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Emergingmodernity in an urban
setting: nineteenth-century
Bristol revealed in property
surveys
S P E N C E R J O R D A N , P E T E R WA R D L E Y and
M A T T H E W W O O L L A R D *
Faculty of Humanities, University of the West of England, Bristol, BS16 2JP

Dept of History, University of Essex, Colchester, CO4 3SQ (Woollard)

abstract: This article analyses the urban structure of nineteenth-century Bristol
through the analysis of property surveys. Examination of a machine-readable
version of a property survey for 1837 demonstrates that Bristol exhibited modern
patterns of urban development as the city's medieval form was supplanted by
processes associated with the segregation of class and economic activity, a
functional change from a mercantile centre to one broadly based on manufac-
turing and services. The longitudinal implications of this change are examined
using subsequent surveys for 1851 and 1871.

Historiography and themes

During the summer and autumn of 1837 three surveyors, Jacob Player
Sturge, John Millard Tucker and Thomas Foster, and their clerks and
assistants would have been seen traversing the streets of Bristol, noting
the location of properties and recording estimates of associated real
estate values.1 Acting on behalf of the Corporation of the Poor, they were
instructed to survey all properties within the nineteen `ancient' city
parishes to ascertain for each an annual rateable value: Figure 1 provides
a map of these parishes as constituted in 1837.2

* An earlier version of this article was originally delivered at the ESRC Economic and Economic
History Network Workshop at the University of Birmingham, 8 Jul. 1996. Dr Wardley
held a Nuf®eld Fellowship during the period in which this research was undertaken.

1 Tucker and Sturge were land agents and surveyors while Foster was an architect. The
company Y. and J.P. Sturge was involved in surveying for a similar property survey in
1823 and the Tithe Commutation Act of 1836: see J.P. Sturge and Sons, J.P. Sturge and Sons
225 Anniversary (publicity brochure, 1985).

2 The ancient city comprised nineteen parishes. The collection of the rate was overseen by
the Corporation of the Poor (3 George IV c. 24). After this Act of 1823 the rate was
collected by deputed rate collectors. In 1835 Bristol's boundaries were extended to make
them coterminous with the parliamentary boundaries. Rates in the `new' areas were
collected by churchwardens and overseers of the poor. These outer areas are not
considered in this article: see E. Ralph, The Government of Bristol, 1373±1973 (Bristol, 1973).
The 1841 census ®gures give a total population for the ancient city as 64,266, while the
newly added parts had 60,880.
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Figure 1: The parochial composition of Bristol, 1837



All the assessments were recorded in a single volume which even-
tually contained data on over 10,000 property units.3 Information on
each property unit was compiled in simple columnar form detailing:
Property Number, House Number, Occupier Name, Owner Name,
Description, Gross Value, Rateable Value and Comments.4 At the top of
each page was written the street and parish. It is this survey, now
available as a machine-readable database, which provides the empirical
base for this article.

Despite their obvious value to those undertaking an analysis of the
developing urban environment, the sheer size and complexity of prop-
erty surveys has proved prohibitive. However, with the advent of the
computer such daunting detail and comprehensiveness is more than
readily supported by growing database technology and methodology.
Through considered analysis, our database allows insights into the
economic function, location and value of all properties recorded in the
survey, facilitating an interpretation of the urban environments created
by the juxtaposition of groups of properties.

However, interpretation of these results requires considerable care as
some assumed relationships derived from rateable value could have the
tendency to appear tautological in nature; there is no attempt here, for
example, to associate a particular band of rateable values with a speci®c
social class. Nonetheless it will be shown that important insights into the
process of urban development can be obtained from this source. As
professional property valuers, Sturge, Tucker and Foster were intimately
acquainted with the subtleties of Bristol's property market. Their assess-
ments were derived from a combination of a conscious pricing policy
and subjective opinion, in which the valuer brought to bear upon an
assessment not only his understanding of current market values but also
his perception of potential market growth. In short, then, it is our
contention that the surveyors were of®cially recognized, well-informed
observers whose work as professionals in recording property values
provides a means to explore the dynamics of Bristol's urban structure.

The forces which in¯uence the spatial characteristics of urban environ-
ments have been scrutinized not only by sociologists, economists and
urban geographers but also by historians who have stressed the impor-
tance of sequential development.5 Across these disciplines it is generally

3 Bristol Record Of®ce (hereafter BRO) 04249 (1). Similar surveys exist for 1823 (BRO
04248), 1851 (BRO 04250 (1)) and 1871 (BRO 04252 (1)).

4 Gross value is assumed to be the annual rent at which the property might be let, free of
all local taxation. The rateable value is the gross value less probable average annual costs
of repairs and expenses necessary to keep such a property in good enough condition to
command the market rent: see B.W. Adkin, The Principles of Parochial Assessment (London,
1909), 9.

5 Indicative references include D. Cannadine, `Victorian cities: how different?', Social
History, 2 (1977), 457±82; idem, `Residential differentiation in nineteenth-century towns:
from shapes on the ground to shapes in society', in J.H. Johnson and C.G. Pooley (eds),
The Structure of Nineteenth-Century Cities (London, 1982); D. Ward, `Victorian cities: how
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agreed that urban growth can be broken down into two meta-periods:
pre-capitalist and capitalist economy, or rather moral and market
economy. In terms of urban morphology, two models have elicited much
interest and academic discussion ± Sjoberg's paradigm of a pre-industrial
city, and Burgess's description of large, industrialized American cities.6

Although these models have been modi®ed, notably by Vance, Hoyt and
Mann, each remains a powerful interpretation informing analysis of
urban forms proposed by modern urban geographers and historians.7

Yet the application of such models to the analysis of urban environ-
ments requires an informed and sympathetic reading. Through his
analysis of Edgbaston, Cannadine isolated four key socio-economic
conditions which differentiated the industrialized cities of late nine-
teenth-century America from the industrial English cities of the early
and mid-nineteenth century.8 Most notable were the differences in the
timing of population expansion and the consolidation of the transport
system which in England pre-dated the development of many industrial
towns; the dominance of the English `gentry, aristocrats, or corporate
bodies' which determined key aspects of urban development on their
land; and the keenness with which the middle class attempted to follow
their betters in the social hierarchy, as the upper classes ¯ed to the
suburbs. Using Calthorpe's Edgbaston Estate in Birmingham as an
exemplar, Cannadine challenged Ward's previous assertion that it was
not until the late nineteenth century that English cities began to display
characteristics of `modernity'.9 Cannadine insisted that by the mid-1800s
many English cities had indeed left their pre-industrial past behind and
were showing signs of a modern morphology which many American
cities would only reveal at the end of the nineteenth century.

It is clear that if an understanding of the complexities of urbanization
in nineteenth-century English localities is to be advanced, further ana-
lysis has to be undertaken. In particular mercantile ports, whose
economic dominance pre-dated the beginnings of the intense urban
development associated with the early nineteenth century, offer a valu-
able counterpoint to the communities of nascent manufacturing towns
such as Leeds and Birmingham which have previously attracted

modern?', Journal of Historical Geography, 1 (1975), 135±51; and idem, `Environs and
neighbours in the ``two nations'': residential differentiation in mid-nineteenth century
Leeds', Journal of Historical Geography, 6 (1980), 133±62.

6 G. Sjoberg, The Pre-Industrial City (Glencoe, Ill., 1960); idem, `Cities in developing and
industrial societies', in P.M. Hauser and L.F. Schnore (eds), The Study of Urbanisation
(Chicago, 1965), 213±63; and E.W. Burgess, `The growth of the city: an introduction to a
research project', Publications of the American Sociological Society, xviii (1924), 85±97.

7 For a critical assessment of Sjoberg see J. Langton, `Residential patterns in pre-industrial
cities: some case studies from seventeenth-century Britain', Transactions of the Institute of
British Geographers, 65 (1975), 1±27; P. Burke, `Some re¯ections on the pre-industrial city',
Urban History Yearbook (1975), 13±22; J.E. Vance, `Land assignment in the precapitalist,
capitalist, and postcapitalist city', Economic Geography, 47 (1971), 101±20.

8 Cannadine, `Victorian cities: how different?', 464.
9 Ward, `Victorian cities: how modern?', 135±51; idem, `Environs and neighbours', 133±62.
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academic attention. This article shows that by 1837 Bristol was already
showing many characteristics associated with modern patterns of urban
morphology: the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century was a
crucial period in the city's history as its old, essentially medieval, form
gradually disappeared through processes associated with the segrega-
tion of activity, the breakdown of the authority of the traditional elites,
and a functional change from a mercantile centre to one more broadly
based on manufacturing and services.

Bristol on the eve of the 1837 Survey

According to Sacks, late medieval Bristol was `a bounded world, a
communion of interests and purposes separating the townsmen and
their life of trade from the agrarian existence of the rest of England'.10

The community's elite gravitated towards the centre of the town where
they could exercise the full potential of their power. Sacks notes that of
the ®fty-six councillors identi®ed between 1381 and 1409, at least twenty
lived in the most central parishes, while nearly all of them were engaged
in some form of overseas trade.11

The picture is of a city in which overseas merchants, rich retailers such as
grocers, mercers, and drapers, and small shopkeepers such as shoemakers and
tailors dominated the city's centre.12

The High Cross, standing right at the centre of the medieval city, was the
`focus of civil and religious ceremonies'; it stood at the con¯uence of
Bristol's major roads and was surrounded by three ancient churches.13

The Guildhall, the seat of local government, was but a few yards distant.
The Tolzey, the traditional place for merchants to settle accounts, was at
a similar distance outside St Nicholas's Market. Close at hand were the
Spicers', Merchants' and Taylors' Halls, indicative of a thriving commer-
cial presence. Hard by these symbols of authority and economic power
were the manifestations of social control: the Bridewell, in®rmary, work-
houses, corrective institutions, courts and almshouses, including the city
walls and gates.14 The transformation of this medieval urban structure is
the subject of this article.

By the early eighteenth century Bristol was recognized by contempor-
aries as England's second commercial city. In 1801 the city, as constituted
in 1835, had a population of 61,153, making it the sixth largest city in

10 D.H. Sacks, The Widening Gate: Bristol and the Atlantic Economy, 1450±1700 (Oxford, 1991),
143.

11 Ibid., 147.
12 Ibid., 149.
13 B.S. Smith and E. Ralph, The History of Bristol and Gloucestershire (Beacons®eld, 1972);

A. Gomme, M. Jenner and B. Little, Bristol: An Architectural History (London, 1979), 74.
14 See K. Dawson, `Town defences in early modern England' (unpublished University of

Exeter Ph.D. thesis, 1995).
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Britain.15 The economic success of the city's businessmen in slavery,
sugar and tobacco had contributed to a highly diversi®ed local economy
intimately connected with domestic and international markets. In turn,
Bristol's society was highly structured, dominated by members of the
Society of Merchant Venturers (SMV) and the city's Corporation, held
together through complex social and cultural ties.16

The abolition of the slave trade by Parliament in 1801 ®nally ended an
interest which for Bristol had been slipping inexorably since the 1740s.17

Although the city's economy continued to grow throughout the early
nineteenth century, traditional industries such as glassmaking, many of
the city's textile concerns and much of its non-ferrous metallurgy
declined or collapsed during this period, and the ®rst half of the
nineteenth century saw the decline of the lucrative sugar trade which
included both production and distribution.18 However, as this article
will reveal, Morgan's emphasis on entrepreneurial stagnation should
instead be reinterpreted as a period of economic readjustment in which
business interests were redeployed.19

Many contemporaries ®rmly believed that from the end of the eight-
eenth century the port of Bristol had entered a period of stagnation and
decline, although there remained indecision over what should be done.20

Modernizers particularly highlighted the need for a ¯oating harbour to
cope with the larger ships now in service, together with a reduction of
dues charged at the dock.21 Various improvement schemes were
thwarted by the SMV and the Corporation which both appeared unable
and unwilling to limit their control over port facilities.22

15 H.A. Shannon and E. Grebenik, The Population of Bristol (Cambridge, 1943), 6; K. Morgan,
`The economic development of Bristol, 1700±1850', in M. Dresser and P. Ollerenshaw
(eds), The Making of Modern Bristol (Tiverton, 1996), 48±75.

16 H.E. Meller, Leisure and the Changing City, 1870±1914 (London, 1976), chs 3 and 4;
G. Bush, Bristol and its Municipal Government, 1820±1851 (Bristol, 1976), 6±16; J. Latimer,
The History of the Society of Merchant Venturers of the City of Bristol (Bristol, 1903);
P. McGrath, The Merchant Venturers of Bristol (Bristol, 1975).

17 K. Morgan, Bristol and the Atlantic Trade in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, 1993), 143.
18 Ibid., ch. 7; R.A. Buchanan and N. Cossons, The Industrial Archaeology of the Bristol Region

(Newton Abbot, 1969); B.W.E. Alford, `The ¯int and bottle glass industry in the early
nineteenth century: a case study of a Bristol ®rm', Business History, 10 (1968), 12±21.

19 Morgan, Bristol and the Atlantic Trade. This opinion is also shared by B.W.E. Alford, `The
economic development of Bristol in the nineteenth century: an enigma?', in P. McGrath
and J. Cannon (eds), Essays in Bristol and Gloucestershire History (Bristol, 1976), 253±83.

20 Contemporary printed works critical of Bristol's economic performance include Cosmo,
Letters on the Impediments Which Obstruct the Trade and Commerce of the City and Port of
Bristol (Bristol, 1823); J. Kington, Thirty Letters on the Trade of Bristol, the Causes of its
Decline and Means of its Revival . . . (Bristol, 1834); idem, City and Port of Bristol. Letters,
Essays, Tracts, and Other Documents, Illustrative of the Municipal History of Bristol, and of the
Trade of its Port (Bristol, 1836). See also Alford, `The economic development of Bristol'.

21 By the end of the eighteenth century ships had increased in size and many found it
dif®cult to navigate the meandering Bristol Channel: see A. Williams, `Bristol port plans
and improvement schemes', Transactions of the Bristol and Gloucestershire Archaeological
Society, 81 (1962), 138±88. This was a problem recurrent through the nineteenth century.

22 The most famous schemes being that proposed by John Smeaton in January 1765, and by
William Champion in 1767: see Williams, `Bristol port plans'.
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It was only after a sustained campaign by large sections of the
bourgeoisie that a ¯oating harbour was eventually completed in 1809,
although control remained in the hands of the SMV and the Corporation
through the Bristol Dock Company.23 The Dock Company maintained
high levels of dues which still left Bristol comparatively expensive
relative to other ports such as Liverpool and London.24 In response to
the Dock Company's reluctance to adopt further reform, the Chamber of
Commerce was established in 1823 to promote the aims of local business
interests which elite organizations such as the SMV were felt to ignore.25

The issue of port improvements was a central concern for the new body.
Indeed, from 1846 until it had achieved its goal of a municipally-run
dock in 1848, the Chamber was temporarily subsumed into the Free Port
Association.26

Central to the control exercised by the merchant oligarchy in Bristol
was the unreformed Town Corporation.27 Before 1835 the election of the
councillors, aldermen and mayor was a completely closed process, the
freemen of the city taking no part whatsoever.28 This exclusivity was
exacerbated by two other features of Bristol's political life: the intimate
connection between the Corporation and other dominant local institu-
tions, most notably the SMV, and the Corporation's refusal to accept that
it performed the duties ex of®cio of a local government authority.29

Many of the owners of smaller businesses, who collectively constituted
a large number of the city's bourgeoisie, felt that the established elite
were no longer acting in the best interests of the community. Poole states
that the elite began to act solely in their own interests, no longer feeling
obliged to respond to a civic world `of reciprocal duties and shared
aspirations hovering tentatively between collectivism and the free
market'.30 Furthermore, the adoption of a laissez-faire philosophy was

23 The Dock Company's Board of Directors consisted of nine members of the Corporation,
including the Mayor, nine members of the Society of Merchant Venturers, including the
Master, and nine members elected by the shareholders. Of the 242 original subscribers,
nearly ®fty were Merchant Venturers, as were ®ve of the nine directors elected by the
main body of shareholders.

24 B.J. Atkinson, `An early example of the decline of the industrial spirit? Bristol in the ®rst
half of the nineteenth century', Southern History, 9 (1987), 71±89, cited at 74, 83. The Act
of 1825 abolished the town and mayor's dues on Irish and coastal trade. In 1835 all
export dues were abolished.

25 P. Ollerenshaw and P. Wardley, `Economic growth and the business community in Bristol
since 1840', in Dresser and Ollerenshaw, Making of Modern Bristol, 139.

26 See J. Latimer, The Annals of Bristol in the Nineteenth Century (Bath, 1970), 300; and
McGrath, Merchant Venturers, 304.

27 Bush, Bristol and its Municipal Government, 3±16; Atkinson, `Decline of the industrial
spirit', 82±5; D. Fraser, Power and Authority in the Victorian City (Oxford, 1979).

28 S. Jordan, K. Ramsey and M. Woollard, Part 3: Political Representation and Bristol's Elections
1700±1997, in P. Wardley (ed.), Abstract of Bristol Historical Statistics (Bristol, 1997); and
Atkinson, `Decline of the industrial spirit?', 82.

29 Bush, Bristol and its Municipal Government, ch. 5.
30 S. Poole, `To be a Bristolian: civic identity and the social order, 1750±1850', in Dresser

and Ollerenshaw, Making of Modern Bristol, 89.
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associated with the growing alienation of large sections of the lower
classes.

The inability, or unwillingness, of the Corporation to act decisively to improve
the harbour, effectively isolated the elite from the majority of citizens, and turned
the interpretation of the civis into a battle®eld.31

Thus Bristol in 1837 was a city in transition, a transition that had been
under way for at least half a century. The obscurantism of its elite, as
exempli®ed by their handling of port improvements, had effectively split
the business community. Civic paternalism appeared to be decreasing as
the adoption of laissez-faire began to isolate the middle and lower classes,
who were now left to negotiate market forces unaided.

The adoption of a new political economy, informed by utilitarianism,
had a very real impact on the city's urban morphology as the local
government began to relocate key civic institutions to the southern and
eastern margins of the city. As early as the 1770s, the use of the city wall
and gates as symbols of elite authority had declined, as the elite
themselves began to move out beyond the old medieval nucleus: Red-
cliffe Gate was demolished in 1771, and the Frome Gate in 1774.32 In
1820 the new gaol, rather than joining the centrally located Bridewell
gaol, was built at the city's southern boundary at Wapping, Bedminster.
This was the ®rst stage in a process which would continue for the next
century. In 1847 Bristol Union's new workhouse was constructed on the
eastern fringe near Stapleton, replacing smaller centrally located work-
houses; a fever hospital was added to the site in 1868, lunatic wards in
1867, a tramp ward in 1873, and further facilities for the sick and lying-in
between 1879 and 1880.33 Thus those elements marginalized by the
utilitarian political economy, paupers, lunatics and criminals, were
displaced to the eastern and southern rim of the community, a clear
spatial representation of their social and political isolation, adding a
further level of complexity to the underlying process of segregation. By
contrast, in 1827 it was decided to keep the Council Chamber in the
centre of the city when the new Council House was built in Corn Street;
the continuing importance of the city centre as a political and adminis-
trative heartland was thereby re-emphasized.

With the reforms of 1835, however, political formations were altered to
re¯ect changes in the social and economic structure of the city. The city's
boundaries were extended to include areas of signi®cant population
growth which had previously remained beyond its boundaries; 3,706
acres were added to the 775 acres of the ancient city which, according to
the Census of Population taken in 1831, would have increased the city's
31 Poole, `To be a Bristolian', 89±90.
32 Dawson, Town Defences, 220.
33 M. Martin, `Managing the poor: the administration of poor relief in Bristol in the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries', in Dresser and Ollerenshaw, Making of Modern
Bristol, 159; and D. Large, Bristol and the New Poor Law (Bristol, 1995).
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pre-Reform population from 59,074 to 104,408.34 This provided spatial
acknowledgement that the Bristol of the 1830s could no longer be
de®ned by its medieval boundaries as the institutions of local govern-
ment were rationalized and given a strict legal de®nition which re¯ected
the city's modern characteristics. As Bush suggests, `the municipal
millennium was not at hand in 1851, but at least the citizens and their
rulers were on the same side'.35

Bristol's urban structure

The analysis of the property survey of 1837 allows an insight into the
economic and social structure of Bristol at a crucial point in the city's
history, offering an opportunity to investigate the urban dynamics of a
locality crucially poised between its medieval and early modern eco-
nomic heritage and growth sustained under the political economy of
capitalist, market-led forces. Within a decade of the survey's completion,
further economic change, including the arrival of the railway, would add
greater complexity to the city's morphological development, continuing
to distance the city's urban form from that of its medieval lineage.36

Given the usefulness of a study of Bristol in this context, some
methodological issues, including the nature and representation of urban
historical sources, and particularly property surveys, are worthy of
consideration. As is true of so many historical source materials, those
used by urban historians are often less than ideal. Trade directories
only refer to a limited proportion of the community at any particular
time. Other sources, such as the census enumerators' books, although
more inclusive, provide information which can often only be used
inferentially.

Rate books, a fourth important source, predate commercial directories,
poll books and census returns. Records of rates collected for bridge and
sewerage maintenance have survived from the fourteenth century.
National legislation for compulsory rating was introduced by the Act for
the Relief of the Poor of 1601, and throughout the seventeenth century
the scope of rate-assessed revenue was extended to include the repair of
roads and gaols.37 However, the exact details recorded in rate books
were a subject entirely for parochial exigencies. Standardization emerged

34 For details of the pre-1835 alterations in boundaries see A.J. Pugsley, `Some contributions
towards the study of the economic development of Bristol in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries' (unpublished University of Bristol M.A. thesis, 1921). For more
general details see Ralph, Government of Bristol.

35 Bush, Bristol and its Municipal Government, 215.
36 G. Channon, Bristol and the Promotion of the Great Western Railway (Bristol, 1985).
37 I. Darlington, `Rate books', in L.M. Munby (ed.), Short Guides to Records (London, n.d.).

For a historical discussion on local taxation see J.V. Beckett, Local Taxation: National
Legislation and the Problems of Enforcement (London, 1980); and N. Morgan, `Valuation
rolls, rate books and the urban historian', in D. Reeder (ed.), Archives and the Historian
(Leicester, 1989), 122±34.
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slowly and by the nineteenth century the basic element within a rate
book was generally a property unit rather than an individual, although
exceptions can be found.38 Typically a rate book lists the property's
address, occupier and owner, the property description, and then the
property's gross and rateable value.39

Such books were compiled annually, and in some locales biannually or
quarterly, and the data within them were listed by street even before
many thoroughfares had been allocated of®cial names. For Bristol at
least, the survey carefully delineated streets, facilitating aggregation of
properties by parish.40 Yet rate books are not an entirely reliable source,
especially before the standardization of valuation practices with the 1862
Union Assessment Act.41 The description of properties was often basic
and repetitive, suggesting the use of standardized terms. Manufactories,
warehouses and other economic establishments were rarely given an
exacting economic description.42

After a careful review of the 1837 survey of Bristol a number of
problematic issues emerged. First, there were ninety-four cases of
multiple properties with a single aggregated rateable and gross value; in
these cases it was not possible to disaggregate an assessment so as to
give each single property its own value. The remaining 10,654 properties
(or 99 per cent of the total) were `single'.43 Second, it was clear that the
name of the owner of the property was rarely given in full, if at all.44

Third, the property description was both rudimentary and repetitive,
suggesting, as noted above, the use of standardized terms by the
surveyors.

Despite these reservations, it was decided to place the entire rate book
into a database, making each separate property unit a single entity. All
data were included, even seemingly peripheral descriptions, such as a
note as to where the surveyor had crossed the street. Where rateable and
gross values had been amended after an appeal, both the original and
updated values were entered.45

38 R.S. Holmes, `Ownership and migration from a study of rate books', Area, 5 (1973),
242±51.

39 Some rate books did record other information, but essentially this data formed the basis
of all the books.

40 The erection of parish boundary markers in Bristol would have assisted the surveyors in
the course of their assessment: see Temple Local History Group, A Survey of Parish
Boundary Markers and Stones for Eleven of the Ancient Bristol Parishes (Bristol, 1994).

41 B.T. Robson, `An ecological analysis of the evolution of residential areas in Sunderland',
Urban Studies, 3 (1966), 123.

42 W.K.D. Davies, J.A. Giggs and D.T. Herbert, `Directories, rate books and the commercial
structure of towns', Geography, 53 (1968), 41±54. See also H. Carter and C.R. Lewis, An
Urban Geography of England and Wales in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1990), 7±27.

43 By comparison the 1841 Census gave a total of 9,934 `houses' (of which 611 were
uninhabited and 47 `building') and a total population of 64,266 for these 19 parishes.

44 The latter example occurs 1,424 times.
45 The structure of the data precluded the use of a standard relational database system. The

DBMS used here was kleiv: see M. Woollard and P. Denley, Source-Oriented Data
Processing for Historians: A Tutorial for kleiv (St Katharinen, 1993).
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Once the source had been placed into a database it was decided to link
the occupier names with those contained in Matthews' 1838 Trade
Directory to provide a more detailed analysis of the economic function of
the property. This was done manually, and then those entries that
remained unmatched were re-examined to see if they could be linked to
the remaining unallocated entries in the Directory. This process, supple-
mented by other internal evidence, made possible the creation of a
composite description for each of the 10,748 properties listed in the rate
book.46 Once these descriptions had been added to the database, a
coding system, based predominantly on that proposed by Armstrong,47

was implemented as a look-up table.
A summary view of the city is supplemented by disaggregation of

property data for each parish, extracted from the property survey
database. Table 1 shows the number of properties in each parish and the
number of properties identi®ed by economic sector. It also provides
summary statistics for the average rateable value of all properties,
including the standard deviation of rateable values and the associated
coef®cient of variation (the standard deviation divided by the average
property value) to demonstrate the dispersion of valuations within the
parish. Table 2 shows the proportion of properties classi®ed as residen-
tial, manufacturing and dealing in each of Bristol's parishes. Together
with the information presented in Table 1 this data suggests Bristol
consisted of three distinct economic zones: ®rst, a central area of parishes
where properties were used for predominantly commercial purposes;
second, an intermediate area where land usage was highly mixed; and,
third, an outer belt where residential properties predominated.

Clearly the distribution of residential and industrial properties could
be described as paradigmatic, but the paradigm is more closely akin to
the model proposed for the modern industrial city rather than its
medieval counterpart. The commercial nucleus of the city, comprising
the territorially smallest parishes in the city, provided a central business
district where only 12.5 per cent of the 1,049 rated properties were
residential; by contrast, dealing (i.e. trading) and manufacturing proper-
ties comprised, respectively, 28.3 per cent and 22.3 per cent of these
properties. Fanning out from this core, the area covered by the parishes
increases signi®cantly. For the ®ve parishes which formed the inter-
mediate area the survey recorded 2,882 properties, of which 43 per cent
were classi®ed as residential, 18 per cent as dealing and 14 per cent as

46 However, some descriptions were more tenuous than others. For example, where a
property described in the rate book as `dwelling house and shop' could not be found a
description in the Directory then it was given a description based on the trade carried out
by the occupier of that property. If it could not be traced in the Directory it was described
as a property used for both residential and dealing purposes. Similar decisions were
made to designate other immediately `untraceable' properties.

47 W.A. Armstrong, `The use of information about occupation', in E.A. Wrigley (ed.),
Nineteenth-Century Society (Cambridge, 1972), 191±310.
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Table 1: Distribution of properties by economic type: inter-parish analysis

Agric. & Dealing Manufacture Numbers Professional Others Total Average Standard Standard
mining Residential rateable value deviation of deviation

all properties rateable values divided by
£ average value

Inner zone
(central business district)
St Ewen 0 5 5 0 1 6 17 107.1 142.6 1.33
All Saints 0 24 8 0 9 20 61 75.8 92.5 1.26
St Mary-le-Port 0 39 13 2 7 10 71 53.7 36.2 0.67
St Leonard 0 24 17 7 4 25 77 64.1 104.3 1.63
St Werburg 0 24 12 5 33 37 111 57.2 73.6 1.29
St John 1 50 54 28 16 64 213 32.6 33.1 1.02
St Peter 0 63 60 39 8 58 228 35.0 33.2 0.95
St Thomas 0 68 65 50 8 80 271 37.6 49.5 1.32

Intermediate zone
(mixed housing/industry)
St Stephen 0 94 62 106 16 117 395 44.3 64.4 1.45
St Nicholas 0 131 39 90 17 91 368 42.5 71.0 1.67
Castle Precincts 0 59 60 147 10 56 332 22.9 24.9 1.09
Christ Church 0 49 22 540 7 52 184 45.2 57.5 1.27
St James 2 183 215 841 48 314 1,603 17.4 17.6 1.01

Outer zone
(predominantly residential)
St Augustine 16 130 131 766 85 261 1,389 27.1 31.9 1.18
Redcliff 7 111 127 840 32 206 1,323 15.4 19.4 1.26
St Philip & St Jacob 1 79 70 465 18 135 768 13.2 18.7 1.41
St Michael 2 43 56 401 40 125 667 18.6 20.8 1.11
St Paul 0 84 135 1,091 60 257 1,627 16.6 18.7 1.13
Temple 3 79 81 702 17 161 1,043 13.5 22.5 1.66

Total 32 1,339 1,232 5,634 436 2,075 10,748 22.8 35.3 1.55



Table 2: Distributions of residential, manufacturing and dealing: inter-parish analysis

Manufacturing Dealing Residential
Number Value Mean Number Value Mean Number Value Mean

& % £ % % £ % % £

Inner zone
(central business district)
St Ewen 29 19 70 29 29 106 0 0 ±
All Saints 13 12 67 39 37 71 0 0 ±
St Mary-le-Port 18 19 55 55 62 61 2 1 17
St Werburgh 11 17 92 22 19 50 4 2 20
St Leonard 11 33 97 36 39 80 9 3 19
St John 25 26 33 23 34 47 13 6 16
St Peter 26 27 31 28 42 54 17 4 8
St Thomas 24 31 48 25 38 57 18 4 7

Intermediate zone
(mixed housing/industry)
St Stephen 16 24 68 24 30 57 27 11 19
Castle Precincts 19 30 38 18 29 37 44 19 10
Christ Church 12 22 84 27 51 86 29 5 8
St James 13 20 26 11 36 31 52 36 12
St Nicholas 22 14 57 31 49 58 24 13 22

Outer zone
(predominantly residential)
St Augustine 9 15 44 9 15 42 55 42 21
Redcliff 10 22 35 8 17 32 63 37 8
St Philip & St Jacob 9 26 37 10 22 28 61 31 7
St Michael 8 10 23 6 9 26 60 59 18
St Paul 8 16 31 5 8 27 67 56 14
Temple 8 23 41 8 17 31 67 33 7

Whole city 11 20 40 12 24 44 52 29 13



manufacturing. Lastly, the predominantly residential outer zone of six
parishes comprised 6,817 properties, of which 63.6 per cent were
residential, 7.7 per cent dealing and 8.8 per cent manufacturing
(Figure 2).

The pattern represented in Figure 2 clearly demonstrates a core
business nucleus enclosed by a band of predominantly residential
housing. This is in direct contrast to the pre-industrial model explicated
for Bristol in the 1770s by Baigent.48 Yet Baigent concluded that even by
the 1770s the city's old medieval form was in the process of disap-
pearing.49 The wealthy were moving outwards into elegant residential
districts on the periphery of the city to the north and west such as
Clifton, Hotwells, and to certain parts of St Michael and St Augustine, a
migrationary process which was reinforcing social segregation.50 Baigent
notes that those involved in this transition were members of the `new
middle class', a professional and leisured group `distinct in its place of
residence, its wealth, and its political allegiance'.51 Baigent's evidence
clearly demonstrates that the genesis of the urban morphology revealed
in Figure 2 lay in the eighteenth century, at least ®fty years before the
survey of 1837 was conducted.

The extent of urban segregation in 1837 is indicated in the large
valuation differentials of rateable value across the city. Table 1 gives the
average rateable value of all properties in each ward, providing a linear
decline of value from the most expensive at the centre of the city to some
of the cheapest in the mainly residential districts on the city's margin.
Table 2 facilitates greater analysis: here one can see that whereas
valuations for business property gently decline from centre to periphery
through three zones, the valuation of residential property appears
unsuited to such a model. Integral to the pricing mechanism behind
residential property was an east-west axis not re¯ected in the distribu-
tion of businesses. Those residential properties in western parishes such
as St Augustine, St Michael, St Stephen, St Nicholas, St Werburgh and St
Leonard all possessed a far higher mean value than those in the eastern
parishes of St Peter, St Thomas, Christ Church, Redcliff, St Philip and St
Jacob, and Temple. Each of these models is indicative of various socio-
economic factors apparent within an industrial urban environment: for
enterprise, proximity to the economic and political centre of the commu-
nity carried a high premium which gradually receded the further one

48 E. Baigent, `Economy and society in eighteenth-century English towns: Bristol in the
1770s', in D. Denecke and G. Shaw (eds), Urban Historical Geography: Recent Progress in
Britain and Germany (Cambridge, 1988), 109±24.

49 E. Baigent, `Assessed taxes as sources for the study of urban wealth: Bristol in the later
eighteenth century', Urban History Yearbook (1988), 41.

50 Until 1835 Clifton remained outside the city boundaries.
51 E. Baigent, `Bristol society in the later eighteenth century with special reference to the

handling by computer of fragmentary historical sources' (unpublished University of
Oxford D.Phil. thesis, 1985), 398.
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Figure 2: The distribution of residential housing, Bristol, 1837



moved from High Cross; for residents, the growing attraction of western
suburbs as identi®ed by Baigent, most notably Clifton, provided a
second nucleus around which property prices aligned.

Nineteenth-century urban development

Valuation processes used in surveys of this kind remain an obscure area.
Yet as skilled land valuers, Sturge, Tucker and Foster were an important
factor on the city's pricing mechanisms themselves. Implicit in their
judgements was the concept that `land values depend not simply upon
site characteristics per se but upon the wider actions of society, past,
present and future'.52 By placing one example of their valuation schema,
the 1837 survey, within a continuum one becomes aware that the
structure of the city in 1837 not only represented a legacy of the past but
was also conditioned by perceptions of the future market.

Such a continuum is provided in Table 3 which shows data from three
sources: rateable surveys of 1837, 1851 and 1871; and values for 1775
given by Baigent.53 The data represented in the 1851 and 1871 surveys
were again collected by leading property valuers, R.S. Pope, George C.
Ashmead and W. Armstrong in 1851, and George C. Ashmead, William
Sturge and Josiah Thomas in 1871. Given this continuity among the
compilers, and the fact that all three were commissioned by the city
council for the same purpose of rateable valuations, it is suggested that
longitudinal analysis can be performed using these sources. Baigent's
data for 1775, although less obviously directly related to the subsequent
surveys, are included to provide as wide a perspective as possible.

Of the three periods in Table 3, the ®rst, between 1770 and 1837,
appears to be the most dynamic, in part con®rming the existing historio-
graphy and conclusions already tentatively drawn. Even assuming a
degree of unreliability for the eighteenth-century values, it is still
apparent that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
Bristol's urban form underwent dramatic change. The three zones
already established again provide an ef®cient model with which to
interpret these results. Quite clearly the central business heartland of the
city witnessed a decrease in the absolute number of properties but also a
spectacular increase in the average value of those properties, registering
an average increase of 314 per cent. In the outer zones, property value
witnessed a less precipitous rise, but instead recorded a marked expan-
sion in the number of assessed units. The dynamic apparent in this
model has already been discussed in terms of distinct social and
economic segregation. What is surprising, however, is the timing of this
phenomenon. If one assumes that any city with a central business district
surrounded by layers of segregated social cohorts was `modern' in its
52 P. Kivell, Land and the City. Patterns and Processes of Urban Change (London, 1993), 15.
53 Baigent, `Bristol society in the later eighteenth century' (unpublished paper), 277, 298.
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Table 3: Percentage changes in average property value: inter-parish analysis

c.1770±1837 c.1770±1837 1837±51 1837±51 1851±71 1851±71
Number Average value Number Average value Number Average value

% increase % increase % increase % increase % increase % increase

Inner zone
(central business district)
St Ewen ±84.1 590.7 105.9 ±63.4 ±54.3 228.2
All Saints ±64.5 391.9 ±1.6 ±25.1 ±6.7 35.7
St Mary-le-Port ±66.5 416.5 ±2.8 ±11.3 ±7.3 24.8
St Leonard 26.2 400.8 5.2 ±25.3 ±17.3 96.5
St Werburgh 32.1 178.9 37.8 ±36.0 ±16.3 40.7
St John ±10.9 138.0 10.3 ±12.9 ±8.1 27.4
St Peter 15.2 191.6 2.2 ±10.9 6.4 21.4
St Thomas ±21.0 205.5 5.2 ±14.9 ±21.1 59.5
Zone average ±21.7 314.2 20.2 ±25.0 ±15.6 66.8

Intermediate zone
(mixed housing/industry)
St Stephen ±21.9 211.9 2.5 ±15.2 ±12.1 58.7
St Nicholas ±8.2 104.4 0.5 ±19.7 ±4.9 53.6
Castle Precincts 257.0 65.9 2.1 ±11.2 ±10.3 41.8
Christ Church ±10.2 161.3 ±12.5 ±2.1 1.9 40.6
St James 1.6 59.7 2.5 ±11.9 ±6.0 27.4
Zone average 43.7 120.6 ±1.0 ±12.0 ±6.3 44.4

Outer zone
(predominantly residential)
St Augustine 204.6 120.0 3.5 ±11.3 2.2 33.3
Redcliff 103.2 47.9 6.9 ±2.8 ±1.1 33.3
St Philip & St Jacob 101.0 ±0.6 1.0 ±16.4 1.3 25.3
St Michael 60.0 79.3 4.3 ±11.1 12.4 46.7
St Paul ± ± 1.8 ±11.4 28.0 4.6
Temple 568.6 15.8 2.1 ±11.6 ±18.3 88.3
Zone average 207.5 52.5 3.3 ±10.8 4.1 38.6
Total 60.2 74.2 1.5 ±42.3 0.5 34.6



form, then it appears that Bristol exhibited a modern morphology as
early as the beginning of the nineteenth century.

In comparison, the two later periods used in Table 3 reveal a less
animated story. From 1837 until 1871 numbers of properties in each ward
changed only slightly; between 1837 and 1851 property values across the
city depreciated, only to recover again in the third period, 1851 to 1871.

Super®cially, this paradigm has rami®cations for our understanding of
economic performance of the city in this period. Simply put, the surveys
suggest a basic indication of the economic vibrancy underpinning
market con®dences. If this is so then it would seem that commercial
vigour in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century petered away
into stasis, sometimes interpreted as relative decline, by mid-century. By
the 1870s, however, a slow but perceptible period of consolidation and
even nominal growth was apparent.

Here our ®ndings differ from those of Morgan and more particularly
Alford, the latter using population statistics to conclude that the real
break in the city's growth was `in the 1840s and 1850s when the rate of
expansion drops signi®cantly below the very moderate rate for the
previous period'.54 Alford goes further, noting `that the whole commer-
cial ethos of the city was, by the 1830s, unfavourable to the kind of
change and adaptation in Bristol's commercial and industrial life which
was necessary to rescue it from economic stagnation'.55 In the paradigm
given here, the ®fty years before 1830 were ones of dynamic change in
which the city's morphology underwent dramatic change. The increasing
property prices between 1775 and 1837 in both the inner and inter-
mediate zones represented in Table 3 provide testimony to an economic
vibrancy ignored by established local histories of the period. Emphasis
on the city's declining slave and sugar trade, as well as the growing
uncompetitiveness of the dock, have cast the period 1770±1837 in an
unnecessarily poor light.

However, where Alford notes a period of stagnation and decline at
mid-century, an assertion of its persistence until the last quarter of the
century appears untenable in the face of the evidence presented here.
Table 3 suggests a period of relative economic growth from 1870 or
before. However, it is clear that such economic growth as there was
between 1851 and 1871 was still relatively subdued and hardly commen-
surate with the vibrant economy of the early part of the century. This
pattern of growth supports the conclusions of Ollerenshaw and Wardley
who have stressed the continuities in Bristol's development throughout
the nineteenth century, accentuating stasis and sustained growth rather
than relative decline.56

54 Alford, `Economic development of Bristol', 258±9. See also Atkinson, `Decline of the
industrial spirit'.

55 Alford, `Economic development of Bristol', 266.
56 Ollerenshaw and Wardley, `Economic growth'.
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Thus the evidence presented here describes an economic depression in
the 1840s and 1850s which was ®nally arrested by a process of change
and adaptation which Alford found to be absent. This included the
reform of local government and the eventual municipalization of the
docks which, as discussed earlier, became important stepping stones in
the process of oligarchical adaptation. By the 1860s revitalized economic
growth saw prosperity return as Bristol's manufacturing and service
sectors experienced revived expansion.

Conclusions

At the time of the compilation of the 1837 property survey, Bristol
revealed signs that its urban morphology was experiencing great change
which had transformed its medieval antecedents and fostered the devel-
opment of a modern Victorian form.

It has been shown that until the latter half of the eighteenth century
the urban structure of Bristol conformed to perceived models of a
medieval town. Sjoberg's model of a community whose centre was the
social, commercial, cultural and administrative heart of the settlement is
directly comparable with the structure of Bristol identi®ed by Sacks. Yet
it is also clear from Baigent that by the end of the eighteenth century this
urban form was gradually dissolving, as the rich retired to the suburbs.
Bristol overspilled its political boundaries and the utilization of urban
space within its social and economic, rather than political, bounds was
restructured and con®gured afresh. Alongside this process was the
changing role and function of local government as those deemed morally
destitute under a utilitarian philosophy were pushed to the periphery of
society, both spatially and politically. By the late 1830s it appears that not
only had Baigent's new middle class ¯ed to peripheral locations but also
those identi®ed as members of the traditional mercantile oligarchy.57 As
Bush states, by 1850 the majority of councillors no longer lived in the
central parishes, but instead either in Redland or Clifton.58 At the same
time areas of extensive residential development could be found in the
south and east, most notably within the parishes of Temple and Castle
Precincts. However, the low average property value here is highly
suggestive of the development of signi®cant areas of working-class
housing on some of the cheapest land within the city, on which was
eventually built the railway station and track by the Great Western
Railway Company in the late 1830s. Thus the east-west divide high-
lighted by Baigent had become an entrenched characteristic of the
settlement by the 1830s.59 The inner parishes were the preserve of
commercial activity forming an early example of a central business

57 Bush, Bristol and its Municipal Government.
58 Ibid., 26.
59 Baigent, `Assessed taxes as sources', 43.
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district, with a high land premium suggestive of the vitality of Bristol's
economy during this period while socially differentiated residential
patterns dominated the periphery.

In stressing the advent of a modern structure to Bristol's development,
this research con®rms the ®ndings of others, most notably Gordon's
work on Edinburgh, Fox on Stirling, Robson on Sunderland, and
Langton on early modern Newcastle.60 In particular Langton's analysis
is especially relevant: in the seventeenth century Newcastle was domi-
nated by a mercantile elite based in the centre of the town and evidence
of class segregation could be found, but there was also a high degree of
social diffusion:

If the city must be ®tted into the schemes of Vance and Sjoberg, then [Newcastle]
could be said to represent some hybrid of the mercantile pre-capitalist and the
capitalist cities.61

This description of Newcastle in the seventeenth century could be
applied without modi®cation to Bristol until the mid to late eighteenth
century. By this time change within the industrial, commercial, residen-
tial and political structure of the city was reshaping the city's medieval
form. This process was also noted by Ward in late eighteenth-century
Leeds, as rich cloth merchants moved to exclusive residential quarters
on the western edge of the town, giving the city a distinct east/west split
in residential segregation.62 Yet Ward stresses that such a movement was
only a characteristic of the upper middle class, and that `with the
exception of the sedentary working class and the upper middle class,
most of the residents of mid-nineteenth-century Leeds lived in districts,
environs and amongst neighbours with a varying range of occupational
strata and class'.63 For Ward, it was the development of `®nance and
corporate capitalism' at the beginning of the twentieth century which
exaggerated the existing social segregation of the middle and lower
classes.

This leads Ward to suggest that much of the residential segregation
apparent by the middle of the nineteenth century `had been initiated
under conditions of mercantile capitalism' rather than as a product of
modern industrial development.64 In Bristol the situation was particu-
larly complex. The growing evidence of social segregation isolated by
both Baigent and by the property surveys of 1837, 1851 and 1871 is
similarly suggestive of the city's successful mercantile past but it also
60 R.C. Fox, `The morphological, social and functional districts of Stirling, 1798±1881',

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 4 (1979), 153±67; Robson, `An ecological
analysis', 120±42; Langton, `Residential patterns in pre-industrial cities', 1±27; and
G. Gordon, `The status areas of early to mid-Victorian Edinburgh', Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, 4 (1979), 168±91.

61 Langton, `Residential patterns in pre-industrial cities', 21.
62 Ward, `Environs and neighbours', 141.
63 Ibid., 158.
64 Ibid.
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re¯ects an economy undergoing expansion and structural change.
Furthermore, from the third quarter of the nineteenth century, a second
wave of economic innovations, associated with consumer products and
®nancial and commercial sector developments, produced distinctive
patterns of residential segregation for the middle and lower classes.
Although these developments resemble those described by Ward for
Leeds, in Bristol they occurred at least a generation before the beginning
of the twentieth century and thereby preceded his period of `®nance and
corporate capitalism'.

In summary, a multifaceted model appears particularly relevant to the
experience of Bristol. The increasing social segregation of the city from
the late eighteenth century can be seen as a direct result of the city's
mercantile success. Further economic development resulted in the en-
hancement of this urban morphology. Thus Bristol, like Leeds, had
similarities to Cannadine's Birmingham where, by the mid-nineteenth
century:

the majority of the rich were already at the periphery: the fundamental shift from
`pre-industrial' to `modern' had already occurred.65

Where many nineteenth-century English towns, including those of the
Black Country, Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire, witnessed
dramatic growth as a result of unprecedented industrial development, in
Bristol a more sedate stimulus added to an economic structure already
well established. By 1837 Bristol's modern urban form was as much a
product of its eighteenth-century trade as early industrial innovation;
and by mid-century increasing industrialization, albeit characterized by
persistent rather than extraordinary expansion, was increasingly
evident. In sum, modern economic growth, sustained and diverse, had
produced a modern city.

65 Cannadine, `Victorian cities: how different?', 465.
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