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Abstract
This study investigates the servant’s place i society in Stockholm 1760, using a variety of  source 

material such as poll tax registers, records from the police committee, court material and records 

from the congregation Maria Magdalena on western Södermalm.

The study consists of  several micro-studies of  the servants’ demography, their power in relation 

to the master, their status in society and what status they could obtain at marriage.

Most of  the servants were immigrants to the city and are found to have more in common with 

the laboring community outside of  the household in which they served rather than having a 

patriarchally affectionate relation to their masters. The servants made contacts with and married 

persons from the labor group who in general did not hire servants themselves in Stockholm, even 

though there were exceptions to the rule.

In Hajnals famous study of  the European Marriage Pattern and the European Household 

Formation System he states that it was not viewed as declassifying to be a servant. This study I 

would like to add that even if  it might not have been declassifying, servants seems to have been, at 

least in Stockholm, something of  a class-phenomenon.
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Servants at Sunday Service

Stockholm, 1760. On Sundays the members of  Katarina congregation would gather under the large 

dome of  Katarina church in south-east Stockholm for weekly services. The church was filled to the 

brim, the pews and galleries so full that the congregation had started to use folding chairs that could 

be put in the in the aisles and crannies to be able to fit everybody in.

The church was divided in two sides, one for men and the other for women, and the pews on the 

ground floor were divided into several blocks. Masters like skippers, factory owners and wig-makers 

were sitting in the front pews that they had rented. Shoe-makers, cloth-weavers and one or two 

occasional journeymen had rented the pews behind them. The pews further back were left unrented.

Those pews, and the folding chairs placed between the blocks in the aisles of  the church, were filled 

with factory workers, carpenters, apprentices and janitors, as well as spinners, wives of  fired soldiers 

and widows of  iron carriers. Among the rear pews and folding chairs we also find farmhands, 

butchers’ servants and maids, and it is they, the servants, that this thesis is about.

What did it mean to be a servant in Stockholm in 1760? What did servants see when they looked 

at their masters seated in the front pews? Did they see their family members or strangers?  A loving 

and protective patriarch or a heartless and demanding employer? Could they hope one day to be 

seated among them? And the workers sitting beside them, what relation did they have to them? Were

they friends and family, part of  the same social stratum as the servants, or something completely 

different?

Even though there were several thousand servants in 18th-century Stockholm, no one has yet 

studied them systematically as a group in their own right. This thesis will attempt to understand their

position in Stockholm during the mid-18th century by looking at where servants came from, where 

they served, how the system of  service was upheld, what status they had in society and where they 

ended up after service. It consists of  a series of  micro-studies divided into four themes: the 

servants’ demography, their power, their status and finally, their marriages. 

The ambition of  the thesis is quite bold. It will, however, not be able to provide a definitive 

answer to the meaning of  being a servant in Stockholm in the 18th century; it will instead be an 

outline, an introduction for further study of  the lives of  servants. I am rather hoping to be a part of  

the opening of  a new field of  research than closing an old one.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Questions and Disposition

The general aim of  this thesis, as previously stated, is  to understand the position of  the servants in 

Stockholm 1760. The opportunity of  servants and the possibilities for them in society might 

sometimes come from their backgrounds, perhaps forcing them to become servants, rather than the 

fact itself  that they are servants. Rather than looking at what service by itself  meant and thereby 

separating it from the servants themselves, I am going to look at the conditions for the servants 

apart from whether these conditions were due to their position as servants or from their 

background. The source material, methodological considerations and theoretical backgrounds of  

each theme will be addressed in their respective chapters. 

The first theme gives an outline of  the differences between the ones employing servants and the 

ones having to take service in the household of  another by answering the following questions. How 

many servant-employing households were there? Who were their masters? Who should not employ 

servants? Where did servants come from? The questions will be answered in Chapter Two: 

Demography.

The second theme discusses how the institution of  service was upheld in mid-18th-century 

Stockholm. Was it through mere coercion, forcing young landless people into servitude, or was it 

upheld by a harmonious relationship of  supply and demand of  labor? What power did the servants 

themselves have to shape the conditions of  their employment? These questions will be answered in 

Chapter Three: Power.

The third theme concerns itself  with the status of  servants in society. Are they to be seen as a 

part of  their masters’ families, almost like children, or as independent laborers? What kind of  

credibility did they have and what kind of  networks could they establish in the city? These questions 

will be answered in Chapter Four: Status.

The fourth and last theme looks at marriage. Looking at whom the servants marry is one of  the 

easiest ways to understand where in society they ended up after their service. Whom they married 

and at what age will be addressed in Chapter Five: Marriage.
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The sixth chapter consists of  conclusions and discussion in an effort to put together an outline 

of  the position of  servant in mid-18th-century Stockholm and how this affects other adjacent areas 

of  study.

Methodological Considerations

As the thesis is divided into several micro-studies I have found it to be more appropriate to discuss 

the more hands-on methodology and sources in each chapter. Rather than discussing those details 

twice, I have dedicated this section to giving an account of  the larger methodological philosophy 

that has guided my work with this thesis.

In The Economic History Review in 2009, scholars A. W. Carus and Sheilagh Ogilvie described a 

method that had already been in use for several decades among certain social historians and named 

it the micro-exemplary method. In this method, quantitative sources are used together with qualitative 

sources, often by creating a database of  relations and observations, a kind of  meta source, which 

allows the historian to interpret and describe whole societies, both breathing life into the dead 

statistical data with narrative sources and bringing quantitative stability to the qualitative material.1 

I have taken this method as a sort of  benchmark for this study, but instead of  using a meta 

source, I have  connected different trends in different sources, both quantitative and narrative,  and 

thereby creating a fuller picture of  the conditions and opportunities of  servants in Stockholm in the 

mid-18th century. 

I have also strived to extract my definitions from patterns apparent in the sources, rather than 

trying to apply previously made theoretical assumptions on a material that speaks a completely 

different language. I would like to argue that doing this is essential to make the sources speak to the 

researcher, not merely to confirm or contradict a pre-existing theory. But the definitions, terms and 

concepts apparent in the sources used must, of  course, allow for generalisations to be made. 

Therefore, one often has to meet somewhere halfway between the sources and the theory, as I have 

tried to do above in defining servants.

I have also opted for a source-pluralism (Källpluralism) in this thesis; the material used spans 

from congregational records of  pew rentals, records of  marriages and baptisms to poll tax registers 

and records from the police committee in order to cover several aspects of  the servants' position in 

1 A.W. Carus, Sheilagh Ogilvie, 2009
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Stockholms in the 18th century. The discussion is often forced to rest upon a quite meagre sample 

of  evidence, which is of  course unfortunate but nonetheless necessary. The results do, however, 

often point in the same direction, and thereby strengthen the likelihood of  each other and, related to

the works of  previous scholars, they are able to provide us with an outline of  the position of  

servants in 18th-century Stockholm.2

One source does, however, hold a special position in this thesis and should therefore be 

mentioned: the marriage records. The marriage records list the marriages in the congregation, 

together with names, titles and origins of  the spouses. Comparing the titles of  the spouses is a 

difficult task because servant titles are not very precise and can mean different things. This has 

discouraged some historians from using them as a source on servants. However, I consider the 

information provided by the marriage record too interesting to leave out. Generalisations based on 

the titles apparent in the poll tax registers, as well as comparisons between the results of  my study of

the marriage records and French studies of  the same kind of  source, provide me with points of  

reference for the conclusions. While the marriage records can not provide definitive answers to the 

reality behind the titles, it does give us an outline of  servants’ possibilities.

The Household and the Institution of Service

Before studying the servants of  Stockholm in the mid-18th century we have to understand the 

larger context of  service in early modern Europe. From the mid-20th century servants have been 

viewed as something restricted to the domestic service of  the upper classes, but it was not always so.

During the early modern era, possibly even as early on as the times of  the medieval Carolingian 

empire, servants were a common sight in many households, not just those of  the nobility.3 They 

were often young, somewhere between their early teens and thirties, in a transitional phase between 

childhood and marriage. Servants, in the broadest sense of  the word, could be journeymen, 

apprentices, gardeners, lackeys, maids or wet nurses, and sometimes even doctors, poets or 

bookkeepers, and they lived in a household of  another, serving their masters in exchange for food, 

shelter and sometimes a small monetary compensation. 4

Even though our public memory of  this European institution of  service has long since faded, we 

can still find traces of  its meaning in the Germanic and Latin languages; servant titles are often 

2 For more on source-pluralism: see Myrdal, 2007
3 Mitterauer, 1990 p. 28
4 Laslett, 1983 p. 1-5, Farichilds, 1984 p. 2-6
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ambiguous, meaning both “servant” and “youth”. Michael Mitterauter, amongst others, points out 

that lad in English, fille in French and dräng or piga in Swedish, could all be used to signify either a 

young person or a servant, while we today recall only one of  the meanings of  the words. These 

double meanings remind us of  a time when youth and service were intimately connected.5

There were vast numbers of  servants in Europe, and their numbers do not seem to have varied 

much according to region, most often consisting of  more than 10 percent of  the population. They 

made up 14 percent of  the population in Turku in Swedish Finland in 1766, 11 percent in French 

Aix at the beginning of  the 18th century and 16 percent throughout Sweden in 1775, for example.6

The English scholar Peter Laslett, having studied households in early modern England, 

characterizes these servants as workers acting as hired children of  their masters, being clothed, fed 

and educated. Forbidden to marry as long as they served in the household, they were rarely paid. If  

servants were in fact like hired children, that means that children to a large extent functioned as 

servants to their parents, working in the household side-by-side with the hired servants. Peter Laslett

calls these people, who left their homes to serve in the household of  another in a sort of  protracted 

period of  childhood, life-cycle servants as for most of  them service was a temporary position, 

necessary for obtaining the skills and contacts to one day be able to become master of  a household 

themselves. 7

The system of  life-cycle service rest on the European Marriage Pattern and household-formation 

system defined by the demographer John Hajnal. Hajnal argues that early modern northwestern 

European household formation was based on three principles:

A: Late marriage for both sexes (somewhere in their mid-twenties as a mean value). 

B: After marriage a couple are in charge of  their own household

C: Before marriage young people often circulate between households as servants.8

Because the couple had to acquire a household of  their own when marrying, many people had to 

wait several years before they could marry, during that time circulating between other households as 

a servants. The word servant therefore, according to Hajnal, refers to “an institution that, so far as is

5 Mitterauer, 1990 p. 11-13, Sarti, 2005 p. 3-6
6 The statistics from Turku can be found in Ojala, 2008 p. 206. For Aix: Maza, 1983 p. 27, For Sweden: Harnesk, 1990 p.
181
7 Laslett, 1983 p. 3-4
8 Hajnal, 1982 p. 454
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known, was uniquely European and has disappeared”9

Hajnal delineates the institution of  service with a few statements: the servants were numerous (at 

least 6 percent and often more than 10 percent of  the population), unmarried, young and that most 

people spent a few years of  their lives as servants. They lived with their masters and were not 

primarily engaged in domestic tasks. There was no assumption that servants were inferior to their 

masters as a result of  being in service. 10

The outlines of  the servant institution presented here by Mitterauer, Laslett and Hajnal are all 

based on studies of  rural societies, while this thesis will be about servants in an urban society, 

Stockholm. The research of  Mitterauer, Laslett and Hajnal, however, makes it obvious that servants 

must be understood as a part of  a bigger demographic system evolving around the establishing of  

new households. On the ladder of  life, servants were standing on the rung above childhood, 

reaching for the next rung, that of  a married master or mistress of  a household.

Service and youth are as we have seen interlinked, making servanthood more of  a transitional life 

phase than a social class. But it was a transitional phase which people entered with different 

backgrounds, a phase during which people could hold different positions and from which people 

could emerge at different points in their lives to take charge of  a household of  their own.

Some criticism of  this so-called life-cycle perspective on servants has emerged from some micro-

studies of  rural communities. Alan Macfarlane for example, has characterized the system as one half

of  the village employing the other half, rather than everyone employing the children of  their peers. 

Jürgen Schlumbohm sees something similar in his micro-study of  the German parish of  Belm, 

where the servants more often came from the poorer strata of  society, employed by the wealthier. 

While Hajnal argues that service was not declassifying for the one taking service, Schlumbohm 

concludes that servants, while not themselves making up a class, were at least a class-phenomenon. 

It might not be declassifying to become a servant, but it was at least, according to Schlumbohm, an 

experience primarily limited to the poorer strata of  society.11

Even if  the institution of  service prevailed for several hundreds of  years, when we come across it

here in this thesis, im the year 1760, it is drawing towards its end. During the 19th century, in France 

fueled by the French Revolution, being a servant was seen as increasingly declassifying and was 

either feminized or evolved into wage labor in the middle of  the 19th century. New means for young

9 Hajnal, 1982 p. 470
10 Hajnal, 1982 p. 473
11 Schlumbohm, 1996 p. 87
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males to support themselves  working in factories  as well as the habit of  the rising middle class to 

hire only a few maids rather than employing large, conspicuous staffs of  servants, put an end to the 

institution of  service.12 In the middle of  the 18th century, the period under study here, it had not yet

come to this. The institution of  service still stood in the middle of  the 18th century.

.

Servants and the Servant Institution in Sweden

The institution of  service has been painted in very broad strokes above, but  what do we know 

about servants in 18th-century Sweden? The subject has chiefly been studied by three Swedish 

scholars: Börje Harnesk on one side and Christer Lundh and Martin Dribe on the other. They 

provide us with two very different images of  the position of  servants in society in Sweden during 

the 18th and 19th centuries.

Dribe and Lundh focuses on the economic and demographic perspective from the middle of  the 

18th century and throughout the 19th century in rural Skåne in southern Sweden. They conclude 

that most people, regardless of  sex and social background, worked as servants at some point in their

lives before marrying, and sees no overall sign of  a downward social mobility for servants. Those 

who served as servants all had a good chance of  one day becoming the married master or mistress 

of  a farm themselves.13

Dribe and Lundh does, however, notice that there is an overrepresentation of  people from 

landless backgrounds among the servants in the 18th century, but service itself  was not declassifying.

They notices two different careers of  servants in late 18th and early 19th-century Skåne: those from 

landless families go into service as well as those from peasant families. But the landless servants 

often end up in a landless state after marriage when their service is over, while 86 percent of  the 

servants of  peasant origin retained their status as peasants after marrying. The most important 

factor deciding the servant’s future does, in other words, seem to be their origins rather than the fact

itself  that they were servants.14 

Overall,  Lundh determines that “the conclusion concerning the situation in Scania must be that 

being a servant in the first part of  the nineteenth century was a transitory phase of  life, through 

which a large majority of  children from all social groups passed, even though there were some 

12 Maza, 1983 p. 314-315, Fairchilds, 1984 p. 13-20, Harnesk, 1990 p. 197-206
13 Lundh, 2004 p. 80
14 Dribe and Lundh, 2005 p. 82
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social-group-specific differences in the recruitment of  servants.”15 The example of  Swedish Skåne 

“fit the Western European Marriage Pattern”.16

While Dribe and Lundh studies southern Sweden, Börje Harnesk has studied servants and 

masters in Norrland in northern Sweden during the end of  the 18th and beginning of  the 19th 

century and focuses on the development of  patriarchy rather than the more demographic approach 

taken by Dribe and Lundh. One of  the main differences is that Harnesk uses court material to some

extent in his research which Dribe and Lundh does not.

Harnesk paints a bleaker picture of  service. In his view, people seemed to have tried to avoid and 

refused service as long as possible. Even single mothers preferred to risk starving during winter to 

taking service, even if  their children would be taken care of  by the master.17 Farmhands saw it as 

their right to frequently leave service for their own leisure or for commercial business without their 

employers’ permission18 and often, when the demand for labor was high and the wages with it, they 

negotiated half-year contracts with their masters, working as servants only in the summer.19

 Servants were sometimes so unruly that masters were defied, beaten, and in some cases had to 

ask for protection for fear of  upsetting the youth (who presumably should work as servants) by not 

agreeing to allow them to move from the region to their liking.20

Harnesk concludes that service in fact was viewed as something declassifying in Norrland. 

Perhaps because there was a well-established culture of  independence among the peasants that made

it difficult for servants to accept their subordination.21 The ideal of  the servant in Norrland is to 

take a passive role within the family, making it very hard to achieve the ideal of  self-sufficiency.22

His study also shows that the servants, or at least the farmhands, of  Norrland had reason to be 

cautious of  a downwards social mobility in connection with service. Even though from peasant 

homes, only one-quarter of  the farmhands Harnesk studies end up as farmers themselves while 

most of  the peasants’ sons who stay at home also acquire a farm later in life. From this Harnesk 

concludes that even though a young farmhand sometimes could expect to be treated as an equal by 

15  Lundh, 1999 p. 85. Eventhough the quote itself  concerns the 19th century there is nothing in his research that points
to anything else than that this would be even more true of  the 18th century, when the prolitariazation of  the agricultural 
workers have not yet reached as far as it would in the following century.
16 Lundh, 1999 p. 85
17 Harnesk, 1990 p. 130
18 Harnesk, 1990 p. 136-137
19 Harnesk, 1990 p. 134-135
20 Harnesk, 1990 p. 155
21 Harnesk 1990 p. 148-156
22 Hanson, 2006 p 282-287
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his the people around him based on his origins as the son of  a peasant, he could sometimes also 

face attitudes formed on the basis of  another experience - the experience that a farmhand was likely 

on his way out of  the community of  landed peasants and in the the landless crowd.23

Women serving as maids, however, did not differ from the ones who stayed at home in terms of  

future prospects of  becoming mistress of  a farm themselves, suggesting that the declassifying 

tendencies of  male service is mostly a question of  whether or not one was to inherit a farm.24

The life ladders of  the servants in Dribe and Lundh’s and Harnesk’s studies do look very 

different. While Dribe and Lundh finds service to be something transitory and not declassifying, 

Harnesk rather finds the servants, or at least the male servants, as the group who did not inherit 

anything and therefore were condemned to a life as servant or day laborer unless someone died 

leaving a niche as master of  a farm for them. Harnesk also points to the problems with patriarchal 

relations and the futile attempts to enforce the Servant and Master Act (Two topics we will return to

later on in the thesis, matters related to the law in Chapter Three: Power and the patriarchal relations

in Chapter Four: Status). 

Even though Dribe and Lundh and Harnesk seem to contradict one another to some extent it is 

important to remember that they study two different areas of  Sweden and the practice and function 

of  the servant institution might have varied between regions due to differences in both economic 

and cultural conditions. But there might also be methodological reasons behind their results. Dribe 

and Lundh’s lack of  court material and the like in their sources results in less emphasis on the 

protests and conflicts. To that, the servants’ social mobility in Lundh’s study does not address where 

servants ended up as much as whether or not they became masters of  a household or not, and if  

that household was a farm.25 Those who end up landless after their period of  service might as well 

be craftsmen, merchants or day laborers and paupers in Lundh’s study.

To provide a fuller picture of  servants, their possibilities and how the institution of  service was 

upheld, one must therefore, I believe, make use of  both narrative sources as well as quantitative in 

order to capture both the overall pattern as well as the more specific arguments and quarrels that put

focus on the conditions of  servants, helping us understand not only what service was in a purely 

demographic perspective but also the position of  the individual participating in the institution. I also

believe it to be important to be able to translate results into something more than just binary data. If

23 Harnesk, 1990 p. 30
24 Harnesk, 1990 p. 29
25 Lundh, 1999 passim.
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one limits the questions posed to the material to a simple matter of  yes or no (such as: Did they end 

up as landed peasants?), especially if  one studies an urban environment, the answer might conceal 

rather than reveal.

Both of  these scholars have researched servants in rural areas. Some additional studies have been 

made on Swedish urban servants but with a limited scope and a focus towards court material, 

relations between servants, contacts and reputation in both the 17th and 18th centuies (research that

will be discussed in more detail in the chapters below). But the lives and opportunities of  urban 

servants in Sweden, especially in Stockholm   which was by far the largest city in the Swedish realm 

at the time with life conditions which differed in many respects from those in smaller cities and rural

societies - have yet to be studied in a more systematic way.26 

The Area of Investigation: Stockholm and Western Södermalm in 1760

Besides the servant institution itself  the geographical context has to be dealt with. We have to 

know what kind of  city Stockholm was in the middle of  the 18th century, the type of  work and 

commerce being conducted there and what kind of  people lived there.

Illustration 1: Stockholm in the 18th century viewed from Mosebacke on Södermalm by Johan Fredrik Martin, from 
Stockholmskällan, http://www.stockholmskallan.se/Soksida/Post/?nid=4400, visited 14 May 2014

26 Moring, 2004, Ojala, 2008 and 2009, Lamberg, 2008
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In 1760 the city of  Stockholm had 69,211 inhabitants according to Tabellverket, the Swedish 18th-

century bureau of  statistics.27 While not a large city by modern standards, and not even particularly 

big by early modern continental standards, it must still have been something extraordinary for those 

who left their homes in the Swedish countryside to come and live there. It must have seemed 

confusing, bustling with life, chaotic, full of  strangers and opportunities and dangers, filled with 

“Tumult, stirs and Noise”.28 

Nowhere else in the Swedish realm did the laboring poor live so physically close to the merchants,

traders and noblemen  not to mention the king himself  with his court! Nowhere else could one find 

such different trades in such a small area as in Stockholm. There were merchants, manufacturers, 

iron carriers, traders, seamen and priests, bricklayers and customs inspectors, soldiers, officers and 

lawyers as well as prostitutes and seamstresses, shopkeepers and watchmakers crowded into the 

small city island and its surroundings. 

The city rested almost upon the water. Nearly every painting and drawing of  Stockholm in the 

18th century centers upon the view of  Stockholm as seen from the coast of  some of  its islands, the 

beaches always covered with small fishing boats and the sea filled with the sails of  military ships of  

the line, big merchantmen on their way to Cadiz or Dublin among yachts and smaller vessels 

carrying supplies for sale from the surrounding archipelago.29

The inhabited islands and peninsulas of  the city separate the lake Mälaren in the west from the 

Baltic Sea in the east. Stockholm was therefore located right in the intersection between the trade 

routes, from Bergslagen especially but from the entire Swedish mainland in general, and the Baltic 

sea trade and Finland. By being an important trade hub and being located in the middle of  the 

multiethnic Swedish realm, Stockholm was also a multicultural city with German and Finnish 

congregations alongside the Swedish ones.30

27 Tabellverket på nätet, Stockholms stad, folk_100, 1760 can be found at 
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk visitet 14 May 2014

28 Carl Michael Bellman, “Epistel  N.o 33” in translated by Austen, 1999 p. 53
29 Austen, 1999 p. 53
30 Söderberg, 1991 p. 12-13

http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk
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It was by this time one of  Sweden’s largest industrial centres with silk and tobacco industries as 

well cloth manufacturers, mostly located on the southern Island, Södermalm. In addition there were 

many different kinds of  craftsmen living throughout the city.31  But first and foremost Stockholm 

was an administrative center, the capital of  the Swedish realm.  It was the increase in administration 

during the 17th century that led to Stockholm’s rapid growth during the previous century, from 

being a city of  merely 8000 in 1582 to having between 50,000 and 55,000 inhabitants in 1674.32 In 

this regard Stockholm developed in the same manner as many other middle-sized western European

cities. But by the middle of  the 18th century Stockholm entered a period of  economic stagnation 

that would last for a hundred years. This stagnation was the result of  the city being too highly 

dependent on overseas trade which grew increasingly unstable, the lack of  further expansion of  the 

government administration and increasing competition from rural textile production.33

31 Hayen, 2007 p. 113-115
32 Söderberg, 1991 p. 1
33 Söderberg, 1991 p. 16-20

Illustration 2: Illustration 2: Skeppsbron in central Stockholm in the 18th century, by Johan Petter Cumelin. From 
Stockholmkällan, http://www.stockholmskallan.se/Soksida/Post/?nid=4488, visited 14 May 2014
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 During these hundred years of  stagnation, the population of  Stockholm grew from about 60,000

in 175434 to about 85,000 in 1840.35 This marked slowing in growth is due not so much to low 

immigration but to a mortality rate that was disastrously high, even by urban early modern 

standards.36 A few numbers from the Maria Magdalena parish on Södermalm may illustrate the huge 

gap between mortality and fertility. During 1760 there were 294 entries in the record for baptisms 

(some of  them were twins) while the burial records had 687 entries, more than twice as many.37 The 

high mortality rates were due not only to infant mortality (even though the infant mortality was 

indeed very high as everywhere else in early modern Europe), but also of  the afflictions that befell 

mostly young men. Söderberg describes the Stockholm demography as a system of  wastages (of  

human life), partly because of  the tuberculosis spreading through Mälardalen (the area surrounding 

Lake Mälaren), lakes filled with filth, unsound drinking water and the high levels of  alcoholism in 

the city, which in 1760 according to Tabellverket had at least 697 taverns.38 Söderberg reasons that it 

was necessary for men in Stockholm to frequent these bars in order to maintain their social network,

and that it might very well be the reason for the heightened male mortality during the period.39

The city was centered around Stadsholmen, the city isle in the middle with the tax districts Inner 

Nikolaj and Outer Nikolaj. This, together with Jakob and Klara were the most densely populated 

areas with the most expensive properties, containing both palaces of  the nobles as well as the 

apartments of  the grand merchants on Skeppsbron on the eastern quay of  the city isle.40 The central

parts of  the city were the wealthiest while the more peripheral districts were poorer, even though 

Stockholm did not display the same amount of  drastic spatial inequality as more industrialized cities 

like Lyon, for example.41 Further to the northeast and northwest were poorer and less densely 

populated districts.42 

As Stockholm taken on the whole is too large an area to study, I have limited myself  to focus on 

the western parts of  he southern isle of  Stockholm: Södermalm, its congregation Maria Magdalena 

34 Tabellverket på nätet, Stockholms stad, folk_100, 1754 can be found at 
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk visitet 14 May 2014
35 Tabellverket på nätet, Stockholms stad, folk_520, 1840 can be found at 

http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk visitet 14 May 2014
36 Söderberg, 1991 p. 204-205
37 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker vol. 8 and Död och Begravningsböcker vol. 2.
38 Tabellverket på nätet, Stockholms stad, folk_100, 1760 can be found at 
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk visitet 14 May 2014
39 Söderberg, 1991 p. 203
40 Hayen, 2007 p. 106, Söderberg, 1991 p. 102
41 Söderberg, 1991 p. 105
42 Söderberg, 1991 p. 98

http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk
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and its two tax districts, Inner and Western Maria. However, some sources that will be used in the 

investigation will cover all of  Stockholm, some all of  Södermalm, and yet others only the 

congregation of  Maria Magdalena or parts of  its tax-districts. The focus will thus gravitate more 

towards these parts of  western Södermalm rather than be limited strictly to it. Because every area of

Stockholm has its specific conditions, some being rich, some poor, some dominated by industry, 

others by trade, it is difficult to find an area that in all ways displays any mean value of  the city. The 

congregation of  Maria is however probably as close as one could get, as home to craftsmen, 

commerce, persons of  standing and industry, and containing both densely populated areas and 

independent farms.43

The congregation of  Maria Magdalena stretched between the Maria Mountain in the northwest 

with its cold winds and splendid view over Lake Mälaren, sloping down to the big gardens in the 

Rosendahl-block and the church of  Maria Magdalena, as well as encompassing an area used for 

executions. Further south we find the city begins to dissolve into smaller houses and cottages 

surrounding Lake Fatburen, used as a waste dump for the inhabitants of  Maria. Even further south, 

just outside the borders of  the tax district Inner Maria lays the southern city custom, Skanstull. In 

the western parts of  the island we find different factories, such as a pipe factory and furthermore to 

the west, on the small neighboring island of  Långholmen, lies the Långholmen prison and the city 

customs of  Hornstull.44

When we encounter our main area of  study, the Maria districts, we find big parts of  it in ashes 

from the big fire of  1759. The fire was one of  the larger fires in Stockholm during the 18th century, 

caused by the severe drought in the summer of  1759, leaving about 300 households in ruin on the 

hills close to Slussen in northeastern Maria. The flames were drawn down the mountain by the wind 

and got hold of  the roof  of  the church itself, making the tower collapse down into the structure. 

Fires like these were not uncommon, and there had been a similar fire just a few years before in 

Klara in 1751.

Apart from leaving many households literally in ruins, which can be seen from maps as well as from 

the poll tax registers in 1760,45 the fire has not left any apparent trace in my sources - neither in the 

congregation’s material nor in the court materials. If  there was a special commission to handle 

43 Söderberg, 1991 p. 97-100

44 SSA, Överståthållarämbeter för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

45 SSA, Överståthållarämbeter för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 12-13



19
matters concerning the fire, then I have not found them. One possibility is that there was a certain 

routine for this type of  catastrophe, with the stricken moving in with friends in the city, or renting 

rooms for hire among the less fortunate. It nevertheless highlights the fragility of  life in early 

modern Stockholm, or as Carl Michael Bellman wrote about another fire in 1771: 

All your fortune, gods and riches
Are but glitter, dross and dust,
Poverty upon its crutches
Leaves its lodging when it must.46

Comparing personal wealth between the different areas of  Stockholm, the two tax districts of  

Maria were the ones closest to the city average. But seen in terms of  property value, the same basic 

rule of  thumb goes for the Maria districts as for all of  Stockholm: the closer to the city isle, the 

more expensive and more densely populated.47

The census of  1760 compiled by Tabellverket shows that the congregation of  Maria Magdalena 

46 Austen, 1999 p. 59
47 Söderberg, 1991 p. 101-104

Illustration 3: Illustration 3: Map of  the extent of  the fire of  1759, North is down. Stockholms stadsmusem, file 
gathered from http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mariabranden_karta_1759.jpg 14 May 2014
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had 8219 inhabitants, 3695 men and 4524 women (See diagram 1 below).

 From Tabellverket på nätet, Sankt Maria Magdalena Stockholm, Folk_100 1760 found at 
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk. Visitet 14 may 2014.

The population was, of  course, young by modern standards, and dominated by women due the 

high male mortality that took a heavy toll especially in the age groups 45-55 years. About 2167 of  

the inhabitants were younger than 15 years old, 2318 were older than 15 years and unmarried, 2936 

persons were married and another 798 were widows or widowers (700 of  those were widows).48

The census does not divide the inhabitants according to occupational groups. The people of  

Maria Magdalena congregation are instead divided according to their positions in society (Swedish: 

Stånd). These categories may vary over the census due to different interpretations on a person’s 

position made by the priest in the congregation, and should therefore be treated with some caution, 

though they nonethelessl provide a clue to the demography of  the congregation.49 The most 

common groups are, besides children, “youth and day laborers older than 15” as well as “lesser 

burghers”, “Journeymen”, “Public office workers and craftsmen” and “Persons of  standing and the 

48 Tabellverket på nätet, Stockholms stad, folk_100, 1760 can be found at 
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk visitet 14 May 2014
49 An example of  how the figures from these kind of  censuses might vary can be found in Harnesk, 1990 p. 181-185

http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk
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like”.50

Although it was an urban environment, the area was still very much left out to the yearly cycle of  

seasons. Supply and demand for food and shelter must have varied greatly between the seasons, 

perhaps best illustrated by looking at the death rates for each month during 1760.51 Adult death rates

were low in the fall, but rose sharply during spring and summer, possibly because of  the uneven 

food supply with the harvest taking place in the fall, meaning that new goods would be shipped in to

Stockholm from its surroundings.52 For children younger than six the pattern is completely reversed, 

with the highest death rates in the fall and winter. It might also be so that children had a higher 

demand for shelter against the cold which sometimes could be hard to provide in early modern 

Stockholm.

50 The Swedish titles are: Ungdommar och Arbetare över 15 år, Ringare Borgerskap, Försvars- och Fördelskarlar, Gesäller, Ämbets- 
och Handtvärks-folk, Ståndspersoner och deras vederlikar.
51 The fire of  1759 might of  course affect the numbers for the year 1760.
52 Stockholm was in general sensitive to market fluctuations in agricultural goods since it was dependent on the surplus 
exported by the farmers to the city, Söderberg, 1991 p. 69

SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Död och begravningsböcker, vol 2, 1760.
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To summarize: Stockholm was the by far biggest city in the Swedish realm, located on the 

conjunction between the Swedish inland trade and the overseas trade. During the period of  

investigation it had started its hundred-year period of  economic stagnation. Death rates were 

disastrously high. When it comes to the area of  Maria Magdalena on western Södermalm, it had just 

experienced a devastating fire in its central areas and had a young population dominated by day 

laborers, public workers, lesser burghers and different persons of  standing. This means that while 

Stockholm is a deadly place in the 18th century, it is also a city with a constant need for fresh labor 

immigrating from its surroundings, with trade connections making the real wages high and the price 

of  food low (except for years with bad harvests when the prices rose in Stockholm). The deadly city 

and its industries, still going in 1760, did thus provide opportunities for those who had none 

elsewhere.
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Illustration 4: Stockholm in 1720 with the different parts of  the city marked in different colors. Maria Magdalena, with 
its two tax districts is to the south west. KB, Stockholms kartor, Werner von Rosenfeldts karta över Stockholm graverad 
av Anders Wijkman 1702. File gathered from http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Stockholm_1702.jpg 14 May 
2014
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Chapter Two: Demography

This chapter concerns itself  with the numbers of  servants and employers, which people hired 

them, who did not, and the origins of  servants in order to understand the nature of  the institution 

of  service in Stockholm. Whether or not the institution of  service in Stockholm was a class-

phenomenon or not is of  course one of  the most fundamental things to sort out in order to 

understand where to place a person in society, both in terms of  future prospects as well as during 

the time a person was in service.

As we have seen above (in Chapter One), being a servant in itself  does not seem to have 

hampered one's future prospects. But that does not mean that being a servant was something 

everybody had to go through. So who did become servants in Stockholm 1760? Could every master 

hire servants?

Defining Servants

Before I start investigating the poll tax registers I have to say something about the methodology 

behind defining servants. The poll tax registers have listed several groups of  people as Tjänstehjon 

(being the contemporary word for servant). This group does however encompass assistants, maids, 

lackeys as well as laborers, factory workers, journeymen and apprentices. In this thesis I have 

narrowed down the definition of  servants according to the following three criteria:

The first is that I have considered only those living with their masters to be servants. The living 

and serving in another household is often viewed as a hallmark for service in the previous research, 

and is as well made mandatory for servants in the Servant and Master Act of  1739.53 There are 

however large groups registered as Tjänstehjon living, often married sometimes with children, in 

households of  their own. The existence of  this group points to the ambiguous nature of  the servant

institution in Stockholm during the 18th century. Even though the line between these people and the

ones defined here as servants is in no way a clear-cut boundary I have chosen to consider them here 

as laborers rather than as serving under a servant’s contract for a specific master.

53 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739,  Article 6, Paragraf  2.
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Secondly I have chosen to exclude journeymen and apprentices. These two groups are listed as 

Tjänstehjon as well but are a part of  an educational system for certain crafts connected to the guilds 

and therefore live according to a different set of  rules than do other servants.54

Thirdly I have excluded workers in factories. Many masters owning factories have numerous 

people listed there as workers, such as spinners for example. They were often paid for what they 

produced and are therefore in this thesis, too, are considered laborers.55

Life-Cycle Servants

The servant institution is characterised by the great number of  people who were part of  it at 

some point in their lives. Hajnal suggests that at least 6 percent and often more than 10 percent of  

the population at any time were living as servants (including the journeymen and apprentices 

excluded in my study here).56

Looking at the census of  1760 from Tabellverket this pattern is true for Maria Magdalena 

congregation as well. Out of  a population of  8219 in 1760 (3695 men and 4524 women) 909 are 

servants, making it 11 percent of  the total population. Most of  them are listed in the categories for 

servants of  the burghers (753 people) while only a small number (156 people) are listed as the 

servants of  the estates. It is also apparent that it was slightly more common for women to work as 

servants than men, with women constituting 62 percent of  all the servants, this likely due to the 

possibility for men to work as journeymen and apprentices, which positions are not taken into 

account here.57

With a large part of  the population of  Maria Magdalena congregation being servants according to

the Bureau of  Statistics, the question arises as to whether this was their permanent position or if  it 

was merely a phase in their lives. The diagram below shows the ages of  male and female servants in 

the first firewatch districts of  Western and Inner Maria. 

It is important to note that the material used above, that from Tabellverket, is based on a person’s 

standing in society, while the poll tax registers used here more accurately describe a person's 

54 Söderlund, 1949 p. 314-317
55 Nyström, 1955 p. 358 – 360 
56 Hajnal, 1982 p. 473
57 Tabellverket på nätet, Stockholms stad, folk_100, 1760 can be found at 
http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk visitet 14 May 2014. The titles in Swedish are Samtliga borgerskapets 
och betjänters tjänstefolk and Ståndens hederligare bejtäner or Ståndens laquajer of  tjänstefolk

http://rystad.ddb.umu.se:8080/Tabellverket/Tabverk
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occupation as a servant. It is possible that someone, a tutor for example, would be described as a 

servant in the poll tax registers but as something else by Tabellverket. 

SSA, Överståthållarämbeter för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

Looking at the diagram we can clearly see that service for both men and women was just a phase 

of  their lives, often entered during their late teens or early twenties and ended after ten years or so. 

The high numbers of  servants older than 35 does not come from a sudden rise in thirty-somethings 

in service but from the large age span of  the group, servants in all ages above 35, such as tutors or 

widows who might have left and once again returned to service working as housekeepers. 

The amount of  men older than 35 – 44 of  them compared to 23 women – points to the 

possibility for men to stay in service longer, having a sort of  career as a lifetime servants that does 

not seem to have been as attractive to or possible for women.

The total numbers of  servants in the material include 298 female and 235 male servants. The 

diagram shows that a large proportion of  the female servants were somewhere between 15 and 26 

years old, suggesting that more women passed through service in their lives than men, but for a 

briefer periods of  their lives than the men entering service who stayed until their early thirties.
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Masters and Servants

Even if  servanthood was a life-cycle experience for those who were servants it does not mean 

that every person in society had that experience. The possibility or necessity of  taking service might 

have been restricted to only certain groups in society and even if  it was an experience shared by all 

in early modern Stockholm, that does not mean that every servant could expect to one day hire 

servants him or herself.

To examine whether it was possible for all groups of  society or for only a few to hire servants I 

have looked at what kinds of  households employed servants and to what extent. By doing so it will 

become clear if  the hiring of  servants was something that all who were a master or mistress of  a 

household could expect to do. Later on in the thesis (Unfitt Masters below) I will examine the other 

part of  the relationship  if  everyone had to be a servant for some part of  their lives.

First, let us look at what proportion of  the households in the first firewatch districts of  Inner and

Western Maria actually employed servants (Diagram 4). 

SSA, Överståthållarämbeter för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

The blue area shows the number of  households without servants altogether, the red area the 

households with employed servants, and lastly the yellow area indicates the number of  households 
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that employed only workers such as journeymen, apprentices or factory workers, but no servants 

apart from those. Two-thirds of  the households did not employ any servants at all. These 

households were almost all of  them in the group I have called the labor group (more on that later 

in).58 This diagram shows that far from all households had servants in early modern Stockholm, but 

it does not tell anything about who hired them and therefore does not provide information about 

whether the hiring of  servants was restricted to certain groups in society. To be able to distinguish 

whether or not all groups in society could hire servants, I have looked at the titles of  the servant-

employing masters. 

To be able to discern a comprehensible pattern from all households employing servants I have 

first looked at the titles of  the masters of  the households, and then grouped them into five 

categories. The categories have the purpose of  making the patterns apparent in the sources more 

distinct and to make it possible to compare them with each other. An full account of  wich titles that 

are placed within which group can be found in the appendix.

The first category is persons of  standing encompassing bank-clerks, aldermen, judges, and royal 

singers, including their widows. This is a group of  people who support themselves through their 

own work while still needing both education, manners, an honorable reputation and status. It is 

important to note that the group I have here chosen to call persons of  standing is not to be seen as 

the same as the early modern Swedish group of  ofrälse ståndspersoner (directly translated roughly as 

“non-noble persons of  standing”).

The second category is merchants, buyers and/or sellers of  goods.

The third is craftsmen, such as smiths and shoemakers.

The fourth is factory owners, which includes both owners of  factories and manufactories.

The fifth is a group I have called laborers including both skilled and unskilled labor, such as 

journeymen, carpenters, seamen and generic workers. These are, just as the persons of  standing, 

people who work themselves rather than hiring someone to do their work, and sometimes they also 

need education to perform their work-duties (for example, in the case of  journeymen) but they lack 

the need of  status and to some extent reputation that is necessary for the persons of  standing. 

From these categories I have made two diagrams, one of  the titles of  those employing more than 

one servant (diagram 5.) and one of  the titles of  those employing only one servant (diagram 6.).

58 SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen, Mantalslängder vol 12 – 13
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To start with those employing more than one servant (and in addition to that sometimes also 

several workers, here left uncounted) there were 89 households in the examined area in 1760. The 

largest groups were merchants and persons of  standing; the two groups employing people in 

manufacturing (craftsmen and factory owners) were significantly smaller with only 13 households 

taken both groups together; the labor-group were altogether absent among the masters employing 

more than one servant.

 

Source: Appendix 1. Titles of  Masters Employing More than One Servant Servant in the first Firewatch districts of  
Inner and Western Maria 1760

The groups in this diagram, especially the persons of  standing and the merchants, have two 

different uses of  servants. While the persons of  standing often employ servants as tutors, gardeners 

and housekeepers, the merchants employ most of  their servants as shop assistants. While servants 

mostly fulfill a role of  status or perhaps respectability for the persons of  standing, they are more 

often used in the running of  enterprise by the merchants.59

The diagram makes it clear that the employment of  several servants was limited to certain groups 

in society, with the laborers are completely absent. How do these categories look if  we limit our 

59 SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen, Mantalslängder vol 12 – 13 
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view to those employing one servant? In the diagram below I have considered households 

employing only one servant, and no workers

.
Source: Appendix 2. Titles of  Masters Employing only One Servant and no Apprenctices, Workers or Journeymen 
in the first Firewatchdistricts of  Inner and Western Maria 1760

Here we can see that from a total of  127 masters (compared to 89 households employing more 

than one servant), the persons of  standing still dominate the group, this time even more robustly, 

constituting more than 50 percent of  all the masters. The merchant group is smaller, including a 

couple of  merchant widows. The second largest group is instead laborers, with 33 households.This 

is a demonstration that it is possible for laborers to hire servants, even though it was far less 

common for laborers to do so in comparison with persons of  standing, with my study including a 

total of  101 persons of  standing employing servants and only 33 labor households doing so, also 

considering that the labor group consisted of  far more households than the persons of  standing.

To summarize so far: the answer to whether or not hiring a servant is something that was possible

for all households in early modern Stockholm is, in very broad strokes, no. Masters and mistresses 

from the labor group could and would sometimes hire a servant, but it was not common. The hiring

of  servants was mostly limited to certain groups, either employing servants as labor in their 
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enterprises, as in the case of  merchants, or for more domestic tasks amongst the largest servant-

employing group, the persons of  standing. 

Unfitt Masters

I will now focus on those households that should not hire servants. I have already examined 

which households hired servants, and thereby also to some extent which kind of  households did 

not. The study above was the study of  practice while I will now move on the a study of  ideals. For 

which groups in society was it seen as a respectable option to hire servants? Do the relative scarcity 

of  servant-employers in the labor group come from a lack of  demand as well as limited means of  

supporting a servant in the household or are there other forces at work as well?

In 1755 the police committee (Politikollegiet), the early modern equivalent of  the police in 

Stockholm, responsible for keeping order in the streets and reporting smaller misdemeanors, made a

list of  all servants employed in the city by masters that “did not seem to need any servants”.60  The 

list probably rested on the 2nd and 5th paragraphs of  the second article in the Servant and Master 

Act of  1739, encouraging the authorities to keep track of  the servants-employers so that no one 

would hire more servants than they had means to provide and provide work for.61

The list contains hundreds of  names of  servants and relatives of  masters living at home all over 

Stockholm and provides an opportunity to look at what kind of  masters and mistresses were seen as

suspicious servant-employers. It also gives an opportunity to study the masters and mistresses who 

were not allowed to have their grown children still living at home because, at least in the eyes of  the 

law, that would mean they were working as servants for their parents. 

The list made by the police committee was to my knowledge recorded only once, in this case in 

1755, whilst the poll tax records were made yearly but have been preserved only for every tenth year 

(1750, 1760 and so on), due to some deplorable archival decisions in the 19th century. This means 

that the periods of  investigation do not overlap quite as nicely as one would have hoped, making it 

difficult to track whether or not this list had any practical effects on the servant employments. There

is, however, some circumstantial evidence that it did not have much practical effect, at least not in 

the long run. The first is the fact itself  that the list was made only once and therefore does not seem 

60 SSA, Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt
61 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 2, Paragraph 2 and 5.
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to have been part of  a long-term effort to keep order amongst the servant-employers. The other is 

the case of  the organ pumper (Orgeltramparen) in Maria Magdalena congregation. In 1755 he was 

listed by the police committee as employing a maid while not seeming to have the need for one, 

while later on, in the poll tax registers, he is once again registered as a servant-employer.62

Apart from not having much of  an practical effect on servant-employers there is also no certainty

that the list recorded all servant-employers that would have been viewed as suspicious. Nevertheless 

it gives us a remarkable opportunity to examine who should not employ servants as well as whose 

children should leave their home to become servants in mid-18th-century Stockholm, at least in the 

eyes of  the police committee.

So, which people do we find in the list made by the police committee? In the first firewatch 

districts of  Inner and Western Maria there are 64 households listed (not all of  them employ 

servants, some of  them have just their children still living at home). Most of  them, in fact, nearly all,

are masters and mistresses from the labor-group. There are multiple seamen, fired soldiers and iron-

carriers. Another group we find there is made up of  those titled “maiden”, living on their own and 

sometimes employing a single maidservant. We also find representatives of  the skilled labor group 

such as carpenters and journeymen employing maids.63

All of  the servants recorded are women and they are often much younger than the average female

servants found in the poll tax registers from 1760. The iron-carrier Maths Fernström living in house 

142 and the seaman Christopher Strandberg living in house 143 in the quarter Ugglan in Western 

Maria, for example, employed respectively the girl Anna Lisa, 14 years old and the girl Greta, 13 

years old.64

That these masters employed only women, and especially young women, might be a sign that even

though they apparently had the capacity to employ a servant, that capacity was nonetheless limited 

to the cheapest kind, since maidservants were always cheaper to support than their male 

counterparts.65 Economic reasons might however not be the only reasons; there may simply have 

been no need for male servants in the homes of  these masters.

62 SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen, Mantalslängder vol 12, p. 7 and SSA, 
Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt, husnr. 
56,57,58
63 SSA, Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt
64 SSA, Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt, 
kvarteret Ugglan
65 Maza, 1983 figure 6.1, Fairchilds, 1984 p. 56-57
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The police committee have however not only listed the servants employed in households that did 

not seem to need servants. They recorded grown children still living at home as well. As with the 

masters of  the servants, the parents of  the listed children were also nearly always from the labor-

group. They are sometimes even the same persons, both having adult children still at home and 

employing servants. The children could be of  different ages. Some in their mid-twenties, while some

others had not yet reached their teens, the youngest recorded being the 12-year-old daughter of  the 

bricklayer journeyman Lars Ramberg.66

The list often seems rather harsh. The police committee have even recorded Caisa Ström, the 25-

year-old daughter of  Clara Ström, a widow of  a ship carpenter, even though she was pregnant at the 

time.67 With this strictness in the recordings, the lack of  groups of  the more well-to-do in society is 

all the more striking. 

Previous research on rural communities has shown that the children of  peasant who employed 

servants became servants themselves to a lesser degree than the children of  those who did not 

employ servants. Instead of  leaving for another household they stayed in their parental home and 

worked the land there, together with the servants as an extra servant.68 This might of  course be the 

situation in Stockholm as well, children of  craftsmen and merchants stay in their parental home to 

work amongst the servants there. That it would be the case with all the children of  everyone in 

Stockholm is however not very likely. To me it appears to be quite unlikely that the 29-year-old 

adopted daughter of  the silk factory owner Samuel Wiese in Western Maria would have to tend to 

duties as a servant when he employed 3 maids as well as 2 farmhands and a clerk.69

If  we look at a diagram of   the number of  households that had both servants and/or workers 

employed as well as children 15 years or older living with their parents we do not only find 

craftsmen and merchants amongst them.

66 SSA, Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt, 
kvarteret Kanin  hus nr 95
67 SSA, Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt, 
Kvarteret Ormen mindre, husnr 52
68 Schlumbohm, 1996 p. 85 
69 SSA, Politikollegiet, Förteckning över tjänstefolk, personer som ha tjänstefolk samt förteckning över krogar, vol 1bt, 
Kvarteret Ulven den större, husnr 68, 
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Even though craftsmen and merchants constitute almost half  of  all the households the persons 

of  standings still make up the largest category. It is, as mentioned above, doubtful that all of  their 

children were employed as servants, especially for the more prestigious households amongst the 

persons of  standing such as the city magistrates.

In conclusion, the list made by the police committee in 1755 provides us with a distinguishable 

pattern. The group that in the eyes of  the police committee were not suitable as servant-employers 

were the same group that should have their children in service in other households. The recording 

of  unfit masters is almost purely a recording of  those labor household who actually (and on the 

contrary to the majority of  labor households) did employ servants (mostly young women) or had 

their children still living at home. If  one was wealthy and respectable enough to employ servants, it 

was permissible were allowed to have one’s own children at home as well. The pattern in the list by 

the police committee shows that service was not only far more common in certain groups in society,

there also existed a will in society, an idea, that it should be more restricted still. 

Source: Appendix 4. Titles of  Master Employing Servants and Having Children 15 Years or Older Living at Home 
in the First Firewatch Districts of  Inner and Western Maria 1760
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The Geographical Backgrounds of Servants

Now I have looked at what kinds of  households employed servants, and which households 

should not employ but should provide servants to others. But this does not say anything about 

where the majority of  servants actually came from.

Maza, when studying French servants notices that they were often immigrants to the cities in 

which they served. Most often they did not travel very far, and women often traveled shorter 

distances than men. But some, especially men, traveled very long distances from their parental home

to the city in which they came to serve.70

Is this true also for Stockholm in the mid-18th century? To find out I have looked at the marriage

records of  Maria Magdalena congregation in 1760. The marriage records cannot provides us with an

answer to from what kind of  households these servants came, but they are the only source in the 

congregation that I have found that could tell us something about the geographical origins of  

servants in the time period.

The marriage records are not completely unproblematic. The first problem is a problem of  bias; 

the marriage records do not record every servant in the congregation, but only the ones actually 

getting married. That means that, especially when it comes to men, some former servants may by 

the time they actually marry have stopped being servants and thus they are not visible as such in the 

records. 

The second is that they do record the titles of  the spouses, together with age and origin, but they 

do not tell whether or not they were a servant. That people were recorded as maids or farmhands, 

for example, does not necessarily mean that they were servants in the way I have defined them here. 

There is nothing one can do with the first problem, except for perhaps to be a bit cautious with 

conclusions if  the results are ambivalent. With the second problem I have chosen to consider 

everyone who has a title such as maid, butler, lackey or farmhand as servants. This since even 

though every maid does not have to be in service, she could also, for example, be employed as a 

factory worker, most maids are in fact in service, making it a reasonable generalization. There are, 

however, also people titled maiden in service and yet for the purpose of  the study of  marriage 

70 Maza, 1983 p. 31-43
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records I have considered all maidens as non-servants, simply because it is quite unusual for a 

maiden to be in service, whilst factory workers are more often titled maidens than not.  

With men this type of  generalization becomes a bit more difficult. Male titles are often more 

closely connected with their actual work (such as carpenter, brewer, iron-carrier etc.) and as we have 

seen above, some men with titles such as farmhand and the like were living by themselves, and were 

therefore not included in the definitions of  servants given in this study. Once again there is no other

solution than to be cautious with the results.

So what are the results, then? There are 40 women titled maid getting married in 1760. 10 of  

those are born in Stockholm while 30 of  those have immigrated. The results are similar for men; 

there are 14 men with titles such as farmhand, lackey, coachman, bricklayer’s assistant and the like in 

the records and 12 of  them are immigrants. Only two (both of  them shop assistants) are from 

Stockholm. It is difficult to compare the results on backgrounds for male non-servants (since many 

of  them might very well have been servants before they left service to marry and are therefore 

included in the category as non-servants) but looking at the ones titled maidens who, as opposed to 

maids, are often of  somewhat higher status 27 of  them (57 percent) come from the city and only 21 

(43 percent) of  them are immigrants to the city as compared to the 75 percent being immigrants 

among the maids.71

Making a systematic study of  exactly where all these servants came from has not been possible in 

this study since it would demand a plunge into toponymy, but by just looking at the recognisable 

locations there are indications that while most of  them came from the regions surrounding Lake 

Mälaren, some others, both women and men, had travelled quite far, for instance  the maid Ester 

Forsgren Jöransdotter from Mariestad in Västergötland, or the lackey Nicklas Sjöberg Johansson 

from Eksjö in Småland.72

In conclusion, this study of  the servants’ origins is of  course very limited, but the results are on 

the other hand very clear. The majority of  the servants were immigrants to Stockholm. Most came 

from the regions around Lake Mälaren, but some of  them from even further away. That the servant 

institution in Stockholm rested to such a high degree on immigration is not surprising, especially 

71 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3. 1760. The Swedish titles are: dräng, trädgårdsdräng,
bryggardräng, murdräng, stallbetjänt, lakej, kusk and handelsbetjänt. One Maiden have been excluded since her background is 
not listed.
72 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och Vigselböcker, vol 3



37
considering that the high mortality in the city resulted in Stockholm’s being in all ways dependant on

immigration from the surrounding countryside. 

Conclusion: Providers and Employers

In  this chapter I have examined the number of  servant-employing households, who the masters 

were, which people should not hire servants as well as the origins of  servants. As we have seen, 

roughly only one-third of  the households hired servants and that third was a significantly wealthier 

group of  household than those who did not hire servants. At the same time, the records from the 

police committee shows us which children who should leave their homes to become servants, and 

those children were all from the lower and less wealthy strata of  society. In conclusion, there were 

two groups in 18th-century Stockholm: those who employed servants and those who provided their 

children as servants. However, this system is not perfect. The recordings by the police committee 

alone, as well as the poll tax registers, show us that there were households headed by masters in the 

laboring community that hired servants, who were often female and often young. But these 

examples are less common compared to the wealthier groups.

The fact that the children of  the servant-employing stratum were allowed to stay at home instead 

of  leaving for service was surely legitimized by the masters’ need for servants in general, making the 

biological children of  the master count as servants in the eyes of  the authorities.

But after all, most of  the servants in Stockholm were not born in Stockholm at all, they were 

immigrants, some from the city surroundings and some from far away. This study can unfortunately 

not tell anything of  their backgrounds, but it is likely that they left their homes out of  need rather 

than for a dream of  Stockholm which was, as seen above in the first chapter of  this thesis, a very 

deadly city. They might have been children of  small-time farmers, cottagers and the like, leaving their

homes since they had no future prospect in their home community. 

In short, the servants in Stockholm were employed by a relatively small group of  society. It was 

not seen as appropriate for less fortunate masters to hire servants, and most servants were 

immigrants, struggling to establish themselves in the city.



38

Chapter Three: Power

No vagrants, vagabonds, idlers or dependent paupers should in our country and kingdom be
tolerated, either in town or country, but shall each man or laborer in the towns engage in 
lawful service, if  it is not a burgher, and runs the bourgeois commerce and trade or 
manufacture, or else, after the magistrate's consideration is considered to benefit the towns 
through administration and other services. 73

- First Paragraph, First article of  the Servant and Master Act f  1730

This chapter examines by what means the institution of  service was upheld within the household,

between the master and the servant. Was it based upon coercion and the letter of  the law or rather 

an agreement, beneficial to both parties? In order to answer the question I have examined both the 

Servant and Master act of  1739 and different proclamations made during the 18th century, as well as

looked at the court records in civil cases from Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, the lowest court located on

Södermalm, as well as the trial diary of  the police committee. In Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt I have

chosen to use the civil cases rather than the criminal cases as the civil cases concern conflicts 

between different parties and therefore capture conflicts over contracts and the like between servant

and master and can therefore tell us something about how the institution was upheld and negotiated 

in a way that criminal cases, which are between the accused and the state, can not. I will start by 

looking at the law itself, from there continue to the court records of  Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, 

and end with looking at the trial diary by the police committee.

The Servant and Master Act of 1739

Service was harshly regulated by law in 18th-century Sweden. But even though service is regulated

by law it is important to note that the law itself  is in no way an accurate blueprint of  reality. Börje 

Harnesk writes that “any attempt to regulate the relationship between servants and their masters 

must on the whole be seen as ineffective.”74 Harnesk interprets the discrepancy between the letter of

the law and the practice of  service as a failure of  law enforcement. In this investigation I have 

73 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 1, Paragraph 1.
74 Harnesk, 1990 p. 38, my translation from the Swedish original: “Alla försök till att reglera förhållandet mellan tjänstefolket och
deras husbönder måste på det hela taget ha varit ineffektiva.”
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adopted a slightly different perspective. I have chosen to view the courts as a forum for negotiation, 

between the parties in the case, but also a negotiation between the law and local society, as well as a 

place for esteemed members of  society (the Kämnärer, or judges) to give normative rulings on how 

to solve different disputes. From this perspective the Servant and Master Act becomes a tool for the 

servants and masters as well as for the judges to use in their rulings, to threaten with when needed.75

The laws thus provide a disturbed image of  the 18th-century reality. It is like a Platonic shadow 

on a cave wall. One should not confuse this shadow with a perfect image of  reality, neither should 

we assume that the reality is just a flawed imitation of  this shadow. It gives a clue, an outline, to us 

who are chained to our own time, of  the bygone institution of  service. To some it might not seem 

to be much, but interpreted the right way it can allow us to fill in the blanks left by other sources.

The Servant and Master act of  1739 (which had similar predecessors in the 17th century and was 

follow by new and yet similar laws in the 19th century) was the main document regulating service 

and the relation between master and servant in 18th-century Sweden (even though some aspects of  

domestic chastisement were regulated in other laws). Unemployment was illegal and the landless had

to work as servants in another household. Reported idlers had to serve for only half  their wages for 

the informer, or be enrolled in the army and in that case pay half  their wages to the one who had 

reported them as idlers. The contracts were negotiated for a full year during a week in the fall, with 

the exception of  Stockholm where one could negotiate contracts in spring as well, and the wages 

were not allowed to be higher than stipulated in certain regulations issued by the government for 

each area of  the land.76 

The Swedish Servant and Master Acts are in no way unique. Norway had similar legislation dating

back to the 13th century, possibly as a sort of  replacement for the abolishment of  slavery. The law 

was revised numerous times during the 17th and 18th centuries, and involved year  or half-year-long 

contracts, specific dates of  renegotiation and the obligation for everyone not having land or an 

important trade to become servants, thereby controlling the vagrants in the land, both in rural and 

urban areas.77 England also had laws making it an obligation to work, while the laws in France were 

less specific, but enabled a master to deny a servant the ability to leave his or her employment and 

75 Næss and Österberg, 2000 p. 144-146
76Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 6, Paragraph 1-10
77 Østhus, 2007 p. 182
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thus seem to have filled a similar function.78

In Sweden, one of  the main purposes of  the act seems to have been to control vagrants and by 

legal means provide a supply of  cheap labor. A proclamation from Stockholm 1712 (issued before 

the enactment of  the Servant and Master Act of  1739 but nonetheless operating with similar laws), 

titled “Concerning the servants here in the city” provides a good example of  how vagrants were 

discussed. It speaks of  the “pernicious customs” established by some servants in the city, especially 

women, to escape from the mandatory service and to work only as much as they need and otherwise

“settle in laziness; and by those means raising the wages above what is reasonable and custom for 

masters and mistresses”.79 This habit of  laziness was assumed to come with all kinds of  sin and 

immoral behavior. This belief  that laziness somehow was immoral in itself  and that working, 

necessary for survival or not, was considered something of  a duty bears, by the way, strong 

resemblance to 18th-century views on the treatment of  criminals and the mentally ill.80 To prevent 

these kinds of  sinful lifestyles the council and the governor of  Stockholm, together with the mayor, 

explains the obligation to serve and issues a fine of  40 mark silvermynt to everybody who tries to 

escape from the mandatory service.81 Service was needed to artificially decrease the demand in the 

labor market, to control and to morally mother the population. This, at least, seems to have been the

opinion at the time.

The numbers of  servants one could employ was also regulated. A peasant with a complete 

homestead could employ two grown farmhands and one “half-grown” (younger than 15 years), and 

two maids and one “half-grown”. If  there were no farmhands available they could be replaced by 

maids at the rate of  one farmhand to two maids (or one maid to one half-grown farmhand), but the 

children of  the household were counted in among these servants, and no peasants were allowed to 

keep their children at home as anything other than a replacement of  servants. Everybody had to 

serve somehow. This meant that children and servants are legally blended together, at least in the 

eyes of  the law, grown children living at home with their parents acting as quasi-servants and the 

servants taking the places of  grown children in their masters’ households.

When the contracted year had passed the servant could leave his master, and in the previous 

78 Hay, 2004 p. 85-91 and Maza, 1983 p. 97
79 Publication angående Tienstefolcket här I staden, Stockholms Rådhus den 5 september 1712
80 Foucault, 1972 p. 81 
81 Publication angående Tienstefolcket här I staden, Stockholms Rådhus den 5 september 1712
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research we can see that they often did so.82 This period of  transition meant one week away from 

work that allowed the servant to walk from the old master to the new. But if  the servant had 

previously told anybody about his or her intention to leave the master and encouraged others to do 

so as well, then the servant was fined 20 daler silvermynt. When leaving service the master was obliged 

to give the servant a testimony, a proof  of  him or her legally leaving employment, and the servant 

had to inform the master of  where he or she was taking up new employment. It was not legal to 

leave service for marriage and fleeing from service resulted in heavy fines. Neither could the master 

dismiss the servant before the contract had ended unless the servant had misbehaved in any way.83

Not only entering and leaving service was regulated but also life in service. The chest with the 

servants’ belongings had to be placed at the master’s house (otherwise: fines), the servant was not 

allowed to smoke or handle fire without care (punishment: fines), complain about the food without 

reason (fines!) or drink in cellars or leave the master’s house without permission, even on days off  

work (or else: fines).84

A master should take care of  any servant who fell ill, but could deduct the cost for the caretaking 

from the wage of  the servant. Petty theft and theft were punished twice as severely when a servant 

stole from his or her master than otherwise and the master was allowed to correct his servants with 

moderate corporal punishment.85

Legal investigations have shown that the Servant and Master Act was not followed to the letter, 

and sometimes it was not even considered.86 But the law was still not completely irrelevant. 

Somehow it seems either to have mapped some local customs or otherwise created a norm for how 

things were done. One could, for example, look at when servants decided to marry. If  we look at the

data from the marriage records in Maria Magdalena congregation 1760 we see that most servants 

married (and then probably left service) at a time when it was stipulated by the law that they could 

change their employment conditions. Several did, however, choose to marry in the summer or 

winter. It might be so that they had already left service but it might also be so that they had the 

permission to leave service earlier. In general we see that the law affected the way servants lived their

82 Christiansson, 1989 p. 17, Dribe and Lundh, 2005 passim. Ojala, 2008 p. 204,  Hayhoe 2012 passim, 
83 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 6 and Article 7, Paragraph 2.
84 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 7.
85 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 6, Paragraph 4.
86 Harnesk, 1990 p. 38, Østhus, 2007 p. 111-113
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lives without controlling them completely.

To summarize: The Swedish Servant and Master Act of  1739 carefully regulated labor, imposed 

harsh fines and focused mostly on the obligations of  servants. It fit into a bigger European pattern 

of  wanting to on one hand control vagrants and on the other hand safeguard the authority of  the 

master in the household. The servants had some basic rights within this legal structure and they 

could, and as we shall see later on, would use them. But to a great extent the laws were on the 

master’s side in any conflict, keeping the servants in place, controlling their mobility and protecting 

the master’s need for cheap labor.

SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3
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Servants in Court

On the 16th of  April 1760 the burgher Diurberg summoned his maid Anna Christina Dahlberg,

now the wife of  the butcher’s servant Johan Adam Gottschalcks, to court. Anna Christina Dahlberg 

had served Diurberg as a maid since 1757 and had once again taken service for a full year in the fall 

of  1759. Now, with her recent marriage with Gottschalcks she had unlawfully left service and 

Diurberg wanted her to return. The court summoned Gottschalcks, and Diurberg called two 

witnesses (one carpenter and one journeyman) who testified that Gottschalcks was well aware that 

he had to strike some kind of  agreement with Diurberg before Anna Christina Dahlberg could leave

service and come to live with him. No such agreement had however been made and when Diurberg 

told the maid that the banns of  marriage should be considered invalid, Dahlberg simply left to live 

with and marry Gottschalcks without permission.

The court makes several attempts to reconcile Diurberg with his former maid, but all in vain. In 

the end the court ruled that Dahlberg had to return to the service of  Diurberg according to the 6th 

article, 6th paragraph of  the Servant and Master Act of  1739, stating that a servant had to serve the 

full year and could not leave service to marry without the permission of  the master.87 

This case shows us how servants often had to maneuver in a legal landscape to achieve their 

goals. But it is likely that most of  those maneuvers were so successful that they could be kept out of

court. The judges constantly tried to make the maid, the husband and the master reconcile and strike

an agreement, and the case itself  does not concern a breaking of  the law but rather stems from the 

lack of  agreement upon the terms of  Anna Christina Dahlberg’s departure. It is a sign of  a failed 

negotiation rather than of  law enforcement and it seems to be as a kind of  last resort that the court 

actually passes a verdict in, with references to the law (and this is the only time in my material that 

the court refers explicitly refers to the Servant and Master Act in 1739).

The court was primarily somewhere people went when negotiations failed. In a way the court 

(which consisted of  people who probably hired servants themselves) functions as arbitrators in these

cases rather than judges. Their main aim, as it seems, was often to keep the social order in their part 

of  the city, to keep things as normal. Not once did they fine servants or masters. A fined servant 

would probably face economic ruin and cause further problems and the masters seldom wanted the 

87 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 16 april and 29 april, 1760, Kongl. Maj:ts 
förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-Kammaren then 21 
augusti 1739, Article 6, Paragraph 6.
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servants to be punished. The will of  the master was in most cases simply to have the servant 

returned to them, while the servants appearing in court often wanted to be compensated financially 

for being fired without cause.88

It is not only masters who bring their own (or perhaps, one can argue previous) servants to 

court. Servants did also summon their masters. One example is the butcher’s servant Peter Fischer 

who wanted to be paid his wages for a year: 180 daler kopparmyntt, two shoes, one pair of  boots, 

three shirts etc., for having been fired without valid reason.89 Though the Servant and Master Act in 

many ways was more supportive of  the masters than the servants, the servants could use the law to 

their advantage when negotiations failed.

The court records also show us how servants were treated in relation to their masters. When 

Johan Holmqvist, the servant of  the grocer Peter Philstedt, left service to serve with commissioner  

Lars Friedrich Lenberg without the permission of  his former master it is considered a breach of  

contract on the servant’s behalf  rather than as a conflict between the two masters Philstedt and 

Lenberg.90

Rather than being seen as mere children, minors who were to be governed and controlled, 

servants were active participants in negotiations; they were summoned to court and they summoned 

their own masters to court, and were held responsible for their contracts.

At the same time the court tried to mediate in the cases where negotiations had collapsed and 

tried to reconcile the parties, and when they ruled they did so with the aim of  achieving order in the 

local community, maintaining order rather than punishing disobedience of  the law.

88 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54:  27 februari, 2 april, 16 april and 29 april 
1760
89 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 27 februari. 1760
90 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 16e april 1760
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Winning and Losing

While servants could summon their masters, as well as presumably former masters, to court, the 

question remains  could they also win cases against masters? Yes, and no. It depends upon the type 

of  case.

There are several cases where servants summon people because of  due debt (which might be 

unpaid wages). These cases are typically very brief, immediately ending with the indebted 

recognizing the debt and the court underlining the importance of  paying it.91 

In another case, the maid Christina Funck comes before the court and complains that her former 

mistress, the widow Anna Fahlström, has not yet given her a testimony, to which Fahlström answers 

by accusing Funck of  stealing a piece of  cloth. Christina Funck replies that the cloth was a gift and 

since the court finds that there is no proof  of  theft the court instructs Anna Fahlström to write an 

testimony for Funck. 92

In other cases the servant tries to leave the service of  his or her master, which is dealt with swiftly

by the court, as when the sacked guardsmen Anders Ahlgren asks the court to give his daughter 

Margareta Ahlgren permission to leave her master Eric Hagman. The request is simply denied since 

Margareta Ahlgren acknowledges that she entered service for a full year.93 Another is the maid Maria

Löfgren who has taken service with a coppersmith, then gotten a message that she has to quickly 

return to her “place of  birth”, and paid back the wages she got in advance (Städselpeng). But the 

coppersmith wants her back, and since she has already accepted the advance payment she is obliged 

to return.94

No witnesses were called in any of  these cases. But when witnesses were called it is rarely in favor

of  the servant. The two cases in my material where a male servant tries to get compensation for 

being “driven out of  service” show the master and mistress callling witnesses who can testify that 

the servant had been absent, misbehaved and had been warned by his employers several times, as 

well as testifying that a testimony had been written for him and thus made the sacking official. The 

servants themselves have nothing to put up against these kinds of  accusations.95 The same goes for 

91 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 19 februari, 11 mars, 23 april, 7 maj 1760
92 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 1 april 1760
93 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 2 april 1760
94 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 27 februari 1760
95 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 27 februari, 2 april  1760
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when the maid Dahlberg tries to leave service and marry the journeyman Gottschalcks as retold 

above.96 

Even though the servants fought their masters in court and argued for their rights, when it came 

to being compensated for firings or the right to leave service their lack of  witnesses made them 

vulnerable. The contrast between the masters using witnesses several times against their servants 

while servants seldom could do the same suggest that the servants lacked the contacts in the city to 

defend their interests.

Above we have seen how the Servant and Master Act of  1739 was biased towards the protection 

of  the master’s authority. In addition to that I assume that the negotiations that took place in the 

household of  the master between master and servant were very asymmetric in terms of  power, since

the master was the one granting both food and shelter for the servant. If  we too that add that the 

servants had few contacts to act as witnesses in court for them, their possibilities to assert their 

interests against their masters seems quite bleak. 

Servants in the Streets

While the headings above to a large extent have dealt with the asymmetry of  power in the 

servant-master relationship this part of  the chapter will focus on the possibility for servants to have 

any business enterprises or other activities in addition to their service. As with many of  the 

questions posed in this thesis it is nearly impossible to provide a definite answer, but there are clues 

to be found. The police committee which we have encountered earlier (in Chapter Two) primarily 

concerned themselves with the public order in the public sphere - that is, in the streets. The police 

committee had the right to hold their own trials when it came to smaller offences and I will use their

trial diary from 1763 to try to decipher what servants did in the streets of  Stockholm.97  

Börje Harnesk has noted that the servants he studied in Norrland were often reluctant to stay 

with their masters but often left the household to partake in business trips to Stockholm or other 

commercial activities. They had the possibility and contacts to manifest some independence like this,

but what was the case with the servants in a bustling city like early modern Stockholm?

96 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 16 april, 29 april 1760
97 The trial diary of  1763 was the earliest to be found from the Politikollegium
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The trial diary of  the police committee contains 125 trials, all between May and June, but 

concerning cases that had been acted out during the previous year. 17 of  these cases concern 

servants.98

Almost all of  the 108 trials that do not concern servants are the result of  illegal trade somehow, 

someone who sold goods outside of  the regulated hours or beggars or people vending things 

without the right permission to do so. But there is only one servant, the butcher's servant Leijen, 

who is accused of  some kind of  illegal trade. He is accused of  “The butchering of  a cow [...] and 

selling it to other butchers”;99 otherwise the servants are simply caught and fined for doing things 

that seem to relate to their service. 

The four of  the cases that concern female servants are forensic mysteries like this:

Superintendent Ström VS the Maid Catharina Wahlberg
For pouring out unclean water through the window of  August Gödings house in Drottninggatan
Released in lack of  evidence100

Maidservants, the few that were charged, were all charged with pouring out unclean water in the 

streets. The rest of  the servant-cases are farmhands and they all are charged with the same type of  

misdemeanor: reckless driving. Sometimes it is for driving a sleigh without proper registration 

number, as for the servant of  the haulier Sandström, or more commonly for driving either without 

bells, or driving carelessly, or both at the same time. So nothing new under the sun when it comes to

youngsters driving recklessly.101

The trial diary of  the police committee does of  course only capture illegal servant activities. 

Nonetheless it gives us a clue of  what they might have been doing while out in the public, in part by 

judging from what we do not find. We can tell that servants were seldom making any misdemeanors 

in public other than those related to their actual service, such as emptying potties or driving 

carriages. They don’t seem to participate in commercial activities on their own.

Why is this? Why do servants in Norrland disappear for several weeks to make different trade 

journeys while the servants in Stockholm seem to have been completely lawful? One explanation 

might simply be that servants are not captured by the police committee to the same extent as others,

but considering how many other misdemeanors were captured by the police committee in seems 

98 SSA, Politikollegiet, Rättegångsdiarier, vol 1bt
99 SSA, Politikollegiet, Rättegångsdiarier, vol 1bt, 15 juni 1760
100 SSA, Politikollegiet, Rättegångsdiarier, vol 1bt, 18 maj 1760
101 SSA, Politikollegiet, Rättegångsdiarier, vol 1bt, 1 juni1 1760
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unlikely that it is the case. It is neither that there was such strict control of  the public space that 

unlawful trade was made impossible. Unlawful trade did take place, it is just that servants do not 

seem to have partaken in it. 

Its explanation might stem from a problem that servants encounter again and again - the lack of  a

network. While the servants Börje Harnesk studies for example are often sons and daughters of  

peasants and are likely to live close to their families, the servants studied here have often migrated to

Stockholm and have their families far away. While servants on the countryside might use their family

network for finding business opportunity, perhaps helping a brother who inherited the farm and the 

like, servants in Stockholm did not have the same luxury and were therefore forced to try to achieve 

skills, prosperity and opportunity in the context of  their service and the household of  their master 

or mistress.

Conclusion: Asymmetrical Negotiations

Let’s return to the question that brought us here: How was the institution of  service upheld in 

mid-18th-century Stockholm?

We have seen that it was not upheld by legal coercion, even though there is reason to believe that 

the law could have a normative function, either partly shaping or officially codifying existing 

customs when it came to hiring servants.

Mostly the institution seems to have been upheld by negotiations between servants and masters, 

by want of  work and need for labor, reaching agreements on when they be hired and when to leave 

service. When these negotiations failed one went to court.

The courts’ main ambition was to preserve order in the community, and it often chose to side 

with the masters in a servant-master dispute; even though the servants could and would, sometimes 

with success, defend their legal rights, it was often difficult for them, since they were often 

immigrants and lacked contacts in the city to call as witnesses. The same goes with the possibility for

servants to participate in any other business or commercial activity outside of  their service, with the 

lack of  networks in Stockholm likely to be the reason that servants there rarely participated in its 

trade other than that related to their employment.
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In conclusion, the institution of  service is upheld not so much by a formally weak position of  

servants but rather that they are subordinate on so many arenas. The laws are against them, their 

masters are the ones providing work and shelter and as the servants are often immigrants they lack 

the same far-reaching networks that their masters have and might use in an eventual conflict.
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Chapter Four: Status

This chapter concerns itself  with the status of  servants: are they to be seen as hired children to their

masters in a familial patriarchal relation, or are they rather cheap labor from the lower strata of  

society? The status of  the servants determines the prestige of  their names, what contacts they could 

make as well as what kind of  protection and care they could expect from their masters in times of  

sickness.

I am, of  course, not the first to study the status of  servants in early modern society. Servants are 

often described as a sort of  hired children of  their master, the relation therefore being informal and 

familial, under the authority of  the father.102 It is often pointed out that even if  the servants were to 

obligated to obey their masters, the masters had duties as well to care for, guide and protect the 

members of  their households, including the servants, in a sort of  patriarchal contract between 

master and servant.103 Börje Harnesk, as we have seen in the first chapter of  this thesis, paints a 

bleaker picture of  patriarchy and the servants’ place in it.

Apart from the relation between servants and their masters, the life of  servants has been 

described as a “life on the threshold” by Sarah Maza, the servants being on the threshold between 

their master’s house and the world of  the laborers in the surrounding city. The demands of  their 

masters, the requirement for some to dress in livrés as well as a suspicious attitude towards servants 

from their laboring peers alienated them from the rest of  society, while the advantages of  their 

profession, material security for example, made up for that drawback to some extent.104 They also 

had the possibility of  making contacts with persons far above their rank when living in their master’s

household.105 

102Laslett, 1983 p. 3-4
103 McIsaac Cooper, 2004 p. 282-283 or for an equivalent description of  patriarchal relations between nobles and 
peasants as well as nobles and servants, see Englund, 1989 p. 121, 202-203, an interesting debate on the different 
meanings and practices of  patriarchy can be found between scholars Börje Harnesk and Hilding Pleijel in: Harnesk 
1986, Pleijel, 1987 and: Harnesk, 1987 
104 Maza, 1983 p. 107-154 
105 Fairchilds, 1984 p. 44 
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Servants in Church

What position did servants have in society? They were surely considered, at least ideally, to be a 

part of  the family of  their master, who acted like a father to them to some extent. But apart from 

that? Did they intermingle with journeymen and day laborers or were they confined to the company 

of  other servants in Stockholm? How were they, in terms of  status, perceived in the public life?

It is difficult to give a definite answer to these questions, in part since one must go through a very

extensive and diverse material to be able to glean the small part of  information between the lines, 

but also and perhaps most important, because there probably is no easy answer. Servants did 

technically have a special position within society as subordinates to other households, but an easy 

way to at least start to unravel the practice of  servant status in society is to start looking at the Pew 

records (Bänklängder), the records of  who rented benches and where in church.

Gudrun Andersson, researching the status manifestations of  the Arboga elite, describes the 

church as “a place where all the households of  the congregation gathered and it lacked all precedent 

in its local context [...] Since the church was visited regularly signs of  status were repeated again and 

again and eventually became more or less permanent.”106 She shows how the Arboga church, divided

into one male and one female side, was a virtual battlefield of  status during the 18th century. The 

front pews were the most prestigious and the elite members of  society competed with each other to 

be seated there. After them followed all of  society in descendent order creating a physical 

manifestation of  the societal order.107 

But from the middle of  the 18th century, parts of  the elite rather positioned themselves at the 

back of  the church, close to the organ at the balcony, positioning themselves in opposition to the 

ones in the front pews and at the same time distancing themselves from the other parts of  society 

both metaphorically and physically by not partaking through not even being seated at the same 

height as the rest of  the community.108

But what about the servants? Were they seated with their masters in church as a part of  their 

household? Were all servants seated together or did they intermingle with other groups in the 

community?

106 Andersson, 2009 p. 222 My translation from the Swedish original: “som ett samlande rum för församlingens alla hushåll, 
saknade det motstycke i sitt lokala sammanhang [...] Eftersom kyrkan besöktes regelbundet kom statusmarkeringen att upprepras gång 
efter annan och till slut bli mer eller mindre permanent.” A more general description of  the society ordered as a parade can 
be found in Darnton, 1987 p. 121-165

107 Andersson,2009 p. 232-234 
108 Andersson, 2009 p. 235-237 
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The pew records of  Maria Magdalena congregation from the 18th century is missing in the 

archives (probably since the church interior was badly damaged in the fire of  1759) so instead I have

used the pew records from Klara and Katarina congregations in Stockholm. Katarina was one of  the

poorest regions in Stockholm at the time, dominated by the textile industry employing many female 

workers, while Klara was one of  the more prosperous regions, inhabited by many government 

officials, civil servants as well as craftsmen.109 They provide a sample of  two different types of  

regions and should therefore together be able to give us a somewhat accurate picture of  the 

servants’ position in the churches, and in extension society, in Stockholm during the mid-18th 

century. 

The chosen pew records covers 1753-1769 for Katarina congregation and 1753-1757 for Klara 

congregation. Both churches are divided according to gender, women on one side and men on the 

other. Secondly the church is divided into different blocks of  pews on ground floor level and several

galleries higher up. In addition to that, Katarina congregation also uses folding chairs, probably since

the church is rather small compared to the number of  members in the congregation.110

Only by looking at titles, one might say that there is a tendency for the more prestigious families 

to either be seated in the front rows of  the front blocks in church or at the galleries. But the 

differences in titles between the blocks in church is much less than the differences inside the blocks 

themselves. Often, in both Katarina and Klara, the merchants, craftsmen and factory owners are 

seated in the front pews of  the block, then followed by various skilled workers and journeymen 

while the last 7 pews are left blank (meaning that no one had hired them and, I assume, that they 

were up for grabs for anyone during worship).

On a few instances people titled merchant111 or brewer112 hired several seats on the back rows of  

each block, presumably for their servants to sit together. But this does not seem to have been the 

norm. 

Sometimes servants themselves hired seats in church, sometimes in the front rows of  the blocks, 

sometimes in the gallery. A maid was seated Katarina församling next to the wife of  a ship carpenter

(Skeppstimmerman) and a maiden in the northern block eastwards by the big aisle and a butler sat in 

109 A study of  the spatial patterns of  wealth and poverty can be found in Söderberg, 1991 p. 106-107.  A list of  the 
most common professions in the region can be found for Klara in Hayen, 2007 p. 93 and for Katarina in Hayen, 
2007 p. 109 

110 SSA, Katarina Kyrkoarkiv, Bänkböcker, vol 1, 'Klapp eller slagbänkar'
111 SSA, Klara Kyrkoarkiv, Bänkböcker, vol 1,  'Mansbänkar på Norra läktaren östra sidan'
112 SSA, Katarina Kyrkoarkiv, Bänkböcker, vol 1, '3:e kvarteret, lilla gången, kvinnobänkar'
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the gallery of  the same church right between a grocer and Factory owner (and seems to have paid 

his own rent for the seat).113 But these examples are of  course exceptions to a norm that seems to 

have been that servants were seated in the unhired benches among some skilled workers, 

journeymen, day laborers and other servants. 

That servants intermingled with day laborers and journeymen is further highlighted by the 

records of  folding chairs for Katarina congregation. The folding chairs were mainly hired by 

laborers, maids, farmhands and journeymen and even though the hiring of  folding chairs in itself  

does not necessarily mean that all the folding chairs were placed together during worship it tells us 

that servants seemed to have been in a somewhat similar position to the rest of  the laboring society 

and that they were responsible themselves for where they sat in church rather than being directed to 

certain spaces by their master during worship.

It is however important to remember that having a title such as maid or farmhand did not 

necessarily mean that you were someone’s servant, as such titles are also found among factory 

workers for instance, but from the factories in the samples from the poll tax registers I have used for

Inner Maria and Western Maria tax districts, titles such as journeyman, maiden or spinner seems to 

have been far more common and the generalisation made here on the titles should provide a 

somewhat accurate picture.114

In conclusion, servants did not have any unique position in society due to their being servants. 

They are found in numerous roles in church, both among the middling strata of  society but most 

often seated among other unskilled or skilled workers. Sometimes they were seated in benches hired 

for them at the back of  the blocks by their masters and thereby participated as props in a display of  

power and control, but it was not the standard practise.

That servants did not have a specific position in the physical manifestation of  societal order that 

was the seating in church does not necessarily mean that their status was more dependent on their 

origins, their parents for example, but rather that different aspirations and different kinds of  

employments as servants seem to have mattered more than the fact of  being a servant itself. 

113 SSA, Katarina Kyrkoarkiv, Bänkböcker, vol 1, 'Norra Kvarteret, Kvinnobänkar österut stora gången' and  ' Läktaren 
över Wallrangiska graven'.

114 An example of  women working in factories and therefore not being titled maid can be found in: SSA, 
Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen, Mantalslängder vol 12, p. 14 



54
Servants on the Move

One of  the most characteristic traits of  servants is their high geographical mobility. They were 

likely to be the most mobile demographic group of  all in early modern Europe.115 They were both 

flexible and adaptable but at the same time homeless in a society where status and standing were 

largely based on fixed property.

Many studies have been done on the mobility pattern of  servants, both urban and rural, and they 

all show the same pattern, that servants changed employers often, seldom serving for more than two

or three years. This is true as well in 18th-century Burgundy, as well as in 18th-century Skåne.116 On 

average in Skåne, Servants moved 8 times during the phase in life in which they were in service.117 

Ingegerd Christiansson, having studied the manor of  Össjö in Sweden in the years 1813-1899 can 

see that “eight of  the 19 maids stayed less than a year, four stayed for two years. The ones who 

stayed the longest stayed for seven respectively ten years.”118

But even though servants often moved, they rarely moved very far. Most of  them stayed their 

whole careers as servants within the proximity of  their place of  birth. The ones taking the leap of  

moving to a bigger city were few.119 Applied to Stockholm this would mean that even if  a majority 

of  the servants in the city were born outside it, most of  the servants in the countryside stayed in the

countryside.

This pattern of  high mobility is not only visible in the rural areas but also in the early modern 

cities. As we have seen above, the servants in Stockholm were often immigrants. But servants  

frequently changed employers within the city as well, especially lower-end servants like farmhands 

and maids, while lackeys, butlers and housekeepers tended to stay for longer periods with the same 

employer.120 Urban servants might have been even more mobile than their rural counterparts. Sarah 

Maza finds that “Among twenty-one of  the women whose employment records were kept by the 

Hôtel-Dieu of  Mariseille, only four stayed a year or more, on the average, with each employer they 

served.”121

115 Harnesk, 1990 p. 173
116 Dribe and Lumdh, 2005 p. 57, Hayhoe 2012 passim. 
117 Dribe and Lundh, 2005 p. 85
118 Christiansson, 1989 p. 17 My translation from the Swedish original: “Åtta av de 19 pigorna stannade bara ett år, fyra 

stannade två år. De som stannade längst stannade sju respektive tio år.”
119 Hayhoe, 2012 p. 549
120 Maza, 1983 p.166-167 
121 Maza, 1983 p. 104 
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There might be several reasons for the servants’ mobility. One basic factor is of  course that they 

had the possibility to move around between different employers, since they had no fixed property to 

tend to. Another reason might be the needs of  the masters since different kinds of  productions 

required different amounts of  labor at different times, and in different parts of  the land, making 

servants a very flexible workforce in that respect. In periods when there were less work to be found 

one could simply lay off  the servants currently employed (as long as their contracts were up for 

renegotiation, at least in Sweden).

A more likely reason, advocated by both Börje Harnesk and Sarah Maza is that servants switched 

employers in order to obtain higher wages or better terms of  work. The French servants studied by 

Sarah Maza seldom get a raise on their wages while staying with the same employer, the raise always 

comes when changing to another one, thus changing employers rapidly becomes a way to, if  not 

climb in the social hierarchy, then at least climb in income.122 The farmhands and maids of  Norrland

also used this technique, according to Harnesk. As one govenor (Landshövding) complained in the 

1750s that “There is a bad practice among servants, when farmhands and maids go together, to 

mock their master, all at once making the house deserted of  servants.”123 It was even a custom for 

the servants to terminate their service each year even if  they intended to stay for another year, in 

order to be able to renegotiate the contract.124

Kirsi Ojala, the only one as of  my knowledge who has previously studied Scandinavian urban  

servants (in Åbo and Odense), explains the servants’ mobility somewhat differently. Viewing the 

period of  service as a life phase, she reasons that the mobility might not be as much related to the 

master and wages, as to a need for contacts and connections, both professional and personal. 

Servants, lacking their own niche in society, trying to climb the ladder of  life, have every reason to 

be engaged in constant networking.125 Her view, and the views of  Harnesk and Maza, are of  course 

not exclusive to each other.

My own study, being limited to a very small scope of  time, can not trace the mobility of  servants 

in Stockholm. But the mobility of  servants, in rural as well as urban areas, is a well established fact. 

And there are indications that this is true for Stockholm as well. When the farmhands Petter and 

122 Maza, 1983 p. 103-105 
123 Harnesk, 1990 p. 165, My translation from the Swedish original: “Den oseden förekomma hos tjänstefolk, då drängar och 

pigor gadda sig tillsammans, att, husbonden till spratt, på en gång göra huset öde af  tjänstefolk. 
124 Harnesk, 1990 p. 165 
125 Ojala, 2008 p. 215
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Carl were charged with driving too fast and without bells by the Politi Collegium in 1763, it was not 

possible to hold them responsible for it when their trial began, since they had changed service and 

were nowhere to be found. The same goes for the farmhand Johan, charged with the same 

misdemeanor as Petter and Carl.126 

There are also a couple of  cases among the civil cases in Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt that sheds 

some light on servant mobility; for one maid it is said that she had stayed in service for 2 and a half  

years (and now she tries to leave it), another farmhand runs away to another master after only a 

couple of  months’ service and a third servant, a maid, tries to leave her service after just six 

months.127 There is no reason to believe that the servants of  Stockholm were anything different 

from other servants all over Europe when it comes to changing masters.

Even if  the mobility of  servants, both rural and urban, might have been an asset to the masters, 

giving them a flexible pool of  labor to draw from, the mobility was not appreciated. The Servant 

and Master Act of  1739 encourages servants to stay for a long time with their masters, and 

encourages the master to tend for their servants so that they will not move.128 There are also several 

complaints across the country from masters about the insecurity that comes from the frequently 

moving servants.129 

Being so mobile, it is hard to view the servants as an integrated part of  the master’s family. Kirsi 

Ojala writes that “their personal relationships outside their place of  work might have been stronger 

than their relations with their master and their fellow household members”130 It is more likely that 

the servants viewed themselves as a part of  the surrounding laboring community than as children of

their master. But this does not mean that they were an alien element in the household. Some 

scholars have suggested that masters viewed their servants with suspicion since they were strangers 

in their house.131 It might be true, but since every household of  some standing in early modern 

Stockholm and I dare say even in all of  early modern Europe, had servants, it appears very unlikely 

that it would be the case. Having lots of  people, constantly moving in or out, of  the house seems to 

be the most characteristic feature of  the early modern household. I therefore suspect that this 

126 SSA, Politikollegiet, Rättegångsdiarier, Vol 1bt, 11 maj 1763
127 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 16 april, 29 april 1760
128 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 7, Paragraph 12.
129 Harnesk, 1990 p. 161-163 
130 Ojala, 2008 p. 204 
131 Fairchilds, 1984 p. 154 
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notion is rather based on an anachronistic understanding of  what house, household, family and 

privacy meant in the early modern period.

Ill Servants: the Extent of Patriarchy

As a consequence of  the lawsuit that Elisabeth Herbst, wife of  the weaver Jacob Herbst has
put forth upon Magadalena Dliktman, wife of  the lackey Lorentz Dahlman, concerning that
the wife Dliktman, who has been hired to work in the tavern for her, has had her husband, 
troubled by illness, in the tavern and must therefore be ordered to move him away, so 
appeared both parties; and while the wife Dliktman confessed that she had with her at the 
tavern her ill husband, as well as that she had not notified anybody thereof, the wife Herbst 
did not know anything about it; Therefore the court found it appropriate to order her to 
either within the current week make sure that her illness-troubled husband either is moved 
from the tavern or else be laid off  herself  from the employment in the tavern which was 
verbally told.132

I will argue that this case from the 19th of  April 1760 in Södra Förstadens Kämnärsrätt 

describes the extent of  two patriarchal relationships. The first is the one between the tavern maid 

Magdalena Dliktman and her mistress Elisabeth Herbst. I assume that Dliktman, as required by the 

Servant and Master Act, lives in her workplace, and that it is the reason why she has chosen the 

tavern to treat her ill husband.133 The mistress clearly considers the lodging of  the husband at the 

tavern as a violation of  the master-servant relationship, and suddenly Dliktman has a one week’s 

notice to throw out her husband or otherwise lose both home and work herself. It shows both how 

the patriarchal relationship had to be guarded, having her ill husband living with her in the place of  

her service would perhaps create a conflict between the two all-embracing statuses as both married 

and servant. It also shows, in concise ferocity, the vulnerable situation of  servants in conflict with 

their masters.

But there is also another patriarchal relationship figuring in the background. Or perhaps it is 

more accurate to say that there should be another patriarchal relationship apparent. I am of  course 

speaking of  the relationship between the husband, the lackey Lorentz Dahlman, and his absent 

master. With the patriarchal relationship often described as a two-way street, composed by the duty 

of  the servant to the master as well as the master’s obligation to protect, care for and father the 

132 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54, 19 april 1760 
133Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 6, Paragraph 2.
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servants, the absence of  Lorentz Dahlman’s master is striking. Should not he have taken care of  his 

ill lackey? Apparently not.

When looking at the sources the two-way street of  patriarchy seems highly overrated, at least in 

the mid-18th century. The Servant and Master Act of  1739 stresses the obligations of  the master a 

few times, but in case of  the servants falling ill it limits itself  to recommending that masters take 

care of  their servants, and if  they would need medical treatment the master should send for a 

doctor, but the cost for the treatment can be deducted from the servants’ salaries:

If  the servant is sick; the master should then treat and take care of  it. When it comes to 
doctors and cure, he may deduct the salaries for the cost, if  he wants to.134

So while there is at least some regulation, which seems more like recommendations, in the law 

the reality looks more grim. One of  the largest categories of  servants living by themselves are ill 

servants.In the first firewatch districts of  Inner and Western Maria we find 17 of  them, all in former

service of  some master in the city. Seventeen persons is not an overwhelming number but it is still 

clear that illness was seen as a valid reason for firing, as with the 24-year-old maid Greta Lindström 

who “Lies ill [...] and is therefore lost her position the tobacco planter Berg”,135 the same goes for 

the 35-year-old maid Maja Normark “Lying sick in bed and has therefore lost her position with the 

innkeeper Dahlström”136 Thirdly the 29-year-old maid Lisa Greta Widbom seems to have a more 

generous mistress; in the poll tax registers it is noted that she “Showed her mistress honorable 

(Välborna) Mrs Wulfwonstierna’s authorization from the 5th of  December 1759 to stay there during

the time of  her illness”137

Considering Peter Laslett’s view of  servants as being in a sense like extra children in the 

household of  the master, the ill servants apparent my sources were not considered worthy of  such 

patriarchal tenderness.138 The patriarchal care and affection to father and guide their servants were 

not something natural and obvious but seems rather to have been a sign of  investment in their 

employees, an approach to the management of  the staff, used by some while some did not. Even if  

134 Kongl. Maj:ts förnyade stadga och förordning angående tienstefolck och legohjon. Gifwen Stockholm I Råd-
Kammaren then 21 augusti 1739, Article 7, Paragraph 11. My translation. The Swedish original: “Kan legohjon sjukt varda; 
då äger husbonden det våra och skiöta låta. Vad läkare och läkedom kostas, må han å lönen avräkna, om han vill.”
135 SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 13, 

kvarteret Gropen 
136 SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 13 

kvarteret Kanin, husnr 90
137 SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, Mantalslängder, vol 13, 

kvarteret Kanin, husnr 91
138 Laslett, 1983 p. 3-4
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masters and mistresses cared for their ill servants, it was a type of  protection that could not be 

counted upon by the servants, who were often left on their own. These were in a position of  being 

cheap labor rather than children.

Networking: Servants as Witnesses of Baptisms

The act of  baptising a child during the early modern period was not only a religious ceremony, but 

also an expression of  social values, with the witnesses as way to create alliances for the family. In a 

study made on the petty bourgeoisie, such as shopkeepers, small tradesmen and the like, in four 

small Swedish cities during the 1850s, Tom Ericsson shows how this group first and foremost tried 

to make alliances and connections with persons of  higher social standings, like factory owners for 

example. “Swedish shopkeepers mingled within their own stratum and above themselves, while 

social relations to other classes hardly existed at all.”139 There is however a notion that it was not 

always so, that there was an earlier period when the employees or servants of  the household had a 

much more familial relationship with their master and therefore often acted as witnesses in the 

baptisms too.140

The records of  baptisms in Maria Magdalena congregation can be used as a tool to find out 

something about the servants’ position in society primarily in regard to whether or not the servant 

was considered a part of  the master’s family and secondly what persons, in what positions, used 

servants as witnesses, providing us a clue with where in the social strata servants were considered to 

belong. The records consist of  294 entries, in 24 of  these servants acted as witnesses.141

The most obvious thing we can see is that servants were not seen as a part of  the family to the 

extent that they appeared as witnesses, even though my period of  study is about one hundred years 

earlier than the study conducted by Tom Ericsson. The social standing of  the fathers of  the baptised

children makes it unlikely that they would have employed servants (it is of  course possible that they 

did, but not likely). The fathers using servants as witnesses consist of  groups that could be thought 

of  as either unskilled workers, like bricklayer-servants (Murdräng) or iron carriers, or more commonly

139 Ericsson, 1989 p. 230 
140 Ericsson, 1989 p. 236 
141  SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker, vol 8



60
skilled workers such as carpenters (Timmermän) and some journeymen. Only one, a weaver of  coarse 

cloth, had the title of  master, while two more were simple styled as “weavers”.142

 Table 1. Titles of  Fathers using servants as witnesses in baptisms in absolut numbers in
Maria Magdalena congregation 1760

Title of  Father Amount

Carpenter 6

Journeyman 5

Bricklayer-servants 3

Workers 3

Weavers 3

Farmhands 1

Gardeners 1

Lackey 1

Tobaccosalesman 1

Total amount 24

 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse och Dopböcker, vol 8

But when servants do appear as witnesses it does not mean that there are only persons of  low 

social standing among them. When, for example, the carpenter Lars Lindqvist and his wife Catharina

Öhrström baptized their daughter, Anna Greta, in January 1760 the ceremony was witnessed by 

persons from several social strata: the untitled Anna Lindström, the maid Catharina Lilja, the factory

owner Mr Nils Dahl as well as the journeyman Gottfrid Bomback.143 So the fact that it was mostly 

people on the lower and of  the social scale who used servants as witnesses at the baptisms of  their 

142 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker, vol 8: 2 augusti, 11 augusti 1760
143 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker, vol 8: 6 januari 1760



61
children does not mean that the contacts were purely limited to the lower social strata. Factory 

owners and masters could appear, perhaps as employers or as patrons in a more general sense.

When it comes to the servants’ relation to the family of  the child there is some evidence 

suggesting that the servant was related to the father or mother in some way. For example, when the 

clothweaver Journeyman Johan Lindgren is baptising his daughter Christina Elisabeth in June 1760, 

the maid Christina Lindgren acts as witness (together with a “Madame” and two journeymen). They 

share the same surname and might be siblings or otherwise related.144 Another possible case of  a 

servant being a witness to a baptism is the maid Johanna Hübinett, witnessing the baptism of  the 

daughter of  wife Maria Elisabeth Håbenets. The spelling of  the name differs but the pronunciation 

hardly does.145 The clearest example of  a family baptism must be that of  Anna Maria, daughter of  

the Farmhand Eric Stenius and his wife Anna Olofsdotter. Their witnesses were the gardener Johan 

Stenius, the farmhand Johan Stenius, Madame Maria Stenica, and the maiden Helena Stenica, all of  

them, it appears, coming from the same family.146 

There could of  course be many more servants related to the father or the mother of  the 

baptised child, but with other surnames. It is only families in the lower social strata that used 

servants as witnesses mainly because they use the network provided by their family, and these are the

type of  family where a large group had to serve as servants at some point. In other cases it might 

simply have been so that the servant appearing as a witness was a friend of  the family, a contact. If  

servants witnessing have a family tie to the father or mother of  the child, that would explain why 

there are so few servants appearing as witnesses in the baptism records, since many servants had 

immigrated to the city and thus had no family within reach. 

This all means that servants were not considered a part of  their master’s family, neither were 

they considered valuable as witnesses to these higher social strata. Their ties were however still intact

with their biological family, if  it was within reach in the city. Their contacts and networks in terms of

acting as witnesses at baptisms did not in general reach further than to families of  skilled workers, 

the non-servant-employing-strata of  society. 

144 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker, vol 8: 17 juni 1760
145 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker, vol 8: 15 juni 1760
146 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Födelse- och Dopböcker, vol 8: 4 april 1760
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Credibility: Servants as Witnesses in court

Could a servant be trusted and depended upon in important matters? The issue tell us something of

persons’ official status and credibility in society. In this subchapter I will look at the same kinds of  

issues, but for servants in the civil cases of   Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt. I will first look at whether

servants could testify in court in civil cases and, secondly, if  they were allowed to act in their master’s

name in financial matters and thirdly, if  servants could and would lend money themselves.

There are a few cases in 1760 mentioning servants acting as witnesses or as moneylenders or 

borrowers and acting in the name of  the master. They are not many, but they will give an outline of  

servant credibility.

Since the master lending money, or giving an advance on wages, in effect becomes a way for the 

master to tie the servant to his or her workplace for a longer period of  time (since the servant would

have to work off  the debt), those situations are not the concern here.147 Instead the focus is large 

attitudes towards servant credibility.

When it comes to servants acting as witnesses, the sources provide three examples.148 In all cases 

the servants witnessing are called by and witness in favor of  their masters, as when the butcher Nils 

Öhman called his two servants to witness against Peter Fischer, a former servant now suing Öhman 

for his unpaid wages for the full year since he considers himself  being driven out of  his service in an

unlawful manner. It is the 10th of  May 1760 and the trial had dragged on for several months 

already.149 In other cases it is masters using servants as witnesses in a dispute about the terms of  old 

business contracts, and in yet another a wife uses her maid as a witness against an acountant in a 

financial dispute.150

It is clear that masters used their servants as tools in court, and that their testimonies were 

considered, at least by the masters who called them as witnesses, as credible and persuasive. The 

servants could when needed act both as tools for the masters’ prosperity and comfort (through their

work) as well as props in establishing credibility. Given their dependence upon their master for both 

food and shelter it is difficult to believe that they had much of  a choice when asked to testify in 

favor of  their employer.

147 A few examples of  masters tying servants to their households for several years through debt can be found in Maza, 
1983 p. 85 

148 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 13 maj, 10 maj 1760
149 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 10 maj 1760
150 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 13 maj 1760
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There are several possible explanations for the lack of  servants witnessing in cases on the behalf  

of  others than their master. One is simply that these are civil cases, and the result might differ a lot 

if  one looks at criminal cases. Servants were probably not in such a financial position that it is 

common to find them acting on their own behalf  or the behalf  of  a friend in the sources.

If  the servants could witness for their masters, could they also act in his name in more serious  

financial matters? There is one case in the source material of  just that. The butcher’s servant Anders 

Leijen is said to have signed a contract worth more than one hundred daler kopparmynt with the 

grocers Jan Jönsson and Olof  Erson in his master’s name. Another, former, servant, Jonas Willman, 

attests to the signing of  the contract.151

A source example of  one does not make a certain case, especially when it is a disputed contract 

that had been signed. Perhaps it is easier to contest the contract simply because it is not signed by 

the master himself  but rather his servants? But it is clear that it was possible for servants to sign 

contracts in their master’s name, especially since the grocers accepted the contract with the butcher's

servant Anders Leijen. Secondly the court case is about the terms of  the contract, not whether the 

contract in itself  is valid or not, further emphasising that it was actually seen as a valid contract.

One should however keep in mind that the contract was signed by a man. The mandate to 

conclude business on a bigger scale than the small transactions of  everyday life might include female

servants as well, but gender might have been an issue. Whether or not this is the case is impossible 

to discern from the source material.

Lastly, could servants borrow money from other people? The sources give two examples of  this, 

one male and one female servant. The first is the farmhand Peter Jernberg who is summoned to 

court the 11th of  March 1760 by the iron carrier Matts Biörkelman, who demands that Peter 

Jernberg should pay him the 18 daler and 18 öre kopparmynt that he owes. The case is very short, 

Jernberg confesses to the debt and the court tells him to pay.152 Whether or not it was for a service 

of  some kind or just a loan of  cash it is clear that the farmhand Peter Jernberg had some credit with

the iron carrier Matts Biörkelman.

The other case is when Anna Damberg, the wife of  the gravedigger Peter Damberg calls Mrs. 

Brita Nyman to court. After a while it becomes clear that Anna Damberg is acting on the behalf  of  

the maid Beata Andersdotter, to whom Nyman owes 102 daler kopparmynt, a considerable amount 

151 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 16 februari 1760
152 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 11 mars, 1760
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of  money. Brita Nyman pays Beata Andersdotter 72 daler and two snuffboxes, one in silver, and the 

case is over.153

In this case there are much larger sums in play than in the previous one with the farmhand Peter 

Jernberg. How the maid Beata Andersdotter got involved in that kind of  affair is difficult to answer 

but it is clear that she had contacts that could act on her behalf, even if  they were not very high up 

on the social ladder. A probable explanation is that these contacts were relatives to the maid or they 

might be her current employers (but it is not likely that a gravedigger would have servants). 

Whatever the reasons, it is clear that a servant could lend money, but that it might have proven 

useful to have certain contacts to be able to do so. These contacts were perhaps acquired more often

by birth and relation than from being a servant in itself. 

To conclude things servants had some basic credibility, since they could be used as witnesses by 

their masters, but seldom acted as witnesses in any other respects in court. They could have the 

mandate to negotiate more substantial business deals for their masters and these contracts were then

acknowledged by others, and they sometimes borrowed money from others. So far so good, and 

everything is normal. But one has to remember that the servants’ testimonies were always after their 

masters had called for them and that borrowing money might demand that you already had a 

network of  some sort, and that network in these sources is clearly limited. It concerns wives of  

gravediggers and iron carriers and sometimes other servants, but there is rarely any help to get from 

the masters themselves. The master rather orders the servant to testify.

Conclusion: Servants Status in Society

There is very little evidence of  the patriarchal, harsh but yet caring, relationship between master 

and servants that is often described by scholars as not only an ideal, but sometimes as a reality as 

well. The servants were constantly changing masters, in Stockholm as well as everywhere else, and 

probably had better contacts and identified more as members of  the surrounding laboring 

community than as some sort of  hired children of  their master.

Some servants might have been treated and protected by their masters when they fell ill, but it 

does not seem to have been the norm; often they were simply left on their own and the law only 

suggested that the master would fetch care for them if  they needed it but deduct the cost from the 

153 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 18 mars, 1760
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servants’ wages. Once again the servants rather had to rely on contacts outside of  the master’s 

household, rather than being able to expect the security of  their employer’s protection.

The study of  servants’ networks strengthens this conclusion. When servants act as witnesses in 

baptisms it is often with other members of  the laboring community, the same goes with the seating 

order in church. While a few masters hired pews for their servants to sit on (far away from the 

master or mistress him/herself  at the back of  the block) most servants sat wherever they wanted to, 

while others hired folding-chairs or pew-seats of  their own.

Everything points to the servants being a part of  the laboring community, ordered into it in 

church, forced to rely on it in times of  need, and very little indicates that servants would have any 

kind of  relation to their masters except as simply an employee. They were not their masters’ 

children, but rather cheap labor. They showed up in their master’s support in court, and had the 

credibility to testify, but what choice did they have in such a situation?
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Chapter Five: Marriage

In this chapter I will turn to the relationships and marriages of  servants. Marriage in early 

modern Europe was more than merely an act of  love, it was an economic matter as well. The two 

newlyweds were to establish a new household, the smallest independent and self-supporting unit in 

early modern society. 154 

The role of  the mistress in the household was, though subordinate to the master, important in the

household as well, working as a partner to her spouse, being responsible for all the female labor and 

tasks in the household and the business. In more comfortable households the mistress might have 

been in charge of  all the maids whilst in more the less fortunate the wife might have had the 

responsibility of  selling the goods that were bought, produced or hunted by her spouse.155 

The marriage did not only mark the establishment of  a new household, it also put an end to the 

protracted adolescence of  servanthood. Marriage usually meant the end of  service, partially since 

the wages of  servants could not support a family, partially since becoming master of  a household of

one’s own conflicted with the subordination to another household.156 To marry was to grow up, 

sometimes recorded as becoming one's own,157 and came with a new social position in society.158

Marriage was not only an important event in a persons life, it is as well very fruitful to study to 

see where people ended up in life. Schlumbohm with his study of  the parish of  Belm in Germany 

during the 18th century finds that with marriage people found their position in society for life, and it

was very unusual for anyone to advance in any substantial way from the position they had when 

marrying.159 

With this huge importance of  marriage in mind, this chapter will first look briefly upon the terms

of  finding a partner and then upon at what ages servants married and whom they married. This will 

provide an answer, or at least parts of  the answer, to the question of  which groups in society the 

servants of  mid-18th-century Stockholm usually ended up in.

154 Schlumbohm, 1996 p. 82
155  Ling, 2011 p. 156-157
156 Ojala, 2009p. 222. Schlumbohm, 1996 p. 88
157 “Blifva sin egen”
158 Jacobsson, 2000 p. 46-47
159 Schlumbomh, 1990 p. 91
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Relationships

To get to marry, and thereby become master or mistress of  one’s own household did of  course, in

early modern Stockholm as well as in our contemporary Stockholm, require some dating. Here I will 

look at a small amount of  previous research on how servants found their partners as well as look at 

some material from the court,Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, concerning premarital servant 

relationships as well as the record of  baptisms of  illegitimate in Maria Magdalena congregation to 

get an understanding of  the terms of  the marriage market for servants.

So how did one meet his or her future spouse in an urban early modern environment? Julie 

Hardwick, having studied relationships, especially among factory workers, in 18th-century Lyon in 

France finds that the by far most usual way to find a future spouse was not through friends or 

relatives but through colleagues at work. Men and women often met while working the same 

machines, the man doing the duties encoded as male and the woman the female duties.160 

Whilst true for factory workers there is reason to believe that this also goes for servants. Most 

servants in their 20s or 30s were looking for a spouse, and service provided good opportunity to do 

so while moving around between different employers in the city. Kirsi Ojala, studying urban servants

in Turku and Odense have seen that “Servants might meet fellow servants in the same house, but 

they also met servants and other people of  their own age in the neighbourhood and in town when 

running errands and taking care of  their other responsibilities.”161 From this we can conclude that, 

since most relationships were made in connection to the workspace, a person’s work was important 

for their opportunity to find a future spouse.

But in the process of  finding a person to marry the inhabitants of  early modern Europe, as well 

as servants in 18th-century Stockholm, had relationships, engagements and affairs. Hardwick notices

that there seems to have been a widespread practice of  having girl and boyfriends in early modern 

Lyon, often being seen in public, taking walks by the riverside. Ojala notices something similar 

amongst the Nordic urban servants, they often had relationships and often met in public, the eyes of

the public being the guarantor that nothing inappropriate happened. 162

160 Hardwick, Julie (2014) Sex and the Early Modern City: Historicizing Gender and Sexuality in Early Modern France (Lecture 
at Swedish Collegium for Advanced Studies, Uppsala) 13 march.
161 Ojala, 2005 p. 222
162 Ojala, 2008 p. 209, Hardwick, Julie (2014) Sex and the Early Modern City: Historicizing Gender and Sexuality in Early 
Modern France (Lecture at Swedish Collegium for Advanced Studies, Uppsala) 13 march.
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The process of  becoming married, of  navigating through the marriage market, is highlighted by 

three cases in Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt. The first is the headwaiter apprentice Rawel Söderberg 

who was previously engaged to the maid Helena Carlgren. They had, as was custom, exchanged gifts

when Helena Carlgren suddenly seemed to lose interest in Rawel Söderberg. Söderberg went to 

Helena Carlgren’s mother, complained, screamed and insulted her and took the matter to court on 

the 10th of  January 1760. While in court Helena Carlgren’s new fiance showed up, the navigating 

officer  (Styrman) Olof  Öström, and Rawel Söderberg agreed to end the engagement if  he was only 

returned the gifts he had given to Helena Carlgren.163 The two other cases are similar to the first one,

concerning maids who were about to get married to someone but changed their minds, and the 

former fiance asking to have the gifts returned to him.164

These cases show how servants even in early modern Stockholm tried out different relationships, 

actively searching for the best possible match. This practice did of  course lead to some extramarital 

children. Whilst the record of  baptisms from Maria Magdalena Congregation in 1760 has 294 entries

there were 34 baptisms of  illegitimate children as well, recorded in the records of  baptisms of  

illegitmate children.165 Even though their mothers are not recorded with titles, only with their names,

and some might not be living in Maria Magdalena congregation there is still reason to believe that 

some servants could hide behind the names in recordings like the relationship between Greta 

Hedman and the clothmaker journeyman Fredric who met at the house of  the bricklayer 

journeyman Haning outside of  Stockholm, in part since the tiles of  the men were titles that were 

not uncommon for servants to later marry, in part since servants amounted to such a substantial 

part of  the unmarried population in Maria Magdalena congregation in 1760 that there is always a 

high probability that an unmarried women would be a servant, even if  it was far from a certainty.166

When a mothers in the record of  baptisms of  illegitmate children testifies to where she had met 

and had intercourse with the father of  the child it is often in other places than their own home. 

Sometimes it is outside but most often in houses of  others, like in the example above. That it in that 

way required contacts and planning suggests that there might have been a practice, a custom and a 

routine, to have pre-marital sex in early modern Stockholm.

163 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 10 januari, 1760
164 SSA, Södra förstadens kämnärsrätt, protokoll och domar I civilmål, vol 54: 13 februari and 13 maj, 1760 
165 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Dopböcker för oäkta barn, vol 2, 1760
166 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Dopböcker för oäkta barn, vol 2, 1 juni 1760
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So in conclusion: there is reason to believe, from previous research as well as from the examined 

material, that servants often had pre-marital relationships and that they often found their future 

spouses through their work rather than through family contacts. In the next part of  the chapter I 

will look at who they met and when they married, after having presented the material, the marriage 

records, in a bit more detailed fashion as well as the method.

The Marriage Records: Source and Method

Below, I will be looking at ages of  marriage as well as whom servants married in Stockholm 1760.

To do so I have used the marriage records from Maria Magdalena congregation as well as the 

marriage records from Nikolaj congregation, located on the city isle in central Stockholm. The 

records from Maria Magdalena congregation provide us with information about title, name, age and 

origins of  the spouses while Nikolaj congregation only provides us with a list of  names and titles of  

spouses. Therefore I have the records from Maria Magdalena congregation as my first-hand source, 

while I will use the records from Nikolaj congregation as a way to provide a more extensive material 

when looking at whom servants married. The two sources together contain 186 marriages, out of  

which 64 (or 34 percent) are servants marrying. 116 marriages are in Maria Magdalena  (with 46 

servant-marriages) and 70 in Nikolaj (with 18 servant marriages).167

To determine who are servants I have used the same method as previously when examining the 

origins of  servants above in chapter 2: I have looked to their titles. I will not have an in-depth 

discussion about the same methodology again, but rather turn to the another problem, the fact that 

women are easier to trace than men.

Since service often ended when one could marry, there is reason to believe that a lot of  the men 

who used to be servants have already left service when they can marry. This results in a small sample

of  male servants in the material. It does as well give us the problem with understanding the men 

who are servants but still do marry. They might be about to leave their service, not yet having 

acquired a new position, but they might as well have changed the conditions of  service to something

more day-laborer like. This would mean, that from looking at only male servants who are still 

servants while marrying the selection in the source gets a bias towards the perhaps less fortunate 

ones.

167 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3, 1760 and SSA, Storkyrkoförsamlingens 
kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3, 1760
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Another aspect of  bias is the bias towards more successful servants in the simple fact that the 

ones listed are people who actually got married. If  someone stayed celibate they will not show up in 

this sample. 

With all this in mind, the marriage records are a source full of  risks, but they are risks that have to

be taken in order to be able to look at where servants ended up after leaving service in a concise way.

Some historians have been reluctant to use it, such as Börje Harnesk. On the other hand, some 

scholars, like Sarah C. Maza and Cissi Fairchilds have. While Stockholm indeed is not necessarily the 

same as Toulouse or Marseille in the 18th century, the results of  Maza’s and Fairchilds’ research can 

provide some security if  the results of  my study and theirs are somewhat in line, since so many 

other aspects of  the servant institution seems to be so universal for all of  northwestern Europe. 168

When do they Marry?

As we have seen above, finding a spouse, someone to share your household, love, family or 

business was a process of  making contacts and dating. But the leap from dating to marriage often 

required something else as well, especially for men - a niche of  one’s own whereupon one could 

establish a new household.169

But finding a niche could be hard for servants in rural societies. In Västmanland in 1810 the 

annual wages for a farmhand was 24 Riksdaler and only 16 Riksdaler for a maid, this whilst a medium 

sized farm did cost 1000 Riksdaler banco meaning that a couple of  one maid and one farmhand had 

to work for 25 years to be able to buy a farm together, provided that they never during those years 

spent any of  their money. It seems more likely that most of  the servants who actually ended up as 

masters of  a farm acquired it by some other means, for example unexpected deaths in the family 

resulting in sudden inheritance.170

Even though finding a niche in society to be able to leave service and support a household of  

one’s own could be a protracted affair for many in early modern Europe, resulting in relatively high 

mean marriage ages, there is previous research suggesting that it could be even more difficult in 

urban environments than in rural societies. Having studied marriage ages and conventions of  

marriage ages in English cities during the 17th and 18th century Katherine A. Lynch describes the 

168 Maza, 1983 p. 83 and Fairchilds, 1984 p. 85
169 Hajnal, 1982 p. 470
170 Lindström, 2008 p. 159
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pattern she sees as an “exaggerated version of  the European Marriage Pattern” outlined by John 

Hajnal.171 Among lower-class men and women, many were immigrants to the city and were therefore

cut off  from the help of  their families, making it take even longer to be able to settle down than in 

the rural societies.172

She does also point out that there are differences in marriage ages between classes. Higher ages 

for the lower-class immigrants while somewhat lower for the upper classes, with an exception of  

factory-working males marrying factory working-women having a low mean marriage age, probably 

since both spouses had acquired a steady income to support themselves quite fast.173

Sarah Maza has studied the size of  dowries in 18th-century France for urban maid-servants. Since

many female servants were fatherless or lacked parents who could present them with a sum of  

money for their dowry, they often had to work for several years, saving money to one day be able to 

provide for the dowry themselves, this of  course prolonging the wait for marriage. It was not 

uncommon to work and save money for ten years among the urban French maids.174

In all, the marriage age can be seen as a sign of  the hardships different groups in society had to 

go through to get married and become “their own”. The number of  years spent before marriage 

equalling the time it took for someone to be able to collect the financial assets needed or by other 

means acquire a niche in society were often considerable, as well as the time that had to be spent on 

finding a spouse. Assuming that, and with the great social and economic importance of  marriage in 

mind it is not too bold an assumption that everyone strived to be married as quickly as possible, as 

long as it was under reasonable conditions, two questions arises: 1. At what age did male and female 

servants marry in Stockholm? 2. At what age did other groups in Stockholm get married?

The mean ages for marriages can be seen from Table 2 below.

171 Lynch, 1991 p. 80
172 Lynch, 1991 p. 83
173 Lynch, 1991 p. 89
174 Maza, 1983 p. 43, 80-81
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Table 2. Mean Marriage Age in Maria Magdalena Congregation in 1760 in Absolute

Numbers
Mean age at marriage Mean Age Number of  

Observations
Male non-servants 21,6 108
Male servants 27,8 14
Previously Unmarried 
Women

26,9 55

Previously Married Women 36,8 18
Maids 27,8 42

SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3

All women with the title “wife” have been considered as previously married, since they already at 

marriage had that title. Previously unmarried women mostly refers to women titled “maiden”, while 

some of  them lack a title altogether. 

As we can see, maids married somewhat later than than other women. But the difference between

the groups was no more than a year. Male servants did however marry significantly later than male 

non-servants, even though one must consider that the sample of  male servants provided is quite 

small, especially in relation to the non-servant men. This probably since a lot of  the male servants 

left service before marriage, making the results even more uncertain, probably rather emphasizing 

less fortunate male servants (while still leaving out the most unfortunate male servants, those who 

could not get married at all!). The difference in age between the male servants and male non-

servants seen above is however so large that it still can be taken as at least an indication that male 

servants married later than other men.

In general the mean ages of  marriage were quite high compared to the hypothesis proposed by 

John Hajnal, exhibiting the same exaggerated European Marriage Pattern for Stockholm as for the 

cities studied by Lynch,175 with the exception of  male non-servants that had a significantly lower 

mean marriage age than even previously unmarried women. This might be from landless men from 

the city marrying early. At least that is the case in Jürgen Schlumbohms study of  Belm in Germany 

during the late 18th century, where landless men married earlier than propertied men, whilst the 

pattern was reversed with brides and young brides were seen as more desirable than older ones.176 

But in general it was not easy to find a niche in Stockholm.

175 Lynch, 1991 passim.
176 Schlumbohm, 1996 p. 88
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But how much of  this difference is due to immigration and how much is due to being a servant? 

For the men, there are only two out of  14 who came from the city, and one of  them did not have 

his age recorded, leaving us with a very meagre sample of  one, a shop assistant of  22 years called 

Olof  Enqvist Olsson marrying the 27-year-old maid Maria Brunelia. While it is hard to make any 

statistics out of  just Olof  Enqvist Olsson, he was at least a younger groom than the mean age for 

the other 12 servants who had migrated in to the city.177 

It is easier to make some kind of  mean age from the maids, displayed in Table 3 below:

Table 3. Mean Marriage Age of  Immigrated Maids and Maids born in Stockholm in
Absolute Numbers in Maria Magdalena Congregation 1760

Origin Mean Age Number of  
Observations

Maids born in the city 24 10
Maids born outside the city 28,9 30

SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3

Out of  40 maids whose origins are listed (two are without recorded origins) two-thirds were 

immigrants. The mean marriage age of  the immigrated maids was almost 5 years higher than that of

maids born in the city. The city maids actually display a mean marriage age lower than that of  the 

previously unmarried women who were not servants (26,9 years, taken together both the women 

who came from within and outside Stockholm). It seems that the most problematic aspect of  

marrying for servants was not the limits provided by the state of  being a servant itself  as much as 

being an immigrant to Stockholm.

To summarize the results so far:  the sources suggest that the mean marriage ages were high in 

Stockholm. Non-servant men had however a low mean age at marriage, lower than previously 

unmarried non-servant women. Even though there is some evidence that it took a longer time for 

servants to get married, it does not seem to be due to the economic conditions connected to being a

servant itself, but rather to many servants being immigrants to Stockholm. 

177 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och Vigselböcker, vol 3, 1760, nr 32
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Whom did they Marry?

Now we know at what age servants married in Stockholm, but I have not yet mentioned anything 

about whom they married. In this part of  the chapter I have used the marriage records from Maria 

Magdalena as well as from Nikolaj congregation to provide a fuller material.

The assumption used here is that everyone wanted to marry into a group with as high a status as 

possible. The choice of  who to marry was important not only in terms of  finding someone whom 

the person could live together with and cooperate with, but marriage the final leap in social standing,

and it was seldom, at least in the rural parish of  Belm studied by Schlumbohm, that anyone would 

leave their social stratum for a higher one after marriage.178 

So whom did the servants in Stockholm marry? And whom did the ones not in service marry? 

Starting with the bridegrooms we can only judge the social standing of  their brides by their titles, 

which are often limited to being either maid, maiden, wife or untitled. Nevertheless maidens, as we 

have seen in chapter two, were in general of  somewhat higher status than maids and it can thus 

provide at least a clue to what groups male servants married in to. 

 But even with the source material slightly extended with the congregation of  Nikolaj there is still 

the potential bias of  the source in regards to men often no longer being servants at marriage that we

have to take into account.

If  we begin with looking at the titles of  brides for the the non-servant males in both 

congregations (Diagram 9), we can see that both those titled “wife” as well as those untitled were in 

clear minority. The second largest category was of  those titled maids, constituting almost one-third 

of  all the women getting married to non-servants. The largest category, almost half  of  them were 

maidens. 

178 Schlumbohm, 1996 p. 91
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SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3 and SSA, Storkyrkoförsamlingens Kyrkoarkiv, 
Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3

While almost half  of  all the brides of  non-servant men were titled “maiden” in the source 

SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3 and SSA, Storkyrkoförsamlingens Kyrkoarkiv, 
Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3
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Overall the male servants seem to have been less well-off  than their non-servant counterparts, being

restricted to a higher degree to marrying other servants (maids) than other parts of  the population, 

even though maids were not anywhere near a majority among the brides in Maria Magdalena and 

Nikolaj congregation in 1760.

When it comes to the bridegrooms marrying female servants (maids) their titles are much more 

telling. In addition to that, there are considerably more maids in the marriage records than there are 

male-servants. In the diagram below (Diagram 11) I have grouped the bridegrooms of  the maids in 

rough categories derived from their titles.

SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3 and SSA, Storkyrkoförsamlingens Kyrkoarkiv, 
Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3

If  I had used the same groups for the bridegrooms of  maids that I used when it came to 

employing servants in chapter two, nearly all of  them would have been in the labor group. The 

majority of  all the bridegrooms are titled either as seamen, laborers, soldiers, farmhands or shop 

assistants. A few are skilled labor men such as carpenters, and some others are journeymen. The four

craftsmen include three bricklayers (who might as well have been laborers) and one tailor. The 5 

persons in the category labeled “other” include a monger, a carter and the like.179

179 SSA, Maria Magdalena Kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3, 1760 and SSA, Storkyrkoförsamlingens 
kyrkoarkiv, Lysnings och vigselböcker, vol 3, 1760
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Even though there is a possibility that the journeymen that married maids in the sources did 

eventually become masters of  their own workshop after some time, it is not very likely. Journeymen 

in the 18th century had increasingly become limited to simply being a resource of  skilled wage labor 

rather than a small group of  soon-to-be masters of  their craft. And even if  it was not likely for a 

journeyman to someday advance to master himself  it seems even less likely that those who married 

maids would do so, since maids as shown in the diagram above largely belonged to a lower social 

stratum than the master craftsmen.180

Maids marrying mostly into the lower strata of  society such as skilled and unskilled laborers but 

seldom with any master craftsmen correlates with the findings of  Maza and Faichilds. In Aix and 

Marseille in France during the 18th century around 90 percent of  the maids married unskilled 

workers, skilled workers or servants. The pattern was similar in Toulouse, Bordeaux and Paris in the 

late 18th century.181

 In conclusion: There are some difficulties with interpreting the meaning of  some titles, and the 

sample of  male servants in the marriage records are skewed since many male servants had already 

left service. But the results from this study are still clear. Everything points to servants being a part 

of  the labor group rather than being able to marry into all groups in Stockholm. In other words, few

servants could ever expect to one day be able to hire servants themselves.

Conclusion: Servant's Marriage Pattern

Marriage was the last step on the ladder of  life that a person was likely to take in early modern 

Europe. The position held at marriage was very likely the position in society that one was to keep 

for the rest of  his or her life. This chapter has examined what groups in society the servants married

into and how long it took for them to do so.

In general, servants were not doing very well for themselves on the marriage market. Almost all 

of  them were married in to the labor group in society. This should come as no surprise since we 

have seen earlier that servants often came from that groups and seems to have their identity and 

friends in that group as well. 

The mean age at marriage does however differ significantly within the servant group (and it is 

difficult to speak for others than the maids in this regard due to lack of  evidence for the male 

180 Lindström, 1993 p. 22-23
181 For Aix and Marseille, see Maza, 1983 p. 83. For Toulouse, Bordeaux and Paris, see Fairchilds, 1984 p. 85
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servants). As we have seen in this chapter, finding a spouse required certain amounts of  dating in 

early modern Stockholm as well as requiring enough resources to be able to establish a new 

household, both for men and women. Servants born in Stockholm achieved this far earlier than 

those who immigrated to the city. The maids born in Stockholm even married far earlier on average 

than other women in Stockholm whilst immigrated servants married somewhat later than average. 

There is however no difference in what kind of  spouses they chose. In short, being a servant did not

hamper the possibilities of  finding a future spouse, but it did, however, due either to the origins of  

the servant or perhaps even to the fact of  servant-hood itself, limit the selection of  a future spouse 

for the servants to certain occupational groups. In this way, servants were channeled into the 

laboring strata of  Stockholm.
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Chapter Six: Servants in Stockholm 1760

The aim of  this thesis has been to increase understanding of  the position of  servants in 

Stockholm in 1760. In order to do so, I have gone through a wide range of  materials: congregational

records, poll tax registers, records of  the police committee and court protocols as well as censuses, 

proclamations and legal documents. Several aspects have been examined, including the demography, 

power, status and marriage possibilities of  these servants. The institution of  service has been 

sketched by previous scholars as being a common phase of  life, with servants occupying a position 

as hired children in the household, and that they one day could hope to hire servants themselves. 

The institution of  service in Stockholm has however emerged as significantly different.

The Position of Servants in Stockholm 1760

Let us return to the church of  Katarina during Sunday service in 1760. The servants were sitting 

on their folding-chairs and in the rear pews, some of  them in places appointed by their masters, 

some of  them simply where they could find an empty seat. What did they see when they glanced at 

the front pews in church where the factory owners, merchants and other esteemed members of  their

society sat?

They saw their masters, but could hardly ever hope to one day become one of  them. Servants 

rarely ended up in the strata of  society within which they eventually could employ servants 

themselves. It was even so that the households that hired servants in Stockholm in general belonged 

to a completely different stratum than those who provided servants. 

Most of  the servants were however immigrants. Their own parents might at some point have 

been servant-employers themselves. Whether that was the case or not, some unfortunate 

circumstances had probably driven the children out of  the house and towards Stockholm, a city 

where it sometimes might be easier to find an occupation, to be able to settle down after a while in a

household of  one’s own, but rarely as something other than as a day laborer or worker of  some sort.

And when they looked at the masters in the front pew, even though they would probably never 

become one of  them, what did they feel towards them? Affection? Not very likely. Since servants 

were almost constantly on the move, and since the care and protection on the masters behalf  were 

often left wanting. The servants’ networks, connection and identities were far more probable to be in
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the surrounding laboring community, among those people who sat around them in church on the 

folding-chairs and the pews further back in each block. 

Their masters were someone to be negotiated with over contracts of  service, a person who could 

use the law to keep you in service if  you tried to leave before the end of  the contract, a person with 

a far more superior web of  contacts and status. Even if  the contracts of  service on the servants’ 

behalf  were negotiable, the servants’ position from which to negotiate was rather weak.

Servants were, in short, different from their masters in so many ways, in origins, in power, in 

status and in future prospects and so similar to the rest of  the laboring community from where they 

probably came and to which they would probably return that it seems unreasonable to place them 

anywhere else in society than among the same laboring strata of  society. There was no servant class 

as such, but the institution of  service in Stockholm in the middle of  the 18th century definitely 

seems to have been a class-phenomenon. 

These are however only the outlines; my sources have pointed me in a certain direction and 

exhibited certain tendencies but further research is still necessary in order to provide a definitive 

answer to the situation of  servants in 18th-century Stockholm.

The Institution of Service in Stockholm and its Functions

All these servants who immigrated to Stockholm in order to take service, later establishing small 

households of  their own before they succumbed to various diseases at a relatively young age, must 

be taken into a greater context than just the context of  Stockholm on its own. Even if  my results in 

this thesis are but outlines and sketches some hypotheses might still be formulated regarding the 

function of  the institution of  service in Stockholm in a larger perspective.

Being a servant in Stockholm was not a very promising choice of  career and Stockholm were not 

an ideal place to live and thrive in the 18th century. The people who nevertheless wandered there 

were probably going there from necessity, dreading what they left more than they were longing for 

where they went. They might have been the people with no hope of  inheriting property from parts 

of  Sweden so densely populated that they also had little chance of  acquiring it by other means, and 

therefore left for Stockholm.

In that way Stockholm might have functioned like a safety valve for the demographic system, 

especially in its rural society, accepting the surplus labor from the countryside and swallowing it with



81
its horrific mortality, in that way keeping some of  the demographic pressure away from the rural 

community and at the same time constantly freeing up small niches for yet more immigrants when 

the previous owners died. This does however require further study of  the backgrounds of  the 

immigrants to Stockholm. 
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Appendix 1. Titles of  Masters Employing More than One Servant Servant 
in the first Firewatch districts of  Inner and Western Maria 1760

All data gathered from SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, Kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, 
Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

Persons of  standing
6. Royal acountants, secreteries and Clerks
6. Bank Cleks
4. Magistrates
3. Skippers
2. Gentlemen (“Herr…”)
2. Perpetual Curate (“Komminister”)
2. Widows
1. Member of  the War council
2. Tax Commissar
1. Office clerk
1. Weigher 
1. Sea customs secretary
1. Auctarie
1. Surgeon
1. Lawyer
1. Judge (“Rådhusman”)
1. Inspector

Merchants 
9. Brewers
9. “Hökare” (sellers of  foodstuff)
3. Fish buyers
3. Cloth sellers (“Läftkrämare”)
2. Wine sellers
5. Merchants
2. Spice sellers
2. Corn sellers
2. “Krämare” (sellers of  goods)
1. Whole saler
1. Iron seller
1. Baker

Craftsmen 
2. Carters
1. Cloth weaver
1. Carpenter
1. Butcher

Factory Owners 
5. Silk factory owners
1. Factory owner
1. Tobacco manufacturer
1. Tobacco manufacturers widow
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Appendix 2. Titles of  Masters Employing only One Servant and no 
Apprenctices, Workers or Journeymen in the first Firewatchdistricts of  
Inner and Western Maria 1760

All data gathered from SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, Kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, 
Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

Persons of  Standing

10. Skippers
9. Acountants
5. Bank Clerks
5. Clerks
3. Royal musicians
3. Secretary
3. Inspectors and Commissioners
2. Weighters
2. Tax Commissar
1. Student
1. Organist
1. Schoolmaster
1. “Collega Schola” 
1. Singer in the congregation
1. Mayors widow
1. Royal “kammarcollegio” treasurer widow
1. Lawyers widow
1. Bank cler widow
1. Captains widow
1. Widow of  bookeeper in the admirality
1. Acountant widow
1. Royal lackeys widow
1. “Ordinarie kammarskrivaren i kungliga krigscollegio”
1. Deputy firewatch master
1. Lawyer
1. Ord. Bank Janitor
1. Butler at the royal court pantry
1. “Stadskvartermästaren”
1. “Konduktören vid fortifikationsverket”
1. Captain
1. Commissars widow
1. Retired Lieutenant-colonel
1. “Registrator änka”
1. Ombudsman for Politicollegium
1. “Sy och Hangeräknare”

Merchants
4. “Hökare” (Seller of  foodstuff)
3. Merchant
2. Cloth seller (“Lärftskrämare”)
1. Baker
1. Merchant widow
1. Whole saler
1. Wine seller
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Craftsmen
2. Miller widows
2. Millers
2. Gardener
2. Bricklayer master
1. Ferrier
1. Violin maker
1. Tailor master
1. Spinning master
1. Jeweler

Factory Owners
1. Tobacco factory owner

Laborers
5. Janitor
2. Maiden
1. Seaman widow
1. Ringer (“Klockare”)
2. Navigator
2. Tobacco workers widows
1. Seaman
1. Ship carpenter (“Skeppstimmerman”)
1. Corporal
1. former janitor
1. Iron Carrier
1. Calico worker
1. Farmhand
1. Bricklayers servant
2. Silk weaver journeymen
1. Journeyman
1. Organ pumper
1. Gardener journeyman
1. tobacco worker
1. Cloth weaver journeyman
1. Herring packer
1. Pipe maker journeyman
1. City watch soldier
1. Valet
1. Wine carrier (“Vindragare”) 
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Appendix 3. Titles of  Masters Employing only One Servant and 
Employing Apprentices, Workers or Journeymen As Well in the First 
Firewatch District of  Inner and Western Maria Magdalena 1760

All data gathered from SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, Kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, 
Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

Persons of  Standing

Merchants
1. Seller of  wine

Craftsmen
3. Shoe maker masters
2. Silk master
2. Whig makers
2. Carpenter Masters
2. Smith
2. Farrier masters
2. Tin smiths
1. Shoe-repair master (“Skoflickare”)
1. Coppers smiths widow
1.”Contrelejareänkan”
1. Brass smith alderman
1. Cooper widow
1. Basket maker widow
1. Painter widow
1. Needle maker alderman
1. Tanner master
1. Sadle maker

Factory Owners 
3. Silk factory owner
1. Metal works factory owner
1. Silk master factory owner
1. Cloth weaving master factory owner

Laborers 
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Appendix 4. Titles of  Master Employing Servants and Having Children 15 
Years or Older Living at Home in the First Firewatch Districts of  Inner
and Western Maria 1760

All data gathered from SSA, Överståthållarämbetet för uppbördsärenden, Kamrerarexpeditionen 1676-1938, 
Mantalslängder, vol 12-13

Persons of  Standing

3. Acountant
3. Magistrate
2 . Skipper
2. Clerk in royal collegium
2. Bank commissar
1. “Riksrådet”
1. Perpetual Curate (“Kominister”)
1. Vicar
1. Former Tax commissar
1. Captains widow
1. Ord. Banc janitor
1. Acountant widow
1. Inspector
1. Registrar widow
1. Captain
1. Brass smith alderman
1. Bank Cashier
1. Commissar widow

Merchants
4. Merchant
3. “Hökare” (sellers of  foodstuff)
2. Corn Sellers
2. Cloth seller (“Lärftkrämare”)
1. Cloth seller widow
1. Fish buyer
1. Wine seller
1. Corn seller
1. Whole saler
1. Merchant widow
1. Shopkeeper

Craftsmen
2. Carpenter master
2. Baker
2. Cooper
1. Tinn smith alderman
1. Needle maker
1. Shoemakers widow
1. Shoemaker
1. Silk weaver
1. gardener
1. Miller
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1. Shoe repairer (“Skoflickare”)
1. Copper smith widow
1. Farrier

Factory Owners
1. Tobacco manufacturer
1. Tobacco manufacturer widow
1. Factory owner

Laborers
1. Ringer (“Klockare”)
1. Painter widow
1. Organ pumper (“Orgeltrampare”)
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