Life in Britain in the eighteenth century
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Life in eighteenth century Britain in many respects was very similar to life going back several centuries, to Tudor times or even the late Middle Ages. The population, although increasing was still very small compared with Britain today. Around 5 ½ million people lived in England, 1 ½ million in Scotland and just ½ million in Wales. 
The country was ruled by a monarch. Parliament was growing in power, and political parties were beginning to emerge, but only 5% of the people could vote and women had no say in who governed the country at all. For much of this century, the country was ruled by kings from a German royal family, known as the House of Hanover. There were 3 Georges, hence the period is sometimes called the Georgian Age. George I (1714-27) spoke no English at all, only German. He had many lovers, but soon got jealous when his wife Dorothea took a lover. He told Dorothea he had banished her lover from the country, but in reality he had had him killed and buried his body beneath the floorboards of Dorothea’s bedroom. It was only years later, when workmen were restoring the building, that this grisly secret was discovered. The next Hanoverian king, George II (1727-1760), loved Germany as much as his father and spent much of his time there, too. He also has the distinction of being the last British monarch ever to lead his army in to battle. When George II’s son Frederick died prematurely, it was left to his grandson to inherit the throne as George III (1760-1820). Although George did have a strong German accent, he did at least still speak English. He was also the first monarch to reside in Buckingham Palace. He did not always feel entirely comfortable at court and enjoyed the simple life of the countryside. He created his own private farm in the grounds of Windsor Castle and was soon nicknamed ‘Farmer George’. George is also famous because of the periodic bouts of madness he suffered. He often finished sentences with ‘what, what, what’ and had to be restrained with a straight jacket. Whilst he was ill, his idle, over-indulgent son, the Prince Regent ran the country.
Although the royal family lived in relative luxury, for most people conditions were very tough. Medical science was still very basic. Average life expectancy was little over 30 years-of-age and many people died of diseases like typhoid, tuberculosis, cholera and smallpox, which can be treated with vaccinations today. Fifteen in every 100 babies died before their first birthday and 1 in 5 mothers died in childbirth.
Getting around the country wasn’t much easier. Most people rarely travelled beyond their parish boundaries. Roads were so poor the journey from London to Edinburgh could take over two weeks. As well as being potholed and muddy, roads were the favourite haunt of thieves and highwaymen, who would pounce on unwary travellers and seize any money or jewels they had about them.

Law-abiding people mostly made their money from working in the countryside. Eighty percent of the population worked on the land. Most people produced barely enough to survive on, and if there was a poor harvest many died of starvation. There were a few cottage industries dotted around the country, producing handmade goods such as clothing items, pottery and tools from home. Purpose built factories were rare.
Despite the harsh living and working conditions, Britain’s influence overseas was growing. The beginnings of the Empire, which would bring unknown wealth and power to the country, were being laid, with new colonies in India, Canada and the West Indies. Britain was able to import goods very cheaply from these countries, often because they had been produced by slave labour, and also export its own goods to a captive market.
( Your task
1. How many people were there?

2. Who ruled the country?

3. How healthy were people? 

4. How did people get around?

5. How did people make money?
(Extension task 
How ‘Great’ was Britain? Weigh up the evidence and reach your own conclusion. Try and see positives as well as negatives.
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