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This paper examines a hitherto neglected aspect of urban society in late 
Victorian Leicester, the relationship between lodging and poverty. It is 
argued that during a period of rapid industrialisation in which labour force 
requirements were met through in-migration, certain sections of the 
population experienced the problem of adapting to an urban industrial 
lifestyle. The role of lodgers and lodging are considered within the context 
of the socialisation process which enabled people to settle into urban life. 
Lodging also provided an important source of income for certain 
households to stave off poverty. These issues are examined using evidence 
from a sample of the 1881 Census Enumerators Books and impressionistic 
reports relating to the process of lodging in mid-Victorian Leicester which 
provide evidence of middle-class concern for common lodging-houses. 

Migration was a powerful factor in the development of the Victorian city because a 
rapid influx of population created a buoyant and dynamic demographic structure. 
With such a process Katz has recognised the emergence of 'transiency and inequality -
as inequality reflects the structure of society' and transiency was the response of a 
workforce coming to terms with the change from a rural and agricultural to an 
industrial and urban society where production was concentrated in towns. 1 

Transiency, like poverty, was a fluctuating quantity in time and space which varied 
according to the state of the urban economy and level of development in a city. 2 

Transiency was induced by the dynamic state of the town's development and provided 
opportunities for individuals and families to avoid the threat of poverty and the 
'common lodging-houses provided lodgings for the tramping artisan in search of work 
as well as the destitute wandering poor'. 3 

The relationship between poverty and transiency can be examined from several 
different perspectives. Firstly, the majority of transient workers often moved around in 
search of work because they were newcomers to the city and therefore were forced to 
seek lodgings as a solution to homelessness and poverty if they did not find work. In 
fact some of these transients lived on the verge of destitution and in extreme cases 
were admitted to the Workhouse. Secondly, households who took in lodgers perceived 

1. M. Katz, The People of Hamilton, Canada West: Family and Class in a Mid-Nineteenth-Century City, 
p .17. Harvard: University Press, 1975 

2. H. M. Boot, 'Unemployment and Poor Law Relief in Manchester 1845-50', Social History, 15 (1990), 
pp .217-28, provides a useful statistical analysis of the causal relationship between poverty, 
unemployment and short-time working. 

3. J. White, The Worst Street in North London: Campbell Bunk, Islington, between the Wars, p .15. London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986 
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the provision of 'board and lodgings' as a means of alleviating their poverty as a form 
of self-relief. Therefore, lodgers provided a small but constant source of income for 
such households at a time when demand was high for lodging accommodation in a 
rapidly expanding industrial town. It allowed households to exploit a small niche in the 
housing market in a society where renting and lodging were the most widespread form 
of accommodation for the working-classes. The relationship between poverty and 
lodgings among the working-classes cannot be over-emphasized. For example, White 
found in Campbell Bunk in London that lodgers predominated in a street which was 
characterised by a poverty-related lifestyle.4 Yet Anderson noted that nineteenth
century social investigators had a tendency to focus attention on the problems of the 
large urban lodging houses although evidence from the 1851 census suggested that 
only one-fifth of all lodgers lived in groups of more than five . 5 The empirical realities 
of common lodging-houses and private household boarding appears to have attracted 
attention from middle-class commentators whose investigations of this phenomenon 
led to social reporting which has distorted the cultural, historical, and social realities of 
Victorian lodging and boarding. 

Despite the significance of lodging within nineteenth-century urban society it is 
rather surprising that it has received so little attention from researchers. For example, 
lodging was only given a brief empirical treatment in the social geography of Victorian 
cities. 6 Sociologists, however, have given some attention to the relationship between 
lodgers and the families they resided with, as illustrated by Anderson's study of 
Preston and that of Katz in Hamilton. 7 Even so, many nineteenth-century official 
documents did not record details about lodging which reduces the availability of 
historical evidence on this theme.This can only be part of the explanation of the 
neglect of lodging in historical studies of the Victorian city as the Census Enumerators 
Books (CEBs) did record details of lodgers. Anderson has indicated that there are 
problems of precisely identifying lodgers from CEBs as the term 'lodger' was 
interchanged with 'visitor' in some cases, but they appear to have comprised 12 per 
cent of all households and 5 per cent of the total population in 1851. 8 This provides 
an indication of the significance of lodgers in mid-Victorian society and the 
justification for a more detailed discussion so that this sub-group can be examined 
further in a later time-period. 

This paper examines the relationship between lodging and poverty in late Victorian 
Leicester. Using the 1881 CEBs arid local reports, the extent of lodging in the town is 
analysed, and the evidence compared with that of other industrial towns. This is 
followed by a consideration of the myths and realities about the role of lodging-houses 
as a means of alleviating late nineteenth-century poverty and as an agent of socialising 
migrants into an urban lifestyle. However, it is useful to provide a context in which a 
number of theoretical issues related to lodging can be examined. 

Theoretical Perspectives on the Role of Lodgers 

Social research on lodgers during the nineteenth century has tended to focus on their 
relationship with industrialisation, urban growth and the socialisation of recent 
4. White, Worst Street, as n.3. 
5. M . Anderson, Family Structure in Nineteenth-Century Lancashire. Cambridge: University Press, 1971 . 
6. R. J. Dennis, English Industrial Cities of the Nineteenth Century: A Social Geography. Cambridge: 

University Press, I 984. 
7. M . Anderson, 'Household Structure and the Industrial Revolution: mid-nineteenth-century Preston in 

comparative perspective' in Household and Family in Past Time, ed., P. Laslett and R. Wall, pp.215-
235. Cambridge: University Press, 1972; Katz, People of Hamilton, as n. l . 

8 . Anderson, Family Structure, as n .5; Katz, People, as n. l . 
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migrants into the cities.9 But what is meant by the term 'socialisation'? This term was 
developed by sociologists to explain the process by which an individual acquires the 
attitudes, behaviour, values, habits and skills transmitted not only in school, but 
through the family, peer group and through other forms such as the mass media'. 
Whilst sociologists have debated the theoretical origins and application of this concept, 
they divide it into two components: primary socialisation, which is based on positivist 
sociology and focuses on the family, particularly .the pre-school child; and secondary 
socialisation, which is based on the phase of education at school and the process of 
adult socialisation and the broadening of an individual's horizons with new 
experiences and the vast array of influences affecting the individual. 

Using the concept of socialisation, it is evident that the lodging and boarding 
process in Victorian towns would have been a two-way process where a cultural 
interchange took place. As new migrants moved to a town they did not necessarily 
become totally imbued with a new culture and lifestyle. They added to the cultural 
diversity of the urban environment and certain cultural practices persisted which 
reflects the problems associated with the socialisation process for adults: their previous 
behavioural and cultural experiences helped to shape their attitudes and views. For 
example, shoeworkers in late nineteenth-century Leicester had a reputation for being 
highly unruly as the well documented practice of St Monday illustrated. In this 
context, some of the previous cultural and occupational practices which predated the 
factory system persisted during the industrialisation of footwear production. How can 
one interpret the role of lodging and boarding as a socialising influence in industrial 
towns? 

According to Katz any consideration of the role of lodgers needs to distinguish 
between lodging and boarding.1° Katz regarded boarding as a situation where an 
individual lived with a family and was a means of aiding his or her adaptation to the 
hostile, often brutal pressures of regimented and disciplined work practices of the 
factory system. 11 Lodging, however, was a more straightforward financial contractual 
agreement with a landlady or family for a room at a set rent with less involvement in 
the household or with a family. 12 It provided a source of revenue for many widows and 
was a clear response to the increased competition for housing. Though social 
relationships may have been preconceived in the boarding situation it remained critical 
to the socialisation process in nineteenth-century urban society. Boarding, and to a 
lesser extent, lodging, were important informal sources regulating the social behaviour 
of people who were unaccustomed to the time-discipline and social practices of urban 
living. 13 For example, boarding was particularly well suited as a socialising agent for 
Victorian youths, aged 16 to 20 years, who were unaccustomed to the demands, 
pressures and problems of urban lifestyles. 

But migrants and workers living in lodgings or as boarders were not a homogenous 
social group lacking cultural and occupational traits because they had been removed 
by the socialisation process. Understanding the role of lodging in the socialisation 
process is inevitably a complex issue because there is little evidence to assess the time 
each immigrant and worker stayed in such accommodation although it has been 

9. Katz, People, as n. l. 
10. Katz, People, as n.l. 
11. Katz, People, as n . l. 
12. Katz, People, as n. l. 
13. The issue of workers in industrial cities adapting to the time discipline of factory-based employment is 

dealt with by E . P . Thompson, 'Time, Work, Discipline and Industrial Capitalism', Past and Present, 
38 (1967), pp.59-77 . 
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assumed by some researchers that it was up to six months. The effectiveness of the 
socialisation process would have been influenced by the time recent migrants spent in 
lodgings or as boarders, but this was only one socialising influence in the local 
community. Lodging needs to be viewed as an integral part of the socialising process 
although the extent to which it was a primary or secondary mechanism depends upon 
the impact of other socialising influences. Contact with people in the street, local 
shops, public houses, clubs, parks and the church affected migrants: if they wanted to 
be accepted in a particular community individuals and groups would have required to 
conform to the expected behaviour. Even so, the likely effect of these agents of 
socialisation would have varied in accordance with the individual's willingness to 

become accepted in the local community and it is difficult to differentiate between the 
primary or secondary role of lodging and boarding in isolation from the other agencies 
affecting people in the urban environment. In contrast, large towns and cities with a 
significant non-local population (for example Irish migrants in Liverpool) saw recently 
arrived migrants move to communities where religious, cultural and social ties enabled 
them to retain their regional identity. Here the socialising process would have operated 
at a slower pace and the influence of boarding would have acted as a catalyst for the 
socialising process in addition to clubs and the church. A further factor which 
complicated the socialising process was the transience of lodgers living in temporary 
accommodation who may have remained relatively isolated from the local community. 
For example, Missions, such as that set up in the 1890s in Dun Lane in Leicester to 
house migrant navvies building the Great Central Railway, fulfilled a specific housing 
function for a large group of workers, but their socialising role is less clear due to the 
migratory habits of the inhabitants who moved to locations where work was available. 

Several studies, including those on Cardiff, Wolverhampton and Huddersfield have 
shown that large households which included lodgers were concentrated in central 
districts.14 Dennis has explored this further and suggested that there were two likely 
reasons for this concentration of lodgers in the inner parts of industrial towns. 15 

Firstly, central districts had suitable housing which could accommodate lodgers and, 
secondly, groups such as the Irish, Welsh and Scots had a tendency to reside with their 
own kind. For example, Lewis found that in mid-Victorian Cardiff the Welsh and 
Scots tended to lodge with their respective Welsh and Scottish families. 16 In Liverpool, 
Pooley also found that 75 per cent of Irish lodgers lived in households with Irish heads 
while in Huddersfield the proportion was 80 per cent and in Cardiff 87 per cent. 17 In 
Cardiff the explanation of this pattern was that suitable Irish households existed for 
lodging in the dock area close to an available source of employment. Dennis, however, 
found that in Huddersfield the number of non-Irish heads of households with lodgers 
had increased to almost 50 per cent between 1851 and 1861 and may be attributed 
not only to a decline in Irish immigration, but also to the fact that many second 
generation Irish-lodgers were recorded as non-Irish because of their birth in the 
town. 18 

14. C . R. Lewis, 'A Stage in the Development of the Industrial Town; a Case Study of Cardiff, 1845-
1875', Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, new series 4 (1979), pp.129-52; M . Shaw, 
'The Ecology of Social Change: Wolverhampton, 1851-71', Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, new series 2 (1977), pp.332-48; R. J. Dennis, 'Intercensal Mobility in a Victorian City', 
idem, pp.349-63. 

I 5. Dennis, English Industrial Cities, as n.6. 
16. Lewis, 'Stage in Development', as n.14. 
17. C. G. Pooley, 'Residential Mobility in the Victorian City', Transactions of the Institute of British 

Geographers, new series 4 (1979), pp.258-77. 
18. Dennis, English Industrial Cities, as n.6, p.229. 
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Certain generalisations may be drawn from these studies of lodgers in Victorian 
cities. Firstly, although lodging was not a new feature, it did form one mode of 
reducing the disruptive effects of industrialisation upon families. This was crucial in 
helping to overcome the cultural shock of moving from a rural-agrarian to an urban
industrial based society. In pre-industrial cities, the boarding and apprenticing of 
employees formed an important means of adapting to urban economies, but with a 
decline in this relationship during the nineteenth century, it was replaced by the less 
formal ties of boarding and lodging. Secondly, cultural identities and the propensity of 
long-distance migrants like Irish and Scottish to lodge with those of similar ethnic or 
religious backgrounds indicates the role of boarding and lodging in socialising 
individuals into an urban way of living. Thirdly, lodging and boarding may have 
declined in the nineteenth century, though few studies have considered lodging in the 
1880s and 1890s. This does imply that family structure was not a constant unchanging 
component in the social geography of industrial towns since it was sufficiently 
adaptable to accommodate lodgers and boarders. In the case of Leicester, high female 
participation rates in the labour market may have reduced the extent of lodging and so 
only those families who desperately needed additional income would take in lodgers as 
a means of overcoming poverty. Such families derived a regular source of income from 
this practice and so industrial workers in regular employment were the preferred 
clientele. This meant that many of the poorer, transient workers were forced to seek 
lodgings in the infamous lodging-houses in the north St Margaret's district of the 
town. 

Lodging in Late Victorian Leicester 

Data Sources 
The majority of surveys on Victorian lodging have concentrated on one data source, 
the CEBs, and since they record the relationship of households and lodging, they also 
form the basis of this paper. The CEBs actually identify the number of lodgers in each 
household together with details on age, turnover, birthplace and employment. The 
evidence used in this paper is based on a sample derived from the CEBs to reconstruct 
the social geography of Leicester in 1881. Of the lodgers identified some were resident 
with families and others lived in lodging-houses and each category was examined 
separately. In fact, 278 lodgers were identified by this procedure. Since CEBs alone 
provide only a limited perspective on lodging, additional data sources have been 
examined, including the Annual Reports of the Leicester Domestic Mission, and a 
survey carried out in 1887 as a part of the Midland Railway Company's plans to 
expand a railway yard near to the area sampled using the 1881 CEBs. 19 The former 
recorded evidence on the state of affairs in the lodging-houses of Leicester, and the 
latter provided details on work, income, number of lodgers and their social and 
economic activities. 

Lodging-houses in Victorian Leicester 

Lodging-houses were important institutions for the accommodation of migrant and 
transient workers, though they also attracted adverse publicity. This was to a large 
extent a problem of middle-class perception, since such accommodation was perceived 

19. Although the Dare's reports only cover the period up to 1877, they do provide impressionistic material 
on the lodging houses in mid-Victorian Leicester. The Reports cannot, however, shed any light on the 
socialisation of migrants in a period of transition from domestic to factory-based production in 
Leicester as this was not fully underway until the 1880s. 
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as havens of vice, vagrancy, thieving and crime. According to the middle-classes, the 
family was the principal social institution for coping with industrialisation and so those 
who did not adhere to it fell prey to the problems of transiency and poverty. In 
addition, middle-class commentators argued that the family fostered the ethics and 
morals of economic success as a basis for competing in the labour market and in times 
of crisis, like poverty and hardship, provided support and help. Consequently, lodging
houses were singled out by the middle-classes as the focus for articulating such 
arguments because they were viewed as promoting anti-familistic and anti-social 
behaviour. Lodging-houses, however, did perform an important social function, 
housing large numbers of migrant workers. Despite the association of poverty and 
vagrancy, which was related to the problems of transiency and irregular work in the 
casual labour market, the lodging-houses did reduce homelessness in the expanding 
industrial towns. The significance of lodging-houses within the mid-Victorian town 
can be gleaned from the reports of the Leicester Domestic Mission, particularly the 
insight they provide on the relationship between lodging and poverty in Victorian 
times. 

The Reports of the Leicester Domestic Mission 

A rich source of data on the conditions of lodging-houses in Victorian Leicester is 
provided by Joseph Dare and the Annual Reports of the Leicester Domestic Mission. 20 

The Annual Reports contain not only details of turnover within the lodging-houses, 
but also impressionistic evidence on the occupants and their activities. For example, in 
the 1850s the common lodging-houses in South Wharf Street were the subject of the 
Domestic Mission's reports. These lodging-houses were located in the northern edge 
of St Margaret's parish in the least desirable and poorest part of the town. The poverty 
of the lodging-house inhabitants was all too apparent as they were largely described as 
tramps, pedlars, journeymen and migratory workers, and middle-class reports on 
poorer districts highlighted the relationship of deprivation, transiency and poverty. 

The difficulty with such impressionistic evidence is the care required when 
attempting to interpret it. For example, Pritchard examined the question of the 
amount of turnover within lodging-houses from Dare's reports to the Domestic 
Mission without paying sufficient attention to the impressionistic nature of the 
material. 21 According to Dare nearly 40,000 people passed through Leicester's 38 
common lodging-houses annually, in particular those on the northern edge of St 
Margaret's parish. 22 This suggests a high turnover of lodgers and transiency in a very 
small area of the town. If one considers Dare's estimates more carefully, his 
impressions of the amount of turnover requires some clarification in order that these 
high rates may be explained. If it is assumed that the 587 beds available in the lodging
houses were vacated every night and new residents occupied them, this would give a 
population of 206,624 passing through the lodging-houses. This compares with a total 
resident population of 60,000 in Leicester in 1851. For most lodging-houses we can 
safely assume that the majority of migratory workers and travellers would stay for a 
mimimum of a week. If so, this provides a population of 29,517 passing through, 

20. J. Simmons, 'A Victorian Social Worker: Joseph Dare and the Leicester Domestic Mission', TLAHS, 
46 (1970-71), pp.65-80; see also B. Haynes, Working-Class Life in Victorian Leicester: The Joseph Dare 
Reports. Leicester: Leicestershire Libraries and Information Service, I 991 . 

21. R. M. Pritchard, Housing and the Spatial Structure of the City.' Residential Mobility and the Housing 
Market in an English City, since the Industrial Revolution. Cambridge: University; 1976; Simmons, 
'Victorian Social Worker', as n .20. 

22. Report to the Leicester Domestic Mission, (1858), p.15. 
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which is probably a more realistic estimate than the 40,000 figure cited by Dare. 
Thus, the interpretation of such statistics has to be treated with some suspicion or at 
least re-worked to check their reliability. What is certain, however, is that turnover was 
very high in the Victorian lodging-houses and was probably intensified between 1870 
and 1890 in Leicester as its expanding factories attracted a large migrant labour force. 

The over-concentration of lodging-houses in the poorer parts of the town meant 
that the relationship of transiency and poverty was self-evident in Victorian towns, but 
it did not prevent the middle-classes from repeated attempts to close the lodging
houses. The Domestic Mission itself acted as a pressure group for the middle-classes 
in Leicester, and its activities led the Borough Council to close the worst examples. 
The remaining lodging-houses continued to operate since they fulfilled social and 
shelter function for migratory workers, who formed an important source of labour for 
middle-class factory owners. Even so, middle-class attacks on the lodging-houses in 
Victorian Leicester were sensationalised in the local newspapers in order to justify their 
moral purpose in trying to reform this anti-familistic institution. A possible explanation 
for the over-reaction of the middle-classes towards lodging-houses lay in their social 
and geographical divorce from the reality of the working-class lifestyle. This point may 
also apply to commentators such as Dare who worked among the working-classes, but 
was unable to empathise with their social condition. This disquiet about lodging
houses persisted in Leicester up to the 1890s since the Medical Officer of Health 
recognised that some of the worst cases of poverty, disease and vagrancy were evident 
in these houses and their surrounding neighbourhoods. Yet these local reports only 
provide fragmentary and largely impressionistic evidence about the nature and location 
of lodging-houses during the Victorian period. More detailed evidence on lodgers is 
available in the CEBs for Leicester in 1881. 

Lodgers in late Victorian Leicester: the 1881 Census 

The 1881 sample of Lodgers 
According to the 1881 Census (Table 1), the highest density of population was 
located in the old parishes of the town, St Margaret's and St Mary's (illus. 1). In 
seeking to analyse the way in which urban and industrial growth affected the working
classes and its impact in relation to the production of poverty, a series of sample 
districts were selected for detailed investigation. 23 The strengths and weaknesses of 
using the CEBs have been extensively documented by Lawton, Armstrong and 
Anderson, and most studies highlight the problems of selecting a representative 
sample.24 The sample drawn enumerated 302 households, with 1500 people living 
in 230 dwellings, which covered nearly 2 per cent of the total population in the 
parishes of St Margaret's and St Mary's. The distribution of the sample streets was 
in areas renowned for their poverty and their location can be seen in illus. 2.3 
23. A detailed discussion of the sampling methodology used to select the six survey streets is considered in 

S. J. Page, 'Poverty in Leicester, 1881-1911: a geographical perspective' . Leicester University: 
unpublished Ph.D . thesis, 1987, Appendix 3.4. 

24. R. Lawton, 'The Population of Liverpool in the mid-Nineteenth Century', Transactions of the Historic 
Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 107 (1956), pp.89-120; R. Lawton, 'Mobility in Nineteenth-Century 
British Cities', Geographical Journal, 145 (1977), pp.206-24; W . A. Armstrong, Stability and Change in 
an English County Town: A social study of York, 1801-1851. Cambridge: University Press, 1974; 
Anderson, Family Structure, as n.5. See also D . Mills and J. Mills, 'Occupation and Social 
Stratification Revisited: the Census Enumerators Books in Victorian Britain', Urban History Yearbook 
(I 989), pp.63-77, and K A Cowlard, 'The Identification of Social (Class) areas and their place in 
Nineteenth-Century Urban Development', Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, new series 
4 (1979), pp.239-57 . 
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Table 1 : Leicester's population distribution in 1881 

Parishes Population 
Belgrave 7,207 
West Humberstone 2,305 
North Evington 200 
St Margaret's 78,289 
East Leicester 88,001 
St Leonard's 3,046 
All Saints' 6,887 
Black Friars 2,108 
St Martin's 2,171 
St Nicholas's 1,836 
Augustine Friars 94 
Castle View 153 
The Newarke 1,668 
St Mary's 26,144 
Aylestone 2,519 
Leicester Abbey 83 
Knighton 1,813 
New Foundpool 56 
West Leicester 48,592 

Leicester Total 136,593 

Note: A more detailed discussion of late Victorian Leicester's changing patterns of 
population and its impact on the social geography can be found in S. J. Page, 
'Poverty in Leicester 1881-1911 : a geographical perspective'. Leicester University: 
unpublished Ph.D. thesis, 1987, chapter 3. 

Source: British Parliamentary Papers, Published census for Leicester 1881. 

From this sample, the 21 per cent of households which took in lodgers were 
preselected and analysed using the Statistical Packages for the Social Scientists (SPSS
X) program available on micro and mainframe computer systems. The number of 
working-class families (21 per cent) who took in lodgers was of a similar order of 
magnitude to the 23 per cent in Preston in 1851 examined by Anderson.25 The 
number of individuals recorded as lodgers (278) seemed artificially inflated, but the 
reason lay in the composition of the sample which was split in two ways; firstly, it 
contained six lodging-houses with 150 inhabitants, an average of 25 per house and, 
secondly, the remaining 138 lodgers were distributed among 57 households, an 
average of 2.4 per household. 

Household Characteristics of Lodgers 
According to Katz, as industrialisation developed the number of lodgers within cities 
tended to decline because of a growth in the number of nuclear families. 26 During the 
early stages of industrialisation, therefore, the head of household or single male would 
move into the city and as the housing market developed, whole families would become 

25. Anderson, Family Structure, as n.5. 
26. Katz, People of Hamilton, as n.l. 
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predominant. In Leicester in 1881, even if the individuals in lodging-houses are 
removeq 18 per cent of the households included lodgers. Furthermore, 73 per cent of 
the lodgers were single with 18 per cent married and 9 per cent widowed. Of these 
lodgers, 80 per cent lived in St Margaret's parish and a further 20 per cent in St 
Mary's parish (illus. 2). 

A brief comparison with the information contained in the 18.71 CEBs also suggests 
that the number of lodgers and their distribution was similar to that in 1881. Such 
evidence implies that the industrial development of Leicester was well beyond that 
suggested by Katz, and that the context of lodgers within the town was quite 
different. 27 Unlike a number of other industrializing towns, Leicester did not 
experience the same level of acute housing shortages and so family in-migration had 
been of greater significance even in its early industrial development. 28 By 1881, 
therefore, lodgers in Leicester were representative of in-migrants in the early stages of 
the life cycle. On arriving in the town, migrants were faced with the need to acquire 
accommodation either as boarders with families or in lodging-houses. Once 
employment was obtained a number of further options were available to the migrant: 
either they could remain in lodgings, which the majority appeared to stay in for up to 
six months, or if their income was sufficient, they could move into a rented property 
near to their former lodgings or to the north of the town. Unfortunately, the data 
contained in the 1881 CEBs does not allow any assessment of the level of turnover 
among the lodgers. 

The Age Structure of Lodgers 
The age structure of lodgers in Leicester in 1881 formed two distinct groups. Firstly, 
21 per cent of them were under 30 years of age, many of whom were unmarried and 
relatively recent migrants to Leicester, and 60 per cent of the lodgers were aged 
between 31 and 55 years with 19 per cent over 55 years of age. Almost half of the 
lodgers, therefore, were over 40 years of age. This age structure suggests two 
important processes at work in relation to Victorian Leicester's household structure. 
Firstly, a large proportion of unmarried middle aged lodgers saw this type of 
accommodation as a way of living independent and semi-respectable lifestyles. 
Secondly, a sizeable proportion of aged lodgers were widowed, and they had chosen 
this form of accommodation as an alternative to living with their family or kin. Whilst 
a large proportion of female widows tended to live with their kin, male widowers were 
more inclined to reside outside of the family. According to Osterud the high female 
participation rate in Leicester's labour markets encouraged widowed mothers to reside 
with the families of their daughters as child-minders. 29 In contrast, male widows did 
not serve any useful purpose and so many remained in lodging or entered the 
Workhouse, supported by the Poor Law in times of increasing age and economic 
inactivity. The Poor Law assumed that those people supported by out-relief would 
supplement their dole by additional income. Yet the propensity for male widows to 
become lodgers also reflects their unwillingness to surrender their independence by 
living with families as a dependent. This had been enshrined in the role of male 

27. Katz, People, as n . L 
28. Pritchard, Housing and Spatial Structure, as n.21 . 
29. N. Osterud, 'Gender Divisions .and the Organisation of Work in the Hosiery Industry' in Unequal 

Opportunities: Women 's Employment in England, 1800-1918, ed ., A. V. John, pp.45-68, Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986. The theme of women's employment, gender relations and the labour market is also 
dealt with in S. Dex, 'Issues of gender and employment', Social History, 13 (1988), pp.141-50; E . 
Jordan, 'Female unemployment in England and Wales, 1851-1911 : an examination of the census 
figures for 15-19 year olds', Social History, 13 (1988), pp.175-90. 
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household-heads as the breadwinner and main source of household support. 
Understandably, many male widowers would not sacrifice a position of independence, 
because living with relatives meant the surrender of the role of household-head. 

Employment of Lodgers 
As Table 2 shows, lodgers were not just unskilled or itinerant workers. In 1902, for 
example, it was estimated that 100,000 such transient men were tramping Britain and 
in 1881 about 10 per cent of Leicester's lodgers were of this type . 30 In general, 
however, those who inoved to an expanding town settled to take up the opportunities 
it could offer. In fact almost 2 per cent of Leicester's lodgers in 1881 were clerks, and 
this group increased in number over the next decade as the town's economy expanded 
and diversified. 31 Table 2 also enumerates a large proportion of skilled workers which 
modifies the impression that the unskilled and underclasses dominated the structure of 
lodging-houses. By implication, if only 18 per cent of households in Leicester took in 
lodgers, then 'respectable' skilled workers would have formed a significant proportion 
of those in lodging-houses . On the other hand, these figures must not be over
emphasized, since over 42 per cent of the sample of lodgers were still involved in 
Class V (in other words unskilled) occupations . Changes in the labour market 
conditions of the footwear and hosiery industry, and the role of unskilled workers after 
1850, offers one explanation of the occupation structure of lodgers within Victorian 
Leicester. Prior to 1850, instability in employment and the relationship to capitalist 
production meant that workers in domestic production and those in the unskilled 
labour market both suffered from depressed conditions and poverty-related lifestyles. 

Table 2 : Socio-economic grouping of lodgers 

Class II (Clerks) 
Class III 
Class IV 
Class V 
Domestics 
Infants/Scholars 
Missing Data 
Rounding Error 

TOTAL 

(Sample size: 278 households). 

Source: 1881 sample survey. 

1.7 
32.4 

7.8 
31.2 
11.0 
10.5 

2.0 
4.4 

100.0 

After 1850, hosiery and footwear expanded and improvements were evident in the 
wages paid to skilled workers, which meant that renting a house was a viable 
proposition for many skilled workers. Lodging was therefore mainly used by those 
unmarried male lodgers involved in the hosiery and footwear trades. Unskilled workers 
and their families who were more independent also lived in lodgings, because it was a 
cheaper option than renting. The skilled and unskilled labour markets were subject to 

30. G . R. Sims, How the Poor Live and Horrible London. London, 1902. 
31. C. P. Hopgood, 'The Clerk in Leicester: occupational and social conditions in late Victorian and early 

twentieth century Leicester'. Leicester University: unpublished M. Phil thesis, 1981. 
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different pressures in Victorian towns which encouraged only some of the skilled 
workers to rent. For example, 90 per cent of unskilled workers were in the 21 to 60 
age group while 58 per cent of the skilled were in the 21 to 45 age group. The youthful 
skilled lodger contrasted with the married unskilled couples of various ages living in 
such accommodation. The young and unmarried skilled lodger frequently chose the 
convenience of this form of accommodation prior to marriage and setting up home. 
Thus lodging had various economic and social purposes for different social groups. 
Lodging was not conducive to family life, but for those children in lodgings it was a 
social experience which meant adaptation and regulated lifestyles if living with a family 
or in a lodging-house. 

Lodging not only affected adults, but also their children, because it produced 
lifestyles dependent upon the norms of lodging-house owners. In tum, the children's 
perceptions of an expanding industrial town would have been coloured by their 
experiences of life in lodgings. At the same time, it was a necessary mode of 
accommodation for the indigenous population, especially in the 16 to 25 age group. 
Thus one can differentiate between new migrants lodging in Leicester, and the 
indigenous population who chose lodgings. To assess the relative importance of 
lodging in housing the population of an expanding town, one can consider the origin 
of lodgers because it distinguishes between the local-born and those who were recent 
migrants by means of a crude indicator of lodger birthplace as recorded in the CEBs. 

Ongin of Lodgers 
As illustration 3 indicates, 25 .4 per cent and 11.25 per cent of all lodgers were born 
respectively in the town and county of Leicestershire. What is surprising about these 
figures is that they differ somewhat from the main household sample from which they 
are drawn. 32 The difference can in part, be explained by a higher than expected 
proportion of lodgers born in the south Midlands ( 11. 66 per cent) and from far greater 
distances (those born in Wales, Yorkshire, London, Scotland, and the North West). 
Inevitably, for most of these migrants from more distant parts, lodging was the first 
resort in order to overcome the difficulties of life in a new town. Within these patterns, 
there were a number of inter-urban flows of lodgers from Kettering, Northampton and 
Wellingborough in the South Midlands, and Liverpool and Manchester in the North 
West. A number of other towns in the West Midlands, such as Birmingham, and 
smaller ones, such a Worcester, Hereford and Gloucester, also formed significant 
proportion of birthplaces for many migrant lodgers. The low percentage of Irish-born 
lodgers in Leicester was concealed by the fact that many were second generation Irish 
who had been born in the town. 

Nonetheless, the observed differences in birthplaces of the sample of lodgers 
compared with the total households in 1881 suggests a number of significant trends. 
Firstly, those who had travelled long distances lacked prior knowledge of the town, 
and irrespective of whether they were skilled or unskilled, they had to be prepared to 
enter lodgings. Secondly, of the small number of locally-born lodgers, a substantial 
proportion were in the 16 to 30 age group and the majority were male and unmarried. 
This suggests that they entered lodgings as an alternative to living in a parental 
household, and their experience of independence reflects the dynamism of Victorian 
youth which is acknowledged by social analysts of the late nineteenth century. 
Thirdly, the relative absence of female lodgers, especially in the 15 to 20 age group, 

32. A detailed analysis of the demographic characteristics of the six sample streets and their significance 
within the context of the published census for 1881 can be found in Page 'Poverty in Leicester' , as 
n.23, Chapter 3. 
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reflects the appeal of domestic service as a ready source of employment. Such 
employment was often arranged before the migrant reached the town, because it was 
not socially acceptable for women to leave home and look for work while living 
alone. 33 Nineteenth-century norms and social behaviour dictated these moral 
standards. Lodging or living-in for domestic servants was one means of regulating 
female social behaviour prior to marriage and maturity. East Midland provincial towns 
were a major attraction for domestic labour and to use Anderson's analogy, the towns 
were 'oases in the midst of a predominantly rural' area. 34 For this reason younger 
females were put into domestic service in the Victorian town often as a way of 
integrating them into urban lifestyles. Unfortunately, little is known about the work
search process in the late Victorian city apart from the operation of informal networks 
among friends and neighbours. 35 For those migrants who entered lodgings, such 
networks would take time to develop. It is known that newcomers spent whole days in 
search of work within the town, and this often affected their ability to settle down and 
obtain a 'steady' or 'regular' job. 

Migrants from small towns and villages experienced different problems when 
settling in late Victorian Leicester. Much of the in-migration was channelled towards 
certain areas of the town and social contacts affected the ability of newcomers to find 
employment. Migrants from small towns could often obtain skilled employment, 
based on skills they were familiar with in the context of the complexities of the urban 
labour market. In contrast, many migrants from rural areas were forced to seek 
unskilled or semi-skilled employment, as previous experience in craft industries was of 
little use in expanding industrial towns such as Leicester where production was largely 
mechanised and factory-based. These generalisations did not apply in every case, but 
there would be little demand for craft industries as hosiery, footwear and engineering 
moved towards factory-based production. In turn this affected the landlord or 
landlady's willingness to take in particular kinds of lodgers. An advance payment of 
one to two weeks rent was normally secured in order to prevent lodgers allowing debts 
to mount. Once the lodgers' immediate cash supply was exhausted, they might well 
end up destitute if employment was unavailable or illness affected them. Defaulters 
were frequently evicted and the 'moonlight flit' was a ritual for the poorer class of 
lodger whose only alternative might be entry into the Workhouse as a 'casual' (if they 
had no settlement right in Leicester) . Once a lodger fell into the 'poverty trap' it was 
increasingly difficult to extricate him or herself due to a lack resources and the absence 
of family and kin to help in times of crisis. For host households, lodging reduced the 
relative and absolute poverty of families, especially if the household head was not 
economically active. The 18 per cent of households that took in lodgers most probably 
found that the people involved had prior experience of this lifestyle either within 
Leicester or from another town from which they had moved from. 

33. The issue of domestic service was dealt with in the pioneering work by J. A. Banks, Prosperity and 
Parenthood. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1956. In addition, see the work by P. Hom, The Rise 
and Fall of the Domestic Servant, London: Gill and MacMillan, 1975; M. Ebury and B. Preston, 
Domestic Service in Late Victorian and Edwardian England 1871-1914. Reading: Geography Paper 46, 
University of Reading, 1976; T . McBride, The Domestic Revolution. London: Croom Helm, 1976; E . 
Higgs, 'Domestic Servants and Households in Victorian England', Social History, 8 (1983) , pp.201-10; 
E. Higgs, 'Domestic Service and Household Production' in Unequal Opportunities, ed., John, as n.29, 
pp.125-52. 

34. Anderson, Family Structure, as n.5 . 
35. White, Worst Street, as n .3. 
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Inquiry by the Midland Railway Company: A Case Study of Lodgers in Late 
Victorian Leicester 

Further evidence on the state of lodgers in late Victorian Leicester can be gleaned 
from an inquiry by the Midland Railway Company in 1888 into the likely impact of 
enlarging a goods yard. The report of the inquiry examined the effects of clearance 
upon the inhabitants of four streets which were part of the area from which the sample 
of lodgers was drawn, in mid-St Margaret's parish (illus. 4). As the appendix shows, 
this inquiry provided interesting evidence on the role of lodging in a strong working
class district. It is in many ways a microcosm of a much larger area. The inquiry 
primarily aimed to identify the problems of relocation faced by the resident families if 
the goods yard was expanded. It also provided details on lodging and its importance 
in the area. The inquiry revealed that there were distinct geographical differences in 
the type of housing in such a small district. This was most apparent in the rental 
structure of the housing. Rents ranged from 4s. a week in Bell Lane and part of 
Sussex Street to 5s. in Walker Street and rose to just over 6s. a week in the upper part 
of Sussex Street which suggests some status variability among the working-classes. 
Despite the variability in rents and status levels, the absence of precise demographic 
and employment information restricts the wider value of this inquiry. Yet it does 
permit some discussion of the occupations of lodgers and their host households. 

Occupations and Employment Patterns 

The inquiry provides a detailed picture of the operation of a dual labour market 
among the lodgers and their householders. According to the data in the appendix, the 
head of household and the lodgers in the locality were largely involved in unskilled 
occupations, particularly the lodgers. Even among the lodgers, however, there was a 
clear distinction between those involved in skilled work in the hosiery, footwear and 
tailoring trades, who were principally male, and those working in unskilled activities 
such as charring, washing, and labouring, who were mostly females. In turn the 
distinction manifested itself in differences in earnings; the wage rates of male lodgers 
ranged from 10 to 20s. per week whilst those for women were substantially less, at 
around 8s. per week. 

Probably the most valuable information contained in the report was that related to 
the place of work in the form of average distances (Appendix). On average, 
householders travelled between 1/4 and 1 ½ miles to work whereas lodgers' places of 
work were concentrated more locally within a 1/4 to 3/4 mile radius. Those lodgers in 
skilled occupations were more inclined to travel farther, usually between 3/4 and 13/4 

miles, to work. In some ways, the streets surveyed in the 1888 inquiry were similar to 
those examined by Lewis in the central districts of Victorian Cardiff. 36 Both were near 
to the town centre and contained a strong working-class population with a sizeable 
lodger component. Each area had a dual labour market and their lodger and 
householder occupations were divided into skilled and unskilled groups. 

The inquiry also offered some insight into the functioning of lodgings, particularly 
their economic role for widows. For example, in Sussex Street a charwoman with an 
income of 1 Os. per week and rent of 6s. per week displayed the stereo-type image of a 
householder using lodgers to supplement a meagre income. She took in two lodgers 
who were involved in skilled occupations and they probably paid upwards of 4s. a 
week, which covered the rent of the dwelling. It is also likely that she provided these 

36. Lewis, 'Stage in Development', as n.14. 
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two male lodgers with meals. If this was the case, the lodgers would effectively 
constitute boarders, thus raising the level of support the charwoman could command, 
probably up to 6s. in this case. This kind of evidence clearly confirms the importance 
of lodgers as a method of self-relief from poverty and support for widows. The location 
of the streets involved in the report also suggest that it was quite representative of 
Leicester's poorer working-class districts where lodging not only helped relieve poverty 
in households, but also attracted a population on the poverty line. It seemed to 
confirm many of the patterns and impressions gained from the 1881 sample of lodgers 
while providing a detailed insight into the social and economic variations in the 
activities of the population within and between streets. 

Much of the discussion so far on the relationship between lodgers and poverty has 
focused upon private lodgings. This in part, has been due to a paucity of concrete 
evidence in Leicester on the role of lodging-houses. This is rather unfortunate in view 
of evidence available in other cities which suggests a strong relationship between 
common lodging-houses and poverty. For example, White found a high percentage of 
Workhouse admissions among lodgers from Campbell Street averaging one admission 
every three days.37 Consequently, six lodging-houses contributed to 73 per cent of 
Workhouse admissions from Campbell Street. In addition, other historical opinion on 
lodging-houses would have us believe that they perpetuated and fostered poverty 
which is reminiscent of the hereditary pauperism concept. These arguments are more 
suited to Oscar Lewis's 'culture of poverty' thesis, because it fails to recognise the 
social stratification within lodging-houses. 38 Therefore, despite a lack of specific 
evidence on Leicester, a discussion of the role of lodging-houses within industrializing 
towns is considered here in order to complete the analysis of the lodging phenomenon 
in late Victorian towns like Leicester. 

Lodging-houses in the Late Victorian City: Myth and Reality 

The problems of lodging-houses are a persistent theme in Victorian social surveys 
dating from the 1820s which remained a constant source of interest to the urban 
middle-classes. It has been argued that it was middle-class perception which was 
responsible for the idea that lodging-houses perpetuated poverty. In reality, lodging
houses acted as a temporary solution for many migrant workers. Most were not poor 
and only lived in such accommodation until they were sufficiently settled and able to 
rent property. Thus, lodging-houses allowed workers to get accustomed to an urban 
way of life; they acted as a temporary form of accommodation and as a stepping stone 
to upward mobility. Workers often married and moved out of lodgings to enjoy better 
living-quarters. Only a small proportion of the poor lived in the cheaper lodging
houses, but this was a symptom rather than a cause of their poverty. Yet the middle
classes firmly believed that lodging-houses were a source and cause of poverty
lifestyles. For this reason they advocated their closure in industrial cities. As 
mentioned earlier, the mid-Victorian Domestic Mission in Leicester pressed for 
closure of such establishments as early as 1848. Furthermore, evidence given to the 
Royal Commission on the Poor Law (1905) took extreme examples of common 
lodging-houses in East London as representative of conditions in other towns. 39 The 
effect was that middle-class attitudes misunderstood the real function and purpose of 
lodging-houses. The extreme poverty of East London was cited as an example of what 

37. White, Worst Street, as n.3. 
38. 0. Lewis, The Children of Sanchez. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965. 
39. Royal Commission on the Poor Law, Pt. 6, 1910, Summary of Reports on the condition of out-door relief 

of the General Inspector of the Local Government Board. Parliamentary Papers. 
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happened when lodging-houses thrived in poor districts. Thus, naive campaigns aimed 
at closing down such institutions merely added to overcrowded housing markets and 
homelessness as Wohl found in London.40 Although the London County Council 
adopted a more enlightened policy towards lodging-houses, Treble and Stedman-Jones 
noted how the efforts of such middle-class improvers increased overcrowding.41 The 
middle-class perception of common lodging-houses which equated with poverty and 
deprivation can be refuted by an examination of the actual conditions in London in 
the absence of similar material in Leicester. Through the use of contemporary reports 
it is possible to show the real purpose and function of lodging-houses. Poverty was a 
problem which affected some lodging-house residents, but it was seen as preferable to 
living in the Workhouse. 

The basic shelter function of lodging-houses was evident in the Steel Maitland 
Inquiry. This inquiry considered a Salvation Army shelter in Stepney (East London) 
thus: 

several of these old women have slept here regularly for years, absent only when they 
go hopping [in Kent]. Some of them sell flowers and hawk small articles in the streets, 
others do a little washing for poor families and are fire-lighters and tender for Jews on 
Fridays and Saturdays; others work in the seasons ... for the Covent Garden Market. 
Many of them live on 4d. a day, paying 2d. for their night's lodging and ld. morning 
and evening for a cup of tea and bread-and-butter served out at the shelter. 42 

This quotation suggests that lodging-houses provided a basic shelter for homeless 
women, many of whom were old and only narrowly avoided the Workhouse. The low 
cost of lodgings was commonly associated with poverty and deprivation which middle
class opinion constantly emphasised. A few houses existed in Britannia Street, 
Leicester, and they obtained a reputation for providing cheap accommodation for 
single people. For example, of the 38 lodging-houses registered in 1855 with 587 men 
and women in them, Britannia Street contained one 'model' lodging-house. Here 
rooms were rented for 4d. to 8d. per night and alcohol and smoking were prohibited. 
This adds to the variable quality and impressions of lodging-houses in the area. Yet 
Wilkinson noted variations among London's 1,000 or so Edwardian lodging-houses; 

the doss-houses for men-only are most numerous and, perhaps, most varied, ranging 
as they do from the dwelling which is registered for only about half a dozen to the 
barrack-like building in which some 600 weary heads are laid down nightly.43 

40. A. S. Wohl, The Eternal Slum: Housing and Social Policy in Victorian England. London: Edward Arnold, 
1977. In addition the recent article by A Mayne, 'Representing the Slum', Urban History Yearbook, 
(1990), pp.66-84, provides a good insight into the use and interpretation of impressionistic material 
such as reports and newspapers and the role of urban bourgeois ideology in representing the reality of 
the slum. The article also highlights the territoriality of the slum in relation to the concept of slum 
districts as distinct geographical areas. This has an important bearing on the way in which lodging 
houses were represented in urban bourgeois ideology within areas perceived as slum districts which 
raises perplexing issues related to analysing representations of past social conditions. D . Ward, 'The 
Victorian Slum - a misleading landscape', Proceedings of the Royal Geographic Society, South Australian 
Branch, 80 (1979), pp.29-44, also provides an interesting insight into the geographical and social 
construction of the Victorian Slum. 

41. J. H . Treble, Urban Poverty in Britain .1830-1914. London: Batsford, 1979; G . Stedman-Jones, Outcast 
London: A Study in the Relationship between classes in Victorian Society. Oxford: Peregrin, 1971; The 
recent book by P . Wood, Poverty and the Workhouse in Victorian Britain. London: Sutton, 1991, also 
provides a useful discussion of the topic. 

42 . Steel-Martland Inquiry, cited in T. W . Wilkinson, 'Dosser-land in London' in Living London, ed., G . 
R. Sims, London, 1903. 

43 . Wilkinson, 'Dosser-land', as n.42, p.151. 
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Although none of Leicester's lodging-houses held upwards of about 50 people such 
variations existed although these were not clearly recorded in the Kelly' s Leicester 
Commercial Directory for 1881, 1885 or 1891. For Britannia and Chatham Street, the 
only details on lodging-houses appeared on the 1881 CEBs which makes it difficult to 
assess the extent of lodging, with the exception of special inquiries such as the 1888 
inquiry by the Midland Railway Company. This implies that the conditions in the 
poorer class of lodging-house were almost always seen as representative of the others. 
Thus, only the association with poverty was emphasised, usually incorrectly, and the 
shelter function was overlooked. 

Casual employment maintained many lodgers in conditions less acceptable than 
those of the Workhouse and lodging allowed personal independence. Even so, 
Wilkinson seized upon the geographical variation and stratification of lodgings 
according to who ran them; their motives (for profit or as a charity like the Salvation 
Army); their tariffs and whether they were single-sex establishments.44 Cost was a 
fundamental determinant of the quality and status of the accommodation, though 
middJe.,.class opinion tended to classify all such establishments in the same way, as a 
source of depravity and poverty, and a threat to the social and moral order of the city. 
In East London, lodging-houses ranged from the squalor of Id. a night 'doss houses' 
to those charging 6d. a night. More respectable and comfortable establishments 
charged upwards of a shilling. In Leicester, the average cost in Britannia Street was 
approximately 3 to 4s. a week. Single-sex accommodation usually attracted a lower 
class of inhabitants, mainly casual workers. The poor living conditions within the 
worst lodging-houses was reflected by high mortality rates . 

Wilkinson's review concluded in the typical language of the middle-class social 
explorer, 'on the whole, dosser-land is a squalid depressing region'.45 But as the survey 
of Leicester lodgers suggests, 'dosser-land' characterised only about 20 per cent of the 
worst overcrowded lodging-houses. These were located in the oldest sector in town, 
north St Margaret's and were commonly associated with poverty. Conditions within 
the cheapest lodging-houses was recalled by Roberts in Edwardian Salford. The 
comments of one male-only 'doss-house' keeper conveyed the conditions in the poorer 
class of house : 

a bloke gets a kip and a meal - half a saveloy on bread and marge; a penny mix -
ha'p'orth of tea with ha 'p 'orth of sugar; and a Woodbine! How's that, then? Bed and 
breakfast and send 'im out smokin' for 4d.!46 

The bed could be hired at 2d. a night, but it had to be vacated by 10 o'clock every 
morning in the common lodging-houses of Edwardian Salford, so that it could be 
made again for the following evening. A municipal inspector paid frequent visits and 
any man found too ill to rise was removed at once to the Workhouse. This procedure 
was a common feature of lodging-houses in most industrial cities such as Leicester. 

Conclusion 

Lodgers rarely receive sufficient attention in historical studies despite their important 
role in household structure and family formation. Within this context, it can be 
argued that lodging was an important contributor to the processes of socialisation 
within expanding towns and also assisted in staving off poverty for households taking 
in boarders. For many migrant workers, lodging-houses were a temporary form of 

44. Wilkinson, 'Dosser-land', as n .42 . 
45. Wilkinson, 'Dosser-land', as n.42, p.157. 
46. R. Roberts, A Ragged Schooling: Growing Up in the Classic Slum, p.18. London: Fontana, 1976. 
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accommodation, particularly for those who had moved to Leicester in search of work. 
Lodgings allowed such workers to settle into the urban way of life while for families 
already living in the town, taking in lodgers was also a way of overcoming poverty by 
the income it produced. As well as helping poor families to overcome hardship, 
lodgings also played an important role in household formation after the critical 
settling-:-in phase of becoming accustomed to urban life. 

The workplace was one of the main sources of social mixing for lodgers, since it 
widened the opportunities for friendship and social contact. One problem with studies on 
lodgers is the lack of agreement on their residential patterns. In Cardiff, Lewis hinted at 
the contingent ties of residence and workplace, where lodging-houses were located 
adjacent .to the dock areas and the immediate labour market. 47 For Leicester, the 
distinction between skilled and unskilled lodgers, private households and licensed lodging
houses raises certain problems. In 1881 Leicester was still small enough to be a 'walking 
city' (workers could walk to their place of work) and this meant that the availability of 
lodging vacancies did not need to be located in the immediate vicinity of sources of work. 
Obviously, maximising the location of the two would have been a logical decision. 
Nevertheless, lodgers represented an increasingly volatile and mobile social group within 
the Victorian and Edwardian city. Yet little is known about this socialisation process and 
the transition from single-lodger to a householder. At what stage did lodgers consider 
themselves able to assume the responsibilities of a householder? What social pressures 
were exerted through the workplace and informal social networks to encourage marriage 
and participation in the range of activities which an expanding urban economy offered? 
The housing market of lodgers still remains largely unresearched outside that of the 
licensed establishments, even though it probably saw upward and downward social 
mobility among the lodgers. The relationship of poverty, old age and widowhood often 
led to downward social mobility among aged women who turned to .become landladies. It 
also led to a change in status for those men who entered lodgings and lost householder 
status. To focus only on upward mobility is to ignore the plight of the aged who were 
often reduced to pauper status. In this respect, lodgings highlight the impact of poverty on 
aged paupers and families who took in lodgers to make ends meet. 

The turnover among lodgers was reasonably buoyant, dependent upon alternatives 
in the housing market according to the Reports of the Leicester Domestic Mission even 
though they are not representative of late Victorian Leicester. Middle-class opinion 
viewed lodgers in poverty as a social threat to the family and society. In turn, those in 
private lodgings were overlooked as a small and insignificant social group when 
poverty was not present.The problem with lodging-houses is that they embodied the 
evils of anti-familistic behaviour and stirred the middle-classes to act through pressure 
groups like the Domestic Mission to shut them down. This was symptomatic of the 
middle-classes attitude towards the poor and less fortunate (ie. those without a family 
or house) where their poverty had to be swept aside from the public eye. Having 
attempted to remove the problem, they believed that it would simply go away, when in 
fact closing lodging-houses had a two-fold effect. Firstly, it increased overcrowding in 
other lodging-houses and, secondly, it led to a rise in homelessness where lodgers 
could not afford to live in more expensive accommodation. Lodgers produced a 
different set of experiences of urban development and poverty to those of the resident 
population. The diversity of lodgers is difficult for the twentieth-century commentator 
to understand because this social form of housing has almost disappeared in modern 
day Britain, perhaps with the exception of the seaside landlady.48 The absence of 

47 . Lewis, 'Stage in Development', as n .14. 
48. J. Walton, The Blackpool Landlady: A Social History. Manchester: University Press, 1978. 
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detailed source materials does not mean, however, that researchers should overlook 
the activities and significance of this historically specific method of socialising new 
migrants into the social and economic routine of urban-industrial lifestyles. This 
helped lodgers to settle in during a period of transition, from a domestic to factory
based system of production. At the same time, it helped families overcome poverty, 
while for others, poverty drove some to lodgings. Lodgings remained an important 
part of the economic and industrial development process, as Pritchard concluded: 
'lodgings had always existed in the city, either as rooms in private houses or as the 
special "common lodging-houses" of the nineteenth century'.49 
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Appendix 

Inquiry into the houses of the labouring classes in the parish of St. Margarets in the 
Borough of Leicester by Midland Railway Company (3rd November 1888) 

Occupation of Distance to Weekly Weekly Number in 
Household Head Work Income Rent Family 

BELLLANE 
Fitter (Male) 0.25 mile 30s. 5s. 4d 10 

SaWYer (Male) 1.5 miles 40s. 5s. 4d. 9 

Foreman in Shoe Factory (Male) 1.25 miles 35s. 6s. 5 

Fishmonger (Male) 0 .75 mile 40s. 8s. 5 

SUSSEX STREET 
Gas Fitter (Male) 0.75 mile 28s. 4s. 6d. 6 

Pressman in Shoe Trade (Male) 0.25 mile 25s. 4s. 6d. 4 

Cab Driver (Male) 0 .25 mile 20s. 4s. 6d. 2 

Charwoman Variable 10s. 6s. n/a 
1 Lodger-fitter 1.5 miles 20s. n/a n/a 
1 Lodger-machinist 0.25 mile 10s. n/a n/a 

1 Carter 0.50 mile 20s. 5s. 6d 3 
1 Lodger-tailor 0.25 mile 15s. 

1 Riveter (Shoe) 1 mile 30s. 5s. 3 
(Moved by 1892 from Street) 

1 Mrs. Shields n/a 5s. 2 
1 Lodger-Charwoman Variable 15s. 

1 Machine Fitter (Male) Out of work 5s. 4 
(Moved to house in same street by 1892) 

1 Clicker (Male) 1 mile 28s. 5s. 2 
1 Lodger in Hosiery 1 mile 20s. (Left by 1892) 

1 Hosier (Female at home) n/a 5s. 5s. n/a 
2 Lodgers in Hosiery 1 mile 10s. n/a n/a 

0.5 mile 10s. n/a n/a 

1 Boot Repairer (Male) 0.5 mile 30s. 5s. 5d. 2 
2 Lodgers - Boot 0.75 mile 15s. n/a n/a 
Finisher and Wife 

1 Riveter (Male) 0.25 mile 28s. 5s. 4 

1 Bushmaker (Male) 0.5 mile 20s. 5s. 2 
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Occupation of Distance to Weekly Weekly Number in 
Household Head Work Income Rent Family 

WALKER STREET 
1 Bricklayer (Male) Out of work 5s. 2 

2 Lodgers - Nurse Variable IOs. n/a n/a 
Hosier 0.25 mile lOs n/a n/a 

1 Machinist (Male) 0.25 mile 25s. 5s. 4 

1 Charwoman Various IOs. 5s. 4 
1 Lodger Bootlace 
Trade 0.25 mile lOs. n/a n/a 

1 Waggoner (Male) 0.25 mile 20s. 5s. 4 

1 Platelayer (Male) for 
Midland Railway 0.5 mile 19s. 5s. 2 

1 Lodger-Pressman 
in Shoe Trade 0.75 mile 20s. n/a n/a 

1 Grocer and Comer of 
Provisions Dealer Sussex Street 20s. £16 p .a. 5 

KENT STREET 
1 Tailor (Male) 200 yds. 40s. £16 p.a. 8 

1 Carriage Washer 0.25 mile 19s. £16 p.a. 2 
(Midland Railway) 
Wife - 1 Bible Reader 0.5 mile 12s. 

1 Shoe Maker (Male) 0.75 mile 40s. £16 p.a. 6 
1 Lodger-Cigar Maker (Male) 0.75 mile 15s. 

1 Commercial Traveller (Male) Variable 60s. £16 p.a. 7 

1 Printer (Male) 0.25 mile 32s. £16 p.a. 4 

1 Insurance Agent (Male) Work at home 60s. £16 p.a. 2 
(Whole family moved by 1892) 

1 Clerk (Male) 0.75 mile n/a £16 p.a. 5 
at Municipal Offices 

1 Tailor (Male) Out of Work n/a £16 p.a. 2 
1 Lodger (Warehouseman) n/a 20s. n/a n/a 

The inquiry covered a total of 72 families and 14 lodgers in 31 houses. 

n/a - No data available. 

Source: MHl2 series, PRO (Kew). 


