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IT is a commonplace of maritime history that the port of 
Chester, in the Middle Ages a considerable haven with 

strategic as well as trading significance, did not expand in the 
eighteenth century, as did the neighbouring port of Liverpool. 
The contrast between the two ports was very marked: the 
number of ships belonging to Liverpool which entered and 
cleared that port in 1709 totalled 6,381 tons, and the total had 
risen to 29,543 tons by 1782. (1) Similar returns for the port of 
Chester show a decline from 2,659 tons in 1709 to 1,070 tons 
in 1782. (2) Much well-merited attention has been paid to the 
growth and importance of the port of Liverpool, but little 
study has been devoted to Chester, apart from the scholarly 
outline of the customs administration of the port by Mr. R. C. 
Jarvis. (3) This paper does not discuss the appointment and 
customs administration of the port in the eighteenth century, 
but seeks instead to give some account of the trade and shipping 
of the river Dee in the period which saw the rise to prominence 
of its neighbour and rival, Liverpool.

I NAVIGATION OF THE RIVER DEE

The greatest factor bringing about the relative decline of the 
port of Chester was the poor channel through the sands of the 
river Dee. Had the river been confined within a narrow estuary, 
as was to some extent the case with the Mersey, it is possible 
that navigation might have been very much easier, since the 
scour created by the flow of the Dee would have served to keep 
the channel relatively free; but the sands of the estuary were 
unconfined and tended to shift with every variation of wind and

111 B.M., Add MS. 11255.
121 Shipping owned at the outports increased from 179,784 tons in 1709 to 

432,591 tons in 1782.
131 "The Head Port of Chester; and Liverpool, its Creek and Member", 

TRANSACTIONS, Vol. 102. Also see the introduction to the same writer's 
Customs Letter-Books of the Port of Liverpool 1711-1813 (1954).
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100 TRADE AND SHIPPING OF THE DEE

weather. The difficulty of navigating such a devious and in 
constant channel limited the trade of the port, for larger vessels 
were in constant danger of becoming beneaped and shipmasters 
and owners must have displayed increasing reluctance to risk 
the delay or loss of ships and cargoes. Such a situation, if 
prolonged, might well have led to the merchants of Chester 
paying a premium on freight and insurance: thus improve 
ments became a matter of urgent necessity.

Towards the end of the seventeenth century, the towns 
people of Chester resolved to improve navigation on the river 
Dee. (4) In November 1695, Francis Gell, a London merchant, 
obtained a grant from the Crown of a tract of marsh and 
common twenty miles long and, in several places, six miles 
wide, mostly on the Flintshire shore of the Dee. (5) In January 
1696, Gell reached agreement with the city authorities to make 
the Dee navigable for vessels of 100 tons, but his proposals met 
with considerable opposition from local landowners and free 
holders who had enjoyed right of common, as well as from 
those who saw the proposals as a threat to the existence of the 
shipping creeks of the Flintshire coalfield, and an infringement 
of rights of way and fishing. (6) Under the agreement with the 
mayor and corporation, Gell was to receive tolls and the land 
reclaimed: in return he agreed to deposit £2,000 as security, 
and to spend £300 for every £100 received in tolls until the 
work was completed." 1 However, the act embodying the 
proposals for recovering and preserving the navigation of the 
Dee, which was passed in 1699, empowered the mayor and 
citizens instead to levy charges on coals, lime, and limestones 
carried to the city.' 81 Gell by this time seems to have withdrawn 
from any activity in respect of improvements; these cannot 
have been very considerable, since in 1707 Nicholas Jennings 
wrote to the mayor and aldermen of Chester, offering to make 
the Dee navigable up to the wall of Chester, at any but low 
"neip tydes", for vessels drawing no more than nine feet of 
water, and promising that the cost of the work would not 
exceed £6,000. (9) This offer was rejected by the mayor and 
aldermen, since the river was, they declared, at that time

(4> Some account of early efforts to improve the river Dee may be found in 
C. Northcote Parkinson, The Rise of the Port of Liverpool (1952), pp. 66-7, 
119-23. A succinct account is that of T.S. Willan, "Chester and the Navigation 
of the River Dee 1600-1750", Chest. Arch. Soc. J., XXXII (1937).

15 ' The Case of the Gentlemen, Freeholders, and other Inhabitants of the County 
of Flint (1699), B.M., 1888 c. 11 (1).

161 House of Commons Journal XI, pp. 689, 713, records petitions against the 
proposals, presented in February 1696/7.

171 Willan, op. cit. I8) 11 William III, c. 24.
"" Hist. MSS Com., Appendix to 8th Report (1881), p. 394.
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navigable up to the city at all spring tides for vessels of that 
draught of water. None the less, some understanding appears to 
have been reached with Jennings about river improvements, 
since he wrote in 1708 expressing astonishment "that the Mayor 
and other Magistrates should determine to retire from their 
agreement with him for the improvement of the navigation of 
the river Dee". (1()>

The very limited depth of water at this time must have 
precluded all but craft of up to about 70 tons from conveying 
goods regularly to and from the quays of Chester. Such larger 
vessels as ventured to the city must have been subjected to 
serious delays between periods of spring tides.

In 1732 another act was obtained authorising improvements 
to navigation. (11) It empowered Nathaniel Kinderley and his 
assigns to begin work by appointing undertakers to cut a new 
channel. One condition of the new act provided that, if 
Kinderley's channel did not provide access for cheese vessels 
drawing four feet of water, the commissioners appointed had 
power to order him or his undertakers to make a wet dock 
capable of holding at least twenty ships. This shows that the 
citizens of Chester were aware of the advantages brought to 
Liverpool by the construction of a dock; they were unable to 
emulate their rivals through lack of finance, and the clause in 
question, by seeking only to secure such a derisory depth of 
water, ensured that Kinderley's obligations were unlikely to 
extend beyond maintaining the existing depth (but through a 
different channel), instead of bringing about a positive improve 
ment in accommodation for larger vessels. Thomas Badeslade, 
in the first of two attacks on the project, in 1735, argued that 
the new channel would destroy the navigation over the bar, 
through Hoylake, and upon the river Dee,

(1 °' Ibid., p. 395.
1111 6 Geo. II, c. 30. This Act was not obtained without opposition from some 

of the London cheesemongers; see their petition. House of Commons Journal 
XXI, p. 860 (24 March 1731/2), in which they claim that their trade accounted 
for "at least nine-tenths of the Goods exported from the said City of Chester". 
On the other hand, in The Case of the Inhabitants of the County and City of 
Chester (1732), written in support of the Bill, it was claimed that "For some 
time past the navigation hath been so low, that ships have been forced to stop at 
Parkgate, eight miles below Chester towards the sea, and all goods and mer 
chandises exported and imported from and to Chester, are sent to and from 
Parkgate, either by land carriage at an expence of 6s. per ton, or by small boat 
at an expence of 2s. per ton, to be put on board such ships, and the goods con- 
vey'd by such boats are so subject and liable to be lost and damaged, that all 
Irish wool, Irish linen, silks, and almost all other goods (except cheese and wine) 
are sent to and from Parkgate by land carriage." The cases both for and against 
the Bill cited here seem, from the evidence of the port books, to have been 
somewhat exaggerated.
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"and will also by silting up the outfall hold up the river water so high that the 
downfall waters of the low lands cannot run into it and in consequence thereof all 
the meadow land above Chester bordering on the river Dee, and extending from 
Eaton toward Holt and Bangor will be drowned and made fens ... so that 
besides the navigation of Chester's being lost, and that of Liverpool prejudic'd, 
by Horse Channel being silted up, and the Road of Hyle-Lake in which the 
King's Ships have been wont to ride destroy'd, to the prejudice of the Govern 
ment; a fruitful country larger perhaps than all the White Sand, intended to be 
imbank'd will be drowned and render'd unprofitable." 112 '

Notwithstanding these gloomy prognostications, a channel 
was cut through the White Sands in 1735 and 1736, (13) but 
although navigation was somewhat improved, the work was not 
completed owing to lack of funds. Accordingly, a further act 
was obtained in 1740, whereby the "Company of Proprietors of 
the Undertaking and Preserving the Navigation of the River 
Dee", generally known as the River Dee Company, was 
constituted as a joint-stock company. 114 ' The company was 
authorised to raise the sum of £40,000, of which £10,000 was to 
be invested in government stock as security for any damages 
which might be awarded to landowners affected by the scheme. 
The company guaranteed to users a depth of sixteen feet of 
water at Wilcox Point at moderate spring tides, and were 
empowered to levy tolls in order to defray the cost of the 
works. The company found it impossible to maintain the depth 
of water they had promised. Another act, obtained in 1743, (15) 
authorised an increase of capital over and above the £47,830 
raised by previous subscription, but it is significant that the 
company now guaranteed to maintain at Wilcox Point only 
fifteen feet of water. The safeguarding of the navigation of the 
Dee was proving an intractable problem.

Furthermore, local landowners continued to give the company 
trouble. Disputes over land and fishing rights with the Glynne 
family of Hawarden necessitated the passing of another act of 
parliament in 1753, (16) and, after further negotiations, agree 
ments were reached with Sir John Glynne in 1755 and in 
1756.' 17 '

Whilst the measures taken brought some benefits to the 
merchants and shipowners of Chester, the promised depth of 
water was never achieved; the greatest depth ever attained 
was between fourteen feet and fourteen feet six inches at 
Wilcox Point, so that large laden vessels could make use of

us) j Badeslade, Reasons Humbly Offered to the Consideration of the 
Publick [etc.] (1735). Also see his The New Cut Canal [etc.] (1736) for further 
pessimistic observations.

1131 The Chester Guide (1782), p. 28. <"' 14 Geo. II, c. 8.
(15 > 17 Geo. II, c. 28. I16 > 26 Geo. II, c. 35.
(1 " Calendar of Deeds & Documents: Vol. Ill, The Hawarden Deeds, (National 

Library of Wales, 1931), pp. 291, 293.
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the port only at the highest spring tides. (18) But there were 
other important consequences. The new channel, by diverting 
the river Dee from the northern to the southern side of the 
estuary near Chester, seriously lessened the depth of water at 
Parkgate, which for generations had enjoyed up to 11\ feet of 
water. (19) After the improvements at Chester had taken effect, 
conditions for navigation at Parkgate slowly began to de 
teriorate, and a new sandbank formed off the shore. (20) Further 
more, the shift in the channel through the New Cut added five 
miles to the distance traversed by Chester-bound vessels, so 
that a vessel of 220 tons could reach Chester only on two tides. 
On the first she could reach as far as Flint, but the flood would 
have spent itself before she could proceed further. The vessel 
would then have to drop anchor, take the ground, and await 
the second tide to carry her to Chester, an additional distance of 
13 miles. (2l)

II THE QUAYS AND HARBOURS OF THE RIVER DEE

When they petitioned the House of Commons in 1699 
against Francis Cell's proposals for the river Dee, the in 
habitants of Flintshire stated that there were "about 10 harbours 
and several docks upon the said river". (22) Most of these 
harbours and docks must have been primitive structures, and 
little more than quays upon the river, but the number of 
places where vessels loaded and discharged does suggest that 
trade was extensively deployed, if not very considerable in 
volume. Almost every tidal waterway through the sands seems 
to have served as an outlet for local industry. As most of the 
collieries of the Flintshire coalfield were situated on the coast, 
shipments were made at such places as Mostyn and Bagillt. (23) 
At Mostyn the accumulation of sand had seriously interfered 
with the coal trade after 1710, preventing vessels of 60 tons 
from coming within two miles of the shore, but Sir Thomas 
Mostyn cut a channel through the sands and formed a basin

1181 There is some useful information, used here, on the navigation of the 
river Dee, in the report which Sir John Rennie submitted in 1837. It appears in 
the Nautical Magazine VII (February 1838), pp. 123-30, and (April 1838), 
pp. 249-55.

1131 See, for example, the map printed in T. Badeslade's Reasons Humbly 
Offer'd . . . , referred to above.

1201 However, the deterioration did not seriously impair navigation at Park- 
gate until the first decade of the nineteenth century (C. N. Parkinson, op. dr., 
p. 122). Packets sailed from Parkgate regularly three times a week as late as 
1808: An History & Description of the City of Chester (1808), p. 53.

(21) Rennie's report, toe. cit.
(22) j~he Case of the Gentlemen . . . of Flint.
1231 J. U. Nef, The Rise of the British Coal Industry (1932), Vol. 1, pp. 55-6.

I
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near his collieries, from which the coal was subsequently 
shipped. 124 ' The many lead works imported lead ore, and 
exported manufactured lead from quays at Bagillt and Flint in 
the early eighteenth century, 1251 whilst a salt refiner had made 
quays at Flint before 1698. (28)

As has been shown, for considerable periods the quays of 
Chester were closed to all but small vessels, 1271 and the port 
books of the eighteenth century make frequent references to 
cargo being conveyed by barges and lighters from Parkgate, 
where there was a customs storehouse. Large vessels from the 
Mediterranean performed quarantine at Hoylake, 1281 and then 
proceeded to Parkgate to discharge into lighters (themselves 
subject to quarantine regulations) by which the cargoes were 
conveyed to Chester. Many vessels were also loaded at Park- 
gate, providing a return freight for the barges and lighters, 
since at least some of the cheese vessels loaded there when there 
was insufficient water to permit their reaching Chester safely. (29) 
Parkgate, moreover, was one of the principal terminal points 
for the passenger services to Ireland, as it had been for several

1241 S. Lewis, Topographical Dictionary of Wales (1833), under Whitford.
1251 A. Raistrick, Two Centuries of Industrial Welfare: The London (Quaker) 

Lead Company 1692-1905 (1938), gives details of lead shipped from Flint in 
1703 and 1704, and mentions that some of the Flint refiners built their own 
quay at Bagillt. Sir Humphrey Mackworth, The Book of Vouchers to prove the 
Case and Defence of the Deputy Governor & Directors of the Company of Mine 
Adventurers (1710), gives details of lead shipped at Flint by Daniel Peck in 
1707. This same Daniel Peck was also a salt refiner and shipper (E. Hughes, 
Studies in Administration and Finance 1558-1825 (1934), passim.), and had been 
Deputy Receiver of Crown Lands Revenues for North Wales and Cheshire; 
Calendar of Treasury Soaks, XX, Part III, p. 582, announces his appointment in 
1705/6. He was subsequently dismissed and imprisoned for alleged peculation, 
ibid., XXII, Parts II and XXIV. A Chester vessel, the Lovely Polly loaded lead 
at Flint in 1730, according to an Exchequer Deposition, PRO E. 134, 4 Geo. II, 
Midi., No. 16.

1261 See House of Commons Journal XII, p. 301, for the petition (in 1698) of 
Evan Jones "in behalf of himself, and others Proprietors in Refining of Rock 
Salt, in the Borough of Flint. . . . Setting forth, That the petitioners have been 
at extraordinary expence, in sinking of Salt Rock Pits, erecting Work-Houses, 
building of Quays, for reception of Shipping, & other conveniences for making 
Rock Salt into White".

(27) \vhich probably accounted for the petition of the Mayor and Aldermen, 
in February 1707/8, reporting that "places formerly appointed for landing of 
goods now become useless, dangerous and less fitt, and others more convenient", 
and praying for a new Commission for assigning further places in the port of 
Chester: Calendar of Treasury Books XXII Part II, pp. 131-2.

(as) which was also appointed the quarantine station for Liverpool-bound 
shipping in 1728. J. Brownbill, West Kirby and Hilbre: A Parochial History 
(1928), p. 53.

1291 See The Case of the Cheesemongers in and about the Cities of London and 
Westminster relating to the bill to recover and preserve the Navigation of the 
River Dee in the County of Chester (1732), which, in opposing the bill for the 
improvement of navigation, refers to the "usual loading places at Parkgate and 
Dawpole".
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centuries. The published Calendars of State Papers over a 
considerable period bear witness to its importance in this 
respect, since most of the government officials and gentry 
embarked there for Ireland. (30) Besides, many of the 'spalpeens' 
habitually used Parkgate during their periods of casual labour 
in England. 1311

A quay had been constructed at Shotwick in the time of 
Henry VI, but there appear to be no references to its use in the 
eighteenth century, and it is supposed that its traditional 
importance declined when the New Cut was made to Chester.

By 1782 the quays of Chester were of greater importance 
than they had been, and more frequented by larger vessels. The 
Chester Guide of that year refers to the wharf "where vessels of 
350 tons load and unload", and to the "large warehouses 
belonging to the merchants" (p. 28). But by the third decade 
of the nineteenth century the trade of Chester itself, as distinct 
from other loading and discharging points in the estuary, had 
declined,' 321 and Flint was assuming some importance as "the 
port for Chester".

Ill THE VOLUME OF CHESTER'S TRADE

There are many difficulties in assessing the trade of any 
port from the available statistics of the eighteenth century. 
Little is now known of the methods employed in making returns 
of shipping using the individual outports, and it is impossible 
to be certain that a consistent principle was adopted by the 
outport officials either for a single outport over the whole 
period for which figures are available, or between one port 
and another. Hence it is perhaps wise to treat the statistics 
available with reserve. None the less, the figures given in 
Table 1, showing the shipping employed in Chester's foreign 
trade, provide a summary which may well prove to be 
accurate. (33>

<30) A petition of 1728, addressed by Sir Roger Mostyn to the king, requesting 
permission for the establishment of a market place at Great Neston, recites: 
"That Great Neston is not only the largest and best Town in this Hundred, but 
very much the most conveniently scituated for a markett being placed very near 
the Middle of the Hundred, & in the Midway between Chester & Hoylake & is 
itself the port for all or most of the ships of any bulk that have any trade with 
the City or County of Chester, is the place where most Officers of the Army or 
people of quality take Shipping for Ireland, & land at their Return from that 
Kingdom." PRO, SP.36/151, f. 25.

1311 Robert Bell, A Description of the Condition and Manners . . . of the Peasantry 
of Ireland . . . between the years 1780 & 1790 (1804), p. 10.

1321 Henry Taylor. Historic Notices . . . of Flint (1883), p. 197.
(33j The source of these statistics is discussed briefly by G. N. Clark, Guide to 

English Commercial Statistics 1696-1782 (1938), pp. 50-1.
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Table 1
TONNAGE OF SHIPPING, DISTINGUISHING BRITISH AND
FOREIGN, WHICH ENTERED AND CLEARED THE PORT

OF CHESTER, INCLUDING REPEATED VOYAGES

Year

1709
1716
1723
1730
1737
1744
1751
1758
1765
1772
1773
1774
1775
1776
1777
1778
1779
1780
1781

Foreign Trade Inwards

British

7,740
9,828
7,393
4,814
4,280
4,915
4,940
4,504
5,059
6,817
6,143
8,481

10,889
21,449

8,010
6,319
7,057
3,469
5,734

Foreign

 
220
 
_
90

979
260
264
980
__

220
90

200
171
220
462
350
320
340

Foreign Trade Outwards

British

7,008
9,286
5,532
4,921
5,395
5,445
9,658
4,115
8,565

Foreign

 
120
 
 
 

1,079
390
590
260

not available
not available
not available
not available
not available
not available
not available

6,278 | 190
not available
not available

Sources: B.M., Add. MSS. 11255, 11256.

The returns make quite clear the lack of growth in foreign 
trade between 1709 and 1781; in fact, there seems to have been 
some decline. The dramatic increases shown in arrivals during 
1775 and 1776 can only be due to the dislocation caused to 
shipping by the outbreak of the American War of Independ 
ence. <34) J. A. Picton in Memorials of Liverpool speaks of the 
8,000 tons of Liverpool shipping which, in 1775, had to return 
from America without cargoes, owing to the blockade. 135 ' 
Similar conditions must have prevailed at Chester, and the 
increase in tonnage revealed that there were some vessels 
employed at this time in the transatlantic trade. The decline in 
Chester's trade thereafter suggests that much tonnage may have

1841 Cf. the comparable figures for Liverpool and Whitehaven:
1774 1775

Liverpool 87,347 tons 93,676 tons 
Whitehaven 37,894   50,342  

1351 (2d. ed., 1875) I, p. 212. Picton also refers to 600 vessels previously 
engaged in the American trade lying idle in the Thames in 1775. Similar con 
ditions prevailed for a time at Glasgow. M. L. Robertson, "Scottish Commerce 
& the American War of Independence", Econ. Hist. Rev. 2d. Ser., IX, No. 1, 
(August 1956).
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Table 2
NET RECEIPTS OF SEAMEN'S SIXPENCES AT THE PORT 

OF CHESTER

Year £s

1726
1727
1728
1729
1730
1731
1732
1733
1734
1735
1736
1737
1738
1739
1740
1741
1742
1743
1744
1745
1746

21
21
16
35
19
n/a
15
30
23
17
42
__

19
36
_
6
16
20
6

10
5

Year is

1747
1748
1749
1750
1751
1752
1753
1754
1755
1756
1757
1758
1759
1760
1761
1762
1763
1764
1765
1766
1767

12
13
10
13
14
20
28
22
_ .
32
21
9

15
14
12
10
22
16
20
26
12

Year

1768
1769
1770
1771
1772
1773
1774
1775
1776
1777
1778
1779
1780
1781
1782
1783
1784
1785
1786
1787
1788

£s

28
27
39
53
80
52
67
77
55
47
49
55
45
17
11
14
25
19
25
20
14

Year

1789
1790
1791
1792
1793
1794
1795
1796
1797
1798
1799
1800
1801
1802
1803
1804
1805
1806
1807
1808
1809
1810

is

39
41
34
29
33
27
19
21
11
 
120
61
67
55
46
23
35
31
28
32
39
25

Source: P.R.O., Adm. 68/1 and 69/89 et seq.

been disposed of after the American War of Independence, 
since little evidence can be found of shipping being redeployed 
in other trades, for example to the West Indies.

Another source of information about the amount of shipping 
using individual ports, which, in this case, includes coastwise 
traffic, is the returns of Seamen's Sixpences between 1726 and 
1810. These are shown, for the port of Chester, in Table 2. 
Receipts of Seamen's Sixpences derived from a series of Acts 
dating from 1696 onwards whereby each seaman in all British 
ships (with a few exceptions, which for the port of Chester are 
unimportant) had 6d. deducted from his wages each month 
for the maintenance of Greenwich Hospital. (36) These deduc 
tions from wages were made at the end of voyages at both 
London and the outports. If the deductions had been 
assiduously collected at each outport, the receipts would give 
an accurate picture of activity at each British port over a

1361 See R. Davis, "Seamen's Sixpences: An Index of Commercial Activity 
1697-1828", Economica, XXIII, No. 2. I am grateful to Dr. Davis for allowing 
me to use the figures he transcribed for the port of Chester.
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considerable period. It is not possible to correlate the figures in 
Tables 1 and 2, since coastwise shipping is excluded from the 
former, and certain outports were tardy in rendering their 
returns relating to Seamen's Sixpences, so that the figures of 
receipts for some years are unreliable. Furthermore, an examina 
tion of the returns for London, which is the only port for 
which the individual receipts from each ship are recorded in 
detail, shows that towards the end of the eighteenth century 
there is a marked decline in receipts from ships engaged in the 
coastwise trade, which must mean that at the end of the century 
it was more common to collect Seamen's Sixpences at the 
outports than it had been at the beginning. 1371 Because of 
these apparent changes in the place where the levy was collected, 
the trend towards larger receipts at Chester in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century may not represent any corres 
ponding increase in Chester's trade, although this might have 
come from the important Irish trade, or the coasting trade 
between Chester and other outports, for which it is not possible 
to calculate changes in the pattern of collection (if, indeed, 
there were any).

Despite the uncertainties implicit in the available evidence, 
it is apparent that Chester's trade remained fairly constant 
throughout the eighteenth century. That this was so may be 
largely explained by the predominance of the Irish trade, which 
was less subject to fluctuation than most others, being less 
likely to suffer major disruption in time of war. The trading 
connections of Chester overseas underwent little change, apart 
from the severance of her link with the United States. If foreign 
trade appears to have declined somewhat, it was compensated 
for by some increase in coastwise shipping. The nature of the 
links Chester had maintained in the foreign and coastwise 
trades are discussed below.

IV THE DIRECTION OF CHESTER S TRADE

A point of departure for the discussion of the direction of 
Chester's trade is provided by returns made for the clearances 
in the foreign trade for the years 1710 to 1717. These figures 
are shown in Table 3; they include the small proportion of 
foreign shipping which traded to Chester, and summarise the

1371 For the year ending May 1726, 50 vessels of 3,170 tons paid Seamen's 
Sixpences at the conclusion of a Chester/London voyage, and 1 vessel of 30 tens 
from Denbigh. No vessel in the Chester/London trade paid sixpences at London 
in the period March 1797 to December 1798, in spite of the continuing Chester 
to London trade.



Table 3
NUMBER AND TONNAGE OF VESSELS CLEARED IN THE
FOREIGN TRADE OF CHESTER, INCLUDING FOREIGN

VESSELS, AND SHOWING DESTINATIONS, 1710-14

Year 1710

Destination No. Tons

Ireland 148-7,501
Isle of Man 2-33
Sweden  
Hamburg '   
Prussia :  

1711

No. Tons

128-6,309
2- 46
2- 310
 

1712

No. Tons

159-7,130
 
 
 

   
Holland , 1-120 9-750 8- 631
France   i   1-20
Spain      
Portugal 1- 55 3- 110 7- 570
Canaries
Gibraltar

 
_

Leghorn  
Genoa  
America ;  
Fishery  

 

1713

No. Tons

1714

No. Tons

139-5,632 ! 150-6,816
2- 34
 

2- 145

6- 118
1- 130
 

  1-50
5- 460 7- 505
7- 603
1- 15

13- 841
3- 140

3- 135 2- 54
  i   1-20

  1- 60
   
  ;  

1- 60   

   
West Indies 1- 60 \    

153-7,769 145-7,585 176-8,411

__ i   

  3- 710
 
 
 
 

159-7,024

1- 80
 

1- 20
 

189-9,484

Source: P.R.O., CO. 388/18.
Note: The total in the original return for 1710 is incorrectly

added, owing to the omission of a foreign vessel which
cleared to Holland.

NUMBER AND TONNAGE OF VESSELS CLEARED IN THE
FOREIGN TRADE OF CHESTER, INCLUDING FOREIGN

VESSELS, AND SHOWING DESTINATIONS, 1715-17

Year

Destination

Ireland
Isle of Man
Norway
Sweden
Holland
France
Spain
Portugal
Canaries
Naples
Leghorn
Venice
Newfoundland
America

1715

No. Tons

131-6,127
2- 52
2- 95
 

4- 360
8- 595
1- 20
4- 285
 
 

1- 120
1- 140
1- 60
1- 120

156-7,974

1716

No. Tons

164-7,152
 

2- 80
1- 90
8- 455

10- 528
 

5- 236
1- 40
1- 200
2- 330
 

1- 60
3- 240

198-9,411

1717

No. Tons

134-5,378
1- 25
1- 30
 

6- 365
8- 704
3- 170
5- 180
1- 45
 

2- 400
1- 200
1- 60
1- 40

164-7,597

Source: P.R.O., CO. 390/8.
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port-by-port details of the original returns. (38) They show the 
important part played by trade with Ireland in the economy of 
the port of Chester, (39) as well as indicating Chester's com 
mercial relationships with the Baltic, Iberia, the Mediterranean, 
and America. Unfortunately, only clearances are shown; had 
there been details of arrivals at the port, the Baltic trade would 
probably have been shown to be more important and the 
trade with France less so.

That the Irish trade appears to have been fairly consistent 
throughout the century is shown by an analysis of overseas 
sailings as given in the port books in 1767: out of a total of 144 
overseas sailings, 140' 112 were clearances to Ireland; of the 
remaining 32 sailings, 20 were to France, 4 to Venice, 3 to the 
Isle of Man, and 1 each to Guernsey, Ostend, Oporto and 
Barbados. (The destination of one sailing was not given.) 
A similar summary of both arrivals and departures taken from 
the port books for 1774 is shown in Table 4, in which the extent 
of the Irish connection is again well illustrated, whilst the 
direction of trade generally is seen to differ very little from the 
trading contacts shown for the years 1710 to 1717. The Chester 
port books of this period do not indicate either the tonnages 
or the places of ownership of ships using the port, and therefore 
it is difficult to estimate whether the size of vessel had increased 
during the sixty-year period. It is possible to hazard a guess 
at the tonnage of vessels carrying a deadweight cargo, such as 
lead or iron, or a cargo which will generally enable ships to 
take their full lading, such as coal; but such estimates are 
based on the unwarranted assumption that ships always carried 
a full cargo. Furthermore, even where tonnages are recorded, 
it is not always certain that a uniform standard of tonnage was 
being applied, since there was no generally accepted formula 
whereby tonnage was calculated. Some owners under-declared 
the tonnage of their vessels to .reduce their liability to port 
charges, whilst widely differing tonnages were ascribed to 
identical vessels for differing purposes. (41) For these reasons, it

(38) It is perhaps significant that the 1716 total of clearances (9,411 tons) accords 
closely with those of the same year shown in Table 1, from a different source 
(9,406 tons). This measure of agreement is not a characteristic of other west- 
coast ports, and may well testify to the relative accuracy of the Chester returns.

1381 Cf. Liverpool's Irish trade: 1715 8,523 tons; 1716 8,224 tons; 1717  
9,167 tons. See C. N. Parkinson, op. cit., p. 102, where the Liverpool figures for 
these are given: some Chester totals are given on p. 103, but an American 
clearance of 1717 is omitted.

(40) inciuc)ing one sailing to Galway, inadvertently shown as a coastwise 
clearance in the port books.

1411 For example, the Fair American of Chester is shown as being of 200 tons in 
the CO. Naval Office Lists, and of 140 tons in Pass records; she carried a cargo 
of nearly 213 tons in 1766/7.
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Table 4
NUMBER OF VESSELS WHICH ENTERED AND CLEARED 
IN THE FOREIGN TRADE OF THE PORT OF CHESTER, 

YEAR ENDING 7 JANUARY 1775

111

ENTERED

From

Ireland
Isle of Man
Christiania
St. Petersburg
Memel
Riga
Konigsburg
Oporto
Lisbon
Faro
Malaga
Alicante
Leghorn

Total number of arrivals

No. of
vessels

49
1
1
2
2
3
1
1
1
1
1
1
4

:68

CLEARED

To

Ireland
Isle of Man
Rotterdam
Ostend
Havre de Grace
St. Malo
L'Orient
Oporto
Lisbon
St. Ubes
Marseilles
Ancona
Venice
Newfoundland

No. of
vessels

126
15

3
1
4
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1

Total number of sailings: 159

Source: P.R.O., E. 190/1442/2 & 6.

would be misleading to give tonnage estimates of entrances and 
clearances at Chester prior to 1786. The returns available 
between 1789 and 1791 assume particular significance since 
they are the first available after the passing of the Registration 
Act of 1786, which, by laying down a universally accepted 
method of tonnage measurement, first enabled accurate 
statistics to be drawn up. The figures for the years 1789 to 1791 
are shown in Table 5, and there need be no reservations about 
them. The figures give evidence of the continuing importance 
of the Irish trade, with a marked increase of Irish imports. 
Unfortunately, it is not possible to establish the nature of this 
increase.

Chester had an important coasting trade throughout the 
eighteenth century. Professor Willan, in The English Coasting 
Trade, provides much valuable information as to the nature of 
this trade in the first half of the century. Predominant was the 
trade to and from London, which seems to have developed 
rapidly during the preceding century. (42) An analysis of Sea-

(42) NO vessels sailed from London to Chester in 1628; there were 16 sailings 
in 1683; sailings from Chester to London in that year numbered 34 vessels. 
See T. S. Willan, op. cit., Appendix 2.
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Table 5

NUMBER AND TONNAGE OF VESSELS WHICH ENTERED
AND CLEARED IN THE FOREIGN TRADE OF CHESTER,

1789-91

Year Ending 5 January 1790

Inwards

From

Russia 
Prussia 
Portugal & Madeira 
Spain & Canaries 
Ireland 
Channel Isles 
Isle of Man

Total

No.

1 
3 
6 
1 

225 
1 
1

244

Tons

1,370 
710 
842 

88 
20,383 

31 
20

23,444

Outwards

To

France 
Portugal & Madeira 
Spain & Canaries 
Italy & Venice 
Newfoundland 
Ireland 
Isle of Man

Total

No.

4 
1 
2 
1 
1 

149 
1

159

Tons

453 
158 
231 
129 
126 

12,270 
40

13,407

Year Ending 5 January 1791

Inwards

From

Denmark & Norway
Russia
Prussia
Holland
Spain & Canaries
Portugal & Madeira
Ireland
Isle of Man
Newfoundland

Total

No.

2
5
3
2
1
4

170
2
1

190

Outwards

Tons To

180
914
729
243

50
630

13,764
59
88

France
Portugal & Madeira
Italy
Ireland
Isle of Man
Newfoundland
Jamaica

16,657 Total

No.

10
1
2

131
2
1
1

148

Tons

1,128
147
197

9,706
80

126
335

11,719

Year Ending 5 January 1792 
(only total tonnages available)

No. Tons

Inwards 169 17,145 Outwards 183 13,924

No. Tons

Source: P.R.O., Customs 17/11-13.
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Table 6

NUMBER & TONNAGE OF VESSELS PAYING SEAMEN'S 
SIXPENCES AT LONDON, AT THE END OF A VOYAGE 
FROM CHESTER, YEAR ENDING MAY 1726, DISTINGUISH 

ING PORT OF OWNERSHIP OF THE VESSELS

Port of Ownership No. Tonnage

London
Chester
Yarmouth
Brighton
Milford
Lancaster
Waterford

Total

23
19
4
1
1
1
1

50

1,650
1,130

220
70
20
30
50

3,170

THE CORRESPONDING RETURN FOR THE PORT OF 
LIVERPOOL, SAME PERIOD

Port of Ownership

London 
Liverpool 
Chester 
Hastings 
Brighton

Total

No.

16
4 
3 
1 
1

25

Tonnage

1,100 
140 
130 
48 
40

1,458

Source: P.R.O., Adm. 68/194.

NUMBER OF VESSELS ARRIVING AT LONDON IN THE
COASTING TRADE FROM THE PRINCIPAL WEST COAST

PORTS IN 1728

Swansea
Chester
Liverpool
Bristol
Carmarthen

602 vessels 
43   
37   
36   
24  

Source: W. Maitland, The History of London (1739), II, p. 1,263.

men's Sixpence records for the port of London during the year 
ending May 1726, shows that the Chester to London trade 
had assumed significant proportions, particularly if it is remem 
bered that this analysis takes into account only those vessels 
which paid their sixpences in London, rather than at Chester
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or some other outporl. Table 6 gives the relevant particulars 
from this source in that year. These figures accord well with 
those given by Maitland for the year 1728, in which he showed 
the number of vessels arriving at London in that year from each 
of the outports. It is significant that more vessels traded to 
London from Chester than from any other west coast port 
except Swansea. Professor Willan has calculated from the 
port books that the number of coastwise arrivals at Chester in 
1749 was 110 vessels, and coastwise sailings 118 vessels. (43) An 
analysis of sailings from the same source made by the present 
writer for the year 1767 shows that the number of sailings had 
increased to 319. The destinations are shown in Table 7, 
together with an analysis of both arrivals and sailings in the 
year 1774, the last year from which it is possible to extract 
data of this kind from the port books. From this evidence, it is

Table 7
NUMBER OF VESSELS, AND THEIR DESTINATIONS, WHICH 
CLEARED FROM CHESTER IN THE COASTING TRADE, 

YEAR ENDING 5 JANUARY 1768

Destination

Liverpool 
Carnarvon 
Conway 
Beaumaris 
London 
Pwllheli

No.

71 
59 
38 
36 
30 
26

Destination

Aberystwyth 
Aberdovey 
Holyhead 
Bristol 
Barmouth 
Milford

No.

17 
11 
10 

8 
6 
2

Destination

Swansea 
Plymouth 
Cardigan 
Preston

Total

No.

2 
1 
1 
1

319

Source: P.R.O., E.190/1439/2 & 7.

NUMBER OF VESSELS, AND THE PORTS FROM WHICH 
THEY ENTERED, IN THE COASTING TRADE OF CHESTER, 

YEAR ENDING 5 JANUARY 1775

From

Liverpool 
Wigtown 
London 
Pwllheli 
Bristol 
Beaumaris
Holyhead 
Plymouth

No.

54 
37 
24 
12 
11 
10

3

From

St. Ives 
Carnarvon 
Aberystwyth 
Portsmouth 
Plymouth 
Conway 
Milford
Bideford

No.

3 
3 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1
1

From

Barmouth 
Carlisle 
Chichester 
Poole 
Exeter 
Arundel

Total

No.

179

1431 Op. cit., p. 182.
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Table 7 continued
NUMBER OF VESSELS, AND THEIR DESTINATIONS, WHICH 
CLEARED FROM CHESTER IN THE COASTING TRADE, 

YEAR ENDING 5 JANUARY 1775

Destination

Liverpool 
Carnarvon 
Beaumaris 
Conway 
Pwllheli 
Aberystwyth 
London

No.

103 
70 
57 
48 
40 
29 
24

Destination

Bristol 
Holyhead 
Barmouth 
Cardigan 
Ulverston 
Wigtown 
Swansea

No.

22 
21 

8 
8 
7 
7 
5

Destination

Aberdovey 
St. Ives 
Lancaster 
Milford 
Penzance

Total

No.

4 
3 
2 
1 
1

460

Source: P.R.O., E. 190/1442/2 & 6.

NUMBER AND TONNAGE OF VESSELS WHICH ENTERED
AND CLEARED IN THE COASTING TRADE OF CHESTER,

1789-1791

Year ending

5 January 1790 
5 January 1791 
5 January 1792

Inwards

No. Tons

255 14,047 
287 16,199 
309 16,781

Outwards

No. Tons

414 22,927 
413 21,879 
420 23,633

Source: P.R.O., Customs 17/11-13.

apparent that the coasting trade of Chester underwent some 
expansion between 1749 and 1774. There is no analysis of the 
coastwise trade which will serve to show the direction of traffic 
for the period after the 1786 Registration Act, but the total 
inward and outward trade is given in Table 7, and the figures 
are useful since they indicate the tonnage of shipping employed. 

It is clear, from the evidence available, that, whereas the 
overseas trade of Chester diminished in the latter half of the 
eighteenth century, the coastwise trade showed no comparable 
decline, and, indeed, appears to have increased considerably 
from the 1750s onwards. The degree of increase is difficult to 
ascertain owing to the radical changes made in shipping 
statistics after 1786.

V THE NATURE OF CHESTER S TRADE

A survey of 1764 is useful since it summarises the kinds of 
merchandise handled at the port of Chester at that time:
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Chester
State of the trade etc. of this port upon the survey made in 1764, for 
five years, to Christmas, 1763, and down to the time of the survey.

Foreign
Inwards, has consisted of wines, cork, linnen, hemp, flax, raw hides, calve 

skins raw, iron, deals, fir timber, wainscot, oak plank, bristles, tallow, kid 
skins, lamb skins, feathers and feather beds, horses, bone ashes, lead ore, 
and coney wool.

Outwards
English manufactured silks etc., lead & lead ore, litharge of lead, coals, oak 
timber, oak bark, tobacco pipes, potatoes, tann'd hides, beer, bricks, 
Italian & Turkey silk, & refined sugar.

Coast 
Inwards has been groceries of all sorts from London, Bristol & Liverpoole,

tann'd hides, corn flour, slates, kelp, tobacco pipe clay, iron ore, rum,
brandy, & tobacco. 

Outwards, lead, & lead ore, cheese, candles, oakplank & timber, potatoes,
corn, wine, iron guns, tann'd hides, iron wares, wainscot, tobacco, etc. 1441

Imports and exports of all these commodities are recorded 
in the eighteenth century port books of Chester, but many 
items appear infrequently, since these were high-value, low- 
bulk items, which, although contributing greatly to the revenue, 
did not take up substantial shipping space. It is not proposed to 
deal with these low-bulk shipments here, but to concentrate 
instead upon some items requiring more considerable shipping 
space. It is necessary first, however, to remark upon the absence 
from the list of salt, which had been exported in some quantity 
to Ireland in the first two decades of the eighteenth century. 
It was exported mostly as rock salt for refining in Ireland/45 ' 
but the coastal refineries of Mostyn and Flint also sent 
occasional parcels of refined salt, mostly to other ports in 
England and Wales. This coastal salt industry had ceased 
production by the middle of the century, and the development 
of the Weaver Navigation diverted the whole of Cheshire's 
production to Liverpool thereafter. 1461 Even coastwise ship 
ments from Chester were very small: for instance, in the three 
years 1798 to 1800, shipments coastwise from Chester amounted 
to a negligible 83 bushels. (47) One writer argued that if the 
proposed Chester and Nantwich Canal were constructed 
Lawson and Middlewich salt could be brought by way of the

1441 B.M., Add. MS. 9293.
1451 E. Hughes, op. cit, p. 397.
1461 The extent to which the traffic of Chester's hinterland was diverted to 

Liverpool by the Weaver Navigation may be assessed from the figures given by 
T. S. Willan, The Navigation of the River Weaver in the Eighteenth Century (1951), 
Appendix V (B).

1471 British Parliamentary Papers, Second Report from the Committee on the 
Laws Relating to Salt Duties, III (1801), p. 42.
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canal as cheaply to Chester as to Liverpool,' 48 ' but he under 
estimated the power of the Liverpool interests. The canal, when 
built, did little to divert the salt trade away from the Mersey.

To revert to the 1764 survey: the principal imports from 
overseas requiring substantial shipping space came mostly from 
Ireland. Of these, the most valuable was Irish linen. According 
to George Ormerod, in his History of Cheshire (1882), the 
Chester trade in Irish linen developed from the year 1736, and 
he mentions that the fairs held at Chester disposed annually of 
4,000,000 yards. The 1767 port books show that over 1,354,000 
yards were imported from Ireland in that year. (49) By 1774, 
imports had decreased to about 1,165,000 yards, 150 ' but this was 
still a substantial figure, although it fell far short of Ormerod's 
total for the sales. It is possible that the difference represented 
imports through Liverpool, sent to be sold at the Chester 
market. There were a number of linen merchants at Chester, 
and they must still have been prosperous in 1778, since in that 
year they built a new linen hall for the conduct of their trade.' 51 ' 
Other Irish imports were mainly of agricultural produce, the 
principal items in 1767 being 5,174 cowhides, 574 calfskins, 
65 tons of tallow, as well as smaller quantities of butter, salted 
beef and tongues, glue, "sheep gutts dried to make whips", 
ox-bones and hooves, bone ashes, lamb- and kid-skins. From 
Dublin there were also small imports of what were obviously 
transhipment goods, which included wine, indigo, Spanish 
saffron, and Russia linen. 152 ' During the year 1774 imports 
from Ireland included 4,000 cowhides, 924 dozen, 166 bundles, 
2 hogsheads, and 2 casks of calfskins, 61 tons of tallow, and, 
transhipped at Dublin, wine from France, saffron and pine 
apples. (53)

Skins were also imported from the Mediterranean. Three 
ships, the Free Briton (Joseph White, master), the Sounders 
(William Burstall) and the Lord Stanley (Isaac Strickland), 
imported 66 tons 16 cwt. 3 qrs. 9 Ib. of lambskins, 42 tons 
12 cwt. 0 qrs. 23 Ib. of kidskins in 1774, as well as smaller 
quantities of unidentified skins in 56 cases, rough hemp, wine 
and anchovies. The Sounders also brought from Leghorn two 
boxes containing pictures, and two frames, "valued on oath 
at 5/-d.", no doubt the spoils of the grand tour by one of the 
local gentry.

1481 Remarks relating to a Canal, intended to be made from the City of Chester 
[etc.] (1770), p. 5.

1491 P.R.O. E. 190/1439/3. I50) E.190/1442/5. 
1511 The Chester Guide, pp. 25, 29. I52) E. 190/1439/3. 
1531 E.190/1442/5.
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From the Iberian ports of Oporto, Alicante, Lisbon, Malaga 
and Faro, in the same year, Chester imported 97,000 oranges 
and lemons, 112 tons of raisins, 17 tons of figs and lesser 
quantities of almonds, corkwood, nuts, anchovies, olive oil 
and wine. From Alicante 6 tons of barilla' 541 was imported and 
from Faro 15 tons of shumac. (55)

One commodity not mentioned in the Chester survey of 1764 
was train oil. The Sea Horse (Christopher Dench) imported 
102 casks of this from Newfoundland in December 1767, (56) 
but such importations may have been unusual, since Chester 
ships in the Newfoundland trade are more often to be found 
engaged in a familiar triangular route, which brought the vessels 
home from Spain or Portugal with fruit and wine.

Continental and Baltic produce made up most of the re 
mainder of Chester's foreign import trade. From Rotterdam in 
1767 there were supplies of wheat, wainscotting, undressed 
flax, madder, old iron and deals, whilst the Baltic in the same 
year sent deals and masts, cars and handspikes for local ship 
yards. In 1774, 50 tons of flax and 110 tons of rough hemp, also 
possibly destined for the ship-building industry, were imported 
from the Baltic, as well as 119 tons of unwrought iron. Hemp 
and iron continued to be received until at least 1802. The 
annual quantity of iron imported between 1790 and 1792 
remained fairly constant at between 128 and 134 tons each 
year, but showed some fluctuation between 1799 and 1802, 
varying from between 10 tons in 1801, the year of naval opera 
tions in the Baltic, and 170 tons in 1800. (57) Hemp imports were 
between 60 and 75 tons each year in the earlier period, and 
between 38 tons and 85 tons from 1799 to 1802.

The corn trade had some importance in the economy of the 
port. Exports and imports fluctuated considerably, according 
to the domestic harvest and the constantly changing govern 
ment legislation. (58) Coastwise shipments were similarly subject 
to yearly fluctuations; sometimes Chester had an exportable 
surplus in some types of corn, which were shipped to North

1541 A carbonate of soda obtained from the ashes of certain plants, used in 
soapmaking.

1551 A plant derivative, used in dyeing. (56) P.R.O. E. 190/1439/3.
<57> British Parliamentary Papers, 1802-3, VII, from which these figures are 

taken, contain details of the imports and exports of a selected list of commodities 
handled at British ports in the years 1790-92 and 1799-1802.

1581 T. S. Ashton, Economic Fluctuations in England 1700-1800 (1959), par 
ticularly chapters 1 & 2, is extremely valuable for the summaries of harvest and 
crop conditions throughout the century. P.R.O. BT.6/139 contains a useful 
chronological summary of corn legislation, 1699-1800. Wheat imports and 
exports for Great Britain as a whole, 1697-1856, may be found in D. G. Barnes, 
A History of the English Corn Laws (1930), Appendix C.
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Wales, and at others the movements were in the reverse direc 
tion, North Wales, Milford, Chichester and Arundel, for 
example, making up local deficiency. Exports, particularly of 
barley and wheat, were considerable between 1745 and 1753, 
but thereafter fell away greatly after nationally disastrous 
harvests, which necessitated legislation prohibiting exports. 
After 1765, in which year the duties on imported corn were 
lifted, there were imports of corn from the Baltic and from 
Rotterdam. The latter port sent just under 600 qrs. of wheat in 
1767 and imports from Konigsberg and Dantzig in the same 
year amounted to 1,065 qrs. of wheat, 163J qrs. of rye, 287-J- qrs. 
of barley and 52^ qrs. of oats. In 1774 only one cargo arrived 
from the Baltic, namely, 400 qrs. of rye; but whereas in 1767 
no corn was received from Ireland, in 1774 imports from that 
country amounted to 2,197 qrs. of barley, 997 qrs. of oats, 
258 qrs. of wheat and 29^ qrs. of rye. Some of the available 
figures relating to Chester's corn trade are summarised in 
Table 8.

Table 8

CORN EXPORTS FROM CHESTER, OVERSEAS, 1708,
1744-63

Year 
Ending 

Christmas

1708
1744
1745
1746
1747
1748
1749
1750

Barley 
Qrs. & Bus.

0 4
8 0

3275 4
2876 4
130 4
66 0

529 0
1060 1

1751 ,  

Malt 
Qrs. & Bus.

_
392 6

1286 5
271 1

__

__

68 0
__

__

1752 140 0  
1753
1754
1755

1756-1758
1759
1760
1761
1762
1763

__

__

86 0
 
 

10 0
_
_
 

__

__

  

   -

108 4
_
2 4  

Oatmeal 
Qrs. & Bus.

_
 

24 4
433 4
_

245 0
 
_
 
 
_
_
 
 
 
 
_
_
 

Rye 
Qrs. & Bus.

_
 

1026 0
10 4
_
_
 

282 3
 
 

321 3
 
 
 
 
 
_
 
 

Wheat 
Qrs. & Bus.

257 0
 

2405 7
317 6
374 0

2107 4
4683 4
6866 7
2544 0
3580 0
8261 2
810 5
 
 
 
 
 

120 0
 

Sources: 1708, P.R.O., CO. 388/11, f. 120; 1744-63, B.M. 
Add. MS. 38387.

K
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Table 8 continued

TOTAL IMPORTS AND EXPORTS OF CORN, GRAIN &
FLOUR AT THE PORT OF CHESTER FROM 1 JANUARY

1775 TO 30 JANUARY 1783

Imports

Wheat 
Barley 
Oats 
Pease 
Beans 
Rye 
Flour

Qrs.

1898 
2516 

14866 
36 

789 
584 

26

Bus.

5 
0 
6 
6 
3 
4 
4

Exports

Barley 
Buck Wheat 
Pease 
Flour

Qrs.

250 
12 
4 

434

Bus.

0
4 
0 
4

Source: British Parliamentary Papers, Accounts and Papers IV 
(1783).

EXPORTS OF CORN & GRAIN SENT COASTWISE FROM
THE PORT OF CHESTER, 1781-86 (in quarters)

Year

1781 
1782 
1783 
1784 
1785 
1786

Wheat

2753 
2445 
468 
565 
478 
297

Barley

587 
145 
15 
5 
15 
11

Malt

176 
664 
141
223 
710 
452

Oats

768 
1148 

50 
787 
106 

3

Source: British Parliamentary Papers, Accounts and Papers 
XXII (1788).

The principal overseas exports were coal and lead, and these 
dominated the export trade in the eighteenth century. Coal 
exports from the Dee were mainly directed to Ireland, and, 
according to Professor Nef, (59) suffered severely in the seven 
teenth century both from the deterioration of the river Dee 
and from the competition in the Irish market from the Cumber 
land and South Wales coalfields. <60) However, by the middle of 
the following century, exports, particularly to Dublin, seem to 
have revived. A factor in the recovery, quite apart from the 
improvements effected in the channel, may have been the

1691 J. U. Nef, op. cit., I, pp. 109-10. Professor Nef, Vol. II, p. 365, suggests that 
vessels made ten to twelve trips in the Irish coal trade each year: at Chester, in 
1774, eight voyages seem to have been the average, but since Chester vessels 
often took cargo in both directions their time in port would be increased.

< 61" About which, see J. E. Williams, "Whitehaven in the Eighteenth Century", 
Econ. Hist. Rev., 2d. Ser., VIII, No. 3.
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vigorous Irish/Chester trade, for which coal would provide a 
convenient back freight. Cumberland had comparatively little 
trade from Ireland, and South Wales even less, so that most 
vessels in the coal trade sailed in ballast from Ireland to those 
places, or made intermediate voyages to Liverpool and Bristol 
respectively. But for those vessels fit to carry only coal, the 
ballast trip must have made freights less competitive. Possibly 
the Flintshire coalmasters were able to take advantage of the 
abundant tonnage available for Irish shipments. Certainly, the 
Lowthers of Whitehaven had no monopoly of the Dublin coal 
trade by the 1750s.

A little coal was also exported elsewhere: Newfoundland 
received coal from the Dee occasionally, as did Spain and 
Portugal, and there was sometimes a shipment to the West 
Indies. The more distant coal shipments were not, generally, 
complete cargoes, but appear to have been small parcels shipped 
as ballast.

The coastwise coal trade seems to have been of less 
importance than that to Ireland. Professor Willan records that 
780 tons of coal was sent coastwise in the year ending Christmas 
1749, (G1) and no marked increase in the 1770s has been noticed. 
Practically all the coastwise coal exports went to the ports of 
North Wales, particularly Beaumaris, Carnarvon and Pwllheli, 
and small quantities were sent to Aberystwyth, Aberdovey and 
Barmouth. The competition from Cumberland and South 
Wales was doubtless as severe on the coasts of England and 
Wales as it was in Ireland, and the geographical spread of the 
Dee's coastwise exports was not wide. Indeed, even within this 
limited field there were difficulties, as may be seen from the 
experience of the Plain Dealing (Edward James, master), which 
entered outwards at Chester on 11 March 1774 with coal for 
Aberystwyth. The master reported on 27 October that he had 
been unable to dispose of his cargo, either at Aberystwyth or 
neighbouring ports, and that he had been compelled to proceed 
to Drogheda in Ireland, where he had successfully sold his 
cargo. <62) Some illustrative coal export figures are given in 
Table 9.

Of the bulk commodities shipped, the next to coal in impor 
tance was lead, (63) and a considerable trade in it was conducted 
from the Dee. Sometimes it was shipped as ore, but, more

1611 English Coasting Trade, p. 182.
1621 P.R.O. E. 190/1442/5.
IBS) por tne Flintshire lead-smelting industry, see A. H. Dodd, The Industrial 

Revolution in North Wales, passim. Dr. Dodd suggests that between 1758 and 
1777 overseas and coastwise shipments of lead and lead-ore amounted to nearly 
92,000 tons.
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Table 9

EXPORTS OF COAL OVERSEAS FROM CHESTER IN 1767 &
1774 (in tons)

Destination

Ireland 
Guernsey 
Isle of Man 
Portugal 
Bordeaux 
Barbados 
Newfoundland

Totals

1767

7,238 
52 
80 
50 
10 

124

7,554

1774

10,222

564 
43

17

10,846

Sources: P.R.O., E. 190/1439/3 & 1442/2.
Note: In the port books, shipments are given by the chaldron, 

Winchester measure, to Ireland and the Isle of Man: to other 
parts by the chaldron, Newcastle measure. For these sum 
maries, the chaldron, Winchester measure, has been assumed 
to equal 2 tons (see J. U. Nef, The Rise of the British Coal 
Industry, Appendix C); and the chaldron, Newcastle measure, 
53 cwt. (see T. S. Ashton & J. Sykes, The Coal Industry of 
the Eighteenth Century, p. 251).

COAL EXPORTS FROM THE PORT OF CHESTER, 1790-99
(in chaldrons & bushels)

Year

1790
1791
1792
1793
1794
1795
1796
1797
1798
1799

Newcastle 
measure

9 6
__

45 5
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Winchester 
measure

1748 30
4410 32
5237 32
6528 21
4479 3
4728 34
4914 35
5542 3
6243 11
7205 31

Source: British Parliamentary Papers, Accounts and Papers 
XXVI (1800).
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Table 10

OVERSEAS EXPORTS OF PIG LEAD, LEAD ORE, AND 
LITHARGE FROM THE PORT OF CHESTER, IN 1767

(in tons, cwts., qrs., & Ibs.)

Destination

Bordeaux
Marseilles
Dunkirk
Venice
Havre de Grace
Rochefort
Rouen
Dieppe
Dublin
Cork
Ostend
(not known)

Totals

Pig Lead

333 11 3 6
334 0 2 15

71 6 0 27
475 12 3 26
209 5 3 18
209 0 2 10

87 6 1 11
473 4 3 18
464 19 0 26

37 13 3 13
__

27 2 0 15

2723 4 2 17

Lead Ore

_
19 8 0 23
 
 
_
 
5 3 16
 
 
 

85 14 1 14
117 17 0 16

223 5 2 13

Litharge

_
115 2 0 22

1 17 3 7
7 14 1 18

__

  

36 11 3 14
 
 
 
 

21 8 0 16

182 14 1 21

Source: P.R.O., E. 190/1439/3.

OVERSEAS EXPORTS OF PIG LEAD, LEAD ORE, LITHARGE, 
AND MANUFACTURES OF LEAD FROM THE PORT OF
CHESTER, IN 1774 (in tons, cwts., qrs., & Ibs.)

Ancona
St. Malo
Oporto
Venice
Marseilles
Rotterdam
St. Ubes
L'Orient
Havre d
Ostend
Isle of >
Dublin
Newry
Belfast

at ion Pig Lead

261 3 0 12
59 2 3 15
 

75 6 2 24
es i 88 8 3 0
im

: Grace

fan

Totals

53 10 2 14
150 18 2 4
64 10 2 10

162 19 1 27
__

21 11 3 20
297 14 1 18

 
 

1235 704

Lead Ore

_
 
 
_

Litharge

20 5 2 1
 
 
 

  27 5 0 20
125 7 0 16

 
 

85 14 1 1
53 11 1 20
 
 
 
 

264 12 3 9

 
2209
 

6 19 1 15
 
 

8 8 2 17
 
 

65 0 3 6

Manufactures

_
 

6 17 0 16
_
 
 
_
 
 
_
 
 

8 10 3 25
2000

17 8 0 13

Source: P.R.O., E. 190/1442/2.
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often, smelted and cast into pigs, and, occasionally, shipped as 
manufactured lead, in the form of shot and sheet. There were 
also shipments of litharge, (64) white lead, and lead ashes, of 
which the first provided the most freight. Overseas shipments 
of lead for the years 1767 and 1774 are shown in Table 10.

Of all cargoes carried, lead was the most calculated to 
strain the hulls of the carrying vessels, particularly when, as 
must often have been the case in the river Dee, vessels had to 
load aground. Evidence of the hazards involved in the shipment 
of lead is plentiful in the port books. For example in 1774 the 
Benjamin (Thomas Anderson) sailed to Venice with 995 pigs 
of lead, which cargo "was allowed to be exported duty free by 
Board Order of 3 May 1774, in lieu of a like quantity which he 
[John Chamberlain, the exporter] entered out here 3 June 1773, 
in the Providence, Robert Ayres master, and afterwards lost 
at sea". <65) In the same year, the Mary and Ann (Robert Har- 
graves), exported 1797 pigs of lead weighing 145 tons, of which 
139 tons were "exported duty free by Board Order of 21 March 
1771, in lieu of a like quantity taken in at this port of shipment 
for exportation in the Fortune, Thomas Pring, for Venice, and 
duties paid for the same the 3d of July, 1770, which vessel with 
all the lead in her sunk at sea". (66) Sometimes it was necessary 
to jettison part of the cargo at sea, as occurred in the case of 
the Providence (William Patten) in 1766, and among Chester 
vessels which were lost with lead cargoes aboard at that time was 
the Sutton (James Jordan), "for Dublin and the Streights", in 
October 1765. (67) Whilst vessels loading lead or lead ore for 
continental or Mediterranean ports generally took a full cargo 
of lead, the Irish shipments were nearly always in parcels of 
between 10 and 40 tons, shipped in combination with coal and 
other goods in the regular Irish traders. Similarly, coastwise 
lead shipments (other than ore) were generally combined with 
other goods, particularly cheese in the regular traders to 
London, as ballast or "bottom" freight. (88) Professor Willan 
has shown that, in the year ending Christmas 1721, Chester 
sent 2,486 tons coastwise, of which London received about 
1,191 tons; whilst in the year ending Christmas 1749, coastwise

1641 Litharge is a monoxide of lead; it is used in the manufacture of flint glass 
and glazed earthenware, and in the preparation of quick-drying oils and 
varnishes.

1651 The duty was "the duty of 1 % outwards", payable ("in ready money 
without discount") on certain goods consigned to any part of the Mediterranean 
beyond the port of Malaga. Relief, by way of free shipment in lieu of goods lost 
at sea, was based on the act 12 Car. II, c. 4.1 am indebted to Mr. R. C. Jarvis for 
this reference.

I66) Both these examples are taken from P.R.O. E.190/1442/1.
(67) E.190/1439/2. """ A Raistrick, op. cit., p. 115.
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shipments were about 2,174 tons, of which Liverpool took the 
major share (1,792 tons). 1691 In 1767, whilst some lead was still 
being sent to Liverpool, Bristol and St. Ives, the bulk was sent 
to London. In that year, of the 30 vessels which sailed to 
London under cocquet, 1701 29 carried lead in pigs, litharge, 
lead ore, lead ashes or white lead, of an average weight per 
shipment of 39 tons. Two vessels sailed with what appear to 
have been full cargoes of lead, and a few carried 20 tons or 
less. In 1774, there were 24 sailings to London; 23 vessels 
carried lead or lead ore (no litharge or other lead derivatives 
being sent to London during this year), and the average lading 
was about 37 tons. No vessel carried an entire cargo of lead.

The Chester Guide (1782), describing the trade of the port, 
says (p. 29): "from hence different nations are supplied with 
large quantities of cannon, the ultima ratio regum, which are 
cast at Bersham, near Wrexham", and shipments from Chester, 
particularly to London, are frequently mentioned in the port 
books for 1767. The Richard and Ann (Joseph Pattison) carried 
17 iron guns in January, the Strange (Richard Founstone) 
carried 10 cast iron guns in June, and the Earl of Chester 
(William Massie) 20 iron guns in the same month. There were 
two substantial shipments of guns to London in October; the 
Prentice (John Feamall) carried 92 iron guns, half-pounders, 
and the Earl of Chester (William Massie) took no less than 139 
guns on 14 October. Presumably, these guns were manufactured 
by John Wilkinson at Bersham. (71)

A very important element in Chester's outward coasting 
trade was the traffic in cheese to London, which cargoes were 
more often than not combined with lead, as we have seen. 
William Stout, in a reference to the widespread dislocation of 
the coasting trade to London in 1689, a time when privateers 
were active in the Irish Sea, supposed that there had been at 
least twenty ships yearly engaged in the cheese trade. (72) In that

1691 Op. cit., p. 73.
""' About cocquets and transires, see Willan, op. cit. Ch. 1, and, more par 

ticularly, J. H. Andrews, "Two Problems in the Interpretation of the Port Books", 
Econ. Hist. Rev. 2d. Ser., IX, No. 1.

1711 See A. H. Dodd, op. cit., pp. 135-6, for some details of Wilkinson's pro 
duction of ordnance.

(72) Autobiography of William Stout of Lancaster (1851), p. 25. Stout also 
refers to cheese being sent by wagon to London. This must have been most 
expensive. In 1770 it was suggested that about 750 tons of goods were carried 
between Chester and London, and double that amount in time of war. Most of 
this was passengers' baggage passing between England and Ireland through 
Chester and Holyhead, or silk and other valuable goods. The contrast is made 
between the cost of land carriage at £8 per ton, and shipment by sea, 15s. per ton. 
See Remarks relating to a Canal, Intended to be made from the Citv of Chester 
(1770), pp. 5, 8, 12.
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year, Professor Willan has calculated, Chester shipped 113 
cargoes coastwise, of which cheese and coal were the most 
important/ 73 ' The London cheesemongers displayed con 
siderable interest in the navigation of the river Dee, but most 
of them opposed any improvements which might have led to 
their paying dues on their shipments, just as they had done in 
the case of the river Mersey."41 Stout himself commented: 
"The cheesemongers at London had a better purse, if not a 
better cause." (75) Unquestionably, the London cheesemongers 
and factors were a powerful and monopolistically inclined 
body, and bitter were the complaints of the Cheshire cheese- 
makers in their condemnation of the engrossing of the trade by 
this group, (76) who not only dictated the trade, but came to own 
most of the shipping employed.

Maitland in his History of London states that the imports of 
cheese from Cheshire in 1729-30 were 5,766 tons, but Professor 
Willan suggests, from the evidence of the port books, that 
Chester sent less than 1,000 tons to London annually during the 
1720s and 1740s. (77) It seems impossible to reconcile two such 
widely differing estimates; but the volume of shipping in the 
Chester to London trade at this time is both impressive and 
well documented, and it is difficult to imagine what else the 
vessels carried in the main, except cheese and lead. A possible 
explanation is provided by J. H. Andrews when he distinguishes 
between coasting trade authorized by coast cocquet, and by 
transire, {7S} and Professor Willan indicates that much of the 
cheese sent from Chester in 1721 went "per tramire"'. (79) 
Whilst it is known that some of the cheese for London was 
shipped from the port of Liverpool, the evidence of the port 
books shows that the quantities shipped there were smaller 
than those from Chester, so that the discrepancy remains 
inexplicable.

Shipments of cheese to London in the year ending Christmas 
1749 amounted to 565 tons.' 801 Shipments to London in 1767 
by cocquet, according to the port books, amounted to 1,449 
tons, in 22 vessels, an average freight per vessel of about 
66 tons,' 81 ' The same source indicates that in 1774 there were 
18 shipments of cheese to London, totalling 1,321 tons, so that 
the average cargo had increased to just over 73 tons.

A feature of the cheese trade which became more marked as

1731 Op. cit., p. 181. "4I C. N. Parkinson, op. at., p. 80.
"6) Autobiography, p. 27
'"" The Case of the Inhabitants of the County & City of Chester (1732).
<"' Op. cit., pp. 84-7. " 81 J. H. Andrews, loc. cit.
" ' Op. cit., p. 3. """ Ibid., pp. 86-7.
(81) Cf. average cheese shipment in 1749 of 62-7 tons, ibid., p. 13, n. 10.
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the century progressed was the increasing control exercised by 
the London cheesemongers over the shipping employed. 
Whereas a considerable number of Chester-registered vessels 
were employed in the early part of the eighteenth century, 
Chester shipowners later participated less and less. By 1789 not 
a single vessel which can clearly be identified with the cheese 
trade remained upon the Chester registers, but at least 45 
vessels owned by cheesemongers were registered at London 
between 1786 and 1800. Of these, 12 had at least some Cheshire 
owners; and 12 vessels (not always the same as those with 
Cheshire part-owners) had been built at Chester. (82) The 
cheese-carrying vessel was considerably larger than most of the 
ships in the coasting trade of its day, apart from the "Geordie" 
colliers. The smallest was of 100 tons, the largest of 210 tons, 
the latter being a Chester-built vessel. It is possible that the high 
capital cost and running expenses of the fleet may have neces 
sitated the employment of more and more London investment 
in the trade. This domination of the cheese trade by London- 
registered shipping may have been the consequence of the 
success of the City cheesemongers in enforcing their monopoly. 
It is against this background that one must consider a parlia 
mentary return in 1798, (83) which, in giving the number and 
tonnage of all coasting vessels which traded to London from 
the various outports, remarked, in relation to both Liverpool 
and Chester: "All the vessels that trade with this port belong 
to London." Such a comment, it is thought, would not have 
been possible but for the special conditions prevailing in the 
cheese trade.

Although wool was imported from Ireland, such imports at 
Chester were inconsiderable compared with those at Liverpool, 
as the following figures' 84 ' show (amounts imported from 
midsummer to midsummer are given in stones and Ibs) :

1704/5 1705/6 1706/7
Chester 4,589 0 2,155 0 2,537 12
Liverpool 108,524 0 84,800 0 63,375 0

By the 1760s, wool imports at Chester had become less impor 
tant than ever; in 1767 imports from Ireland amounted to some 
974 stones, and in 1774 totalled 1,270 stones. These imports

information has been extracted from a. volume of London (Home 
Trade) shipping registers, preserved in the Library of H.M. Customs & Excise, 
London, E.C.3.

(83) 2nd Report of the Select Committee on Improvement to the Port of London, 
p. 84.

1841 P.R.O. CO.388/11, f. 17.
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were largely of "lambskins in the wool", the skins and the wool 
thereon being separately assessed.

The coasting trade of Chester was very varied and it is not 
possible here to do more than mention some of the other 
commodities handled. The trade to North Wales was of great 
importance, since in the eighteenth century that area received 
many of its domestic necessaries from Chester; this traffic was 
later taken over more and more by Liverpool. In return for the 
diverse shipments sent to North Wales, Chester received from 
thence barley, oats, slates and lead ore. This last was being 
received from Wigtown in considerable quantities in 1774, 
whilst pig lead and firebricks were despatched to St. Ives and 
calamine to Bristol. Tobacco pipe clay came from Bideford, 
Poole and Exeter, whilst Chester sent fireclay and firebricks to 
Liverpool. Oak timber, for shipbuilding purposes, was widely 
exported to many ports between the Clyde and the Thames 
throughout the eighteenth century.
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