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ANNE-CHRISTINE GARDNER, ANITA AUER, MARK ITEN
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Language and Mobility of
Late Modern English Paupers

This article explores the relationship between the language of paupers and
patterns of mobility in Late Modern England. Based on samples from a
pauper letter corpus (c. 1795-1834), the study investigates (a) reasons for
paupers to migrate, and (b) to what extent speech and dialect reflections
in pauper letters allow us to determine whether the writers’ home parishes
can also shed light on their dialect origins. To illustrate these different
aspects, data from Dorset and Cumberland are presented and viewed in
the context of different types of historical data as well as contemporary
sources. The two case studies lead to the conclusion that we cannot as-
sume that the parish of legal settlement is also the place where the
writer’s dialect was acquired. Nevertheless, if non-standard and dialect
features are contained in the pauper letters, they can provide clues about
the wider dialect area from which the writers of the letters originate.

Keywords: pauper letters; mobility; dialects; Dorset; Cumberland

1 Introduction

During the first Industrial Revolution, many members of the lower social
orders in England moved around the country in order to find employment,
particularly in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. We can
investigate migration patterns of the labouring poor through pauper letters
which were written under the Old Poor Law in England during the period
c. 1795-1834. Anyone “in distress” had the right to apply for “out-relief”
if they had migrated and lived outside the parish in which they had formal
settlement, or “home parish,” for short. If the officials accepted the ap-
plicants’ claims, relief was typically offered in the form of money, or the
paupers were removed from their current domicile to their home parish,
effectively initiating return migration (see Whyte 280; Auer & Fairman
78; Laitinen & Auer 189). Migration can be defined as “a change of nor-

mal residence within Britain,” “irrespective of the distance moved or the
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46 Language and Mobility of Late Modern English Paupers

duration of stay at an address,” while the term “emigration” is reserved
for “a residential move from Britain to another country” (Pooley & Turn-
bull 8).

Despite the fact that the labouring poor received but limited schooling
(Auer, Gardner & Iten forthcoming; Gardner forthcoming; Gardner sub-
mitted), owing to compulsory elementary education only having been
introduced in England with the Second Education Act in 1880 (Stephens
78, Crone 163), they had to write letters to their parish of legal settlement
in order to apply for out-relief. Based on a corpus of more than 2,000
pauper letters from 39 counties, we investigate this unique data source as
part of the SNSF-funded research project “The Language of the Labour-
ing Poor in Late Modern England.” The aim of the project is to gain a
better understanding of the role of social stratification in real-time lin-
guistic change, that is, we explore in what way language use and linguist-
ic change differ across the different social layers. Based on the new
lower-class data, we also aim to complement the ‘traditional’ history of
written English which is largely based on the language use of the better
educated layers of society (cf. Romaine).

In this article we focus on the relationship between language and mo-
bility of Late Modern English paupers and the possibilities that the data
provide for linguistic studies. Section 2 briefly describes the make-up of
the corpus of the labouring poor and related procedures. In Section 3, we
examine reasons why the poor typically migrated away from their home
parish, drawing both on statistical data for the period based on 16,091 life
histories by family historians (Pooley & Turnbull) as well as comments
made by the paupers in applications for out-relief collected for our pro-
ject. In Section 4, we explore the mobility patterns of paupers applying
for out-relief to parishes in Dorset. Two linguistic case studies are then
presented in Section 5, exploring to what extent dialect reflections emer-
ging from letters can help us determine whether the writers’ home par-
ishes are likely also their linguistic anchoring point. It does not necessar-
ily follow that someone’s home parish is identical to their place of birth
since settlement could also be gained later in life elsewhere through other
mechanisms. In our first case study (Section 5.1) we investigate a set of
letters from Charls Ann Green to her Dorset home parish, Wimborne,
identifying dialect features through variant spellings and consulting mod-
ern dialect surveys. The second case study (Section 5.2) aims to identify
dialect features in a set of letters by Moses Tyson, as well as some other
individual pauper letters, from Cumberland. This is done by considering
contemporary meta-linguistic comments about the Cumberland dialect.
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Challenges related to the study of dialect reflections and mobility will
also be considered. Finally, we conclude in Section 6 with a summary and
future research directions.

2 The Corpus of the Labouring Poor: Data and Procedures

The pauper letter samples that serve as the basis for this paper are part of
the previously mentioned corpus of c. 2,000 pauper letters. Philologically
accurate transcriptions have been made of copies or facsimiles of the let-
ters held in archives all over England. To ensure a high level of consist-
ency, the transcriptions have been checked by at least three project mem-
bers. In addition to the diplomatic transcriptions, the project team has also
prepared a plain-text version, a normalised transcription, an XML version,
and detailed metadata extracted from the material such as date, domicile,
parish of legal settlement, social information about the applicant, reason/
topic for poor relief application, and related letters.

As part of the transcription process, we also try to elucidate who actu-
ally wrote or encoded the letters. Since literacy levels were not high at the
time (see Section 1), some paupers may have had help when preparing the
letters. Yet for linguistic analyses it is crucial to know whether a letter is
autographical, that is, written by the poor relief applicant who also signed
with their name, or non-autographical, that is, encoded by a helping hand.
For the latter, it is useful to distinguish, roughly, between persons from
the applicant’s social circle with sufficient education to be able to pen a
letter, and more professional hands, such as clerks or parish officials,
where typically the handwriting is very neat, sometimes with flourishes,
and letter-writing conventions (e.g. layout) are observed. However,
Thomas Sokoll notes that “professional writers ... were apparently only
very rarely resorted to” (65). He further states that “[iJn many cases [...]
it can [...] be presumed that people either wrote their letters themselves or
had them written by someone who was close to them.” In either case the
letter can be regarded as authentic.
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Figure 1. First page Of letter by Richard Jones, 26 December c. 1813, HE/EA/11

Figure  illustrates a letter py a pauper which we assume to be authentic
on the basis Of the general findings by Sokoll and Steven King, also taing
into account the handwriting, layout and spelling displayed in the feter
The same holds for the seven letters by Moses Tyson written between
1828 and 1830, which are examined in the second case study in Section
5.2. Sometimes several letters survive py one pauper Which were written
by the same hand over a stretch of more than three years. Itis very likely
that the applicant is also the writer since it would be unlikely that the
same person Would have helped the applicant over such a long period
(King 37; Sokoll 64). This is the case With the eight letters by Charls Ann
Green written between 1820 and 1826, which form the basis oOf the
linguistic case study in Section 5.1. The question Of authorship is not para-
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