CHESHIRE CHEESE: FARMING IN THE NORTH-
WEST IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH
CENTURIES

(.. Foster

The principal cheese eaten in London in the late
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was Cheshire. It gave
its name to many eating places. In 1678 Samuel Pepys is
recorded as visiting the Cheshire Cheese (probably the one
in Crutched Friars near his house beside the Tower of
London) and legend has it that Dr Johnson and Oliver
Goldsmith often dined together in the Cheshire Cheese
Tavern in Wine Office Court, now 145 Fleet Street.! This
essay describes how Cheshire cheese captured a large share
of the London market in the decades after the first shipload
arrived in 1650. This success brought about major changes
in the system of agriculture in the North-West, in the type
of tenancy agreements, and in the number of farming
people.

The place of dairy farming in Cheshire agriculture changed
rapidly after 1650 with the development of a London market,
and the reactions of landowners and farmers to this change
are illustrated by examples of what occurred in the four
townships which formed the core of the Warburton family’s

I Robert Hooke's diary, ed. H. W. Robinson (1935), entry for Sept. 1678; W.
Thornbury, Old and New London (1873), 1, pp. 119-122.
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Cheshire Cheese

estate based on Arley Hall (Figure 1).2 From a description of
the organisation of the cheese trade, the analysis moves to the
productivity gains and profits made on some large farms and
the implications of these changes for the social and economic
development of the whole region.

II

The place of cheese in Cheshire farming before 1650 is well
instanced by the Arley estate. In the late sixteenth century it
extended over some 12,000 acres. For the fifty years from
1575-1626 it was owned by Peter Warburton, who lived in
Arley Hall and farmed 500-700 acres of demesne land
around it. In his inventory more than seventy beds are listed
but the number of people resident in the Hall was probably
usually about half this number. He had thirty-five cows at
Arley but the cheese in his inventory on 1 August 1626 was
valued at less than /10, as follows.?

12 cream cheese of this year’s making
[this 1s 30d. each: if they were valued at 3d. a Ib. they would
have been 10-lb. cheeses]

25 last year’s ‘new milk’ cheese
[20d. each]

35 this year’s ‘new milk’ cheese

[24d. each: ‘new milk’ meant made of full, unskimmed milk.

This was the standard Cheshire cheese of later centuries.

If they were valued at 24. a Ib. these were 10-1b. and 12-1b. cheeses]

80 Flett milk cheese
[These were skim milk cheese at 84. each. If valued at 1d. a 1b,,
these were 8-1b. cheeses]

Total

2 C. Foster, ‘Four Cheshire townships’, TH.S.L.C., CXLI (1992),
pp. 101-205, has maps and extensive information on these townships.
All inventories are in the Cheshire R.O., wills, supra, identified by
name and date.
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If my suggested valuations are in the right neighbourhood
there were:

Cream cheeses 120 1b.
Old full milk cheeses 250 1b.
New full milk cheeses 420 1b.
Skim milk cheeses 640 1b.
1,430 Ib. = 12 cwt. approx.

This amount of cheese would represent the annual output of
about six cows, so it is clear that cheese production was not the
major aim of Mr Warburton’s dairy. It seems more likely that
this represents the surplus milk produced in the best summer
months by a herd whose main purpose was to supply milk,
butter and meat to the Hall. The skim milk cheese would have
been eaten by the lower servants while the family, their guests
and the upper servants ate the better qualities. The consumption
of cheese averaged about 40 1b. a head per annum.

That no other farmers in the four townships were
concentrating on cheese production is reasonably clear from a
study of the twenty-four surviving inventories of farmers who
kept cows and died between 1588 and 1649, examples of which
are itemised in Appendix 9 (Ashton and Goulden). In no instance
is the amount of butter and cheese valued at significantly more
than one might expect to be consumed by the household. The
main cash crops were corn, meat and hemp or flax. Nevertheless
some surplus cheese was undoubtedly made and put on sale at
markets and fairs for the benefit of townspeople who did not keep
their own cattle. In the sixteenth century, Camden tells us,
Cheshire cheeses were ‘more agreeable and better relish’d than
those of any other parts of the Kingdom’.* This reputation was
probably based not only on travellers’ tales but on the gentry
taking or sending cheeses to London.> One of the rare references
to trade in cheese to London is to a merchant who encouraged
his apprentice to start trading on his own account by dealing with

4 W. Camden, Britain, trans. P. Holland (1610).

5 For example, cheeses sent in 1669 as presents to gentlemen in London
who had helped Chester corporation (Chester City R.O., Mayors’ files,
MF/87/38).
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chapmen who had brought goods from the North. He bought
woollen stockings and some Cheshire cheeses from one man.¢
This example may well be typical because all the textiles that
were brought from the North-West to London came by land
carriage. They were high value articles (often worth more than
£50 a ton) so they could bear the high tmnspmt cost of £5 to
£10 a ton.” If a carrier had only three quarters of a load for his
cart he might sensibly have made up a full load by buying a few
cheeses (at about £20 a ton). Port Books for the years before
1650 reveal very little cheese travelling to London l)\ ship.® This
makes it unh}xel\ that any considerable amount of cheese went to
London by land as sea ﬁmght was so much cheaper—only about
/£ 1 a ton—than land carriage.?

111

A harbinger of change was the arrival in London of the James of
London, Robert Mills master, with 20 tons of cheese on
21 October 1650.9 The reasons that persuaded William
Seaman, a London merchant of a Cheshire family, to finance
the voyage must be sought in Suffolk. That county had supplied
most of London’s butter and cheese from the sixteenth century
and shipped them from such ports as Woodbridge and
Aldeburgh. In the late 1640s this area was affected h\ cattle
disease and floods. The effect of these disasters can be seen in
the doubling of the price of Suffolk cheese bought by the Navy
in London.!! As a consequence London began to buy “full milk’
cheeses from Cheshire and from the North and West of

6 PR.O., Star Chamber Proceedings, STAC. 8/266/24.
T. S. Willan, The inland trade (1976), pp. 9-11.
T. S. Willan, The English coasting trade 1660-1750 (1936), pp. 84-87,

shows 8 cwt. of cheese sent from Chester to London in 1623,

9 There are no other readable Chester coastal port books before
1664. There are no ships from Chester or Liverpool in the extant
London books for 1649 or 1651, nor ships to London in the extant
books for 1637 and 1641. There is much mn Appendix | that is not
in Willan.

10 PR.O., E 190/45/6, London coastal for 1650.
11 W. Beveridge, Prices and wages in England (1939), p. 512.
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6 C. Foster

England. Suffolk had originally also produced full milk cheese
but as the London demand for butter increased in the early
seventeenth century, farmers had taken to skimming some of the
cream off the milk for butter before they made cheese.'? This
practice slowly increased and so reduced the average quality of
their cheese that by the 1660s even servants complained about
being asked to eat it.!* London cheesemongers evidently had
doubts whether Cheshire cheese as a better quality product at a
higher price would sell successfully, but from 1652 it was
apparently shipped most years as appears from the records of St
Bartholomew’s Hospital, Sandwich, Kent, near the mouth of the
Thames estuary. Between 1652 and 1665 surviving prices from
the hospital indicate a Cheshire premium of more than one
penny per lIb. over Suffolk cheese.!*

The first survivor of a series of Port Books for Chester at this
period shows that no less than 364 tons of cheese was sent to
London in 1664. Londoners had evidently decided that the
superior taste of Cheshire cheese was worth the higher price. Pepys
was apparently typical when in 1660 ‘Hawley brought a piece of
his Cheshire cheese, and we were merry with it".!> Throughout the
Restoration period sales increased in London. The evidence from
the Port Books in Appendix 1 shows that 1,000 tons a year was
being sent from the North-West in the middle 1670s and that this
rose to nearly 2,000 tons in the 1680s. In 1689 the long war with
France began and French privateers were so active that the
seaborne trade in cheese dwindled and ceased altogether about
1700. In this period cheese went to London by land carriage. This
increased the price by £5 to £8 a ton and seems to have slowly
reduced demand (see Appendix 2 Table A and note). In the 1650s
and 1660s all the ships were despatched from the port of Chester,
but about 1670 a new wharf and a special warehouse to receive the
cheese were built on the Warburtons’ manor of Sutton Weaver, just
beside Frodsham bridge (Figure 2).'6 This was on the Mersey

12 Robert Reyce, Breviary of Suffolk, ed. F. Hervey (1902), pp. 39-42.

13 Samuel Pepys’s Diary, ed. R. C. Latham & W. Mathews, II, (1970), p. 191.

14 Beveridge, Wages and prices, pp. 238-239.

15 Pepys’s Diary, 1, p. 6.

16 J.R.U.L.M., Warburton Muniments [hereafter WM], boxes 4 & 5
contain leases referring to the new wharf area; the 1753 map of Sutton
Weaver is at Arley Hall.
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8 C. Foster

estuary and so within the port of Liverpool. Its trade built up
rapidly and in 1679 more than 1,000 tons was shipped to London,
making Liverpool at least as important a port in the cheese trade as
Chester. The cheese shipped from Chester came not only from
Cheshire but also from Flint, Denbigh, Montgomery and
Shropshire. It was warchoused in Chester and then carried down
in lighters to the cheese ships anchored at Parkgate or Dawpool.!”
The wharf and warehouse by Frodsham bridge served central
Cheshire and the borders of Shropshire and Staffordshire. Farmers
in the south-west of Cheshire and Staffordshire could also put their
cheese on the Trent. Cheese produced in Derbyshire, mostly in the
valleys of the Dove and Derwent, was also shipped on the Trent. In
the eighteenth century there was a warehouse at Wilden Ferry,
between Derby and Nottingham, where it was loaded on barges
and taken to Gainsborough and Hull for shipment to London.'®
The Frodsham bridge warehouse was probably also used for the
cheese of south Lancashire and north Cheshire. The Mersey was
cleared of obstructions and the Bank Quay was built at Warrington
in the mid-1690s so that when seaborne trade resumed after the
war in 1713 this cheese was warehoused at Bank Quay.!? Probably
only cheese from the Ormskirk area was warehoused in Liverpool
itself.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries cheese from all
these areas was known as Cheshire cheese. This seems to have
become the brand name on the London market partly
because it was already a famous name and partly because
during the first twenty years 1650-1670 in which this cheese
was sent to London it was all shipped from Chester. With the
end of the long war with Louis XIV in 1713 the cheese ships
started to sail again. At least 2,600 tons a year was shipped
from the North-West to London in 1717 and 1718. Due to
changes in the methods of the Customs and Excise, the Port
Books were no longer so carefully kept after 1700 and their

17  Goldsmith’s Library, London, University of London broadsides
collection, IV, no. 344, and G. Place, The rise and fall of Parkgate
(C.S. 3rd series, xxxviii, 1994), p. 202.

18 Adrian Henstock, ‘Cheese manufacture and marketing in Derbyshire
and north Staffordshire, 1670-1870°, Derb. Arch. Jnl, LXXXIX (1969),
pp- 32-46.

19 WM, box 32, folder 7B, Ann Taylor’s evidence.
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quality declined steadily in the eighteenth century so that such
figures as do survive cannot be relied on to be a complete
record.”’ The only figures that seem reliable are provided by
William Maitland, who tells us that 5,766 tons of Cheshire
cheese were shipped into London in 1729.2! This shows that
the market had more than doubled in size since the 1680s.
The continued expansion of London’s population in the
eighteenth century makes it likely that it went on growing
until at least 1770. From 1739 the Navy bought Cheshire
rather than Suffolk cheese. In some war years they bought as
much as 1,800 tons which was mostly delivered in London.

After 1750 the rise in the industrial population in the
Mersey basin is likely to have diverted substantial quantities of
cheese to the local market and particularly that produced in
south Lancashire. At the same time the increased demand for
fresh milk and butter and fresh vegetables for this new
population will have reduced the amount of land near the
expanding towns available for cheese production. It is likely
therefore that south Lancashire ceased to be a significant
supplier to London in the last quarter of the eighteenth
century.??

The development of the canal system after 1770 allowed
new areas to supply cheese economically to London. It also
gave Cheshire cheese access to new markets in growing
industrial centres like the Potteries and Birmingham, so the
whole picture becomes too confused for numerical analysis by
the end of the eighteenth century.

20 E. E. Hoow, The organisation of the English customs system, 1696-1786
(reprinted Newton Abbott, 1968, with an introduction by R. C. Jarvis),
Pp. Xxi-Xxlii.

21 W. Maidand, History of London (1756), pp. 758-759. Willan, English
coasting trade, pp. 84-87 discusses Maitland’s figures for butter and
cheese, and the port books. Willan was not aware of the cocket ledger
so did not know that the port books fail to show a considerable number
of the voyages that appear in the cocket ledger. He was also not aware
of my Appendix 5 note 2 which gives reasons for believing that the
cocket ledger is an understatement, and he had not seen the figures in
my Appendix 7 for the cheese passing through the Frodsham
warehouse.

22 John Holt, A general view of the agriculture of the county of Lancaster (1795),
p. 149.
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IV

To respond to increased demand for cheese, farmers needed
more cows. In the seventeenth century a cow probably
produced about 2 cwt. (240 Ib. = 109 kg.) of cheese a year
(below), so 1,000 tons of cheese represented the output of
around 10,000 cows. Dairy herds in the North-West therefore
must have been increased by some 20,000 cows between 1650
and 1688. To try to understand how this was done, I am going
to look first at the evidence of a representative selection of
probate inventories (Appendix 9) from the four core townships
in the Arley estate. Thomas Knowles of Crowley was a farmer
who had not, so far as his inventory suggests, changed his ways.
Like the two Crowley farmers we looked at earlier, he was
growing corn, hemp and flax for sale. He only had enough
butter and cheese for his family’s use through the winter.
Perhaps John Nixon of Crowley is the first serious cheese
producer in the four townships for whom an inventory survives.
This shows a large stock of cheese—probably more than a
ton—and a good stock of hay to feed his cattle through the
winter. He was only growing enough corn for his family and
hemp and flax have dwindled to insignificance. It is not clear
which of two or three large farms in Crowley at this period was
John Nixon’s because he was, I think, a tenant and not, like the
other farmers whose inventories we have examined, an owner.
His status is interesting because dairy farming to produce
cheese for the London market was different from traditional
farming. It required unremitting attention to the health and
well-being of the cows, combined with skill and care in making
the cheese. Tenants with limited capital for whom cheese was a
career were apparently more willing to devote themselves to it
than richer families, and Nixon is an early example. By
contrast, the inventory of Edward Savage of Crowley shows
that some small freeholders had not changed from old style
subsistence farming by 1670.2% Ralph Vernon of Aston farmed
on a much larger scale. There was nowhere in Aston-by-

23 Note that Savage’s inventory did not list a horse or a plough and
totalled only £14 3s. 4d.
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Budworth where such a huge herd could have been kept except
on the Arley demesne. So this inventory is evidence that, as
early as 1672, the major gentry like Sir George Warburton, Bt,
were letting the demesne land round their houses as dairy farms
while they continued living in the house.

This was a significant break with the tradition of employing
servants to farm the demesne to support a large establishment
in the Hall. Notice that the four tons of cheese, which
probably represents the whole of the previous summer’s
output from his forty-nine cows, was still on the farm in
February, because Cheshire cheese needed to mature and
harden before it would travel. The Knowleses, father and son,
illustrate how dairy farming changed in a generation. Their
inventories show how a medium-sized farm was converted to
produce cheese for the market in the 1660s or 1670s. But
inventories seem to have survived only for the richer members
of society, for perhaps the top 5-10% of the income range.
Few inventories of the poorer but more numerous landowning
class of three-life leaseholders in the four townships are
available from this period. So for a broader view of what was
going on in the whole cheese-producing area we must turn to
another source of evidence.

Up to about 1700 the Port Books were kept with
considerable care and the number of cheeses in each cargo was
given as well as the total weight. Thus in 1664 Peter Venables
shipped 3,995 cheeses which weighed 19 tons. Cheese was
normally weighed in cwt. of 120 Ib. (tons of 2,400 1b.) so these
cheeses weighed an average of 11.4 1b. each. If we delve into the
technology of the dairy we learn that 1 gallon of milk made 1
Ib. of cheese, that a cow produced an average of 2 gallons of
milk per day and that it was the practice with Cheshire cheese
to make one cheese each day from the milk of the whole herd.
So we can calculate that a 10-lb. cheese was the product of a
five- cow herd and a 20-1b. cheese that of a ten-cow herd.?

24 Thomas Wedge, A general view of the agriculture of Cheshire (1794),
reprinted in H. Holland, A general view of the agriculture of Cheshire (1808),
is the best early account of dairy farming and cheese production. W. B.
Mercer, “Two centuries of Cheshire cheese farming’, Jour. Roy.
Agricultural Soc. of England, XCVIII (1937), adds many details.
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By adding up all the cargoes each year one arrives at the
following table:

TABLE 1 Average weight of Cheshire cheeses sent to London as shown
in Port Books

Year Average
Weight [b.
1664 12.2
1670 13.3
74 17.0
75 15.9
76 13.2
78 10.4
79 10.2
1680 11.8
81 9.6
62 9.4
83 11.7
86 9.7
87 10.4
88 11.1
1690 12.3
91 12.8
92 14.2
93 13.7
94 14.6
95 14.8
99 19.4

1713 onwards: standard weight 24 Ib. i.c. 1 ton = 100 cheeses

From this table and what we learnt from the inventories
we can begin to reconstruct the progress of agricultural
change. Commercial cheese production started on the large
farms which already had dairy herds. By such simple
techniques as hurrying the calves off to the butcher they
could increase milk available for cheesemaking and so switch
from meat to cheese production. These were mainly
freeholds but the dairy herds seem to have been quite small,
averaging only six cows in 1664. Until 1674 the average size
of herds increased, but between 1675 and 1686 a large
number of small cheeses were produced. It seems likely that
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these were the result of cheese production on some of the
many small farms in the North-West. Agricultural historians
have often noticed the large numbers of farms in the area of
between 10 and 50 acres.?

The London market would probably only take the larger
cheeses, and the smaller cheeses were eaten locally or sent to
less important markets. For example, on 23 June 1679
Thomas Porter shipped 2,266 cheeses weighing only 4 tons to
Topsham (Exeter). These only averaged 4.2 1b. cach. From
1687 cheeses grew steadily in size until by the end of the
century an average weight of 20-24 Ib. became standard. This
mmplies a growth of the average herd to ten to twelve cows,
which would inevitably have involved the creation of larger
farms as ten acres per cow seems to have been needed in thc
seventeenth century (below).

Before we leave the Port Book figures we can use them to
obtain an approximate idea of the spread of dairying by the
mid-1680s. The 2,000 tons of cheese averaging about 10 Ib.
each which were sent annually to London were produced by
about 20,000 cows in 4,000 herds averaging five cows a herd.
As well as that sent to London, much was eaten locally. For
example, we have seen some 40 lb. a year being consumed by
each of the inhabitants of Arley Hall in the 1620s and this was
to rise to over 120 Ib. a year each in the 1750s and 1760s. If
we estimate that local consumption also required 2,000 tons
and that about half the cows were in the county of Cheshire
and half in the rest of the cheese-producing area, it would
mean that there were about 20,000 cows in Cheshire. At ten
acres per cow, they occupied about 200,000 acres. This would
suggest that about a third of the suitable land in the county
was in dairy farms in the 1680s and probably a similar
proportion in the rest of the area.

Many historians of the North-West have described new
enclosures in the period 1660-1750 and have noticed the
reduction in the numbers of small farms, but they have not
pointed to changes in the markets or the technology of

25 E.g. The agrarian history of England and Wales, 1. 1640-1750, ed. J. Thirsk
(1984), pt 1, p. 149.
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agriculture to account for them.?® The analysis presented
here suggests that an important driving force was the desire
to create viable dairy farms with herds of ten cows or more.
Both the market and the production techniques favoured this
size. The London buyers preferred larger cheeses and so
paid a higher price for them. A dairywoman was not fully
employed with fewer than ten cows. There were several
enclosures aimed at providing these larger farms in the four
Arley estate townships. In Lower Appleton in the mid-1680s
a large area of hilly ground where, in the Middle Ages, the
Warburtons had had a rabbit warren and the freeholders
had grazed their sheep and cattle, was enclosed by
agreement. The ten principal freeholders received enlarged
ring-fence properties ranging from 113 to 36 acres. The
Warburtons acquired two completely new farms: Hillside
farm of 124 acres which they let on a twenty-one-year lease
at full market (rack) rent and one of 86 acres which they sold
on a three-life lease. Their four principal old farms were
increased to range between 172 and 48 acres. At the same
period, in Higher Appleton, moss lands on the edge of
Whitley Reed which had evidently been commons for
summer grazing were enclosed and the lands at that end of
the township re-arranged to create four large farms—Burley
Heyes 181 acres (including Appleton Moss), Old farm 123
acres, Yewtree farm 106 acres, and Booths farm 98 acres, of
which two were let on twenty-one-year leases at full rents
and two more sold on three-life leases (Figure 4).

Merging small farms together to create dairy units was
easier when the land was freehold because the seller raised
sufficient capital to start a new business or career. As a result
of the Crown selling the township of Crowley most farms
there became freehold in the second half of the seventeenth
century. Surviving deeds show considerable merger activity
around the 1690s with two or three farms being amalgamalcd
into one.?” A typical example is the 102-acre farm (now

26 Thirsk, Agrarian history, V, pt 1, pp. 60, 65-66, 144-150 summarises
most of the published sources and gives references.
27 WM, boxes 48-61 for Crowley deeds.
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Figure 3 The amalgamation of three farms into Garland Hall farm
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Figure 4 The south-east corner of Higher Appleton (now Appleton
Thorn) showing the four large dairy farms created c. 1690 by enclosure
and rearrangement. Burley Heyes and Yewtree are compact blocks. Old
has one isolated field. Booths is at least accessible from one road.
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known as Garland Hall) which was created from three smaller
units in the 1690s. Figure 3 shows one old farm in the top left
corner, the second on the right and the main unit where the
farm buildings were when the map was made ¢. 1752 in the
centre. As a result of these mergers more than thirty old farms
in Crowley were reduced by the 1740s to seventeen.

However, the lands traditionally let on three-life leases were
not so easily converted. These farms were more numerous
and much smaller. In the four townships more than two thirds
of the farming families were leaseholders. Their farms were
typically between five and twenty-five acres; in Great
Budworth, for example, on about 390 acres there were at least
twenty-eight leaseholds of between four and thirty-one acres
in 1700. It took much longer to make this kind of land into
viable dairy farms of between fifty and 100 acres. Here are
some examples of what was done.

In Aston-by-Budworth there were two large commons.
Much of one of them called Feldy Green was enclosed and
divided between two adjacent farms, increasing them to
thirty-five and sixty-three acres respectively. An old farm of
some twenty-five acres beside Arley moss was doubled to
about fifty acres by enclosure from the moss. The marshy
summer grazing bordering the Arley Brook was also divided
up, giving many farms a field or two at a considerable
distance from the rest of their holding. But this type of
improvement still left most farms too small for dairying

The most effective method was for some farmers to sell or
let their holdings to others, and this is just what happened.
The market in leaseholds in Aston in the first half of the
eighteenth century was so brisk that only four leasehold
families in 1749 had been in possession in 1700. One of these
was the Dewsbury family, who added to the twelve acres they
had held since the sixteenth century an enlarged Feldy farm of
forty-four acres to make themselves a fifty-six acre farm.

Another way was for a farmer to rent land from several
adjoining proprietors so as to build up an economic unit.
Records of such arrangements are rare but the Warburton
papers have an example in John Robinson of Aston in the
1740s. He had a twenty-eight acre, three-life leasehold at
Birchbrook but was also renting fifty-three acres of the Arley
demesne beside it, so he actually had an eighty-one acre farm.
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Next door to him Samuel Glover had built up a farm
consisting of the frechold of the Reed House, Antrobus,
probably about thirty acres, a thirty-two acre three-life
leasehold at Hollin Hall and fifteen acres of Arley demesne,
making a total of seventy-seven acres. In the late 1740s John
Robinson was his tenant at Hollin Hall and probably of all
this land, giving Robinson a total farm of 158 acres.”® This
example also shows how the Arley demesne was being used to
help the small farmers. In addition to the four large farms,
there were seven other farmers, of whom John Robinson and
Sam Glover were two, whose farms were being brought up to
a viable dairying size by leasing parts of the demesne.”” The
use of a further 109 acres of demesne as a ‘ley” in which any
farmer could graze cattle by the week during the summer gave
further flexibility to the dairy farms on the three-life
leaseholds. All these arrangements did evidently achieve their
purpose, because although there were thirty-seven separate
three-life leascholds over five acres in Aston in 1749 averaging
forty-two acres each, there were only about twenty-four
farmers in 1750, who had an average of sixty-five acres each.
Due to improvements in the management of cows and
pastures, the land required for each cow seems to have been
reduced from about ten acres before 1700 to six-and-a-half
acres in the 1750s.

\’7

A seaborne trade requires ships and return cargoes. The type
of ship used in the cheese trade throughout this period was the
ketch. It was a manceuvrable vessel that was extensively
emploved in the coasting trade. It drew 11-13 ft when laden?Y
so 1t could take refuge in shallow bays and estuaries when
storms threatened, and it had a flat enough bottom to lie
upright on the mud at low ude. It increased steadily in size
from 20-30 tons in the 1660s to 50-100 tons in the 1740s. It

28 WM, box 24, folder 10 for Glover’s will.
29 Foster, TH.S.L.C., CXLI, appendix 2.12.

30 See note 17 above.
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usually carried ballast to compensate for its lack of keel, so
when Welsh lead required transport to London it could be
accommodated as ballast in addition to the normal cargo of
cheese.?!

In favourable conditions a ketch could make the voyage from
the North-West to London in nine days in the 1680s, but the
average of a sample of forty-three voyages in the Port Books
1685-87 was twenty-six da\s In the earliest surviving Lloyd’s
lists which report sightings of ships, the Lyon made the round
trip from London to Liverpool and back, including loading
eighty tons of cheese, between 28 January and 28 February
1741. But the ]en/d/z lefl London on 5 November 1741 and after
taking refuge in Weymouth Bay, where she was seen on 15
November, arrived in Dublin on 1 December. In the four years
1685-89 (Appendix 3) Henry and John Thorpe were the
captains who made the most voyages. They were alternate
captains of one ship which made fourteen round trips,
averaging three-and-a-half trips a year or 3.4 months per trip.
They were more fortunate than most captains of their period,
who often had to wait in the North-West for a cheese cargo.

London was one of the great entrepéts of Europe. Available
there were the teas and spices of the Far East, the calicoes of
India, the currants and silks of: the Mediterranean, the coffee,
sugar and dyestuffs of the Americas, and the advanced
technical manufactures—such as chemicals—only produced in
the Netherlands at this period. These were the products that
made up the return cargoes of the cheese ships. Such things
had only usually reached the North-West as the return loads of
the carriers who took northern textiles to London. The expense
of land carriage—at least five times that of sea freight—had
inhibited this trade but there was evidently a lively demand in
the North-West and there never seems to have been a shortage
of return cargoes for the cheese ships. This was partly because
there was also a demand for goods from London in Dublin and
Bristol, so that the cheese ships often called at these ports on
their way back to the North-West. The fact that cheese ships
could easily be loaded for the return journey kept freight
charges low and encouraged the trade.

31 E.g coastal port book for Chester for 1674, and for many later years.
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The happy survival of a series of well kept Port Books for
both Chester and Liverpool for the four years from June 1685
to June 1689 enables a good picture of the cheese trade to be
presented. The dominant figures were the nine London
cheesemongers listed in Appendix 3. Much the greatest was
John Ewer, who shipped 2,741 out of the 6,613 tons of cheese
recorded in these four years, or more than 41%. He shipped
cheese from both Liverpool and Chester. Two other merchants,
Jeremy Ives with 954 tons and Richard Halford with 870 tons
also shipped from both ports, but the other six only despatched
cargoes from one of the ports. As well as these nine important
cheesemongers, a further eleven people shipped 365 tons
between them. The reason for this hierarchy of cheesemongers
seems to have lain in the organisation of the trade. Because the
efficient operation of the ships required a stock of cheese to be
ready in a warehouse for them to load, the London
cheesemongers had soon realised that they had to employ
factors to buy cheese for them in advance of the ships’ arrival.
Originally the factors bought cheese at fairs and markets but by
this period it is likely that the practice of buying on the farm,
which became universal in the eighteenth century, had been
adopted. The factor would inspect each cheese in the farmer’s
storeroom, take samples with his cheeseknife to assess the
quality, and weigh and value each cheese. When the price was
agreed, the farmer carried the cheese to the warehouse. A
factor could probably operate effectively within only a ten or
fifteen mile radius of his home so he could ride out to visit his
farmers. John Ewer’s success in dominating the trade was
presumably the result of having built up a complete network of
factors. The merchants who shipped from only one port can
have had factors only in that area.

As the Port Books show, cheese was virtually the only
freight going from the North-West to London. Captains and
shipowners would have been unwise to take a cargo to the
North-West without having made an arrangement with a
cheesemonger to return with cheese. This fact is reflected in
the close relationships that are shown in Appendix 3 to have
existed between merchants and captains. John Ewer, for
example, had made arrangements with five families of
captains and these families carried seventy-six of the ninety-
one cargoes he shipped in these four years. If he had a cargo
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of cheese ready that was urgently required and none of ‘his’
captains was available he would evidently use whatever ship
was offered. But that he took the trouble to look after ‘his’
captains is shown by the fact that the whole group carried only
five cargoes for other merchants in the four years. Similar
loyalty is shown by five of the six smaller cheesemongers, who
shipped almost all their cargoes with a single family of captains.

This well defined organisation was destroyed by the long
war with France 1689-1713. Although a few daring spirits
continued to ship a little cheese in the 1690s, the losses to
privateers in the Channel must have been too high, so that
none seems to have moved that way after 1700. Instead it
went by road, and the prices reflected the increased cost of
freight (Appendix 2). The organisation of the market was
dramatically altered. Carts and waggons carried only a ton or
two at a time. It was open to any farmer to make his own deal
with a carrier to take his cheese to London and hawk it round
the retail cheesemongers there.?? He did not have to deal with
the wholesalers and their factors. Indeed he could take his
cheese to London and sell it himself and so avoid all
middlemen.

Whatever happened during the war, the list of names of
cheesemongers and captains operating in the years 1713-18
(Appendix 4) is very different from the list of 1685-89.
There was an almost complete change of personnel in the
cheese trade. The Port Books are not sufficiently well kept to
provide a more detailed analysis at this period, and we must
move on to 1735-46 when slightly better information is
available. The Corporation of London Cocket Book
1735-46 provides a reliable list of the ships that were
operating in those years and their captains (Appendix 5,
Table A). However I believe it substantially understates the
number of voyages that they made and so the amount of
cheese carried (Appendix 5, Table B and note 2). In
Appendix 6 I have attempted to draw from the chaos of the
Port Books a list of principal cheesemongers and captains

32 'Thirsk, Agrarian history, V, pt 2, pp. 362-363, describes a dispute
amongst the London cheesemongers in 1692 over the attempt of the
larger wholesalers to keep control of the trade.
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operating between 1735 and 1746. This shows a substantial
similarity to the 1713-18 list. It would seem likely that the
structure of the trade that we saw in 1685-89 had been re-
established when seaborne carriage returned. The large
wholesale cheesemongers and their factors had regained
their grip on the trade. Abraham Daking is said to have been
the largest cheesemonger in England with annual sales of
about 1,000 tons each of butter and cheese in the 1730s, and
that family may have retained their dominance until 1781,
when his son died by ‘falling into the river as he was seeing
some cheese weighed for a Government contract’.?3

A change from the practice of the 1680s was that a number
of the 1730s cheese ships bore the names of the London
merchants—for example Daking, Suttle, and Homer. This
seems to imply that they owned, or at least shared ownership
of these ships with the captains. This would have been a
desirable change because one problem for the 1680s captains
had been the wait in the North-West till a cargo of cheese
became available. Sometimes this waiting had been so
prolonged that the captains had entered into the local
coasting trade and took cargoes down the Welsh coast. On at
least one occasion a voyage to Ireland was made. Such
waiting was clearly expensive for the ships and crews. When a
cheesemonger owned a ship he had a greater incentive to
organise the trade so as to eliminate this expense and keep the
ship fully employed.

Other sources of information about the trade become
available in the eighteenth century. Parish registers and
probate records giving occupations show that cheese factors
lived throughout the area that produced cheese. One of
these, John Bate, who died in 1728, lived in Appleton, one
of the Arley estate townships. He was one of the largest
farmers in the area with about 250 acres of which half was
freehold and half leasehold. He also owned a watermill, a
windmill and a malt-kiln. Other evidence suggests that
cheese factors were normally substantial men of this type
who had the standing in the local community to carry off
the difficult business of valuing cheese and also the financial

33 Maitland, London, p. 758; Gentlemen’s Magazine, 1781, p. 94.
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strength to make short term loans to farmers secured on
their cheese.*

Mr Corbett Costard was in charge of the Warburtons’
Sutton Wharf and warehouse between 1733 and 1766. He
lived rent-free in a house on the wharf and collected the
charges made for the use of the facilities. His figures for the
cheese that paid 64. a ton to use the warehouse are given in
Appendix 7, which shows that between 624 tons and 1,501
tons a year paid rent during this period. He was only paid £4
a year by the Warburtons, so his services doing the paperwork
for the cheese trade evidently provided most of his income.
Unfortunately none of his other papers have survived but
from vouchers of this period in the Warburton papers it is
possible to reconstruct the likely procedure. When the cheese
arrived at the warehouse he would have checked the cargo
and notified the factor and the cheesemonger of its arrival.
This would have enabled the cheesemonger to organise his
shipping and it also started the sequence of trade bills by
which the factor was paid for the cheese so he could pay cash
to the farmer. Mr Costard would also have provided the ships’
papers for each cargo.

From the cheese prices given in Appendix 2 Table B, it can
be seen that there was only a small difference of perhaps 'id. a
Ib. between the price at which the Warburtons bought cheese
from local farmers and that paid by the Navy in London. If
we examine the costs we can see how this arose. One major
item was the sea freight. From R. Davis’s discussion of the cost
of shipping in this period we can estimate this at around £1 a
ton.?> The cheesemonger and factor financed the holding of
the cheese from when it left the farm to its final sale. If we
estimate this period at four months and reckon that including
interest and a fee for their services they would want 10% on

34 Henstock, Derb. Arch. Jnl, LXXXIX, p. 45. P. R. Edwards,
‘The development of dairy farming on the north Shropshire plain in
the seventeenth century’, Midland History, VI (1981), pp. 175-190, for a
factor’s correspondence with a cheesemonger. Cf. also T. C. Barker &
J. R. Harris, A Merseyside town in the industrial revolution, St Helens
1750-1900 (1954), pp. 92-99 for a grain factor’s correspondence.

35 R. Davis, The rise of the English shipping industry in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries (1962), pp. 339-378.






