
1901 Isle of Man Census:  
Was Manx to be heard in Douglas?1

PAUL R LEWIN
Independent Scholar

The 1901 Census was the first to ask the ‘language question’ regarding the 
population of the Isle of Man. Basic statistics of the number of Manx speakers 
remaining were produced in the years following but it was to be 100 years 
before the details could be viewed. 
Some more detailed analyses have been made of smaller parishes and villages of 
the Island, where Manx may be supposed to have remained longer, and individual 
known Manx native speakers, but there appears to have been no analysis of 
the census data from Douglas, a much larger and more complex population. 
Whereas, for example, Cregneash had a population of 92 in the 1901 census, 
occupying just over three pages of one district of Rushen civil parish, Douglas 
comprised 25 districts across two parishes; one district alone in lower Douglas 
had a population of over 1000.
This paper will follow the census enumerator through the streets of Douglas, 
seeking out those who were identified as Manx speakers in 1901, looking at their 
distribution in the town by location, age, occupation and birthplace.
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1. 	Introduction

The Isle of Man is a self-governing British Crown Dependency with its own 
parliament, government and laws. The UK government, on behalf of the Crown, 
is ultimately responsible for its international relations. The British Sovereign, 
who is ‘Lord of Mann’, is the Manx Head of State and is represented on the 
Island by the Lieutenant-Governor (Isle of Man Government Website). Whilst 
this was essentially true in 1901, at that time the reserve powers kept by the UK 
authorities were considerable and the Lieutenant-Governor had a pivotal role as 
the Island’s sole executive and Chancellor of the Exchequer (Kermode 2000). The 
UK decennial census also included the Crown Dependencies and many British 
colonies (National Archives). 

The Census taken on 31st March 1901 was the first to ask the ‘language 
question’ in the Isle of Man, which was added following a request to the Lieutenant-

1	 I would like to thank Dr Christopher Lewin for his helpful comments and advice on 
the drafts of this paper and the anonymous peer reviewers for their suggestions. 
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Governor by the recently formed Manx Language Society (Miller 2016: 13; Manx 
Sun 17 Nov. 1900). It seems that this request followed encouragement from the 
wider Celtic community as it is described as ‘a striking example of inter-Celtic 
co-operation’ in the Pan-Celtic monthly magazine Celtia which goes on to say that 
‘it was taken at the suggestion of the Celtic Association and carried out through 
the instrumentality of its Manx representatives’ (Celtia 1 Jun. 1901). Enumeration 
of Irish speakers in Ireland and Gaelic speakers in Scotland had been included in 
the census since 1851 and 1881 respectively (Parry & Williams 1999: 1). 

The 1891 census in Wales asked the language question for the first time and it 
was this same format that was adopted for the Isle of Man in 1901. The question 
was simply ‘language spoken’ and the expected answers were English, Manx or 
Both. The enumerators were specifically instructed to exclude children under  
3 years of age (Norris 2016). 

Basic statistics of the number of Manx speakers, according to the answers to this 
question, were published before the end of May 1901 in the Manx Sun newspaper 
by A W Moore, Speaker of the House of Keys (the directly elected branch of 
Tynwald, the Isle of Man parliament), who was one of the representatives of the 
Manx Language Society who had made the request to the Lieutenant-Governor 
the previous November (Manx Sun 25 May 1901) and presented to the Pan-Celtic 
Congress held in Dublin in August that year (Peel City Guardian 31 Aug. 1901). 

Figure 1. Isle of Man map showing location of parishes, main towns  
and the village of Cregneash
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The official statistics were then published in 1903 (HMSO 1903) but it would 
be 100 years before the details could be studied, the records being closed for this 
period under census legislation. Some more detailed analyses have been made of 
smaller parishes and villages of the Island, Ballaugh (Miller 2016), Lezayre and 
Kirk Michael (Wheeler 2017, 2018) and areas where Manx may be supposed to 
have remained longer such as Cregneash, ‘a village where Manx and English were 
both linguistic realities and furthermore a nucleated settlement’ (Miller 2007), 
and individual known Manx native speakers (Broderick 2018), but there appears 
to have been no analysis of the census data from the whole of Douglas. 

This is a much larger and more complex population. Whereas, for example, 
Cregneash had a population of ninety-two in the 1901 census, occupying just over 
three pages of one district of Rushen civil parish, Douglas comprised twenty-five 
districts across two civil parishes (twenty-four in Conchan and one in Braddan). 
Over 35% of the Island population lived in the town in 1901 (HMSO 1903) 
comprising people who had come to Douglas from rural communities across the 
Island, where we may imagine the Manx language was more prevalent, as well 
as those born in the town. By now the major port on the Island with over 351,000 
holiday-makers arriving in 1900 (Kniveton et al. 1996: 9), Douglas inhabitants 
may be expected to have had greater contact with English speakers than their 
rural counterparts.

Douglas was also expanding rapidly at the end of the nineteenth century and 
determining accurately the boundary is difficult. It seems to have been a problem 
for the enumerators too, as some entries in a district otherwise entirely outside 
the town show. Against three entries in district three of Conchan civil parish the 
enumerator has written ‘now in Douglas Town’. In this study I have only included 
those districts where the enumerator’s description includes ‘3. Town Douglas’. 
Two other districts of Conchan include streets now in the town of Douglas but 
not described as such in the 1901 census and so have been excluded. Descriptions 
of the included districts are shown in Table 1 and those excluded are shown in 
Tables 2 and 3.

This gives a total population of 19,164, slightly lower than the official figure of 
19,223 (HMSO 1903: 18). The total number who answered ‘both’ to the language 
question in these districts is also less than that reported in 1903: 800 vs 855. If 
we were to include the extra districts, we could get near to the official figure 
with a total of 850 but the total population would then be 21,103 - greater than 
the official figure. I cannot explain the discrepancy but as I can find no trace 
at all of the twenty-three monolingual Manx speakers reported in the official 
figures for Douglas; nor have the twenty-seven in Ramsey been found (Wheeler 
2018) it seems the figures ‘reported to both houses of parliament at his Majesty’s 
command’ (HMSO 1903) in 1903 were not entirely accurate.

My approach to this research was to use the census browsing facility on the 
Ancestry® platform (Ancestry.com 2005). Ancestry® is useful for family history 
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research, allowing searching of its index of transcriptions but on drilling down 
to a specific census and year it also allows viewing of the entire district images, 
at the beginning of which is a description of the census district. Checking the 
descriptions on the census enumerators’ forms for each district of the civil 
parishes of Conchan and Braddan, which are known to be the parishes in which 
the town of Douglas developed, I selected those districts where ‘Town – Douglas’ 
was specified. Each page image was then studied to ascertain the numbers of 
‘Manx’ or ‘Both’ in the Language column, infants under three, blank rows, 
empty houses and description (e.g. street names) on that page. These details were 
recorded against the parish, district and page number. Full details of any entries 
for ‘Both’ (no ‘Manx’ entries were found) or ‘do’ (ditto) under ‘Both’ were then 
recorded and are shown in the appendix to this paper. The number of English 
speakers was calculated by subtraction from thirty-one, the maximum number of 
entries on a page (taking into account the small number where two entries were 
squeezed onto one row).

From this information it is possible to analyse the distribution of Manx 
speakers (according to the census), across the town, age groups, households, 
occupations and birthplace.

Table 1: Districts included in Survey:

Parish District/ 
National 
Archives 
Ref2

Description Pages Households

Braddan 1b 
RG13/5305

Douglas. Bridge Rd, Castletown Rd, 
S Quay, Douglas Head (Braddan part 
of this district)

31 219

Conchan 1b
RG13/5305

Douglas. Bridge Rd, Castletown Rd, 
S Quay, Douglas Head (Conchan part 
of this district)

4 18

Conchan 2b
RG13/5305

Douglas. Bank Hill, Big Well St, 
Barrack St, Hanover St, N Quay

26 139

2	 A census reference has three main elements: a department (letter) code, a series 
number, and a piece number. The department code and series number for the 1901 
census is RG13. The piece number follows this. Within each piece may be several 
enumerators’ books for the various census districts and the pages within each are 
numbered. For Conchan districts 1-5 are divided into two books one for outside 
Douglas and the other for Douglas town. In the Ancestry.com classification these 
have been assigned ‘a’ and ‘b’ respectively. ‘1b’ is unique as part of this book is in 
Braddan parish and the other in Conchan. (National Archives)
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Parish District/ 
National 
Archives 
Ref2

Description Pages Households

Conchan 3b
RG13/5305

Douglas. Barrack St, John St, King 
St, Duke St, Market Hill, N Quay, 
Heywood Place, Hanover St

18 92

Conchan 4b
RG13/5305

Douglas. Duke St, Chapel Lane, N 
Quay, Parade St, Bath Place, Fort St 
etc

22 155

Conchan 5b
RG13/5305

Douglas. Big Well St, Peel Rd, 
Barrack St, Church St, Athol St

36 284

Conchan 6
RG13/5305

Douglas. Athol St, Hope St, Myrtle 
St, Bucks Rd, Prospect Hill

24 157

Conchan 7
RG13/5305

Douglas. Athol St, Nelson St, 
Prospect Hill, Drumgold St, Duke St, 
King St, John St, Church St

22 113

Conchan 8
RG13/5305

Douglas. Duke St, Duke Ln, 
Mucklegate, Cambrian Place, Loch 
Prom, Regent St

20 126

Conchan 9
RG13/5303

Douglas. Circular Rd, Peel Rd, Hope 
St, Myrtle St, Bucks Rd

33 224

Conchan 10
RG13/5303

Douglas. Bucks Rd, Tynwald St, 
Princes St, Peveril St, Orry St, Parr St, 

40 272

Conchan 11
RG13/5303

Douglas. Bucks Rd, Merton Bank, 
Kensington Rd Av & Ln, Rosemount, 
Egerton Terr, Brighton Terr, Wesley 
Terr, Willow Terr, Hatfield Gr

26 159

Conchan 12
RG13/5303

Douglas. Clarke St & Ln, Finch Hill 
Gr, Allan St & Ln, Demesne Rd, 
Grosvenor Rd, Raphael Rd

31 204

Conchan 13
RG13/5303

Douglas. Adelaide Terr, Stephen 
Terr, Woodbourne Sq, Alexander Dr, 
Queens Av & Terr, Hawarden Av, 
Selborne Rd, Primrose Av, Eastfield, 
Bradda Mnt

29 183

Conchan 14
RG13/5303

Douglas. Bucks Rd, Mona St, Mount 
Havelock, Stanley Mnt, Finch Rd, 

13 70
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Parish District/ 
National 
Archives 
Ref2

Description Pages Households

Conchan 15
RG13/5303

Douglas. Prospect Hill, Finch Rd, 
Mount Pleasant, Well Rd Hill, Back 
Strand St, Arch Lane, Cattle Market 
St, 

23 127

Conchan 16
RG13/5303

Douglas. Regent St, Loch Prom, 
Granville St, Marina Rd, Senna Rd, 
Castle St

24 141

Conchan 17
RG13/5303

Douglas. Finch Rd, Callow Pl, 
Morrison Pl, Church Rd, Castle St, 
Well Rd Hill, St Thomas Walk, Senna 
Lane, Wellington Sq, Chester St, 
Frederick St, Edward Lane

30 202

Conchan 18
RG13/5304

Douglas. Bucks Rd, Windsor Rd, 
Kingswood Rd, Richmond Gr, Harris 
Terr, Mona Terr, Christian Road, 
Mona St

34 192

Conchan 19
RG13/5304

Douglas. Prospect Terr, West View, 
Derby Rd, Brisbane St, Oxford St, 
Sydney St, Spring Gardens, Aukland 
Gr, Dalton St, Windsor Rd

30 207

Conchan 20
RG13/5304

Douglas. Windsor Terr, Albert Terr, 
Albion Terr, Cambridge Terr, Derby 
Sq, Broadway, Marina Rd, Church Rd

21 128

Conchan 21
RG13/5304

Douglas. Derby Rd, Woodbourne Rd, 
Melborne St, Hilary Pk, Albany St, 
Berkely St, Brunswick Rd

36 251

Conchan 22
RG13/5304

Douglas. Murrays Rd, Bathurst St, 
Grafton St, Falcon St, Broadway, 
Dukes Rd, Hutchinson Sq, Princes Av, 
Crosby Terr

34 222

Conchan 23
RG13/5304

Douglas. Broadway, Stanley Terr, 
Victoria Rd & side streets, Princes 
Road, Falcon Cliffe Hotel

25 146

Conchan 24
RG13/5304

Douglas. Shore Rd, Clarence Terr, 
Esplanade Lane, Derby Terr, Lawn 
Terr, Castle Terr, Castle Mona Av, 
Empress Dr, Castle Dr, Castle Mona 
Hotel, Empire Terr, Glen Rd, Palace 
Terr, Palace View, Switzerland Terr, 
Summer Hill, Strathallan Crescent

40 249
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 Table 2: Districts on edge of town excluded from Survey:

Parish District/
National 
Archives 
Ref1

Description Pages

Conchan 4a
RG13/5302

Heywood Bridge to Thorny Road, Murrays Road to 
Summer Hill Stream (Town not filled in)

45

Conchan 5a
RG13/5302

Alexander Rd, Murrays Rd, Quarterbridge, Lazy Hill 
(Town not filled in)

25

Conchan 3a
RG13/5302

Kepple Gate, Hilberry, Cronk ny Mona, Tromode, 
Abbeylands (3 households annotated ‘in Douglas 
Town’)

15

Table 3: Remaining Districts excluded from Survey:

Parish District / National 
Archives Ref1

Description Pages

Conchan 1a
RG13/5302

Onchan Village 36

Conchan 2a
RG13/5302

Onchan North and East of Village 13

Conchan District Industrial Home 
for Orphan and Destitute 
Children
RG13/5302

‘Strathallan Hall, Douglas’ BUT in 
Village of Onchan 

4

Braddan 1a
RG13/5301

Braddan. Castletown Rd from Quarter 
Bridge to Mount Murray. Some pages 
on edge but none state Douglas

19

Braddan 2
RG13/5301

Braddan. Peel Rd to Quarter Bridge 
Castletown Rd from Quarter Bridge to 
Mount Murray

22

Braddan 3
RG13/5301

Braddan. Cronkbourne Village, Mount 
Rule, Baldwin, Castleward

16

Braddan 4
RG13/5301

Braddan. Mount Rule area 10

Braddan District Isle of Man Home 
for the Poor 
RG13/5301

Strang, Braddan 4

Braddan District Lunatic Asylum
 RG13/5301

Strang, Braddan 10
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2. 	Results and Discussion

2.1 Distribution across the town

Douglas began as a small fishing village with houses clustered along the riverbank 
(Kniveton et al. 1996: 5) from which it grew to cover a much larger area by 1901. 
We might imagine that the Manx speakers identified in the 1901 census were the 
last remnant of that small population around the harbour. However, the census 
shows that this was not the case. The oldest areas of the town have some of the 
lowest numbers and percentages of Manx speakers found in the town.

Figure 2 shows the census districts overlaid on a near-contemporary map of 
Douglas (Isle of Man Times and General Advertiser Supplement, 9 Apr. 1887). 
Darker shading indicates districts with larger numbers of Manx speakers. The 
numbers and percentages are shown in Table 4.

Figure 2 Location of census districts in the town of Douglas
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Table 4: Numbers and Percentages per District

Districts No. English No. Both % 3yr+ % All

1b 921 23 2.44% 2.23%

2b 574 17 2.88% 2.68%

3b 396 12 2.94% 2.64%

4b 611 12 1.93% 1.82%

5b 932 59 5.95% 5.51%

6 600 25 4.00% 3.64%

7 502 18 3.46% 3.24%

8 517 22 4.08% 3.89%

9 878 59 6.30% 5.96%

10 1062 73 6.43% 5.99%

11 670 40 5.63% 5.24%

12 757 53 6.54% 5.94%

13 655 33 4.80% 4.65%

14 304 31 9.25% 8.81%

15 569 26 4.37% 4.06%

16 669 10 1.47% 1.41%

17 762 31 3.91% 3.64%

18 877 65 6.90% 6.62%

19 797 32 3.86% 3.59%

20 557 18 3.13% 3.00%

21 939 39 3.99% 3.71%

22 932 32 3.32% 3.09%

23 607 30 4.71% 4.46%

24 1070 40 3.60% 3.48%

Grand Total 17158 800 4.45% 4.17%

Children under 3 were excluded from the count of Manx or English speakers. The number 
of Both is shown as a percentage of the sum of Both and English (excluding under 3yr-
olds) and of the total population
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It will be seen from the map that the census districts were not a uniform 
size, so it is better to compare percentages than actual numbers. This does not, 
however, alter the position of the harbour area districts. Only one district (16) has 
a lower number and percentage of Manx speakers. This is the Loch Promenade 
area where the population was swollen by many English and Irish hotel staff. 
The district with the highest percentage (>9%) of Manx speakers is actually that 
with the smallest population (district 14). This is, however, adjacent to the other 
districts with the highest percentages of Manx Speakers (districts 9,10,12 and 18 
all with more than 6%). If we combine the figures for these districts, we find an 
average 6.76% of the population of this area of the town spoke Manx according to 
the census. The average across the town was just over 4%.

This area was the centre of the expanding town though it had spread far 
beyond this by 1901 and the outer, more affluent, areas have lower percentages 
of Manx speakers. However, there was no area of the town without some who 
claimed to speak Manx.

Figure 3 Percentage of District Population listed as Speaking Both Manx and English

2.2 Distribution by age group

If we look at the ages of the Manx speakers, as reported in the census, we again 
see a broad distribution from 9 to 91 years old. The distribution peaks with 
those born in the two decades between 1832 and 1851. This is broadly the same 
as was found in Kirk Michael (Wheeler 2017) though in Douglas there were 
more born in the latter decade. The census for Cregneash showed a slightly later 
peak between 1842 and 1861 (Miller 2007). The overall Douglas distribution 
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is also broader than these other areas, which may simply be a reflection of the 
larger population.

Figure 4 Distribution of Douglas Manx Speakers by Age

This contrasts with the age distribution of the overall Douglas population, 
where more than half were under 30 years of age in 1901. 

Figure 5 Age Distribution of Douglas Population
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Consequently, when seen as a percentage of the overall population in each 
age band, a far larger proportion of those born in the first four decades of the  
19th century are recorded as Manx speakers than in the younger age  
groups.

Figure 6 Percentage of Total Douglas Population recorded as Manx Speakers

Yet there are some young Manx speakers. 61 of those recorded as speaking 
both Manx and English were under 30 years in 1901; 7.6% of the total number. 
If we just look at those born in Douglas, the under thirties comprise 18% of the 
total.

Fourteen of those under thirty are recorded in a family group with a Manx-
speaking parent or parents – a total of 7 families. Eight are described as the head of 
their household (including one household with two heads who are single sisters) of 
whom half have a spouse speaking English only. There are seven Manx-speaking 
young wives, four of whom have English only husbands.

Eight were domestic servants in English-speaking households, the youngest 
being 14 years old. Henry Jenner quoted the Rector of Kirk Andreas in the 1870s 
as saying ‘[s]ervants like to keep it up as a class language not understood by their 
masters’ (Jenner 1876: 190). Four domestic young staff at Noble’s Hospital (two 
housemaids and two kitchen maids) spoke Manx. Only one of the eight nurses 
recorded as resident on census night was bilingual, 24-year-old Agnes Callister 
from Malew. There were five Manx-speaking patients in the hospital that night, 
who might have appreciated a friendly word in their mother tongue from nurse 
Callister.
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Four of our young people were the only Manx speakers in an otherwise 
English-speaking household. One of these is easily explained. 27-year-old 
confectioner, John J Kneen, living with his English only mother and younger 
brother in Melbourne Street has been described as one of the outstanding 
Manx scholars of his generation, whose writings in Manx in the Isle of Man 
Examiner in 1897 led to the founding of the Manx Language Society (Woolley  
2006).

Two of the others, 25-year-old Kate Kaighen and 27-year-old architect Sam 
Lomas, had a similar family situation to John J Kneen, living with an English 
only widowed mother. We cannot tell whether their deceased fathers had spoken 
Manx or if there were other family influences. 

Living in Tynwald Street was 15-year-old Elizabeth A Kewley, who is more 
difficult to explain given her younger age and the fact that she is living with both 
her parents (father born in Patrick and mother from England) and five siblings, 
all of whom spoke English only. In the previous census she is also recorded 
as living with her parents, but we cannot tell if there were any other nearby 
family members who spoke Manx. The census form clearly states ‘Both’ against 
her name under ‘English’ and two ‘do’ for the previous entries and ‘English’ 
for the next entry. The most likely error in this situation would be an adjacent 
entry but as the entry above was her mother, born in St Helens in England, 
it is unlikely, though not impossible, that she was the Manx speaker. There 
are no other Manx speakers recorded in any of the five families living in that 
house. Whilst Tynwald Street had the largest number (17) of Manx Speakers of 
all the streets in Douglas, there were no other young Manx speakers recorded 
there.

2.3 Distribution by households

Census data were collected on individual household schedules, which were then 
transcribed onto the enumerators’ sheets we can see today. As each household 
schedule was given a number, we can also see the distribution of households 
containing one or more Manx speakers. In Douglas some buildings contained 
several separate households, as we see with the above example from Tynwald 
Street.

A study of Lezayre parish (Wheeler 2018) found that while only one in ten 
individuals was a Manx speaker in 1901, almost one third of households contained 
one or more Manx speakers. In Douglas we have seen that the overall percentage 
of Manx speakers was just over 4% yet almost 14% of households contained at 
least one Manx speaker (596 out of 4262 households). The distribution of these 
households across the districts broadly mirrors that of the individual Manx 
speakers.
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Figure 7 Distribution by Household

Most of these households (448) contained only one Manx speaker. Of these,  
28 were widows/widowers living either completely alone or as a separate 
household in an otherwise English-speaking house. A further 8 were living 
in a building where another household contained a Manx speaker. Of the  
24 unmarried individuals recorded as Manx speakers, 12 were either completely 
alone or in an otherwise entirely English-speaking building.

In 98 of the families only the husband spoke Manx and in 67 only the wife.  
41 Manx-speaking couples had only English-speaking children, mostly adults, 
living with them. However, there were 14 families where more than one generation 
spoke Manx.

The largest family of Manx speakers recorded in Douglas was that of Thomas 
(62-year-old mariner) and Catherine (52) Callow, living at 7 Empress Drive. With 
them were their 5 daughters, 25-year-old Catherine, Elizabeth (24), Esther (22) 
and 19-year-old twins Florence and Maude. Also in the household was 29-year-
old Mason William Radcliffe, who is described as a relative. All are recorded as 
speaking Manx and English. In the 1911 census the remaining members of the 
household at that address (father and 3 daughters) were all described as English 
only speakers.

The next largest Manx-speaking household in 1901 Douglas was the Corris 
family of 5 Stanley Terrace. The phenomenon of transmission failure within 
families has been noted in other studies of language decline (Dorian 1986; 
Broderick 2018) and we can see this in the Corris family. Philip, a 47-year-old 
butcher, and his wife Catherine (also 47) had six children living at home in 1901. 
The eldest four sons, William (24), Percy (22) (both general labourers), 20-year-old 
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clerk Edward and 16-year-old office boy Alfred all spoke Manx along with their 
parents. Their two younger siblings, 10-year-old Mona and 5-year-old Thomas 
were recorded as English speakers. They also had a 2-year-old who is excluded 
from the census language question. By 1911 only the parents are recorded as 
Manx speakers.

Further examples of this split between older offspring speaking Manx and 
their younger English only siblings can be seen in the Christian family of Hatfield 
Grove and the Teares of Bucks Road.

Manx-speaking Joseph (aged 56) and Eleanor (51) Christian had six children 
living with them at 9 Hatfield Grove. 23-year-old Frances, a saleswoman, and her 
brother Robert (a 17-year-old joiner) spoke Manx but their younger siblings, aged 
between 15 and 9, are recorded as speaking English only.

At 120 Bucks Road 66-year-olds William and Margaret Teare and William’s 
78-year-old aunt Ann Craine spoke Manx along with their 26-year-old daughter 
Amy. However, Amy’s 20-year-old sister spoke only English. 

2.4 Distribution by birthplace

The growing town had attracted people from all over the Island, presumably 
hoping for a more prosperous life. The census tells us where people were born, so 
we can look at the origins of our Manx-speaking population.

Figure 8 Distribution by Birthplace

We can see here that the Manx speakers of Douglas came from every parish 
on the Island and further afield, though 12% were born in Douglas. Of the 88% 
born outside the town, the three highest parishes were Rushen, Patrick and Lonan, 
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which were the largest country parishes and also contained some of the areas 
Jenner had described as the ‘Manxest’ (Jenner 1876). A small number of Manx 
speakers were not born on the Island. Nine were born in England, six in Ireland 
and two in Scotland. There were also seventeen Manx speakers with children born 
in England, indicating they must have lived off the Island at some time in their 
lives and yet retained their Manx. The Scottish couple were the Postmaster of the 
Isle of Man and his wife, Alexander and Marjorie Fraser, living in Brunswick 
Road. Uniquely in their case the entry in the Language Spoken column is 
enclosed in quotation marks. We can only speculate regarding the significance 
of this. Alexander Fraser was a native of Inverness, who had left Scotland to 
pursue a career in the Post Office, having been postmaster at Jarrow, Gosport and 
Gravesend before being appointed to head the Post Office in the Isle of Man in 
October 1898. He moved to Northern Ireland shortly after the 1901 census and 
a dinner, held in his honour, was reported in the local newspapers (Isle of Man 
Times 27 Apr.1901). There is no mention in this report of his having learnt Manx 
and it seems unlikely that he would have had the opportunity to do so. Perhaps 
the unusual entry in the census indicates that they were Scottish Gaelic speakers. 

2.5 Distribution by occupation

The Census recorded the stated occupation of each person. Of our 800 Manx 
speakers, 278 have no occupation stated, 42 are retired and 73 are described as 
‘living on own means’. This leaves 407 with a stated active occupation. There are 
167 descriptions for the occupations of these 407 Manx speakers.

In the official census report (HMSO 1903) occupations are classified according 
to type in detail for the whole Island (ibid. Table 12) and in a summary table for 
Douglas and the remainder of the Island (ibid. Table 15). I have attempted to 
classify the stated active occupations of Manx speakers according to this system 
to allow comparison with the official figures for the whole population.

Occupations are classified into twenty-two groups, each with several sub-
groups. There were Manx speakers recorded in most of the groups in the Douglas 
population.

Table 5 Occupation Groups for Manx Speakers in Douglas

Group Number Description Examples found amongst Manx 
speakers

I 7 General or Local 
Government

Surveyor General of Highways, Police

III 14 Professional 
Occupations and their 
subordinate services

Midwife, Nurse, Missionary, Music 
Teacher
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Group Number Description Examples found amongst Manx 
speakers

IV 52 Domestic Offices or 
Services

Housemaid, Kitchenmaid, Cook, Groom, 
Gardener, Charwoman, Laundress, 
Caretaker

V 8 Commercial 
Occupations

Accountant, Auctioneer, Clerk, Insurance 
Agent

VI 54 Conveyance of Men, 
Goods or Messages

Railway Worker, Carter, Driver, Car 
Proprietor, Mariner, Harbour Worker, Post 
Office Worker

VII 12 Agriculture Farmer, Farm Labourer, Cow Keeper, 
Market Gardener

VIII 1 Fishing Fisherman

IX 5 Mines and Quarries Lead Miner, Stone Quarryman

X 7 Metals, Machines, 
Implements and 
Conveyances

Blacksmith, Brass Founder, Sail Maker 
and Rigger, Coach Builder

XII 38 Building and Works of 
Construction

Builder, Builder’s Labourer, Joiner, 
Mason, Plasterer, House Painter

XIII 2 Wood, Furniture, 
Fittings and 
Decorations

Furniture Carter, Upholsterer

XVI 4 Skins, Leather, Hair 
and Feathers

Saddler, Harness Maker

XVII 2 Paper, Print, Books 
and Stationery

Printer Compositor, Bookbinder

XVIII 5 Textile Fabrics Rope Spinner, Draper, Draper’s Assistant

XIX 35 Dress Tailor, Dressmaker, Seamstress, Milliner, 
Boot and Shoemaker

XX 90 Food, Tobacco, Drink 
and Lodging

Baker, Butcher, Brewer’s Labourer, 
Confectioner, Corn and Flour Dealer, 
Dairy Keeper, Fish Dealer, Fruiterer, 
Grocer, Potato Merchant, Boarding House 
Keepers, Hotel Keepers and Staff

XXI 6 Gas, Water, electricity 
supply and sanitary 
service

Gas Company Clerk, Gasworks Labourer, 
Gasworks Stoker, Lamplighter
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Group Number Description Examples found amongst Manx 
speakers

XXII 65 Other general, 
undefined workers and 
dealers

General Labourer, Stoker at Sawmill

Only four occupational groups were not represented amongst the Manx 
speakers of Douglas.

Table 6: Occupation Groups Not Found

Group Description

II Army and Navy

XI Jewellers, Watchmakers

XIV Brick, Cement, Pottery, Glass

XV Chemicals, Oil, Grease, Soap, Resin

If we compare the top ten occupations amongst the Manx speakers with the 
total population of Douglas, we find they are broadly similar though the order in 
which they appear is different.

Table 7: Top 10 Occupational Groups in Douglas

Occupational Group/Subgroup Total Manx

IV 1 Domestic Indoor Service 901 26

XII Building (Carpenters, Joiners, Masons (&labourers), 
Plasterers (& labourers), Painters, Plumbers Locksmiths etc

815 38

XX 1 Food & drink 684 28

XXII 4a General Labourers 574 63

XX 2 Lodging/Boarding House Keepers 476 59

XIX 2 Milliners, Dressmakers, Seamstress 421 15

VI 3 Conveyance on seas, rivers, canals 304 20

VI 2 Conveyance on Roads (Coachmen, Grooms (not domestic), 
Cabmen, Carmen, Carriers, Carters)

262 17

IV 3 Other Service (Charwomen, Laundry and Washing, 
Caretakers)

189 23

V 2 Commercial or Business Clerks 177 2
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Figure 9 Manx Speakers as a Proportion of Top 10 Occupation Groups in Douglas

Whilst in the overall population of Douglas Domestic Indoor Service (IV 2) 
is the largest group, this is the fifth largest amongst the Manx speakers. This 
group included those in hotels as well as private households. The Manx-speaking 
indoor domestic servants were almost exclusively employed in either the latter 
or the hospital. As described above, the district with the lowest percentage of 
Manx speakers included Loch Promenade with an English-speaking population 
augmented by English or Irish born hotel and boarding house staff.

Figure 10 Top 10 Occupations of Manx Speakers in Douglas
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In the Manx-speaking population the largest occupation group was General 
Labourers (XXII 4a), which is fourth largest in the overall population. The next 
largest group was lodging/boarding house keepers (XX 2). This is perhaps 
surprising as they may be expected to have been most exposed to the influence 
of English from their visitors, but we must remember that amongst the boarders 
and lodgers in the town were those who had come from the country districts to 
find work, many of whom were Manx speakers. Next, we have those in a group 
which includes all the building trades, who are the second largest group overall. 
Following this group are those involved in manufacture and supply of food and 
drink, indoor domestic servants and other types of service (e.g. those involved 
in washing services). The next group is of those involved in conveyance by sea,  
a group which would be larger than represented here as some of its members 
would be at sea on census night and enumerated separately on their vessel. 
Following this group are those involved in conveyance by road. The last two of the 
top ten occupations amongst Manx speakers were subsets of the ‘Dress’ group. 
XIX 2 included dressmakers and milliners, whilst XIX 3 were the boot and shoe 
makers. Tailors were a separate group within XIX and were just outside the top 
ten in 11th place.

In 1842 a letter to the Manx Sun (Manx Sun, 6 Aug. 1842), mainly concerned 
with the need for Manx-speaking clergy, made the statement that it was still 
considered necessary to employ staff conversant with Manx in the principal 
shops of Douglas. Whilst the population of the town by 1901 was undoubtedly 
mainly English-speaking, there still was a sizeable minority who may have felt 
more comfortable transacting their business in Manx than English. It can be 
seen here that a wide range of ‘customer facing’ occupations had Manx-speaking 
practitioners. Manx speakers may still have been able buy food, drink and 
clothing or obtain other essential services in their mother tongue in 1901. It has 
also been suggested that Manx may have continued to be used as a workplace 
language even if no longer the language of the home (Broderick 2018). This may 
have been the case amongst the general labourers and those in the building trades 
in the above groups.

In addition to these groups there were a number of individual occupations 
with only one representative. It is notable that the occupations of Manx speakers 
represent a wide range of social class. In the aforementioned groups there 
are employers and labourers. Amongst the individuals we have an architect, 
an accountant, a music teacher, a lamplighter, a street musician and a stone 
quarryman.

2.6 How reliable is the information in the census?

We can see a number of interesting indicators regarding the state of Manx in 
1901 from the census data but can we rely on this information to draw any firm 
conclusions?
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There are two matters which need to be considered here.
1.	 The Question itself.
2.	 Transcription errors in the enumerators’ forms.

2.6.1 Does this question tell us what we want to know?

One of the criticisms of the census at the time concerned the very nature of the 
question, ‘language spoken’. In the Isle of Man Examiner of 13th April 1901 at 
the foot of a regular Manx language column was a letter published anonymously 
from a ‘lady who is much interested in the Manx Revival’ (thought to be Sophia 
Morrison). In it she raises the issue that she had met fluent Manx speakers who 
answered this question with ‘English’ because, ‘although they could spake (sic) it 
better till English they had no one to spake it to’ (cf. Miller 2007: 109–110).

This begs the question; to whom did the elderly widows who answered ‘both’ 
and yet were living alone in otherwise English-speaking houses or living with 
English-speaking family speak it? Perhaps they had friends nearby with whom 
they conversed in the mother tongue or maybe they transacted their business 
preferentially in Manx in establishments where Manx speakers worked. Possibly 
this was why some workers with those occupations still said they spoke Manx. 

Choice of newspaper may also have influenced answers to this question. The 
Manx Sun published the following exhortation on the day of the census.

THE Census forms are now in the hands of our readers. One of the columns 
to be filled up is headed ‘Manx Language.’ The greatest possible care should 
be taken that a full return of Manx speakers is made. It is not at all necessary 
for a person to be as fluent in Manx as in English in order to return himself as 
a Manx speaker, nor is it necessary to have a reading and writing knowledge 
of the language. Sensible people need not be told that in doubtful cases the 
language should get the benefit of the doubt. We would point out to the people 
the importance of giving a full and accurate return of Manx speakers. (Manx 
Sun 30 Mar. 1901)

No other newspaper appears to have been so encouraging.
Answers to the question, therefore, do not tell us how many of the population 

still knew Manx or could read or write it, only those who spoke the language were 
sought and ‘language spoken’ could be interpreted as either ability or habitual 
practice. Even clarifying this point may not be sufficient. It has been suggested 
that the number of those who could speak Gaelic was under-estimated in certain 
areas by the 1881 Scottish Census, by the inclusion of the word ‘habitually’ in the 
question (MacKinnon 1990). The latest (2021) Isle of Man census asked whether 
one could speak, read or write in Manx but not how often or to what level of 
proficiency. In Ireland the questions ask how well one speaks Irish, how often and 
whether within or outside the education system (Central Statistics Office).

There were also some known supporters of the language in the census for 
Douglas who did not identify as speakers. We have already seen that John J Kneen 
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is recorded as ‘Both’ but A W Moore and Rev. Canon Savage, who were both part 
of the delegation from The Manx Language Society that resulted in the addition 
of the Language Question to the census, are recorded as English speakers.

Moore had learned Manx Gaelic as a young man from his godfather, ‘Parson’ 
Drury, Vicar of Braddan (Fyson 2009: 99) and was a founder and first president 
of the Manx Language Society in 1899 (Kelly 2006: 315). It seems strange 
that he should be recorded as only speaking English in the census. Does this 
tell us something about his interpretation of the question and its purpose? In his 
biography, Fyson likens his skill in speaking Manx to others of his class with 
similar skills in Latin or French, whilst the language of the household was English 
(Fyson 2009: 105).

The Manx Sun reported in 1900 that the son of Canon Savage (then a student 
at Cambridge and not at home on census night 1901) was a fluent speaker of 
Manx largely through the efforts of his father (Manx Sun 17 Nov. 1900) and yet 
Canon Savage does not claim to speak it in the census. Two servants in the Savage 
household did speak Manx, according to the census, one a nurse for his children, 
who was also employed there in 1891. As she had been employed in that capacity, 
maybe she also had an influence on the son?

Was there any evidence that those who answered ‘Both’ actually spoke Manx? 
In most cases we have not been left with any record of the Manx-speaking abilities 
of these people. Two of them, however, did make public use of the language; William 
Kneen (Missionary) and George Watterson (Stationmaster). William Kneen from 
Andreas was the missioner at the Douglas Town and Seamen’s Mission (The 
Bethel). On 3rd July 1897 he preached a sermon in Manx and English, which was 
subsequently produced as a pamphlet, a copy of which exists in the Manx National 
Heritage archives (Kneen 1897). He organised Manx classes in the Bethel from 
1898 (Isle of Man Times 8 Oct. 1898) and each year he either preached in Manx or 
sang a solo in Manx at the Christmas Oie’ll Voirrey service (Isle of Man Times 2 
January 1897). George Watterson from Rushen was the stationmaster at Douglas 
in 1901. He had previously been stationmaster at Peel where, in 1893, he seconded, 
in Manx, a vote of thanks following a lecture by the Manx poet T. E. Brown, which 
was recorded in the local press (Isle of Man Times 31 Jan. 1893).

2.6.2 Transcription errors on the enumerators’ forms

We do not have access to the original household schedules as these were destroyed 
once the details had been copied into the enumerators books so we cannot see the 
householders’ own statements. All we have are the transcriptions made by the 
enumerators for each district. There is evidence of errors in the completion of 
these forms which suggests that there may also be errors in the recording of the 
numbers of Manx speakers.

The instructions at the head of the Language Spoken column state ‘children 
under 3 years of age to be excluded’. In some cases, the language column is left 
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blank or contains a dash for an infant under 3 but there are many examples where 
English has been written and then crossed out and there are examples where 
‘English’, ‘Eng’ or ‘do’ has been written and left in place. If we look in detail at the 
portion of Braddan Parish District 1 which is within the Douglas town boundary 
(covering South Quay and Douglas Head) we find the following.

Number of Infants under 3 years (7 weeks – 2 years) 85

Number of blanks in Language Spoken column 46

Number where English/Eng subsequently crossed out 33

Number where English/Eng not crossed out  6

The large proportion where English has been written and subsequently crossed 
out (38%) and the fact that these are not all at the older end of the age range 
(the youngest is 11 weeks) suggest that these should be regarded as transcription 
errors. When transcribing onto a form, as these enumerators were doing, and 
under pressure, it is tempting to fill each column vertically as this seems quicker. 
In doing so, if one assumes the contents will always be the same, this is copied 
down the column and the odd one which is different is missed. In this case the 
majority were English so this or ‘do’ was copied down the column and individuals 
corrected later but sometimes not corrected at all.

These apparent errors are not specific to certain enumerators or consistent 
across individual districts. They occur across all the census districts examined 
and there is variability within a district and even the same page. If we look at 
page 30 of this district, we start with four children of the Reynolds family living 
at 19 Head Road, aged between 11 years and 5 years, who are all recorded as 
speaking English. The next two entries are their younger siblings aged 2 years and 
3 Months, also recorded as English but subsequently crossed out. Further down 
the page we have the entry for the 1-year-old of the Johnson family, living next 
door, whose Language Spoken entry has been, correctly, left blank.

Could there be errors in recording the number of Manx speakers? We have 
no standard with which to compare these, unlike the situation with age and the 
instruction to exclude under 3-year-olds, but we can see some examples where 
English has been written and then corrected.

On page 8 of Conchan Parish District 8, it appears that every row of the 
Language Spoken column has been filled in as English and then amended later. 
As well as the English-speaking infants, we have the following for adults.

John Merrifield English written, crossed out and Both written above

Maria Merrifield English written, crossed out and Both written above
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Edward Quayle English written and altered to Both 

Thomas Quayle English written and altered to Both

Elizabeth Collings English written, crossed out and Both written above

Mary Oates English written, altered to Both crossed out and English 
written above

Ann Quirk English written and altered to Both

It does not seem unreasonable to assume that there may be some individuals 
recorded as English on the enumerators’ sheets when their household schedules 
actually stated ‘Both’.

3 Conclusions

Although the main language spoken in Douglas in 1901 was undoubtedly English, 
the census indicates that just over 4% of the population claimed to also speak 
Manx. This was not limited to a few old people in a particular part of the town but 
spread across all areas, a wide range of ages and occupations.

However, the answer to the title of this paper (Was Manx to be heard in 
Douglas?) is a different matter. When the Rev. Ernest Savage was seeking 
evidence for the continued existence of Manx monolinguals in the 1880s, one 
of his correspondents commented that ‘the Manx, who nearly all speak English 
fluently, speak nothing but English when there is any chance of strangers 
overhearing them’ (Miller 2015: 185). An example was given in the report to the 
Pan-Celtic Congress in Dublin; ‘on some of the Peel fishing luggers, with their 
crew of six men and a boy, from the time of leaving the harbour to the time they 
return next morning, every order as to trimming the sails, or steering the boat, 
or shooting the nets, will be given in Manx, and not a word of English heard 
throughout; but on the quay these same men, in the hearing of others, will speak 
only English’ (Peel City Guardian 31 Aug. 1901). Consequently, whilst Manx may 
still have been spoken about the town in 1901, the casual stranger would have 
been unlikely to hear it.

Nevertheless, the numbers were seen as a cause for celebration by those 
concerned about the demise of the language. A W Moore, in his early publication 
of statistics to the editor of the Manx Sun (Manx Sun 25 May 1901), states that 
the total number ‘is probably much in excess of what would have been expected’. 
Celtia concluded their report of the census with ‘the figures have put new heart 
into the Manx Gaels and another drop into the Anglo-Saxon’s cup of bitterness’ 
(Celtia 1 Jun. 1901).

Because of the nature of the question asked and the possible transcription 
errors in the enumerators’ records we have, the exact number of those who could 
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still speak Manx in Douglas in 1901 may be more or may be less than we can see 
in the census. 

Concerns about the nature of census language questions and enumerator 
interpretation of household returns have been raised in other Celtic nations. 
The original 1881 question regarding whether Scottish Gaelic was ‘habitually 
spoken’ was changed in 1891 to whether one could speak Gaelic alone or Gaelic 
and English (MacKinnon 1990). Following the 1891 census in Wales, Welsh MPs 
voiced concerns in the House of Commons: ‘Lloyd George was especially angered 
by the decision of enumerators at Machynlleth to substitute the word “Both” for 
“Welsh only” in the case of 284 persons’ (Parry & Williams 1999: 7).

It can also be seen that going back, as far as we can, to the original records may 
yield different figures to those presented in official summary tables. In studying 
the town of Douglas uncertainty around the position of the town boundary at 
the time of the census may partly explain this but in the case of the 1901 census 
we have only the enumerators’ books into which the information from the 
householders’ schedules was transcribed. From the 1911 census the original 
householders’ statements are preserved, which allows us to see how they actually 
answered the question.

Further research in this area could usefully examine the 1901 enumerators’ 
returns for the remainder of the Island, most of which has not been studied in 
detail. This would allow a better understanding of the answers given for the 
language question across the entire population (apart from those off-island on 
census night) and enable a full search for the 59 monolinguals reported in the 
official figures (HMSO 1903: 18). A similar approach to the 1911 census should 
also be undertaken to attempt comparison with the 1901 situation.
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