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Saffron Walden was a town that was relatively unaffected by the
Industrial Revolution, not experiencing vast amounts of in-migration.
Instead it continued to thrive as a market centre for the surrounding
villages. The aim of this project is to see how closely the growth of the
town of Saffron Walden follows the trends outlined in the Demographic
Transition Model, between 1700 and 1850. What possible explanations
are there to explain any similarities or differences present between the
demography of this town and that as described by the Demographic
Transition Model?
The Demographic Transition Model
The Demographic Transition Model (DTM) is a model that provides a
general guideline to changes in the rates of mortality and fertility as the
population of an area moves from a predominantly rural society to a more
urban one. It describes four distinct stages:
Stage
Stage
Stage
Stage

1
2
3
4

–
–
–
–

Birth Rate (BR) high and stable; Death Rate (DR) high and fluctuating.
BR high; DR falling.
BR falling; DR stabilising at low level.
BR low and fluctuating; DR low and stable.

Different regions in a country reach different stages of the model at
different times. These disparities also carry through to the national level.
In the more developed countries of the world the changes that the DTM
describe date back to the 18th century, while some have only just started
to follow the characteristics of demographic change it outlines, albeit at a
faster rate.
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Methodology
1700 to 1850 is a time interval during which the population of England as
a whole changed significantly, rising from approximately five million to
nearly 17 million.
Saffron Walden was no exception to these dramatic increases in
population. There is comprehensive and relatively reliable data available
on baptisms and burials in the form of parish records. I was reasonably
confident that using this data I would be able to calculate birth and death
rates for Saffron Walden. There is also census material from 1801
onwards, coinciding with part of the time period chosen.
Historical demography within the aforementioned time frame is an area
that has undergone very little research. However, the work of E. A.
Wrigley and R. S. Schofield (1981) is a very valuable source of
information on popular history, prior to registration becoming mandatory.
Besides the birth and death rates, I collected data on the age of marriage
of the women.
Birth rates and death rates
I totalled up the number of baptisms and burials for one year every ten
years from 1701 to 1851, using statistical methods to calculate the rates
for the 18th century when there was no census material (table 1).
Year

Baptism

Births

Burials

Deaths

1701
1711
1721
1731
1741
1751
1761
1771
1781
1791
1801
1811
1821
1831
1841
1851

63
51
60
61
54
80
76
59
85
56
38
91
90
117
98
123

69.05
56.25
66.54
67.95
60.64
90.88
87.40
68.62
103.36
72.80
52.33
133.95
127.35
158.18
132.79
166.67

22
34
64
48
78
71
42
61
57
52
47
46
38
52
75
60

22.77
35.36
66.50
50.35
82.13
75.40
44.90
65.70
62.59
59.80
61.01
64.35
53.12
62.45
90.08
72.06

Table 1: Totals of baptisms and burials and estimates of totals of births and
deaths, 1701-1851, Saffron Walden.

It is very important that one recognises that the baptism and burial totals
do not directly equate to birth and death totals. There are a number of
factors that require these figures to be adjusted in order to obtain reliable
estimates of the numbers of births and deaths. There are two main
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influences on the inaccuracy of the parish records for which corrections
need to be made: delayed baptism and Nonconformity.
Delayed Baptism
Parishes in the 16th century usually ensured that children were baptised
as soon as possible after birth, normally at least by the Sunday following
the child's birth. However, this practice started to diminish until, by the
19th century, there was an average time lapse of approximately one
month between the date of birth and the date of baptism. This produces
considerable inaccuracies in the parish records with respect to the number
of baptisms compared to that of births. If a child died young, then the
chances are that this happened in the first month, before the child had
been baptised. Delayed baptism also produced discrepancies between the
number of burials and the total number of deaths. Before 1700, the burial
of an infant was recorded in the register whether they had been baptised
or not. However, from 1700 onwards the burial of unbaptised children
increasingly went unrecorded. Consequently, the increased delay in
baptism causes shortfalls in both burials and deaths, as well as baptisms
and births.
Correction factors are required to inflate the baptism and burial totals, in
order to accommodate for the effect that delayed baptism has on the
reliability of the data. These can be calculated using inflation factors, as in
Wrigley & Schofield (1981).
Nonconformity
Nonconformity has had a direct bearing on the accuracy of the parish
records as reliable sources of data on the number of births and deaths in
a parish. It is something that increased rapidly during the 18th century.
The degree of Nonconformity varies from one town to the next, and
Saffron Walden had its fair share during this time. Since Nonconformists
were increasingly reluctant to be baptised or buried by the Anglican
church, then the parish registration records excludes them from their
totals. As with delayed baptisms, inflation factors must be used to counter
the effect that the growth of Nonconformity has on the data I have
collected.
Other causes of non-registration
There are other factors that cause non-registration to take place and
these must also be accounted for when attempting to obtain as accurate
figures on the number of births and deaths as is possible. Such factors
include the member of the Anglican clergy often acting as the parson of
more than one parish at a time, as well as frequently practising
absenteeism. When these influences are considered, along with the scale
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of rapid urban growth that was taking place throughout the country at
this time, then the inaccuracy of the coverage of the registers is further
extended. One must also be aware of other reasons for the baptism and
burial totals to be underestimates of the numbers of births and deaths.
Some people quite simply did not bother to register. This was especially
the case amongst felons and the poorer members of the community.
Therefore, a further set of inflation ratios must be applied to offset these
reasons for non-registration. Linear interpolation from Wrigley's final
inflation ratios allowed me to obtain the appropriate ratios applicable to
the years chosen for this study. Multiplying these three sets of ratios
together produces total inflation ratios. These can then be applied to the
number of baptisms and burials to establish, as accurately as possible,
the number of births and deaths for each year.
Calculating total population values
The censuses from 1801 to 1851 provide total population values for this
time period. However, for the 18th century there are no records of these
totals. In order to obtain birth and death rates for this interval, estimates
of the population needed to be made. Taking the population values of
3,181 and 3,403, for the 1801 and 1811 censuses respectively, I
established a factor by which the population had increased. Using this
factor, I worked back from 1801 to 1701, producing estimates for the
total population at the ten-year intervals. These estimates assume that
the rates of mortality and fertility and of net migration remain constant,
which is highly unlikely. The technique that I am using here gives me a
population total for Saffron Walden in 1751 of 2,273, which is
approximately half the 4,762 figure of the 1831 census. On the one hand
this could support this method of estimating the population, if one were to
take into account increases in population density, whilst on the other
hand it may be seen to discredit it, suggesting that the population totals
did not actually increase much during this period.
Either way, the accuracy of these estimates is almost irrelevant. What
they did is provide me with figures which I could use to calculate the birth
and death rates for the 18th century. It is the variations of these rates
relative to each other that are of more significance than the actual value
of the rates themselves. I now have data on the number of births, the
number of deaths and the total population for ten-year intervals between
1701 and 1851. This information allows me to calculate the birth and
death rates for Saffron Walden during this period. This is achieved by
dividing the birth or death totals by the population for that year and then
multiplying by 1000. This produces birth and death rates as they should
be, as the number per 1000 (table 2).
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Year

Total
population

1701
1711
1721
1731
1741
1751
1761
1771
1781
1791
1801
1811
1821
1831
1841
1851

1624
1737
1858
1987
2125
2273
2431
2600
2781
2974
3181
3403
4154
4762
5111
5912

Birth rate
(births per
1000 per
year)

42.5
32.4
35.8
34.2
28.5
40.0
36.0
26.4
37.2
24.5
16.5
39.4
30.7
33.2
26.0
28.2

Death
rate
(deaths
per 1000
per year)
14.0
20.4
35.8
25.3
38.7
33.2
18.5
25.3
22.5
20.1
19.2
18.9
12.8
13.1
17.6
12.2

Table 2: Total population values and birth and death rates, 1701-1851, Saffron
Walden

Age of Marriage
The age that women were getting married has a significant effect on the
levels of fertility in a society. A reduction in the age of marriage could
cause a rise in the birth rate. It is for this reason that I collected some
data on how old the women were when they married. Obtaining such
information is not as easy as it is for baptisms and burials. When a
marriage was registered between 1700 and 1850, at least in the case of
Saffron Walden, the age of the bride was not recorded. Even when the
presentation of the registering of the marriages changed in the early
1760s, the age of the woman was still not indicated.
One way in which the age of these brides can be ascertained is by tracing
back to the date of their baptism. However, as has already been
explained, this does not always accurately indicate their precise age. The
difficulty with this method is again the restriction of time, the fact that
such research could take years; not to mention that the baptism of the
brides may not be registered in the first place, or that the brides could
have been born outside of Saffron Walden.
In order to overcome this problem, I undertook to contact a few local
people who had a good knowledge of their family tree dating back to the
period of my study, and they were able to give me a sample of the kind of
data that I was looking for. Using the total population values 1801-51 and
the estimates 1701-1801, I have drawn up table 2.
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The birth rate
This table proves that the birth rate stayed at a relatively high level
during the period 1700-1850. However, rather than maintaining a stable
level, it was in fact subject to fluctuations. The birth rate varies between
24.5 in 1791 to 42.5 in 1701. Most of the individual fluctuations are not
that significant when one considers that the graph is only showing the
rates for one year in ten. It is the overall trend described that is more
important.
Nevertheless it is worth nothing that the birth rate was exceptionally low
in 1801, at 16.5. This anomaly in the rates could be due to the influence
of the Napoleonic Wars. A substantial proportion of the male population
would have been on duty abroad, which would result in a drop in the
levels of fertility. The fact that the birth rate then shot back up to 39.4 in
1811 could be due to what is typically classified as a post-war baby boom.
Although the war was not actually over, this year may have coincided
with a time when the local regiment was not stationed away from home.
The average age of marriage within ten-year periods, using a sample of
data, indicate no great reduction in the age of the bride. It was around
23.5 years in 1701-10, and 23.8 years in 1801-10, reducing to 20.9 in
1841-50. The reason for this could be that Saffron Walden was not
affected by the Industrial Revolution as greatly as some towns. A
decrease in the age of marriage would not necessarily have taken place
as fast as in other areas of the country, as Saffron Walden was slower to
urbanise. This corresponds to the fact that the birth rate maintained a
relatively consistent level. It also leads me to conclude that the birth rate
did not rise due to a reduction in the age of marriage.
The death rate
The death rate was at a comparatively high level of 33.2 in 1751, after
which it started to fall. The reason for this decrease could initially be
attributed to agricultural and climatic improvements, and then sustained
by a number of factors including medical advances, and a better provision
of local amenities and services. Indeed, I think there is significant
evidence to suggest that the population growth rate increased due to the
falling of the death rate, proving the second of my hypotheses to be true.
It is the death rate that is changing in the second half of the period of my
study, while the birth rate remains comparatively constant.
Conclusion
We can conclude that the demography of Saffron Walden 1700-1850
demonstrates stages 1 and 2 of the Demographic Transition Model. The
population growth rate increased as a result of the death rate starting to
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fall; the birth rate stayed at a relatively high level. Stage 1 ends and
stage 2 begins approximately between 1761 and 1771. But the birth rate
was not stable. I found that it was actually fluctuating, which is not in
keeping with the DTM. The birth rate did not rise due to a reduction in the
age of marriage. Indeed, overall the birth rate did not show a marked rise
or fall at all (figure 1). The possible sources of error in the data are
considerable. However I think my calculations should have removed the
majority of the factors detrimental to the results. Further work could be
carried out on the influence of Nonconformity, infant mortality rates, age
structure of the population and levels of migration in and out of the town.
A more comprehensive set of data could be gathered. This exercise is
merely scratching the surface of a vast subject.
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