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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 DIRECTORIES: A NEGLECTED DATA SOURCE 

The fascination that a growing number of historical geo­
graphers have shown toward studying the urban geography of the 
nineteenth century city has been a trend fairly well remarked 
upon in the last few years. In many of these studies one factor 
stands out as being of particular importance, and that is the 
availability of reliable data in relatively large quantities. 
Indeed, to a very large extent the wealth of information on the 
nineteenth century was the trigger mechanism necessary to fire 
wide-scale academic interest. Closer inspection of the situ­
ation reveals that the most important and crucial stimulant was 
the availability of census enumerator books for the period after 
1841. A review of the recent literature shows a heavy concen­
tration of papers concerned with the social structure of the 
mid-nineteenth century city, often at the expense of other im­
portant features. The result of this trend has led some re­
searchers to complain about the over-emphasis on the data rich 
years of the nineteenth century and the neglect of both earlier 
and later decadesl. 

The relative abundance of census data, especially at the 
enumeration district level, has also had another important effect 
on research in historical geography, drawing attention away from 
the exploration of other potential data sources. Fortunately, 
many of these sources, such as parish registers, poll tax returns 
and tithe surveys, have received and continue to receive the 
attention of substantial numbers of academics. This is to some 
extent because they provide very different information at dif­
ferent dates from the census returns and consequently their role 
within historical research is well established. This is not 
however the case with directories. The rich data base available 
for some aspects of nineteenth- and to a lesser extent late 
eighteenth-century Britain, has served to make directories at 
best a stop-gap. Directories have therefore been used in many 
studies only when absolutely nothing else was available. 

This situation contrasts markedly with that prevailing in 
North America, where directories have been more widely used and 
have formed a much more integral part of histo~ical geography 
research2. Interest in directories as source material, especi­
ally for urban studies, has led to the re-publication of Spear's 
Bibliography of American Directories Through 1860 on microfilm, 
and a proposal to extend the original work into the post-bellum 
era3. Similarly, in Canada more recent research involving the 
use of directories has stimulated the national government to 
publish a checklist of Canadian directories issued between 1790 
and 19504. The use of directories in the U.S.A. has furthermore 
stimulated work on their general levels of reliability to be 
carried out, thus increasing their usefulness5. In the case of 
Canada, directories have assumed greater importance in historical 
research due to the very poor quality of the nineteenth-century 
manuscript census6. 
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The commonly held view of British historical geographers is 
that directories are biased in their coverage and that even the 
best of them contain numerous errors and internal inaccuracies7. 
The former criticism is generally held, but with little substan­
tive evidence to back up the claims of bias and unreliability. 
Indeed, no systematic assessment of directory reliability exists, 
although some workers have recently attempted to compare direc­
tories with census returns for specific settlementsS. To support 
the view that directories contain a variety of internal errors, 
the work of Davies, Giggs and Herbert is most often quoted9 . 
This is usually done so out of context and applied to studies in 
a totally different time period10 . Little thought has been given 
to-the idea that directory reliability may have varied over time 
and perhaps from one place to another. 

Due to this general mistrust of directories very little 
effort has been made to investigate their availability, use and 
reliability. As a consequence of this, interest has been de­
flected away from those other important aspects of urban life 
not covered by the manuscript census, for example: the changing 
nature of commercial and industrial patterns. 

1.2 GUIDES TO BRITISH DIRECTORIES 

Whilst directories have largely been neglected by a majority 
of historical geographers in Britain, they have fortunately re­
ceived considerably more attention from local historians. This 
interest dates back at least to the 1930's, with the publication 
by Goss of a guide to The London Directories, 1677 - 1855; and 
Walkers' detailed account of Birmingham Directories and their 
evolution during the eighteenth centuryll. Indeed, Goss suitably 
highlighted the importance of directories to the local historian 
when he described the street directory as 'a perfect epitome of 
local history', which 'opens up a vast field of quite interesting 
research• 12 . Admittedly, this statement was made well before the 
availability of suitable manuscript census data, but nevertheless 
this early recognition of directories as useful data sources has 
had two important effects. First, the demand and use of direc­
tories by local historians has helped to preserve a fairly good 
stock of these publications in most county librariesl3. 
Secondly, this interest has prompted a few libraries and local 
history societies to publish bibliographies of county and local 
directories14. 

In addition to local bibliographies one good national guide 
exists, which unfortunately only covers the English and Welsh 
directories published before 185615. At present no such compre­
hensive guide exists to Scottish directories, or English and 
Welsh directories published during the last half of the nine­
teenth century. The search for directories published after 1856 
in England and Wales, and for those in Scotland at any time, must 
be undertaken at different levels. Thus a fairly general picture 
of national coverage can be built-up from the catalogue of the 
British Library, although for a more detailed inquiry of regional 
or local coverage reference must be made to individual local 
history libraries. 

6 



Table 1. Guides to British directories 

(a) Catalogues 

Norton- English and Welsh directories before 1846 (9). 
Goss- London directories before 1855 (5). 
Tupling*- Lancashire directories before 1951 (8). 

(b) General guides 
Roberts -gives a short guide to the use of directories (10). 
Cowley- devotes some space to directory material (10). 

( ) refers to reference number. 

* other local guides exist but this is the most comprehensive. 

As table 1 shows, only a handful of guides to directories 
exist, and of these only the studies by Norton, Goss and Tupling 
provide catalogues of numbers, dates of publication and library 
locations. The other works listed in this table either only 
account for the development of certain directories, e.g. Walkers' 
paper, or they give very general guidance to the use of direc­
tories as in the case of Roberts16. Clearly, considerable scope 
exists for a comprehensive guide and bibliography of British 
directories, that would extend Norton's work into Scotland and 
up to the end of the nineteenth century. This in itself would 
greatly facilitate the wider use of directories as data sources 
in historical geography. 

However, it is not the aim or intention of this publication 
to pursue such a course useful though it may be. Rather this 
work will concentrate on exploring the reliability of directories 
and their potential uses within historical geography. However, 
as a background to these objectives material is also presented 
on the development of directories with particular reference to 
their changing contents. In addition, an attempt is made to 
assess the spatial and temporal coverage of directories during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Much of the latter work 
is however of a tentative nature in the absence,of any compre­
hensive catalogue of British directories. 

2. THE EVOLUTION AND DEVELOPMENT OF DIRECTORIES 

2.1 ORIGINS AND THE LINKS WITH REGISTRY OFFICES 

The first recognisable directories made their appearance in 
Britain towards the end of the seventeenth century and were 
chiefly concerned with enumerating the numbers of traders and 
merchants. These early directories seemed to have originated 
from two main sources and followed slightly different routes of 
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development 17 . One set of directories had a long and slow evolu­
tion, originating from the lists of traders kept by the earliest 
registry offices. In contrast other directories made their 
appearance in a more spontaneous fashion to meet the demands of 
increased trading activity, especially among the London mer­
chants. However, behind both these developments lay a common 
motivation, the driving force of commerce. From the seventeenth 
century onwards the increasing number of traders, the trend to­
wards the separation of industrial skills and the geographical 
spread of business linkages were factors that created a demand 
for informative literature on aspects of trade and industry. 
Indeed, it was their commercial perspective that distinguished 
the'earliest directories from other printed lists, which had 
usually been designed with some specific administrative purpose 
in mind. · 

It is extremely difficult to identify the precise moment 
when commercial interests were sufficient to demand the publi­
cation of a directory or indeed when a publisher appeared with 
enough foresight and speculative instinct to produce one. The 
earliest known list is one entitled 'The Componyes of all Crafts 
and Mysteries in London' published in 1538, which listed 2600 
householders who were freemen of the City Livery Companies 18 . 
Much earlier versions of this type of list dated back to such 
organisations as the Guild Merchants who attended the Preston 
Guild, with records starting around 132819 . It was however only 
in 1677 that a recognisable directory appeared, with the publi­
cation by Sammuel Lee of a list of London merchants20. Contem­
porary evidence, sparse though it is, seems to suggest that this 
work was Lee's original idea and that he had no previous examples 
to draw upon 21 . Certainly the fact that it took him at least two 
years to complete the work may be some indication of its innov­
atory nature. Despite the apparent success of this publication 
no successor appeared until 1734, when a directory of London 
merchants was compiled by James Brown and finally published by 
Henry Kent. This directory was revised annually by Kent up to 
1771 and after, by a variety of other people until being finally 
discontinued in 182622. 

The earliest links between published directories and the 
work of registry offices is to be found in France, where a Bureau 
d'Addresse et de Rencontre was opened by Renaudot in 162923. 
From these offices of information, lists of advertisements were 
periodically published containing names and addresses of traders 
and it was just such material that formed the basis of the first 
Paris directory in 1691. It ran to a second addition in 1692, 
which included new classified sections on such topics as medical 
wares, antique shops and amusements24. In Britain, although 
permission was granted to Sir Arthur Gorges and Sir Walter Cope 
to establish a registry office as early as 161125 , it would seem 
such developments did not stimulate the immediate publication of 
directories. This is possibly because of the chequered history 
of registry offices in this country in the mid and late seven­
teenth century, and certainly before the Restoration. However, 
these early registry offices, which attempted to provide 
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information on all aspects of trade, had started to publish lists 
of the goods and services they offered and brought into life the 
first advertisements 26 . After 1695, when the Press became free, 
the advertising sheets of the registry offices declined, as news­
papers became more common and devoted more of their space to 
advertisements. From this period onwards the activities of many 
registry offices became more restricted. Some became small em­
ployment agencies, often acquiring dubious reputations. In addi­
tion, by the eighteenth century, these agencies had spread out­
side London into most provincial towns, stimulated largely by the 
success of Fielding's Universal Register Office, which was opened 
in 1751 27 . 

It is during the eighteenth century that the link between 
registry offices and directories appears strongest in Britain, as 
many owners of employment agencies also published directories. 
This relationship is clearly illustrated in the case of 
Birmingham, where the first registry office was opened in 1752 
by Thomas Juxon who the same year also compiled a catalogue of 
the names and addresses of the principal inhabitants and trades­
men of the city28. Unfortunately, no copy of this work has ever 
been found so it may well have never been published on a commer­
cial basis. By 1760 a second registry office had been opened in 
Birmingham by James Sketchley and he also decided to produce a 
directory which was published in 1763. This was widely adver­
tised as being 'Very necessary for all Merchants and Tradesmen 
who have any Dealings in the town of Birmingham• 29 , and contained 
an alphabetical list of the names and addresses of merchants and 
tradesmen. In both instances the information and expertise 
gained from operating registry offices seemed to lead quite 
naturally onto directory publication. This is not surprising 
since both Juxon's 'Office of Intelligence' and Sketchley's 
'Birmingham Universal Registry Office' were involved in almost 
every conceivable line of commerce from the buying and selling of 
property to the employment of apprentices and the hiring of 
journeymen30 . 

Similar circumstances seem to have operated in Manchester, 
where the first directory was published by Elizabeth Raffald in 
177231, who also ran a registry office though of a much smaller 
scale than those in Birmingham. The date of foundation of this 
office is unknown, although it certainly seems ~o have been in 
operation some time before 1774 as the following notice suggests: 
'As several of Mrs Raffalds friends in the country have mistook 
the terms and design of her Register Office, she begs leave to 
inform them that she supplies Families with Servants, for any 
place at One shilling for each'32. It would also appear from 
this advertisement that Mrs Raffalds 'Registry for Domestic 
Servants' was nothing more than a simple employment exchange. 

2.2 THE WORK OF EARLY DIRECTORY PUBLISHERS 

The early pioneers of directories were drawn from a wide 
variety of backgrounds not all of which provided the necessary 
skills to succeed with such publications. Those drawn from 
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registry offices represented a small but significant number of 
the many people tempted to turn their hand towards the compil­
ation and publication of directories. A great number of the 
authors of early directories also came from the fields of print­
ing and publishing which did give the~ some insight into the 
problems and potentialities of directories. Probably the best 
known of these was Edward Baines who started his career as an 
apprentice printer and then founded his own printing business 
before becoming involved in directory publishing33. However, he 
quickly withdrew from directory publishing and devoted his 
attention to the printing of other peoples volumes. Other common 
occupations among directory compilers were land and house agents, 
auctioneers, post office officials and policemen, all lines of 
work which allowed these people to come into contact with in­
formation concerning names and addresses. A few of the early 
directory compilers were also attracted to the trade because of 
business failures elsewhere; for example, Charles Pye of 
Birmingham pursued at least three different occupations (watch­
maker, wine merchant and collector of the window and hearth tax) 
before he turned to directory publishing 34 . 

The net effect of such a variety of experiences was twofold, 
first it casts some doubt on the reliability of many of the more 
locally produced directories and secondly, it led to a very high 
mortality rate among firms publishing directories. Some indi­
cation of the rate of business failure is given by the number of 
firms that only published one directory, these accounted for 
nearly 36% of all the directory publishers operating between 1760 
and 1800 in England, Wales and Scotland. This trend was to in­
tensify during the mid and late nineteenth century as the evi­
dence from Lancashire seems to suggest. Of the eighty-one people 
publishing directories in that county between 1790 and 1900, 
almost 52% produced only one directory. 

2.3 LINKS WITH THE POST OFFICE 

The spread of postal services after 1764, when the Post­
master General was instructed to set up penny deliveries to 
houses outside London, and the attempts to improve the quality 
of services within the metropolis, all placed new demands on the 
Post Office for accurate information on the names and addresses 
of individuals. Information was required for many towns, that 
had only previously been available from directories produced for 
very different purposes, i.e. those of trade and commerce. Con­
sequently, many Post Office officials turned their hand to direc­
tory publishing, both as a means of aiding their work and also 
to make extra money. The first recorded link between the Post 
Office and a directory was in 1773, when Peter Williamson pub­
lished a directory of Edinburgh35. Curiously, his first direc­
tory was a list of inhabitants arranged alphabetically by occu­
pation rather than a mere list of inhabitants, which is the form 
all the other editions took. 

By 1800 the links between the Post Office and directories 
had become stronger with the publication that year of the London 
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Post Office Directory, initially entitled the New Annual 
Directory 36, compiled by two inspectors of inland letter 
carriers, Ferguson and Sparke. This first edition gave the 
names and addresses of nearly 12 000 inhabitants along with 
their occupations and general postal information for London. It 
was then published annually, changing its name in 1801 to the 
Post Office Annual Directory, and it also acquired a third com­
piler in 1803, another post office inspector by the name of 
Critchett, who had taken over sole authorship of the directory 
by 1806. Critchett edited this directory until he died in 1835, 
after which the copyright was sold to Frederick Kelly who was 
then chief inspector of the inland letter carriers. 

The publication by Kelly of this directory with the aid of 
many post office employees certainly began to strain the rela­
tionship between the Post Office and the directory. A number of 
allegations were raised against Kelly and his running of the 
directory by Jonathan Duncan of Kennington who was proprietor of 
a newspaper called The Sentinel. The main complaints against 
Kelly was that he was misusing public money through using both 
Post Office materials and employees to carry out the production 
of his directory. The campaign culminated in a number of 
questions being asked in the House of Commons over the conduct 
of Kelly and a move for a select committee to inquire into the 
affairs of the Post Office37. The reports to questions put in 
the House give some interesting insights into the publication of 
directories by Post Office officials. The information contained 
in the directory was collected by the letter carriers, who circu­
lated forms on their respective postal rounds. The forms them­
selves, on which the information was collected, were headed 'Post 
Office Directory' and were thereby given some official status. 
Indeed it must be added that the information was required by the 
post office whether a directory was published or not38. The 
letter carriers also delivered the completed directory and gained 
a commission on the number of volumes they sold. It was claimed 
by Kelly's opponents that he earned as much as 10 000 guineas a 
year from the directory, although Kelly himself claimed the fees 
were only around 12 OOOguineas per ~nnum. The wranglings over 
the production of the directory dragged on for a number of years 
with numerous questions being asked in the House of Commons39, 
until finally Kelly had to curtail his use of Post Office 
employees. He did however retain the title of Post Office 
Directory for all his publications and there is little doubt 
that the title itself was some considerable boost to sales, 
inspiring as it did public confidence in such works that bore an 
official title. 

Not all the relationships between Post Office officials and 
directories were as effective or as colourful as that of Kelly, 
but nevertheless the numbers of directories with Post Office 
links increased in the early and mid nineteenth century. The 
early work of Williamson in Edinburgh, already mentioned, was 
followed up by other Post Office employees in Glasgow, with the 
publication of the Post Office Directory of Glasgow in 1828. 
Similarly, the Post Office Directory of Southampton, published 
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in 1843 was compiled by a clerk in the local Post Office to aid 
in the correct addressing of letters40 In the latter part of 
the nineteenth century the use of the term Post Office Directory 
became even more widespread, and in many cases there were really 
no ties in any way with the Post Office. 

2.4 THE RISE OF LARGE-SCALE DIRECTORY PUBLISHERS 

Reference has already been made to the small and ephemeral 
nature of many of the directory publishing firms that existed in 
the eighteenth century. However, at the other end of the size 
spectrum some fairly large organisations were beginning to 
develop that attempted to cover not only individual towns and 
their immediate areas, but also substantial parts of the country. 
The first person to publish a directory covering a large geo­
graphical area was William Bailey, who in 1781 issued his 
Northern Directory, which he claimed contained 'every principal 
town from the River Trent to Berwick upon Tweed; with London and 
Westminster, Edinburgh and Glasgow• 41 . Publication of this 
directory continued up to 1787, with gaps in 1782 and 1786. In 
terms of coverage Bailey's most comprehensive directory was that 
published in 1784 under the title of Bailey's British Directory, 
the four volumes of which covered all the main towns of England. 

After the relatively quick decline of Bailey's directories 
no national directory was issued until 1790, when the universal 
British Directory was published. This was compiled largely by 
John Wilkes and issued in parts at irregular intervals. Wilkes 
was partnered and supported in the whole venture by Peter 
Barfoot, a relatively wealthy gentleman from Hampshire. This 
partnership clearly illustrated the need to draw on a fairly 
large capital sum to get the directory compiled and marketed. In 
the compilation of these large-scale directories substantial 
numbers of local agents needed to be recruited throughout the 
country. This not only took time and organisation, but was also 
a costly exercise. 

To a great extent the success of a directory depended on its 
price, and therefore the costing exercise prior to publication 
was extremely important. This was the hard lesson that William 
Holden learned when his series of provincial directories ran into 
financial difficulties around 1814. Holden began a series of 
directories in 1805 but each edition became more ambitious and 
costly. Thus, his first Triennial Directory42 for 1805 cost 
£1 19s 6d per volume4 but this had risen to £2 12s 6d per volume 
just six years later 3 • Due to such increased prices sales fell 
and Holden went out of business in 1814. 

One person to make a success of producing provincial and 
national directories was James Pigot, who started his career as 
an engraver in Manchester. His first provincial directory was 
issued in 181444 , which incidentally sold for less than half the 
price of Holden's works. By 1820 Pigot had embarked upon the 
first of a series of national directories that continued until 
1853. These publications may be divided into five general 
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surveys encompassed by some 68 different directories45. The 
scale and success of these directories was due entirely to 
Pigot's organisational abilities, as illustrated by the fact that 
he employed an agent in Paris to market his. directories on the 
continent. 

The development of the large-scale directory firms was it 
seems conditioned by two main factors. First, there needed to 
be a fairly substantial demand for such publications, a condition 
that was met by increasing economic and urban development. 
Secondly, many of the compilers of provincial and national direc­
tories required fairly sizeable quantities of capital, which was 
often provided from outside resources and sponsors. One notable 
exception to the latter trend was the business built up by 
Frederick Kelly in London. However, in his case the capital 
necessary to produce provincial directories on a large scale, 
from 1845 onwards, was undoubtedly accumulated from his earlier 
favourable link with the Post Office. By the 1850's Kelly had 
become the dominant provincial directory publisher within the 
south of England. The dominance of the firm at a national level 
was complete when Kelly took over the business of Pigot and 
Slater during the second half of the nineteenth century. By the 
first quarter of the nineteenth century the scale and pace of 
urban change was such that it prohibited the production of 
national directories. Thus, in the late eighteenth century 
Bailey had been able to publish a directory covering all the main 
settlements in one four volume issue, by the 1820's such a task 
could only be achieved over a two or three year period. In addi­
tion, by the mid nineteenth century, the large scale directory 
publishers had switched from producing directories for selected 
major towns within a region and had started to move towards 
~ountyjprovincial directories that attempted a coverage of all 
settlements. This system was especially favoured by Kelly and 
goes some way towards explaining his success as a directory 
publisher. 

3. DIRECTORIES AND THEIR CONTENTS 

3.1 A TYPOLOGY OF BRITISH DIRECTORIES 

As we have already seen the stimulus for most directory 
publication came initially from the needs of merchants and 
traders. However, once the general concept of directories had 
been widely accepted, probably by the late eighteenth century, 
they began to take on a variety of roles. By this time direc­
tories were being produced for the private inhabitants of major 
towns, fashionable resorts and for specialised trades. Not all 
directories were issued for such specific purposes, indeed the 
most successful of all were the general trades directories. 
These contained both a list of private inhabitants and inform­
ation on the main trades and retailers of the town. It is such 
directories, that became most common in the mid to late nine­
teenth century, which have survived in large numbers and 
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consequently have been used most by historical geographers. In 
addition to these general publications, Norton describes a number 
of rather unique directories, often only published in limited 
numbers, of which probably the most impressive is that issued by 
Bisset for Birmingham46 . This consisted of engraved copper­
plates of the names and addresses of prominent citizens and 
merchants all illustrated by scenes of Birmingham; it is probably 
one of the finest produced directories of its time and also one 
of the least successful due to its very high cost. 

Any attempt to classify directories is a difficult task be­
cause of the limited information we have about their development. 
Ce~tain generalities about their evolution are known, whilst 
others have been inferred from the variety of surviving direc­
tories. However, few details exist regarding the actual timing 
of important changes in the types and styles of different direc­
tories. Figure 1 represents one attempt to develop a typology 
of directories in terms of their broad scope and content, and 
also to place such publications in a general evolutionary frame­
work. It must be stressed that many of the linkages between 
different directories are only tentative and for these no hard 
evidence exists to suggest that one type of development auto­
matically led onto another. However, the surviving directories, 
together with the changing needs of the population, would cer­
tainly seem to add strong support to this kind of historical 
development. 

:··············COMMERCIAL DIRECTORIES (1677)················: . . . . . . 
PROFESSIONAL DIRECTORIES (c. 1763) TRADE DIRECTORIES (c. 1763) 

COMMERCIAL/MISCELLANEOUS · • • · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·; 
DIRECTORIES (c. 1740) ~ 

couRT Dl ~~C:roRiEs. · • · · · · R.ESORT. DI:R~c:roRiEs · · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · • · · GENEiR~LITRADE 
(c. 1792) (c. 1800) DIRECTORI~S (c. 1817) 

:·············································: . . . . . . 
SPECIALISED TRADE 

DIRECTORIES (c. 1870) 
STREET LISTS 

(c. 1820) 

Figure 1. A classification of British directories published 
before 1900. 

The most important and productive evolutionary line was from 
the trade directories through to the general directories that 
included both a classified trades section, and a list of private 
inhabitants. The earliest of these seems to have been the 
universal Director published for London by Mortimer in 176347. 
This contained a wide range of information, from the usual list 
of merchants and bankers through to the introduction of a classi­
fied list of tradesmen and shopkeepers. It also represented a 
move away from the directories aimed at merchants towards one 
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for more general use by a wide number of people. These later 
publications took many different forms and provided a variety of 
information. A probable off-shoot of the general directories was 
the production of street lists, published very often by small­
scale firms. These usually took the form of a list of streets 
arranged alphabetically, together with the names and sometimes 
the occupations of the residents. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century specialised 
trade directories had made their appearance on a fairly signifi­
cant scale. A great number of these concentrated on the acti­
vities associated with merchants and wholesalers and were 
directly associated with the early commercial directories 
(figure 1). Others took on more specialised forms, many of which 
were related to the great changes that were occuring in agri­
culture. For example, William Kent produced The Agricultural 
Implement Manufacturers Directory of England in 1867, and the 
second half of the nineteenth century witnessed a spate of 
similar publications. Other directories had themes that related 
to a specific trade within a particular town; thus, The Metro­
politan Dairymens Directory was published for London in 1886. 
Not all these specialised publications were directly involved 
with commerce; some for instance focused down on a combination 
of cultural and commercial aspects as illustrated by the commer­
cial Directory of Italians Resident in England, published in 
1893 48 . The publication of specialised trade directories reached 
something of a peak in the early 20th century and many went on to 
acquire an international scope49. 

A second major line of directory evolution was via the 18th 
century professional directories. These publications tended to 
list only the wealthy and the professional people within the 
community. In their most specialised form they developed into 
court lists that covered only the names of important private 
residents 50 . Associated with such information, provided as it 
was for society's elite, was the growth of 'resort town' direc­
tories. The earliest of these were published for established 
watering places and spa towns, thus Bath had a directory in the 
late eighteenth century51. However, earlier town guides, dating 
from 1773, contained lists of lodging houses and medical practi­
tioners. This information was initially found as appendices to 
guide books before taking the form of a recognisable directory. 
The trend towards sea-side holidays increased the demand for such 
directories during the early part of the nineteenth century. 
Many of these directories contain only selective pieces of in­
formation concerning the better class retailers and fashionable 
shops, whilst some listed the addresses of villas and houses for 
holiday lets. By the second half of the nineteenth century most 
of the functions of the resort type of directories were covered 
by the more general trade directories, a factor which goes some 
way to explain the demise of the former publications. 
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3.2 CHANGES IN CONTENT AND FORMAT 

The overall content of directories was related, as we have 
seen, to their specific role. However, over time all the main 
types of directory changed their levels of information and 
general layout. The most dramatic changes in content and format 
are associated with the development of the general trade direc­
tories (figure 1). The earliest directories were simply alpha­
betically arranged names of inhabitants together with their 
addresses. However, throughout the eighteenth century the in­
formation and layout of trade directories changed markedly, as 
is shown in table 2. A second major step was with the introduc­
tion of separate street sections that gave the names and occu­
pations of residents. Such a change was followed by directories 
that also contained a classified trades section, giving the names 
and addresses of each trader (table 2). This stage of develop­
ment had been reached in London by 1763 with the publication of 
Mortimer's Universal Director. However, in provincial towns 
such changes tended to come more slowly. 

Table 2. General changes in the content of directories between 1720-1820 

Approximate dates 

1720-1750 

1750-1790 

1790-1800 

1800-1820 

Basic contents 

Names, alphabetically arranged, with addresses 
and later occupations added. 

Alphabetical list of names and addresses. 
Also alphabetical street sections with 
residents names. 

Names, addresses and occupations, plus 
alphabetical trades section. 

Names, addresses and occupations. Street 
section. Classified trades section. 

In Liverpool for example, the first directory published in 
1766 by John Gore was merely an alphabetical list of names, 
occupations and addresses52 . This type of format continued 
largely unchanged into the 1790's, although by 1790 the Gore 
Directory had increased its level of information to cover a 
variety of themes (figure 2), and a list of streets had been 
included5 3 . However, it was not until the publication, in 1814, 
of Pigot's Commercial Directory that Liverpool was provided with 
a classified trades directory. Generally, the switch from com­
mercial Directories to classified trade directories was slow out­
side London. Indeed, despite strong attempts by Holden to pro­
duce a national directory on a classified trades basis in the 
early nineteenth century, this was only finally achieved by Pigot 
from 1814 onwards. 

The changing format of Scottish directories presents a 
rather similar picture to that found in provincial England and 
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APPENDIX, - Pagt 227 Inhabitants, Number of, ~;6 

Bankers, - - - 221 Juftice; of the Peace, - ... ~J 

.:· .1e Coat Hofpital, 114 London Veffels, - - - zoo 
Carriers, - llO Manchdler do. Old Q!Iay, ZOI 

Chriftenin~:s, Burials, &c. ZJ6 Marine Society, - - - - 116 

Clerl'Y• &c. - - - 185 Mayor, Council, &c. - . 177 
Coaches and Diligences, - ·•o6 Mayors&Bailiffsfince t6zs, t8o 
Conllables, &c. - - - I 79 Mem~r• of Parliament! 184 
Cullom·Houfe Officers, . 198 furLi.erpool Iince I66o, 
Difpenfary, - - - - - 114 Mufic-Hall, - - - . zu 
Dock & Light Committee, 100 Parifh Committee, - 110 
--- Duties Iince 17 51, - '97 Pilots' ditto, - - . 100 
---Laws, - - - - - 191 Poll-Office, - - - 105 

--- Maftcrs, - - - - 190 Public Charities, - 156 
Drowned Perfons, Jnfti-1 Recorders Iince I 5 77, - - 183 

tution for recovering, 
llJ Rules for Carmen, - - - 114 

Dublin & Newry Packets, 104 ---- Chairmen, 1U 
Duke of Bridgewater's } ---- Coachmen, 109 

Navigation, .. .. - lOl ---- Porters, . 110 
Eaftham Boats, - - 104 Seamen's Hofpital, - - - HJ 
Excife Officers, - - 199 Sedan Chairs, - - 1U 
:Fares of Cdrmen, 1Il Streets, &c. - - - - 137· 
---- Chairmen, . 1Il T •x-ColleCtors, - 186 
---- HackneyCoaches, 109 Town -Cl<rks fir~ce 1568, 183 
- -- Porters, - ll8 Union Company' a Traders, ~04 

Firc-ufficc, - - . 1li Warriugton Vdfels, - - 101 
Hackney Coach«, - 1o8 Watch, Lamp, aod Sca-1 
lloufcs, Number of, zs6 v~ngers' Committee, lll -
Infirmary, - - - - - - U,i Wigan Packets, Farca of, ~03 

Figure 2. List of contents in Gore's Liverpool directory (1790). 

Wales. However, some notable advances did occur, in particular 
the publication of Williamson's Directory for the City of 
Edinburgh. The first edition of this series, published in 1774, 
provides an early example of an alphabetical arrangement of 
occupations. This style was unfortunately abandoned by 
Williamson, whose later directories consisted of lists of in­
habitants arranged alphabetically by name. Following this it 
was not until the 1830's that Edinburgh had a comprehensive 
trades directory, containing an alphabetical list of traders 54 

The final transformation in the evolution of the general 
trade directories was again to take place in London. It involved 
in 1817 the publication by Andrew Johnstone, of a four part 
directory that contained the following information:-

1. An alphabetical arrangement of London streets that also 
listed the names and occupations of each householder. 

2. An alphabetical list of people together with their 
occupations. 
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3. Trades, arranged alphabetically and with the names of 
persons engaged in each trade. 

4. A miscellaneous section containing details on mail, coach 
and waggon conveyance. 

As Goss points out this was the most comprehensive directory 
of its time, listing as it did some 27 000 names and a total of 
nearly 81 000 entries, since each name was repeated in the Street 
and Trades Sections5 5 . Due to a lack of financial support the 
directory was discontinued after the second edition in 1818, 
although it had by then paved the way for other compilers to 
publish similar volumes. In particular the directories produced 
by~- Robson and James Pigot during the 1830's widely promoted 
the general trades directory introduced by Johnstone. A final 
boost to such a comprehensive format came with its adoption by 
Kelly in 1841 for his Post Office Directory of London. It was 
the work of these larger firms that led to such comprehensive 
directories being produced for provincial areas during the mid­
nineteenth century. 

In terms of the changing scope and content of directories 
two main periods can be identified. The first extended from 1734 
to 1816 during which time the style of directories had changed 
only slowly and in a limited fashion as indicated in table 2. 
The second period from 1817 onwards, was marked by a dramatic 
increase in the size and content of directories, as typified by 
Johnstone's London directory of 1817. However, it must be 
stressed that such dates refer only to the situation in London, 
since change in provincial directories as we have seen tended to 
be somewhat later. The increasing size of directories was 
brought about not merely by changes in classificatory styles, 
but also through the inclusion of additional types of inform­
ation. Apart from the names and addresses of residents and 
traders, directories also contain sections on transport, local 
histories, maps and town plans and a wide variety of advertise­
ments. 

Such information adds an extra dimension to the usefulness 
of directories in historical geography, and it is therefore 
worthwhile briefly considering how this other material was pre­
sented. 

3.3 TOPOGRAPHY AND LOCAL HISTORY 

By the nineteenth century it became common practice for 
directories to contain sections on local topography and history. 
This material usually introduced the directory and attempted to 
present the reader with a 'potted' history of the region. In­
deed, because of their topographical information many directories 
are catalogued in Anderson's The Book of British Topography56. 
It would seem that such information was regarded as being of some 
considerable importance, particularly during the second part of 
the nineteenth century. The evidence for this stems from two 
facts. First, the volume and scope of topographical and histori­
cal information expanded in many directories; secondly, many of 
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the larger directory-publishing firms engaged well known authors 
to write such works. 

It is hardly surprising that such regional descriptions be­
came an integral part of most provincial directories, given the 
increase in personal mobility that was occurring at this time. 
Indeed, some directories appeared almost as regional guidebooks, 
such as the Devon and Cornwall Court Guide and County Blue Book 
of 1896. This presents a comprehensive series of topographical 
and historical sketches of the two counties, together with maps 
of climatological and geological conditions. However, despite 
the wealth of such information, little has been put to any prac­
tical use. Indeed, much of it was published elsewhere, and often 
in a more accurate form. This is particularly the case with 
regard to the early history and archaeology. Of greater interest 
are the sketches of local life presented in such accounts. For 
example, Baines's directories of Lancashire and Yorkshire provide 
a detailed picture of social and economic life within the two 
counties during the first quarter of the nineteenth century 5 7. 
Scope for future work may be provided by some of the recent 
experiments to utilize topographies as sources in the study of 
urban historical geography, particularly through the medium of 
content analysis5B. 

3.4 MAPS AND TOWN PLANS 

A great many of the nineteenth-century directories included 
for reference purposes maps or town plans, the former being used 
in the county and national directories. The larger publishing 
firms usually had sufficient capital to commission the engraving 
of their own maps and plans. In the main the small scale maps of 
counties tended to be rather poorly produced and offer little 
competition to the first-edition Ordnance Survey maps. However, 
there do exist exceptions, where county maps contain data not 
normally existing in a cartographic form. Thus, many of Pigot's 
directories have maps with details on aspects such as turnpike 
roads, mail routes, the number of M.P.'s returned by each borough 
and the location of polling places (figure 3). 

The town plans contained in directories are of greater 
value, since they quite often provide a detailed record of the 
form and growth of urban areas. These plans are all the more 
rewarding where they exist in the period before the publication 
of large-scale O.S. maps after 1843 and the six inches to one 
mile in 1840 for Northern England and Scotland59. Of these 
earlier maps some of the best town plans were issued by Edward 
Baines for use with his directories of Lancashire and York­
shire60. For example, Baines's Lancashire directory contains a 
series of engraved plans for all the principal settlements. The 
quality of such maps is illustrated by Figure 4, which shows the 
extent and form of Preston in 1824. It can also be seen from 
this example that views of prominent streets were included, a 
feature taken to extreme in Bisset's directory of Birmingham6 1 . 
This latter information provides rather unique evidence concern­
ing the built form of the nineteenth century city. Unfortunately, 
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Figure 3. A map of Herefordshire from Pigot's Directory (1844). 
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Figure 4. Baines' plan of Preston (1824). 

few of the provincial directories published in the eighteenth 
century contained maps or plans. This was not the case in 
London, where after 1740 most directories contained a town plan 
for reference purposes. 

With the publication and greater availability of O.S. town 
plans during the second part of the nineteenth century, directory 
maps become of less importance. Furthermore, the larger pro­
vincial directories published by Kelly's reduced their carto­
graphic material to nothing more than mere street plans, that 
gave no details on the urban form. A'final warning concerns 
those directories that often inserted town plans from an earlier 
period, such works were not usually referenced, or updated as new 
editions of the directory were published. 

3.5 TRANSPORT AND RELATED TOPICS 

Since a great majority of the directories were published ·for 
reasons of trade and commerce it is hardly remarkable that they 
should contain information on transport. Indeed, such data be­
came a regular feature of many London directories from the mid­
eighteenth century onwards. These publications included lists of 
coaches and their places of departure and destination. In 
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addition, the rates for hackney coaches and watermen were given, 
together with postage charges. Eighteenth-century provincial 
directories provided similar information, and also tended to con­
centrate on commercial carriers. Directories, produced for sig­
nificant ports and trading centres, included a wealth of data 
concerned with shipping as is illustrated by Table 3. This shows 
the range of facts that can be found in a well produced directory 
for the late eighteenth century. 

Table 3. Information on transport in Gore's Liverpool Directory 

Topic 

Road transport: coaches 

carriers 

Inland waterways 

Port and trading activities 

Carmen 
Porters 

Format 

1. Fares on mail coaches. 
2. Rates of fares for hackney coaches. 
1. Frequency and costs 
2. Departures and destinations 
3. Sedan chairmen, costs 

1. List of routes 
2. Frequency of trips 
3. Rates and fares 
4. Names of operators 
5. Places of departure 

1 . Dock duties 
2. Rates of pilotage 
3. List of pilot boats and names of masters 
1. Costs of transport by types of goods 
1. Costs by weight, type and activity 

As Table 3 shows, directories provide a rich source of in­
formation relating to different aspects of the transport system 
at both the inter-urban and intra-urban levels6 2 . The value of 
this information is further increased due to the fact that much 
of it is now only available in directories. The exceptions to 
this are the nineteenth-century maps showing the routes of mail 
coaches, and footposts for the period 1791-1843, held by the Post 
Office Records in London63. The increasing improvements in the 
level of transport during the nineteen.th century, particularly 
the coming of the railways, added extra weight to the inclusion 
of this information in directories. Indeed, many included 
details of rail travel in terms of costs and sometimes a time­
table. 

3.6 MISCELLANEOUS MATERIAL 

Apart from the previously discussed topics most directories 
also included a variety of rather fragmented material. This was 
especially true of those produced during the nineteenth century. 
Very broadly this miscellaneous information can be divided into 
two main types; namely, that relating to local public institutions 
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and advertisements. The former ranges from lists of educational 
establishments, hospitals and other public buildings. Such in­
formation, together with the trade sections of the directories, 
helps complete the picture of general social and economic 
conditions. 

Advertisements figure largely in many nineteenth-century 
directories and were an obvious source of income to the pub­
lishers. Initially, such advertisements were nothing more than 
copies of traders cards, expressing, as figure 5 shows, the basic 
facts regarding their particular business. However, by the mid 
nineteenth century the power of advertising was fairly well 
established. A significant boost came from the abolishment of 
the tax on advertisements in 185364 , this together with improve­
ments in transportation, set the scene for the development of 
modern advertising. Such trends were reflected in the number of 
advertisements that appeared in directories during the second 
half of the nineteenth century, as clearly illustrated in the 
provincial directories published by Kelly. Throughout the period 
1850 to 1900 the space given over to advertisements in Kelly's 
directory increased significantly. 

The advertisements contained within directories are poten­
tially important for two reasons. First, they may give some in­
sight into the tradesmen who subscribed to directories, since it 
seems likely that advertisers would also be subscribers. If 
this is so, then a review of the main advertisers could give some 
information on who used directories. As figure 6 shows, even in 

Figure 5. Typical traders card as used in early directory 
advertisements. 
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Figure 6. Typical 
advertisement found in 
a late nineteenth century 
directory. 

a locally produced, provincial directory, advertisers were drawn 
from a variety of activities. Secondly, of greater importance, 
advertisements can be used as a data source (albeit a rather 
fragmented one) for historical research. Whilst newspaper ad­
vertisements have been used in the study of agricultural 
history65 , little work has been carried out using advertisements 
from directories. However, some potential does exist as Carter 
& Wheatley have demonstrated in their work on Aberystwyth66 . In 
this study, directory advertisements were used to show the 
changing importance of shopping streets over a period of 80 
years. Advertisements could be further used to reconstruct the 
prices of everyday commodities in different regions, or between 
urban and rural areas. 

24 



4. SPATIAL AND TEMPORAL COVERAGE 

4.1 TRENDS IN DIRECTOR¥ PUBLICATION 

The conditions of increased trade, urbanisation economies 
and improved transport, that initiated the growth of directories 
also controlled developments in directory production. Together 
with such demand variables it was also necessary, as we have 
previously noted, to have entrepreneurs who were willing to 
undertake the risks involved in directory publication. These two 
groups of factors exercised control over the numbers and types of 
directories issued, and were responsible for the trends outlined 
in figure 7. This shows the number of surviving directories and 
their dates of publication for Britain between the years 1760 and 
1900. However, before attempting to interpret these trends, it 
is important to note some shortcomings in the data. Thus, the 
information for England and Wales .. was derived from only three 
main sources, namely; Norton's work for directories published 
before 1856, Goss for London directories, and the British Museum 
Library Catalogue for publications after 185667 . Furthermore, 
the latter publication is rather erratic in its treatment of 
directories and does not offer a complete coverage. This becomes 
apparent if a comparison is made between the numbers of direc­
tories listed in Norton's work and those given in the British 
Library Catalogue for the period up to 1856. 

In contrast the data for Scotland comes from a variety of 
different sources, as it is derived from the British Library 
Catalogue, the Scottish Record Office, The National Library of 
Scotland, Edinburgh Central Library and Glasgow Library68 . Taken 
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Figure 7. Trends in directory publication, 1760-1900. 
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together therefore these sources provide a fairly comprehensive 
picture of directory availability in Scotland. Obviously, be­
cause of the limited nature of the English data, figure 7 does 
not provide a complete view, although it should be a reasonable 
guide to the general trends of directory publication. 

From the data in figure 7 two major trends can be identi­
fied, particularly in the case of the English and Welsh direc­
tories. First, there is a recognisable if fairly erratic build 
up in the number of directories issued between 1760 and 1850/51. 
In Scotland the growth is rather more delayed, but nevertheless 
of a similar nature. The second main trend is the fall-off in 
the numbers of directories from a peak in the period 1850/51, 
for England and Wales, to a low in 1860, followed by a period of 
rapid fluctuation in the 1860's and 1870's and a further peak in 
the 1880's. Once again the situation in Scotland tended to lag 
behind the trends experienced in England and Wales. 

The task of explaining the trends highlighted in figure 7 
is a difficult one, although the main determinants relate to 
conditions of urban and economic growth and the rise of large­
scale publishing firms. Generally, the two factors tended to 
affect the publication of directories in slightly different ways. 
For example, increased urbanisation and industrialisation created 
constantly changing opportunities for directory publishers, 
mainly through the growth of new settlements. In their most ex­
treme forms these processes led to the formation of completely 
new communities, as was the case with Middlesborough which grew 
from a population of 6000 in 1841 to 20 000 people in 1861. 
This was by no means a unique occurrence since the Victorian era 
witnessed the birth of a number of towns that had populations in 
excess of 10 000 69 . Obviously, such areas provided renewed 
opportunities for those directory publishers working during the 
second half of the nineteenth century. This situation can be 
illustrated further by comparing directory publication in two 
contrasting counties, Lancashire which experienced rapid urban 
growth, and Devon with a predominantly rural environment. In 
Lancashire the publication of directories followed a similar 
trend to that displayed at a national level, with an initial peak 
in 1850 followed by a decrease and then a build-up towards the 
end of the century. In contrast Devon had relatively few direc­
tories, none published before 1800, and furthermore did not 
experience a rapid increase in the numbers of directories issued 
in the second part of the nineteenth century. 

In some ways the rise of large-scale directory firms often 
tended to reduce the total number of directories published and so 
worked against the previously mentioned factors. Thus, the 
larger firms generally favoured the publication of directories 
that covered greater areas, and encompassed a number of towns or 
in some cases the whole of a county. This latter type was cer­
tainly used successfully by Pigot and Slater, and more parti­
cularly by Kelly. Obviously, these county directories served to 
reduce the need to publish directories for individual towns. 
Furthermore, the larger firms gained the resources and reputations 
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to successfully eliminate the small local publishers. For 
example, in the rapidly changing socio-economic environment of 
nineteenth-century Lancashire the scope for new directories was 
sufficiently great to encourage both small and large firms to 
undertake directory publication, and to survive in relatively 
large numbers. In this environment, despite the growth of large­
scale firms, the total number of publishers continued to increase 
up to 1900, although the number of directories published after 
1840-50 outstripped the growth of publishers, thus suggesting the 
rise of larger firms. 

The explanations behind the general trends in directory 
publication are both varied and somewhat tentative. Further 
pursuit of this theme is at this stage unrewarding, given the 
limited data and also the fact that what becomes really important 
is knowledge about the overall availability of directories. 
Within this context the trends illustrated in figure 7 give a 
broad picture of directory availability over time, but as yet we 
have not explored their spatial coverage. This ·is best viewed 
in terms of developments during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. 

4.2 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY COVERAGE 

Between the publication of Henry Kent's first directory in 
1734 and its thirtieth edition in 1763, some 38 directories are 
known to have been published for the city of London. These 
publications provide the city with an almost complete annual 
coverage of directories during the first part of the eighteenth 
century. However, outside the capital no directories are avail­
able for this period of time, as the first provincial directory 
only appeared in 1763, for Birmingham. As figure 8 shows only a 
very limited number of directories appeared for provincial towns 
before the 1780's. In all such areas directory publication very 
much depended on individual enterprise and foresight, as was the 
case in towns such as Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and 
Edinburgh (see chapter 2). During the 1780's the number of 
places publishing directories significantly increased, due partly 
to the introduction of the first national directory by William 
Bailey in 1781. This and subsequent editions had the effect of 
providing a fairly good coverage of provincia~ towns. 

By the final decade of the eighteenth century the avail­
ability of directories for places outside London was signifi­
cantly increased, both through the work of local publishers and 
the influence of Wilkes's Universal British Directory issued 
between 1790 and 1798. The publication tended to spark-off 
interest in directory publishing, especially from individuals 
who had previously been employed as local agents by Wilkes, since 
they were able to use their experience to compile their own 
directories. For example, John Bird of Cardiff supplied inform­
ation to Wilkes and subsequently used this as a basis for his own 
Complete Directory and Guide to Cardiff in 1796. In other cases 
Wilkes did the pirating and copied an existing directory, dis­
regarding the date at which the original material had been 
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Figure 8. The evolution 
of local directories 
within eighteenth century 
Britain. 

collected. Probably the best known example of this, is the case 
of Battle's Hull Directory of 1791, which was issued as part of 
The Universal British directory for 1793. Such practices cause 
difficulties in dating some of the information within Wilke's 
directory, a problem compounded by the fact that many parts of 
the directory are undated. 

4.3 THE AVAILABILITY OF DIRECTORIES DURING THE NINETEENTH 
CENTURY 

Obtaining an accurate assessment of directory coverage in 
the nineteenth century is extremely difficult due to the limited 
nature of available sources. Indeed, the attempt to map the 
coverage of directories on a county basis suffers from the 
problems outlined in section 4.1. Therefore figure 9 merely 
represents a sample, rather than the total number of directories, 
at least for the period after 1851 70 Despite these limitations 
this data highlights a number of important features. First, it 
can be seen how during the second half of the nineteenth century 
it was, as expected, the more industrialised and urbanised 
counties that were attracting directory publishers. These areas 
of increased wealth and trade obviously provided the most lucra­
tive markets for such ventures. Secondly, the effect of competi­
tion between firms can be detected, especially when one firm 
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gains a monopoly on directory publication in one region. This 
trend can be observed in London and the home counties, with 
Kelly's obtaining something of a monopoly and driving out other 
publishers. One outcome of this is the decline in the number of 
directories issued after 1851, as Kelly's rivals went out of 
business (figure 9). 

5. THE RELIABILITY OF DIRECTORIES 

5.1 ASSESSING DIRECTORY RELIABILITY 

Levels of reliability can be examined from two perspectives; 
first, the overall level of accuracy exhibited by directories and 
second, the extent to which they allow information to be located. 
In terms of the former problem there are a number of central 
questions that require some thoughtful attention, not least is 
the fact that we need to know how representative directory in­
formation is in terms of the economic and demographic structure 
of a settlement. However, the evaluation of directories is 
problematical and has never received much attention. Indeed, 
beyond a fairly superficial level it becomes extremely difficult 
to compare directories with other data sources, either because 
the latter do not exist for the same dates or they have a com­
pletely different format, such as parish registers and rate 
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books. Perhaps some of the most worthwhile evaluations can be 
made with the manuscript census returns for the second part of 
the nineteenth century. Unfortunately no such objective com­
parisons can be made for the eighteenth or early nineteenth 
century directories. 

Despite the many problems it is sometimes possible to obtain 
an indication of reliability by paying attention to the type of 
compiler and publisher involved in producing the directory. 
Thus, many of the more larger firms employed full-time profes­
sional agents, whose job it was to systematically collect, 
classify and record information. Obviously, these firms, such 
as Kelly's whose activities have already been outlined, provide 
the basis for the production of a more reliable directory, than 
that produced by a lone compiler undertaking a speculative, 
money-making venture. Furthermore, the larger firms offer a 
greater degree of continuity both geographically and historically. 
For example, probably the best earliest coverage was provided by 
the directories of Pigot and Slater. Pigot's first national 
survey was completed in 1823, with new surveys conducted between 
1828-31, 1831-40, 1841-47 and 1848-51. This series provides 
therefore the historical geographer with a valuable and fairly 
consistent record for most of the early part of the nineteenth 
century. 

A number of locally produced directories can be discounted 
as reliable data sources since they were nothing more than 
pirated editions of earlier publications by more established 
firms. William White suffered particularly from this practice 
at the hands of one Francis White, who plagiarised directory in­
formation. For example, Francis White published a directory of 
Norfolk in 1854 that was copied verbatim from William White's 
directory of 1845. These pirated editions are not always easy 
to identify, although the prefaces of many of the more established 
directories often contain warnings about such pirated publi­
cations. Thus, Kelly in the preface of his Post Office Directory 
of Birmingham for 1860, claimed that Casseys' Directory of 
Worcestershire, 1860 contained entries copied directly from the 
Birmingham directory of 1854. Sometimes such accusations re­
sulted in legal action, as in the case between William White and 
E.S. Drake71. Obviously, these pirated editions are of very 
little value since they were usually out of date at the time of 
publication. 

The majority of directories contain errors of various kinds 
and also serious omissions, despite claims to cover 'all the 
population'. Indeed, the list of people enumerated in direc­
tories reflects to a large extent the aim of the compiler/ 
publisher and the methods of compilation. These two main vari­
ables can give some clue as to what type of people we are likely 
to find listed in any directory. It is furthermore, important 
to recognise the effects of such factors before proceeding to 
compare directories with other sources of information. 
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The aims of the directory compiler depended on the type of 
directory (see chapter 3), thus court directories would collect 
only a small fraction of a town's population as compared with a 
city or general directory. Similarly, trade directories focused 
mainly on traders and merchants, or specialised activities and in 
some instances depended purely on subscriptions to meet the costs 
of publication. In the c~se of the subscription directories the 
list of entries tended to be reduced according to the rates that 
were charged. 

Methods of compilation varied according to the resources 
available, and usually involved either visiting every house in 
the survey area or sending or leaving circulars to be filled in 
by the householders. The former method tended to be more re­
liable, and by the early nineteenth century the larger firms 
employed teams of full-time agents throughout the country. 
Results depended on the response and cooperation of the general 
public and their willingness to provide information to the 
agents. Initially, many of the uneducated people were very 
suspicious of directory agents often believing them to be em­
ployed by the government. Later, in the second half of the nine­
teenth century, as more directories were produced people often 
became annoyed at being continually pestered for information. 
A problem that the Eyre brothers encountered in Plymouth, where 
in 1880 the inhabitants were 'short in their replies to our 
agents inquiries, having been pestered beyond enduring in the 
matter of directories•72. 

5.2 THE COVERAGE OF DIRECTORIES 

As previously stated the coverage given by directories may 
be viewed in terms of the proportion of people they contained and 
the type of occupationa they listed. Both are difficult to 
measure, although the former can be gauged by making comparisons 
with parish registers and census data. However, due consider­
ation must also be given to the fact that these source.s often 
covered quite different geographical areas. 

It should be recognised at the outset that for a variety of 
reasons directories did not cover all the population of a parti­
cular settlement. For example, the Manchester Directory of 1811 
listed approximately 11 000 names which represented only about 
11% of the population of Manchester and Salford7 3. Similarly, 
at the other end of the settlement hierarchy, work on the small 
market town of Ashby-de-la-Zouch shows that in 1861, Whites' 
directory contained just under 17% of the working population 
listed by the census and 33% of the householders 74 . These quite 
different examples show clearly a low level of coverage for two 
settlements at very different dates. These results also suggest 
a further line of inquiry, namely; whether directory coverage 
varied significantly with settlement size. 

In an attempt to answer some of the questions posed by the 
above problems a systematic analysis of directory coverage was 
carried out. First, attention can be focused on the role, if 
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any, that settlement size had on directory coverage, this was 
tested using data obtained from Baines' Lancashire Directory of 
1823 and comparing these with the 1821 census returns 75 . From 
this study one point emerges, that the influence of settlement 
size operates on a number of different levels. Thus, if we 
simply divide settlements into three main groups according to 
their population size, as in table 4, we can see how, between 
each group, directory coverage varies. In the small villages 
and hamlets the coverage provided by the directory expressed as 
a percentage of the settlement's households returned in the 
census, is only 6%. However for medium sized settlements this 
figure increased substantially to around 34% of all households. 
Finally, for very large towns, in this case Liverpool and 
Manchester, the average coverage provided by the directory rises 
to about 70%. 

Table 4. A comparison between Baines directory (1823) and census data (1821) 
for settlements in Lancashire 

Number of names recorded in directory 

Settlement size (population) as a % of total households 
Number in 
Sample Mean 

Less than 5000 8 6% 

5000 - 25 000 10 34% 

over 25 000 2 70% 

These trends give us some partial insight into the directory 
compilers motives, that is to enumerate the important people and 
businessmen of the community, especially those living and working 
in the growing industrial towns of the nineteenth century. To 
this end, the very small communities would receive but scant 
attention and hence had a very low level of coverage. In addi­
tion many of these settlements were relatively remote and in­
accessible during the 1820's. A good illustration of the direc­
tory compilers' problems is presented in the preface of the 
Huddersfield Directory and Yearbook, as late as 1867, when the 
publisher complained that the wet weather had 'rend~red it at 
times impossible to collect information'. Clearly, the efforts 
expended in collecting information from such small settlements 
were not rewarded in economic terms, since few ~ales could be 
expected from these areas. 

At the other end of the settlement hierarchy the larger 
towns provided the directory publisher with a lucrative market, 
but quite different problems of compilation. For example, in 
large centres such as Liverpool, the problems of data collection 
were associated with the vast number of people to be counted and 
the rapidly changing nature of the urban population. Significant 
problems were also encountered with multi-occupied houses, and 
directories very rarely listed all the families in such dwell­
ings. Pooley in his work on nineteenth-century Liverpool has 
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Table 5. The number of households recorded by the census and Gore's 
directory 1851 for Liverpool 

(Sample of 28 streets76) 

Streets with over 10% of court and 
multiple-occupied houses 

Streets with less than 10% of court 
and multiple occupied houses 

Number of households in 
directory as % of census 

65% 

109% 

drawn attention to the effect of such a variable on directory 
coverage, together with those households located in courts off 
the main streets. In both instances their effect is to lower the 
proportion of households listed in directories, and in some ex­
treme cases coverage fell to a mere 16% of those found in the 
census77. To illustrate this point further the overall trends 
in a number of sample streets for mid-nineteenth century 
Liverpool are shown in table 5, which indicates clearly the fall­
off in directory accuracy as the number of multiple occupancy 
households increases. Clearly, for a variety of reasons direc­
tories fail to give a complete list of households. Furthermore, 
from the above discussion it is also apparent that coverage 
varies by settlement size and to a much lesser extent over time. 
A further complication, adding to such variations, is caused by 
the type of directory. As previously mentioned, national or 
regional publishing firms often had larger staffs to facilitate 
data collection than the smaller local organisations. Table 6 
gives an example of this effect by comparing the coverage pro­
vided by three different directories for Exeter around 1890. 
When compared with the 1891 census the most accurate directory 
is that published by White in 1890, which listed 65% of all the 
households in Exeter. In contrast, the more locally produced 
directory issued by Besley, again in 1890, only recorded 51% of 
the city's households (table 6). However, given the slight dif­
ferences in publication dates all the figures are relatively 
high. 

Table 6. Variations in directory coverage in Exeter, by type of publication. 

% of household listed in 
Publisher/date Number of names 1891 census 

White, 1890 5401 65 

Kelly, 1889 4817 58 

Besley, 1890 4244 51 
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Having established the approximate nature of directory 
coverage, a further question that remains to be answered concerns 
the type of people listed and included in directories. In parti­
cular, just how much bias was there towards the middle-class 
groups and specific types of occupations? 

In relation to the smaller end of the settlement hierarchy 
reference can be made to Page's detailed study of Ashby-de-la­
Zouch in mid-nineteenth century Leicestershire. In this work a 
comparison between Whites directory of 1862 and the census 
enumeration books for 1861, reveals the extent of directory 
bias78 . For example in the census, 35% of Ashby's householders 
were employed in craft activities, and 18% as tradesmen. In con­
trast, 33% of the names listed in Whites directory are tradesmen, 
and only 25% are classified as craftsmen. Similarly, labourers 
formed 7% of the households enumerated in the census for Ashby, 
whilst the directory did not list any labourers or domestic 
servants. 

Page's study also illustrates a further problem of directory 
coverage that produces a bias in the listing of occupational 
types. Thus, by their very nature directories only list the 
names of householders, and therefore can only give a picture of 
the occupational structure of householders rather than all indi­
viduals. In practice the two pictures may be very different, 
since the use of householders emphasizes the relatively better 
off people in nineteenth-century society. For example, in the 
Ashby study domestic servants and labourers together represented 
21% of the town's working population but only 8.5% of the house­
holders. In this respect directories tend to be automatically 
biased against such classes of workers. The full degree of 
directory distortion is illustrated in table 7, which gives the 
proportion of householders and individuals listed in each occu­
pational category. 

In addition to comparisons with census materials, direc­
tories have also been related to other data sources in an attempt 
to determine levels of reliability. Of particular importance 
have been those studies which have compared directories and rate­
books; principally as a means of assessing how accurate a picture 
directories can give of a town's commercial structure79. Tests 
of reliability, concerning numbers of shops is especially signi­
ficant given the very strong emphasis that has been placed on 
directories in this form of research. 

It should be recognised at the outset however, that any 
comparison between directories and ratebooks holds numerous pit­
falls. One problem is that many shops, especially in the growing 
working-class areas, were not rated as retail establishments. In 
these circumstances business was conducted from the front room of 
a house and consequently such premises were rated as purely resi­
dential properties. 

The effect of these anomalies are shown by examining retail 
data from two different urban settings, Beverley an established 
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Table 7. The employed population of Ashby-de-la-Zouch as recorded by 
White's directory (1862)80 

Proportion of Proportion of 
Occupations householders* individuals* 

Clerical workers 95 17 
Independent means 78 57 
Professionals 76 56 
Food trades 71 50 
Farmers 57 54 
Innkeepers 48.5 46 
Cloth traders 48 37 
Other trades 32 25 
Crafts 25 16 
Services 9.5 5 
Labourers 0 0 
Domestic servants 0 0 

*Percentage of the total numbers within each occupational category as re-
corded by the 1861 census 

market town and Hull, a rapidly expanding industrial centre 
during the nineteenth century. In Beverley the number of shops 
listed in White's directory of 1881 was 5.6% below the number 
listed in the town's ratebooks for the same year 81 Similarly, 
the same directory for Hull listed 5.2% more shops than those in 
that city's ratebooks. This suggests that in Hull, where there 
was a greater number of working class areas and small 'front 
parlour shops', directories provide a better picture of the 
retail infrastructure than ratebooks. However, at the individual 
street level this difference between the shop recordings in 
directories and ratebooks appears much more complicated and vari­
able as figure 10 shows, for a 10% sample of shopping streets in 
Hull. It can be seen from this data that the larger shopping 
streets on the whole tend to be underestimated by the directory 
compared with rate books. The one main exception is where the 
street is composed of a series of small nucleated retail centres 
that acts as foci in predominantly working-class environments. 
In such circumstances the ratebooks may be under-recording due to 
the effect of front room type shops, indeed a closer inspection 
of the directory data does reveal a high proportion of shop­
keepers compared with any other type of outlet. In the streets 
with much smaller numbers of shops the situation is much more 
variable and no clear pattern emerges to explain the levels of 
coverage provided by different sources. 
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Figure 10. The number of shops recorded by city ratebooks and 
White's Hull directory (1881). 

Clearly, such patterns require much closer inspection under 
a wide variety of urban environments. Furthermore, ratebooks 
usually do not give shop types and hence provide a very poor data 
base for the analysis of retail patterns, or indeed with which to 
assess the coverage of directories at any detailed level. 

5.3 PROBLEMS OF SPATIAL BIAS 

A further major problem of directory reliability concerns 
their usefulness in allowing information to be accurately 
located, and whether problems of spatial bias exist. Whether or 
not directories gave addresses again depends on the date of pub­
lication, the type of compiler/publisher, and in some cases the 
size of the settlement (see chapter 3). Indeed, within most 
directories the address coverage for any particular town is 
usually incomplete. This omission of addresses usually takes 
the form of missing street numbers, rather than a complete ab­
sence of a street name. The latter problem is however often en­
countered in the early directories published in the eighteenth 
century, most of which also predate the arrival of street 
numbers 82 . Similarly, the lack of a street numbering system 
posed problems for many of the early nineteenth century directory 
compilers. Even by the last quarter of the nineteenth century 
the problem remained a noticeable one as illustrated by data 
drawn from Kelly's directories for Yorkshire in 1879 and 1881 83 

Thus, for two different settlements York and Halifax, data were 
extracted on the numbers of shops without street numbers, in the 
case of York the figure was 17% and for Halifax 19%. 
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Table 8. The omission of street numbers in late nineteenth-century York 
(based on Kelly's directories) 

Distance from Central Market (metres) % of shops without street numbers 

Table 9. 

Trade 

Grocers 
Butchers 
Footwear 

up to 200 
200 - 400 
400 - 600 
600 - 800 
over 800 

5% 
12 

17 

20 
63 

The omission of address for selected retail types 
D1rectory, 1880 

Shops without addresses % falling 
total % 

50 19 
18 11 

8 3 

in White's Hull 

in suburbs 

62 

56 

Perhaps more important the omission of addresses does tend 
to be somewhat biased, both in spatial terms and in terms of the 
types of retail activities being recorded. The former problem 
is highlighted in table 8, which shows that for York in 1880, 
the omission of street numbers rose fairly steadily away from 
the city centre, until in the more distant suburbs over 60% of 
shops listed in the directory had no street number. In terms of 
commercial activities, such address omissions tend to be biased 
against the food retailers (table 9). This is hardly surprising 
given their high levels of geographical dispersal and the rapidly 
changing nature of suburbs in Victorian Britain, conditions that 
made the accurate collection of data extremely difficult. 

It has already been shown how directory coverage varies from 
town to town, which in turn raises another question, that of 
intra-urban variations. In part this problem has been touched 
upon with reference to Pooley's work and the above study of bias 
in the locatability of shops. However, it is worth taking a 
closer look at this theme especially in terms of the spatial 
coverage given to different social groups by directories. This 
again involves a comparison between manuscript census data and 
directories. In carrying out this type of work a number of 
limitations should be recognised, for example, one problem is 
that enumeration district boundaries tend to run down the centres 
of streets. This means that only those directories that allow 
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Figure 11. Location of 
sample streets in Exeter 
survey, 1871-73. 

Table 10. A comparison between directory information (1873 and census 
data 87 for Exeter 

Number of households in 
directory as % of census 
recordings 

% of names in directory 
with listed occupation 

% of heads of household 
in census with listed 
occupations 

Central Districts 

rna in streets side streets 

98 75 

80 20 

90 87 

Suburban areas 

81 

23 

86 

an accurate location of individual households can be used in 
such comparisons. 

Due to the problems of assembling data on a large scale, 
attention will be focused on intra-urban variations at a street 
level for the city of Exeter (figure 11). The selected sample 
streets can be used to build-up a picture of levels coverage in 
established urban districts and suburban sites, as well as pro­
viding basic information of directory accuracy at the individual 
street level. 

The data presented in table 10 is a summary of the record­
ings of householders' names and occupations and shows the spatial 
variations in the collection of the information. Clearly with 
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Table ll. Comparisons between census and directory information for three 
sample streets 1n Exeter (1871) 

STREET (a) Pavilion Place (part of) 

Census Directory 

1. Reeves accountant 1. Reeves 
2. Mudges clerk 2. Mudges 
3. Prior assistant 3. Prior 
4. Payne widow 4. Payne 
5. Collings mariner 5. Collings 
6. Hutchings retired 6. Hutchings 
7. Fleetwood assistant 7. Fleetwood 
8. Shilson storekeeper 8. Shil son 
9. Sage cabinet maker 9. Sage 

10. Drake pawnbrokers assistant 10. Drake 
11. Reeves grocers assistant 11. White 
12. Drake shopman 12. no recording 
13. Harris wife of master mariner 13. Rose 
14. Westlake 14. Harris 
15. Aldcroft clerk 15. Westlake 
16. Letherby housewife 16. Letherby 

STREET (b) Melbourne Street 

Census Directory 

3. Down widow 3. Howard 
Gosling no occupation Bora 

8. Horstop decorator 8. Stocker 
9. Bartlett launderess 9. Chudleigh 

10. Luxton plasterer 10. Chapple 
11. no recording 11. no recording 
7. Moll ow gardener 7. Finch 
4. Hakl ewa ll painter/glazier 4. no recording 

16. Voisey baker + 1 assistant 16. Voisey baker/grocer 
15. Treble mariners wife 15. Tribble 
14. Stocker unemployed 14. Marks 
13. Shepherd 13. Courtney 

Courtney carpenter 
12. Joslin greengrocer 12. Joslin 
11. Dart joiner 11. Vodden 
10. Wellington cooper 
9. Chudleigh warehouseman 
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Table 11 cont. 

STREET (c) Southernhay East (part of) 

Census Directory 

37. Sercombe market gardener 37. Phelps surgeon 
38. Sercombe 
38/39 Radcliffe clerk 39. Norman 1 odgi ng house 
40. Hull clerk 40. Caird surgeon 
41. no recording 41. Porter 
42. Farad 1 odgi ng house keeper 43. Hamilton 
44. Zelley joiner 44. Woodgate doctor 
47. Atkin engraver 47. Atkin engraver 
48. Crump drapers assistant 48. Crump woo 11 en draper 
49. Edge doctor 49. Tosswill doctor 
50. Tozer widow 50. Tozer 

regard to Exeter the directory is fairly good in identifying 
numbers of households, especially on the main central streets. 
Similarly, in the matter of occupational data the directory pro­
vides on average an 80% coverage of those householders living in 
main streets. However, this level of occupational coverage 
rapidly declines in the lesser important areas occupied by lower 
paid workers. Thus, on average only 20% of the names given in 
the street section of the directory (which was already under­
recording the total number of households) had occupations listed. 
This difference between the recording of_ occupations in the 
directory as compared with the corresponding census is more 
clearly seen at the individual street level (table 11). Here it 
can be seen that, for the lower ends of the occupational scale, 
street directories prove very unreliable in providing adequate 
coverage. The fact that these types of people tended to live in 
off-street locations, courtyards and multiple occupied dwellings 
only added to the directory compilers' problems. Indeed the sum 
total of these factors is that directories have some occupational 
and geographical bias. 

5.4 INTERNAL INACCURACIES. 

A problem that is frequently highlighted by workers using 
directories is that of internal inaccuracy, with attention being 
focused especially on duplicated entries84. It is probably true 
to say that such double entries exist even in the best of the 
nineteenth-century directories and usually take a number of dif­
ferent forms, with the most common being the duplication of 
entries for shops. This arose partly because of the multiplicity 
of businesses carried out by some traders making it often impos­
sible for the directory compiler to classify them under any one 
heading. The grocery trade was particularly prone to this and a 
tradesman may be listed as grocer, tea dealer, provision dealer 
and shopkeeper, and such listings would change from one directory 
to another. Pigot in an attempt to overcome this problem grouped 
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food trades, where specialization was not very developed, into 
the category 'Shopkeepers and Dealers in Groceries and Sundries'. 
However, this business diversity was not always limited to the 
same area of trade; hence we find categories such as 'Drapers and 
Tea Dealers' listed in S1aters Lancashire Directory of 1851. In 
the best of the directories the problem was largely solved by 
using these types of multiple categories, although as the total 
number of trade entries increased most directories abandoned 
these multiple listings in favour of the specific headings. In 
doing so they sacrificed the accuracy of description and in­
creased the numbers of double entries, as retailers carrying on 
more than one specific trade activity were classified under a 
number of different headings. Interestingly, similar problems 
were being encountered by the census during the course of the 
nineteenth century as the nature of occupations changed in 
response to the processes of industrialisation85. 

Other internal inaccuracies exist, such as the double count­
ing of names between the commercial and court sections of direc­
tories and also various printing errors and omissions. The 
former problem is only significant when directories are being 
used to enumerate the total number of households, perhaps as a 
guide to overall coverage. In such cases the double counting of 
names can inflate the number of households by on average between 
about l- 5%86 . 

The omission of names in one part of a directory, for ex­
ample the street section,tends to be more serious and very 
labourious to detect. In some cases street sections are the 
least accurate data base from which to construct retail patterns. 
First, because many streets were partially omitted from the 
directory, as previously discussed. Secondly, descriptions of 
traders often were less accurate in the street section compared 
with the classified trades section. This is illustrated by 
taking an example from the previous comparisons made between 
Mortimer's directory for Exeter (1874) and the 1871 census. In 
the case of the Magdalen street sample (figure 11), one C. Crump 
is listed in the street section of the directory as a woollen 
draper, and in the census as a drapers assistant. The two 
sources present an inconsistent picture, and raise the question 
as to whether Crump actually owned a shop. However, the problem 
is resolved when the classified trades section of the directory 
is consulted, and Crump's name is omitted from those owning 
drapers establishments. This simple example is by no means an 
isolated incident and shows clearly, if only street sections are 
used to reconstruct past retail patterns then shop numbers may 
perhaps be slightly overestimated. 

5.5 PROBLEMS IN TESTING EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY DIRECTORY 
RELIABILITY 

At present the discussion over directory reliability has 
focused entirely on nineteenth-century publications, the coverage 
of which can be compared with various forms of census data. In 
contrast, the accuracy of earlier directories published in the 
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eighteenth century is more difficult to determine. Moreover, 
such publications take on potentially more important roles given 
the absence of nationally produced census data. 

Since no totally reliable yardstick exists with which to 
compare directories in the eighteenth century, use must be made 
of more fragmentary sources such as parish registers. In this 
instance the research worker is faced with a double-edged 
problem, since both directories and parish registers have short­
comings regarding their reliability. In the case of parish 
registers some attention has been given to their levels of 
accuracy, although very often these studies have been impres­
sionistic or largely related to the problems of measuring demo­
graphic change87. From such work however, it is evident that 
the quality of information contained in parish registers varies 
considerably throughout the eighteenth century and to some extent 
regionally 88 . It would also appear from Krause's work that in 
terms of the reliability of parish registers certain roughly de­
fined watersheds exist, some of which are associated with the 
growing problem of Dissenters. Thus, Krause argues that anglican 
parish registers become less complete between 1750-1780 and that 
the system of registration 'had virtually collapsed' between 1790 
and 1820, when 'statistics for both town and country became 
utterly misleading•89. However, running counter to the Dissenter 
problem was the fact that after 1812 legislation attempted to 
ensure uniformity of registration90. 

Given the uncertain background of parish registers and the 
problems of non-registration9 1 , any comparisons with directories 
must at best be rather tentative. Fortunately, other fragmentary 
data sources also exist which can be used to test directory 
coverage, namely, the existence of local censuses. Law has pro­
vided a good guide to such information, and to date has cata­
logued 125, although for many the original documents no longer 
survive9 2 . Taken together local censuses and parish registers 
provide a stronger data base with which to compare directories. 
In addition, all three sources allow more detailed work to be 
undertaken on the study of urban conditions during the latter 
part of the eighteenth century. 

As with the nineteenth-century directories, eighteenth­
century publications can be assessed in terms of overall coverage 
and the type of occupations they included. A comparison with 
local census data reveals that eighteenth-century directories 
covered a much smaller proportion of a settlement's population 
than their nineteenth-century equivalents. For example, the 
results of local census carried out for Lancaster in 1789 enu­
merated 8584 persons 93 . By comparison the universal British 
Directory (1790) only listed 515 names for the same town, which 
represented only 6% of the total population. Similarly, figures 
can be presented for much larger settlements, such as Liverpool, 
where Gore's directory of 1773 contained only 6% of the people 
listed in a local census of the same date. 
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Direct comparisons with the data presented for the nine­
teenth century can be misleading, without recognising the fact 
that for the nineteenth century coverage was assessed at the 
household level; whereas for the eighteenth century the total 
population has been used, which serves to distort the picture. 
However, even when this factor is taken into account eighteenth 
century coverage is of a lower order. 

To find out the types of people included in eighteenth­
century directories and how representative they were of the total 
population it is necessary to turn away from the local censuses 
towards parish registers. Unfortunately, not all registers give 
occupations, which may be one reason why so few attempts have 
been made to examine this type of information for the eighteenth 
century94_ However, one detailed study of the different types of 
data offered by parish registers has been carried out in 
Liverpool by Langton and Laxton9 5 . This work explores a number 
of themes related to the changing urban structure of eighteenth­
century Liverpool, using information primarily from a fine col­
lection of local parish registers most of which give occupational 
data. These sources enabled a picture to be constructed of the 
occupational structure of the city in the second part of the 
eighteenth century. If the results from their analysis are com­
pared with the occupational data derived from Gore's Liverpool 
Directory of 1766, then a certain degree of directory bias be­
comes evident. 

Generally, the directory placed much greater emphasis on 
listing the names and addresses of merchants and professional 
people at the obvious expense of labourers. For example, the 
directory listed 112 professional people, which formed just over 
10% of the total number of names given within the directory. In 
contrast, in the occupational structure derived by using the 
parish registers, such people formed only around 4% of the total 
working population. At the other end of the social spectrum, 
labourers made up 11% of the town's employed population according 
to the registers, whereas in the directory only 1.5% of the 
listed names were those of labourers. These variations may be 
compared with the situation previously outlined for nineteenth­
century directories. 

It would seem then that eighteenth-century directories, when 
compared with their nineteenth-century counterparts, are much 
less inclusive since they covered a smaller and often a more 
select sample of the total population. However, once such biases 
have been recognised, then directories when used in conjunction 
with parish registers and local censuses, can form a valuable 
data source for urban historical geographers interested in 
late eighteenth century. 
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6. THE USE OF DIRECTORY MATERIAL IN URBAN HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHY 

6.1 LEVELS OF DATA AVAILABILITY 

The previous chapter served to demonstrate some of the 
specific problems associated with using directories as basic data 
sources. In addition to the constraints imposed by data reli­
ability, the use of directories is also conditioned by their con­
tents relative to other sources of historical material. As 
table 12 shows, the information contained within directories 
about individual households is rather weak compared with that in 
the census enumeration books. However, directories do have the 
advantage of providing information on work activities, and are 
very often available on an annual basis. On a closer inspection 
of table 12 it can be seen that directories also provide indi­
vidual household data for a much greater time span than the manu­
script census. Thus, for many places directories and parish 
registers can together create a strong information base for the 
period between 1780 and 1841 (the latter date being when enu­
merators' books become available). In the case of London this 
period can significantly be extended to 1734, with the publi­
cation of Henry Kent's directory. 

The material contained in table 12 is largely concerned with 
socio-demographic variables, for which directories are generally 
inferior to parish registers and the census enumeration books. 
In such circumstances directories tend to play a most useful and 
often vital supportive role to the other major data sources. If 
however, the scope of our interest is widened to include economic 
variables then directories become more important data sources, 
owing to the increased amount of information they provide rela­
tive to other sources (table 13). In respect of such economic 
data directories would appear to have no serious rivals. 
Furthermore, when combined with a good collection of ratebooks 
they provide a significant basis with which to study commercial 
and industrial patterns. 

It is apparent from a close inspection of tables 12 and 13, 
that directories can provide information on a variety of dif­
ferent subjects, and that their importance as data sources varies 
from one period to another. Thus, prior to 1841, they become 
potentially valuable as socio-economic sources, whilst after that 
date they tend to take on more of a secondary role. In contrast, 
directories appear as rather unique sources in the study of com­
mercial patterns in both the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

These comparative strengths and weaknesses of directory data 
are to a large extent reflected in the major uses that historical 
geographers and local historians have made of such material. Any 
attempt to assess such uses will inevitably be selective, and 
only result in a partial picture being given. The remainder of 
this chapter will therefore consider the use of directory 
material in terms of four main themes, namely: social and demo­
graphic trends, commercial structures, the evolution of urban 
systems and industrial change. In each case the advantages and 
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Table 12. Common types of information available at the individual and 
household level for late 18th and 19th century Br1ta1n. 

en sus 
Type of information Directories Ratebooks Parish enumeration 

registers books 
( 1841-1881) 1 

Name of householder A A A B 
Age and sex of householder 0 0 A B 
Names of household members 0 0 0 B 
Age and sex of household 
members 0 0 0 B 
Birthplaces 0 0 A B 
Occupation of householder A 0 A B 
Occupation of household 
member 0 0 0 B 
Home address A B A B 
Business address A 0 0 0 

(key below) 

Table 13. Common tyees of economic data available for the late 18th and 
19th century for 1nd1v1dual f1rms. 

Main sources 

Type of information Directories Ratebooks Parish 
registers 

Location of commercial 
establishments A B 0 
Location of industrial 
es tab 1 i shments A B 0 
Measures of property 
values 0 B 0 

KEY: available in 18th century 
A in some cases available annually 
B less often 
0 not available 
1 constrained by the 100 year rule in England and Wales 

and 75 years in Scotland 
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0 
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problems of preparing and using directory information will be 
discussed, together with an assessment of other potential uses. 

6.2 DIRECTORIES AS AIDS IN SOCIAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

Within the context of the study of social patterns direc­
tories have been mainly used as supportive evidence. In this 
respect their most common and important contributions have been 
made within the work on levels of residential mobility within the 
nineteenth-century city. Directories are especially significant 
since they were often published annually, or at least at fairly 
short intervals, and therefore allow the calculation of annual 
persistence rates at a number of different spatial scales. How­
ever, directories, because of the problems noted in chapter 5, do 
have their limitations in this type of research. One simple, but 
often most frustrating problem, is the lack of house numbers in 
the earlier publications, and the constant renumbering of streets 
in later directories owing to the infilling of vacant sites and 
housing redevelopments. 

Despite these, limitations, directories do compare favourably 
with the two other data sources of use in the study of annual 
rates of residential mobility, i.e. ratebooks and electoral 
rolls. Thus, ratebooks, although they have been used in studies 
of mobility often do not record the changing occupancy of rented 
property 96 . Similarly, electoral rolls, especially prior to the 
Reform Act of 1867, contained only a very select sample of adult 
males. In essence therefore, all three sources are biased to­
wards recording data for middle-class social groups, at the ex­
pense of the working classes. It may well be however that direc­
tories are slightly less biased than the other two data sources. 

Due to the problems of bias, few British studies have uti­
lized directory information in the examination of residential 
mobility. In contrast much pioneer work has been carried out in 
North America, and especially in the U.S.A. Probably, the most 
detailed research making use of directories is Knight's study of 
mid-nineteenth-century Boston97. In this work Knight made direc­
tories the cornerstone of his research into residential change 
over a 30-year period, between 1830 and 1860. The directory 
material, coupled with census information, enabled him to produce 
a detailed picture of residential mobility rates. It should also 
be noted within the context of this study that the coverage of 
Boston city directories was fairly good and never fell below 
about 80% of the total number of households98. 

In Britain, historical geographers have been more reluctant 
to make use of directories in the study of residential mobility, 
as is illustrated by Dennis's work on nineteenth-century 
Huddersfield 99. Thus, in a review of data sources Dennis men­
tions the possibilities of linking the census with ratebooks, 
maps and town plans, but fails to make any reference to the ad­
vantages of using directories. Stimulated by the work in North 
America, Pooley has recently explored these possibilities and 
carried out a similar study to that of Knight, for Victorian 
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Liverpool10 0. The results and tests of directory reliability are 
particularly encouraging, and should pave the way for similar 
work within Britain. 

Despite such contributions, potential still exists for 
further research that makes use of directories. Indeed, one area 
that remains uncharted is an objective comparison between rate­
books, electoral rolls and directories, to ascertain which is the 
most suitable for the study of residential mobility. Further­
more, little attention has been given to the processes of resi­
dential movement in the pre-nineteenth-century city, since pre­
sent interests have focused on a fairly narrow time period. 
Clearly, the directories published during the second half of the 
eighteenth century open up good possibilities for this work. 
This is especially so in such cases as Bristol, London and 
Liverpool which have a good collection of early directories, 
available annually in the case of London. 

A further and quite popular way in which directories have 
been used is to explore the changing nature of commuting in the 
nineteenth century, and the separation of residential and work 
locations. Once again the bulk of such studies emanate from 
N. AmericalOl, although British examples do exist 102 . One parti­
cularly detailed N. American study is that by Jackson, who used 
directory information to illustrate chanBing journey to work 
patterns in nineteenth-century New York1 3 . Some of Jackson's 
results are presented in table 14 and serve to show one of the 
shortcomings in using directories to plot journey to work pat­
terns; namely, that directories only give the business addresses 
of professional people, merchants and retailers. Whilst direc­
tories may have contained a large number of working-class people, 
no directory publisher ever wasted effort in collecting their 
work addresses. Therefore, any attempts to construct journey to 
work patterns using directories is inevitably biased towards the 
self-employed and professional elements in society. One major 
exception to this is Goheen's work on Toronto, in which he made 
use of city directories in conjunction with the more detailed 
records obtainable from local assessment rolls 104. 

In Britain the absence of any other published records pre­
cludes more explicit research on journey to work patterns, 
although one faint possibility is that directories could be 
linked to surviving employers' records. This would enable the 
commuting patterns of a much wider section of society to be 
examined at a fairly detailed level106 . 

6.3 THE STUDY OF COMMERCIAL ACTIVITIES 

The use of directories in the study of commercial activities 
contrasts markedly with the supportive role they play in urban 
social research. Any work on the historical geography of commer­
cial patterns tends to rely on the directory for primary evi­
dence. In this area of research necessity forces the historical 
geographer to rely heavily on the information provided in direc­
tories. Published papers have very largely concentrated on using 
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Table 14. Changing journey to work patterns of attorneys in 
nineteenth-century Manhattani05 

Distance between Decennial Year home & work (miles) increase in miles 

1825 0.67 

1835 0.81 0.14 

1845 1.39 0.58 

1855 1.80 0.42 

1865 2.43 0.62 

1875 2.91 0.48 

1885 2.97 0.06 

1895 3.78 0.81 

directory material to reconstruct past retail patterns, although 
some of these studies are seen as being problematical due to 
problems of directory reliability. Before reviewing such work 
it is important to note that directories can aid our understand­
ing of a wide range of commercial activities, retailing, banking, 
services and wholesaling. 

Work on commercial functions has been somewhat biased to­
wards the study of retail patterns, with directories providing a 
useful but rather limited data base. The existing research into 
patterns of retailing may, in terms of methodology and approach, 
be divided into two main types·. First, there exist many basic 
studies which have merely used directory information to locate 
shopping facilities and examine changes in such locations107 . 
One of the main characteristics of these publications is their 
almost total reliance on directories as data sources. Because 
of this, some of the researchers have devoted some time to 
assessing the problems of directory reliability1 08. The second 
category of study is much broader based and ranges from work on 
the evolution of retail structuresl09, through to more detailed 
examinations of changing levels of retail provisionllO. These 
studies are characterised by the fact that they combine the use 
of directory material with other sources of data. A good example 
is provided by Alexander's work, which uses bankruptcy records 
and directories to build up a picture of shop development in 
early nineteenth-century Englandlll. The data from the direc­
tories enabled a count to be made of the changing numbers of 
shops, whilst the bankruptcy records allowed an insight into the 
organisational characteristics of certain retail firms. 

Many of the studies of retailing have attempted to look at 
change, and have therefore needed to make use of a number of 
directories for different dates. This brings into play the 
problem of changing shop classifications within the trades 
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sections of the directory, as previously discussed in chapter 5. 
In practice two problems can be identified; one source of error 
can arise because of the double counting of traders due to the 
abandonment of multiple listings. The constant increase and 
diversity of the retail trade is highlighted in the ever changing 
classifications used in directories and creates a second problem, 
that of identifying specific types of shops. 

Commercial activities, other than retailing, have usually 
only been studied as part of much broader work on central busi­
ness districts. Furthermore, in Britain most of this work re­
mains unpublished, and available only within Ph.D. thesesll2. 
Published material is however more commonplace for North America, 
where directories have been seen as primary sources for this type 
of research113 . In the context of work on the evolution of 
central business districts, directories linked with large scale 
plans and ratebooks are capable of providing the basic inform­
ation on urban landusel 14 . Beyond this, much remains to be done, 
particularly with respect to the problems of land development and 
patterns of ownership. In both cases directories will have a 
strong supporting role to play. 

One particular advantage already noted about directories is 
that they were published fairly frequently and in many cases on 
an annual basis. This characteristic makes them especially use­
ful in dynamic studies, and a few researchers have used this fact 
to undertake work on business mortality. Much of the work is 
again largely biased towards the study of retail firms, and their 
patterns of survival and failure. The data collection procedure 
is simple but tedious, since it involves tracing the names of 
firms from one directory to another. The results of this type of 
work are usually presented in the form of a business survival 
curve, or alternatively such information can be plotted in map 
form to give a picture of the spatial dynamics of retail 
establishmentsll5. 

Directories have also been used, albeit in a limited way, to 
reconstruct patterns of business organisation for different types 
of economic activity. Thus, Evans was able to sketch out the 
changing nature of business organisation for a number of North 
American towns during the nineteenth century116 . This work in­
volved the identification of three different forms of enter­
prises; individual proprietorships, partnerships and corporations. 
These organisational types could be recognised through a search 
of the business or classified trades sections of directories. 
For example, partnerships would be listed under such titles as 
'Bolles and Hastings', whereas by the end of the nineteenth cen­
tury many firms had started to term themselves companies, 
e.g. 'The Central Coal and Ice Company• 117 . By the very end of 
the century Evans was able to link the directory data with census 
reports and give a clear account of the transformation of busi­
ness organisations in-different sectors of the economy. There 
exists considerable scope to replicate such studies in Britain, 
and also to link this information with landuse change within the 
nineteenth-century city. 
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6.4 DIRECTORIES AND THE ANALYSIS OF HISTORICAL URBAN SYSTEMS 

A number of studies exist that have used directories as 
basic data sources to examine the changing nature of urban 
systems. Two of the earliest and most notable are by Lewis, who 
researched the settlement hierarchy in the mid-Wales borderland 
between 1791-1850, and Davies working on South Wales over the 
period 1868 to 1926 118 . These studies used not only directory 
material, in the form of enumerating the number and types of 
functions in each settlement, but they also drew on contemporary 
evidence either from the town descriptions given in certain 
directories, or local guide books. This link between quantita­
tive information provided by directories and more impressionistic 
sources has oeen further explored by Rowley working on market 
centres in parts of rural Wales119. Rowley tentatively explored 
a number of sources including, census material, rate books, 
directories and local topographies, but significantly only direc­
tories could provide the necessary detailed data. 

All these studies have two important aspects in common. 
First, they are largely aimed at examining urban systems in terms 
of central-place theory constructs and as such tend to be fairly 
rigid in their approach. For example, despite focusing attention 
on market centres and their changing functional status, few have 
alluded to the importance of innovations in retailing and de­
velopments in the distributive system. In this respect there 
have been relatively few links with the work on retail patterns 
as outlined in the previous section. 

The second area these studies of urban systems have in com­
mon is that of data sources, since all have used directories. 
Within this context they share similar problems to those outlined 
in relation to the work on urban retail patterns, especially 
doubts over double counting and changes in trade classifications 
between different directories. Generally, the latter problem is 
intensified since the work on the service centre hierarchy in­
volves comparative studies of a large number of settlements. In 
an attempt to overcome the problems associated with the diversity 
of trade classifications Rowley only used directories issued by 
Pigot and Slater120. 

However, more recent work by Barker, on the evolution of 
central places in Somerset between 1861 and 1939 has criticised 
the use of Pigot's and Slater's directories in the context of 
Davies' study of South Wales121. Barker's point is that these 
directories omitted small villages and hamlets and therefore 
distort the picture of service centres in rural Wales. His solu­
tion to this was to use Kelly's directories which he argues cover 
all the settlements and as well as offering the longest sequence 
of directory information. Unfortunately, in most provincial 
areas Kelly's directories only made their appearance during the 
second part of the nineteenth century, thus necessitating the use 
of other less comprehensive publications. In this context 
further research is obviously required to ascertain the level of 
settlement coverage provided by directories for rural areas in 
the first half of the nineteenth century. 
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A second criticism by Barker of previous work on historical 
urban systems relates to the use of centrality indices, especi­
ally that developed by Davies, which are high order measurements 
based on total numbers of service facilities in each settlement. 
Since such values are derived from directory material they con­
tain some errors through both the under and over recording of 
facilities. Barker assumed that such errors could quite probably 
be large enough to warrant a different methodology. His solution 
was to use a lower order of measurement, recording only whether 
a particular function was present or absent in each settle­
ment122. The use of presence or absence information on central 
functions has the advantage of still retaining the essential 
component of centrality and therefore proves suitable to central­
place studies. In addition, it substantially reduces the prob­
lems associated with directory enumeration errors. The assump­
tion is that the directory compiler may have misrepresented the 
overall numbers of retailers in any particular trade but would 
not have missed out whole groups of functions. 

These studies have perhaps proved most productive in solving 
some of the error problems associated with directories, whilst at 
the same time highlighting the singular importance of directory 
material in the study of past urban systems. It is however per­
haps unfortunate that such work has until very recently, been 
strongly linked to central place theory which has proved somewhat 
inflexible in the field of historical analysis. 

6.5 THE STUDY OF INDUSTRIAL CHANGE USING DIRECTORY MATERIAL 

The interest historical geographers have shown in recon­
structing past industrial patterns is extremely limited and 
mainly confined to studies of journey to work, although litera­
tuie does exist on the evolution of specific manufacturing ac­
tivities123. However, by comparison with the study of social 
patterns and to a lesser extent commercial facilities, industrial 
geography would seem to be an almost totally neglected issue 
especially within the context of the nineteenth-century city. 
One central reason for this situation is the lack of any adequate 
and comprehensive data source. The census, for example, fails 
to provide any coverage of industrial firms until the first in­
dustrial classification of 1921. This involved the compilation 
of a complete list of employers and also a revision of the old 
occupation classifications124 . The absence of such material in 
the nineteenth century cannot be fully compensated for by the 
occupational abstracts of the census, simply because they contain 
different data, and are also unavailable for the period before 
1841 1 25. 

Clearly, official statistics do not provide a means of re­
constructing past industrial patterns, neither do they aid in,an 
examination of locational changes. Therefore, other sources need 
to be explored. To some extent directories can be used both to 
provide data on employment (see Chapter 5 for potential problems) 
and also to study locational changes, since they give the names 
and addresses of different firms. Furthermore, different types 
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of directories can be used at different spatial scales. For 
example, the general trades directories could be used to examine 
locational changes of industrial activities at a city or regional 
level. In contrast the specialist trade directories of the 
second half of the nineteenth century may be used at a regional 
or national level to examine the changes in specific industries. 
Despite this information, and some early research that used 
directories to reconstruct industrial linkages in Birmingham and 
London, little interest has been shown in the application of 
directory material to such areas of study 126 . One difficulty 
hindering the use of the more specialised directories is a lack 
of any guide or bibliography since they are not covered by 
Norton127 . 

The small amount of published material that does exist is 
fairly general, and has focused on using directories to monitor 
broad changes in the size and structure of local business com­
munities during the late and early nineteenth centuries. These 
approaches are typified by Rimmer's work on the changing in­
dustrial profiles of Leeds, in which directories were used to 
show the growth of different occupations and the overall number 
of business enterprises. In this instance Rimmer combined direc­
tories with information from the township poor apprentice 
register, which allowed him to give a picture of occupational 
change over the period 1728-1834128. Rimmer's analysis of busi­
ness enterprises may be compared with similar, if less detailed 
studies, such as Duggan's examination of business communities in 
Birmingham which was also based on general trade directories 129 . 
Taken together these two studies present a comparable picture of 
the processes of business development in the early stages of in­
dustrial growth, and significantly at a time when official 
statistics are not available. Some of the more general charac­
teristics are shown in table 15, illustrating the size and rates 
of growth of businesses in two important industrial centres. 
Obviously, to be more effective such information needs to be 
linked with employment data which would enable rough estimates 
to be made about the sizes of industrial establishments. Here 
again directories may provide some partial help as sources for 
deriving estimates about the working population. However, it 
must again be stressed that such data would only cover heads of 
households (see section 5.2). 

However, these existing approaches have made no real inroads 
into the changing aspects of industrial location, since such 
surveys only highlight total changes in the urban economy. A 
great deal of work therefore still remains to be carried out. 
Perhaps one simple but effective way ahead would be to combine 
the directory material on industrial establishments with large­
scale map evidence, and follow a similar route to those histori­
cal geographers working on retail patterns. A further link may 
be forged between more specialised historical evidence and direc­
tory material. For example, more use could be made of the early 
nineteenth-century factory returns in conjunction with direc­
tories130. 
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Table 15. The growth of businesses in Leeds and Birmingham 
between 1777-1860131 

Number of firms 

Leeds 

1797 1,076 

1817 2,546 

1834 4,453 

Birmingham 

1777 2,300 

1830 7,700 

1860 20,000 

6.6 CONCLUSIONS 

Annual % change 

6.8 

4.4 

4.4 

5.3 

It is important at this point to bring together the conclu­
sions that have been reached, regarding the role of directories 
in historical research. Clearly, as data sources, directories 
have many problems and question-marks associated with their 
overall reliability. However, this paper has attempted to show 
that if the true nature and scale of these problems are recog­
nised, then directory material can be both useful and to a good 
degree reliable. Furthermore, much of this information holds 
potential for future research into important areas that have been 
somewhat neglected by historical geographers, and for this reason 
alone directories should warrant a close inspection. 

This latter point returns to a theme developed in the intro­
duction, namely that, certain data sources have largely dictated 
many of the questions asked by historical geographers, especially 
regarding the nineteenth-century city, and its internal struc­
ture. After reviewing some of the potential of directories, we 
are now in a better position to put these views into perspective. 
Thus, few people would take issue with Lawton's statement that 
'the census of population is a key source for any study of 
nineteenth-century England• 132 . However, what can be said is 
that directories add new and important dimensions to such work; 
and that their neglect as a data source has had some consequences 
on the way historical geographers have asked questions not only 
about the nineteenth century, but also about the late eighteenth 
century. In some areas recent work has tackled such omissions 
particularly in the research on retail change and market centres 
at the inter-urban level. These studies have demonstrated the 
importance of directories, and are now in stages of consolidating 
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work on directory reliability. In many other areas, especially 
associated with industrial patterns much remains to be done. 

Finally, .it is hoped that this small review will stimulate 
fresh interest into the use of directory material by historical 
geographers. However, it is recognised that further progress may 
to some extent be dependent on the availability of more compre­
hensive guides to British directories. 
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