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A WARWICKSHIREMARKET TOWNIN ADVERSITY:
STRATFORD-UPON-AVON IN THE

SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES

ByJ.M.MARTIN

London

While the hist<?ryof the urban family in England remains still un-
written, the story of the various urban crises of the 16th and 17th
centuries, a kindred theme, is currently attracting a good deal of
attention from historians.1 Nevertheless case-studies appearing so
far have drawn principally upon the great provincial centre rather
than the small town. This area of neglect gives point to the present
piece.2 Here the focus is upon Stratford-up on-Avon, a fair-sized
market town accounting in the 1670s for about 429 of the 544
hearth-tax households numbered within the whole parish of Old
Stratford.

The purpose of this article is to shed light on a crisis in Stratford
by examining the character and significance of population change
in the parish of Old Stratford during a time of upheaval and re-
covery. Here one can take advantage of work done by historians on
other local communities like Warwick, Alcester, Brailes, and in the
Arden, as well as on Stratford itself.3 This perspective though
narrow offers some worthwhile insights into the anatomy of a small
urban community of the time. It will for example be suggested that
population was at the root of the calamities which struck Stratford
in the late Elizabethan and Jacobean decades, just as, according to
one authority, the crisis of 1616-19 was at the root of events
within the 17th-century Arden.4 The population and demographic
experience which led Old Stratford into the crisis of the 1590s
will be examined and compared with the curiously tenacious regime
of non-growth prevailing through most of the following century. 5

At the same time we must give attention to the rural district around
Stratford, the densely-populated and grain-producing south Warwick-
shire Feldon. As can be seen in the case of Tudor Worcester, the
population problems of a pre-industrial town might well arise from
the conditions of its rural hinterland.6 Lastly the turnabout in
economic fortune achieved by Stratford in the first half of the 17th
century will be examined; it will be suggested that this event coin-
cided with the establishment of social patterns better aligned to the
needs of the town's resurgent economy.

It might be useful at the outset to place the population experience
of Old Stratford into its local setting. Men were in all probability
more mobile then than at any other time, and Warwickshire, taken
as a whole could have seen quite spectacular change.7 This included,
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according to one historian a rise from about 8,000 to 15,600 families
(excluding Coventry) in the century after 1560, which suggests an
increase overall of95 per cent.s This was certainly quite exceptional.
Similar calculations for the adjoining county of Leicestershire point
to a rise over the same period of only about two-thirds.9 Never-
theless the surviving parish registers confirm the suggestion of
spectacular numerical increase, and bring it into somewhat clearer
focus. Thus aggregation of baptisms, burials, and marriages demon-
strate that much of the growth by natural increase (of baptisms
surplus to burials) occurred within the first half century or so after
1570. Rising baptisms were particularly striking in places like
Tanworth (lying in the south Arden close to the Avon valley) and in
'open' parishes like Harbury and Brailes where we are told 'baptisms
reflected a new situation .,. for forty years (from the 1580s) there
was a sharp and sustained growth exceeding even that of the Indust-
rial Revolution'.10 On a rather wider canvass some fourteen of
sixteen Feldon agricultural parishes saw very remarkable growth
by natural increase amounting to 30-40 per cent surplus of baptisms
over burials in the forty years 1560-99, while ten parishes in the
same sample showed a similar surplus over the course of the follow-
ing forty. And even in the late 17th century some Warwickshire
parishes continued to record growth.ll

In accounting for the population history of the Feldon certain de-
tails stand out. Thus one can point to the need to compensate for the
abnormal peaks of mortality registered in Warwickshire during the
1540s and 1550s. In parishes where records begin before 1558,
St. Nicholas, Warwick, Southam, Quinton, Wolfhamcote and
Alcester either the quinquennium 1545-9 or that of 1555-9 saw
higher mortality than in any five-year period of the following two
centuries. And an increase in the number of wills proven in the
Dioceses of Worcester and Gloucester makes the same point.12

This line of explanation leaves still unclear the influences at work
below the surface: that is to say the demographic causes of numerical
increase. To assist in pin-pointing these an exercise in the recon-
stitution of families for the combined parishes of Alveston and
Wellesboume, lying adjacent to Old Stratford was undertaken.13
The method employed here is discussed below when dealing with
Old Stratford; so for the moment the aim is to concentrate on
certain details which appear relevant to the main enquiry. Here
the evidence shows that the mid-16th century years of high rural
mortality were followed for some decades by comparatively
frequent, and (for women) early marriage (tables 1 and 2).14 Ferti-
lity in 'completed' families was high also, and for half a century and
more after 1580 Alveston and Wellesboume brides enjoyed a
noticeably longer child-bearing period than their Stratford cousins,
with women in the age-group 40-44 years bearing children twice
as frequently as their Stratford counterparts (table 3).15 Nevertheless
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the most striking feature of all was the pattern of low mortality
which affected all age-groups significant for village population
increase (table 4).16

Table 1
AGGREGATES OF MARRIAGE ENTRIES IN FELDON PARISH

REGISTERS 1560-1719

Period Old Aston Tysoe Tredington Quinton S~xStratford Alveston Cantlow Parzshes

1560-99 722 80 110 151 167 106 1336

1600-39 737 68 127 107 130 107 1276

1640-79* 643 42 87 54 68 66 960

1680-1719 740 64 164 85 114 89 1256

* The figures for 1640-79 may reflect under-registration during the Civil War
period.

Table 2
MEAN AGE AT FIRST MARRIAGE IN FELDON PARISHES

1550-1699

Percentage Percentage
Female marrying at Male marrying at

Parish Period Mean age below Mean age below
20 years 20 years

Old 1580-9 21.1 26.6 23.5 14.2

Stratford 1590-9 23.4 30.5 25.8 9.6

1600-09 24.1 27.0 28.2 2.5

1610-24 25.8 13.2 27.6 5.0

1625-44 26.5 17.7 27.8 4.2

1645-69 27.2 11.3 30.5 3.2

Alveston 1598-
and 1629 24.3 26.8 27.8 9.6

Wellesbourne 1630-
1689 26.2 10.3 29.7 0

Alcester 1550-99 22.4 24.5

1600-49 25.0 29.1

1650-99 27.2 27.8
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Table 3
THE FERTILITY OF COMPLETED FAMILIES

(All brides marrying below 29 years)

Number of Mean child-
Percent where Mean

Marriages child-bearing comPletedcontracted Parish comPleted bearing span
span lasted family

in period families in years above 20 years size

1580-99 Old 14 15.78 28.5 6.42
Stratford

1600-24 26 12.88 12.0 5.61

1625-40 16 15.00 18.7 5.93

1580-1629 Alveston
and 13 19.69 61.5 7.00
Wellesbourne

1630-59 8 16.00 25.0 5.87

Table 4
BURIAL RATES IN VILLAGE AND MARKET TOWN

Parish Families Age Group Burial rate Age at Death
Begun per 1000 Within Range

Alveston
Infants,and 1575-1659 148

Wellesbourne
0-1 year

Old
1575-1659

Infants, 222
Stratford 0-1 year

Alveston
and 1575-1659 Children, 99
Wellesbourne

1-9 years

Old 1575-1659 Children, 164
Stratford 1-9 years

Alveston
and 1575-1659 Married 62.0 - 55.2

Wellesbourne
Adults years

Old
1575-1659

Married 60.0 - 52.4
Stratford Adults years
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The villages of Alveston and Wellesbourne thus illuminate some
of the circumstances underlying very high growth rates in the years
after 1570, which in tum helps to explain the upsurge in the Feldon
of an army of migrants. In the populous market village of Brailes
this figure was the most important element in growth; and the
immigrant's role was significant also in the numerical expansion of
the towns of Worcester, Warwick, and Stratford.17 Indeed nearly
half of the poor at Warwick were composed in 1587 of 'inmates'
(many of whom might have been immigrants) living in the houses
of other poor families.1s At Stratford the years 1590-99 were
ones of fire and famine, but immigrants continued to flock into the
town; no less than 36 per cent of the 164 family names entered in
the marriage register appeared to be those of 'foreigners', matched
by 20 per cent of the names recorded in the baptisms of that decade.

Thus while it also possessed distinctive features, Old Stratford
mirrored in many respects the common experience of the Feldon.
Here the 1550s and 1560s formed a demographic watershed echoed
in Stratford's loss of 10 per cent of its inhabitants decimated by
influenza or typhus durin~ 1558-9, followed by at least 16 per
cent from plague in 1564. 9 Mortality crises then gave way both
in Warwick and Stratford to soaring baptisms. In the former town
the children born in the wake of the crisis of 1556-9 were, noted
Dr Beier, 'nearly adult in the early 1580s ... entering the labc;mr
market, marrying themselves and having their own children'. 20 As
a result household numbers increased here by 28 per cent in just
under twenty years from 1563, partly at least through their own
powers of increase.21 A few miles away at Stratford marriage bond-
ing and family formation was facilitated for the bulge generation of
1580 by the absence, as at York, of any pressing need to expand
the settlement area.22 And as late as 1590 the town had fewer
occupied burgages than in the mid-13th century.23 So that initially
at least the new families could have been squeezed into the
existing housing stock. Marriage entries rose as a result by some
50 per cent during the 1580s, and for a time totals were as high or
higher than in any comparable period of time up to the 18th
century. Marriages reflected an earlier pattern traced in the annual
aggregates of baptisms and burials; prior to 1587 Old Stratford had
enjoyed twenty years of growth by natural increase, higher than at
any other time during the following century and a half. Coupled
with the pressure of immigrants from outside it is not surprising that
by the end of the century the population of the parish was margin-
ally higher than in the hearth tax era, and more remarkably, than at
the time of the 1801 census. A Corporation petition of 1591 noted
that the cure of the parish consisted at that date of 3000 souls.24
Such a suspiciously round figure cannot of course be regarded as
necessarily accurate; nevertheless assuming a multiple of five persons
per family unit this was unlikely to represent less than 600 families.
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But thirty years earlier the diocesan Return of 1563 stated that
there were then 320 families attached to the parish church.25 So
that a near doubling of population could have been achieved within
thirty years.

It is useful at this point to look at some of the results gleaned
from a further reconstitution of families, this time of the parish of
Old Stratford.26 Once again it allows us to get to the roots of the
population explosion of the late 16th century, and also to pinpoint
the factors underlying the long era of non-growth at Stratford; a
curiosity all the more striking when contrasted with the clear
evidence, discussed below of recovery and thrusting resurgence of
the town's economy.

Before turning to these details it is perhaps desirable to say a word
about the technique of reconstitution adopted here. The conclusions
about age at first marriage in the three parishes of Old Stratford,
Alveston, and Wellesbourne derive from samples consisting of all
males and females appearing in the respective marriage registers for
whom a baptism link could be established following the testing
procedure devised by Prof. E. A. Wrigley. Information about levels
of adult mortality, age-specific and completed fertility prevailing
in the three parishes also make use of all individuals who qualified
according to the rules. On the other hand the sample of children
used to measure infant and child mortality in Old Stratford was
confined to those individuals born within 'closed' families: that is
to say those where the dates of commencement and termination
were known. This decision arose from the need to make an accurate
identification of the very substantial proportion of infants who died
here before public baptism had taken place (over 40 percent of
those dying within the first year of life). In Alveston and Welles-
bourne where comparatively few (no more than 21 per cent) died
unbaptized, the child sample consisted of all those who qualified
by coming 'into observation' regardless of the marriage record.

When this reconstitution data is examined one important feature
in Old Stratford as elsewhere is the pattern of marriage. Table 2
sets out the age at first marriage of 164 Alveston and Wellesbourne
newly-weds (discussed earlier) and of a further 592 belonging to
Old Stratford. The latter represented a quarter of all brides and
one-fifth of all grooms wed in Old Stratford over the years 1580-
1659, and the former a much higher proportion of those marrying
in the two villages. The table suggests that at the time of the bulge
generation of the 1580s not only was marriage taking place unusually
frequently in Stratford, but also at a comparatively early age, especi-
ally for women.

It is also worth noting at this.point that high nuptiality coincided
in Old Stratford with a high incidence of bastardy, and also of bridal
pregnancy. As at St. Nicholas, Warwick and Alcester bastardy rates
were exceptionally high in the late 16th century: the 47 illegitimate
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infants (almast certainly an underestimate) appearing in the Stratfard
register in the years 1590-1604 amaunted to' 3.4 per cent af tatal
baptisms, a figure nat surpassed here until after 1750. Similarly
no. less than 80 af 266 (30 per cent) af all first-bam infants were
bam under 812manths fram the recarded date af marriage in the
years 1580-1624; this was ance again a frequency nat seen here
again befare the late 18th century. Cauld such a high incidence af
bridal pregnancy arise fram same farm af Tudar betrathal ar marri-
age agreement in anticipatian af a church wedding? To.this questian
ane can at present giveno. satisfactary answer. The pattern appeared
to. change. Mare typical af the 17th and 18th centuries was the
figure far the years 1625-49 which came aut at 22 (16 per cent)
'af 122 first baptisms. Such statistics affer same suppart to. the
suggestian that immarality thaugh 'viewed very seriausly' was pre-
valent here in the late 16th century.27 To.the cantemparary mind it
might have given edge to. the sense af disarder and crisis felt at that
time. Nevertheless high bastardy rates were nat unique to.Stratfard-
upan-Avan and district: since this present enquiry was campleted
it has been shawn that registered births af illegitimate infants saw a
peak in the late 16th and early 17th centuries in a large natianal
sample af registers, and aR~eared to. be in same way linked to. cycles
af high legitimate fertility.2

The recanstitutian af families serves to. canfirm Dr Beier's view
that marriage practice was ane af the factars leading to. the papula-
tian baam. Nevertheless the enjayment af a respite fram the ravages
af successivemartality crises was prabably the mast impartant part
af the explanatian. Thus it was faund that the age-graups which
made a significant cantributian to. expansian (infants under ane
year, children, and married wamen) all experienced relatively law
rates af mo.rtality far a time. The biggest gainers appeared to. be
children aver the age af ane year; a sample af 366 ane-year-ald
infants who. came 'into. abservatian' within clased families 1575-99
suggested a martality rate af anly 147 per 1000 (1-14 years), but
in the years 1600-09, 1610-24, and 1625-59 the rate far three
similar samples came aut at 218, 215 and 240 in Old Stratfard.

Tauching here upan the questian af rising martality brings us to.
the next facet af the discussian: namely the lang era af nan-grawth
in the papulatian histary af Old Stratfard. Always a sickly parish,
it was ane af the warst afflicted in the caunty at the time af the
great epidemic autbreaks af the 1720s.29 As far the 16th century,
the subsistence crisis af 1597 marked a return to. an earlier pattern
af high martality, and by the Cammanwealth epach it had been
visited by at least seven eruptians af what appears to.be plague (the
autbreaks af 1604, 1638, and 1645 are so. named in the register).
Burial rates which were high by camparisan with neighbauring
parishes rase even higher far all three age-graupsnated abave during
the first half af the 17th century (table 5). So.that the vulnerability
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to infectious disease accompanied by abnormally high burial rates
go some way in explaining why Old Stratford failed to grow after
the Tudor period. This was not however the whole story. As in the
neighbouring parishes looked at above, habits surrounding marriage
and the establishment of families appear also to have changed.
The data in table 2 above suggests that a long postponement of
marriage became customary, and that this practice affected both
sexes in a most marked way in the years after 1610. Increasingly
delayed marriage was accompanied by a fall-off in the frequency of
marriage, already noted above. At the same time the proportion of
brides and grooms who had been baptized within the parish of Old
Stratford tended to increase up to the CivilWar period, with fewer
apparent outsiders coming to be wed there. So that whereas only
one-fifth of the grooms and one-quarter of the brides turned up in
the baptisms in 1600-09 (and fewer still in the years 1590-99)
the proportion rose in the years 1625-44 to one-quarter and one-
third respectively.

Table 5
RISING MORTALITY IN OLD STRATFORD 1597-1659

Families Burial rate Infants Children
begun per 1000: 0-1 year 1-14 years

1575-99 207 147

1600-59 235 222

1575-1624 Age at death
within range:

1625-59 Age at death
within range:

Married Women

50.0 - 59.3
years

48.7 - 58.4
years

What circumstances lay behind this demographic profile of Old
Stratford? We might begin with the crisis since it is likely that the
events of the 1590s brought home to the ruling oligarchy the stark
dangers inherent in the populous state of the town at that time.
Certain factors: underemployment, pauperism, and harvest failure
appeared before the 1590s; and several were to reappear later.
Nevertheless it is probably to the years 1594-1604 that the new,
more determined attitudes and actions can be traced. The back-
cloth was provided by a catalogue of disasters unequalled in the
town's history. Underlying the immediate events of fire and famine,
was the long-standing decay of the textile industry. At nearby
Coventry this industry and clothing absorbed, notes Prof. Hoskins,
something like 50 per cent of the wholeooccupiedpopulation in 1520.
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While Stratford's textile industry may never have attained this
importance, nevertheless the Gild Register shows it once dominated
the economy.30 Dr Beier also emphasizes its labour-intensive char-
acter while noting that no such outlet was open to the poor of
Warwick (or Stratford) by the end of the century.31 In fact a
Corporation petition of 1590 complained that the whole town of
Stratford was 'now fallen into Decay for want of such trade as
heretofore they had by clothing and making of yarne'.32 A further
aspect of the crisis was inherent in the very fact of population
expansion given the exceptionally high mortality rates and low
expectation of life in the parish of Old Stratford (touched on
earlier). And these rates, as reconstitution showed, were very much
higher amongst labouring and pauper families.33 It is likely that a
substantial part of the relief paid out went, as at Warwick where it
amounted to 67 per cent of the whole, to the orphaned young and
the very 01d.34 Indeed the burden of pauperism was clearly linked
to numerical increase, and by 1601 with some 700 (one-third of the
inhabitants) receiving relief, this burden must have seemed about to
overwhelm the town.35 And the precarious state of the finances of
Warwick and Stratford is vividly illustrated by Dr Beier's figures for
St. Mary's where even in 1582 no more than 99 of the 373 house-
holds (26 per cent) could afford to make a contribution towards the
town rates.36 At Stratford things got much worse after 1594 when
new calamities struck the town: the first devastating fires in
1594-5; harvest failure leading to famine in November 1596; and
finally the return of plague to the town in 1604. Like the ruinous
rates and the immorality of the time these new misfortunes were
blamed firmly upon the poorer classes of the town. So the fires it
was alleged 'had their beginning in poor tenements and cottages
which were thatched with strawe of which sort very many have
been lately erected';" a danger greatly'magnified by the widespread
conversion of stables and outbuildings into dwellings for 'strangers
and inmates'.37 In their listing of the inadequacies and mis-
demeanours of the poor inhabitants and of the coercive measures
taken to deal with them, the Corporation sounded a note of real
anxiety. And this impression receives support from some occupa-
tional figures gleaned from the registers which throw some light on
the social polarization under way: they show that 57 of 179 grooms
staying on in Stratford between 1597 and 1624 were either labourers
or paupers. As Prof. Hoskins observes, in such stressful times as
these town oligarchies were sitting on a dangerous bomb.38 And an
acute awareness of that fact led the Corporation in the words used
by Dr Dyer of those of Warwick and Coventry, to exercise 'as minute
a control over the lives of the lower classes as possible'.39

For their part the calamities of the time, particularly the return of
plague (more horrific proportionally in the small towns than in
Coventry), bred a new mental outlook amongst the townspeople.40
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As Prof. Everitt remarks of society in Northampton 'their mental
outlook as well as the economy ... was profoundly influenced by
their experience in time of fire and plague . . . their vulnerability
also made them more willing to accept the authoritarian and
patriarchal forms of contemporary society (with its) puritanism and
its willpower';41 a style of town government reaching its zenith in
Warwickshire, notes Dr Dyer, under the Commonwealth (when
significantly the mean for age at first marr.iage, 30 and 27 years,
probably reached its highest point ever amongst Stratford grooms
and their brides).42

Action after the first fire was aimed not surprisingly at stopping
the construction of cheap dwellings, and the discouragement of
further immigration into the town.43 To this end the Corporation
took up the act of 1597 requiring no more than one family to a
household, and in 1599 are seen attempting to track down immi-
grants of less than three years standing who had entered the town
since the famine of 1596. This activity was accompanied by moves
to do something about the tippling houses~ a common refuge of
such persons, around which much of the social life of the poorer
classes revolved.44 Fines were generally heavy and rising fast in the
Feldon in the 1590s for offences involving the taking in of 'strangers
and inmates', or the erection of cottages, with Stratford men being
hauled before both Quarter Sessions and even in 1619, the Privy
Counci1.45 For such harbouring of inmates the penalty rose at
Alcester from 20s.0d. to £10 in the 17th century.46 To assist in
this drive against the poor, town wards were re-organized, and head
boroughs and bridge wardens appointed.47 Poor relief itself, as at
Salisbury provided a means of social control, culminating in the
setting up in 1625 of a House of Correction in the Borough for the
punishment of 'idle and lewd people ... and other wandering and
idle persons'.48 Nor did the ordinary citizenry escape the new zeal
of the Corporation intent on supplying 'method' to their lives; thus
unapprenticed labour was forbidden, and by a decree of 1597 all
adult males were required to place themselves in one or other of the
town companies.49 By 1630, as the records show, the minutiae of
everyday life in Stratford was firmly in the grip of an energetic, if
overbearing, Puritan oligarchy.50

This leaves still unanswered of course the question how far this
array of regulations was actually enforced; but one authority
believed that by-laws forbidding inmates and house-erection were
certainly effective in the Feldon, and this view has been upheld by
more recent opinion.51 It is indeed in this very ancient network of
by-laws that the origin of the Restoration Law of Settlement has
been traced. And the effect of the decrees of the 1590s can surely
be traced also in the first detailed listing of the Stratford community
dated 1765.52 By that time the most striking feature of the town's
make-up was its elderly age-structure, the absence of lodgers, and the
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one to one pattern of houses and households.
For the present discussion the main interest of all this background

detail lies in the coincidence in time between economic crisis,
stricter enforcement of social regulations, and the onset of a pattern
of population stagnation which endured for two centuries. And the
broader long-term significance is also important. This regulation of
settlement and family life strengthened social practices which conse-
quently outlived the crisis decades, persisting into an era of recovery.
Infrequent and very late marriage is for example reflected in the
declining number where the newly-wed couple stayed on to baptise
a family, and ultimately to die within the parish of Old Stratford:
in aggregate these amounted in 1580-99 to 110, but then fell to
104 and 92 for those marriages contracted in the years 1600-19
and 1620-39 respectively. The number of different family names
amongst cohorts of newly-weds also declined over the same period
of time.

Against a backcloth of population stagnation Stratford shared
fully in an epoch of marked expansion for local towns, establishing
itself, even before 1650 as a market and malt-processing centre of
regional significance.53 The probate inventories arising out of the
business of Stratford's Peculiar Court and of the Diocesan Court shed
light on this experience.54 Admittedly the rise in money values
which they suggest can perhaps be accounted for by the well-known
price inflation of that time (table 6). But this cannot explain the
rise in the proportional value of Stratford property leases, a yard-
stick of real economic advance. Illuminating also is their testimony
to a form of dual economy practised by some townsmen, engaged in
both farming and trade pursuits at a time when both were doing well.
And various institutional embellishments began to reflect the
progress achieved; with the grant of an extra fair in 1610, and the
erection of a 'faire market hall' in the place by the 1640s.55 Later
in the century the progress and prosperity, hard-won in the face of
adversity, began to attract favourable comment even before the
beneficial effects of the Avon navigation, completed in 1671, had
made themselves fully felt. 56

It seems fitting to conclude by looking at the economic recovery
in the light of Stratford's population experience. For one thing the
pattern of very slow growth may have helped to ward off a repeti-
tion of the Malthusian crisis of 1596-7. A Stratford source claimed
that at that time the dearth was actually worse in Warwickshire than
in other counties; a reflection possibly of the abnormal rate of
population increase traced after 1560 in the Feldon.57 Burial
registers like those of St. Nicholas, Warwick, Old Stratford,
Alcester, Sherbourne, Aston Cantlow, Wellesbourne and Snitter-
field bear grim testimony to the extreme gravity of the famine
mortality in the densely populated Avon valley and reflected the
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Table 6
THE VALUE OF STRATFORD PROBATE INVENTORIES 1578-1639

37

Period

1578-99

1620-39

Period

1578-99

1620-39

Number of Total value of Average value of
inventories inventories inventories

No. £ £

65 2527 38.17

55 3848 69.19

Total value of Total value of Value of leases
inventories which leases as percent of total

record leases recorded value of inventories

£ £ %

227 43 14

1386 345 24

absence then, and for some decades still to come, of a navigable
river. Nevertheless in spite of frequent harvest deficiencies, few if
any local communities saw this experience (which began with the
dearth of 1587-8) repeated in this extreme form, judging from the
record of local registers in the 17th century. At Stratford nothing
w~ich came afterwards could compare with 1597; of its type it was
umque.

Leaving aside this question of escape from famine conditions,
population non-growth appears likely to have made a more direct
contribution to recovery in Stratford. Shackled even in normal
times with a heavy burden of broken and destitute families, as late
as 1640 the now reviving market-town found the task of maintain-
ing its own poor too onerous a burden for its inhabitants alone to
sustain.58 Both then and again in 1645 and 1649 the town magi-
strates called upon the assistance of villagesplaced within a five-mile
radius. Significantly the 1640s may not only have seen the effects of
civil war, but also the culmination of a twenty year stretch of high
fertility amongst Stratford wives. As in the Arden the years 1625-
49 saw a sharp rise in the frequency with which women bore children
(age-specific fertility).59 However high mortality along with the
controls imposed upon immigration and the formation of families
had the combined effect of broadly cancelling out any tendency for
population to rise in Stratford. This was perhaps as well, since
employment outlets for the poorer classes continued to be extremely
restricted. Stratford's new economic base rested, not as formerly
upon a ubiquitous and labour-intensive textile industry, but rather
upon regional trading and the malting of barley. Thus the economic
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expansion of the 17th century did not necessarily lead to a similar
extension of employment. The acuteness of this problem of poverty
and underemployment is demonstrated by several attempts to set up
manufacturing projects exploiting unskilled labour plentifully avail-
able within the parish.60

Bearing all this information in mind it does not seem too fanciful
to suggest that had the unregulated population growth of the 16th
century been repeated in the next, then the strains would have been
such as to put in jeopardy the whole future progress of the town.
Stratford took a hand, as things turned out in shaping its own
destiny. So that its distinctive population experience arose not
merely from the haphazard working-out of the death-rate, but also in
part from the scrupulous regulation of every aspect of the town's
social life ; and this in tum facilitated a dramatic economic recovery
of the town in the 17th century.
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