholars and led them to subjects which historians of previous generations would have thought of interest only to antiquarians.

Naturally, other forms of history are not dead, even though some of them are corpse-like, but there can be little doubt that the historical imagination, for better or worse, has become intoxicated with social history: for example, the volume of work on death in the last ten years is prodigious and it is matched by the quantity of studies on childhood or marriage.

The danger of social history, which in spite of its present explosion has, in some of its aspects, long roots reaching back through G. M. Trevelyan to Macaulay and Sir Walter Scott, has been the tendency to drift into descriptive history, of how people lived and spent their days with little or no attempt to analyse why their lives, their beliefs, their activities were what they were. Also, the evidence social historians, even very good ones, used in the past, was impressionistic – diaries, letters, personal memories, together with material collected from folklorists and antiquarians. Naturally, most of this evidence related to the literate class, until very recent times a modest segment of the nation.

In order to give this material greater rigour, sociological theory, either of Marxist or capitalist bent, has been used and, often, in discussion of death, birth, education of children or the position of women, it has been infused with modern psychological analysis. Although this has given rise to some nonsense, particularly in the history of childhood, it has given the subject, on the whole, greater intellectual weight.

As with economic history, there has also been a powerful movement which has attempted to quantify the evidence of the past in order to give a statistical basis for some of the fundamental questions of social history – average size and nature of the family, whether nuclear or extended; the age of marriage for men and women; death rates and ages at death; an attempt has even been made to quantify literacy. Huge mountains of data have been assembled and computers have hummed away merrily at great expense, but the results remain extremely tentative. Before the nineteenth century record-keeping was erratic and its reliability was not easy to test. There is, too, one unknown factor of great importance – how many of the population were never recorded at all, neither their births, marriages nor deaths? Indeed, most of the results obtained are easy to criticize and must be treated with considerable scepticism. Even so, generalizations about the family and about its size, about marriage, about bastardy, about age of death, all are firmer than they were and, because they are, help us to understand the life of the country in greater depth.

Although statistics may give shadow and depth to the picture, they cannot paint it, and social history still depends upon a great range of records. Formerly it depended most of all on letters, diaries and imaginative literature but, although these are still of the greatest value, more attention has now been given to artefacts: to the study of houses and gardens, to newspapers, bills and trade cards, to carriages, instruments, games and toys, indeed to everything that may throw a light on the way life was lived or the way it hurried towards its future or clung to its past. By extending its range and its depth, by encompassing a multiplicity of scenes, social history has become a far more complex and intellectually exciting discipline than it was.

Over the last ten years the flow of monographs and articles on the social history of England has increased, mushroomed like an atomic explosion, and the time is more than ripe for an attempt at synthesis.

J. H. Plumb


Acknowledgements

A work of this kind must inevitably be largely a distillation of the research and interpretations of others, and a dialogue with them. I cannot acknowledge all their work here (though I list some of it in the ‘Further Reading’ section). I hope I haven’t anywhere used their work in vain. The following scholars and friends have read this book at various stages (some more than once): John Brewer, Robert Brown, W. F. Bynum, David Cannadine, Estelle Cohen, Linda Colley, Mark Goldie, Joanna Innes, Chris Lawrence, Sue Limb, Gillian Morris, Michael Neve, Jacqueline Rainfray, Keith Snell, David Souden, John Styles, Sylvana Tomaselli and Christopher Wright. I have benefited immensely from their help, though I am of course entirely responsible for the outcome. Jack Plumb has given me every encouragement with the project; I hope the result will not seem a travesty of ‘Plumb’s century’. The first part of this book was written in the peaceful surroundings of Churchill College, Cambridge, and during the latter stages I have basked in the time for research and the facilities offered by the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine. I should like to express deep gratitude to Verna Cole and Frieda Houser for ever-cheery help with typing; to Tim Harris and Chris Husband for help with references; to Mrs Jean Runciman, who has read the proofs; and to Nick Collins, who has compiled the index.

Roy Porter, February 1981


Preface to the Revised Edition

It is highly flattering, but far more daunting, to be called upon to revise a book completed eight years previously. One must correct errors. Inevitably one wishes one had said this, and had not said that. One wishes to add qualifications and nuances. One hopes to incorporate the findings of fresh research from a score of fields. The danger is that, before one realizes it, one succumbs to the fate of the unfortunate person who pulled on a loose thread on a pullover and quickly ended up with nothing but a heap of used wool. At times, in the thick of revisions, I have suspected that it would be easier to start all over again from scratch, or to move over and let someone else have a try.

Not least, the last half-decade has seen a spirited attack from the academic ‘new right’ upon the very perception of social history animating this series as a whole and certainly this individual volume. The works of J. C. D. Clark in particular have offered a very different agenda, and alternative priorities, for the social history of the eighteenth century. I radically disagree with Clark on innumerable points. Above all, his is a vision of English society which finds almost no room for discussion of so many of the topics which seem to me of cardinal importance: family formation, the domestic economy, gender hierarchies, sexuality, wealth and property distribution, crime, work and labour relations, the interplay between elite and popular culture, town and country, and so forth.

But, unlike certain of his critics, I do not believe that such readings of the eighteenth century can be dismissed out of hand as either merely cranky, nostalgic or ideologically biased. I believe Clark has been right to argue that Georgian England was an ‘old order’, dominated by title, land and church, and also to insist that such an order had not significantly been undermined by 1800 – though he is myopic in his apparent lack of interest in, even distaste for, so many of the areas in which the ways of life of ordinary English people changed dramatically during the eighteenth century.

Confronting the challenge of such revisionist accounts, I find myself applauding their stress upon the sheer strength of the English state and those who governed it, while, against them, wishing to draw attention to massive social and economic, intellectual and cultural change. But it was that precise mixture of resilience among the powerful, and ferment from below, which I sought to highlight in the first edition eight years ago. For this reason, I have decided not to undertake a radical restructuring or reinterpretation of this book, but rather to make alterations to details and to rewrite particular discussions where major new research has appeared, changing emphasis here and there, and arguing certain points more fully. I have above all attempted to draw attention in the ‘Further Reading’ section to the more important new works of research and interpretation that have appeared over the last eight years.

Finally I would like to convey deep thanks to all those readers of the first edition – many of them hitherto unknown to me – who have been so kind as to contact me with their comments and criticisms. Writing books can be a melancholy and solitary business; in that process, nothing is more inspiriting to an author than to feel that he is actually being read, even if, occasionally, by those he outrages and disappoints. Nearly twenty-five years ago, my first and best teacher, Jack Plumb, taught me that it was up to scholars to write history that would satisfy people’s desire to understand their own past. It was the wisest advice I have had; I hope I have been able, in some measure, to live up to it. The dedication of this book is an acknowledgement of my profound debt to the scholar who fired me with this vision of the historian’s business.

Roy Porter
January 1989


Conversion Tables

1 inch = 2.54 centimetres
1 yard = 0.914 metres
1 mile = 1.609 kilometres

1 pound weight = 0.454 kilograms

1 gallon = 4.546 litres

1 acre = 0.405 hectares

12 pennies (d.) = 1 shilling (s.)
20 shillings = 1 pound (£1)
21 shillings = 1 guinea

Given the rate of inflation over the last generation, it makes little sense to try to give modern real-worth equivalents of eighteenth-century monetary units. Multiplying eighteenth-century sums, however, by a factor of perhaps 60 or 80 will give a rough-and-ready 1990 equivalent. In the Georgian age, rock-bottom wages for males were about a shilling a day, but a man fully employed all the weeks of the year – and most were not – would not have been able to support a family on such a sum. For that, earnings in the region of some £30–£40 a year would be required. A careful artisan family could hope to keep itself from hunger and out of debt on a pound a week, and members of the petty bourgeoisie would commonly have incomes of between £50 and £100 a year. About £300 was the least that would keep a gentleman in any style.

As to outgoings, for much of the century a full loaf of bread cost about 4d. and a pot of ale 1d.; a meal could be bought in a London tavern for about 1s. 6d. A new two-up and two-down brick cottage would cost about £150.


Introduction

Interpretations of eighteenth-century English society have varied mightily. Many Victorians were repelled by its ‘soullessness’, seeing it as rationalist, cynical, and materialist. Old-school literary historians admired it as an age of wise traditionalism, of elegance and wit, or of Squire Western rumbustiousness; today’s ‘new tory’ historians equally admire it as a stable church-and-kind order, with affinities to the anciens régimes of the Continent. The effect of such characterizations has been to portray Georgian England as a golden age, and to emphasize the great divide between past and present. This side of the watershed of the French Revolution or the First Reform Bill lie modern times: our world of the masses, democracy, progress, opportunity, alienation – or whatever; on the far side, there is the world we have lost, utterly lost, best evoked by George Eliot in Adam Bede over a century ago, recalling even then the irrecoverable times of the early 1800s. ‘Leisure is gone’, reflected the novelist,


– gone where the spinning wheels are gone, and the pack-horses, and the slow waggons, and the pedlars, who brought bargains to the door on sunny afternoons. Ingenious philosophers tell you, perhaps, that the great work of the steam-engine is to create leisure for mankind. Do not believe them; it only creates a vacuum for eager thoughts to rush in. Even idleness is eager now, eager for amusement: prone to excursion-trains, art-museums, periodical literature, and exciting novels: prone even to scientific theorizing, and cursory peeps through microscopes. Old Leisure was quite a different personage; he only read one newspaper, innocent of leaders, and was free from that periodicity of sensations which we call post-time. He was a contemplative, rather stout gentleman, of excellent digestion – of quiet perception, undiseased by hypothesis: happy in his inability to know the causes of things, preferring the things themselves. He lived chiefly in the country, among pleasant seats and homesteads, and was fond of sauntering by the fruit-tree wall, and scenting the apricots when they were warmed by the morning sunshine, or of sheltering himself under the orchard boughs at noon, when the summer pears were falling. He knew nothing of weekday services, and thought none the worse of the Sunday sermon if it allowed him to sleep from the text to the blessing – liking the afternoon service best because the prayers were the shortest, and not ashamed to say so; for he had an easy, jolly conscience, broadbacked like himself, and able to carry a great deal of beer and port-wine – not being made squeamish by doubts and qualms and lofty aspirations. Life was not a task to him, but a sinecure; he fingered the guineas in his pocket, and ate his dinners, and slept the sleep of the irresponsible; for had he not kept his charter by going to church on the Sunday afternoons! Fine old Leisure! Do not be severe on him, and judge him by our modern standard; he never went to Exeter Hall, or heard a popular preacher, or read Tracts for the Times, or Sartor Resartus.



For excellent reasons, mainstream social historians have long been out of sympathy with such evocations of the magic of the past; they have rightly emphasized the ‘modernity’ of so much of Georgian life. Eminent Georgians were not, after all, lovable paternalist eccentrics; not all squires were bucolic Squire Westerns, who loved a good dog and a good wench, and in that order: many were profit-hungry capitalists. Labourers were not all forelock-touching and deferential, but as tenacious of their rights as any modern trade-unionist.

It is salutary to resist the urge to turn the Georgian century into prelapsarian ‘olden times’. Yet it would equally be a mistake to assimilate the eighteenth century by denying its differences. Rather, the eighteenth century marked a distinctive moment in the making of modern England. Its society was capitalist, materialist, market-oriented; its temper worldly, pragmatic, responsive to economic forces. Yet its political institutions and its distributions of wealth and power were unashamedly inegalitarian, hierarchical, hereditary and privileged. Economic activity took place on a human scale (though often it did not bear a human face); change generally occurred at a pace people could adapt to; custom still enjoyed great authority; and deep-rooted localism, grounded on community loyalties, shaped what remained a ‘face-to-face society’. All this was possible because people were not breathing down each other’s necks, for by our standards England was – in 1700 and still, though less so, in 1800 – empty. Competition for space, natural resources and livelihoods was not so cutthroat or so ferociously dictated by impersonal economic iron laws as it was to become in the heyday of the Victorian trade-cycle. Runaway population growth and tumultuous industrial transformation were to change all that. But though these can be discerned in the last third of the eighteenth century, they did not peak until the nineteenth.

The following chapters interweave themes and chronology. In Chapter 1, I offer a flavour of Georgian society by highlighting its particularity and diversity: the poles of experience between rich and poor, young and old, male and female, town and country, North and South; between England and other places where English-speaking people lived; between England and Continental Europe. Regions became more integrated and mutually interdependent during the century, owing largely to the spread of market relations, yet England also remained a patchwork of distinctive local communities – a fact that must silently temper all the generalizations I venture. In Chapters 2 and 3, I review the social ranks and their interrelations, stressing hierarchical inequalities and friction, but also the fundamental tenacity of the overall structure. The ascendancy of the propertied was reinforced by their effective monopoly over the inflexions of power: landed estates, status, patronage, office and political and legal authority within the state. In Chapter 4, I further emphasize how the stability of society was reinforced down the generations by the reproduction of particular habits of living: the dovetailing of family life with economic life, home with workplace; the parts played by household, workplace and community in integrating individuals into their social position; the conditioning effects of education and religion.

In Chapters 5 and 6, I turn to explore forces working for change, and their socio-economic impact. Overcoming possible traditional scruples about gentility, the titled, rich and powerful increasingly gave a lead in the pursuit of wealth and the production of a new consumer culture. Acquisitiveness and opportunism found a new respectability; this in turn had certain socially accommodating and integrative consequences, helping to mould consensus among the affluent and the aspirant. Yet new wealth (with its poor relation, new poverty) also proved a social solvent. Gaps were widening between successful capitalists and those they proletarianized, between patrician and plebeian cultures. These connected processes of cultural consensus and cultural atomization are further explored in Chapter 7, which examines the attempts of polite and educated society to validate more individualistic lifestyles, in conformity with ideals of liberty, progress and refinement. ‘Civilization’ could be held as both a carrot and a stick before the lower orders. Chapter 8 then examines industrialization as the upshot of the earlier unhindered development of a market-relations and commercial culture.

Pioneered by the nouveaux riches and their development of new manufacturing towns, rapid industrialization challenged the old ways. It threatened traditional work-practices, and with that, the integration of living and labouring based upon the traditional family working unit. It also threatened to replace the ‘moral economy’ with political economy, and to substitute marginal utility for traditional values such as ‘politeness’, ‘tradition’ and ‘deference’. In the concluding chapter, I therefore pose the question as to whether, by embracing capitalism, the scions of Georgian society were digging their own graves by helping or allowing to come into existence a self-confident manufacturing bourgeoisie, a desperate proletariat and political disaffection. I conclude that what the challenge of these new forces – fanned by the French Revolution – chiefly reveals is the elasticity and tenacity of the status quo.

The Georgian century teetered on ‘modernity’ in various ways. Not least, it tried to weigh and measure itself. This primitive auto-analysis opens up the tantalizing prospect of quantified history. Yet most attempts by Georgian political arithmeticians at ‘painting by numbers’ are unreliable (sometimes their enumerations mainly reveal their compilers’ assumptions). Highly sophisticated profiles of social trends are now being drawn, on the basis of raw eighteenth-century data – particularly pioneering has been the work of the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure in using parochial documents to trace literacy, demographical change and family patterns. Such ‘number-crunching’ is immensely valuable. Yet it cannot wholly escape the irremediably defective foundations upon which it is built. In their registers, parish clerks were required to record Anglican baptisms, marriages and burials. We can only guess (and some guesses are better informed than others) what proportion of all births got registered as baptisms, of unions as marriages, of deaths as burials; or indeed what proportion of the population was Anglican, or how many clerks were conscientious. In any case, such proportions doubtless varied from place to place and from time to time. We have official returns for trade imports and exports, but smugglers kept no books. We can enumerate criminal prosecutions but not lawlessness. Moreover, the cult of quantification in the age of the computer runs the risk of creating mists of mythical ‘averages’ which veil the significant contours. Placing faith, for example, in measures of ‘average wages’ would be misguided. Not only was there no average person, but for few did the recorded money wages alone represent total income or livelihood. The Georgian equivalent of what we call the ‘black economy’ was vast. Even assessing wage differentials from region to region, or decade to decade, makes sense only if we can be confident (and usually we cannot) that we are comparing like with like. I offer figures in this book, but usually for graphical purposes rather than as trustworthy indices. For similar reasons I have tried to avoid technical jargon when discussing matters such as social structure. English society was disparate, fluid, and spangled with contrasts and anomalies. No single social scientific terminology captures that complexity in its entirety.

I have quoted a lot from eighteenth-century writers. I do not offer these voices from the past as ‘proof’ of my points; contemporary observers had their own axes to grind, and in any case were often simply wrong. However, what people experienced, believed and uttered is of no less importance than what they ate. Furthermore, the comments of foreign visitors (again, often biased: Anglomania was rife) at least indicate what seemed special about England to continental eyes.

This is a book essentially about England. Better would have been a social history of the British Isles and of the British Empire, but that would have been completely beyond my powers.

I have kept money values in Georgian units, but added a conversion table. The period discussed extends roughly from the Glorious Revolution (1688) to the Peace of Amiens (1802), and I have somewhat cavalierly applied the epithets ‘Georgian’ and ‘Hanoverian’ to it. I have modernized punctuation in some quotations, but retained original spellings.

Last, a word about gender and gender terminology. It is very easy for a male historian to write as if only adult males existed, or, at least, made history. I have tried to avoid this. I have, however, kept to the conventional use of ‘he’ and ‘his’ when people of both sexes are being referred to. Current circumlocutions and neologisms such as ‘he/she’, ‘s/he’ or ‘his or her’ are clumsy. Phrases such as ‘Englishmen’ and ‘the common man’ are too evocative of the language of the time to be lightly jettisoned.


1. Contrasts

England is a rich sea, but strewn with many reefs, and those who voyage there would do well to take precautions. [Casanova]

England ‘is different in every respect from the rest of Europe’, thought Casanova, and all foreign commentators agreed that in many ways England was unique. Vive la différence was most Englishmen’s toast. Theirs was a breezy, bigoted chauvinism which embarrasses us now. ‘I do not think there is a people more prejudiced in its own favour than the British people,’ judged the Swiss visitor César de Saussure in the 1720s; ‘they look on foreigners in general with contempt, and think nothing is as well done elsewhere as in their own country.’ The body politic puffed itself up with patriotism: ‘I glory in the name of Briton,’ George III was to boast. Foreigners – ‘French dogs’ above all – were jostled in the streets: ‘Before they learn there is a God to be worshipped,’ wrote Fougeret de Montbron, ‘they learn there are Frenchmen to be detested.’ Even the cosmopolitan expatriate Edward Gibbon thanked ‘the bounty of Nature, which cast my birth in a free and civilized country, in an age of science and philosophy, in a family of honourable rank, and decently endowed with the gifts of fortune’.

Confidence was bred of success. Britain’s arriviste pride was swelled by her glorious and lucrative triumphs in the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–13), the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), and from 1793 in the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars (even if, as Admiral Vernon warned, ‘our fleets are defrauded with injustice, marred by violence and maintained by cruelty’). ‘No nation,’ judged the Sussex shopkeeper Thomas Turner in that annus mirabilis of victories, 1759, ‘had ever greater occasion to adore the Almighty Disposer of all events than Albion, whose forces meet with success in all quarters of the world.’

Success turned plain-dcaling, choleric, insular John Bull from a blundering butt of ridicule into a swaggerer. Victory made Jolly Jack Tars national heroes, however much critics abused successive ministries. English boys – Samuel Johnson was an exception – ached to go to sea. In 1782 the yeoman’s son William Cobbett saw the ocean for the first time and the Channel squadron riding at anchor at Spithead. ‘No sooner did I see it than I wished to be a sailor’ (he enlisted, but by mistake ended up in a marching regiment). The great English patriotic songs – ‘God Save the King’, ‘Rule Britannia’, ‘Heart of Oak’ and ‘The Roast Beef of Old England’ – were all penned during this century, and sung lustily in public. Choruses of ‘God Save the King’ greeted George III at the theatre – more out of a swelling patriotism than any love for the Hanoverians. The great caricaturist William Hogarth, who signed himself ‘Britophil’, caught the mood with flattering – if double-edged – national stereotypes. People loved his beer-swilling, roast-beef-guzzling, four-square Englishmen, the ‘dread and envy’ of starveling, bare-foot, onion-nibbling French peasants, oppressed by lecherous Jesuits and mincing courtiers. The English abroad saw the Continent through such prejudices: all was poverty and superstition, vainglory and tyranny. ‘I think nothing so terrible as objects of misery,’ confided Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, travelling through northern France in 1718, ‘and all the country villages of France shew nothing else.’

The English postured as plucky David battling the Bourbon or Habsburg Goliath. Through much of the seventeenth century, Albion’s island had been marginal to the European power map. Eclipsed by the Sun King, Charles II had been a client, James II a tool. Even under the Georges, England’s native resources and manpower remained puny compared to those of Bourbon France, Habsburg Austria or Romanov Russia. In 1700 there were well over three Frenchmen to every Englishman, and even in 1800 the ratio was still over two and a half to one. There were twice as many Italians as English, and the English remained outnumbered by Spaniards.

But spirit counted more than numbers for a people who prided themselves upon being a free, civilian, industrious race – not slaves to military despots – yet a nation who, if forced, could roll up their sleeves, beat ploughshares into swords, and fight. England’s peacetime standing army was pygmy by continental standards: in war in 1794 its strength was 45,000, compared to Prussia’s 190,000. Certain opposition backwoodsmen, fearing tyranny, wanted to abolish it altogether, devolving arms-bearing on to citizen militias, such as Edward Gibbon was a captain in. Unlike sailors, soldiers were rarely popular, and the armed forces were recruited in a hand-to-mouth way. In war, the Royal Navy requisitioned ships and sailors from the merchant marine, and press-ganged men in ports. British warships long remained inferior in design to the French or Spanish, some disintegrating at sea, making ‘Gravesend voyages’. Yet these rather off-hand ways did not stop Britannia ruling the waves in a century of scarcely checked global imperial expansion.

Englishmen excused their vices as virtues and indulged them with brio. They liked being thought bloody-minded roughnecks. ‘Anything that looks like a fight,’ observed the Frenchman Henri Misson, ‘is delicious to an Englishman’ – something even a lord could confirm. ‘I love a mob,’ explained the Duke of Newcastle; ‘I headed one once myself.’ Duelling remained common among top people. In 1712 the Duke of Hamilton and Lord Mohun met; both died. In 1789 the Duke of York fought Colonel Lennox. In 1798 none other than Prime Minister William Pitt and George Tierney, a leading Whig, exchanged shots. Violence was endemic. In 1770, following a pupil rebellion, the Riot Act had to be read at Winchester School. At Rugby, the young gentlemen mined the head’s study with gunpowder. Yet fighting was rated manly, and pugnacity (alias ‘love of liberty’) preferred to servility. Better ‘governed by a mob, than a standing army’, judged Charles James Fox.

The English – so foreigners saw them – ate to excess, drank like lords, and swore like troopers (among ‘cunning women’ cursing was still a fine art). Henry Herbert, ninth Earl of Pembroke, was ‘so blasphemous at tennis that the primate of Ireland was forced to leave off playing with him’. Dr Johnson ‘could not bear anything like swearing’, yet he was in a minority, since in his day even fashionable ladies habitually made the air blue. A traveller arriving in London, quipped the German pastor Karl Moritz, might jump to the conclusion that everyone was called ‘Damme’. The vernacular had not yet been disinfected by delicacy. Househunting early in married life, the Newcastle businessman Henry Carr told a friend that his wife ‘wanted a canny hole of her own to fart in, to use a Northern expression’. And, to complete the roster of vices, every gallant had his gal: ‘where is male chastity to be found?’ bemoaned John Wesley, himself no stranger to the lusts of the flesh.

Few cared in what by earlier and later standards was a very easy-going society – tolerant of abuse as well as diversity. Tourists hacked bits off ‘Shakespeare’s chair’ in Stratford (the German philosopher Lichtenberg paid 1s. for a sliver) and chiselled souvenir flakes off Stonehenge. Cathedral walls are scrawled with eighteenth-century graffiti. The helpless were fair game. The fifth Earl of Berkeley seduced the seventeen-year-old daughter of a Gloucester tradesman – but then had seven children by her and eventually married her. And such devil-take-the-hindemost behaviour was admired for its gusto, pluck, and ‘bottom’. In the countryside the same Earl, waylaid by a highwayman, unhesitatingly shot him. In the Commons, Prime Minister Sir Robert Walpole reputedly munched Norfolk apples to show he was at heart just a plain-dealing squire; he was proud to be thought ‘no saint, no Spartan, no reformer’.

And when they could not be passed off as virtues, the peculiarities of the English – their cantankerousness or hypochondria – was put down to the island’s unsettled climate, which was obviously responsible for those other treasured character traits, eccentricity and contrariness. ‘We are precarious, uncertain, wild, enduring mortals,’ rhapsodized that normally crusty gentleman, John Byng, ‘and may we so endowed continue, the wonder and balance of the universe.’ In the guise of a Spanish tourist, the poet Southey commented in 1807:

The English love to be at war, but do not love to pay for their amusement; and now that they are at peace, they begin to complain that the newspapers are not worth reading, and rail at the French as if they really wished to begin again. There is not a people upon the earth who have a truer love for their Royal family than the English, yet they caricature them in the most open and insolent manner. They boast of the freedom of the press, yet as surely and systematically punish the author who publishes anything obnoxious, and the book-seller who sells it, as we in our country should prevent the publication. They cry out against intolerance and burn down the houses of those whom they regard as heretics. They love liberty; go to war with their neighbours, because they choose to become republicans, and insist upon the right of enslaving the negroes. They hate the French and ape all their fashions, ridicule their neologisms and then naturalize them, laugh at their inventions and then adopt them, cry out against their political measures and then imitate them; the levy in mass, the telegraph, and the income tax are all from France. And the common people, not to be behind hand with their betters in absurdities, boast as heartily of the roast beef of Old England, as if they were not obliged to be content themselves with bread and potatoes. Well may punch be the favourite liquor of the English – it is a truly emblematic compound of contrarieties.

The English thus fell in love with themselves in the eighteenth century. But did they really have anything to be proud about? In 1700 theirs was still a second-rate rustic nation of hamlets and villages. Outside London it had no town to match even Bologna, Liége or Rouen in size. Nearly 80 per cent of the population lived in the countryside, and almost 90 per cent were employed either in agriculture or in processing rural produce. By later standards, England was empty: its 1700 population of barely 5 million is about the same as the present-day population of Surrey, Kent and Essex. Millions of acres were waste, heath, marsh or fen. Roads were perhaps worse than the Romans had left them:

Cleveland in the clay

Bring two shoes and carry one away

ran the jingle.

In 1700 the harvest was still the heartbeat of the economy. Would there be enough bread? And who could afford it? Lives depended on these questions, and the weather alone held the answer. And, depending on sun or rain, the country reposed or rioted, business boomed or went bust, interest rates and investment levels see-sawed. Industry still fed off the soil: timber, hides, hops, flax, madder, saffron, horn for knife-handles, bones for glue – these were essential raw materials. And most industry was cottage industry: spinning, lace-making, stocking-knitting, tanning, smithying and coopering thrived in villages more than in large towns. Family life and work danced in step to the phases of nature. Ploughing, harvesting, fruit-picking, fishing and chimney-sweeping – all such work was seasonal. Social life – with its feasts, fasts and fairs, its post-harvest bonfires and enforced winter unemployment – syncopated with the rural rhythms of toil and tribulation, abundance and idleness.

Few got fat off the land, and many scratched Lenten livings off hungry soil. All-weather outdoor toil took its toll: the working masses grew old prematurely through immeasurable fatigue. Gregory King, the pioneer statistician, estimated near the end of the seventeenth century that about half the families in England were not commanding a subsistence.

Yet one critical watershed had been passed. English husbandry undoubtedly under-used its resources, for Gregory King thought a quarter of the land was unproductive in 1688, and Arthur Young, touring the North nearly a century later, could still comment, ‘It is extremely melancholy to view such tracts of land as are indisputably capable of yielding many beneficial crops, lie totally waste.’ But – as everybody noted – the rural economy was far better capitalized, and more businesslike and productive, than almost any on the Continent, where east of the Elbe serfs were still legally yoked to the soil, and debt-ridden, share-cropping peasants starved on subdivided holdings in France, Spain and Italy. Famine had still brought mortality in parts of Stuart England, and subsistence crises traumatized many regions of Europe (including Ireland) through the eighteenth century. Between 1696 and 1697 famine killed a third of the population of Finland, and close on a million people starved to death in France in 1769. The rural economies of most of ancien régime Europe were trapped in cycles of over-population and under-production: chronic indebtedness, exhausted soil, paltry grain yields, uneconomic fragmentation of holdings and population pressure spelt mass misery and periodic disasters. But the English had earned their pardon from this death sentence. People no longer starved to death en masse in Georgian England. Bad harvests gave local short-falls, but not absolute dearth. Indeed, grain was exported on an increasing scale in the first half of the century. Shortages were brief, regional and confined to particular crops, and their effects were cushioned by the capitalization of the grain trade and better marketing circuits. English grain rioters protested not against the absence of corn, but against its dearness and maldistribution, and against profiteering, or about being forced to eat rye bread instead of wheaten.

By 1700 England had in this one respect escaed the ‘biological ancien régime’, the remorseless pressure of population upon inelastic land and food supply, which had blighted Europe since the Middle Ages. Agricultural productivity was improving, thanks to the spread of convertible husbandry, new rotations, fodder crops and fen drainage. Yet micro-organisms still tyrannized over English bodies. Medicine was not yet winning the battle against disease and death. In twentieth-century England death visits the aged; in 1700 almost the reverse was true. Far more people died in infancy or their teens than in their seventies and eighties. Maybe a fifth of all babies died in their first year; perhaps one in three died – of gastro-enteric disorders and fevers – before the age of five. In the 1740s, in certain London parishes, up to three in four children died before the age of six. The deaths of children had to be accepted. Hester Thrale, wife of the great London brewer Henry Thrale, ‘regarded the death of various daughters at school with great equanimity’. Despite appalling childhood mortality, England had a very youthful population profile – over half the nation in 1700 was under twenty-one – yet it was a population ever vulnerable. Average life expectancy was about thirty-seven years.

The Grim Reaper harvested the poor. Pauper children died like flies, especially during the 1720s and 1730s, decades of severe epidemics and the Gin Craze. But the gentry had no immunity. All Edward Gibbon’s six brothers and sisters died in infancy (the historian barely survived a sickly youth – ‘I swallowed more physick than food’), and none of Queen Anne’s children lived to grow up. Tens of thousands of mothers died in childbed. Plague had mercifully quit England before the century began (no thanks to doctors; possibly rats had become immune to the disease), and medicine disarmed smallpox through inoculation and vaccination before the Georgian era was out. But fevers – typhus, dysentery, measles, influenza, those ‘panzer divisions of death’ – invaded in repeated epidemics that left doctors helpless. Death was ever-present and struck out of the blue. ‘Last Thursday sennight a most Melancholy Accident happened,’ reported the Northampton Mercury in 1771:

two farmers went to a Neighbour’s House to view a sick Calf, the Weather was then most intensely cold; while they were handling the Calf it went mad, and slaver’d on each of them; alarmed at this, they, by Advice of Friends, set off to bathe in the Sea; but on the Tuesday following they were brought back dead in a Cart, to the Terror of the whole neighbourhood.

Death was a mystery of Providence. No less awful, however, were the endemic evils a rather hard-bitten society accepted as the inevitable fate of particular trades or groups. Industrial diseases were rife: silicosis destroyed potters, chimney-sweeps got cancer, lead-poisoning killed paint-makers. Farm-labourers were crippled with rheumatism, the poor suffered from rickets and scurvy, while gout and dropsy crippled hard-drinking squires, whose tight-laced, wasp-waisted daughters often paid for elegance with ill-health. Cosmetic poisoning defaced the fashionable – Lady Coventry reputedly died poisoned by lead-based make-up.

It was the powerful who sliced up the nation’s wealth cake. Around 1688, Gregory King thought that the least a family (say, a man, his wife, and three children) could live on, without getting into debt or receiving poor relief or charity, was about £40 a year. He believed peers’ families netted about £2,800 (an underestimate: their purses were perhaps twice as big), but most of the working population lived below the breadline. For instance, 364,000 ‘labouring people and servants’ had family incomes of just £15 a year; 400,000 ‘cottagers and paupers’ were on £6 10s. a year; 50,000 seamen on £20; and 35,000 soldiers on £14. Together they made up over half the families in the country. His calculations suggest that the top 1.2 per cent of the population possessed 14.1 per cent of the national income; the bottom 67.1 per cent a mere 29.9 per cent of it.*

King’s pioneer enumerations are not gospel: his sources were limited and he had biases of his own. But his general profile stands. King thought that family units in the labouring classes were typically trapped in poverty because they could not earn sufficient for subsistence. With unintentional irony, King labelled these people – the country’s labour force – ‘persons decreasing the wealth of the country’. ‘Suppose the rich grind the face of the poor, what remedy against such oppression can be found in a Christian country?’ No adequate answer came to John Wesley’s question.

Poverty spelt lives of deprivation and dependence: a tasteless, unsatisfying diet of bread; freezing in shacks and cellars, with farm animals occasionally living under the same roof (at least they gave off warmth); enduring the petty tyranny of poor-law overseers; engaging in back-breaking toil for pittances under often brutal masters, and the prospect ahead only of pinching old age or the poor-house. Everyone below the income commanded by skilled craftsmen was undernourished. This biological fact had social causes – it was a consequence of the way the powerful, aided by the law, carved up the national wealth. Indeed, the differential politics of property and poverty became more explicit during the century. Take taxation: as governments sought greater revenue, they chose ‘socially retrogressive’ policies, increasing not the land tax (paid by landowners) but indirect taxation, levied on consumables (such as salt and beer) which hit everyone. Thus, more of the ordinary person’s money got syphoned off into the Exchequer, where it largely financed war and paid the interest due to wealthy investors in the National Debt.

The poor were a festering problem to Georgian government, especially local government. Yet hardly anyone – not even most reformers and radicals – doubted that there always would, or indeed should, be rich and poor: it was a dependent relationship that seemed as natural as that between husband and wife or master and servant:

God bless the squire and his relations

And keep us in our proper stations

was the prayer not just of squires. ‘Mankind are happier,’ the petty-bourgeois Samuel Johnson was sure, ‘in a state of inequality and subordination.’ Parsons such as Archdeacon William Paley even attempted the Herculean labour of convincing the poor that it was really they who were the lucky ones: ‘Some of the necessities which poverty imposes… are not hardships but pleasures.’ Admittedly, the horrors of grinding toil and chill penury were expunged for a very few by meteoric ascent: John Taylor began work as a journeyman, rose to become a button manufacturer and founder of Lloyds Bank, and left a fortune of £200,000. But to the bulk of the population, toil, deprivation, uncertainty and suffering were the constant daily facts of life.

The social hierarchy was another basic fact. Few questioned that there was some natural order of high and low – that there should be aristocrats and ‘shopocrats’, nobility and ‘mobility’ (‘nobs’ and ‘mobs’), lords, esquires, plain Mr and Mrs, not to mention plain Hodge. It followed that, at the theatre, polite society sat in the stalls while the commonalty made pandemonium in the gallery and fribbles catcalled in the pit. Likewise in town, Quality resided in squares and rows, while the middling sort dwelt in courts, and the poor festered in alleys and warrens. Within one large house, the better-off basked on the first floor, while servants and the down-at-heel shivered in tiny garrets and dingy cellars. Differentiation was the key to society, and it was endlessly echoed by accent and idiom, dress, address, and addresses. ‘Upside-down world’ satires, such as The Beggar’s Opera, which implicity caricatured Walpole and the great as gangsters, or the radicalism which challenged King George in the name of ‘King David’ (a Yorkshire counterfeiter), ‘Captain Ludd’ or ‘King Mob’, exposed the hollowness of titles while ironically perpetuating them.

The ruling class was not a caste rigidly distinguished by ancient pedigrees. Unlike the Habsburgs, English grandees did not make a fetish of blue blood. But being a grandee had its biological consequences. The wealthy were healthier and lived longer; they came earlier to sexual maturity; being better fed and hence taller, they literally looked down on the poor. They regulated their lives by a different clock. Labourers rose, ate and went to bed by the sun (lighting was costly). The rich, bathed in candlelight, did everything at a more civilized hour. And throughout society, differentiation required a show of superiority and deference paraded in the rituals of bowing and scraping, head-baring, standing, curtseying and knuckling foreheads for one’s betters.

Yet suffering was everyone’s lot sooner or later, low- or high- born. Physical pain, the great leveller, was always waiting its cue. In sickness, there were no anaesthetics, and alcohol was the best pain-killer. People had to cope philosophically, and religiously, with disease (though the English were also notorious for suicide). In 1776 Parson Woodforde had John Reeves, the local farrier, draw a tooth, ‘but shockingly bad indeed, he broke… one of the fangs of the tooth and it gave me exquisite pain all the day after, and my face was swelled prodigiously… Gave the old man that drew it however 0–2–6. He is too old, I think to draw teeth, can’t see very well.’

Pain’s partners were discomfort and danger. The unfortunate traveller shared his bed at the inn with strangers and fleas, and his roads with gibbeted corpses and highwaymen. ‘I was robbed last night as I expected,’ wrote Lord North in 1774, in a tone of resignation perhaps ill-becoming a Prime Minister. ‘Our loss was not great, but as the postillion did not stop immediately one of the two highwaymen fired at him – It was at the end of Gunnersbury Lane.’ Horace Walpole, fired at in Hyde Park, wryly observed, ‘One is forced to travel, even at noon, as if one was going to battle.’ Yet people travelled more and more.

Life was raw. Practically all youngsters were thrashed at home, at school, at work – and child labour was universal. Blood sports such as cock-fighting were hailed as manly trials of skill and courage. Felons were publicly whipped, pilloried and hanged, traitors were drawn and quartered. Jacobites’ heads were spiked on Temple Bar till 1777. Work-animals were driven relentlessly: England was notoriously ‘hell for horses’, and cruelty to animals worsened with industrialization and the craving for speed.

People were not squeamish about inflicting or bearing physical pain. Cudgelling remained a favourite West Country pastime, and village sports sometimes led to deaths (football hooliganism is nothing new). Sailors boasted of the countless lashes they had endured. Turbulence simmered and often boiled over. Benjamin Franklin, writing in 1769, was staggered:

I have seen, within a year, riots in the country, about corn; riots about elections; riots about workhouses; riots of colliers, riots of weavers, riots of coal-heavers; riots of sawyers; riots of Wilkesites; riots of government chairmen; riots of smugglers, in which custom house officers and excisemen have been murdered, the King’s armed vessels and troops fired at.

Life was cheap, and people had to have strong stomachs. In 1764 two drunken bricklayers were lobbing bricks at each other for fun in Gray’s Inn Lane. One was struck on the right temple and killed. In the same year a Tooley Street porter drank three pints of gin for a half-crown wager, won his bet and promptly dropped dead. Until 1789 women were occasionally burned alive at the stake for murdering their husbands (the crime of petty treason), though a kindly hangman might strangle them before the flames reached them. When a seven-year-old girl was hanged in Norwich for stealing a petticoat, no one protested. Condemned felons at the gallows often seemed more concerned to be ‘launched into eternity’ in style than to try to escape: what man would deny the crowd the brave end they expected? Indeed, mobs often took the law into their own hands. In Bristol in 1735 James Newth, condemned to hang for murdering his wife, poisoned himself, and the disappointed crowd saw him buried instead of strung up. Incensed at being cheated of their entertainment, they dug up the suicide’s body and, as the Gentleman’s Magazine put it, ‘dragged his guts about the highway, poked his eyes out, and broke almost all his bones’.

No doubt gentlemen enjoyed reading that report, for executions were not just pleasures for plebs. George Selwyn, the necrophiliac rake and poet, notoriously got his kicks from hangings. Permanent wooden grandstands were erected round Tyburn Tree, called Mother Proctor’s Pews, and their owner had good congregations. When Earl Ferrers was hanged in 1760, Mother Proctor took a collection of £500: Englishmen loved a lord, even unto death. Crowds also flocked to see convicted whores stripped to the waist and whipped. Papists and witches equally remained the targets of mass fear and reprisals. In 1700 a mob at St Albans did a reputed witch to death. Outsiders often were targets of appalling cruelties. ‘Last Saturday,’ a newspaper reported in 1751:

a ragged beggar came to a Public House in Puckle-Church in Gloucestershire, to ask Charity of some countrymen who were drinking there, who told him, in a joking manner, they used to hang all Beggars and would hang him; he told them he was not fit to die; but they taking hold of him, he begg’d they would do him no harm; however they got a Rope, put it about his Neck, and drew him up to a Bacon Rack, and bid him cry Bacon; to which they hung him so long, that he seem’d without Life, his tongue extending from his Mouth, so let him fall again, and perceiving they had carried their Folly too far, and being frightened with the Apprehension of what might ensue, carried the Beggar to a neighbouring Field, and laid him under a Hay-Rick for dead. He recovered his senses, and making mournful groans, a Woman heard him, and upon approaching the Hay-Rick, the poor Man gave her instruction by signs, how he came in that Condition, and pointed to the House where he receiv’d the Injury, and died soon after.

The House of Hanover inherited a hard-working, hard-living, plain-speaking nation, which only gradually became more preoccupied with refinement. The Duchess of Northumberland entered in her diary for 6 May 1760: ‘Went home; voided a large stone. Tired to death. Went to ball; tired to death. A Bad Supper. Miss Townshend drunk.’ Hardly any houses boasted a bath. Before cottons became cheap, clothes were difficult to wash; children were sometimes sewn into theirs for the winter. Vermin were not just metaphorical; rat-catchers royal and flea-catchers royal made good livings. In the 1770s Andrew Cooke advertised himself as ‘Bug Destroyer to His Majesty’. Chamberpots were provided in dining-room sideboards, to save breaking up post-prandial conversation among the men. Back in the 1660s Pepys nonchalantly defecated into a fireplace (servants cleaned up the mess), and on one occasion he caught Lady Sandwich ‘doing something upon the pot’ in the dining-room. Food hygiene was no better than personal hygiene. The omnipresence of animals meant streets were awash with dung. What we have lost above all from the world we have lost in the stench. Small consolation that eyes may have been less offended than noses, for much was invisible in a world lit by candlelight, rushlight, and moonlight.

People had an ingrained tolerance of such inconvenience and squalor, and compensated by aggressive pursuit of pleasures and passions. Emotion was near the surface. The English leapt to cheer and jeer, and – for all Lord Chesterfield’s strictures – they laughed and cried out loud. In social gatherings, people jested and capered, sang and shouted a lot; they threw themselves into the hurly-burly of fun-making, love-making, noise-making. They joined in rough sports, liked horse-play, and rode hard. The national institution of the stiff upper lip came later (though many, Dissenters in particular, already esteemed the importance of being earnest).

Alcohol gave stimulus, release, oblivion. The Gentleman’s Magazine listed ninety-nine ways of calling a man drunk, from the genteel ‘sipping the spirit of Adonis’ to the vulgar ‘stripping me naked’. To gain a reputation as a blade one had to be at least a three-bottle man. Sheridan, Pitt the Younger, and the Greek scholar Porson were all said to be six-bottle men, and Sir William Blackstone wrote his Commentaries on the Laws of England with a glass of port as his boon companion – though Oxford dons were notorious for what Gibbon dubbed ‘their dull and deep potations’, and the third Cambridge professor of history died after a drunken fall.

Drinking was competitive. ‘I was always ambitious,’ confessed man-about-town William Hickey, ‘of sitting out every man at the table when I presided.’ Eminent gentlemen, from Addison and Bolingbroke to Charles James Fox and Lord Eldon, bore out the aptness of



























































































*In 1980 the top 1 per cent owned 25 per cent of all personal wealth in England.



*De Quinccy wrote that John Palmer had ‘accomplished two things very hard to do in our little planet. He had invented mail-coaches, and he had married the daughter of a duke.’




*Gazetted = bankrupted




*The epitaph of Mrs Bates stated that ‘by means of her alliance with the illustrious family of Stanhope, she had the merit to obtain for her husband and children twelve several appointments in church and state’.



*Though in England, as in much of north-western Europe, family loyalties were sharply circumscribed. Even brothers might feel little obligation to get each other out of a financial scrape. And not all families were happy families.




*It is revealing that when Richard Gough set out to survey all the inhabitants of Myddle, a Shropshire village, in 1700, he described the people pew by pew.




*Ironically, wheaten bread might have been healthier than rye, because less subject to ergotism.



*There is much less evidence for lower-class attitudes towards sexuality, as distinct from lower-class patterns of procreation and family formation.




*’We Hypochondriacks,’ wrote Boswell, ’may console ourselves in the hour of gloomy distress, by thinking that our sufferings make our superiority.’




*Manchester failed to cope with a rising population of 27,000 in 1773, 39,000 in 1780, and 75,000 in 1801.
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