
Results: Decadal population growth
The median individual small town and its hinterland fell into stagnation by 1851

OLS regression results

Outcome variable: Individual 
town growth % pa 
1801-1851 1851-1891

𝑅! 0.2484 0.3341

Intercept 0.30*** -0.30***

Hinterland growth rate % pa 0.46*** 0.30***

Coastal (1 or 0) 0.46*** 0.98***

Navigable inland (1 or 0) 0.15** 0.09

1/distance to nearest of London or 
Manchester (miles)

4.51** 16.10***

1-14 coach services per week 1835 
(1 or 0)

0.14.

> 14 coach services per week 1835 
(1 or 0)

0.21***

Rail station 1850 (1 or 0) 0.52***

Significance levels: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, . p < 0.1

English Small Towns in the 19th Century

Background and research question
• Clark described a thriving network of English small towns in the early-

modern period. Mobility, especially migration between town and local

rural hinterland, was common.1

• As these towns emerged into the 19th century, urban populations were

expanding rapidly. Law estimated that between 1801 and 1901, the

urban population of England and Wales grew from 3.0 million (34% of

the total) to 25.4 million (78% of the total).2

• Did rural depopulation and changes to mobility associated with

transport connections break the long-established relationship between

town and hinterland? And can this be seen in population growth rates?

Did long-established small 
towns grow in the 19th century? 
Which grew, and why?

Methods
Identifying long-established towns, n = 479 

• Market town c1700 and c1830,

• Not ‘large’ c1700, and population under 5,000 in 1811

Calculating growth rates

• Population data for small towns across the century is not

readily available. Many are invisible in Law and Robson’s data.

• Use parish-level mappable areas with continuous population

data from the census for 1801-1891, that overlap completely or

partially with town footprint c1891.3

• Hinterland area based on the Registration District

Linear regression models of individual town growth

• Two separate OLS models: 1801-1851 and 1851-1891

• Thanks to Alan Rosevear and Max Satchell of the Cambridge

Group for the use of transport data.3

Results: Small towns transition from growth to decline
Growth was associated with transport access and geography – see model

1801 - 1851 1851-1891

Compound Annual 
Growth Rate %
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