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IN South Lancashire during the eighteenth century the twin 
factors of population growth and the transfer of labour from 

agriculture to industry gave rise to an increasing disparity 
between grain production and consumption, which from 1750 
onwards showed itself in a growing reliance on imported grain 
in time of home harvest deficiency.

We may consider Liverpool as an example of this trend. 
"The population of Liverpool grew from approximately 5,000 
in 1700 to 20,000 in 1750, and to 53,853 in 1790". (1) Comparison 
of town plans of the mediaeval core of Liverpool for 1668 (2) 
and 1725 (3) reveals how rapidly the burgage gardens and closes 
were swamped by new housing. In rather less than sixty years 
the whole of the land between the Mersey waterfront and a line 
from St. Patrick's Hill to St. Peter's church went out of agri 
cultural production, leaving the townsfolk largely dependent on 
supplies from outside. By the early nineteenth century building 
had begun on the newly enclosed common fields and the built- 
up area extended beyond the township limits "into the fringes 
of the adjoining townships of Toxteth Park, Everton and 
Kirkdale".' 41 The cornfields were daily disappearing before the 
advancing tide of urban expansion and the need of the growing 
industrial population for fresh milk. Thus writes the Vicar of 
Walton on the Hill ". . . the increase of the commercial Town 
of Liverpool by covering the neighbouring Townships with 
Villas, pleasure grounds and cow pastures has occasioned for 
many years a material decrease in Cornland". (5)

Improved communications, such as the extension of the 
Prescot Turnpike to St. Helens in 1749 and to Warrington in

(11 S. Marriner, in Merseyside, A Scientific Survey, British Association 
(Liverpool, 1953), p. 107.

m Plan of Liverpool in 1668, reproduced in ibid., p. 190.
<3) A facsimile of Chadwick's map of Liverpool in 1725, reproduced in ibid. 

p. 108.
111 W. Smith, Physical Survey of Merseyside (Liverpool, 1946), p. 39.
151 Home Office Domestic Papers, 42/53/150 (1800).
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1753, (6) and canalisation of the Sankey Brook, <7) provided out 
lets for the export of coal from the St. Helens area.' 8 ' Industrial 
and urban development followed, as did ribbon development 
from Dale Street, Liverpool, to the Prescot Turnpike, and 
between Warrington and Great Sankey. These instances are 
typical of what was happening during the latter half of the 
eighteenth century in South Lancashire and in other regions 
where coal formed the basis for industry. (9)

At the same time that land was constantly going out of 
agricultural production by being built over, some was lapsing 
into marginal use because of pollution by noxious fumes, such 
as those emitted by the copper smelting plant at St. Helens 
from 1768 to 1814. Copper smelting was also carried on at 
Liverpool and Warrington during this period. (10)

The loss of food-producing resources in terms of land and 
of labour became increasingly acute in the industrial parishes. 
Towards the end of the century South Lancashire was still pro 
ducing part of its grain requirements (Figs. 12, 13 and 14) but 
most of these parishes were dependent on food supplies from 
outside. Dr. Thomas Drake, vicar of Rochdale, described his 
parish as extremely populous, inhabitants chiefly employed in 
trade. Agriculture is little attended to and grain is imported 
from corn producing countries. Climate is wet and cold and the 
soil in general swampy and sour". (11) Another observer, Daniel 
Birkett of Leigh, in a letter dated 15 November 1800, stated, 
"Except for the Filde north of the Kibble, this county does not 
supply itself with corn and fat cattle for more than three 
months".' 121 This was confirmed by a report from Aughton, 
near Ormskirk, in which it was "Supposed that the county does 
not raise one quarter of its consumption".' 131 Of Bury, another 
populous neighbourhood, it was said that "manufacturing is 
extensive . . . there is little tillage. Land is in small grazing 
farms where milk and butter are the sole objects of attention 
and little grain is grown". (14)

The Fylde was the chief granary for the county at large but 
South Lancashire drew upon agricultural regions as far afield

I6) F. E. Hyde in Merseyside, A Scientific Survey, p. 150.
m Ibid.,-p. 151.
"» Ibid., p. 151. See also T. C. Barker, "The Sankey Navigation" in TRANS 

ACTIONS, Vol. 100 (1948), pp. 125-6.
191 J. Phillip Dodd, "The State of Agriculture in Shropshire 1775-1825" in 

Shrops. Arch. Soc. T., Vol. LV (1954), p. 1.
1101 F. A. Bailey, Merseyside, A Scientific Survey, p. 239.
(11) H.O., 42/53/150 (1800).
(12 'H.O., 42/53/312(1800).
< 13 'H.O., 42/53/107(1800).
<14 ' H.O., 42/53/280 (1800).
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as South Shropshire for grain. 1131 Fat mutton too coarse for 
local consumption was exported from Shropshire too, to feed 
the labouring classes of Manchester and Liverpool. (16) How 
ever, supplies from even such an extensive hinterland as this 
were insufficient to maintain industrial Lancashire, and grain 
and meal came in from abroad through Liverpool and Lan 
caster. In 1793, for example, the following supplies were 
imported through Lancaster from the sources named: (17)

Ireland The Baltic Scotland America 
Wheat 10 1,899   405 
Oats 1,545 121 2,403   
Barley     2,172   

(The figures refer to loads of 280 Ibs.)

From the evidence available it would seem that agricultural 
production in South Lancashire was hardly as high as it might 
have been. There were a number of reasons for this:

(i) The proportion of land under arable was rather low. 
Arthur Young in the course of his northern tour <18) gave details 
of several farms which provide a fair sample of land use over 
the region. From his figures it would appear that about 36% 
was cultivated as arable. The sample is of course too small to 
stand by itself but the evidence of John Holt, writing in 1795, (19> 
points in the same direction. The relatively high wages offered 
by industry, the incidence of taxation on agriculture, outmoded 
rotations, tithes, the tendency to invest in cotton instead of 
corn, and a belief in the value of grass as opposed to arable, 
were factors which he thought were responsible for the con 
version of arable to grass. Examination of part of the Crop 
Returns for 1795 (20) for twenty-one parishes comprising over 
63,000 acres, chosen so as to provide a sample strip of the 
county from the Kibble near Preston to the Mersey at Warring- 
ton, shows that oats was virtually the only crop grown. Study 
of the 1801 Crop Returns for the same area indicates that 
potatoes took the place in the rotation normally occupied by 
wheat and barley. Probably about 40 % of land was then under 
arable.

1151 Edward Harries, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795), p. 381.
(lei Rev Joseph Plymley, General View of the Agriculture of Salop (1803), pp. 

250-70
1171 H.O., 42/36/72 (1793).
1181 Arthur Young, A Six Months' Tour Through the North of England (2nd 

ed., 1773), Vol. II, pp. 213-39.
1191 John Holt, A General View of the Agriculture of Lancashire (1795), pp. 

233-4.
1201 Based on replies to a letter from the secretary of state for Home Affairs 

(1794). H.O., 42/37/109 (Wigan). H.O., 42/37/135 (Leyland). H.O., 42/37/   
(Warrington).
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Figure 11. 

SOUTH LANCASHIRE

(ii) Contemporary farm practice does not appear to have 
made the best use of the land. Sheep, with a turnip-clover 
rotation, would have done well on the extensive outcrops of 
Shirdley Hill Sand (Fig. 11) but on the eleven farms in Young's 
sample, sheep were stocked at an average of one to five acres, 
and Holt (1795) said that there were only a few poor flocks on 
the hills and those bought in for fattening from Westmorland 
and Scottish farmers. Lancashire was not a sheep district and 
turnips were little grown. 121 ' He considered that the sandy

(21) J. Holt, op. cit., p. 236.
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loams occupying much of the district between the Ribble and 
the Mersey were well suited to production of almost every sort 
of vegetable "and that to a degree which renders it impossible 
to estimate the advantage which might be obtained by improved 
and superior management". <22)

The Rector of Liverpool writing in 1800 noted that "Lanca 
shire farmers . . . are not remarkably expert nor the land very 
fruitful". (23) Holt's statement that few turnips were grown is 
substantiated in contemporary reports from most parts of South 
Lancashire. According to the Rev. Robert Porter only 220 
bushels were grown in the parish of Bury in 1800, (24) none were 
grown at Colne,' 251 only a small quantity at Halsall, <26) none at 
Astley near Leigh, 1271 nor at St. Helens, 1281 and they "were not 
much cultivated at Standish near Wigan". (29) The 1801 Crop 
Returns confirm this lack of interest in turnips. There were 
about thirty acres at Halsall, (30) and twenty-five acres at 
Aughton' 311 where conditions were favourable if anywhere in 
South Lancashire. None were grown at either Standish (32) or 
Bury. (33)

(iii) Land improvement, except for reclamation of the mosses, 
seems to have depended largely on the age-old practice of 
marling. Arthur Young found this to be fairly widespread 
although he mentions the ploughing-in of buckwheat. (31) 
Another commentator, William Greenall of Eccleston, near 
Prescot, deprecated in 1802 the burning of the marl, thus de 
stroying its useful properties, after it had been spread on the 
land. 1351

(iv) It seems probable that many farms were too small to 
operate as economic holdings. Of those mentioned by Young, 
two at Halsall were of sixty acres, one near Warrington (36) was 
of anly forty acres as was another at Bold, 137 ' where a second 
was of sixty-five acres. Not a few parishes were still in open

1221 Ibid., p. 8.
123 > H.O., 42/53/357 (1800).
'"'H.O., 42/53/280(1800).
251 H.O., 42/53/109 (1800).
201 H.O., 42/53/   (1800).
271 H.O., 42/53/338 (1800).
281 H.O., 42/53/111 (1800).
291 H.O., 42/53/52 (1800).
301 H.O., 67/6/104 (1801). Diocese of Chester.
31) H.O., 67/6/121 (1801).  
321 H.O., 67/6/118(1801).   

1331 H.O., 67/6/113 (1801). 
1341 A. Young, op. cit., pp. 231-9.
1351 W. Greenall, "Letter to Board of Agriculture", Annals of Agriculture 

(1802), p. 281.
1361 A. Young, op. cit., pp. 220-5. 
1371 Ibid., pp. 231-9.
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field cultivation or were but newly enclosed. In these cases 
holdings were fragmentary and land use was at subsistence 
level. At Anderton forty acres were worked by fifteen families, 
the most substantial holding being of six acres. At Hoghton in 
1794 production of oats, virtually the sole crop, was as follows:

8 'farmers' harvested under 50 thraves 
5     50-100  

  100-200
  200-250

375
  none 

(A thrave was two bushels)

In the township of Withnell the land was held by forty-three 
families. About one-fifth of the cornland was in the possession 
of John Anderton, who produced 500 thraves of oats in 1795. 
Ralph Clayton grew 210 thraves and amounts varying from 120 
to 170 thraves were grown by eight others. Some produced 6 
to 1\ thraves, whilst others had a failed crop.

In the township of Coppull twenty-six families farmed hold 
ings of which the largest were those of William Marsden, who 
grew 16 acres and 3 roods of oats, and of James Scotson with 
19^ acres of oats and 10 of wheat. The remaining 98 acres of 
corn were shared by the other twenty-four families, some with 
only half an acre each. (38)

From the evidence so far cited, it can be seen that South 
Lancashire at the onset of the French wars was somewhat 
precariously based as regards its food supplies. The state of 
equilibrium could be maintained only if three conditions were 
met:

(a) Climatic factors had to be sufficiently favourable from 
year to year to enable the home harvest to produce a 
surplus.

(b) The purchasing power of the industrial population must 
be adequate to buy the available supplies.

(c) The seas must be open for shipping to bring in foreign 
supplies.

I propose to examine the extent to which these conditions 
were fulfilled, particularly during the period of the wars up 
to 1802.

HARVEST DEFICIENCIES 1792-5

The harvest of 1792 was poor throughout the greater part of 
the country, wheat being particularly affected by the very wet 
summer. <39) In South Lancashire, the harvest seems to have

1381 H.O., 42/37/135 (1795). Hundred of Leyland.
1391 A. Young, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795).
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been rather mixed; some parishes had better yields in 1792 than 
in 1791 and others experienced the reverse. (40) In the country 
at large the wheat and pulse harvest of 1794 was poor, wheat 
failing completely in many areas while peas yielded less than 
the seed sown. 141 ' Again in 1795 the wheat harvest was poor, 
partly as the result of wet conditions at time of sowing' 421 and 
also because of the severe frost of January.' 431 However, oats, 
barley and pulses gave an average, or in some cases above an 
average, crop. The harvests of South Lancashire conformed with 
the national trend in both years. In the Prescot division of the 
hundred of West Derby, comprising the area approximately 
south of a line from Formby to Hale and Speke, Robert Hodg- 
kinson, clerk to the justices reported the yields as follows : (44)

1794 1795
Wheat 87,014 65,339 Bushels
Barley 20,211 27,468
Oats 108,435 120,582

In the Ormskirk division of the same hundred, wheat yielded 
one-third less than in 1794. and one-quarter less than the 
average of a common year (1790-3). The crops of both oats and 
barley were much better and could be considered very good. 
Beans, although not much grown, were poor, as the crop had 
been damaged by lightning while in flower.' 451 The overseers 
for the Warrington division showed in their account much the 
same picture: (46)

Common
Year 1749 1795

Wheat 34,649 34,288 27,811 Bushels 
Barley 2,521 2,383 3,218 
Oats 72,163 63,717 81,758

It should be noted that the average planted in 1795 was slightly 
larger than in previous years. The report for the hundred of 
Amounderness noted wheat as yielding only half the crop of 
1794 but crops of oats, barley, peas and beans were all good. 
Potatoes were both of good quality and abundant.

As the result of this succession of poor harvests wheat stocks 
in 1795 fell to a dangerous level and the government were beset 
on all sides with reports of shortage. With little hope of receiving

(401 H.O., 42/37/109. Wigan district.
1411 Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795).
(42) Thomas Eccleston, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795), pp. 109-11.
1431 Henry Jenkinson, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795), p. 80.
1441 H.O., 42/371  (1795). Hundred of West Derby.
1451 H.O., 42/37/62 (1795).      
I46) H.O., 42/37/39 (1795).
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supplies from the home harvest the situation in South Lanca 
shire appeared to be particularly desperate. Henry Jenkinson 
of Bickerstaffe, near Ormskirk, reported on 2 February 1795: 
"The stock of wheat will be consumed, if not assisted from 
abroad, by the time the new comes to market or before. . . . 
Potatoes are expected to be dearer through damage by the 
severe frost". (47) Thomas Eccleston of Scarisbrick confirmed 
that the stock of wheat would fall far short of the demand. 
The price in the neighbourhood had now risen to 10/- per 
bushel of 70 Ibs. Potatoes had been injured by the frost and 
there were few with greens. (18)

In the Prescot area Mr. Greenall of Eccleston thought stocks 
were not equal to two months' consumption. "Frost will have 
materially injured the turnips, cabbages and other green winter 
food for cattle."' 491 According to William Halliday of Liverpool 
there was not above 60,000 bushels of wheat in the warehouses 
there, and very little wheat remained unthreshed in the country 
within reach of the market. <50)

PURCHASING POWER OF THE LABOURING CLASSES

As far as the farm labourer was concerned the incidence of 
hardship was immediate. Threshing, which normally provided 
several weeks of steady employment, was soon over. Thomas 
Eccleston found work for the poor of his neighbourhood "but 
in other parts, I am sorry to say, they are in want of employ 
ment". (51) In the vicinity of Liverpool "since the commencement 
of the frost, the demand for labour has nearly ceased, as the 
farmer's family and servants were competent to carry their dung 
to the fields, and to thresh the little corn grown". (52) At Halsall 
there was an incessant stream of beggars, "perhaps twenty or 
thirty in a morning no very successful means have been 
adopted for the relief of the poor". <53)

The price of provisions rose quickly in both rural and in 
dustrial districts, and subscriptions were raised 1541 to relieve 
distress. Provisions were bought and resold to the poor at 
reduced prices, (55) and in the parishes around Blackburn corn

(47) H. Jenkinson, op. cit., pp. 80-81. 
1481 Thomas Eccleston, op. cit., pp. 109-11.
'«> W. Greenall, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795), pp. 112-14. 
(50) W. Halliday, op. cit., p. 114. 
1611 Thomas Eccleston, op. cit., pp. 109-11. 
1521 W. Halliday, op. cit., p. 114.
<5S) Charles Lewis Mordaunt of Halsall, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXTV 

(1795), p. 117.
(54 > W. Halliday, ibid., p. 114. 
(55) W. Greenall, op. cit., p. 112-14.
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and flour was bought in for resale below market prices. (m Even 
so, the poor were obliged to adopt a variety of shifts to make 
ends meet. Potatoes were mixed with wheaten flour,' 571 and 
some used potatoes with barley flour "which is a great saving 
and very wholesome food". (58> The consumption of potatoes 
increased daily 1591 as flour got scarcer, and barley bread was 
made, "which agrees well with hardy labouring people in these 
parts, though it would poison a Londoner". 1601

The industrial population had at this time barely recovered 
from the recent commercial depression on Merseyside and the 
recession in the textile industry. A high incidence of bank 
ruptcies had followed on over-speculation in foreign produce 
and the subsequent retraction in credit, which in the case of 
Liverpool was estimated at three-quarters of a million pounds. 
The smaller merchants caught with "large commitments for the 
supply of raw cotton inwards to Lancashire and the supply of 
piece goods outward to foreign markets, found themselves 
suddenly unable to meet calls upon them". (81) A run on the 
banks broke the large Liverpool house of Charles Caldwell and 
Co. and had extensive repercussions over the whole of the South 
Lancashire industrial region. The import of raw cotton was 
reduced to about half the volume of 1792.

THE IMPORTATION OF FOREIGN GRAIN

With these events fresh in mind, there was no hesitation on 
the part of South Lancashire in apprising the Pitt government 
of the state of affairs in 1795. For its part the government took 
action to stop speculation in grain on the Baltic Exchange,' 62 * 
and the ports were opened for the import of corn.

The seas, however, were no longer open for the free passage 
of shipping. The country was engaged in a war with the re 
volutionary government of France and the effect on trade with 
America and the Baltic can be seen from the record of grain 
imports into Lancaster. In 1793 cargoes totalling 3,020 loads 
of wheat, 599 of flour, 4,459 of oats, 20 of oatmeal, and 2,172 
of barley entered the port. In the corresponding period in 1795 
barely half this amount of grain and meal came in. Of this only

1561 Capel Lofft of Troston, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXTV (1795), pp. 
559-62.

(57 > T. Eccleston, op. cit., pp. 109-11.
1581 W. Greenall, op. cit., pp. 112-14.
(59) W. Halliday, op. cit., p. 114.
1601 C. L. Mordaunt, op. cit., p. 117.
1611 F. E. Hyde in Merseyside, A Scientific Survey, p. 155.
""" W. Halliday, op. cit., p. 114.
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545 loads of wheat and 100 of flour came through from Danzig 
and the Baltic, and none from America, whereas in 1793 a total 
of 1,043 loads of wheat came from Danzig, and 856 loads of 
wheat and 599 of flour from the Baltic.

Shipments from Ireland were also halved and those of oats 
from Scottish ports were reduced by one-third, whilst no barley 
at all was available in 1795. Thus, except for much reduced 
shipments of oats and oatmeal from Scotland and Ireland, 
imports through Lancaster consisted in the main of what wheat 
was available from the Solway Firth and the Eden Valley by 
way of Carlisle. 163 '

ATTEMPTS TO COLLECT AGRICULTURAL STATISTICS

The government were inundated with reports of hardship, of 
forestalling and regrating by speculators, of hoarding and sharp 
practices by millers and farmers. Corn was being used for a 
variety of manufactures and for distilling. No reliable source 
of information was available upon which estimates of stock in 
hand, the expected yield of the harvest and how this compared 
with that of an average year could be based. Arthur Young had 
sent out requests for such information from his correspondents 
early in 1795, (M) and again in October.' 651 The government, 
baffled by the confused situation, decided to collect information 
for itself. Towards the end of October the duke of Portland, 
Secretary of State for Home Affairs, wrote to the lord lieutenant 
of each county166 ' asking for an account "of the produce of the 
late crop" and a comparison with that of 1794 and of grain in 
common years.

Within the counties the request for information was passed 
on to the chairman of the quarter sessions or to the clerks to 
the hundreds, who further delegated the task. Ultimately it 
reached the petty constables and overseers of the poor for each 
township or parish. These made their report and sent the in 
formation back up the line. A summary account was made and 
sent by the clerk of the hundred to the duke of Portland. A 
substantial proportion of these gave little information of real 
use to the government. That of the hundred of Amounderness 
is typical of many. Dated 14 November 1795 and issued from 
the New Court House, Preston, it merely stated that "1794 was 
a very productive year. In 1795, oats, barley, pease and beans

1631 Based on correspondence with the Secretary of State for Home Affairs. 
H.O., 42/36/72 (1795).

I84 > A. Young, Annals of Agriculture, Vol. XXIV (1795), pp. 42-3. 
1661 A. Young, ibid., Vol. XXV, pp. 334-5. 
(66) H.O., 42/36/7.
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J.P.D.

Figure 12.

WHEAT YIELD IN 1795 
Each dot = 100 bushels

were more than an equal crop. Wheat was only half of 1794 
crop or one-third of a 7 years average. Potatoes good and 
abundant". (67)

The information returned by the townships proved in many 
cases to be so diverse in form that the clerk to the hundred 
simply sent the whole bundle to London for wiser heads to deal 
with. Some townships in South Lancashire listed the acreage 
under wheat, barley and oats, the yield per acre and the total 
yield in bushels. Some omitted the acreage, while others quoted

1671 H.O., 42/36/39 (1795).
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J.P.D

Figure 13.

BARLEY YIELD IN 1795 
Each dot = 150 bushels

only the total yield. This in many instances was not given in 
bushels but was described in a variety of local terms as for 
example, thraves, lasts, measures, loads, windles, sheafs and 
hadokes.

In some cases a gloss was provided. Thus at Much Hoole 
wheat was reckoned at two bushels to the thrave and barley at 
one bushel. At Hesketh and Becconsall wheat was at one bushel 
to the thrave and barley J of a bushel. Six sheaves of wheat at 
Croston apparently represented 83 bushels. Acres in Lancashire 
were anything but statute acres, and again we are sometimes
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J.P.D.

Figure 14.

OATS YIELD IN 1795 
Each dot = 150 bushels

advised, as at Welch Whittle, that a perch or pole is 64 square 
yards and oats are Winchester measure.* 68 '

(The difficulties in the way of reducing these returns to order 
are obviously considerable, but with patience it has proved 
possible to convert the various total yields into the common 
form of bushels. From this data distribution maps for wheat, 
oats and barley (Figs. 12, 13 and 14) have been drawn for the 
hundreds for which the information is available: they give some 
indication of the relative productivity of the various parts of

1681 Reports from the Hundred of Leyland, H.O., 42/37/135 (1795).
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the region and provide a picture of South Lancashire at a time 
before the Industrial Revolution, as it affected the spread of 
bricks and mortar, had really got under way. The villages were 
fast becoming industrialised but had not as yet overstepped 
their former limits to any considerable extent).

The government, which had sought the information, could 
make nothing of it. Still lacking knowledge of the true state of 
the stocks and harvest of 1795, it legislated to prevent the use 
of grain for non-essential manufactures, and took executive 
action to encourage the shipping of foreign corn. The latter 
policy was successful to the extent of obtaining 879,000 quarters 
in 1796. (69) The comparative success of the government's efforts 
to import foreign corn and the much improved harvests of 1796 
and 1797 operated to reduce the general state of distress. Public 
confidence returned, and the price of grain returned to less 
spectacular levels. Wheat, which was 43/- a quarter in 1792, 
52/3 in 1794, and 108/- in 1795, fell to 53/9 in 1797.

DEFICIENT HARVESTS AND RISING PRICES, 1798-1800

The war situation, however, tended to deteriorate, and in 
1798 Britain stood alone against the seemingly invincible power 
of French arms. Agriculture suffered a further series of reverses: 
both spring and summer in 1799 were very wet and the harvest 
was poor. 170 ' The autumn was wet at the time of sowing of the 
winter wheat crop and the spring corn of 1800 was damaged by 
the cold, wet conditions of the spring and early summer. The 
harvest of 1800, particularly that of wheat, was virtually a 
complete failure. Once more the tide of complaints began to 
roll in. The government turned in desperation to the bishops, 
with the request that they should obtain information from their 
clergy as to the state of the harvests. The replies were worded 
too generally to be of any use for their purpose, although some 
of the accompanying comments by incumbents is of interest 
for the local historian.

The prices of grain and of foodstuffs generally rose sharply. 
At Bury, wheat rose from 9/- a bushel in 1798 to 14/- in 1799 
and 18/- in 1800. Potatoes, at 1/6 a bushel in 1798, were 3/- in 
1800. Bacon rose from 6^d a Ib. in 1798 to lOd in 1800, and 
cheese from 5-kl to 8d a lb. (71) At Astley, near Leigh, wheat, 
which was 7/6" a bushel in 1798, went to ll/- in 1799 and to 
16/- in 1800. Potatoes rose from 1/6 to 4/- a bushel over the

1691 W. E. Minchinton, Agricultural History Review, Vol. I (1953), p. 35. 
(70) J. Phillip Dodd, op. cit., p. 13. 
"l 'H.O., 42/53/280(1800).
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same period.' 72 ' At Colne flour was 33/- for 240 Ib. in 1798, 60/- 
to 80/- in 1799, and was expected to rise to £6 by the Christmas 
of 1800."31

The number of reports of distress grew rapidly, and at Bury 
the Rev. Robert Porter reported that rice was being used as 
substitute for oatmeal. 1741 At Halsall the Rev. Glover Moore 
wrote on 13 November that "this part of the country has sub 
sisted on foreign wheat and American flour for two or three 
months past. Farmers are unwilling to fix a price or too busy 
to thresh out   wheat is still in their barns." 1751 Another re 
porter, the Rev. R. N. Roughsedge of Liverpool, attacked the 
farmers and dealers who "are acquiring large fortunes, grain is 
sold at price far beyond its real and proper value", (76) while at 
Crosby potatoes were being exported to keep up the price. (77)

The labourers of the St. Helens area were forced to use 
potatoes because they could not afford barley or oats. The Rev. 
W. Finch said that the scarcity and high prices were due to 
badgers and monopolists. In one case a ship had taken potatoes 
to the West Indies in place of ballast. (78) The Rector of Standish, 
the Rev. Richard Perryn, considered that Wigan and district 
would be without grain by Candlemas unless foreign aid was 
received. "This country would have starved without assistance 
of foreign wheat and American flour through a large part of

LOCAL DISAFFECTION

To these reports were added others of arson, and of prepara 
tion for armed insurrection. In some districts the Volunteers 
were embodied, in others it was thought unsafe to do so because 
of disaffection, particularly on the part of the infantrymen. An 
anonymous letter to the duke of Portland, dated 3 November 
and posted from Bolton, threatened that "we the Volunteers 
would not fire on our starving fellow creatures but would shoot 
the officers first. . . . would destroy all the warehouses for 
storing grain if something was not done soon". (80) The general 
position was so confused that the government appear to have 
requested the lords lieutenant and chairman of magistrates 
to submit reports as to the loyalty of the local forces. From 
Blackburn it was reported that the Loyal Association had been 
commended "for alert assembling and uniform good conduct

m> H.O., 42/53/338 (1800). '"> H.O., 42/53/229 (1800). 
(73 > H.O., 42/53/109 (1800). " 8 > H.O., 42/53/111 (1800). 
"4 > H.O., 42/53/280 (1800). " 9 » H.O., 42/53/52 (1800). 
1751 H.O., 42/53/338 (1800). < 80) H.O., 42/52/54 (1800). 
1761 H.O., 42/53/357 (1800).
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whilst under arms". There had been some disorder which they 
had quieted. (81)

A further cause for anxiety was the news that Jacobins, re 
publican agents and members of the London Corresponding 
Society were at work stirring up disaffection and distributing 
arms. The principal agent and/or chief suspect as regards South 
Lancashire was an Irishman by the name of Magee. He had 
been apprehended in September 1799 but had then been 
admitted to bail by order of the duke of Portland, on condition 
that he removed elsewhere. (82) Whether or not Magee obeyed 
this order is not clear but it was learnt that he was back in the 
area in the autumn of 1800.

From Stockport news came in of a plan to disarm the 
Volunteers. Parties, eight or ten strong, were to break into the 
houses of Volunteers at night and seize their weapons, and were 
also to break into houses where ammunition was stored. Meet 
ings were being held in a large field about a mile from the 
town. (83) At Blackburn, a meeting took place on 5 November, 
a significant date, at the Pig and Whistle on Blakeley Moor. 
Some sixty men were present, the windows were covered up and 
the doors closely guarded. During the meeting notice was given 
of a larger gathering on Billinge Hill, to be called for 2 p.m. on 
17 November, of "all such people as were slaving to redress their 
grievances, they should have their pikes, etc. with them". (84)

This was the age of the government-spy and agent provocateur 
and there is little doubt that some of the situations described in 
contemporary correspondence with the Secretary of State were 
wholly or in part engineered by them. The very considerable 
volume of reports of meetings is, however, such as to suggest 
that many, probably most, were independent of such stimula 
tion. The government certainly took the correspondence 
seriously enough. Letters were issued to the lords lieutenant on 
12 November advising them that soldiers were being moved 
immediately to the disaffected areas. One troop of Sixth 
Dragoons was posted to Nantwich, a troop of Third Dragoons 
to Macclesfield, five troops of Fourth Dragoons to Manchester 
and one each to Chester, Liverpool and Wigan. (85)

Locally, a search was instituted for Magee. The adjutant and 
a party of grenadiers from the "volunteers of Stockport" went 
to the house of Magee and, according to Major Holland 
Watson, O.C. Volunteers, evidence of plotting was dis 
co vered. (86) In a letter to the duke of Portland, T. Bayley, the

< 811 H.O., 42/52/413 (1800). (84 > H.O., 42/52/324 (1800).
< 82 ' H.O., 42/52/318 (1800). I86 > H.O., 42/53/269 (1800).
< 83 > H.O., 42/52/297 (1800). ""» H.O., 42/52/297 (1800).
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chief magistrate for the Manchester area, stated that Magee had 
been taken and was held awaiting the duke's further instruc 
tions. He was well dressed and Bayley "had no doubt of his 
being dangerously busy at his old vocation of Sedition". 1871 The 
"plotting" continued, but appears to have been easy to uncover. 
Thus at Bolton le Moor Thomas Banscroft was able to send a 
list of disaffected persons to the Under-Secretary of State as 
follows' 881 : "George Hearmer, schoolmaster, visits the Star and 
Garter, Salford, every night probably the writer of the anony 
mous letters. . . . Same rendezvous is used by George Harmatage 
, . . John Cross, a noted Jacobin, lives in Angel Meadow. 
Manchester, James Turner lives at Britannia Inn, Manchester 
and William Lee at the upper end of Lad Lane". An agent had 
told Banscroft that arms, particularly pikes, were provided in 
the neighbourhood of Birmingham, Sheffield and London. 
"Some dreadful Event was fixed for Xmas or soon after".

The presence of the troops, the firm attitude of the local 
magistrates, and, more effective than either of these, the import 
of grain through Liverpool to relieve the shortage, appear to 
have been successful in preventing any serious outbreak of 
violence. Threats continued, but the hostilities were confined to 
paper, one of the more melodramatic examples being the poster 
found fixed to the toll gate of New Bridge, Manchester, on 
29 November 1800 1 " 91 ; it proclaimed:

"No Peace, No King, to kill Billy Pitt it is no Sin 
Likewise Justice Bayley, and all his Kin. 
Not forgetting Farrington, Leaf, and Milnes, 
When they are hung, We will have our Fills, 
Also Lloyd and Topping too. 
They will go into Hell .like a jovial Crew, 
And the Devil will have his Due, 
But now my Friends, Let us unite 
Against the SWAILERS for to fight 
We will have a big loaf for a Shilling 
Or else the Justices We will be Killing."

(Bayley, Farrington and Leaf were justices; Milnes was the clerk; the 
others were barristers. "Swailers" = engrossers of grain)

Government bounties were paid to importers of maize, 
rice and foreign grain, but by Christmas, despite the influx of 
imported grain, the price of wheat had risen to 137/- a quarter 
and by late spring in 1801 the price had soared to 154/-. The 
government issued further regulations forbidding the use of 
grain in a variety of manufactures, and made recommendations 
as to suitable substitutes for wheat-meal bread. Potatoes were

1371 H.O., 42/52/31(18800). (891 H.O., 42/52/476 (1800). 
1981 H.O., 42/52/365 (1800).
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to be used in place of bread and also as a mix with flour to 
make bread. In South Lancashire, as in other parts of the 
country, the shortage of foodstuffs was in part artificially main 
tained and prices were kept higher than the situation justified. 
As has been previously noted, potatoes were deliberately 
shipped abroad, presumably with the intention of heightening 
local demand for wheat flour, which was not normally consumed 
by the labouring classes in Lancashire, the staple bread being 
"jannock" made with oatmeal, failing which potatoes were 
used."""

The bounties to importers were partly intended to encourage 
private enterprise to bring in foreign foodstuffs, and partly to 
prevent the price of home stocks from soaring by leavening the 
market with cheaper foreign grain. William Fitzherbert Brock- 
holes, a substantial landowner in the north of the county, said 
that this was not happening because importers were taking the 
bounty and then were selling the foreign grain at the same 
price as English. 1911 Another observer stated that the "market 
of flour has to wait for these dealers who consult together to 
fix price for the day. They have people to buy if business is 
backward". (92) The reference here to "dealers" reminds us that 
the direct links between producer and consumer, which seem 
ingly still obtained in c. 1780 were a thing of the past in 1800. 
Whereas it had been customary for the Lancashire housewife 
to buy grain direct from the farmer, and then take it to the 
miller for grinding as and when flour was required, by 1800 she 
had to buy from a retail flour dealer. The farmer sold by sample 
to the factor, who sold to the miller. The latter sold his flour 
to the flourman, who supplied to the retailer.' 93 '

THE 1801 CROP RETURNS

The government, now made desperate by the flood of anony 
mous letters, demands for help, reports of plots and counter 
plots, and accounts of universal shortage coupled with com 
plaints of monopolisation of existing stocks, set in motion a 
third attempt to obtain some concrete statistics on the state of 
the harvest, this time that of 1801. Pre-printed forms upon 
which were to be entered the acreage under wheat, oats, barley, 
potatoes, peas, beans, turnips or rape and rye, and having a 
column for "remarks", were distributed by way of the bishops 
to the incumbent of each parish. These 1801 Crop Returns were 
later filed under dioceses and like the earlier returns vary con-

1901 H.O., 42/53/52 (1800). '« 2 ' H.O., 42/52/338 (1800). 
1911 H.O., 42/53/98 (1800). <»» H.O., 42/53/338 (1800).
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siderably in the amount and value of the information given. 
For a few dioceses coverage is reasonably complete, for some 
the information is complete except for certain blocks of parishes 
as in Shropshire, (MI for one or two areas there are scarcely any 
returns, e.g. Norfolk, Suffolk, Dorset. 195 ' The coverage of the 
diocese of Chester 1961 is rather meagre, particularly as regards 
Lancashire. The returns are available for only some forty 
parishes in the county. These have been abstracted by the 
present author, but although the crop information is fuller, the 
1801 returns do not compare with those of 1795 as a source for 
the student of agrarian history.

For the government the returns provided sufficient evidence 
that the crisis was past and that the harvest of 1801 was excep 
tionally good. Over the next fourteen years there were some 
poor and some locally failed harvests, but for the country as a 
whole the state of agriculture gave no cause for national alarm.

The events chronicled here lack the drama and colour of the 
French Revolutionary War and the succeeding Napoleonic War. 
For that reason they tend to be overlooked but while Fox and 
Burke made their beautiful speeches and Pitt rolled up his map, 
it may be of point to remember that for the common man in 
South Lancashire, the state of the harvest, the decreasing arable, 
and the grain ships hot from the Baltic were perhaps of greater 
local significance.
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