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 Yet Another Inquiry  into the Trustworthiness of Eighteenth-Century London’s Bills of 

Mortality.
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From 1636, virtually all London parishes – the ‘greater London of the seventeenth century’- 
2
 

contributed to the capital’s ‘Bills of Mortality’ - an early attempt to ascertain the main causes 

of death in the capital,  and particularly the incidence of plague. The Bills survived the 

disappearance of the plague, and remain the most comprehensive statistics of baptisms and 

burials that the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries could produce. However, as memories of 

the plague receded, and London expanded, the Bills became more rigid. Criticism of them 

built up, especially among those who tried to make use of them in the eighteenth century. 

Subsequent historians have treated the Bills in different ways: in  the later nineteenth century 

they were regarded as more or less worthless,
3
 in  the interwar years, historians were willing 

to use them.  Margaret Buer, in her study  of 1926,
 
did so extensively in one of her chapters, 

and fell back on the argument that they were good in the aggregate, or at least that they 

indicated trends and were internally consistent,
4
  and she quoted William Heberden (1710-

1801) in support. So did Dorothy George, a contemporary of Buer, who also quoted 

Heberden.
5
 Earlier, George had based much of an article on  the Bills,  taking contemporary 

fears about gin very seriously, ignoring the fevers that were so prevalent in the earlier 

eighteenth century, and setting in motion an historical  theory about the lethal effects of the 

gin craze that lasted for over half a century. 
6
 In the 1980s Wrigley and Schofield  made use 

of the Bills, but cautiously, turning to them in order to make use of Rickman’s parish returns 

(parish register abstracts, which  will be referred to as ‘PRA’ here), (which were annual from 

1780/but only decadal  before this) to calculate the contribution of London to the ‘inflation 
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factor’ required to convert the baptism and burial totals from their 404 parish sample to 

national totals.
7
    It was not until after this, more particularly in the 1990s, that the Bills were 

analysed seriously by historians.
 8

  Two books doing so emerged, in close succession. The 

most important of these was published in 1993 by Landers.
9
 Landers made extensive use of 

the Bills, and  defended them in his book. The preceding year had seen the publication of 

Schwarz’s London in the age of industrialisation which also used the Bills in its chapter on 

the capital’s population. Since then, Woods has studied the Bills with respect to infant 

mortality.
10

  Our current study, which aims to examine the demography of one parish  in 

detail, also makes use of a rich range of sources which shed more light on the construction 

and coverage of the Bills.
11

  

 

What has been lacking is a detailed analysis of how the Bills were actually compiled, whom 

they included and – just as important – excluded or missed out. Our article seeks to provide 

this. It will do so by examining one parish in detail, that  of St Martin-in-the-Fields, a parish 

that throughout the eighteenth century had a population of between twenty five and thirty 

thousand.
 
By itself, it would have been the fourteenth largest city in Britain in 1801.

12
 The 

article will also discuss some important evidence from St Anne, Soho, a smaller neighbouring 

parish of St Martin’s. 

 

The shortcomings of the London Bills derive essentially from the fact that they only record 

burials (categorically not deaths) that took place in Anglican parish churchyards and burial 

grounds. The critics’ main objections to the London Bills are listed below: 

 

1. The Bills omitted parochial burial grounds that were not under the authority of a parish 

priest 
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As William Maitland, the author of a two-volume History of London and, if length and 

thoroughness was a measure of worth, a worthy successsor to the Elizabethan John Stowe, 

put it in 1756: 

 

None (of the dead)  being mentioned therein but such as are buried in parochial 

cemeteries, precincts and liberties, by which means many burial grounds belonging to 

the Church of England (such as St. Paul’s Cathedral, Westminster Abbey, the Temple 

Church, St. Peter’s ad Vincula, the Rolls and Lincoln’s Inn chapel, the Charter-House, 

and divers others belonging to hospitals) are not only precluded the same...
13

 

 

These latter burials Maitland laboriously counted for 1729, and they came to over 3,000 out 

of a total  of nearly  27,000.
14

 A survey for 1794 reported by Rickman gave 3,148 taxed 

Anglican burials ‘and ... (let) it be assumed that, on account of the unregistered Interments, a 

third part (about 7,000 annually) may be added to the Registered Burials.’
15

 However, the 

listing of the parish registers for burials within the Bills that Rickman produced for 1780-

1810, a listing reputedly more complete than the Bills but apparently based on the same 

parish registers for those years, and reproduced in  the 1821 census, put unregistered  burials 

at only 6.1 per cent of all those registered in  the Bills.
16

  

 

2. Parishes not included 

 

It was a long-standing complaint that the Bills omitted the fast-growing parishes of the West 

and South. For instance St. Pancras (not in the Bills) had a population of nearly  32,000 in 

1801; a century earlier its population had been minimal. 
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Rickman claimed to have identified another problem in 1801: 

‘Because several of the parishes, which form part of it (London within the Bills), 

extend so far beyond its limits as almost to double the amount of population, if these 

parishes are included entire: It has, therefore, been necessary to ascertain the increase 

or diminution upon the entire parishes, and afterwards to apportion it between the City 

without the Walls and the out-parishes.
17

 

 

The unwary reader can easily be misled by this.  Rickman is not saying here that the Bills 

were  inaccurate as such, but that division between the City without the Walls and certain 

neighbouring out- parishes might be so.  As will be shown later, the boundaries between 

neighbouring parishes,  in any case, were very permeable. 

 

There was, however, another problem.  Parish returns were sometimes either omitted or were grossly 

inaccurate. Birch wrote in 1759 of ‘omissions in many [returns], there is good reason to believe, are 

never supplied or corrected. This is often ascribed to negligence … What allowance is to be made 

for these omissions, can be hardly settled; but it is judged, that they are not inconsiderable.’
18

  

 

The stuation in 1781 was no better. Thus Black: 

I made it my business to find out and converse with a variety of parish clerks, in 

different parts of this metropolis: most of them agreed in opinion with me, that 

besides radical defects in the christenings and burials, there were many other gross 

omissions, arising from scandalous neglect in some of their brethren. One instance I 

shall mention, and many more, though perhaps not altogether so flagrant, I am 

confident might be collected. The parish clerk of St. Matthew’s, Bethnal Green … 

made no return to the general hall during the last year, of either births or burials, 

and in the year 1769 he returned only four burials; whereas in former years this 
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parish alone usually returned 3, 4, and sometimes 500 burials. I was assured that the 

company of parish clerks, in their corporate capacity, even if willing, want power to 

compel their perverse brother of Bethnal-Green to make more regular and correct 

returns: it seems almost optional.’
 19

 

The figures for Bethnal Green continued to fluctuate in a drastic manner well into the 

nineteenth century.
20

 

 

3. Dissenters 

 

The Bills did not include those buried in non-Anglican burying grounds. It excluded Jews 

(there were separate Jewish burying grounds) , Roman Catholics,  Quakers, and Protestant 

dissenters.  The question of where Protestant dissenters were buried is an interesting one.  In 

the mid-eighteenth century, Maitland noted the common belief that the number of dissenters 

in London was about equal to the  members of the established Church; he himself calculated 

that they formed about 12 per cent of the population.
21

 Four pages earlier in his History, he 

had produced a figure for dissenters of 6 per cent of all burials, although in making this 

estimate he had admittedly erred on the side of  caution. Historians have not let themselves be 

crucially hampered by this.Wrigley and Schofield found, on the basis of a random sample of 

nonconformist registers, that under-registration of births was more affected than under-

registration of deaths by non-Anglican groups , particularly after 1780,and included the 

estimates in their list of correction factors.
22

 Landers accepted their list, adjusting it for 

London.
23

 It obviously makes a difference to total figures. For example, the large dissenter 

burial ground at Bunhill Fields, whose gravedigger informed Maitland in 1729 that  between 

seven and eight hundred burials took place each year, was omitted.
24

 However, in the absence 

of civil registration and a religious census for the second half of the eighteenth century, we 



6 

 

 

cannot easily know the extent to which dissenters absented themselves from Anglican burial 

grounds.
25

 The dissenting burial grounds would not have employed clerks who were 

members  of the Parish Clerks’ Company.The extent of dissenter burials will be returned to 

later, but for now it should also be remembered that the local impact of religious dissent may 

well have varied across the metropolis. 

 

4. Infants 

 

Rickman commented that ‘children who die before baptism are interred without any religious 

ceremony, and consequently are not registered.’
26

 

 

Berry and Schofield long ago demonstrated that in the eighteenth century the birth-baptism 

interval widened, though with great local variations,  concluding that it averaged out at a 

month.
27

 Their data showed that London parishioners were at least as dilatory as their 

provincial counterparts in baptising their children. Much ingenuity was shown by Wrigley in  

accounting for early neonatal deaths that appeared in  neither baptism nor burial registers.
28

 

However, stillbirths and abortive children do appear in large numbers in the Bills - not 

necessarily all of them -  and that coverage  seems to vary over time so that, assuming that 

such entries really do refer to children born dead (rather than those who lived for a few hours 

or even longer) it seems reasonable to assume that most of those born live were also 

registered at burial. Neonatal mortality calls for detailed and informed demographic 

investigation now underway.
29

 

 

 

5. Burials exported from the area of London covered by the Bills 
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This will be considered at more length later but Maitland noted it in 1756 and Thomas Birch, 

an early compiler of the Bills, in 1759: 

Thus Maitland: 

 

I have for divers Years observed, that the number of persons carried from London to 

be inhum’d in other parts of the country, is greater than that of those brought from all 

other places in the kingdom to be buried  in this City and suburbs.
30

  

 

And Birch: 

 

Many are frequently removed from one parish to be buried in another, that are both 

within the bills; which makes no alteration upon the whole. But great numbers are 

carried from parishes in town to be buried in the country. This number has probably 

increased, as the fashion of having country-houses has more prevailed ….’ 

 

He gave an example of ‘one of the largest and most populous parishes in Westminster...in 

which as careful a register made as in any, the account is found to stand thus:’ 

an annual average of  1074 burials had taken place over the last ten years, but a further 261 

bodies were exported from the parish, 124 bodies were  imports. 

 

Birch commented on these figures, attempting to draw general conclusions from this and other 

evidence:  
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Those, who are brought in to be buried, are carefully registered; those who are carried out, 

are not so. Such are entered by themselves in the burial account, as come to the knowledge 

of those, whose business it is to attend to these matters: but of these, many are heard of but 

by accident, and some not at all. Supposing the number of persons carried away, and not 

brought to account, to be one sixth … this will make the whole one fifth more than are 

registered in the bills.
31

 

 

 

Given the recent ‘resurrection’ of the Bills we would argue that they need to be examined in 

more detail. They have not been examined on their own terms. The reason for this is that the 

Bills only survive as simple aggregated numbers. What is needed for a proper analysis is the 

raw material that went to make up the Bills – the lists of interments recorded by each parish, 

whose details were summed and returned by the parish clerk to the Parish Clerk’s Company 

Hall every week.
32

 This can be done, for some London parishes, because of the survival of 

detailed sextons’ books. Here it is proposed to examine one such set in detail, that belonging 

to the parish of St Martin-in-the-Fields. The value of these books is that they supply a great 

deal more information than do parish registers about those who died and those who were 

buried in the parish.
33

  They also record stillbirths, which the parish register did not. Above 

all, these books enable us to distinguish between deaths and burials, in a manner that the 

aggregate figures given in  the Bills do not. 

 

 The sextons’ books. 

The parish of St. Martin-in-the-Fields in Westminster had a  population between 1725 and the 

end of the century, of between twenty five and thirty thousand.
34

 The sextons’ books, at least 

for St Martin’s,  contain the name, address and other details of individuals who died, or who 
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were buried, locally. The fullest books survive more or less intact from 1747 to 1825 and 

contain 69,350 entries. From 1806 these data have been supplemented with 3,478 burials of 

paupers and others interred at a new parish burial ground located in Camden Town, who were 

registered separately. Figure 1 presents the annual totals in the Sextons’ books as a 

percentage of those burials returned to the Parish Clerk’s Company and subsequently 

published as the returns made by St Martin in the Fields, listed in the Bills.
35

  

 

FIGURE 1 

 

 Figure1 shows that there was a pretty  close concordance until the late 1760s, and then a 

growing disparity. What was going on?  

 

In the first place, there was the burial ground in Camden Town. These data, which were kept 

in a separate register for the burial ground, was not included in either the Sexton’s books or 

the Anglican parish register. The burial ground was situated outside the Bills of Mortality, 

and was opened in 1806,  and is separately recorded in the (then LCC’s) Survey of London.
36

  

One would therefore expect a disparity to commence in that year. 

 

Clearly the opening of the Camden Town burial ground meant that the Bills increasingly 

underegister deaths for St Martin’s from 1806, but there is a significant mismatch from the 

1760s.  A  large part of the answer stems from the fact that from 1767 the Sexton’s books 

record a good proportion of all exported corpses, labelling them as ‘certificate’burials.  

 

As noted above, contempories were  aware of burial exports  However, the number of corpses 

exported outside the London area was probably relatively small. Much more significant were 
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those Londoners who died in one London parish but were buried in another one, often in fact 

a neighbouring one. These exported corpses were listed as ‘certificate burials’, recorded  by 

the sexton but not included in the returns made by the parish clerk in the Bills of Mortality. 

The aggregate figures in the London Bills of Mortality which list the number of burials 

contributed by each parish mask this fact. Under the rules of the parish clerk’s company, 

those dying in one parish but who were buried elsewhere in London were supposed to be 

issued a certificate by the exporting parish, testifying that the body had been searched and 

details of cause of death and age duly recorded.
37

  If the separately registered Camden Town 

burials, and certificate burials are omitted from the sextons’ total, listed from all, we get 

Figure 2. 

 

FIGURE 2 

 

There is now a close correspondence between the totals in the Bills of Mortality and the 

number of burials recorded in the Sexton’s books.This is clearer when a five-year moving 

average is taken.  Burial customs and practices, therefore, caused a significant under-

reporting of deaths in the London Bills for this large West End parish which we can only 

identify accurately from 1767. Before 1767 individuals dying locally but exported elsewhere 

do not appear in the Sexton’s books (or the local parish register). From 1806 the totals 

returned in the Bills become still more misleading due to the omission of all  those who were 

transported to the parochial burial ground of Camden Town, and registered separately.
38

  

 

So the London Bills record only local burials, and omit the deaths of those who were carried 

out of the parish for interment. This is not unexpected, but the volume of this traffic was very 

considerable. The obvious corollary , of course, is that many of those buried locally did not 
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die locally. We know this because the Sexton’s books commonly  identify those individuals 

imported from elsewhere for burial. The Bills are thus (at least in most cases) reliable records 

of parochial burials, but not necessarily of parochial deaths. The extent to which incoming 

burials cancel out exported corpses was significant and helped to reduce the deficit caused by 

burial export. Nonetheless it is surely important to bear in mind when using the Bills at a 

parochial level that they may be, at best, only crude guides to the number of local deaths. 

This has a wider significance since analysis of deaths by district or parish is greatly 

complicated if corpses are moving in quantity across parish boundaries. 

 

Figure 3 counts the number of imported burials and expresses them as a percentage of the 

total number of records in the Sexton’s books (including Camden Town) between 1747 and 

1824. 

 

FIGURE 3 

 

The proportion of burial imports ran at about ten per cent of all burials until the early 1760s. 

Imported burials exhibited a surge between the mid 1760s and 1778, with a particularly sharp 

peak 1769-70. After 1778 the proportion of imported burials fell back to previous levels. The 

surge in imported burials coincided with, and  was almost certainly related to, the opening of 

a new parish burial ground in Drury Lane, which may have been perceived as relatively 

salubrious by those living outside the parish. Not until 1771, too, were strangers using the 

ground charged double fees. That ground probably became less attractive, and increasingly 

overstocked, from 1778, when the parish closed the burial grounds adjacent to the parish 

workhouse. From this date most parishioners buried locally were interred at Drury Lane. 

Perhaps worst of all, from the point of view of non-parishioners hoping to inter relatives at 
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Drury Lane,  was that from 1778 local workhouse paupers were being buried there, probably 

in a reserved spot.This is not the place for  a detailed investigation of the ‘commodification of 

burial’ in Georgian London
39

 but it is worth noting in passing that this raises the possibility 

that both the imported and  exported might have had a different age or cause of death or 

social profile to the locally interred population. This is obviously particularly serious if one is 

using the Bills to make a spatial analyses of mortality, since a proportion of those buried in 

any one London parish actually died in another. Preliminary analysis, however, suggests that 

the age and cause of death profile of both imported and exported burials in the parish 

wasreasonably representative of the wider population.
40

 In terms of social status, however, it 

seems likely that the ‘moving dead’ were rarely (at least before 1806) drawn from the poorest 

sections of society. It is also clearly the case that one cannot necessarily assume that all peaks 

and troughs in any given London parish burial series are caused by changes in local mortality 

patterns – they could be caused by changes in local interment practices. 

 

London burial customs are sufficiently important to merit an article of their own.  The desire 

to be buried in one’s ‘home’ parish might say  a great deal about attitudes, both towards the 

parish and towards the treatment of human remains.
41

 Our study suggests that the ‘traffic in 

corpses’ in London was not by any means constant. Only a detailed analysis can uncover the 

reasons that might have caused the dying to be carried away for burial, and why there are 

apparently local and long term-variations in the volume of such traffic. Preliminary results 

suggest that the relative size of burial fees in neighbouring parishes could well explain some 

of the surges and dips in the popularity of extra parish burial.
42

 A particularly extreme 

example of the effect of the ‘traffic in corpses’ can be found in the neighbouring parish of St 

Anne, Soho, and it is to this parish that we now turn. 

Commodification of burial and ‘clandestine burial centres’ in Georgian London 
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The totals of burials returned in the London Bills for one West End parish suggest that they 

can be very misleading guides to the number of deaths that occurred locally.  This will not be 

a great surprise to students of later nineteenth-century London, where removals to 

institutions, such as hospitals, and death in those hospitals can easily lead to a misleading 

interpretation of an area’s health.
43

  Our evidence from St Martin’s, suggests that the 

proportions of imported and exported bodies in the parish varied over time, often quite 

significantly. Landers, in his chapter on ‘spatial variations in mortality’,does not take this 

phenomenon into account, though he does group parishes together, and it is difficult to see 

how he could have done more.
44

 We should note, in this connection, that even the St Martin’s 

sexton’s books probably under record the export of corpses even after 1767, since it is clear 

that some exported corpses escaped local ‘certification’- a problem that was recognised by 

the Parish Clerk’s Company in the late seventeenth century.
45

 It is clear that, in  particular 

metropolitan localities, surges in burial exports and imports might be misinterpreted as 

fluctuations in local death rates.  For instance, if only a purely aggregate count was 

undertaken, the disappearance of CamdenTown burials in the early nineteenth century in St 

Martin’s might suggest a very significant improvement in the local mortality experience. A 

particularly extreme example of the effect of the ‘traffic in corpses’ can be found in the 

neighbouring parish of St Anne, Soho. 

 

St Anne, Soho (otherwise St Anne, Westminster) had one single churchyard adjoining the 

parish church throughout the period. It was roughly half the size of St Martin’s, with a 

population of just over 15,000 in 1801.
46

 The parish shared a boundary with St Martin-in-the-

Fields, St James Piccadilly, St Giles-in-the-Fields, St Pancras and St Marylebone (both of the 

latter outside the London Bills of Mortality). It also had the distinction of being what might 
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be termed a major ‘clandestine burial centre’ in Georgian London.
47

 The parish authorities in 

St Anne seem to have been charging relatively  low burial fees in the eighteenth century: in 

particular they do not seem to have been charging ‘strangers’ the customary double fees for 

interment in the parish churchyard.  The effect of this  fee structure was that the churchyard 

attracted huge numbers of burials from neighbouring parishes. The practice of charging 

strangers double fees was introduced in 1791, and, as a result, the import of corpses from the 

surrounding area ceased almost at once.
48

 What makes Soho such an interesting case is that it 

can be demonstrated that (contrary to the experience of St Martin’s) few, if any, of the 

imported interments were returned in the London Bills of Mortality. As a result huge 

numbers of burials were omitted from the London Bills altogether - so many, in fact, that for 

a number of years one burial in twenty from the entire London area can be shown to have 

been interred ‘clandestinely’ in Soho’s parish churchyard.
49

 Figure 4 shows the details. 

FIGURE 4 

 

Figure 4 shows that the absolute numbers of interments in Soho reached very high levels. At 

its peak, in the 1760s, more than 1500 burials per year were recorded in the parish register. 

Of these the overwhelming majority were imported from other London parishes. Between 

1750 and 1791 between sixty and eighty per cent of this huge number were from 

neighbouring parishes. This on its own would be an interesting contribution to the macabre 

literature on ‘traffic in corpses’, but it is of peculiar importance for London’s demographic 

experience that few of these were returned in the Bills. Figure 5 shows that from the 1750s 

until 1791 the totals returned by the parish in the Bills were often only 20 per cent of the true 

total found in the parish register. For some reason, the clerk(s) at Soho omitted thousands of 

interments in his/their returns to the London Parish Clerks’ Company. Soho returns in the 

Bills thus massively undercount local burials. Since most of these burials were imports from 
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surrounding parishes, and since we know from the rules operated by the London Parish 

Clerk’s Company that those burials were not (at least in theory) supposed to be returned by 

exporting parishes, it follows that the ‘missing’ Soho burials were probably omitted entirely 

from the London Bills of Mortality. This would only not be the case if the exporting parishes 

were returning as local burials those not in fact buried locally to the Parish Clerks’ Company. 

The evidence from St Martin’s, at least, shows that exported burials cannot have been 

returned and that their clerk was following the prescribed rules of the Parish Clerks’company 

designed to avoid significant double counting.
50

  

FIGURE 5 

It is instructive to compare the known missing  burials to the overall totals of burials in 

London returned in the Bills. Figure 6 does precisely this. It depicts the number of burials that 

were not returned in the St Anne Soho returns (i.e. the parish register total minus the Bills 

total) as a percentage of the total number of burials returned in the London  Bills (for the 

purposes of the calculation of percentages,  the missing Soho burials have been added to the 

totals recorded in Marshall, Mortality in the Metropolis).  

 FIGURE 6 

Figure 6 demonstrates that Soho’s ‘clandestine’ burials occasionally accounted for one in 

twenty of all dead Londoners reported in the Bills, and that between the late 1750s and late 

1770s, the London Bills of Mortality under-register burials by between three and five per cent 

due entirely to the ‘Soho effect’. After fees were raised to prevent this flood of corpses in 

1791 burial imports declined, and the phenomenon ceased abruptly. Clandestine burial 

‘centres’ such as Soho will surely have an impact on attempts to use the Bills to look at 

patterns of mortality within the metropolis.
51

 The ‘Soho’ effect on the Bills, as it happens, 

was noticed by a former (anonymous) Master of the Parish Clerk’s Company. This individual 

went on to repeat Birch and Black’s point about the compilation of the Bills, namely the 
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inability of the Company to enforce accurate returns in the eighteenth century. He claimed, in 

a letter in the Gazette and New Daily Advertiser, Jan 29th, 1765 that: 

'Our Court of Assistants want power, not inclination, to punish delinquents, and those 

of the greater sort; I mean, Sir, Clerks in Orders of large parishes; they for the most 

part baptize and bury without their deputy Clerk, and therefore their returns are 

greatly deficient. The return of St. A- W----- in the last Yearly Bill is only 348, and 

yet I am assured, by an antient inhabitant of that parish, that they buried near 700 last 

year.
52

 When I was Master of the Company, many weeks we had no returns from 

thence. I ordered Mr Mackie, our Clerk, to remonstrate upon such neglects; he did, 

but it was in vain. The deputy Clerk not being one of our body, could not be fined; 

and the Clerk in orders is above our reach...' 

 

In conclusion, what has this parish-based study suggested about the reliability of London’s 

Bills of Mortality in the eighteenth century?  Firstly, the Bills do reflect, for most parishes but 

not all, the number of burials that took place locally. However, it is also clear that, as 

contemporaries suspected, burials that took place in distant and extra parochial churchyards 

might be omitted. In St Martin’s the totals returned in the Bills completely omit all burials at 

the distant Camden Town burial ground from 1806 - even though in theory the site was 

parochial it was located outside the increasingly archaic boundary of the London Bills. 

 

Secondly, the data from the parish of St Martin in the Fields suggest that although the totals 

given in the Bills do represent burials that took place locally, this number may not correspond 

that closely with the number of local deaths.  This was because the volume and direction of 

the local traffic in corpses in St Martin’s proved to be on a significant scale: large numbers of 

bodies were both imported and exported from the parish. If this phenomenon was general this 



17 

 

 

could distort local totals reported for any given parish in the London Bills. A second point 

that has more general application is that both the St Martin’s evidence, and particularly that 

from Soho, suggested that the traffic in corpses could fluctuate considerably over time – there 

was certainly no linear trend in its observed volume . Local fluctuations given in the London 

Bills of Mortality for any given parish might sometimes reflect alterations in local interment 

practices, rather than fluctuations in local mortality rates.   

 

Perhaps the most dramatic finding here is that one London parish was actively profitting from 

the market for cheap interment to such an extent that it became a very significant clandestine 

burial centre. Data from St Anne, Soho revealed what was in effect a huge demographic sink 

hole in London’s West End, which drew in corpses in large numbers from neighbouring 

parishes. It was a sink hole, because the parish clerk’s of St Anne’s ignored the rules, and 

indeed the pleas, of the London Parish Clerk’s company and returned only a fraction of the 

thousands of imported burials to the London Bills. Thousands of burials were thus omitted 

completely. We do not know if there were other sinkholes in London of this sort and only a 

comprehensive survey of all available parish register evidence would uncover them. It is 

certainly the case, however, that other parishes attracted disproportionate numbers of corpses 

from neighbouring parishes by levying relatively low burial fees. Clearly further work on 

London’s Bills would need to investigate such a possibility. Lastly, we surely still need to 

know more about the traffic in corpses, both in London and in the rest of provincial England. 

Surely the local historians of Britain can find more parish registers with the requisite detail to 

test and amplify Schofield’s now classic study of Barming?  
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. London Bills of Mortality totals as a percentage of deaths recorded in the Sextons’ 

books for St Martin in the Fields,1748-1824 
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Figure 2.  London Bills of Mortality totals and five-year moving average as a percentage of 

burials recorded in the Sextons’ books for St Martin in the Fields,1748-1824, omitting 

‘certificate’ and Camden Town burials.
54

 

 

 

Figure 3. Percentage burial imports in St. Martins 1748-1825 (Burials from outside parish 

against totals recorded in Sextons’ books (and Camden Town registers from 1806).

 
 

 

Figure 4.  Burials recorded in St Anne, Soho, parish register, 1747-1825 
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Figure 5. Parish register burials omitted from St Anne, Soho’s return in the London Bills of 

Mortality.
55
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Figure 6 London Bills of  Mortality and the ‘Soho’ effect
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