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N the second volume of his Economic History of Modern
Britain (p. 145), Sir John Clapham, writing of the chambers
of commerce and trade associations which multiplied rapidly
after 1860, suggested that between 1850 and 1875 “there was
rather less co-operation among ‘capitalist’ producers than there
had been in the more difficult first and second quarters™ of the
nineteenth century. He mentioned that in the British salt
industry there had been price-fixing associations ‘““based on a
local monopoly” in the early nineteenth century, and added
that after 1825 the industry “‘witnessed alternations of gentle-
men’s agreements and ‘fighting trade’ > until the formation
of the Salt Union in 1888. This combine has been called ‘““the
first British trust”, but to the salt proprietors of the time it was
merely “a new device, made easier by limited liability, for
handling an old problem”.®’ The purpose of this study is to
examine in greater detail the business organisation of the
natural local monopoly enjoyed by the Cheshire saltmakers
in the nineteenth century and to trace the part played by “The
Coalition” and the Salt Chamber of Commerce in fostering
price regulation and output restriction between the end of the
Napoleonic Wars and 1889.(

W Op. cit., pp. 147-8; see also Accounts and Papers, 1817, 1II, 123, p. 22,
and E. Hughes, Studies in Administration and Finance, 1558-1825 (1934),
pp. 359-77 passim.

%) The study is based chiefly on Winiam Furnival’s A Statement of Facts . . .
submitted to the consideration of His Majesty, His Majesty’s Ministers and both
Houses of Parliament (1833), a copy of which may be found in the Manchester
Public Reference Library (P2049/5), and on the Annual Reports of the Salt
Chamber of Commerce of Cheshire and Worcestershire, from 1858 to 1889,
preserved in the Library of Manchester University. The first is hereafter referred
to asl.g%t%mem, the second as A4.R., followed by the period covered in the report,
e.g. -6.
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I THE FURNIVAL EPISODE (TO 1833)

The Cheshire salt industry of the early nineteenth century
was strongly localised in the valley of the River Weaver, mainly
in an area twelve miles north to south and two miles east to
west which included the townships of Anderton, Winnington,
Marbury, Marston, Wincham, Witton, Winsford, Over,
Northwich, Leftwich, Moulton, Middlewich, Sandbach,
Betchton and Wheelock.® Production took two forms, of
which one, the older, consisted of boiling down the natural
brine with the aid of coal imported by sea, river navigation and
canal from Lancashire and North Staffordshire.®) The second,
and younger, branch of the industry entailed the mining of rock
salt, which had been first discovered in the township of Marbury
(Bucklow Hundred) in 1670, during boring operations under-
taken for the purpose of finding coal. Demand was usually
brisk during spring and summer with a marked tendency to
slacken about September.

The salt was exported from the district mainly down the
River Weaver. Since the Act of 1721 the navigation of the
Weaver had been controlled and improved from Winsford
Bridge to the Mersey estuary at Weston Point, near Frodsham.
The ships'® used in this trade were small sailing flats which
plied to Liverpool, Birkenhead and Runcorn.® At these ports
the salt was loaded into larger vessels for export and the coasting
trade. Later, in the 1860s and 1870s, a direct export developed
from the new docks at Weston Point. Flats also brought coal
supplies into the salt districts. Writing of conditions in the
1820s William Furnival alleged that ‘““The greater part of the
flats . . . were . . . owned by the old salt proprietors, who
charged 3s. per ton on the carriage of salt to Liverpool (which
was paid by the purchaser on delivery) . . .”‘”’ Besides the flat-
owning proprietors, there were smaller salt manufacturers who
sold their product at the works to the Liverpool salt brokers or
to the independent watermen. From the 1840s the independent
watermen appear to have been one source from which new
entrepreneurs and fresh capital entered the industry:—

@) By the 1820s salt production at Church Lawton, Nantwich and Frodsham
was unimportant.

@ The Trent and Mersey (Grand Trunk) Canal passed through the salt
district and was connected to the Weaver Navigation by a lift at Anderton.

(5) The plan and elevation of Furnival’s Wharton, i.e. Winsford, salt works
in his Statement contain representations of these vessels.

(8) Runcorn was “the small draft port . . . chiefly frequented by French craft”
(A.R., 1876-7, pp. 9-10). _

(") Statement, p. 4. Some salt proprietors had important interests in Lanca-
hire collieries and canal companies.
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“Many watermen commenced by either getting a small flat of their own or
joining another person in buying one. In this flat the watermen carried salt for
proprietors who had no flats of their own or too few, or they carried for the
merchant who purchased salt at the works and paid the Weaver dues. In busy
times the watermen bought a cargo on their own account and took it to Liverpool
as a speculation . . . When dull times came around the flat owner often found
himself with nothingtodo . ..®

These periods of slack trade provided the incentive to the more
enterprising carriers to extend their businesses and thereby
enter the ranks of the “‘old proprietors”:—

“As soon as a waterman by carefulness had accumulated a little money,
if he was a pushing man, he took a little set of works of two or three pans and
made salt enough to keep his flat working steadily. As trade grew he put down
more pans and got more flats. Two or three often combined in both works and
flats, and the salt brokers of Liverpool sold their salt for them and became
ptx;a.ctically their bankers, while the more successful among them opened offices of
their own”.

Until the 1860s the independent watermen “‘through a solid
combination . . . and most tyrannical rules’ successfully
maintained ‘““a very high rate of transport™.(® Then, in 1863,
Hermann Eugen Falk, of Winsford, one of the most important
saltmakers and the largest exporter, launched the first iron
steam barge, the “Experiment”, on to the River Weaver from
his works at Meadow Bank. This was followed in 1864 by a
second, the “Improvement”. Within a few years this revolution
in the method of transport broke down the power of the
independent watermen and ‘“‘brought about also a material

alteration in the system of manufacture . . . the small pro-
letariat makers, who were chiefly flatmen, became gradually
absorbed into the larger works . . .”a®

In 1823 the total amount of salt made and raised in Cheshire
amounted to less than 300,000 tons, of which 170,400 tons
were exported. By 1850 the figure of production had risen to
1,000,000 tons; twenty-six years later exports alone equalled
1,000,000 tons, leaving 750,000 tons for British domestic con-
sumption. The pre-eminence of Cheshire as a producing area
even after the discovery of new salt deposits north and south
of the Tees between 1859 and 1874 is shown by the output
figures for 1887. Out of a total British output of 2,206,951 tons
in that year, Cheshire accounted for 1,769,719, Worcestershire

) A. F. Calvert, Salt in Cheshire (1915), p. 631.

) Tn 1859 one James Southern was instructed, presumably by a committee
of watermen, “to issue out [to the Northwich and Winsford captains of flats]
another list of prices™ for the carriage of salt and fuel on the Rivers Mersey
and Weaver (Falk Papers).

19 4.R., 1887-9, p. 11; see also p. 10 and A4.R., 1863-4, p. 12, 1869-70,
pp. 29-30; Calvert, op. cit., p. 459.
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for 252,000, Durham and North Yorkshire for 136,267,
Ireland for 43,155 and Staffordshire for 5,810,

The export trade in salt had an important bearing on the
profitable operation of that portion of the British mercantile
marine which frequented the Mersey estuary. Generally
speaking the most characteristic sections of the British export
trade in the nineteenth century consisted of manufactured
goods which took up comparatively little cargo space in com-
parison with their value, goods such as cottons and woollen
cloth, pottery, rails and machinery. On the other hand, British
imports tended to consist of less valuable but bulkier raw
materials such as timber, corn, raw cotton and iron ore. One of
the most pressing problems of the men who operated the
British mercantile marine was therefore to find bulky outward
cargoes from British ports to fill the holds of the ships which
had brought in these raw materials. In spite of their efforts
many British ships had to sail from British ports in ballast
because bulky outward cargoes were lacking. 1%’

Liverpool owed its rapid rise partly to the proximity of the
Cheshire salt deposits, and by the mid-1870s the salt export
trade of between 900,000 and 1,000,000 tons employed one-
third of the port’s loaded export tonnage. In weight salt
ranked third amongst British exports, being surpassed in this
respect only by coal and iron.® It could be said of Liverpool
in 1874 that ““ . . . captains of vessels trading to that port will
take several shillings per ton less freight, knowing that they
can always calculate upon getting a cargo of salt in the absence
of dry goods”.?*) The Cheshire salt proprietors were well
aware of the importance of their product to the trade of
Liverpool and of the part it played in fostering the develop-
ment of distant markets, as the following extract from the
Annual Report of the Salt Chamber of Commerce for 1875-6
shows (p. 16):—

“The course of trade from all distant countries, since the coal measures of each
country become more and more developed, tends to make the exports over-
whelmingly to exceed the imports in bulk, and the consequence is, that ships are

a1 Clapham, op. cit., Vol, II, p. 515; H. W. Macrosty, The Trust Movement
in British Industry (1907), pp. 182-3; A.R., 1883-4, p. 13.

2 4.R., 1866-7, p. 16:—“The numerous vessels going out to the Southern
States to load cotton require to ballast themselves with salt, which they can
afford to take at a cheap rate”; and also A.R., 1886-7, p. 32:—*One-fourth of
the export is to America, and a large proportion thereof is carried at nominal
rates by the mail steamers™.

18 4.R., 1876-7, p. 6; 1873-4, p. 16. For the period before 1815 see T. C.
Barker, “Lancashire coal, Cheshire salt, and the rise of Liverpool” in TRAN-
SACTIONS, vol. 103, 1951, pp. 83-101.

%) Morris, Directory of Cheshire (1874), p. 500.
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compelled to take salt out at ballast freights everywhere. Freights to all American
ports from Liverpool, which used to rule at an average of 20s. per ton, have during
the last twelve months never exceeded 5s. per ton, and in most cases they have
carried salt across the Atlantic freight free. We anticipate that the great Indian
ports will follow suit at an early date™.

The Annual Report for 1886-7 (p. 31) indicates that in the case
of one port at least these anticipations had been fulfilled
*“. .. the import of salt into Calcutta has provided the tonnage
at practicable rates for the great extension of [Indian] exports
of jute and wheat”.

The embarrassing bounty of Nature in the Cheshire salt
district produced an early development of restrictive practices,
which had been noted by the famous naturalist, John Ray,
F.R.S., when he was studying the method of saltmaking at
Nantwich in the 1660s: “The Lords of the [salt] pit appoint
how much shall be boiled as they see occasion, that the trade
be not clogged”.®5) The fear of “clogging” still existed in the
years immediately following the Peace of 1815, when price-
fixing and output-regulating associations of the Cheshire salt
proprietors “situate at different places” exercised a powerful
influence over the trade. On the basis of the evidence given
before the Parliamentary Committee on the Use of Rock Salt
in the Fisheries in 1817 Sir John Clapham considered that the
merchant element rather than the manufucturing element
predominated on these committees.® Further evidence,
however, suggests that the actual producers of salt were the
preponderant force in the trade at this period, just as they
were the chief beneficiaries from the attempts at monopoly.
From about 1815 until January 1825 the prices of common,
stoved and certain other varieties of Cheshire salt made from
brine were regulated by a group of saltmakers known as “The
Coalition” on lines reminiscent of the Newcastle Limitation
of the Vend in the coal trade. William Furnival described them
as follows in his Statement:—

“ . .. this society was governed by rules and regulations of their own,
exceedingly detrimental to the interests of the public. . .

Each proprietor was bound not to deliver more than a certain quantity of salt,
according to the extent of his works, except under a penalty of six shillings per
ton, on any excess.

One general agent was appointed by “The Coalition”, to whom was forwarded
the quanity to which each respective proprietor was restricted.

The society held their general meetings; appointed committees to fix their own
prices; and thus, as they truly boasted, they “could command their own profits”,
and make the public pay whatever they demanded.

... to the boast already named, they added that of their amazing riches, which

1) 4 Collection of English Words not generally used, 1st edn. (1674), p. 142.
‘2‘;’) Op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 200-1 (quoting Accounts and Papers 1817, 1II, 123,
p. 22).
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enabled them to ruin all, or any who should dare to enter the lists against them.

Besides this, they imposed the most galling restrictions on the various mer-
chants; insomuch, that premiums were offered by them [i.e. the merchants] at
various periods to any who would erect salt-works, to oppose the old
proprietors”, %)

It is important to remember that the above account, and
indeed most of what we know about restrictive policies in the
salt trade at this time, comes from an extremely hostile source.
That source is the pamphlet published by William Furnival
from his lodging in the debtors’ section of Horsemonger Lane
Gaol, London, under the date 4 May 1833. In so far as it is
possible to check Furnival’s story, however, his statements of
fact appear to be substantially correct, and interpreted in the
light of the evidence given reluctantly before the Parlia-
mentary Committee of 1817, his allegations appear to be well-
founded, even if they are somewhat exaggerated.

William Furnival entered the salt trade in 1822 and was one
of several men of the time who were interested in the problem
of using steam to boil down brine. A. F. Calvert, in his Salt and
the Salt Industry, published about 1920, considered that
Furnival “anticipated the revolutionary improvements which
were achieved some three-quarters of a century later by the
Vacuum System and the Hodgkinson Patent Saltmaking
Process” (p. 76). Furnival himself claimed that in 1823 he and
James Smith, engineer, of Port Seaton, had taken out a patent,
on the basis of their joint research, for an “apparatus for the
applying steam to the boiling and concentration of solutions in
general, [and] chrystalizing the muriat of soda from brines
containing that salt”."®) He took out further patents in his
own name in 1824 and 1831, and one in partnership with James
Craig, all bearing on the first.?®

In 1823 he erected salt-works at Droitwich, in Worcester-
shire, and sold them as a going concern to S. Fowler, Farden
and Co., a year later, when he leased brine-bearing lands at
Anderton, near Northwich in Cheshire, close to the point at

a7 Op. cit., p. 3. Furnival continued in a sentence which may reveal the
source of his financial backing:—‘‘Some of the more independent of them [i.e.
the merchants] resolved to break in upon this overbearing monopoly, and
offered £10,000 to assist any who would come forward to establish themselves
against the coalition”.

a8) Abridgments of Specifications of Patents relating to acids, alkalies, oxides
and salts, 1622-1866 (1869), p. 91 (19 June 1823, no. 4805). The patent is in
S_mitl)'n’s name alone. See also pp. 83, 93-4, 95, 98-9, 100, 103 (other salt inven-
tions).

19) Jbid., pp. 95, 96, 105. Furnival claimed that the adoption of his processes
meant a fuel saving of 50%, a saving in speed of production of 50%, and a
superior quality of salt, while his mines could “deliver rock salt at full 25 to 30
per cent less than any other in the country” (Statement, p. 68).
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which the River Weaver Navigation was connected by an
inclined plane with the Trent and Mersey canal. He sold his
interest in these lands to the British Rock and Salt Company
in April 1825.22® In April 1828 he acquired control over salt-
bearing lands at Winsford, on which he erected, between that
date and 1832, salt-works covering about twelve acres at a cost
of over £135,000. In them he installed some three miles of
pannage, and the whole property had an estimated output of
130,000 tons per annum. In 1829 he started to build a smaller
works covering nearly six acres at Marston. Furnival claimed
that these works were “the only two in the Kingdom possessing
the peculiar advantages of inexhaustible brine fully saturated
and dry rock salt on the same premises”. *') Owing to a variety
of circumstances, not the least of which was the combined
hostility of the men already in the trade, he was forced to lease
both the Winsford and Marston properties to various people
in the course of 1830-31. In Furnival’s own words:—

“The rapid progress of my concerns . . . brought the whole body of salt
proprietors on me with a malignity scarcely to be conceived, and as a means of
crushing (as they thought) all my undertakings, the prices of salt were at once
lowered from 30 to 50 per cent., and on some qualities even more as will be seen
from the Liverpool Price Current of that period . . . The moment they (the
Coalition) feared I was making progress, down went the price of salt. When they
thought 1 was crushed by their arbitrary measures . . . they raised the price again,
—causing, as it were, my situation to be the regulating index of the price at which
the public were to be furnished with this necessary article of life”.(?%

He was arrested on 28 August 1832 for an alleged debt of
£8. 18s. contracted to a Frenchman in 1826-7, and lodged in
the Horsemonger Gaol, London. Little is known of his activities
after 1833.(3)

(20) Between 1825 and 1828 Furnival was busy in the Netherlands, Belgium
and France (Isle of Rhé and Dieuze) advising on the erection of salt-works
on his principles, but the misfortunes attending him in these Continental specula-
tions contributed to his failure in England (Calvert, Salt in Cheshire, pp. 659,
663-5; W. O. Henderson, Britain and Industrial Europe, 1750-1870, p. 47, n. 30).

(21) Statement, p. 68; see also pp. 1-8, 70; the old salt proprietors tried to
prevent Furnival from mortgaging his properties by threatening that “the
moment any rock salt came into the market from the Wharton mine, they would
lower the price 50 per cent. and ruin everyone concerned, whether proprietor,
partner or mortgagee”.

(22) Jbid., pp. 6, 16-22. The Marston works remained in production until 1847,
while the Winsford works were managed by trustees until 1847, when they were
taken over by a body of lessees known as the National Patent Salt Company.
In 1875 the sole remaining lessee transferred his interest in the property to
R. & J. Stubbs, salt proprietors (Calvert, Salt and the Salt Industry, pp. 77-9).

(23) Statement, pp. 12-13, 25. Furnival was still in the Horsemonger Gaol on
13 June 1836 (The English Reports, Vol. 132 (Common Pleas, Vol. 10), 1912,
pp. 346-7). Since this paper was sent to press a most interesting document has
been brought to light by Mr. V. I. Tomlinson of Salford, to whom the author
is indebted for the loan of it. It consists of a printed excerpt (with many illustra-
tions) from a larger work (foolscap size), labelled “Descriptions and Views of
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According to Furnival the older salt proprietors “‘viewed
with a deadly hatred the man who had broken in upon their
hitherto undisturbed monopoly”,®*) while they rejected the
use of his process under licence on equitable terms. His engineer
“was instantly expelled from a farm he held under one of the
body”, while another declared that ‘“he would lay by £4,000
a year” to accomplish Furnival’s ruin. (23

On Furnival’s refusal to join “The Coalition™ that body
reduced the price of common salt, which had been 20s. per
ton “for about eight years prior to October 18247, to 14s.
“and (it) continued at that price till January 1825 when the
association appears to have been dissolved.” By October 1826
the price had sagged to 9s. per ton under the stress of free
competition, and remained at this level until, in January 1827
‘“‘an arrangement was made among the proprietors not to sell
below 12s.”. By the following October the price was back at
9s. again, but in January 1828 “the price was fixed by agree-
ment at 13s.”. After another collapse the prices were again
raised by agreement to 12s. in May 1829.(2%) In the latter half
of the year a meeting of salt proprietors found themselves
obliged to pass the following resolution: ‘“They deeply lamented
the low price of salt, but considered . . . it would not be prudent
to raise the price until Mr. Furnival was disposed of”.(2"
On 17 August 1829 the salt proprietors of Northwich and
Winsford issued an appeal to the trade which claimed that
16s. per ton was “‘a fair remunerating price to the maker, and
one to which no objection is made by the exporter”. Those
responsible for the appeal calculated that in the four and a
half years which had passed since January 1825 the salt trade
(“the only trade . . . which those engaged in have within them-
selves the power to render with so much certainty a beneficial
one”) had thrown away “‘the enormous sum’ of over £280,000
owing to the lack of effective regulation. Saltmakers were said
to be disposing of their salt at cost-of-production prices, prices
just enabling them “to make more salt to sell in the same
ruinous way’’. Only a determination on the part of every maker
“to lay aside all jealousies and . . . to act in the most honourable
manner in adhering to every regulation which may be agreed
on” could ensure a fair profit. (2

the Wharton and Marston Patent Salt Refineries and Rock-Mines™; the label
describes the contents as Vol. II, Part XII, and the pagination runs from 247
to 290. This document appears to form part of printed legal proceedings in two
volumes concerning a Chancery suit which Furnival was carrying on against the
tenants of his works and others. The latest date in the document is 31 March 1836.
24) Jpid., pp. 4-5. (25) Jbid., p. 6. (26) Ibid., pp. 71-2.
27 Ibid., p. 11. 28) Jbid., pp. 74-5.
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It is difficult to say whether this appeal had any immediate
effect, but on 6 April 1830 a correspondent wrote to Furnival:
“Salt is down to 10s. per ton, and old . . . told me yesterday,
that it was done against you. That had you not started again,
it would have been at 14s.”” 29 Under the date 5 December 1830
we hear of a meeting at which resolutions were passed ‘“‘to
hold meetings at Northwich, Winsford and Liverpool three
days in every month; prices fixed at 12s. common, 15s. butter,
18s. stoved, 25s. British bay, 30s. large”. This association
remained in being for almost a year. In August 1831 a new
scheme came into operation. The proprietors entered into a
formal agreement and “‘appointed one sole agent for the sale
of their salt”, but unfortunately for them Furnival’s Winsford
works came into production about this time, whereupon

“. . . the price in October (1831) was reduced by general consent to 10s. without
any other apparent cause than a general feeling of hostility to those works, and
as 10s. offered no grounds for continuing together, and many of the proprietors
becoming much dissatisfied, the association broke up, and soon afterwards the
price was reduced to 8s., at which rate it has continued till now with little varia-

tion .

Furnival’s Winsford correspondent had some justification for
describing the members of the association as “the most extra-
ordinary set of devils that ever congregated”.®V

A similar combination controlled the price and output of
rock salt. In 1825-6 the price of the lowest quality rock salt
was 12s. per ton, but towards the end of the latter year it
fell to 10s. 6d., at which price, *“. . . an association was formed
... and one agent appointed for the sale of all the produce of the
pits included in the Association”. The price remained steady
at 10s. 6d. until September 1832, although the meeting of
October 1831 is said to have raised this figure to 12s. again.
However, on 10 September 1832 John Garnett, Furnival’s
Liverpool agent, informed him “that a deputation of the Rock
Salt proprietors had waited upon him, and told him that unless
the proprietors of the Wharton and Winsford Rock Salt mines
joined the Association they should lower the price of Rock Salt
from 10s. 6d. to 6s. per ton on the 1st of October”. This threat
they duly carried into effect, although “the foreign export
houses were ready to purchase at 10s. 6d. as they had been
accustomed to do”.®2

2% Ibid., p. 77.

80 Jbid., p. 72. See also pp. 77-8. At the meeting of October 1831 the prices
of butter and stoved salt were reduced to 12s. and 16s. respectively.

@L Jhid., p. 78.

32) Jbid., p. 27; see also pp. 35-6, 72-3.
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II THE FALK ERA, 1842-1889

Little evidence has been found of combination in the salt
trade from the end of 1832 to 1837 but the material for 1841-50
reveals not only the continuance of price regulation in the
white salt trade, but the existence of a fully-fledged scheme for
the production and sale of white salt. A general meeting of the
“White Salt Trade” attended by nineteen saltmakers or repre-
sentatives of salt companies was held at the Angel Inn, North-
wich, on 4 March 1841, and began by taking steps to recover
£1,206 “due to the late Association” which two individuals
named Dean and Tomkinson had decided to detain until they
received an indemnity “‘against legal proceedings brought
against them by Messrs. Worthington, Court and others”.
These parties were requested by those present to stay further
proceedings and the meeting adjourned for a week. The crisp,
business-like air of the document suggests a certain amount of
familiarity with such proceedings. The Association was
governed by a small committee, and the second document
available consists of the minutes of this body, which met at the
White Salt Office at Northwich on 21 January 1842. By reading
this in conjunction with a printed ‘“‘Statement of White Salt
delivery, with overs and shorts” for the month of April 1842,
and a manuscript agreement of the same year between the par-
ticipating firms, one can piece together the main features of the
quota scheme.®® Two members of the Committee, Henry
Waterton and John Cheshire, had obtained the consent of
nearly every proprietor to a plan whereby they were to purchase
all the salt manufactured by the trade at certain fixed prices
as from 1 February 1842. The salt district was divided into two
divisions, Northwich and Winsford, with 27 members each,
and to each member was allocated a sales quota of so many
tons. Each firm was entitled to a fixed proportion of the yearly
total of 645,000 shares. Makers who exceeded their allotted
quotas paid a fine of 5s. per ton to the funds of the Association,
but in actual practice, arrangements for the transfer of quotas
from one firm to another seem to have been in existence,
e.g. during April 1842, the firm of Robert Falk, Son and Co.,
which was entitled to ship only 202 tons, exceeded its quota by
1,569 tons, while seven other firms in the Winsford division
alone failed to ship a single ton. The total number of “over”
shipments for April 1842 exactly equalled the “‘short™ ship-
ments for both divisions. Cheshire and Waterton were em-

33) Falk Papers, Manchester.
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powered to undercut the “few remaining outstanding firms”
who might not consent to join.

Itis not known how long this particular arrangement lasted, 4>
but a similar document dated July 1850 revealed that a modified
version of the scheme was in operation during the years 1848-50.
It shows an increased membership (29 active makers in the
Northwich division, 39 in the Winsford division). This scheme
was apparently an elastic one, for on 1 October 1849 an arbi-
trator named Harper had awarded 10,200 extra shares, both
of common and stoved production, to several firms “for new
plans”, i.e. in order to bring newly-constructed salt-works or
additions to existing plants into the scheme. It is, however, by
no means clear why 39,600 additional shares had been dis-
tributed between seven canal proprietors. 35

On the subject of price-fixing, the next two available docu-
ments are two letters, one from John Cheshire to Christopher
Robinson, salt proprietor of Winnington, dated 31 May 1845
and the other a reply to Cheshire from Henry Manisty, of the
National Patent Salt Company, dated 3 June. Cheshire wrote
that there was no salt proprietor more anxious than he was to
improve prices,

“but really after what happened about this time twelve months ago I cannot make
up my mind to join in any agreement again, except every firm in the trade is a
party to it, and there is some appearance of the contract being more durable
than the one entered into on 15th April 1844 . . . It is true 8/- nett was obtained
until the following Autumn (which was some benefit to us) notwithstanding the
secession of the National Patent Company from the first agreement (on May
27th 1844) and your refusal . . . to sign the second. Demand, however, falling off
in September, prices fell as usual, at once showing how valueless all partial
arrangements are to sustain them . . .

The present state of the trade is lamentable, but the cure is pretty obvious . . .
Let g,very man limit his powers of production. Unless this is done there can be no
profit . ..

I am free to confess that until lately T held the free trade doctrine, that the trade
would right itself if left to the natural impulse of demand, but I now feel con-
vinced that this generation will pass away before any increased demand can arise
to enable all of us to work at even a small profit™.

The gist of Manisty’s severely logical reply was as follows:—

“It is really idle for the trade to complain of the loss which they are inflicting upon
themselves. When every proprietor comes to the resolution upon which the
directors of the National [Patent Salt Company] are acting, and intend to act,

3% On 28 March 1845 51 of the salt manufacturers of the United Kingdom
met at the Angel Inn, Northwich, and passed unanimously a resolution which
contained the following passage: “. .. in the present depressed state of the salt
trade and with a great excess of production over demand ...” (Falk Papers).
See also Calvert, Salt in Cheshire, pp. 514-5 for the arrangements made in 1846.

5! Calvert, Salt in Cheshire, pp. 516-8. The 645,800 shares of 1842 had grown
to 761,900 by 30 September 1849.
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namely, to leave supply and demand to regulate price, and never to sell at a loss,
then, and not till then, will the trade right itself”. %

In spite of this Spartan advice, another general meeting of the
White Salt Trade attended by twenty-two saltmakers, or
representatives of salt companies, was held at the usual place
on 21 May 1846. It appointed a Committee ‘. . . to ascertain
the stocks of salt now on hand, and to recommend such a
curtailment of make as they may think proper with reference
to such stocks and the prospect of demand, and afterwards to
carry the same into effect if adopted by a subsequent Meeting”.
A second resolution fixed the prices of various kinds of salt

“until some plan is arranged by the proposed Committee for curtailing the
Make, as under:—

Common ... ... 10s. 6d.

Butter ... 12s.6d. Less 6d. per Ton for Cash in
Shute Stoved ... 15s.6d. 10 days”.

Handed Lumps ... 16s. 6d.

The salt men then adjourned until 28 May, after passing a third
resolution to the effect that members should not enter into fresh
contracts until after the further meeting.®”

Whatever arrangements were entered into do not appear to
have had much effect, according to the anonymous appeal to
the salt proprietors of Northwich and Winsford issued in
December 1846 and attributed by H. J. Falk to Henry Waterton.
As the result of a variety of circumstances, including “‘the
present high rate of coal”, salt was said to be selling at an
extremely low price, and besides having produced results disap-
pointing to those who had ‘“‘embarked their capital in it under
the sanguine expectation that they were making a safe and
lucrative investment”, the trade had become “a by-word for
everything that is fickle and inconsistent”.

For this state of affairs the anonymous author blamed a
body of men of whom little had been heard in current salt trade
controversies up to this juncture. To right it he propounded a
plan which would make the brokers the agents of the salt
proprietors:—

“premising in the first place, that salt—generally speaking—is sold through the
medium of brokers at Liverpool; and in the second place, that the brokers are,
and have been, an irresponsible body of men to whose irresponsibility may be
traced the first cause of the present depression in price :—

Let the salt trade abolish the irresponsibility of their brokers, and require them
to unite and form a union to be called “THE SALT BROKERS’ UNION"":

3%) These two letters appear to have been generally circulated to salt pro-
prietors (Falk Papers).

®7) Calvert, History of the Salt Union (1913), pp. 15-16, and Salt in Cheshire
(1915), p. 55.
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Let every member of such union be required to deposit the sum of £500, in
some approved banking establishment, as security for his good faith. The
depositor to receive the interest on his deposit, but to be debarred from with-
drawing the principal, so long as he shall continue a member of the union.

Let the salt trade employ no brokers, but those, who are members of the Salt
Brokers’ Union.

Let the prices of salt be agreed upon by a committee of the trade at periodical
meetings, similar to those held by the ironmasters.

If any member of the Union sell, or offer salt for sale, under the prices agreed
upon by the Committee, let his deposit be forfeited and be equally divided among
the other brokers. He himself being incapacitated from ever again acting as a salt
broker . . .” (Falk Papers).

In 1850 there was in existence a committee or syndicates
composed of all the saltmakers of Northwich and Winsford,
and statements were regularly issued giving the number of
shares held by each proprietor, the number being regulated
by the output of salt.

The years from 1850 to 1875 were marked by a considerable,
if somewhat uneven, expansion in production, combined with a
greater degree of competition than had existed formerly. The
period saw a rapid turnover in the personnel at the head of the
trade; of the names on the Saltmakers’ List for 1842 only two,
viz., Worthington and Falk, were to be found among the firms
which went to form the Salt Union in 1888.%® Nevertheless,
this period, commonly believed to have been the heyday of
unfettered trade, both internal and international, was by no
means free from the restrictive practices of earlier generations.

The next landmark in the history of association in the
Cheshire salt trade is the foundation of the Salt Chamber of
Commerce of Cheshire and Worcestershire on 30 August 1858,
after “a numerous meeting of Salt Proprietors” had been
convened by H. E. Falk, who was at this time the largest
exporter. 3®) Shortly after its formation the Chamber comprised
forty-two out of the fifty or sixty firms in the trade and included
several joint stock companies. Brokers who were not themselves
salt manufacturers could become members of the Chamber.
On the other hand, the watermen salt proprietors could not join
the Chamber and the exclusion is all the more interesting
because one of the most significant developments in the salt
industry during the 1870s and the 1880s was that new men, and

38) 4.R., 1887-9, p. 10. :

39) 4 R., 1858-9, p. 3, 1887-9, p. 10. The two Verdin firms joined the Chamber
in 1865-6. By 1876 the firm of which Robert Verdin (d. 1887) was a partner had
an annual make of 250,000 tons. Soon after its creation in 1885 he became the
first M.P. for the Northwich Parliamentary Division, which corresponded
roughly with the boundaries of the salt district. The Chamber took part in the
successful opposition to the original proposals contained in the Redistribution
of Seats Bill, and rejoiced that “the interest is not to be divided, but . . . com-
prised as one representative body” (4.R. 1884-5, p. 25).
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especially the watermen, found it increasingly difficult to enter
and maintain themselves in the trade. The Salt Chamber of
Commerce therefore soon became an organisation of the larger
proprietors, and in 1862-3 it turned down a proposition from
the watermen salt proprietors ‘““as to joining the Chamber,
provided it would undertake the regulation of prices at Liver-
pool”, on the grounds that it had hitherto been one ‘““of the
fundamental principles of the Chamber not to interfere with, or
set itself up as an arbiter of prices”. ) By 1859 it could be said
that “The only two concerns of any importance who have not
joined the Chamber are the British Salt Company and Mr.
Joseph Verdin. It is difficult to understand on what grounds they
hold aloof, as no trade in the country of any magnitude is
without an organisation of some kind to protect its interests
. .74 The objects of the Chamber were “the opening up
of new markets, the watching over treaties and tariffs in foreign
countries where salt was or might become an article of import,
and to impress on the Government and Legislature that in the
category of our export trade salt played a very important
part”, 42
Vigilance was particularly necessary in the case of India and
China, where the salt trade formed the subject of various forms
of State taxation and monopoly. In 1845-6, after a great struggle,
in which H. E. Falk played a prominent part, British exporters
had finally been allowed to land cargoes of salt in bonded
warehouses at Calcutta without previous payment of duty. It
should be remembered that at this time the manufacture of,
and the wholesale trade in, salt were State monopolies in the
Bengal Presidency (established by Clive in 1765) and there were
heavy duties on imports from overseas. Falk is said to have
sent the first cargoes in 1846 and although the export trade in
salt to India from Liverpool fluctuated considerably, for the
four years ending 1858 the average export was about 78,000
tons per year. Between 1858 and 1863 the Salt Chamber kept up
such a pressure on the British Government, largely through the
Cheshire M.P.s, that in 1863 the Government of India agreed
to abolish the State salt manufacture in the Bengal Presidency

40) 4.R., 1862-3, p. 3. By 1877 the number of individual salt proprietors had
fallen to 40 (A.R., 1876—7 p. 6). There was a feeling among the saltmakers that
they had been ¢ ‘made the sport of jobbers and shippers”, who have “so long
exe61')(:lsed an undue influence over the destinies of the Salt trade™. (4.R., 1871-2,
p

41 4.R., 1859, pp. 18-19; see also A.R., 1858-9, pp. 4, 15. Representation of
the Worcestershire salt area in the early Chamber was confined to John Corbett,
Stoke Works, near Bromsgrove, and William Clay of the Patent Salt Works,
Droitwich.

“42) 4.R., 1865-6, p. 7.
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and get its revenue from the high customs duties on imported
salt.

The Chamber opened offices in Liverpool and Northwich,
and by 1868-9 was issuing once a month to its members “‘a
complete statement of the salt trade of the country” on the
basis of daily figures of output and delivery from individual
works. This statistical service enabled the salt proprietors,
fortified by knowledge of existing stocks, to give more exact
instructions to their brokers in Liverpool.“®) During the first
few years of its existence those who counted in the Chamber
disclaimed any intention of regulating prices and output, but
the very existence of the organisation, with its regular monthly
meetings, promoted the habit of co-operation between the salt-
makers and provided opportunities for the establishment of
other bodies which did perform these tasks. The Annual Report
of 1864-5 (pp. 5-6) put the position quite clearly: *“. . . the
members of the Chamber, when drawn together for these general
objects, have wisely considered that the opportunity might also
be availed of to discuss the all-important subject of supply and
demand, with a view to exercise its influence in asking for a
remunerative scale of prices”.

In May 1862 considerable changes took place in the organisa-
tion of the Chamber. H. E. Falk replaced Mr. Darsie of Darsie
and Gibson (Northwich and Liverpool), as the representative of
the Salt Chamber on the Liverpool Chamber of Commerce, for
reasons which are obscure, but seem to indicate a disagreement
on policy between Darsie and the other members of the associa-
tion. The Liverpool office was closed down, the whole of the
official business of the Chamber concentrated at Northwich, and
a small executive council set up to carry out day-to-day
business.*’ The history of the Chamber from this point
becomes increasingly identified with the activities of that enter-
prising industrialist, H. E. Falk.

H. E. Falk (1820-98) was born at Danzig and came to this
country in 1838-9; from 1839 to 1842 he worked for his two
elder brothers at Hull, where they were timber merchants
trading under the name of Robert Falk, Son & Co. In 1842
Falk moved to Liverpool. Besides owning the Meadow Bank
Works and rock salt mines at Winsford, he was also a Liverpool
salt broker and the publisher of Falk’s Salt Circular. He became
vice-president of the Salt Chamber of Commerce in 1864,
chairman in 1865, and president from 1867 until its demise soon
after 1889, with short breaks in 1881-3 and 1884-6 In the

“3) 4 R., 1868-9, p. 25; 1869-70, p. 30.
@ 4 R. 1861-2, p. 26; 1862-2, p. 14.







