
THE OVERSEAS TRADE OF CHESTER IN 
THE EARLY SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

BY W. B. STEPHENS, M.A., PH.D.

/^HESTER'S long struggle to retain its position as a significant 
V^trading port in the face of the silting of the Dee and the 
competition of Eiverpool has been the subject of some study. 1 
The object of the present paper is not to investigate these 
themes further but to examine the nature, extent and fortunes 
of the city's overseas trade in the years between 1600 and 1640, 
mainly through an examination of fiscal returns in the Ex 
chequer records, with some comment on their relevance to the 
comparative importance of Chester and Liverpool in this 
period.

The Exchequer port books indicate that in these years, 
Chester's main trading contacts by sea, apart from its coastal 
trade, 2 were with Ireland, particularly with Dublin, and to a 
lesser extent with France and Spain. Exports included English 
woollen cloth, coal, hose, hats and other items of clothing, 
tobacco, groceries, miscellaneous manufactured household 
goods and hardware, and re-exported French and Spanish 
goods including linen cloth and canvas, hops, beer, currants, 
spices, alum, soap, sugar, starch, and glassware. Most of these 
commodities were shipped to Ireland, often in Irish craft. To 
France and Spain were despatched, in particular, cereals, and 
tanned and green calfskins. The variety of goods, the numerous 
entries of small quantities, and the fact that sometimes the cus 
toms officials themselves apparently found the details too 
wearisome to enter individually (consequently setting them down 
as 'parcels of wares') render any comprehensive totalling of 
exports and subsequent analysis impossible, and the same is so

1 E.g. T. S. Willan. 'Chester and the Navigation of the Dee, 1600-1750', 
Journal of the North Wales Architectural, Archaeological and Historic Society, 
NS. xxxii pt. i (1938), pp. 64-67; C. N. Parkinson, The Rise of the Port of Liverpool 
(1952). passim; G. M. Haynes-Thomas. 'The Port of Chester', Transactions of the 
Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society, lix (1947), p. 35 ff; T. S. Willan, 
River Navigation in England, 1600-1750 (1936), pp. 18-21.

2 Described in T. S. Willan, The English Coasting Trade, 1600-1750 (1938), 
pp. 180-83.
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of imports. 3 Most importing ships brought Irish goods, such as 
herrings, tallow, linen yarn, rugs, beef, raw wool, sheepskins and 
hides. From France and Spain came not only those goods later 
re-exported to Ireland and detailed above (though many of these 
must have come by land or coastal craft from London and 
elsewhere) but also iron, wool (from Spain only), and wine of 
various kinds. From Scotland came the occasional small bark 
bearing salmon and herrings.

Of all the goods involved in the trade of the port only exports 
of English cloth and imports of wine lend themselves to the 
compilation of 'statistics', and even the records of these com 
modities pose considerable difficulties for such an exercise. 
Used in conjunction with other fiscal material, however, the 
port books can provide some idea of the importance of Chester's 
trade in general and in these goods in particular.

The early years of the century cannot have been good ones 
for Chester's commercial community. Apart from the Spanish 
war, which, it is true, must have affected Chester less than ports 
of the south and south west, normal trade was no doubt ad 
versely affected in the early years of the century by the Irish 
expedition of that time, by the severe attack of plague which 
visited the city in the years 1603-5, * and by the silting of the Dee. 
The long efforts of the later sixteenth century to improve navi 
gation had a setback with the failure of a commission of sewers 
in 1607 to prevent further trouble with the channel. 5

Yet it is clear that the period 1600-1640 as a whole was not 
one of gloom. One of the most significant factors in the survival 
of Chester as a port at this time was evidently the expansion of 
trade which took place parallel with the economic recovery of 
Ireland. This is most easily demonstrated with the cloth trade. 
At the beginning of the century, and indeed until the 1630s, 
Chester's cloth exports were not of any great significance. 6 Yet 
unlike those of most other provincial ports the city's shipments 
of this commodity showed a rise in the period 1600-40, particu 
larly in the last decade. By the 1630s at least, duties on cloth

3 SeeT. W. Moody, The Londonderry Plantation, 1609^1 (1939), p. 347.
4 M. J. Groombridge (ed.), Calendar of Chester City Council Minutes, 1603- 

1642, Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire vol. 106 (1956), p. xxxiv; 
G. Ormerod, History of the County Palatine and City of Chester (2nd edition, 
revised T. Helsby, 1882), pp. 238-9.

6 Groombridge, op. cit. p. xxiv; Parkinson, op. cit. pp. 22, 34-5; Willan, 
J. Chester Arch. Soc. NS. xxxii pt. i, p. 64.

' Based on comparison of totals of cloth exports in all the chief English 
provincial ports, taken from the Public Record Office, Exchequer Port Books and 
other Exchequer records, and intended for publication in Economic History 
Review xxii, No. 2, August 1969.
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accounted for something between a third and a quarter of the 
regular customs duties levied on exports leaving Chester for 
overseas. In 1632 the total customs and subsidy on exports paid 
at Chester was £1,034 and in 1634, £1,999, " (compared with a 
total of only £62 for Liverpool in 1618). 8 The duties on cloth 
amounted to something in the vicinity of £330 in 1632 and about 
£510 in 1634. 9 The fortunes of the city's cloth trade must, there 
fore, have been a significant factor in Chester's commercial 
prosperity at that time.

It is unfortunate that there is not for Chester a series of port 
books spread evenly over the 40 years under consideration. 
Table 1 is an analysis of the port's cloth exports based on such 
port books as exist:

Table 1

MAIN TYPES OF CLOTH EXPORTED FROM CHESTER 1

Type of cloth 1600-1 b 1607 1632 1634 1639

Broadcloth (in short cloths) [52] 232 337 684 637

Other 'old draperies' (in
'notional'short cloths) [76] 132 679 773 495

New draperies (in pieces)
freeze" [283] 71 21 87 210
single bays4 [34] 32 196 357 188
cottons6 [286] 193 139 321 489
says   19 59 48 44
serge   14 8 34 42
perpetuanas   71 10   31
fustians   124 95 92 1497

»PRO Exchequer Port Books, E190/1327/28; 1329/9; 1334/14; 1335/1; 
1336/3.

b Actual totals were for the half year Michaelmas 1600 to Easter 1601: here 
they are doubled.

c Yards converted to pieces at 20 yds per piece.
" Pounds and yards converted to pieces at 1 Ib per yard and 30 Ibs per piece.
e Goads converted to pieces at 3 pieces per hundred goads.

These figures indicate that shippings of traditional broadcloth, 
which in Chester's case was represented largely by Kentish and

' PRO Port Books, E190/1334/14; 1335/1.
8 PRO Exchequer Customs Accounts, E122/31/43.
8 Not actual figures. Obtained by totalling amounts of cloth and estimating 

duties which would have been levied according to the Book of Rates of 1604 
(PRO E122/173/3). Duties actually levied would have been calculated according 
to the Book of Rates of 1610, copy The Rates of Merchandizes, (London ? 1611) 
in Goldsmiths' Library of Economic Literature, University of London and BM 
513a. 38 but the rates for cloth were virtually identical in the two books.
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north country short and long cloths, were in 1634 nearly three 
times those of 1607, while the export of other 'old draperies' 
 in particular Bridgwaters, Devon dozens, kersies of various 
kinds, northern dozens and plains, pennistones, and straits  
(expressed in the table as 'notional' shortcloths according to the 
scales of the customs officials) probably expanded to an even 
greater extent. Any very exact comparison of the exports of new 
draperies between year and year is more difficult since they 
cannot, like the old draperies, be converted into 'notional' 
shortcloths. Use of the official valuations placed on these cloths 
according to the Book of Rates of 1604 can, however, give some 
indication of their relative importance. Thus, for example, the 
official value of the new draperies listed in Table 1 for 1607 was 
£740 and for 1634, £1,436. There seems little doubt that the 
level of cloth exports was considerably higher in the 1630s than 
early in James I's reign, even accepting the figures for 1600-1 to 
be doubtful in their compilation and anyway still affected by 
the Spanish war and the disruption of Ireland. Unfortunately, 
no port book is available between 1607 and 1632. 10

Some idea of the state of the cloth trade in the 1620s as com 
pared with the 1630s can, however, be obtained from the return 
of the pretermitted customs. The yield of these duties is less 
easy to interpret than the ordinary customs and subsidy returns. 
Levied between 1618 and 1639, but amended in 1620, they were 
in theory intended to bring the duties already paid on cloth up 
to the rate of 2d. per pound weight of wool clothed. 11 Not all 
types of cloth paid the duty and for those that did the amount of 
the tax varied according to the adjustment necessary. The com 
parison of one year with another is, therefore, liable to dis 
tortion if either the types of cloth shipped from a port changed 
radically over the period, of if exempt cloths formed a large or a 
changing proportion of the exports. The bulk of Chester's cloth 
exports both in the early years of the century and late, appear, 
however, to have been broadcloth and other old draperies. In 
1607, for example, duty on old draperies according to the 1604 
Book of Rates would have been £121 and on new draperies £35; 
for 1632 the figures are £282 and £48 respectively, and for 1634 
£438 and £73. Only in 1639 is there an indication of a consider-

10 The book for 1614 exists (PRO E190/1330/2) but is 'unfit for production'. 
It was, however, seen by Professor A. Friis and the partial totals provided by her, 
102| notional short cloths in straits and kerseys: Alderman Cockayne's Project 
and the Cloth Trade (1927) p. 68, suggest that cloth exports may have been lower 
then than in 1607.

11 Friis, op. cit. pp. 218 ff; F. C. Dietz, English Public Finance 1558-1641 (1932) 
p. 373; PRO State Papers Domestic, SP 14/118/100.
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able expansion of new to old draperies, the figures for that year 
being £330 (old draperies) and £159 (new draperies). Since all 
the old draperies paid pretermitted customs and even of the new 
only freeze, serge, and perpetuanas of Chester's chief cloth 
exports did not, we may guardedly assume that the pretermitted 
returns for the port (provided in Table 2) may safely be com 
pared one year with another to give some indication of trade 
trends in cloth exports for the years 1620-1639.

Table 2
PRETERMITTED CUSTOMS COLLECTED IN THE HEADPORT OF CHESTER AND ITS MEMBERS

1620-1639"

Amounts to nearest £ 
Duty Year Duty

1620 [115]" 1630 104
1621 99 1631 144
1622 108 1632 ?
1623 102 1633 232
1624 123 1634 282
1625 93 1635 277
1626 138 1636 206
1627 144 1637 311
1628 109 1638 322
1629 90 1639 257

a PRO Exchequer Declared Accounts (Pipe Office), E351/779-794; Exchequer 
Customs Accounts, El22/198/7.

b Actual total is for 303 days; the figure here has been adjusted to give an 
annual average. Other years are from Christmas to Christmas; e.g. the figure here 
for 1621 is for the period Christmas 1620 to Christmas 1621.

There remains one difficulty to be resolved with regard to the 
pretermitted duties. Unlike the port book figures, the returns of 
these extra duties are for the port of Chester including its mem 
ber ports. Table 3, however, provides a breakdown of the 
figures for certain years and indicates that in the field of cloth 
exports even Liverpool of the members was not sufficiently 
significant to affect the relevance of the returns to the trade of 
Chester alone. Caernarvon, Beaumaris, Conway, and Lancaster, 
all members of the port of Chester, exported no cloth liable to 
this duty in these years, and the insignificance of Liverpool in 
this trade is indicated not only by figures in the table, but also by 
an examination of the Liverpool port books. 12

Taking the figures in Tables 1 and 2 together it seems likely 
that if Chester's cloth trade was at a low ebb in the first decade 
or so of the century, it probably improved during the 1620s and 
certainly expanded considerably in the 1630s, particularly from

12 I examined the Liverpool port books in an investigation of the cloth trade 
of all the provincial ports and found the amounts of cloth exported from Liver 
pool too insignificant to be worthwhile noting.
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Table 3
PRETERMTTTED CUSTOMS COLLECTED IN THE PORT OF CHESTER AND ITS MEMBERS IN 

VARIOUS YEARS, 1622-1639*

Chester
Liverpool
Poulton

Total 106" 232 282 277 311 322 257

a PRO Exchequer Customs Accounts, E122/198/7; 211/1; 211/6. Amounts to 
nearest £: this results in slight discrepancies in the totals. 

b Disagrees somewhat, but not radically, with the total given in Table 2.

about 1632. The modest nature of the trade and its connection 
with Ireland (which seems to have increased its cloth imports in 
these years)13 rather than with France and southern Europe, 
undoubtedly enabled Chester to avoid the worst disasters of the 
middle and later 1620s which particularly affected most of the 
other provincial ports. The fluctuations of Chester's cloth trade 
in such years as 1621, 1625 and 1628-9 do not bear comparison 
with the extreme slump which other provincial ports suffered. 
Some of these had not recovered by the outbreak of the Civil 
War. Indeed the 1630s were bleak years for some ports pre 
viously significant for their cloth exports. Southampton, for 
example, paid in such years for which records exist in the 
second decade of the century over £1,000 per year in cloth 
duties, but in 1637 only £165 and in 1638 just over £200. 14 
Dartmouth, Plymouth, Ipswich, Sandwich, and to a lesser 
extent even Bristol experienced a similar decline. 15 Seen against 
such a background, Chester's modest expansion of cloth exports 
was a remarkable one.

How far this growth in the cloth trade reflected the port's 
general overseas export trade is difficult to estimate. Tables 4 
and 5 record the official value of those exports which paid the 
new impositions (first levied in 1608, and amended in 1610 and 
1635) from 1611 to 1640 at Chester and its member ports. For 
the year 1611-1635 (Table 4) the only exports liable to the duty, 
however, were bays, lead, tin and pewter. Of these we have 
already (Table 1) noted an increase in the export of bays. There 
is evidence, too, that lead mining at Chester was promoted more 
energetically from 1628 and it is probable that Derbyshire lead 
also found its way out of Chester. 16

13 G. O'Brien, The Economic History of Ireland in the 17th Century (1919), p. 64. 
11 Based on PRO E190/820/9; 821/2; 824/2; 824/8; E122/211/1. 
15 Based on detailed analysis of the port books for these ports and other 

records. 
l« Acts Privy Council, 1628-9, p. 124.
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Table 4

VALUES OF GOODS PAYING NEW IMPOSITIONS AT CHESTER AND ITS MEMBER PORTS
1611-35"

Amounts to nearest £b
Imports Exports Total

1611 416 147 564
1612 379 152 531
1613 267 773 1040
1614 276 615 891
1615 200 297 497
1616 229 638 867
1617 353 823 1175
1618 358 1364 1722
1619 294 956 1250
1620 422 1492 1914
1621 414 864 1278
1622 408 1945 2354
1623 300 3227 3527
1624 458 4364 4822
1625 630 2202 2832
1626 327 2520 2846
1627 404 1808 2212
1628 514 422 936
1629 601 2091 2692
1630 504 948 1452
1631 493 1240 1733
1632 483 1305 1788
1633 570 1424 1994
1634 ' 529 2757 3286
1635 832 2546 3378

a PRO Exchequer Declared Accounts (Pipe Office), E351/797-821. Levied 
according to letters patent of 8 James I.

b This results in some apparent discrepancies in the 'total' column.

The export figures in Table 4 thus have only a limited value, 
but they do indicate that in the few commodities involved there 
was a slow and erratic expansion in the second decade of the 
century, good trade in the early 1620s with a dramatic fall in 
1628 (as with many other provincial ports), a gradual rise again 
in the early 1630s, with a considerable increase in 1634 and 1635. 
Since cloth exports had much the same fortunes it seems likely 
that the general export trade of the port followed more or less 
the same trend.

Figures in Table 5 are not strictly comparable with those in 
Table 4, since in 1635 the basis of the tax was altered, rates on 
most goods being doubled and extra commodities being made 
liable for the duty. 17 They do suggest, however, a continued 
expansion in exports until the political troubles of 1640 again 
affected Ireland.

1 Dietz, op. at. p. 269.
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Table 5
VALUES OF GOODS PAYING NEW IMPOSITIONS AT CHESTER AND ITS MEMBER PORTS,

1636-40"

Amounts to nearest £b 
Imports Exports Total

1636 7454 4382 11837
1637 8855 7842 16697
1638 6311 10393 16704
1639 7914 9138 17052
1640 9411 5902 15313

a PRO Exchequer Declared Accounts (Pipe Office), E351/822-826. Levied 
according to the Book of Rates of 1635.

b This results in some apparent discrepancies in the 'total' column.

It is true that the figures for both before and after 1635 
(Tables 4 and 5) include the trade of Chester's member ports as 
well as Chester itself. A breakdown of duties actually paid (as 
opposed to the valuations which make up Tables 4 and 5) is, 
however, available for the years 1634, 1635, 1637, 1638 and 
1639. This reveals that the duties paid on exports fell almost 
exclusively on exports from Chester, and that Liverpool, the 
most important rival, paid very little indeed. In 1634, for 
example, the duties on exports were shared as follows: Chester 
£120, Liverpool £18, all other members, nil. In 1638 the figures 
were £351 for Chester, £29 for Liverpool, and £17 for Lan 
caster. 18 The returns for the other three years mentioned bear 
similar testimony to Chester's importance, and the insignificance 
of Liverpool and other members in respect to exports. The trade 
of Chester was, nevertheless, very modest in comparison with 
that of other headports and their members. Plymouth and the 
Cornish ports, for example, paid £798 in new impositions on 
exports in 1631, some 13 times as much as Chester and its 
members. Bristol, which had no member ports, paid £424. 19

Any quantitative survey of Chester's import trade in this 
period is also difficult. Such figures as are available suggest a 
similar moderate expansion parallel with Irish recovery20 as has 
been found probable for exports. In 1616 trade at Chester was 
said to be 'much decayed' with 'not now above two barques or 
vessels for navigation, and those not above 40 tons apiece'. 21 
This must be viewed, however, like other protestations of 
poverty at the time, with some scepticism. Much of Chester's

18 PRO E122/198/7.
19 Ibid.

20 Cf. Moody, op. cit. p. 350.
21 APC, 1615-16, p. 654.



OVERSEAS TRADE OF CHESTER 31

trade, though in the hands of Chester merchants, was carried in 
Irish vessels. 22 Nevertheless, the deliberate sponsoring of in 
creased production of Irish wool and the designation in the same 
year of Chester and Liverpool as two of the six English ports to 
be the sole entries for the wool into England23 perhaps helped to 
boost imports at Chester.

Table 4 gives the values of goods paying the new impositions 
on imports at Chester and its members, 1611-35. These do not 
compare with the values of imported goods at the greater out- 
ports: in 1611, for example, Exeter and its members paid duty 
on goods valued at £25,218 against Chester's £416; Bristol paid 
on goods valued at £11,150; values of liable imports at Poole 
(i.e. largely Lyme Regis and Weymouth) were £19,532; and at 
Southampton, £14,589 but these ports, of course, dealt 
extensively in the goods of southern Europe on which the duties 
fell heavily. Some of Chester's significant imports from Ireland 
 such as butter, cheese, tallow, hides, and yarn were exempt 
from the impositions. French and sweet wines were also 
exempt. 24

In 1621 Chester was complaining that trade in Irish yarn had 
been diverted from its own port to Liverpool because lower 
duties were being charged at the rival port by the customs 
farmers. 25 At the same time it was alleged that Chester's former 
import of 300 tons of Spanish iron a year had dwindled to about 
60 tons because of increased English production. 26

Such random information makes it clear that the new im 
positions returns have a limited use since they represent only a 
part of Chester's import trade. All that can tentatively be 
deduced from them is that there was perhaps a decline in the 
years 1612-16, a gradual rise from 1617 to the mid 1620s, and a 
level of trade in the early 1630s generally higher than ever, in 
the goods liable for these duties, and that this may reflect the 
port's import trade generally. The import figures in Table 5 
are even more difficult to interpret but, except for 1638, again 
suggest a rise. The fact that subsidy on all imports into Chester 
alone rose from £202 in 1632 to £309 in 1634, 27 provides a scrap 
of supporting evidence for an expanding import trade. It seems 
likely, however, that unlike the export trade, Liverpool was at

22 Clear from the Exchequer port books.
23 APC, 1616-17, p. 211.
24 Book of Rates of 1610, Rates of Merchandizes (? 1611).
25 BM. Margrave MS 321 f40.
26 Ibid.

" PRO E190/1334/14; 1335/1.
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least sharing in the growth of imports. It is not possible for 
most years to break down the new impositions figures for the 
different member ports of the port of Chester. For some years 
in the later 1630s, however, separate figures are available 
(Table 6).

Table 6
NEW IMPOSITIONS DUTY PAID ON IMPORTS*

Amounts to nearest £

Chester Liverpool
1636 135 232
1637 258 154
1638 290 181
1639 201 180

» PRO Exchequer Customs Accounts, E122/198/7.

It would appear, therefore, that in the field of imports (or 
anyway those liable for these duties) Liverpool approached 
Chester in importance. For how long this had been so it is 
difficult to say, but in 1618 the subsidy paid on all imports at 
Liverpool amounted to £29428 this compares with £309 for 
Chester in 1634 at a time of good trade. 29

Table 7 provides totals of wine imports by indigenous 
merchants 30 into Chester and its members. It appears to reflect 
not only again the general pattern of increased trade in Chester 
in the 1630s over previous decades, (though a fall-off with the 
political troubles of 1640 and 1641 is also evident) but also the 
importance of Liverpool in the import trade. Because wine did 
not carry well by land it was, of course, more likely than other 
goods to be taken by water as close as possible to its retailers. 
In 1636 the import of 517 tons was made up of 276 tons at 
Chester and 241 at Liverpool. 31 In the following year, wine 
imports in the whole port of Chester were shared as follows: 32

Chester 526 tons 
Liverpool 232 tons 
Beaumaris 3 tons 
Poulton 11 tons

28 PRO El22/31/43.
29 PRO El 90/1335/1.
30 Little trade appears to have been in the hands of foreign merchants. In most 

years the returns of new impositions on aliens recorded nil for Chester; the 
highest amount was £9 Is. lOd. (1621-2) and all other years returned less than 4s. 
This compares with (for 1621-2) £68 for Southampton, £67 for Ipswich, £23 for 
Hull, to quote returns for only a few other ports: PRO Exchequer Declared 
Accounts (Pipe Office), E351/765-777. Large wine and other imports by 'stran 
gers' in 1612 was evidently unusual: Groombridge, op. cit. p. 59.

31 PRO E122/198/7.
32 Ibid. 212/19.
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Trade was largely in French wine, but although not insig 
nificant, the quantities imported did not compare in size with 
those imported at some other provincial ports. In 1638, for 
example, when Chester and Liverpool together imported 517 
tons, over 3,000 tons were brought into Dover, over 1,500 tons 
into Bristol, over 1,400 tons into Hull, and over 1,000 tons into 
Southampton. Together, however, Chester and Liverpool did 
import more wine than such otherwise important ports as 
Newcastle (400 tons), Ipswich and Colchester (449 tons), 
Plymouth and its members (414 tons), and Exeter and its mem 
bers (376). 33

Table 7
IMPORTS OF WINE INTO CHESTER AND ITS MEMBER PORTS*

To nearest ton 
Spanish French Total

1622" [100] [145] [244]
1623 7 380 386
1624   325 325
1636 C   [564] [564]
1637 97 709 806
1638 104 949 1053
1639   772 772
1640   456 456
1641 ? ? 334

a PRO Exchequer Declared Accounts (Pipe Office), E351/902-4 (1622-4); 
E351/905-10 and Exchequer Custom Accounts, E122/198/7 (1636-41).

b Actual figures are for 30 Jan. to 29 Sept. (517 tons). Here they are adjusted to 
an annual average.

c Actual figures are for 1 Nov. to 29 Sept. Here they are adjusted to an annual 
average.

All the evidence suggests that while Chester was certainly still 
more important than Liverpool in overseas trade at this time, 
it was in exports that it stood head and shoulders above its 
rival, which had virtually no cloth trade. In imports Liverpool 
evidently approached Chester in importance. The picture 
suggested by other evidence, of a declining Chester already being 
overtaken by Liverpool, is a distortion.

Chester's lamentations of 1616,34 and a similar cri de coeur by 
the Mayor in 1619 that Caernarvon and Beaumaris of its 
member ports had but one ship and Chester none, 'trading only 
in small barks', 35 may be dismissed as exaggerated or at least 
deliberately misleading. But that a return of shipping in 1618

 "Ibid. 198/7.
84 See above p. 30.
35 Parkinson, op. cit. p. 36.
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noted for Chester 15 vessels (383 tons) and for Liverpool 24 
vessels (462 tons), that a similar return for 1626 gave 36 ships 
for Liverpool and but 9 for Chester, and that Chester and 
Liverpool were rated for ship money at £26 and £25 respectively 
in 1636 seem more difficult to reconcile. 36 There may be several 
explanations. Shipping returns are dubious evidence on which 
to compare the commercial importance of different ports: their 
basis is usually not clear. They may record only shipping in the 
harbour at a particular date; they may record only shipping 
owned in the port. Much of the local trade with Ireland was 
carried on in very small craft and many of them were Irish 
owned and manned. Chester's 15 vessels in 1618, averaging 
25 tons each, and Liverpool's 24 averaging only 19 tons, can 
have formed only a small porportion of the shipping involved.

It is true also that figures of overseas trade (including in this 
case the Irish trade) are not the only criteria of a port's signi 
ficance. They did not embrace coastal traffic, which paid no 
duties, and they did not include much of the fishing industry, for 
most fish were exempt from customs duties. Nor is passenger 
traffic covered: and Camden noted in 1590 that Liverpool 
provided 'the most frequented passage to Ireland.' A difference 
between a picture drawn from fiscal sources and one based on 
other evidence, is therefore, hardly surprising.

Taking all the evidence together, however, the north west 
appears to have had two ports of second-class importance, with 
Chester specialising in the cloth trade and Liverpool being 
engaged mainly in the import trade. Their foreign trade was 
tiny compared with that of such provincial ports as Hull, 
Newcastle, Bristol, Exeter or even Weymouth and Lyme Regis.

1 Ibid. pp. 37, 39, 42.


