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According to most informed opinion both then and now the port

towns of the south and west were far from prosperous in the second

half of the sixteenth century. The earl of Leicester noted this in a

letter of 1587 to Francis Walsingham, finding the south coast towns

‘Very ill’, not so much because of the war with Spain but chiefly, he

thought, because of decay in the cloth industry, which had hurt both

Clothiers and merchants. Warning of the urgency of this situation, he

concluded that ‘the bow ys drawn to the highest already; hit might

break yf yt strecheth so lytle higher’.‘ Lord Burghley confirmed this

state in an oft-quoted memorandum of the following decade.2 The

verdict has been carried down to the present by several historians,

and not just for the ’80s and ’905. G.D. Ramsay has called the 15605

‘a period of insecurity and adaptation (in commerce) such as had

never before been experienced, and altogether the most difficult

decade of the century”.3 Lawrence Stone noted for the same decade

that ‘London held a monopoly of commercial activity while every

other port in the Kingdom, with the possible exception of Bristol,

appears to have been in an advanced state of decay’.‘ To the familiar

explanation for this parlous state provided by the evidence of

London’s grip on national commerce has been added the impact of

losing both Calais and the Dutch trade from the 15603.5

Although the Dorset port of Poole certainly began to feel the pinch

of these conditions by the time Leicester wrote in the ’805, it does not

seem to have suffered until then, nor does it seem to have followed

the patterns of economic decline experienced by most other prov—

incial ports of that time, from Bristol6 in the west to the Cinque Ports

in the southeast.7 Instead, Poole maintained distinct prosperity right

up to the 1580s: a few decades later than blight had set in elsewhere.

The evidence for this continued prosperity derives from three areas

of Poole’s economic profile: its population and population structure;

its secular building activities; and its trade and shipping. The aim of

the pages which follow is twofold: first to establish the persistence of

this prosperity up to the middle of Elizabeth’s reign, and then to

account for it. The conclusions which derive from these issues bear
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serious implications for our view both of urban development and

commercial resilience in this era.

The demographic analysis of pre-industrial communities carried

out primarily by members of the Cambridge Group for Population

Studies over the past two decades has produced an accepted

consensus regarding the theoretic profile of population structure in a

prosperous community. Such a community should in theory have a

higher than average mean household size, achieved by a relatively

high proportion of children and servants in the population. and a low

proportion of either broken families or single person households"

Thanks to the survival of a very rare town census carried out in Poole

in May, 1574," it has been possible to compare the structure of

Poole‘s population at that precise time with the theoretic norms

established by the Cambridge Group, especially as expressed in the

work of Peter Laslett. As this analysis of Poole‘s population has been

carried out elsewhere it will suffice for the present simply to

summarize the extent to which Poole’s population structure reflects a

comfortably well off community in the mid-15705.” Its ‘refined’ mean

household size of 5.06 persons (reckoned on the basis of household

population of 1354 distributed among 266 households) proved

substantially above the norm of 4.75 established by Laslett after his

analysis Of one hundred pre-industrial communities. In addition,

Poole proved to have fewer ‘solitaire’ households, 3 larger proportion

of households with children (79.7% as opposed to the established

norm of 74.16%), and a larger proportion as well with servants in the

total population (by a margin of 14.5% to 13.4%). Finally, where

Laslett and others had found that households could not generally

support increases in both servant and sibling numbers as mean

household size increased, we have found that in Poole the mean size

of both servant and sibling group rose steadily along with household

size:” on the whole, the population of Poole could afford both more

children and more servants as household size grew.

All these factors point to a community experiencing substantial

personal prosperity and a growing population. Fortunately, the

survival of an apparently reliable population estimate for the year

1565 (1222 total inhabitants)” provides a point of comparison with

the known gross population (1375) listed in the census for 1574, and

permits us to establish a rate of growth at least for the interval

between those dates of a strikingly high 1.51% per amzum: again a

sure indication of a prosperous community!

A second telltale sign of community prosperity may be found in the
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construction of private homes and public buildings in the same early

Elizabethan period. Indeed, there can be few industrial enterprises in

the early modern period requiring more capital expenditure than the

construction of buildings,” and both architectural and documentary

evidence points to two chief periods of such construction in sixteenth

century Poole (following on the heels of an even earlier period of

construction in the late fifteenth century). The first of these extended

from the 15205 to the early 15405, when numerous houses, a windmill

and a lengthy water conduit were constructed.” The second came in

the 15605 and ”705, the very period under our scrutiny, and here it is

possible to be more precise about the extent of such construction.

The Survey of Dorset Ports carried out in 1565 listed 201 houses, all

noted as fully occupied, in Poole? the census of 1574 listed 2262‘“ a

net increase (i.e., allowing for the possibility of some houses being

taken or falling down) of 25 houses. Expansion in the ‘public sector’

in this period was nearly as impressive: a town hall, new market hall

and prison were all built between 1569 and 1572.” Curiously, the

market hall proved inconveniently situated adjacent to the town hall,

and so was simply taken down at a cost of some £8 and erected

elsewhere?“ surely the modern age has no monopoly on bad

planning!

The third indication of prosperity derives from the statistics of

commerce itself, especially those yielded up in the enrolled customs

accounts up to 1565 (classed in the Public Record Office as series

Exchequer 122) and the Port Books (E. 190) thereafter. Though

these sources are most enticing in their apparent fulness, several

decades of experience with them by such historians of commerce as

Carus Wilson, Coleman, Williams, Hinton, Dietz and others have

identified the numerous pitfalls for all who would exploit them as

sources.19 It is not at all encouraging to note Professor Willan’s

warning about the poor state of the Poole Port Books in particular,

though he is entirely accurate in his assessment.”

These sundry caveats duly noted, however, such sources still have

great value if they are used with care. For purposes of this paper, it

has been considered more prudent (a) to record the number of

declared voyages in and out of Poole rather than to tabulate cargoes

either by declared content or declared value; and (b) to note the

number of ships identified as being Poole 0r non-Poole ships —

information which it was difficult and pointless to falsify (see Table

A). These indicators should provide an overall view of the relative —

if not absolute — volume of trade, and of the control of that trade,

passing through Poole. Even so, we must bear in mind that these

voyages declared for customs purposes will fall short of the actual
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comings and goings of cargo by anywhere from 25% — 50%.:1 After

the imposition of the new Book of Rates in 1558, the actual totals will

likely have been closer to 50% higher than those declared}Z

Although the actual extent of smuggling, privateering, or the simple

‘cooking’ of records cannot of course be known, these activities were

obviously as rife around Poole as elsewhere.“

Despite lamentable gaps in the returns for Poole customs, we may

thus at least perceive general patterns of overseas trade for the first

three-quarters of the sixteenth century and some of the early

seventeenth, and of coastal trade for the last third of the sixteenth

(Appendix, Table A). In this span we note a flourishing overseas

trade first from the 1520s to the mid-1540s — conforming, inter—

estingly, to the first apparent sixteenth century period of domestic

building in the town — and a recovery from the slump of the 1550s for

the unusual second period of commercial vigour from the late 15505

to the early 15803 with which we are chiefly concerned. Despite the

almost certain increase in the proportion of smuggled or otherwise

unrecorded cargoes after the customs reforms of 1558, the recorded

overseas voyages in and out of Poole harbour for the Exchequer year

1573 — 1574 are actually greater in number than for any of the 26

years for which totals may be recovered for Poole trade going back to

1466. Such dynamic overseas trade is partly balanced by a gradual

decline in recorded coastal trade in the same decades, but we

unfortunately lack an earlier basis of comparison with which to assess

these coastal figures. Turning from the tabulation of recorded cargoes

themselves to the question of who controlled the shipping which bore

them, it is clear that Poole ships played an increasing role in the trade

carried through their home port, and that the number of ships

identified with Poole — i.e., the home fleet — grew in this period

(Table B).

Thus far, then, we have a picture of considerable prosperity in the

port town of Poole in the early decades of Elizabeth’s reign while

such ports as Bristol, possibly Southampton and certainly Chester

and the Cinque Ports came on hard times. Population grew at a

substantial (but not excessive) rate — in fact it did so even in some of

the impoverished towns — and its structure indicated a profile of

community prosperity. Building activity, both in regard to private

houses and public buildings, grew apace. Maritime trade (and

shipping), the keystone to the health of any port, seems to have

recovered from the trough of the 1550s. Our task must now be to

discover why Poole remained economically resilient in the first two

decades of Elizabeth’s reign while many of its rivals and neighbouring

ports did not.
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As Dr. Olive Coleman noted in an important essay on the port of

Southampton, ‘urban wealth, or rather the wealth of town dwellers as

distinct from the money in the civic coffers, must come primarily

from industry, from trade, or from the sale of services‘.“ Let us

examine these activities in turn to see what each might have

contributed to Poole’s economic resiliency.

There can be no doubt that Poole enjoyed substantial industrial

development, at least for that age, by the early seventeenth century,

founded especially on the Newfoundland fisheries (from the 1580s)

and the extraction and export of fine white clay for the manufacture

of tobacco pipes. Yet neither activity had been developed by the

opening decades of Elizabeth’s reign. What served then as an

industrial base if, indeed, anything at all?

The attempt to manufacture saltpetre — the essential ingredient in

gunpowder — by an inhabitant of Poole took place at an earlier time

than possibly anywhere else in the realm. A Poole mercer named

Richard Browne had built a saltpetre furnace close by at Wimborne

around 1540, but the operation was taken over during the Anglo—

French hostilities of that decade to make saltpetre for the Crown, and

the furnace seems to have come to grief in the process. Its brickwork

became damaged and it doesn’t seem to have returned to active

production.“ Similarly, the well-financed project to extract alum in

the Poole vicinity from the 1560s also proved a disappointment,

though it did produce substantial amounts of the useful chemical

known as copperasf“ Like alum, this was used in the dying of cloth

and the making of ink.

Unlike some port towns, Poole enjoyed little cloth production in its

region (though its merchants vended cloth produced over a wide

area) but it may have had a leather tanning industry near the water

supply at Tatnam just to the north: the export of skins and hides to

the Channel Islands constituted a major local enterprise}7 Closely

related is the apparent existence of a butchery industry, including

John Swayne, a Blandford butcher who let a shop and cellars in the

town, and other victualling industries geared for export or ship

supply.” Some evidence of shipbuilding has also been found, and

certainly the large imports of shipping supplies could easily have

supported more than mere maintenance operations.29 Finally, the

brewing of beer was a particularly important activity as far back as

the fifteenth century when ale was still more common than beer. This

industry had become surprisingly advanced by Elizabeth’s reign, in

terms of both of its industrial organization — in which the meagre

activities of numerous part-time brewers had been consolidated into

the substantial production of a few — and the quantities produced,
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which for several decades had already sufficed for steady exports as

well as for home consumption.” Yet despite this brewing and other

activities, it can hardly be said that Poole enjoyed much of an

industrial base even in its most prosperous years before the

seventeenth century.

Most of the services provided by Poole inhabitants were necessarily

and closely tied to commerce. Like, for example, Chester,“ Poole

had few particularly wealthy country gentry in its hinterland for

whom luxury services might lucratively be provided. It had several

inns and alehouses which served merchants who came by sea and by

road, although Poole’s location off the major inland routes precluded

much passing traffic of a casual nature. Again because of the

characteristics of its hinterland, little could be gained by services to

agriculture.32 Poole’s greatest service activity lay in shipping, and in a

sense the sea served as a kind of hinterland for the town so modestly

endowed with economic resources ashore. Poole men carried cargoes

for the merchants of numerous ports besides their own, and

their role in shipping the goods of ports like Southampton was well

regarded.“

Without doubt, the chief business of Poole was business itself. The

town hosted an important entrepét service greatly aided by the

construction of the commodious town cellars or ‘hall’ sometime

before the sixteenth century.“ Though it may have contravened

by-laws regarding the permissible venues of trade, we know that

many goods were also stored before sale in the homes and cellars of

individual Poole merchants, and that bargains were often struck in

such private premises instead of in the market itself.35 A distinct asset

to such commerce was the availability of ready justice in local courts,

including (after the town’s incorporation as a County of itself in 1568)

the Mayor’s Court, Sheriff’s tourn, Court of pie-power, Poole

quarter sessions, the Poole Court of the Admiralty, and the Court of

the Staple of Poole, all of which shared some jurisdiction over the

conduct of commercial affairs.36 All of these activities, of course,

revolved around commerce, and in the end we must turn to such

commerce, especially as carried by sea, to understand much about

the economy of Poole.

In several respects Poole’s commercial development remained

distinct from that of many other or perhaps even most ports in the

south and west at that time. Poole retained a viable harbour. It

developed a more diversified and flexible trade overseas, thus

becoming less vulnerable to the collapse of commerce with a

particular partner or in a particular commodity. It seems to have

avoided the destructive effects which London and Londoners had on
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provincial ports. Finally, it developed from an early point an

especially strong and important trade with the Channel Islands which

proved absolutely crucial to its overall commercial success even in

difficult years. These points warrant careful consideration.

Though it could never boast the natural assets of Southampton’s

harbour or the artificially constructed assets of Lyme‘s Cobb, Poole

harbour remained fairly stable and — with periodic maintenance —

reliable. Thus it avoided the silting and ruination experienced in

Melcombe Regis (whose ruined anchorage caused it to cede its staple

to Poole in the 15th century),37 Chester,” Sandwich,39 Dover,4U New

Romney,“ and other south or west coast ports. While Poole’s

harbour certainly required regular dredging to clear silt or illicitly

dumped ballast,‘2 it retained a minimum depth of twelve to fourteen

feet throughout the century,‘3 provided shelter from Channel storms,

could at least in theory be defended from Brownsea Island,“ and —

like Southampton — enjoyed four daily tides instead of two.‘5 Ships of

50 — 60 tons used it without difficulty, though most which visited were

half this size, and ships of three times this burden were readily served

by tenders from offshore.46

Through this harbour passed ships from nearly all the overseas

areas most frequented by English merchants as well, of course, from

all parts of the English coast itself. Poole merchants and ships

occasionally visited Ireland, the Mediterranean and the Baltic, and

more frequently stopped at the Dutch ports of the North Sea. Most

frequently served of all were the closer havens of Normandy,

Brittany and the Channel Islands, and secondarily the ports of

southwest France, northern Spain and even Portugalfi7 Yet with the

prominent exception of the Channel Islands, about which more will

be said below, Poole’s traders never came necessarily to depend on

any one of these traders alone, and were thus able to avoid sudden

catastrophe when war or other acts of- state closed off any particular

port such as, e.g., Antwerp or Calais, or the ports of France or

Northern Spain.“

It is also apparent that an excess of imports from abroad over

exports formed the normal pattern of Poole trade throughout most of

our period, with the balance of exchange being made presumably by

cash payments or cargoes picked up by visiting ships elsewhere along

the English coast (see Table A). In turn, Poole seems (the absence of

coastal shipping records before 1565 makes this somewhat specu-

lative) to have forwarded most of its imports coastally to other

English ports. Thus the commodities imported from abroad are the

same as those sent out again along the English coast. Only towards

the 1570s did exports catch up with imports from abroad: a fact which
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may reflect the decline of home markets in the coastal trade and

account for more cargoes to be re-exported abroad.

The cargoes carried in and out of Poole (and especially the

imports) also exhibited considerable diversity, so that Poole trade

never came to rely at any time before the end of the century on just

one or two staples as did some ports. The tabulation of Poole cargoes

presented in Table C (see Appendix) demonstrates this diversity of

commodity: canvas, cloth, fish, fruit, and wine could all be

considered major imports throughout this period, while beer, cloth,

horses (recorded until legislation of the 1540s limited their export and

almost certainly smuggled thereafter), lead, tin and wax were all

frequent exports at some time during the century.

The smothering effect which London’s markets and merchants had

on the trade of provincial ports is too familiar to warrant

recapitulation here except to point out several forms which that

domination could take. The lure of England’s only true metropolis

simply drew ships of other nations to it directly at the frequent

expense of provincial ports which they had once frequented: a

pattern all too apparent at Southampton by the opening decades of

the Tudor era‘" and in Bristol later on.” The activity of Londoners

themselves in controlling the trade — and sometimes other aspects of

urban life — of other ports is also familiar, and was well understood

even at the time. The growth and rapid dominance of foreign trade by

the chartered companies often represented a formalization and legal

recognition of trading monopolies which chiefly benefited London

merchants. Even where provincial merchants gained entry to such

exclusive bodies, policies still tended to be dictated from the centre

rather from the periphery.51

Eventually this last aspect of London’s dominance even caught up

with the merchants of Poole, only a few of whom were admitted to

the chartered companies of the Elizabethan era. Yet it must still be

said that Poole remained remarkably resilient to the other elements

of London’s overwhelming pull, particularly when constrasted with

such classic examples as Southampton in the first half of the century.

We find virtually no evidence of Londoners owning property in Poole

in this period. Not one of seventeen known creditors to the Poole

Corporation in the mid-Elizabethan era was a Londoner.52 Ships

bound for or coming from London do of course appear in the Poole

customs records in all years sampled, but they never formed a

dominant element of Poole’s trade right up to the end of the

century.53 Though Poole merchants are recorded as having moved on

to Dartmouth, Southampton and elsewhere, they do not seem to

have moved on much to London itself until later.“4 Finally, and in
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further contrast to many other ports of the west and south, Poole‘s

only truly essential trading partners were the merchants of the

Channel Islands, and this one trade proved of little direct interest to

the merchants of London who were after bigger fry.

Though one cannot deny the role of London in a more general way

on the economic life of Poole in this period, it has proven difficult to

find evidence here of the more direct forms of such involvement as

have been found in many other towns. The reason appears to lie

partly in Poole’s size: a town one ninth the size of Bristol or one third

that of Southampton may simply have been too small for Londoners

to bother with.55 Part of the answer may also lie with the diversity of

commodities in Poole’s trade and its failure at this time to establish

overwhelming specialities which might be enticing plums for

particular London merchants — much as the trade in pipe clay became

in Poole some decades on.56 Indeed, one forms the distinct impres-

sion that Poole‘s maritime enterprise dealt in anything and everything

in order both to serve its own citizens and meagre hinterland and to

survive against the competition of other ports, several of which

(Bristol, Exeter, Barnstaple, etc.) had substantial industrial bases to

support specialized trade.

The single exception to this commercial diversity — the strong and

uniquely important links with the Channel Islands of Alderney,

Jersey and Guernsey — are much more significant than they might at

first appear. Not only do they account in large measure for Poole’s

relative invulnerability to London’s influence, but they go a long way

toward accounting for her commercial resiliency and constitute an

important chapter in the economic history of that part of the Atlantic

culture shared by the inhabitants of southern England, western

France and northern Spain. This factor in Poole‘s economic life bears

close scrutiny.

While Poole and other south coast ports had established firm trade

links with Guernsey and Jersey (tiny Alderney‘s trade came slightly

later) by the mid—15th century, the role which such trade would come

to play in the Tudor era was only established, oddly enough, by a

Papal Bull of 1483. By this instrument the Islands were declared

neutral for purposes of trade in time of war. Successive English as

well as French monarchs recognized this neutrality, with the

authority of the Papal Bull being first supplemented by and eventu-

ally replaced by royal fiat throughout the sixteenth century. Sundry

grants exempting the Islanders from tolls and customs in English“

ports also ensued with some regularity.

From time to time specific English ports received individual trading

privileges with the Islands. Poole, along with Southampton,
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Dartmouth, Topsham, Plymouth and Lyme, was one of this

number.ix The scant discussion which this topic has received to date

has expressed the assumption that trade with the Channel Islands

became largely a preserve of Southampton.” In reality, Southampton

did maintain extensive Channel Island trade, and certainly took

exceptional steps to do so. It reduced local customs on imports from

Guernsey in 1515 specifically to try and wrest control of that trade

from Poole,“ and acted similarly in the reign of Mary."1

Yet Southampton never succeeded in elbowing Poole out of this

market, and for a variety of reasons Poole proved a serious contender

for the Islanders’ custom in the sixteenth century. Channel Islanders

tended to get lost in the shuffle of Southampton’s more lucrative

trade directly to the Continent, just as their five and ten ton ships

must have been swamped in the wake of ships developed for the

Mediterranean or other long distance trades. Certainly the

Londoners who dominated Southampton overseas trade would

scarcely have bothered with the small fry from the Channel.

Southampton was also further by sea from the Islands than Poole: 108

nautical miles from Guernsey as opposed to but 69 miles between

Guernsey and Poole.62 Finally, the efforts of Southampton merchants

to attract this trade were not consistent, and relations between men

of Southampton and the Channel Islands were frequently tense or

even bellicose. Thus, for example, the reduction of tolls accorded

Guernseymen by Southampton in 1515 — a privilege not accorded the

neighbouring men of Poole — was eventually revoked, and may not

have brought the desired domination of Guernsey trade in any

event.“ Other attempts to exempt both Guernsey and Jersey men

from rules governing the sale of linen in Mary’s reign were widely

resented by local people and thus were similarly repealed.M This led

to considerble bitterness and frequent protests from the Islanders to

the Privy Council in Elizabeth’s reign. Even in the 15805, when

Southampton’s terrible economic decline should have dictated good

relations with any trading partner at hand, the Islanders were driven

to complain of their treatment in Southampton.“

In consequence, though many Channel Island ships continued to

call at Southampton,"" Poole appears to have had considerable

success in holding their custom as well, and relations between the two

throughout the century seemed much more positive. The port book

evidence leaves no doubt that the Islanders were Poole’s most

frequent trading partners in nearly every year assessed throughout

the century. Confirmation of this comes from the Hallage payment

records which survive from 1572 — 3 and the toll accounts (covering

keyage, cellarage, murage and other tolls) of 1590. Even though
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these presumably include trade carried by cart as well as by ship,

Guernsey men come second only to Salisbury merchants in the

frequency with which they stored trade goods as recorded in the first

of these sources (16 out of 52 payments to the latter’s 18 out of 52)

and first in frequency (19 out of 93 payments) in the second, leading

merchants of Blandford and Wimborne (17 each), Ringwood and

Shaftesbury (9 each), Salisbury (5) and ten other towns.“

Such relations, moreover (as at Southampton), consisted of more

than mere trade. At least two girls of Poole are known to have

apprenticed as servants to Channel Islanders who came to Poole in

search of such labour, and several Guernsey and Jersey lads followed

an oft-travelled migratory route by apprenticing to Poole men in the

same era.“ Poole also performed certain legal services for the

Islands. When in 1593 Nicholas Cosin of Alderney received a gift of

land on that Island from his cousin in Southampton and wanted to

assure its title by civil registration of the transfer, he took it to the

Staple Court of Poole.“ It is not too much to suggest, in the face‘of

such evidence as this, that the Islands related to Poole in two distinct

capacities: both as a ‘hinterland’ in nearly all respects associated with

that term and also as an important link with continental commerce?"

At first glance the actual trade to and from the Channel Islands

would hardly seem worth the trouble of maintaining. The total

population of all three islands could hardly have exceeded a few

thousand, local produce for export purposes was limited to salt

congers and a bit of rough cloth, and the indigenous market for

English goods, though steady enough, can hardly have been great.

Yet the role of the Channel Islands lay not so much in production or

consumption as in trade itself. Their widely recognized neutrality

made them essential links in the cross—Channel economy.

From Poole through the Islands went copious amounts of tin bound

for the market at Anvers, lead, beer, leather and hides, broad cloths

and kersies bound for one of several markets or remaining in the

Islands themselves, and horses (either sent legally or, after the

regulatory legislation of the mid—century, illegally) to Normandy. In

return, sometimes after storage in the well developed entrepot

industry on the Islands themselves, Poole took in vast quantities of

Gascon or Spanish wine, Breton or Norman canvas (dowlais, lock-

eram, vitry, oleron and poldavies) and crest cloth, woad from

Toulouse, and salt from Bourgneuf Bay, Spain or Portugal."

Obviously such items were and had been also carried directly to

and from the Continent much of the time, but such direct trade was

continually vulnerable to the vicissitudes of warfare or international

affairs: the capture of prizes or sequestration of both men and ships in
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time of war or the banning of trade as an instrument of diplomacy by

any of the Atlantic powers, including, of course, England herself.

Such circumstances loomed very large in the decline of such ports as,

e.g., Bristol” (which never developed a Channel Islands trade of any

significance) and would play a devastating role in Poole itself by the

16205. But their neutrality made the Islands largely immune to most

of these risks, and the customs accounts and port books tell us that

well into the Elizabethan era (and certainly throughout the

commercially precarious ’605 and ’70s) Poole and perhaps a few other

English ports continued to enjoy a more or less ‘normal’ trade for

supplies which would otherwise have been nearly or literally

unobtainable. They did so, moreover, with the active support of the

Crown.

In the midst of the Anglo-French War of 1557 — 1559, for example,

Mary’s council ordered the release of French merchants and their

ships which had been captured en route to the Isle of Jersey by the

Queen’s own admiral, William Winter.73 In a protracted dispute of

the 1580s the Islanders themselves won a similar case against their

own governor, Sir Thomas Leighton, who had violated their neu-

trality by seizing French ships bringing cargoes from Spain. Again,

despite the state of hostilities which existed between Spain and

England, the Privy Council supported the local merchants and the

cargoes were released.74

Thus the Channel Island trade provided Poole with a most valuable

commercial hedge against the disruptions of the era. It provided on

the one hand a market for the victualling activities already developed

at Poole, either through the consumer demand of the Islanders

themselves or the requirements of the garrison at Cornet Castle, and

on the other an ever-open back door through which Continental

trade could be borne with minimal regard for the state of relations

among the Atlantic powers of the day. As close examination of the

customs accounts, as well as the Hallager receipts and toll accounts

show, the Channel Island trade remained a constant and substantial

part of Poole’s total commercial enterprise even when other markets

or suppliers were unable to operate. Though Poole never actually

monopolized this trade, it benefited from it as much or more than any

other English port.

Even with the advantages of the Channel Islands trade, Poole

joined most other south and west coast ports in a state of serious

decline by the 15805. For this there are several explanations. For one,

the large expenditures undertaken on the construction projects of the

’70s caught up at last with those who had — in expectation of
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repayment from Town coffers — actually footed the bill. A grand

financial reckoning carried out at the Mayor’s request in 1578 listed

seventeen townsmen to whom the corporation owed sums ranging

from a modest £1. 35. 4d to a very substantial £91 135. 4d.75 In the end

many of these sundry debts had simply to be written off, thus

depriving some of the Town’s most substantial citizens of duly

anticipated repayment.“ Prosperity and even mercantile ingenuity

thus proved in the end no shield against over-expansion and — as with

the poorly sited market hall — bad management.

Nor did it guard against disease, for the years 1581 and 1583

brought mortality crises as severe in Poole as any other years of the

century.” Curiously, these years were not significant in the demo-

graphic patterns of the realm as a whole, and here again Poole’s

fortunes seem shaped as much by its cross—Channel neighbours as by

its inshore hinterland. France experienced widespread influenza in

these years, and indeed the timing and progress of the monthly

mortality statistics in Poole more closely resemble the characteristics

of influenza or ‘hot agues’ than the more notorious bubonic plague.73

In the end, of course, a small port such as Poole, bereft of much

industry or rich agricultural surroundings, lives or succumbs by its

commerce, and the languor which set in during the ”805 must still be

accounted for chiefly in this regard. Though an almost complete

absence of customs records for Poole in that decade makes a precise

analysis somewhat more difficult, comparison between Port Books of

the ’70s and those of the ’90s leaves little doubt of the magnitude of

the decline. But why, in turn, did this occur?

The author of ‘A Discourse of Corporations” laid the blame on the

instigation of commercial restrictions which he presumed to have

resulted from Poole’s incorporation in 1568. Poole, he noted, had

been ‘a proper towne in the West Country, riche and furnished with

good shippinge and riche merchauntes, but since the Incorporatinge

of the same the merchauntes decaied, theire shippinge gonn and

theire towne poore’.” Of this explanation that anonymous author had

not the least doubt, but we may not take it with such certainty. Not

only is it hard to see that incorporation brought with it in actual

practice any restrictions which did not already pertain, but the

evidence for the Town’s population structure and for a very limited

degree of dire poverty simply do not support a collapse following

1568. Indeed, there seems little evidence that incorporation alone

may be held responsible for decay in almost any ports, or that

absence of such status could account for prosperity in the

remainder.”

The more likely explanation is also broader and perhaps more
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obvious. By its very nature the activity of commerce is reciprocal, and

when Poole’s coastal trading partners fell into decay it was perhaps

inevitable that Poole should follow suit in time. The remarkable point

is that this took so long to happen. Most commodities imported even

from the Channel Islands were shipped coastwise from Poole, and the

general decay in other English ports obviously inhibited Poole’s

ability to resell its imports. By the same token, whereas Poole

mariners and shipmasters had done well in supplying the transport for

cargoes of other English ports, the demand for this fell off as well.

Despite the general recession of maritime trade in England at this

time, in fact, some ports actually increased their shipping capacity,

thus further curtailing the opportunities of Poole’s carriers.“ Once

these tendencies took effect, the resources in so small a town as Poole

proved thin indeed as preparation for recovery.

By 1588, when Poole had been asked by the privy council to supply

one 60 ton ship and one pinnace, both fully rigged and manned,

against the impending Spanish Armada, the Town protested its

inability to comply. In itself, such a protest might not indicate much

at all regarding the true state of the town, for such cries of

insufficiency were as common as their motive was obvious. Yet in

Poole’s case the protest was real enough, and so — remarkably — was it

treated by the council. Eight days following their request the

councillors excused Poole its contribution in recognition of its

decay.82 Much the same exchange ensued at the time of the Irish

Wars of the 1590s,"3 and indeed Burghley was not exaggerating

when he listed Poole as one of the most obviously decayed ports in

15983“

The example of Poole’s fortunes in the latter half of the sixteenth

century suggests greater economic individuality among English ports

than has usually been recognized. For Poole, at least up to a point,

small size and flexible, diversified commerce proved valuable assets

at a time not generally considered favourable to maritime

communities in England. In that period we find no evidence in

Poole’s story to support the allegedly dire consequences of the loss of

trading links with Calais 0r Antwerp."5 At the same time, the strong

links with Channel neighbours and their markets served to sustain

Poole’s commercial viability when other trading towns, some of them

over-specialized or no longer in control of their own trading stra-

tegies, fell by the wayside. Finally, the course which has been plotted

of Poole’s prosperity and decline compels a more searching look at

the lengthy periods of either ‘decay’ or ‘recovery’ which have been

offered up as general descriptions of the pre-industrial urban

community. Greater allowance must be made for individual patterns,
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and periods of prosperity and decline in smaller towns might perhaps

be measured by the decade rather than the century.
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Table A. Analysis of Shipping in and out of the Port of Poole

part 1': Overseas Trade, 1487—1620

Outbound Inbound Totals

Years MS. reference P. O. T. P. O. T. P. O. T.

1487—88 E. 122/ 120/3 14 42 56 11 56 67 25 98 123

1505—06 E. 122/120/11 13 37 50 11 45 56 24 82 106

1518—19 E.122/207/1 109

1521—22 E. 122/121/3 10 14 24 10 30 4O 20 44 64

1523—24 E.122/121/5 13 55 68 17 62 79 30 117 147

1525—26 E. 122/207/2 14 37 51 16 64 80 30 101 131

1528—29 E. 122/121/7 30 35 65 32 52 84 62 87 149

1529—30 E. 122/121/8 16 33 49 31 71 102 47 104 151

1530—31 E.122/207/3 18 23 41 32 42 74 50 65 115

153840 E. 122/207/4 (Information not given) 171

1540—41 E. 122/207/5 17 41 58 24 75 99 41 116 157

1541—42 E. 122/207/6 23 38 61 44 63 107 67 124 168

1547—48 E. 122/207/7 34 33 67 26 34 60 60 67 127

1548-49 E. 122/122/5 34 34 68 36 36 72 70 70 140

1551—52 E. 122/207/8 30 15 45 41 30 71 71 45 116

1552—53 E. 122/122/8 31 9 40 41 20 61 72 29 101

1555—56 E. 122/122/21 26 10 36 46 25 71 72 35 107

1556—57 E. 122/207/9 33 10 43 52 24 76 85 34 119

1558—59 E.122/122/19 46 10 56 56 21 75 102 31 133

1571—72 E. 1 90/865/1 42 31 73 42 24 66 66 55 121

1573—74 E. 190/865/5 117 75 192

1610—11 E. 190/870/8 29 19 48 33 13 46 62 32 94

1615—16 E.190/871/10 49 10 59 35 25 60 84 35 119

1618—19 E. 190/872/3 28 8 36 27 16 43 55 24 79

1619—20 E.190/872/9 37 12 49 46 22 68 83 34 1 17

part ii: Coastal Trade, 1565—1600

1565—66 E. 190/864/1&4 37 12 49 31 19 50 68 31 99

1566—67 E. 190/864/7&8 38 14 42 31 15 46 69 29 98

1571—72 E. 190/865/1 39 14 43 (30) (12) (42) 69 26 85

(estimated)

1573—74 E.190/865/5 42 37 79

1596—97 E.190/867/1&3 15 2 17 11 8 19 26 10 36

7 5 12 6 7 13 13 12 25

1599—1600 E.190/867/14

{ E.190/867/17 }

Key: P. — Poole ship

0. — Other ship

T. — Total
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