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Although the governments of the European states published numerous sta-
tistical accounts of their populations during the nineteenth century, such 
works, because of their aggregate nature, are unable to reveal many as-
pects of the the lives of the populations tabulated. Historians are well 
aware of the nature of national or regional groups, but have relatively little 
in-depth information concerning individuals. Because nominal data require 
extreme efforts, social historians are often forced to concentrate on village 
studies. This has the advantage of permitting analyses of great depth into 
individual lives, and the disadvantage of generalizing on the basis of a sin-
gle community. Nevertheless, valuable insights can be gained from study-
ing the situations and activities of those who, until recent years, remained 
largely unknown. In the case of Feltorony, Moson County, Hungary, the 
parish registers provide enlightening information concerning marriage and 
the sexual behaviour of the village's inhabitants. 

Between the years 1827 and 1920, 1701 marriage ceremonies were con-
ducted in Feltorony. Because of the common practice of marriages occur-
ring in the bride's village of residence, fewer grooms than brides were in-
digenous to Feltorony,2 with less than three-quarters (71.0%) of the grooms 
(1208) and more than five-sixths (84.3%) of the brides (1434) being resi-
dents of the community. In some cases, neither of the marriage partners 
were residents of the village and, hence, are lost to further analysis. It 
is assumed that the majority of brides whose husbands were not residents 
of Feltorony moved to the villages of their new spouses.4 In some cases, 
couples resided in Feltorony for several years and then migrated. Some 
couples might have moved from the village to cover the fact that the wife 
was pregnant prior to wedlock, but such is unlikely. A previous study has 
indicated that there was relatively little internal migration within Moson 
County.5 In addition, there was probably little or no shame in being pre-



maritally pregnant. Such a large percentage of the brides who remained 
in Feltorony were pregnant upon being wed, that it is difficult to imagine 
that most who moved were pregnant also.6 Premarital sexual intercourse, 
especially among those considered engaged to be married, was acceptable 
and viewed as a natural consequence throughout most of Europe.7 

While is is theoretically possible to trace the couples who married in 
Feltorony and lived elsewhere, the attempt has not been made. Rather, 
the author has chosen to deal with the pairs who married and continued to 
reside in Feltorony. As a result, it has been possible to reconstitute 646 
"complete" families. For the purposes of this study, the term "complete" 
refers to those families for whom the marriage date, the birthdates of the 
children and the death date of one the spouses are known. 

Table I indicates the distribution of the completed families during the 
period of this study. 

TABLE I 

Year Total Marriages Completed Families Percentage 

1827-39 207 137 66.2 
1840-50 181 118 65.2 
1851-62 187 104 55.6 
1863-74 199 116 58.3 
1875-84 192 70 36.5 
1885-95 188 55 29.3 
1896-1904 186 29 15.6 
1905-12 186 14 7.5 
1913-20 179 3 1.7 

Total 1701 646 38.0 

Beginning in the 1875-84 period, there is a substantial decline in the 
number of reconstituted families, because the risk of losing one's spouse 
declined, due to the increasingly brief span when deaths could occur and, 
possibly, improving health conditions. Because there is no record of di-
vorces in the village, only the death of a marriage partner completed the 
family cycle. 

The clergy in Feltorony was assiduous in its duty of recording vital 
events promptly. Prior to 1852, it is not possible to determine exactly the 
birthdate of a child, because only the date of christening was recorded. It is 
impossible, therefore, to determine if baptisms w ere delayed to "legitimize" 
children. Beginning in 1896, the parish registers were under the control 
of civilian authorities and listed only the date of birth. Between 1852 and 
1896, however, the dates of birth and christening were listed, enabling one 
to learn if pregnant brides delayed the baptisms of their children to avoid 
social censure. In 94.2% of the illegitimate births, baptism occurred on 



the birthdate or the day succeeding the birth, and an additional five per 
cent on the second day following birth. If premarital pregnancy carried 
less social disgrace than illegitimacy, there is no reason to suppose that it 
was desirable to delay the christening of a child. Also, the possibility of 
consigning a child to eternal damnation, if unbaptized, likely outweighed 
considerations of possible sexual impropriety. 

Due to the relatively primitive nature of medical practice and the high 
level of infant mortality, there was little chance for prematurely born chil-
dren to survive. It cannot be assumed that a child born less than full term 
could have been conceived legitimately. Thus, for the purposes of studies 
during the nineteenth century, an interval of eight completed (less than 
nine) months is considered adequate for statistical purposes to determine 
pregnancies resulting from premarital conceptions. 

Of the 646 brides in the completed families, 124 (19.2%) were clearly 
pregnant upon marriage, i.e., gave birth within eight and one-half months. 
An additional 30 births occurred prior to the end of nine months. It appears, 
at the utmost, that nearly one-quarter of the brides (23.8%) was pregnant 
while at the altar.9 This rate is not extraordinary anywhere in Europe in 
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the 19th century. Such a rough figure, however, is misleading, because 
it fails to take into account births prior to marriage; still births; abortions, 
spontaneous or induced; and brides incapable of becoming pregnant due to 
age or physiological factors. When these factors are considered, a different 
image of premarital pregnancy appears.11 

For 91 of the brides, premarital pregnancy was not an issue, because 
they had given birth prior to marriage. When this group is added to those 
pregnant at marriage, nearly three-eighths (37.9%) of all brides had expe-
rienced at least one pre-marital pregnancy. In nearly all cases, the husband 
was the father of the illegitimate child. Over 60% of the birth records for 
illegitimate children list the names of both parents. For nearly all remaining 
cases, the nearness of the wedding date to the birth of the child strength-
ens the conclusion that the husband was also the father of the child. Men 
in Feltorony were either responsible for their sexual behaviour, or women 
successfully validated their paternity claims. In less than three per cent of 
the cases is there a question regarding the paternity of a child. 

Several couples had more than one illegitimate child before becoming 
married, the most extreme case having five.12 Nearly all couples with ille-
gitimate children were being married for the first time. Only three men and 
two women involved in an illegitimate birth had been married previously. 

It is impossible to know how many of the brides had pregnancies which 
ended in spontaneous abortions, but the first pregnancy recorded for many 
brides was not their initial pregnancy, because "well over 10% in past 
centuries" terminated in spontaneous abortions or stillbirths.13 

A substantial proportion of the brides (112) never gave birth. For at least 



17 brides, pregnancy was out of the question due to advanced age, leaving 
a pool of 629 brides who could have engaged in premarital intercourse and 
become pregnant. If, as has been the case historically, six to eight per cent 
of the brides were infertile,14 the pool of 629 potentially pregnant brides is 
reduced further. No age was given for 62 brides. Therefore, between 33 
and 95 of the brides were at an age when they normally would have been 
fecund, but were apparently not. 

If 154 of the potentially fecund brides were premaritally pregnant, the 
expectant mothers being married were a maximum potential of 29.2%. 
When the mothers of illegitimate children are added, approximately 46.9% 
of the brides gave birth prior to or shortly after marriage. 

With such a high percentage obviously engaging in premarital sex and 
becoming pregnant, it is quite likely that numerous others engaged in il-
licit sexual behaviour without becoming pregnant. Because of infertility, 
contraception and pure luck in avoiding pregnancy, it is not possible to 
determine more precisely the prevalence of premarital intercourse. 

One indication that the level of premarital intercourse might have been 
high was the relative fertility of those who became pregnant prior to mar-
riage and those who did not. If the level of premarital intercourse remained 
equal for all females, those who were more fecund would be more likely 
to become impregnated. In Feltorony, pregnant brides were apparently 
more fecund than their unexpectant counterparts.15 On the average, expec-
tant mothers at the altar bore 6.58 children during their marriages, whereas 
the non-pregnant brides gave birth to an average of 6.32 children. This 
difference in fecundity remained consistent regardless of age at marriage. 

Because intercourse between betrothed couples was apparently common 
and socially acceptable, it is hard to escape the conclusion that in Feltorony 
"wedding and pregnancy were closely associated, with conception occur-
ring either shortly before or immediately after the ceremony."16 Of the 154 
pregnant brides, nearly one-third (30.5%) gave birth within three months 
of being wed, with 24.6% of the children born in the second trimester 
following marriage.17 The average time following marriage for a pregnant 
bride to give birth was 144 days. 

A striking feature of the premarital pregnancies is the unusually large 
proportion of conceptions occurring shortly before the marriage, and the 
number of brides in the final days of pregnancy during the ceremony. 
Slightly more than one-sixth of the brides became pregnant within one 
month prior to wedlock, while one bride in five was in the final month of 
pregnancy. For the intervening months, there is little variance. 

Once married, conception was seldom delayed. Within one year follow-
ing marriage, nearly three of five non-pregnant brides (59.8%) had given 
birth. Of the first births of the families being studied, 42.2% were con-
ceived in the three-month period preceding or succeeding marriage.18 



It has been asserted that weddings and conceptions displayed a seasonal 
distribution, i.e., that couples delayed wedlock and intercourse due to reli-
gious restrictions or the pressing obligations of earning a livelihood. The 
assumption has been made that the period surrounding the harvest pre-
vented couples from indulging themselves, while Lent obligated them to 
restrict their times of marriage and coitus. In Feltorony there was clearly 
a correlation between marriage and the religious and employment seasons. 
During the period of this study, only one couple wed in December, and few 
did so in March, April or July. Nearly one-half (45.8%) of the marriages 
were celebrated in January and February, while November, which followed 
the hectic period of the harvest, witnessed 17.8% of the weddings. 

While marriage might have been influenced by time constraints, there is 
less evidence to warrant the belief that sexual intercourse was influenced 
strongly also, although there is a weak correlation between the seasons and 
premarital conception. December and January, probably due to the relative 
agricultural inactivity, were the most frequent months of conception. Once 
the Lent and Easter seasons passed, May became a time of heightened 
sexual activity. In general, the winter months (November-February) were 
a time of greater marital and nonmarital conception, while the most phys-
ically demanding months of work (July-October) saw fewer conceptions 
and marriages. However, the differences between months of increased or 
decreased conceptions were not great. 

Studies of illegitimacy have indicated a dramatic increase of premarital 
sexual activity beginning in the latter half of the eighteenth century and con-
tinuing for approximately a century. Thereafter, premarital conceptions and 
illegitimacy declined, it is believed, due to an increase in contraception.19 

Feltorony was clearly no exception to this pattern. Prior to 1900, the per-
centage of pregnant brides increased from 23.9% to 35.5% 20 After the 
turn of the century, premarital pregnancy dropped dramatically from the 
preceding decades. The greatest amount of premarital pregnancy occurred 
between 1863-74 and 1885-1905, when nearly one-third (32.5%) of the 
brides were definitely pregnant. After 1905, the percentage of expectant 
brides dropped to less than one in five (18.2%).21 

While it is clear that premarital sex was commonplace, it is less certain 
that the level of such activity increased and the ages of participants became 
lower over time. Although there is no definitive way to measure the level 
of premarital coitus, the degree of premarital pregnancy according to the 
ages of the mothers is an indicator of the trends in sexual behaviour. On 
the average, pregnant brides gave birth at a slightly younger age (24.1) than 
non-pregnant brides (25.0), while the mothers of illegitimate children aver-
aged 24.3 years at delivery. For the males, those who fathered illegitimate 
children were the youngest of their gender's groups to marry at an average 
age of 27.7 years. The husbands of pregnant brides averaged 28.4 years, 



and the husbands of non-pregnant brides were oldest with an average age 
of 29.0. It is difficult to attribute much significance to these age differ-
ences, because there remains the possibility that those least economically 
or socially desirable as sex partners were obligated to wait longer to get 
married. 

For 440 of the couples it was the first marriage for both partners. Of this 
group, 103 brides were definitely pregnant, while an additional 21 were 
possibly pregnant. When the couples who had an illegitimate child are 
included (85), nearly half of the group (47.5%) had definitely experienced 
premarital coitus. If those who remained childless are excluded, a total of 
52.6% were obviously sexually experienced prior to marriage. 

TABLE II 

PERCENTAGE STATUS OF BRIDES AND GROOMS 
ACCORDING TO AGE22 

Wife Age %Preg %PossPreg %NotPreg %Illegit 

15-19 20.3 5.1 67.8 6.8 
20-24 23.2 3.8 51.5 21.5 
25-29 21.3 2.8 55.6 20.4 
30-34 26.2 0.0 57.1 16.7 
35-39 16.7 4.2 75.0 4.2 

Husband Age 

20-24 23.9 2.2 56.0 17.9 
25-29 24.6 2.2 53.1 20.1 
30-34 16.7 6.9 53.9 22.5 
35-39 15.8 5.3 73.7 5.3 

The rate of premarital pregnancy and illegitimacy according to age (Table 
II) does not indicate that the level of sexual activity in Feltorony increased 
significantly among younger women during the nineteenth century. For the 
women not pregnant at marriage, there was an extremely slight increase 
in age at first birth. For premaritally pregnant brides, the average age at 
marriage declined by less than two months. The mothers of illegitimate 
children experienced an average decline of more than four months in av-
erage marriage age between 1827 and 1920. 

For husbands a similar situation prevailed. Men who wed pregnant brides 
declined in age an average of slightly more than two weeks at the time of 
first birth. Men whose wives were not pregnant upon being wed increased 
in average age by three months over the century. The only apparently 
surprising feature is that the fathers of illegitimate children increased in 
average age by nearly eight months. 

The possibility that a pending marriage and sexual relations were closely 



correlated is strengthened by the fact that the highest percentages of pre-
marital pregnancies and illegitimacies occurred at the modal marriage ages 
for both genders. 

After 1885 the limited number of "completed" families makes statistical 
inferences weak. When the average age trends are calculated for the 1827-
1885 period only, the results are different. All groups of brides saw an 
almost equal increase in average age at first birth. The same applied to 
the husbands of pregnant and non-pregnant brides. Only the husbands 
whose wives had born illegitimate children witnessed a decline in average 
age, nearly seven months. In none of the cases, however, was there an 
even progression of trends. Thus, it is inferred that there was no increase 
of premarital sexual activity among the younger fecund members of the 
community. 

Of the brides in marriages involving previously unmarried persons, 90.2% 
can be traced to a maternity. For widowers, the figure was 84.3%. for wid-
ows 63.9%, and for the previously married couples, 35.4% are traceable to 
a maternity. 

It is obvious that couples who were remarrying did so infrequently be-
cause of an impending birth. In cases where both couples were remarrying, 
only three brides were pregnant. It was slightly more common for a remar-
rying wife to have become pregnant from a bachelor. Most common among 
the remarrying population was the husband who was marrying a pregnant 
maiden. Even so, all these pairings accounted for only one premarital 
pregnancy in six (16.3%), while being nearly one-third of the marriages. 
Of the 112 women who had been married previously, ten were pregnant, 
two were possibly pregnant, and three had born an illegitimate child. It 
might be presumed that most of them had little time to become pregnant 
or were skilled in holding off men until marriage.23 Of the 139 men who 
had been previously wed, ten had definitely impregnated a maiden, seven 
had possibly done so, and three had fathered illegitimate children by their 
prospective spouses. None of the mutually remarrying couples had begot-
ten an illegitimate child. One reason for the lower percentage of pregnancy 
among couples who were remarrying was their more advanced ages and 
the fact that most of them, especially the men, had children from previous 
marriages.24 

The likelihood that a widow would become pregnant prior to marriage or 
bear children afterward was much less than for maidens. A major, obvious 
determinant in this regard was the age of the women. The average maiden 
who married a bachelor wed at 23.4 years, so could expect to have nearly 
an equal number of years of fertility, whereas a widow who remarried a 
bachelor, averaged 34.0 years of age, thus having approximately half as 
many possible years to give birth. Widows who remarried widowers were 
nearly always beyond child-bearing years.25 



The ages of the widows is reflected in the fact that only eight of 112 
remarrying widows were premaritally pregnant. In two cases husband and 
wife were remarrying, while in six cases the widow had been impregnated 
by a bachelor.26 In addition, only 13 maidens became pregnant by widow-
ers, leaving the vast majority of premarital pregnancies (83.1%) the result 
of matches between bachelors and maidens. 

In addition, all except four of the widows already had children from 
their previous marriages and were likely less disposed to propagate more. 
Only half of the remarrying widows gave birth, with an average of 3.14 
children.27 

After examining the cases of all brides who eventually proved fecund, it 
must be inferred that there was little teen-age sexual promiscuity. Even if 
the normal age of menarche had been between 16 and 18, it is quite unlikely 
that the teen-age female population as a whole could have avoided preg-
nancy as long as it did. Only one-eighth of the pregnant brides were under 
the age of 20, a figure matched by the non-pregnant brides. The average, 
nearly equal ages for non-pregnant and pregnant brides indicates clearly 
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that bridal pregnancy in Feltorony was not due to youthful improprieties. 

The notion that the male rural population of Europe attempted to deter-
mine the fertility of the females prior to marriage is fallacious so far as 
Feltorony is concerned. Nearly one-sixth of all marriages had no issue. 
Among the previously never-married couples, nearly one in ten (9.8%) 
never had any children, and nearly half were not pregnant at the time of 
marriage. 

There was an inverse relationship in Feltorony between premarital preg-
nancy and age at marriage. The average age of premaritally pregnant brides 
increased in the first half century of this study from 23.5 to 25.3 years. At 
the same time, the percentage of pregnant brides dropped from 23.4% to 
15.7%. After 1875 the ages and percentages of pregnant brides fluctuated, 
but maintained an inverse relationship, which strengthens the conclusion 
that a rising age in marriage did not contribute to increased sexual license 
prior to marriage. 

However, while premarital pregnancy was decreasing, there was an in-
crease in illegitimacy and a drop in the ages of the mothers. Between 1827 
and 1850, the percentage of premarital pregnancy was three times that of 
illegitimacy. After 1850 the relationship changed drastically, such that il-
legitimacy equalled and then surpassed premarital pregnancy until 1885. 
Thereafter, there was a return to the relationship at the beginning of the 
period. 

When combined, the percentages of pregnant brides and brides with il-
legitimate children rose significantly after 1863, dropped after 1885, but 
continued at a higher rate than in the earlier decades of the study, indi-
cating an increase of sexual promiscuity after mid-century with a smaller 



percentage of expectant mothers being wed. There was an increase of sex-
ual activity after 1850 with women becoming pregnant at younger ages and 
more of them bearing illegitimate children. By 1885 illegitimacy declined, 
due to an increase of pregnant women getting married and, perhaps, the 
use of contraceptives. The percentage of illegitimacy between 1885-95 
was only slightly more than half that a decade earlier, while premarital 
pregnancy nearly doubled. 

TABLE III 

PERCENTAGES OF PREMARITAL PREGNANCIES AND 
BRIDES WITH ILLEGITIMATE CHILDREN AND 

AVERAGE AGES29 

%PMP Avg. Age %Illeg. Avg. Age 

1827-39 29.2 23.5 10.1 26.4 
1840-50 27.9 23.8 5.9 27.0 
1851-62 21.3 24.7 18.8 22.7 
1863-74 24.5 25.3 30.9 24.6 
1875-84 23.2 22.4 32.1 23.4 
1885-95 31.6 23.7 21.1 23.9 
1896-1904 33.3 24.9 11.1 25.3 
1905-12 20.0 — — — 

1913-20 — — — — 

Total 26.3 24.05 17.2 24.29 

An interesting feature of premarital pregnancy in Feltorony is its trans-
mission to succeeding generations. Women who were pregnant or had given 
birth prior to marriage, were more likely to have daughters do the same, 
than women who were not premaritally pregnant. Nearly half (49.1%) of 
the daughters of mothers who had born an illegitimate child themselves 
did the same or were pregnant at marriage. Still higher were the daughters 
of mothers who had been premaritally pregnant; 59.6% of them were pre-
maritally pregnant or bore illegitimate children. In contrast, 46.8% of the 
daughters of mothers who were never pregnant prior to marriage conceived 
prior to wedlock. 

In Feltorony there was no consistent relationship between age differ-
ences between mates and premarital pregnancy.30 In approximately three-
quarters of all marriages the husbands were older than their wives, with 
little variance between the premaritally pregnant and other couples. On 
the average, however, the husbands of pregnant brides were nearly eight 
years (7.8) older than their wives, while the grooms of non-pregnant wives 
were seven years older. The fathers of illegitimate children were closest 
in age (4.7 years) to their subsequent wives. The only major differences 
in age relationships is that a large majority (nearly 70%) of the spouses in 



non-pregnant marriages were within seven years of age. The premaritally 
pregnant were more evenly distributed over the range of ages, making the 
mean marital ages for both groups nearly equal. 

For both groups of husbands, a large proportion (bachelors: 12.7%; 
widowers: 10.6%) were at least 15 years older than their wives, the average 
being nearly 20 years. Two widowers, whose wives bore children, were 
more than 30 years older than their wives. 

In contrast to modern studies, there was little age difference between 
pregnant and non-pregnant brides in Feltorony if the wife was older than 
her husband. Nearly equal proportions (one-fifth) of both groups were 
older than their husbands. Only in the case of the mothers of illegitimate 
children were fewer wives (one-eighth) older than their husbands.31 

There was clearly a relationship between the marriage-first birth interval 
and the age of brides. It appears, also, that a greater percentage of the 
youngest women married only because they were pregnant. Although the 
youngest age group had the lowest percentage of premaritally pregnant 
brides,32 once pregnant they waited the longest before getting married. As 
pregnant brides became progressively older, the length of the marriage to 
birth interval increased, until the 3 0 - 3 5 age group, when there was a slight 
decline. On the average, a premaritally pregnant bride aged 15-19 gave 
birth after only three months (89 days) of marriage, whereas the 20—24 age 
group averaged nearly four months and those aged 25-29 averaged five 
months. Once married, however, brides in the youngest group who were 
not pregnant, waited longer before becoming pregnant. Less than half of 
them (44.1%) produced a child with 12 months of marriage. Possibly due 
to their advanced age, brides between 30-34 had the highest percentage 
(65.7%) of first births within a year of marriage. 

The family of birth and its economic status also played a role in the 
level of premarital pregnancy in Feltorony. Premarital pregnancy and il-
legitimacy were inversely related to economic status. Parents with greater 
social status and higher levels of economic leverage were less likely to 
have children w h o became pregnant prior to wedlock. For a young couple 
whose social status in the village was high and whose future livelihood 
depended upon inheriting the family farm, there was a lower level of pre-
marital pregnancy.3 3 

Men engaged in agriculture were the least likely to impregnate their 
prospective wives or beget illegitimate children, as less than one-quarter 
(23.9%) did so. The artisanal and pastoral populations, which were less eco-
nomically secure and more likely to be transient, had substantially higher 
percentages of illegitimate children and premarital pregnancies. More than 
one-third (36.2%) of the artisans and a higher proportion (37.5%) of the 
pastoral group had wives who became pregnant prior to marriage. The 
segment of the village's population which had the least to lose economi-



cally was most likely to engage in premarital intercourse, or least likely to 
practice contraception. Over half (52.4%) of the agricultural and domestic 
servants and day-labourers had pregnant brides or illegitimate children. 

Proportionate to occupations, a similar pattern existed. The husbands in 
agriculture comprised 46.4% of those whose occupations were known, yet 
they were responsible for only 29.2% of the premarital pregnancies and 
illegitimacies. Those in pastoral and commercial pursuits, and the artisans 
produced illegitimate children and premaritally pregnant brides nearly equal 
to their proportions of the occupations. The service population, consisting 
of day-labourers and domestic and agricultural servants, comprised one-
quarter of the occupations, yet was responsible for 37.1% of the p r e ^ r i t a l 
births and pregnancies. 

Although Feltorony was similar to other villages in east-central burope, 
this investigation has revealed that generalities do not apply equally to all 
segments of a village's population. It is evident that rampant premarital 
sexual behaviour by the unmarried portion of the community did not occur, 
and there is no indication that a general decline in sexual morals occurred. 
Most of those who bore illegitimate children or were premaritally pregnant 
did so with the expectation that marriage would follow. 

There was not an increase of sexual permissiveness among the youth. 
Rather, the community desire to permit only those contemplating marriage 
to engage in coitus persisted. There was, as elsewhere in Europe, an 
increase in premarital behaviour late in the nineteenth century, but not 
because a wider range of ages were involved. As the end of the century 
approached, there was a substantial decline in premarital pregnancy, likely 
due, in part, to an increase in contraception. Feltorony was relatively 
wealthy and close enough to Vienna that modern methods of birth control 
could be obtained relatively easily. 

Those not bound to the traditional economic structure and who had the 
least reason to remain sexually inexperienced, were most inclined to engage 
in coitus. However, even these persons did not depart from equating sexual 
intercourse with future wedlock. 
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