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Market development and social relationships: the acquisition of food in a seventeenth century household

Gentry household accounts from the early seventeenth century provide a rich record of the ways in which food was acquired. Some food such as butter, cheese and beer was home-produced within the household. Other frequently consumed items such as bread and beef were purchased. High status friends and neighbours sent gifts of foods that were difficult to acquire such as apricots and turkeys, while tenants and other locals sold food that was collected or produced locally such as sea fish, wild birds and poultry. Imported products, raisins, spices and wine, were purchased at the local town.

This paper uses the household and kitchen accounts of kept by Lady Alice Le Strange of Hunstanton, Norfolk, to examine the way food was produced and marketed in that locality, and the impact of a wealthy gentry family on the local food economy. Why did the household choose to produce some foodstuffs but not others? How did the food produced by a gentry household and that by other local households differ? In addition, the social relationships surrounding food are examined. Many named people presented food to the household, sometimes as gifts, sometimes for a ‘reward’ and sometimes for a normal market payment: what differentiated these people and their relationships to the Le Strange household? 

The detailed study or ‘microhistory’ of a single gentry household offers a window into the operation of rural markets for food in this period, a market that is poorly documented in other sources. The accounts record not only how the gentry lived and ‘consumed’, but also much about the lives of their less elevated neighbours. And the accounts record not only the cost and nature of food acquired, the social relationships that surrounded food acquisition. The paper forms part of a larger research project utilizing Alice Le Strange’s accounts to examine gendered patterns of consumption and work in the first half of the seventeenth century. This research is funded by the ESRC and AHRB as part of the ‘Cultures of Consumption’ programme.

