LONDON ELECTORAL HISTORY –
STEPS TOWARDS DEMOCRACY
2.1 POLL BOOKS
Prior to 1832, the qualifications for being a metropolitan elector varied
between the different constituencies. Hence historians need to examine
with care the nature of the franchise (see section 3) but, even before that,
the nature of the sources. Indeed, it can be said that source-criticism is the
essence of scholarship.1 This section accordingly analyses the sources used
for creating the LED. It not only explains how poll books came to exist
(and to be preserved), but it also assesses their reliability and how they can
be used by historians.
Historians working on the period prior to the rise of public opinion
polling at the end of World War II must infer the political behaviour of
individuals from aggregated data.2 Whilst this is far less costly than the
collection of individual-level data, there are a number of problems inherent
in it. Ballot papers in British parliamentary elections are aggregated within
each constituency prior to counting, making the constituency the smallest
possible area for spatial or ‘ecological’ analysis.3 No social data are
included on the ballot papers, and constituencies are rarely coterminous
with those census registration districts for which social data are available.4
Meanwhile, the overall ‘ecological’ analysis of political data (as exemplifying a local or regional community) suffers from the considerable
problem that relationships at the aggregate level often do not hold true at
the individual level.5 For example, national-supremacist candidates may
thrive in constituencies with many immigrant electors, not because the
immigrant voters support them, but because their arrival stimulates the oldestablished population to express resentments arising from competition for
housing and employment.6
2.1.1 Poll book sources generated by open voting
By contrast, historians working on the period of open voting have in poll
books a rich source of individual-level behavioural data. In the English
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context, poll books are the records of voting in parliamentary elections
prior to the introduction of the ballot in 1872.7 Although printed poll
books are a peculiarly English phenomenon,8 open voting was not
confined to the British Isles. It was customary in parts of the United
States until 1896.9 And it persisted in Denmark until 1900; in Prussia
until 1918; and in Hungary, strikingly, until 1938.10
Poll books contain the names of the voters and details of the candidates for whom each polled. The simplest poll book is thus a list of the
names of those who voted for a particular candidate.11 Many also contain
supplementary data, most commonly lists of those who voted for other
candidates.12 Further information recorded in county poll books may
include where the voter lived, the location of his freehold, and the name
of his tenant. Meanwhile borough poll books commonly record the
voter’s address and occupation. This was the standard format before
1832. All voters in this period can be accurately described by male
pronouns (as already noted in website section 1.9.1). That state of affairs
was sustained by strongly entrenched custom rather than by legal
proscription, so that women were de facto excluded from the suffrage,
even if they wielded influence behind the scenes.
Occasionally, the poll books recorded also the voter’s religious
affiliation;13 his family relationships;14 his tax assessment;15 the name of
his livery company;16 or how he had voted at a previous election.17
Sometimes, too, the books included informal lists of qualified electors
who did not poll.18 Moreover, after 1832, there are frequent examples of
borough poll books that indicated the voter’s qualification for voting,
noting whether he was an ‘old’ or a ‘new’ elector, as well as providing
information about the property that qualified him to vote.
Poll books have survived in both manuscript and printed form.
Manuscript poll books may be either the poll clerks’ copy,19 or
contemporary check books maintained by the candidates’ agents and
inspectors.20 The role of the poll clerk was a responsible one, usually
taken very seriously.21 Meanwhile printed poll books were published for
a variety of reasons. In preparation for a scrutiny, they provided an
opportunity for neighbours or fellow liverymen to check for fraudulent
voting,22 and they acted as pro-forma canvassing books for a subsequent
election.23 Furthermore, some were distributed after the election by
candidates to their supporters;24 and some may have been purchased by
voters wishing to see their own names in print.
The use of the poll books for electioneering purposes indicates that
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there was often a degree of organisation attached to the campaign
process, and that groups or parties had a life-span beyond the moment of
just one election. However, their waxing and waning roles should not be
taken to imply that there were two long-term and permanently opposed
national political parties, with rival ideologies. This had been assumed,
for example, by G.M. Trevelyan, who wrote of ‘the two perennial groups
labelled Whig and Tory … [which] continued as the strongest and most
lasting element in our public life from the days of Clarendon and
Shaftesbury to the days of Salisbury and Gladstone.’25 Rather the
rhetoric of partisanship was seen as divisive, and was avoided by most
candidates throughout the period. Many candidates consciously tried to
remain neutral. An example was Admiral Hood who wrote in 1783,
when considering his prospective political career, that: ‘I shall ever most
carefully and studiously stand clear, as far as I am able, of all suspicion
of being a party man’.26 Indeed, as already noted, no party labels were
ever used at the polls throughout this period. In response to the
complexities of allegiances and those who tried to stand above the
partisan fray, the LED does not pre-allocate party labels to candidates (as
already noted in section 1.7 Descriptive terminology), thus allowing
users to interpret the evidence for themselves.
Historians have generally worked with the printed poll books.27 There
are a number of reasons for this. First, the destruction in 1907 of the
manuscript poll books formerly preserved among the public records at
the Crown Office has left many elections recorded only in printed
editions.28 Secondly, printed poll books are legible, complete, and
accessible. Yet not all contested parliamentary elections led to printed
editions of poll books. Often poll books for elections in counties and
large cities were not printed,29 presumably because of the costs
involved.30 The introduction of electoral registration after the Reform Act
of 1832 led to the first arrival of a hybrid document, the marked electoral
register. In such examples, the printed electoral registers were annotated
by hand with indications of the candidates for whom each voter polled.
For the creation of the LED, both printed and manuscript poll books
have been used, together with marked registers where these have
survived.31 All three of these kinds of document record electoral
behaviour, and must be distinguished from canvassing books, which
show the declared voting intentions of the electors. Although a few
canvassing books survive, these have not been incorporated into the
LED.32 Simple lists of voters survive for two elections: these are rare but

4

LONDON ELECTORAL HISTORY

have similarities with poll books, except that they only record who voted
and contain no information on their political choices.33 Nonetheless all
information about turnout (whether an elector voted or not) is of great
importance, so these lists together with lists of unpolled London
liverymen have been incorporated into the LED.
2.1.2 The advent and survival of poll books
The origins of the practice of recording votes are obscure. Early elections
were decided by a show of hands; indeed, the show of hands long
continued to determine the outcome of many elections. Then, in the early
seventeenth century, some poll lists were compiled, either as an official
record of voting or as evidence to support a petition to the House of
Commons in controverted elections.34
By the 1660s manuscript poll books were becoming commonplace.35
In 1696, fresh legislation36 required that in county elections some formal
record be kept, in all cases of contests that could not be determined by a
simple show of hands:
In case the said election be not determined upon the view ... but
that a poll shall be required for the determination thereof, then the
said sheriff ... shall forthwith there proceed to take the said poll ... and
... shall appoint such number of clerks as shall to him seem meet and
convenient for taking thereof; which clerks shall all take the said poll
... and to set down the names of each freeholder, and the place of his
freehold, and for whom he shall poll. And be it further enacted, that
every sheriff, under-sheriff, mayor, bailiff, and other officer, to whom
the execution of any writ or precept shall belong for the electing
members to serve in parliament, shall forthwith deliver to such person
or persons, as shall desire the same, a copy of the poll taken at such
election, paying only a reasonable charge for writing the same.
Initially, it was only at county elections that there was direct authority
for returning officers to appoint poll clerks. But in 1725 London gained
the statutory right to have poll clerks appointed, when it was declared that
‘The presiding officer … shall, in case a poll be demanded, appoint a
convenient number of clerks to take the same’.37
By another statute of 1746,38 which applied to cities that constituted
counties of themselves (and were thus outside the jurisdiction of the
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surrounding county), the sheriff was to allow ‘a check book for every poll
book of each candidate’, implying that the sheriff had power to appoint
clerks to keep poll books. But no provision was made for the permanent
preservation of poll books, although these records continued to provide
crucial evidence in the event of a disputed election.39 Indeed, not until the
statute of 1843 was the preservation of borough poll books officially
required.40
By the time that borough poll books were required to be deposited, the
run of printed poll books for London had already ended, whilst Westminster had already acquired a fine series of electoral records among the
muniments of the Westminster Sessions of the Peace. Manuscript poll
books from London’s parliamentary elections are rare: that of the byelection of 1781 is the only one so far encountered. Westminster’s early
eighteenth-century poll books had already disappeared by 1789.41 But,
with the exception of the election of 1807, the series for Westminster is
complete for the period between 1774 and 1820, although a number of
poll books have subsequently decayed.42 Quite possibly the poll books
were handed down from one high bailiff to his successor before finding
their last resting-place.
England’s earliest printed poll book (from the Essex by-election of
1694) pre-dates the statutory requirement for the taking of polls, and
many pre-date the requirement for the preservation of poll books. But the
taking of polls rapidly stimulated the appearance of printed editions: of
which about 2,200 survive.43 Historians have largely relied upon these
printed editions, and a number of printed editions survive for the
metropolitan region. Manuscript poll books survive for many Middlesex
and Westminster elections for which no printed edition was published, as
well as for London’s parliamentary by-election of 1781. Hence, in
compiling the LED, these have been used, together with surviving polls
from non-parliamentary elections, to provide additional material when
appropriate. Yet the completeness of printed poll books gives them
advantages over the fragmentary survivals of manuscript poll books,
despite potential errors in transcription and typesetting, so the core of the
LED rests upon political choices that were made publicly and later
published.
It may further be noted that the study of voting behaviour from all
poll books has the great advantage of studying evidence that was
recorded for the purpose for which it can be analysed: for votes were
cast in order to be counted.
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2.1.3 Poll books and the study of electoral behaviour
Early attempts at the social analysis of poll books pre-date the
application of computers to the discipline. In a trail-blazing article of
1960, Rudé examined the electoral behaviour of individual voters over
successive elections to reveal ‘a close concordance between those voting
Proctor-Cooke and Luttrell on the one hand, and among those voting
Wilkes and Glynn [the radicals] on the other’.44 It was Rudé’s great good
fortune to discover in the Middlesex poll books of 1768-9 not only a
source that allowed him to explore the social context of the Wilkites but
also one in which the electoral data were already linked by the hand of
an unknown contemporary scribe.45 Rudé’s spatial analysis of voting
showed that rural Middlesex was less radical than the urban parishes.
Hence Wilkite support was concentrated in ‘the populous urban parishes
lying to the east and north of the City’.46 Furthermore, Rudé’s equally
pioneering use of rate books for social analysis demonstrated that a
majority of the more substantial voters polled for Proctor or Luttrell,
while the vote for Wilkes, the anti-establishment hero, was drawn from
the lesser freeholders.47
Meanwhile, Victorian county poll books from the period after the
Reform Act were adopted as a key source by D.C. Moore, to demonstrate the continuance of what he termed as ‘deference communities’ that
followed aristocratic leadership.48 Analysis of nineteenth-century poll
book data was continued by J.R. Vincent, whose prodigious efforts to
make sense of dozens of electoral contests led him to reject a dichotomous class conflict between Liberals and Tories but to identify instead a
myriad of social and occupational interests in play, depending upon the
local circumstances.49 Other studies have also explored local and
regional variants, noting the two-way interactions between political
leadership and voter concerns.50
Before the first application of the computer to the discipline, historians
had shown great ingenuity in using poll books for a variety of purposes,
such as J.H. Plumb’s calculations of the size of the electorate under the
Stuart kings.51 However, the range of questions that could be examined
systematically was immeasurably augmented once the power of the
computer was applied. Here the pioneering work came from W.A. Speck
who first formulated, in relation to the county electorates of the early
eighteenth century, the questions of behaviour, loyalty, and turnover that
continue to dominate the subject.52
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So was advanced the methodological sophistication of a field that has
come to be known as historical ‘psephology’, appropriating a new term
launched into circulation by D.E. Butler in 1952.53 Thus, at much the same
time as Speck, Michael Drake first used a computer to perform record
linkage on poll book data. This technique enabled him to construct
‘psephological trees’ for the electors of Ashford, Kent, in the midnineteenth century.54 Similar work of considerable methodological
sophistication by Mitchell and Cornford led to a rudimentary ‘flow of the
vote’ model for the nineteenth-century borough of Cambridge.55 This form
of analysis was characterised by a shift from a single poll book towards the
linkage of two or more poll books,56 using increasingly sophisticated
algorithms. Other have also linked poll book data to other sources. Thus
R.J. Morris combined polling data with information from directories and
voluntary associations to explore the dynamics of middle class formation in
newly enfranchised Leeds.57
Meanwhile, J.A. Phillips made significant methodological and substantive contributions. His Electoral behaviour in unreformed England showed
a rise in partisanship in the later years of the eighteenth century.58 Later
studies by Phillips revealed an increasingly participatory electorate,
especially in relation to partisan alignments at the time of the Reform Act
of 1832.59 His approach was matched by O’Gorman’s finely nuanced
synthesis of much recent work on the local context of electoral politics,
together with an analysis of a wide variety of borough constituencies
throughout the Hanoverian period.60 O’Gorman argued that the unreformed
electoral system continued to function satisfactorily until the eve of the first
Reform Act, and that in many constituencies it satisfied the aspirations and
needs of the parties to electoral relationships.
Contested elections could assume particular significance in local
communities, when the chosen candidates of rival elite groups solicited
electoral support from electors who were their social ‘inferiors’.61 There
was a potential moment of social inversion, when power was potentially
taken from the rulers and wielded by the ruled. At the same time, it was
also argued that elections ultimately shored up social harmony, by making
the electors feel themselves to be courted and part of the system. It was a
point made in 1785 by Archdeacon Paley – who officiated in Carlisle, a
classic pocket borough in the hands of a local patron:
Popular elections procure to the common people courtesy from their
superiors. That contemptuous and overbearing insolence, with which
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the lower orders of the community are wont to be treated by the
higher, is greatly mitigated where the people have something to give.
The assiduity with which their favour is sought on these occasions,
serves to generate settled habits of condescension and respect; and …
whatever contributes to procure mildness and civility of manners,
towards those who are most liable to suffer from a contrary behaviour, corrects the pride … the evil of inequality, and deserves to be
accounted amongst the most generous institutions of social life.62
Yet rituals of rebellion and inversion may do more than simply
reinforcing existing social structures. By offering an alternative model of
society, they may themselves be part of a process of change.63 The
pioneer in studying the social meanings of eighteenth-century campaign
rituals is undoubtedly O’Gorman;64 and there is scope for similar work in
application to nineteenth-century elections. On the theme of ‘inversion’,
it may be noted that to this day the occasional humbling of a Cabinet
minister on election night can remind otherwise sceptical electors that
their votes do count for something. Divisions are thereby revealed; and
also settled by the result of a vote. In the eighteenth century, there were
traditional rituals after the votes were declared, whereby the winning
candidates were publicly acclaimed (for example, by being chaired
around the streets). Such measures marked the attempt at communal
reaggregation after a liminal period of electoral conflict.65
Despite its growing analytical yield, the study of historical psephology
has not been without its critics. For example, it has been argued that the
smaller contested boroughs for which polls were printed were not
necessarily representative of the large constituencies in which the majority
of the pre-reform electorate lived.66 Hence historians may risk studying
atypical electors. And the motivations of those who voted remain unknown.
Thus, while historians who analyse poll books tend to see most voters as
acting purposively and exercising political or social choice, other historians
have retained the older view that depicts an essentially venal electorate,
trying to sell its votes to the highest bidder.
Furthermore, it is justly noted that in this period MPs formed relatively
loose and flexible party groupings in the Commons, and that they did not
contest parliamentary elections under national party labels.67 Governments
rose and fell from power in the years from 1700 to 1850 without direct
reference to the outcome of a general election. Moreover, it cannot be
assumed that the results of local electoral contests, with their selective local
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franchises, can be projected onto public opinion as a whole. Poll books
were not opinion polls; nor were they intended to be.
Nonetheless, the constitutional framework, with all its oddities and
historical complexity, was the guiding template for the political system,
both before and after 1832. The results of elections were taken seriously, as
a manifestation of the links between the centre and the localities, and as a
declaration, especially via the votes case in the large ‘open’ constituencies,
of the public ‘mood’. It therefore remains appropriate to study how
politicians and electors acted, within that framework. Even the most ardent
reformers wished to improve, rather than to abolish, the representative
system, by which MPs represented a local constituency in the ‘high
parliament’ of the kingdom. For historians, then, poll books contain
behavioural data which stem from many people’s conscious decisions, and
can be studied as such.
That individual voters’ decisions were made within complex local and
personal circumstances remains true – as it does of voting behaviour today.
The act of open voting in the years 1700 to 1850 indicated that each voter
at least gave a publicly witnessed declaration of support for one or more
candidates. But people’s secret motivations were, of course, never stated.
The case of John Moody, the proprietor of a shoe warehouse in Westminster’s Carnaby Street, offers a pertinent reminder that things were not
always as they seemed. Moody was a member of the London Corresponding Society and secretary of his friend Horne Tooke’s Westminster
campaign in 1796. And Moody voted consistently against the government
candidates. In Westminster in 1802, he plumped for Fox, and as a
Middlesex freeholder in the county contest in the same year, he plumped
for the radical Burdett. These votes marked him as a determined reformer,
who declined to cast his second vote for a moderate candidate. Yet it is now
known that Moody was a government spy who had infiltrated the
metropolitan radical movement. As ‘Notary’ he reported to the government,
his true identity known only to his ‘handler’ Richard Ford and a few other
people.68 Moody’s radical voting profile was thus consistent with
concealing his role as a spy but was misleading about his secret allegiance.
Yet even then the historian has no way of knowing why Moody agreed to
inform upon his colleagues. He may have acted out of sincere belief, or for
money, or under pressure of some sort.69
Records of voting behaviour thus do not open ‘windows into men’s
souls’. In the era of open voting, however, the poll books did record what
people did publicly; and also what was the outcome of many such public
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actions. This evidence can be used, therefore, to survey individual
behaviour in its public aspect as well as in its aggregate outcome, which
constituted the sum of all individual choices. Voting required electors to
crystallise their opinions, no matter how complex those might be in private.
Nothing can be done to alter the overall pattern of data survival,
although historians can still hunt for hitherto undiscovered sources. The
LED includes a mixture of previously known and previously unknown
election results for the metropolis in the years 1700-1850, now collected
together for the first time. It is presented for historians to explore the
challenge and problems of party classification, as has been already
undertaken for the Westminster election campaigns of Charles James
Fox.70 And it further invites historians to consider the formidable but
interesting difficulties of translating occupational labels into social classes
and economic groupings.71 And, above all, it is open for any or all other
forms of geographical, social, political, and psephological analysis.
By tipping the balance back towards the large urban constituencies, the
LED thus recognises that a live constitutional tradition was being enacted,
from a variety of voter motives, at the geographical heart of the country’s
political system. The unreformed electoral system was far from perfect. But
what was sought by the reformers in unrepresented Manchester before
1832, as well as by all campaigners in other unenfranchised boroughs, was
the opportunity to participate in a manner similar to the electors of the
metropolis.
2.1.4 Poll books used in the LED
Much of the LED is derived from printed poll books, while some comes
from contemporary transcripts. But the LED is not a simple transcription
of the extant documents. Rather, it is an edited text, a representation of
historical events that were transmitted orally at the hustings and then
recorded by two textual processes: the typesetting of the printed poll
books and the later entry of data into the database. That stage has been
accompanied by a process of textual emendation to supply a best
reading, especially in the Street and Occupation fields, of this
refractory material. Few of the poll books from which the LED was
created are the poll clerks’ Ur-texts that preserved the sequence in which
electors polled, while even those created from the original poll clerks’
books have additional problems of missing data.
Many extant poll books used to create the LED have survived in a
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single source only. In these cases there is no question of determining a
preferred source. Nonetheless, even a list derived from a single source
may be defective in some respect. To take one example, the copy of
Anon., Lists of the liveries of London (1701) in BL has been severely
cropped in binding, with the loss of some records. For the LED,
therefore, its evidence has been taken from a less mutilated copy in the
Bodleian.
Other poll books exist in variant editions and recensions, and many of
the lists used are problematic. Manuscript poll books may suffer from
missing data, so it has sometimes been necessary to create a patchwork
text from different sources. For example, the Westminster poll book of
1784 used to create the WHD lacked about a third of the records for St
James’s parish. For the LED, a contemporary transcript of the St James’s
poll book72 was used in preference, with the occasional gaps in this
record being supplemented by the WHD edition, taken from the poll
clerks’ books.
As in the WHD, other records remain incomplete. The printed Westminster poll book of 1780 lacks occupational data, so for the parish of St
Anne and for the united parishes of St Margaret and St John it was decided
to use information for this election that was found in the original poll
clerks’ books.73 Meanwhile, the loss of the original poll book from St
George in the Westminster by-election of August 1788 was remedied by
data from a contemporary transcript, doubtless once the property of an
election agent.74 And missing data from the Westminster election of 1796
have been supplemented from two contemporary transcripts. That for the
united parishes of St Margaret and St John is apparently complete.75 But
those for St Anne, St Martin, and St Paul with St Martin-le-Grand are
themselves incomplete, listing only plumpers for Fox, plumpers for Horne
Tooke, and votes split between Fox and Horne Tooke.76
Early poll lists were sometimes issued containing details of those
voters who had polled for one slate of candidates. These lists, which were
generally issued by the other slate of candidates as an invitation to check
the bona fides of the voters, present considerable problems with split
votes. The poll of the London parliamentary election of 1713 was issued
as two such lists, which have been edited together in the LED to form a
single table. Similarly, the poll of the London parliamentary election of
1722 first appeared as two discrete lists.77 This election, contested by two
slates of three candidates, is fortunately also to be found as the single poll
book that was the preferred source for the LED.78
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Alone among the elections represented in the LED, the poll for
London in 1713 is represented by a composite table, pieced together
from two surviving lists of voters.79 Each of these lists contains the
names of those who gave votes to one or more of its slate of candidates.
Moreover, each discrete list is preserved, the Whigs having 4,024 names
in Poll ID 27 and the Tories 4,166 in Poll ID 28.80 The first stage of the
process by which Table PL1713 was created consisted in identifying
and isolating those 3,315 Whigs and 3,478 Tories who gave four votes to
a slate of four candidates. In the second stage, voters whose records
matched between the two lists on the fields of Company, Surname, and
Fname, and who gave not more than four votes split between the two
lists, were identified, and their votes concatenated to create 404 new
records. The third stage consisted of the identification of what appeared
to be matching pairs from the remainder; the two lists were then edited
to enable Stage 2 matching where appropriate to create a further 206 new
records. Ultimately, then, a fourth stage identified those 175 voters who
appeared in one list only, but who cast fewer than four votes.
Meanwhile some printed poll books exist in different or variant
editions. At the simplest level, those additions and corrections in later
issues have been incorporated into the poll book tables in the LED. The
list of those who polled for Sir John Williams in the election for sheriff
in March 1724 exists in two versions; it was not possible to determine
which (if either) list was a revised version. So the list issued in the Daily
Journal, which was a public resource, was used.81 In another case, two
printed lists of those who polled for Charles Goodfellow at the London
parliamentary by-election of December 1724 have survived. Correction
of the spelling of names of some of the liverymen, while leaving
unchanged their position in the alphabetical sort, shows the list preserved
in the National Archives to have been corrected by a contemporary.82
That source has therefore been preferred for the LED, in lieu of the
uncorrected list issued immediately after the election.83
A similar decision has been made with reference to the poll book for
the London parliamentary election of 1768. It was quickly reissued with
additions and corrections, which have been duly incorporated into the
LED table.84 Again, two lists survive of those who polled for Frederick
Bull at the London parliamentary by-election in December 1773; and the
corrected source has been used for the LED.85 And, after the London
parliamentary election of 1784, two lists were recorded of those who
polled for Richard Atkinson. One of these was no longer was unavailable
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to historians at the time of data entry,86 so the other has been incorporated, together with its companion list of those who polled for John
Sawbridge.87
In other cases, the printed sources have survived in multiple editions,
requiring selection of the apparently most complete examples. Of the
three Middlesex polls published in 1705, the LED incorporates Anon.,
An exact list (1705). And of the three editions that appeared after the
Middlesex election of 1802, the LED has used Anon, Copy of the poll
(London, E. Rider, 1803). In another case, there are rival sources in print
and manuscript: for the Middlesex elections of 1768-9, the LED has
preferred the manuscript poll book transcript at LMA, which contains
contemporary notes linking the entries,88 rather than the printed version
at BL.
Whether manuscript or printed, poll books were inevitably compromised by human fallibility. The imprecise orthography of the poll clerks
and compositors led to renderings in the Westminster poll books such as
‘Cartwright Street’ for Carteret Street, ‘German Street’ for Jermyn Street,
‘Palm Alley’ for Pall Mall. Others included ‘Putney Street’ for Pulteney
Street, ‘Thrift Street’ and ‘Fish Street’ for Frith Street, and ‘Tuttle Street’
for Tothill Street. These obvious inconsistencies have been corrected in the
LED, and other place names have been standardised, though no doubt more
emendations could still be undertaken.
Further standardisation was required because the names of some
streets have changed. Street names were standardised only from the
middle of the nineteenth century; one of the first being the ‘New Road’
which ran from Edgware Road to the Angel in Islington. This stretch of
road had 55 subsidiary names, consolidated in 1857 into ‘Marylebone
Road’, ‘Euston Road’, and ‘Pentonville Road’. For example, in the
Marylebone poll books of 1837-41 there appear the constituent parts of
Marylebone Road: New Road, Harley Place, York Buildings, Salisbury
Place, Cumberland Place, Queen Charlotte Row, Homer Place,
Winchester Row, Albany Terrace, Ulster Place, Allsop Terrace,
Gloucester Place, Lisson Grove South, Middlesex Place and Southampton Row.89 All of these have been standardised in the LED.
One invaluable source for this exercise is the 1901 List of the streets,
which gives both old and new names within the administrative county of
London. Incidentally, the creation of an index to this work would be a
valuable addition to London’s topographical history.
Sometimes different variants were used concurrently. A modest
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terrace of houses, ‘built to let’,90 might lie within a known street but be
identified also by the name of the promoter, as in ‘Smith’s Terrace’,
‘Smith’s Buildings’, or ‘Smith’s Rents’.91 Similar names upon roads and
housing are reminders that metropolitan property offered major
opportunities for investors, at a time when investment opportunities were
comparatively constricted. Thus it is no surprise to find that profits from
London’s notorious sex trades also found their way into London
property.92
Variants in nomenclature were also found application to large
thoroughfares as well as to small ones. What is today known as Oxford
Street was identified also as Oxford Road and Acton Road. On other
occasions, a thoroughfare had both a formal and an informal name. Thus
Crown Court, located immediately north of Pall Mall in St James,
Westminster, was known informally as Paved Alley (perhaps to
distinguish it from another Crown Court in the same parish). Meanwhile,
it seems likely that Pissing Alley in the City of London was also known
by a more formal name.93
In other cases, one name superseded another. Hog Lane in St Anne,
Westminster, was superseded by Crown Street and is now known as
Charing Cross Road. King Square in the same parish became Soho
Square. Leicester Fields became Leicester Square. And Torment’s Hill in
St Margaret, Westminster, became St Ermine’s Hill. Occasionally,
something was lost in the nineteenth-century standardisation of street
names: the junction of Brewer Street and Walker’s Court in St James,
Westminster, now at the epicentre of the Soho sex trade, was known for
much of the eighteenth century as ‘Knave’s Acre’.
Nor were all street names unique. In 1856, when the first attempt
was made to impose some order on street naming and numbering across
the metropolis, it was found (as if in a symbolic trial of strength between
the royal houses of Stuart and Hanover) that London contained 48
different streets called ‘Charles Street’ and 46 called ‘George Street’.
Meanwhile, in a further genuflection to monarchy, 38 streets were called
‘King Street’ and 36 ‘Queen Street’. Westminster’s parish of St James
itself contained two King Streets, one (now Kingly Street) near Golden
Square, the other near St James’s Square.
Other names in need of editorial standardisation can be found in the
Middlesex electoral records. ‘Armingsworth’ was replaced with
Harmondsworth, ‘Chinkford’ with Chingford, ‘Chissell Street’ with
Chiswell Street, ‘Endfield’ with Enfield, ‘Grazing Lane’ with Grays Inn
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Lane, and ‘Stebon Heath’ with Stepney. Further emendations included
Isleworth for ‘Thistleworth’, Hoxton for ‘Hogsdon’ and ‘Hoston’,
Ickenham for ‘Hickingham’, Laleham for ‘Lalam’ and ‘Laylamb’,
Marylebone for ‘Marrowbone’, Muswell Hill for ‘Muzzle Hill’,
Shoreditch for ‘Show Ditch’, and Twickenham for ‘Twittenham’.
The London poll books presented fewer orthographic problems,
since all but the poll for the by-election of October 1781 came from
printed sources. Nonetheless, eighteenth-century typesetters’ orthography offered some amusement: ‘Rude Lane’ has its charm, and ‘Labour in
Rain Court’ sounds even more depressing than the correct ‘Labour in
Vain Court’. The Six Clerks’ Office sounded like a numbered property in
a terrace, as did both Three Crowns Court and Three Daggers Court. No
name, however, caused the typesetters as many problems as did
Marylebone’s small street known as Beaufoy Terrace, which appeared in
numerous variants.
Meanwhile, the old way of identifying a property by a sign long
coexisted with new attempts at sequential numbering of properties in a
street,94 as testified by innumerable advertisements in the London press
throughout the eighteenth century. The Westminster parish rate books,
organised as a cadastral survey (being an accurate street-by-street
listing), began to include street numbers only in the late eighteenth
century; but it was well into the nineteenth century before all parts of the
metropolis followed suit.95 Moreover, even where street numbering
existed, it might be inconsistent: for example, Craven Street, off the
Strand in Westminster, was consecutively numbered along each side.96
Given the overlap between old signs and new numbers, it is not
surprising that the street numbers given in some of the poll books and
rate books seem to bear little relationship to those given, for example, in
Richard Horwood’s Plan of the Cities of London and Westminster
(1807). The process of standardisation followed only slowly.
Thus it should be stressed that the place and street name strings in
the LED are codes that bring together discrete items of data that, in the
historian’s judgment, appear to relate to the same entity. Thus ‘Oxford
St’ in the LED is a code representing the strings ‘Oxford Street’, ‘Oxford
Road’ and ‘Acton Road’ in the original poll books. The principles of
coding, and the record linkage processes thereby facilitated, are
discussed in further detail in section 4.
There were equally bizarre spellings of personal names, but these and
other poll book fields required less editorial intervention than did those
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containing addresses. Surname strings were entered as a single continuous
string, thus ‘Delisle’ or ‘Ocallaghan’. But obvious eighteenth-century
contractions such as ‘Jno’, ‘Cha’, Josh’, and ‘Geo’ were silently expanded.
Clear typographical errors, such as the ‘Geroge’ who appeared in the
WHD, were corrected.
Occupation strings presented fewer editorial problems, in part
because of the use of the Dictionary table to implement occupational
classification. This allowed such variant spellings as ‘plaisterer’ and
‘plasterer’ to be given the same occupational code. A very few
occupational strings warranted editorial emendation: an improbable
‘haymaker’ in the Shop Tax records became a hat maker, whilst the man
described in the same source with an esoteric combination as ‘chain
maker and carpenter’ was thought to have practised his carpentry skills
in chair making.
The process of standardising, classifying, and interpreting data that
reaches the historian in non-standard forms is a fundamental first step
towards systematic analysis. Comparable processes are undertaken by
historians of all subjects who standardise dates and spelling, and who
group items of information together, by geographical or any other system
of classification.
So the data in the LED amount to an edited version of the sources
upon which it is based, just as those sources are closely related to, but
distinct from, the electoral acts to which they refer. As the publisher of the
Westminster poll book of 1780 noted in his preface:
From the noise and confusion of the hustings during the time of
taking down the names of the voters, and the expedition in printing a
numerous and long-contested poll, like the present, several mistakes
must unavoidably have happened, notwithstanding every possible care
has been made use of to prevent them.97
But it is the poll records, warts and all, which provide historians with
evidence; and with the opportunity to reflect upon the multiple ways that
evidence can be used.
2.1.5 The metropolitan electorates
Voters in eighteenth-century metropolitan elections constituted an elite.
It may have been a broad elite, of liverymen in London, of freeholders in
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Middlesex, and of householders in Westminster and Southwark, but it
was nonetheless still an elite. It was not representative of the population
at large. Historians may, however, estimate the extent to which those
who polled were representative of their populations of eligible voters
(liverymen, freeholders, or householders) by examining what would now
be called the turnout. Turnout (whether an elector voted or not)
constitutes the atom of political behaviour; analysis of the political
choices of those who voted constitutes a second-order explanation.
Political commentators frequently (if misguidedly) neglect the impact of
differential turnout, and invoke only second-order explanations of
change in political representation. Issues of ‘who actually voted’
logically come before ‘who voted for whom’.98
Turnout may be estimated for London, for which a population of
eligible liverymen may be found. The practice of making livery lists
goes back to the beginning of the poll book period; indeed, the earliest
list in the LED is a livery list, rather than a poll book. The livery lists of
1701, in which an asterisk was used against the names of each liveryman
who polled, suggest a turnout of over 70 per cent of eligible liverymen.
Meanwhile, the London poll books of 1710 and 1727 record unpolled
electors (some of whom were overseas) and indicate a crude turnout of
almost four-fifths of the eligible electorate. A livery list issued in 1733
recorded not only the names of the members of each of the livery
companies but also the date of their admission.99 Further livery lists were
made in the middle of the eighteenth century: one, dated from internal
evidence to 1750, lists 7,470 liverymen and gives the occupations of
some of them.100 Another, issued in 1751, enumerated 6,535 liverymen,
of whom nearly 4,700 lived within the London, while a further 1,400
lived in Southwark, Westminster, Middlesex, Surrey, Essex and Kent.101
Two livery lists issued in the 1790s enumerated between 9,000 and 9,500
liverymen.102 The practice of issuing livery lists continued until the
beginning of the nineteenth century, when one was published in parts
corresponding to the place of residence of each liveryman.103
However, livery lists are not without their problems. Listings derived
from submissions made by livery companies sometimes neglected
altogether the members of small companies, which may have made no
response to a request for information (note the absence, in Table 7.6.1
below, of any returns for the Tinplate Workers in 1701 and 1750). On the
other hand, livery lists derived from poll books are ipso facto of little value
for estimating turnout. Later eighteenth-century livery lists appear to have
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derived in part from poll books.104 Nonetheless, it seems likely that
turnouts in the range of three-quarters to four-fifths of the City of London
electorate were common,105 while the infirm and those living at a distance
were the least likely to vote.
Several livery companies maintained lists of their members, which
may be used (as they were in electoral scrutinies) to check the qualifications of voters. The City Elections Act (1725)106 provided for the return of
lists of liverymen by the clerks of the various livery companies, but it is
clear that this was the codification of an extant practice in respect of
disputed elections. Throughout the eighteenth century the Society of
Apothecaries seems to have printed lists of members entitled to practise
their calling.107 Later the practice of issuing livery lists became more
common, and in the last thirty years of the eighteenth century both the
Drapers and the joint livery of the Tylers and Bricklayers appear to have
issued annual lists, followed in the early nineteenth century by the
Goldsmiths.108 Other companies issued printed livery lists from time to
time, and there are some further survivals of manuscript lists in the
Guildhall library. One possible exercise would be to check London’s poll
books against the livery companies’ apprenticeship admissions registers109
in order to explore both turnout and the age-structure of those liverymen
electors who had undertaken a formal apprenticeship, although the work
involved would be considerable.
Contemporaries were aware of the uncertainties generated by the
absence of any formal listings of potential voters. An attempt was made in
1788 to introduce what would have amounted to a new system of electoral
registration for county electorates.110 But the statute proved to be too costly
to implement, and it was repealed in 1789 without ever having been fully
used.111 There was neither the political nor the administrative will to find a
solution. Thus earlier bills to introduce electoral registration in 1785 and
1786 had failed, as did a later attempt in 1828.112
In the absence of electoral registration, appearance in the Land Tax
registers constituted a de facto entitlement to vote in county elections, such
as those in Middlesex, until the end of the eighteenth century.113 The
financial exigencies of the Napoleonic wars, however, forced Pitt to raise
revenue by Land Tax redemption, allowing people to exchange their tax
liabilities in return for an immediate cash payment. Fresh legislation then
followed in 1802 to preserve the right of voting of the redemptioners,
whose names had been removed from the Land Tax registers.114 As a result
of such manoeuvres, the registers became an increasingly unsatisfactory
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record of eligibility to vote in county elections from the beginning of the
nineteenth century.
Meanwhile, in the case of Westminster, there was no list of electors
eligible to vote, before the introduction of electoral registration in 1832. Yet
there is good evidence that, in hotly contested elections, a high proportion
of those who wished to exercise their franchise did so. The Westminster
election of 1784 famously lasted for 40 days, but by the last week so few
came to poll that the constituency may be regarded as having ‘polled out’
with 12,300 voters having polled.
Eventually, electoral registration in 1832 was intended to resolve the
uncertainties; but the new system generated special problems in places like
Westminster, where the traditional electors, in Westminster’s case qualified
as adult male householders ‘paying scot and bearing lot’ (local taxes), were
allowed to retain their right to vote, alongside those newly eligible as
householders occupying property with a rack rent valuation over £10. In
the transition period, some voters were registered twice.115 The LED
contains an example: Samuel Addington of St Martin’s Lane (Westminster)
was registered both as a £10 householder and as a ‘scot and lot’ householder (LED records 6712891; 6714100).
In detail, a number of qualifications about the sources also need to
be noted briefly. The problem of missing data is the most intractable.
Another potential problem is the question of known systematic error.
The poll book data for Marylebone within the LED were taken from a
marked electoral register of 1841. The records for 1837 and 1838 thus
suffer from a bias towards those electors (two-thirds of the total
electorate) who survived to be included in the later electoral register. The
remaining third of electors in 1837 and 1838, who had moved away from
Marylebone or died, were not listed and are lost to historians.
Other printed polls also suffer from data loss to a lesser extent. The
published polls for the London parliamentary election of 1784 are for
Sawbridge and Atkinson only. Almost all liverymen polled for one or
other of these, a handful perhaps for both, and the systematic error of
data loss is slight. Again, the printed polls for the three elections for lord
mayor in 1831 do not record a few dozen votes given to minor
candidates. However, as the overwhelming majority of these votes are
likely to have been split with a vote given to a mainstream candidate, the
systematic error caused by their omission is negligible.
Another area where there is a possibility of error, unknown to historians, is in people’s declarations about their occupation. Certainly, the
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census authorities later in 1891 drew attention to ‘the foolish but very
common desire of people to magnify the importance of their occupational
condition’.116 Such behaviour may have occurred in London a century
earlier when an individual identified as ‘labourer’ can sometimes be found
being translated into a ‘gentleman’ in successive elections – always
assuming that the individual in question was one and the same. There are
also some uncertainties as to the use of terminology, such as the
‘yeomen’ listed in Westminster in 1784, when the clerks appear to have
used the term as something like a synonym for ‘labourer’.117
Yet tests for consistency, when electors are traced from one election
to the next, indicate that many voters gave themselves publicly the same
occupation (or a closely related occupation) over a span of years,
suggesting that there was some verisimilitude to their occupational
declarations – which, under the system of open voting – were made
publicly in the hearing of all. Of course, illegal occupations were not
stated. Those rarely appear in the official censuses either, although the
1881 census did include a ‘retired opium smuggler’, a ‘supposed brothel
keeper’ and a ‘pick a pocket’.118 The occupational representations in the
LED are therefore the respectable face of the metropolitan economy –
and they are, in their own right, a valuable source for historians to
analyse.119
2.1.6 Electoral scrutiny
Fiercely contested elections, in the days of open polling, could be
rumbustious affairs. Crowds, wearing favours in their political colours,
would gather to witness the proceedings, and to shout encouragement for
their own side. It created a form of pressure as well as an atmosphere of
excitement. Some voters, furthermore, were encouraged in their
allegiance by ‘treating’, in which known taverns provided free drinks for
one side or another, at the cost of the candidate. Such excitements did
not happen all the time, because many elections were low-key affairs.
But certainly the proceedings were not conducted with the silence and
decorum of twentyfirst-century elections.
On the other hand, bribery in the form of direct payment for votes
was not common in the large electorates, because the cost would be too
great and the outcome uncertain. The notorious ‘Eatanswill’ electorates,
where votes were traded for money or gifts, were rightly criticised by
reformers before 1832, but such cases applied chiefly to the smallest and
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most venal boroughs, not to the large open constituencies.
Indeed, evidence that the London elections in this period were
carried out with tolerable care comes from the investigations, also
known as ‘trials’, that were undertaken by the House of Commons from
time to time, at the request of the defeated candidates. At the scrutiny
before the declaration, some votes would be rejected – not on grounds of
bribery, but on the grounds that the voter was not properly qualified
under the local franchise. At the scrutiny of the votes polled in the
election for a sheriff of London and Middlesex in March 1724, the total
was reduced by about 14 per cent. And the scrutiny that followed the
Westminster election of 1749 reduced the total by about 15 per cent.120
But such proportions were unusually high, following elections that were
unusually fiercely contested.
A scrutiny after the London parliamentary election of February 1701
reduced the total number of votes cast by 440, suggesting that about 110
voters were successfully challenged. Another scrutiny following
London’s parliamentary election in 1727 reduced the total number of
votes cast by 820, indicating that 205 voters, about three per cent of the
total, were rejected. In 1770, the scrutiny following the poll for Lord
Mayor was abandoned with no change in the number of votes.121 At the
scrutiny following the poll for MP for the City of London in 1784 the
total number of votes cast was reduced by less than one per cent, with no
effect on the outcome of the election.122 And, most notably, the scrutiny
undertaken after the disputed Westminster election of 1784 got no
further than considering votes from the relatively small parish of St
Anne, of which only a handful were rejected, before it, too, was
abandoned.123 These results were the more impressive in that there were
repeated accusations of partisanship on the Commons committees that
sat on the petitions.124
One reason for the low level of voters rejected at the scrutinies was
the practice by the candidates of employing inspectors at the polls, who
were able to challenge prospective voters with suspicious credentials.125
In Westminster, for example, these inspectors were numerous and wellrewarded: in 1774 the agents for Percy and Pelham Clinton employed 15
inspectors who received £20 each for their services, and another who
received £25.126 In the particularly intense campaigns of the 1780s, the
polling of ‘bad’ or dubious votes may have been a matter of policy. George
III, who was implacably opposed to Fox, went so far as to write to Pitt on
13 April 1784 that ‘though the advance made by Mr Fox this day can only
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have been made by bad votes, yet similar measures must be adopted rather
than let him get returned for Westminster’.127 Unfortunately for the agitated
monarch, his chief minister was not able to oblige on this occasion.
Indeed, the evidence of rejected tenders to vote offers some comfort to
historians that by and large the inspectors did their job with tolerable
efficiency. In defence of the process, Charles James Fox noted in the debate
on the Westminster scrutiny that individual voters were checked against the
parish books, and, in dubious cases, enquiries were made at the putative
voter’s place of residence to verify or disallow his claim.128
There may also have been some cases, not of fraudulent voters, but of
personation, whereby one individual illegally voted in the name of a valid
voter. (This practice is remembered in the mythic twentieth-century
exhortation that Ulstermen should ‘vote early, and vote often’). Some
personation must have occurred during this period, but any cases which
escaped the attention of the partisan inspectors at the hustings must
necessarily escape the scrutiny of the historian. At very least, however, it
can be accepted that the names and occupations of those who did vote were
those of qualified voters, whose appearance at the poll seemed in good
order.
Defeated candidates regularly accused their successful rivals of polling
unqualified voters: that was part of the stock-in-trade of eighteenth-century
electioneering. Indeed, the identification of unqualified or otherwise
fraudulent voting was clearly one motivation behind the publication of poll
books.129 Among the Westminster elections such allegations were most
frequent in 1788, when Hood’s petition to the Commons was a comprehensive indictment of electioneering techniques.130 It alleged:
That the returning officer admitted a great number of persons to vote for
the said Lord John Townshend, who, by the ancient usage and custom of
the said city and Liberty, had no right to vote at the said election, and
others who were disqualified from, and incapable by law of, voting at
the said election; and that the names of many persons were received
upon the poll as voting for Lord John Townshend, who, in fact, did not
vote for either of the candidates, but were votes given by other persons,
falsely assuming their names and characters, and several persons were
admitted to poll more than once at the said election; and that, as well
before the said election, as during the time of taking the said poll, many
persons, by bribery, gifts, promises of reward, and other undue and
illegal practices, did corrupt a great number of the voters to poll at the
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said election on the part of the said Lord John Townshend.
In the same year, Sir William Young reported a string of allegations to
the Marquis of Buckingham:131
The question is not of title to vote in most cases, but of identity; most
families being at this season out of town, a rascal was found to
personate every absentee. The suborners of perjury not regularly
conferring, very many instances occurred of an absentee being
represented by four or five, all admitted to vote on their mere attestation.
Yet it seems most unlikely that rational rascals knowingly impersonated someone who had already voted. Party agents routinely kept lists of
those who had polled to check against their canvassers’ lists of promises.
Furthermore, instances of identical poll book records are very rare, and
generally the result of polling by a father and his son having the same
name, address, and trade. William Fox, a victualler of George Street in St
Margaret and St John, apparently polled three times in the Westminster
election of 1788: but this is a very rare instance – and two of these at least
could have been family members with the same name.
In 1788, there were particularly picturesque allegations about the
opposition Whig Townshend’s canvassers in Westminster. They were
said to have identified empty houses, those occupied by women, and the
houses of those who said they would abstain. Strangers were then brought
into Westminster from Hoxton and Shoreditch to assume the identities of
the occupiers of these houses. These impostors were taken to houses in
Covent Garden, where they were dressed and tutored, before being taken to
poll. Others were alleged to have assembled and been victualled at
Sheridan’s Theatre Royal in Drury Lane before creating mayhem at the
hustings. For this, they were said to have received 5s a day, or £3 if they
voted. But it seems unlikely that there were ‘very many instances ... of
women having voted dressed as men’, as Hood’s lawyer alleged.132 The
rhetorical claims, though entirely unsubstantiated, indicate something of
the electoral tactics of creating a buzz of partisanship for one cause –
and allegations of malpractice against the rival cause. Ultimately,
however, those who convinced the inspectors and polling clerks of their
eligibility to vote must also be accepted as being of equal standing by
historians.
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