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*

OV E R  twenty years have passed since the federal 
government secured information relating directly 
to a characteristic of the population which, now 

more than ever, is viewed as important by those who are 
interested in biological and social changes. This character
istic is the fertility of the population and of its various racial, 
social, and economic component groups. The declining birth 
rate, which has manifested itself in so pronounced a degree in 
recent years, and the effect of a selective restriction of immi
gration upon our racial stock, are unmistakable evidence that 
changes are taking place. What the nature of these changes is, 
in what groups and strata of our population they are most 
pronounced, what they augur for the future composition of 
the American people, are matters of utmost concern upon 
which current data of an indirect kind only are now available.

In the federal censuses of 1900 and 1910 information was 
collected on duration of marriage and the total number of 
children born to each married woman. These items, and the 
facts usually obtained relating to her age at census, the coun
tries of birth of herself and her parents, and those of her hus
band and his parents, the place of residence, and her own and

‘From the Division of Research, Milbank Memorial Fund. Acknowledg
ments are gratefully made to the women of the area studied, without whose 
cooperation it would have been impossible to make this study; to the members 
of the field staff of the Office of Statistical Investigations of the United States 
Public Health Service who assisted the field staff of the Division of Research 
in collecting the data; and to the Bureau of the Census, Washington, D. C., 
for use of unpublished records. I would like especially to express my indebted
ness to my associate. Miss Dorothy G. Wiehl, who carried the somewhat 
laborious task of statistical analysis.
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husband’s occupations, constituted an adequate body of data 
for drawing rather broad but definite conclusions as to the 
fertility of various racial, socio-economic, and geographical 
groups, and the rate of their contributions to the population. 
A continued series of such cross sections would have yielded 
valuable indications as to the nature of certain changes in 
these contributions and, therefore, in the biological and social 
character of the people. The failure of the federal government 
to include the two simple items of information referred to 
above, even for samples of the population, in the censuses of 
1920 and 1930, or even to tabulate them for earlier censuses, 
has forced the student of these important questions to rely 
upon less definite and direct information, although in a few 
instances privately aided tabulations have been made of some 
of the earlier records and later information for relatively 
small samples has been collected.

The present paper presents some of the results of one 
attempt to collect the desired data for a completely enumer
ated population of a single area for 1929-1930. The data now 
gradually being assembled for other areas will be presented 
from time to time for a period centering around 1930.

The area under consideration here is a small one, but the 
data are not without interest both from the points of view 
of the indications they afford and of the possibilities they 
suggest for similar inquiries on a larger scale. The area in
cludes five rural townships in Cattaraugus County, in the 
southwestern section of New York, with a total population 
of about 5,000. The character of this population has not 
changed greatly in the past half-century or more. It is com
posed almost entirely of native white families of the “ older 
native stock.”  One village of approximately 1,000 people is 
included, the remainder of the population living on farms or 
engaging in occupations ordinarily found in a strictly rural



community. It is only thirty to sixty-five miles distant from 
Buffalo, but it is not greatly affected by urban conditions, 
and is in no sense suburban. Indeed parts of the area are still 
rather isolated. As in other rural communities, signs of change 
are evident in improved roads, in the introduction of tele
phones, automobiles, and radios, and in a shift from general to 
specialized (dairy) farming. In short the area is probably 
fairly typical of many rural districts in this section of the 
country.

The data were collected in the autumn of 1929 and the 
winter of 1929-1930 and included, in addition to the items 
already indicated, the birth date of each child and the mar
riage date of each woman. Practically every family within 
the area was included since the same area was used for 
studies of the incidence and prevalence of ill health, of the 
epidemiology of certain diseases, of sanitary conditions, and 
of the extent to which the population received medical and 
other health services.

For the purposes of this particular study a selection was 
made of i ,036 records which included all of the native-born 
women living at the time of the enumeration, who had been 
married only once and had not been permanently separated 
from their husbands prior to their forty-fifth birthdays.

F E R T I L I T Y  A S  R E C O R D E D  I N  1 9 2 9 - I 9 3 O

To these i ,036 women there had been born, up to the time 
they had been visited by the enumerators, 2,959 live chil
dren, the average number of children per wife being 2.86. 
This average, however, includes families just started as well 
as entirely complete families and does not take into account 
the fact that a large proportion of the women are still in the 
childbearing age, and thus is not a true measure of their fer
tility. In Table i the birth rates are given for women of
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A g e  o f W if e

N u m b e r  of 
W iv e s

N u m b e r  of 
L iv e  B ir t h s

B ir t h s  p e r  
100  W iv e s

Total 1,036 2 ,9 5 9 286

Under 25 110 I I4 104
25-29 111 263 237
30 -34 105 290 276

35-39 122 347 284

4 0 ” 44 1 19 423 355
45-54 206 634 308
55-64 155 5 16 333
65 and over 108 372 344

Table i . Cumulative birth rates for native-born married women of 
specific ages living in rural Cattaraugus County, in 1929-1930.

different ages. It will be seen that for women under 25 years 
of age the birth rate was 104 per 100, or about one child per 
woman, and that the rate rises rapidly to 237 per 100 women 
in the age period 25-29, 276 per 100 in the age period 30-34, 
320 at 35-44. For women over 45 the rates are all in excess of 
300, or over three children per woman, the average for this 
group being 3 .3 1 .  This figure represents more accurately the 
total fertility of women in our sample area since it tells us 
how many live children were produced by the average wife 
who had lived with her husband at least until the end of her 
childbearing period.

It has been computed by Dublin and Lotka^ that in order 
to prevent a decrease in the population an average of 3.06 
children must be born to each woman who marries. The aver
age of 3.31  children born alive per wife whose marriage re
mained unbroken until the end of the childbearing period is, 
therefore, not excessive, although it is probably sufficient to 
maintain the size of a relatively healthy rural population.

’ Dublin, Louis I., and Lotka, Alfred J .:  On the True Rate of Natural In
crease. Journal oj the American Statistical Association, September, 1929, xx. 
New Series, No. 150, pp. 305 and 339.
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Table 2. Size of families of native-born 
married women aged 45-64 years living in 
rural Cattaraugus County in 1929-1930.

Y et it is interesting to note in Table 2, that over a fourth 
(28.5 per cent) of the women in our sample 45 years of age 
and over had borne either no children at all or only one child.

This great varia
tion in the fertility 
of women is due to 
many causes, phys
iological and other, 
of which we as yet 
know little. It has 
been clearly shown, 
however, in several 
extensive studies, 
that there is an as
sociation between 
h u m a n  f e r t i l i t y

Number of 
Children 

Born 
Alive

Number of 
Wives 

Reporting 
Specified 

Births

Per Cent 
of

Total
Wives

Total 361 100.0

o-i 103 28.5
2-3 123 3 4 - 1
4-5 75 20.8
6 - 60 16.6

and socio-economic condition, and it has been found that the 
fertility of white women of native stock under rural condi
tions is higher than in any social or occupational class in an 
urban environment. Is this greater fertility a concomitant of 
rural life per se7 Or is social status, with its occupational, 
educational, and other implications, also a factor?

D I F F E R E N T I A L  F E R T I L I T Y  R A T E S ,  I 9 2 9 - I 9 3 O

One way in which to throw light upon these questions is to 
ascertain the fertility rates of women in different occupa
tional classes living under the same environment. Although 
the total number of women in our rural sample is not large, 
it is possible to divide them into three groups, roughly dif
ferentiated from the point of view of socio-economic or occu
pational status, namely, wives of farmers, laborers, and 
business men. Of the farm group, four-fifths were wives of 
farm owners, one-sixth of renters, and an insignificant num-
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A g e  o f W if e

B ir t h s  p e r  
100 W iv e s

N u m b e r

W iv e s

OF N u m b e r  of 
L iv e  B ir t h s

Farm Labor Busi
ness

Farm Labor Busi
ness

Farm Labor Busi
ness

Total 525 257 230 Sq8 283 ISS t,P 32 671 356

Under 25 124 96 44 46 55 9 57 53 4
25-34 277 248 185 1 18 71 27 327 176 50
35-44 362 286 229 137 63 41 496 180 94
45-54 340 287 167 135 47 24 459 135 40
55 and over 366 270 311 162 47 54 593 127 168

Standardized
rate* 299 246 189

^Standardized b y  applying the age distribution o f an urban and rural sam ple o f 99,226 
native-born m arried women drawn from the 19 10  census sheets.

Table 3. Cumulative birth rates for native-born married women of 
specific ages in different occupational classes living in rural Cattaraugus 
County in 1929-1930.

ber wives of farm laborers. The labor group was composed of 
wives of men who were not farm laborers but employees in 
small factories and in various occupations both in the coun
try and in the village. The business group was composed of 
wives of men who were engaged in various businesses in the 
village, and in the country stores and other establishments, 
and in professional and clerical occupations. The fertility 
rates for women in these three classes are presented in Table 
3. The age distribution of the wives was found to differ, that 
in the labor group being somewhat younger and that in the 
farm and the business groups being somewhat older. It is 
necessary, therefore, to standardize the birth rates for age.® 
When this is done, a very interesting fact appears. It is that

’Rates have been standardized by applying the age distribution of 99,226 
wives in urban and rural sample populations drawn from the 1910 census 
enumeration sheets. See Sydenstricker, Edgar, and Notestein, Frank W .: 
Differential Fertility According to Social Class. Journal of the American Sta
tistical Association, March, 1930, xxv. New Series, No. 169, pp. 9-32.
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even within a rural community differences in fertility rates 
are found which are associated with differences in occupa
tional status. Thus the highest birth rate (299 per 100 wives) 
was found for the farm group; and the lowest (189) charac
terized the business group, while the labor group (246) fell 
between the two. The differences between the rates for the 
business and the labor groups in this rural area are of the 
same general nature as that found between business and 
labor groups in urban communities, and the fertility of wives 
living on farms is the highest of all. While the size of our sam
ple is small, the differences are consistent with age of wife, 
and they suggest an observation that is not without sig
nificance, namely, that although rural environment per se 
may be a factor in the rate of human fertility, the conditions 
associated with occupation probably are factors operating 
independently of general environment. The relative impor
tance of these two factors cannot be determined definitely 
until more data are accumulated and comparable informa
tion as of 1930 is available for urban occupational groups.

The differential fertility rates according to occupational 
groups persist in each of three age periods even when “ expos
ure to risk”  is controlled by excluding late marriages and 
taking the length of marriage into account, and when still
births as well as live births are included. The somewhat 
detailed tabulation necessary for this analysis is presented in 
full in Table 4 in order that the method employed may be 
clearly understood.'* The cumulated rates plotted in Figure i ,

^The procedure may be summarized briefly as follows: Only women who were 
married under 25 years of age were included, and within each occupational 
group as already defined the number of wives who had completed a specific 
year of marriage was ascertained. The number of live births as well as still
births occurring during each year of marriage to these women was then found, 
and the birth rates computed for specific years of marriage. These birth rates 
were then cumulated in order to show the total number of births (including 
of course, both still- and live births) that had occurred during varying dura-

(Continued on page 25)
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F a r m L a b o r B u s i n e s s C u m u l a t i v e  R a t e s *

C o m p l e t e d

Y e a r s
Number

of
Wives

Live and Still 
Births in Each Year Number

of
Wives

Live and Still 
Births in Each Year Number

Live and Still 
Births in Each Y ear

M a r r i e d

Number Rate per 
joo Wives

Number Rate per 
100 Wives

Wives
Number Rate per 

100 Wives

Farm Labor Business

Wives Under 30 Years of Age in 1929-1930

1 99 36 3 6 ,4 77 35 3 2 .5 18 4 2 2 .2 3 6 -4 3 2 .5 2 2 .2
3 9 a 38 41 3 68 35 3 6 .8 16 6 37-3 77-7 6 9 3 59-7
3 84 35 2 9 .8 56 18 3 2 -1 >5 2 >3 3 1 0 7 .5 1 0 1 .4 7 3 -0
4 78 41 0 47 >7 36  3 12 4 33 3 1 4 8 .5 >3 7 .6 1 0 6 .3
5 6$ *9 44  6 39 9 2 3 . I I I 2 1 8 .2 19S-J 1 6 0 .7 124 .5
6 53 >3 3 4 .5 33 10 3 0 .3 9 2 2 2 .2 2 1 7 .6 1 9 1 .0 1 4 6 .7
7 41 17 4 1 .5 26 7 2 6 .9 8 2 25  0 2 5 9 .1 2 1 7 .9 1 7 1 .7

W iv e s  30  t o  4 4  Years o f  A ge in  1929-I93H

1 161 39 34 3 74 >7 2 3 .0 35 8 2 2 .9 24  2 2 3 .0 2 2 .9
3 161 63 3 9 * 74 38 37-8 35 >3 3 7 -1 6 3 .3 6 0 .8 6 0 .0
3 161. 66 4 1 .0 74 33 3 1 . 1 35 I I 3 > 4 >04-3 9 1 .9 91-4
4 i 6 t 49 30  4 74 20 27  0 35 12 34 3 >34-7 1 1 8 .9 1 2 5 .7
S 161 49 3 0 .4 74 22 29  7 35 7 2 0 .0 1 6 5 .1 1 4 8 .6 1 4 5 .7
fi 161 45 2 8 .0 74 >4 1 8 .9 34 6 1 7 -6 >93 - > 1 6 7 .5 163 3
7 160 37 2 3 .1 73 18 2 4 -7 34 4 I I . 8 2 i 6 .2 1 9 2 .2 >75 .»
8 158 40 35 3 73 13 >9-4 34 7 2 0 .6 2 4 1 .5 2 1 1 .6 1 9 5 .7
9 156 36 3 3 .1 7 0 >5 2 1 .4 33 4 1 2 .1 2 6 4 .6 2 3 3 .0 2 0 7 -8

10 «53 33 1 3 .0 6 6 9 > 3 6 31 4 1 2 .9 2 7 9 -6 2 4 6 .6 2 2 0 .7
11 »47 37 1 8 .4 62 to 1 6 .1 29 I 3 4 2 9 S .0 2 6 2 .7 2 2 4 .1
13 138 18 1 3 .0 J 8 10 17-2 27 2 7 .4 3 1 1 .0 279-9 2 3 1 .5
13 137 30 >5-7 55 7 >2 .7 26 3 I I . 5 3 2 6 .7 2 9 2 .6 243 0
14 I I 7 18 >5 4 53 3 5-8 24 0 0 .0 3 4 2 .1 2 9 8 .4 2 4 3 .0
• i 108 t o * 9  3 45 4 8-9 22 2 9 » 352 .4 3 0 7 .3 2 5 2 .1

Wives 45 to 64 Years o f Age in 1939-1930

, 156 35 22.4 57 >4 24  6 41 I I 2 6 .8 22 4 2 4  6 2 6 .82 156 59 37 8 57 21 3 6 .8 41 >4 34 > 60 2 6 1 .4 6 0 .9
3 156 51 3 3 .7 57 >9 33 3 41 10 2 4  4 92 9 94-7 8 5 .3
4 156 41 2 6 .3 57 20 35 > 4 > 9 2 2 .0 119 2 1 2 9 .8 I 07-3
5 156 46 2 9 .5 57 >3 2 2 .8 4 > 6 1 4 .6 148 7 1 5 2 .6 1 2 1 .9
6 156 35 2 2 .4 57 >3 2 2 .8 4 > 8 >9-5 171 1 >75-4 I4 I  4
7 156 34 2 1 .8 57 >3 22 8 41 5 1 2 .2 192 9 1 9 8 .3 1 5 3 .6
8 156 36 23  I 57 >4 2 4 .6 4 > 8 >9 5 216 0 2 2 2 .8 173-1
9 156 27 > 7 .3 57 II >9 3 4 > 4 9 8 233 3 2 4 3 .1 1 S 2 .9

to 156 25 1 6 .0 57 6 1 0 .5 41 5 1 2 .2 249 3 2 5 2 .6 >95 >
11 156 32 2 0 .5 57 7 >3-3 4 > 2 4  9 269 8 2 6 4 .9 2 0 0 .0
12 156 18 1 1 .5 57 4 7-0 41 1 2 4 2S1 3 2 7 1 .9 2 0 3 .4
>3. >56 22 14.1 57 6 10 5 41 2 4-9 295 4 2 8 2 .4 2 0 7 .3
>4 156 20 1 2 .8 57 4 7-0 4 > 8 >9 5 308 2 2 8 9 .4 2 2 6 .S
>5 >56 21 >3 5 57 10 17 5 41 5 1 2 .2 321 7 3 0 6 .9 2 3 9 .0
16 156 20 1 2 .8 57 1 1 .8 4 > 2 4  9 334 5 3 0 8 .7 243 9
>7 156 >4 9 .0 57 3 5 3 4 41 2 4  9 343 5 3 1 4 .0 2 4 8 .8
18 *156 >4 9 .0 57 3 5-3 4 > 1 2 4 352 5 3 1 9 .3 2 5 1 .2
>9 156 >5 9 6 57 0 0 .0 4 > 1 2 .4 362 1 3 >9-3 2 5 3 .6
20 156 12 7 7 57 4 7 .0 41 1 2 4  . 369 8 3 2 6 .3 2 5 6 .0

N O TE; Every wife who had compleicd one year of married life. «>'en (hough only one. is included for that specific year, u id  every wife who cotnpleted ewo years of 
n am e d  liic for that year, et cetera, with the result that the number o f wives for whom rates were computed changes year by year ta younger age groups,

‘ Rates for aiogle y ean  of married life have been added together, thus utilizing the most significant rates available at »»■ '*' period.

Table 4- Birth rates in successive years of married life for natK*e-bom women in different occupational classes who had married 
under tweniy»five years of age and were living in rural Cattaraugus County in I92s>~l930.

are of especial interest because they indicate the rapidity 
with which the average “ natural family”  is built up in differ
ent occupational groups in a rural area. For example, after
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Fig. I. Cumulated birth rates for successive years of married life in 
native-born women in different occupational classes in rural Cattaraugus 
County. Rates are shown for women in three broad age groups as of 
1929-1930 who had married before age 25.

seven years of married life 100 women married under 25 and 
30-44 years of age in 1929-1930 had borne on an average 216 
children if in the farmer group, 192 if in the labor group, and 
175 if in the business group. Similar differences according to 
occupational class are to be found for women under 30 years 
of age and in the age period 45-64 in 1929-1930. Thus the
tions of marriage to women differentiated according to age groups in 1929- 
1930 within each occupational class. The cumulated rates were found simply 
by adding the rates for specific years of marriage and are essentially the same, 
as found by actual tests, as would be obtained by computing rates for women 
who had completed a given “ exposure to risk.”
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A l l
L en g th  0 ^’i.RVALS, IN M onths

I n t e r v a l s
0-6 7- 11 12 - 17 18-23 24-35 36-59 60 4-

Number of wives 326 13 82 46 57 46 36
Per cent 10 0 .0 4.0 2 1 .2 18 .1 14.x 17-5 1 4 . I I I .O

Table 5. Interval between marriage and first birth.

differential fecundity rates are not only consistent but persist 
over a long period of time, and are true for women of widely 
different ages when length of “ exposure”  is held constant and 
marriage takes place before the age of twenty-five years.

F R E Q U E N C Y  O F B IR T H S  TO T H E  SA M E M O TH ER

A consideration of frequency of births naturally suggests 
the length of intervals between marriage and first birth and 
between successive births. As the date of each birth and still- 
birth was ascertained as accurately as practicable, it is pos
sible to present certain data on intervals which, because of 
their infrequency in literature on human fertility, are not 
without interest, in spite of the small numbers used.

It is by no means assumed that the records of intervals 
between marriage and the birth of the first child are complete 
or accurate in all cases. Obviously a reluctance to give exact 
information in instances where the interval was less than the 
normal period of gestation is to be expected. Yet the extraor
dinary willingness on the part of the wives residing in the 
area to cooperate in giving information freely and fully, as 
well as the guarantee on the part of the investigator that this 
information would be used for statistical purposes only, go 
far to lessen the amount of error that one might expect. The 
possibility of this inaccuracy relates, of course, to the short
est intervals. The frequency with which the first births 
occurred at various intervals after marriage in the entire
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group of wives who j  40 to 59 years of age at the time of 
the enumeration ana had married before the age of 30 is 
summarized in Table 5^

No particular eleni f inaccuracy was evident in the in
formation relating to ini(._ ;als longer than the normal period 
of gestation between marriage and the first child or in the 
intervals between the births of later children. The informa
tion obtained is given in summary form in Table 6, frequency 
distributions rather than average intervals being shown. Two 
comments on this table suggest themselves. One is that the 
proportion of long intervals is large. Whatever may be the 
causes, this bit of evidence does not support the assumption, 
not infrequently made, that fecundity in a rural population is 
unrestrained. On the other hand it is by no means any proof 
of deliberate control of the size of families. It is merely a 
statement of fact, as ascertained for this population group, 
and can be interpreted in no other way than to say that there 
is a considerable variability among native white women of 
native stock living in a rural area with respect to the length of 
interval between the children they bear. This is, of course, 
consistent with the finding that these women vary in fecund-

Table 6. Interval between marriage and first child and between successive births to native-born women mar
ried under thirty years of age who were 40-59 years of age and living in rural Cattaraugus County in 1929-1930.

P ercentage  D istribution  
OF Intervals B etw een

Length 
OF I nterval Marriage

and
First
Birth

First
and

Second
Birth

Second
and
Third
Birth

Third
and

Fourth
Birth

Fourth 
and 
Fifth ■ 
Birth

Marriage
and
First
Birth

First
•and
Second
Birth

Second
and
Third
Birth

Third
and

Fourth
Birth

Fourth
and
Fifth
Birth

A ll intervals 100.0 100.0 lOO.O 100.0 IGO.t s n 27/ 205 J 4S p5

Under 18 months 40.9 22.9 10.2 11.0 6.3 128 62 21 16 6
18-23 “ 14.1 19.9 22.0 14.5 14.6 46 54 45 21 14
M -3S “ 18.2 232 24.4 29.7 30.2 57 63 50 43 29
36-59 14.7 19.6 j 8.3 26.9 29.2 46 53 58 39 28
5- 9 years 7-7 11.1 12.2 14.5 17.7 24 30 25 21 17
10 years or longer 3-8 3-3 2.9 3-4 2.1 12 9 6 5 2

N umber of  B irths after 
S pe c ified  I ntervals B etw een



2 8 The •̂ yiiCilbank iJ^emorial Fund

ity  and fertility. The second comment, which probably has 
some bearing on the first, is that the longer intervals occur 
relatively more often between the births of later children 
than between the first additions to the family.

The further interesting indication is given that the shortest 
intervals occur in the farm group, the longest intervals in the 
business group, with the labor group between the two. Table 
7 summarizes the statistics on this point by showing the pro
portion of women in each group who had intervals of three 
years or longer between marriage and the first birth, between 
first and second birth, and second and third birth. This indi
cation is significant, perhaps, of the nature of the differential 
fecundity rates in a rural area, but it does not point def
initely to the nature of the underlying factors involved.

F E R T I L IT Y  O F FA R M E R S* W IV E S  IN  I 9OO, I 9 IO , AN D  I 929- I 93O

The extent and character of the changes in the fertility of 
the various racial and other component groups of the Ameri
can people have long occupied the attention of students of 
population questions. They are questions not merely of aca
demic interest, however; they are of deep significance to 
everyone to whom future social and biological trends are 
matters of intelligent concern. The present study is but a 
fragment of much needed information. It is suggestive of the 
kind of results that may be anticipated if similar methods of 
study are used on a larger scale.

In comparing the fertility rates as found in 1929-1930 with 
those of 1910 and 1900, a factor of environment can be held 
constant, in some degree, by considering only native white 
farmers’ wives of native stock who were living on farms in 
the same county.® That is to say, we are comparing fertility

‘The samples for 1900 and 1910 were taken from the federal census records. 
For the method used in drawing the samples, see Sydenstricker, Edgar, and 
Notestein, Frank W .: ibid.
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B ir t h s  Oc c u r r in g  A f t e r  I n t e r v a l s  of 
3 Y e a r s  or L o n g er

Or d e r  of 
I n t e r v a l

Number Per Cent

Farm Labor Busi
ness

Farm Labor Busi
ness

Farm Labor Busi
ness

Marriage and 
first birth 202 70 4 1 52 16 14 25.7 22.9 3 4 - 1

First and 
second birth 178 59 34 51 26 15 28.7 4 4 .1 4 4 .1

Second and 
third birth 138 48 19 57 22 10 41-3 4 5 .8 5 2 .6

Table 7. Frequency of births occurring at intervals of three years or 
longer to native-born women in different occupational classes living in 
rural Cattaraugus County 40 to 59 years of age who had married before 
the age of 30, in 1929-1930.

rates of women of similar stock and occupational status at 
different periods in a strictly rural environment that has 
undergone little change. When such a comparison is made, 
the extremely interesting fact emerges that no significantly 
downward trend has occurred in the fertility rate of wives of 
farmers of native stock in this typical rural area of this sec
tion of the country. The results are summarized in Table 8. 
Here it is shown that, after allowing for whatever differences 
may have existed in the ages of the wives included in the 
three samples, the number of children found to have been 
born per loo women was not less in 1929-1930 than in 1900 
or 1910. This is indicated for women under 45 years as well 
as for women of all ages.® The cumulative rates for women at 
different ages (Table 9) present the evidence in greater detail. 
It will be noted that the curves as plotted in Figure 2 are

•The influence of age at marriage should be much the same in each sample* 
since the mean age of marriage was 20.8 in 1900, 21.0 in 1910, and 21.2  in 
1929, for farm women who, at each date, had been married 5 —14  years. When 
the number of women is taken into account, these slight differences are not 
significant.
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Y e a r

S t a n d ard ized  R a t e * 
PER 100 W iv e s

N u m b e r  o f  W iv e s  
IN S a m p le

All Ages Under 45 Years All Ages Under 45 Years

1929 298 276 598 301
19 10 269 234 I ,520 623
1900 285 251 1 ,128 637

iT o  the age distributioD of an urban and rural sample o f 99,226 w ives drawn from the 19 10  
census records.

Table 8. Standardized cumulative birth rates for wives of farmers in
Cattaraugus County in the years 1929, 1910, 1900.

essentially similar in that they reach about the same level 
after 45 years of age.^

The slightly higher standardized rate for women under 45 
in 1929 than in 1910 or 1900 (Table 8) is contrary to what 
would have been expected in view of a declining birth rate. 
Birth registration in New York State was incomplete prior to 
1916, but for the period 1916-1927 Downes* has given the 
birth rates for the rural part of Cattaraugus County with 
more than usual accuracy since she corrected them for resi
dence of mothers. Although these rates do show a definite 
decrease, the decrease occurred only in 1925-1927; in the 
postwar period of 1920-1924 an actual increase appeared.® 
Now our cumulative birth rates for 1929 as plotted in Figure 
2 are consistently higher in the ages under 45, particularly at 
25-29. Since any significant variation peculiar to the child-

’ In the 1900 sample the successive age rates after 45 suggest the possibility 
of a slight trend. Since the number of cases is small and the rates are not con
firmed by the rates for women ten years older in 1910, no definite conclusion 
as to this point can be drawn.

®Downes, Jean: The Accuracy of the Recorded Birth Statistics in Urban 
and Rural Areas. Journal oj the American Statistical Association, March, 
1929, xxiv, New Series, No. 165, pp. 23, 25.

°The series of annual birth rates per 1,000 rural women aged 15-44 begin
ning in 1916 is as follows: 97.9; 87.2; 94.8; 89.2; 96.7; 100.6; 98.1; 86.7; 86.0; 
77.4; 70.3; 69.0.
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A g e  of 
W i f e  at  
C e n su s

B ir t h s  p e r  
W iv e s

100 N u m b e r  of 
W iv e s

N u m b e r  of 
B irt h s

1929 1910 1900 1929 1910 1900 1929 1910 1900

Total 324 285 305 598 1,520 1,12 8 1,932 4,328 3,443

Under 20 57 78 60 7 23 15 4 18 9
20-24 136 1 17 142 39 147 113 53 172 161
25-29 263 175 209 62 194 115 163 339 240
30-34 293 249 270 56 196 129 164 489 348
35-39 323 319 336 65 181 115 210 577 386
40-44 397 346 327 72 156 150 286 540 491
45-54 340 354 354 135 284 234 459 1,006 828
55-64 354 328 368 90 227 17 1 319 744 629
65- f 381 396 408 72 1 12 86 274 443 351

Table 9. Cumulative birth rates in 1900, 19 10 , 1929 for native-born 
married women of specific ages living on farms in Cattaraugus County.

bearing period will reflect some condition or conditions oper
ating in the decade or more before the time the enumeration 
was made, it is reasonable to assume that the higher rates for 
women of childbearing age in 1929-1930 were due chiefly to 
such a condition; had not such a condition existed, no sig
nificant differences in the curves of cumulative rates for 
1900, 1910, and 1929-1930 would have appeared. The rise in 
the postwar birth rate thus seems to be reflected in the 
apparently higher fertility of the younger women as recorded 
in 1929-1930. The drop in the birth rate since 1925 in this 
area may, however, present a different situation in 1935 
1940; but that is another story for the future.

It is unwise, of course, to draw any sweeping conclusions 
from a single small population. Nevertheless this study of 
fertility rates of native white women in a rural area not 
greatly affected by urban influences up to 1930 is not without 
interest. It suggests one mode of research in population prob-
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Fig. 2. Cumulative birth rates for native-born married women living 
on farms in Cattaraugus County, by specific ages as of 1900, 1910, and 
1929-1930.

lems which, in this instance, yields suggestive evidence of 
unchanging fertility of our native stock under a not greatly 
changing environment. More evidence of this kind would 
throw light on the important question of whether or not the 
general decline in the fertility of our so-called “ older native 
stock”  is a sign of lessened vitality or is a concomitant of 
changing environment and all that is implied thereby.^®

' “Notestein, in an earlier paper of this series, compared the size of families 
of women aged 60-64 with those for women aged 40-44 in 1910, and showed 
that “ the shift from large to small families is less marked among the wives 
of farm owners than in the urban classes.”  His data, however, covered the 
rural parts of seventy-four counties scattered over a large section of the north
ern part of the United States. See Notestein, Frank W .: The Decrease in 
Size of Families from 1890 to 1910. Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly Bul
letin, October, 1931, i.v, pp. 181-188.




