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This paper is about changes in the consumption of goods in England and the effects of timescale, social rank and location. In The Birth of a Consumer Society McKendrick argued that a consumer boom occurred in England in the third quarter of the eighteenth century.
 Two subsequent studies of consumption by Weatherill and by Overton and Whittle based on probate inventories did not support the McKendrick thesis but postulated a widespread expansion of consumer goods in the seventeenth and first half of the eighteenth centuries.
 However, Weatherill only covered the period up to 1725 and Overton and Whittle had relatively few primary sources beyond 1730 and their study period terminated in 1750.

Both Weatherill and Overton and Whittle found that consumption patterns were related to social rank. However, Overton and Whittle had very limited evidence about the possessions of those at the lower end of the social scale. Weatherill did not attempt to examine society as a whole but only people of middle rank. The problems faced by both studies arose because few inventories for labourers survived for their selected locations. Labourers represented the largest social group in most parts of England and evidence about their possessions is important in establishing how far ownership of consumer goods extended down the social scale.

My approach, like Overton and Whittle, was to select two counties: Huntingdonshire, a middling county and Yorkshire in the heartland of industrial change. This study, based on 2,949 probate inventories and over 400 probate accounts, represents the second largest study of consumption using probate records. It is important because it presents the first evidence about consumption based on probate material dated after 1750. Furthermore, it includes data from more than 275 inventories for labourers. Only a brief outline of the results can be presented in this paper.

Ownership patterns of selected consumer goods in Huntingdonshire and Yorkshire provide a mixed picture, somewhere between the two positions of McKendrick and his opponents. Ownership of clocks, knives and forks and items associated with hot drinks all increased markedly after 1750 whereas looking glasses, window curtains and pictures did not. (Table 1)

	Table 1: Ownership of Consumer Goods Over Time and by Location

	
	1600-1629
	1630-1659
	1660-1689
	1690-1719
	1720-1749
	1750-1800

	CLOCKS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Cornwall
	0
	0
	1
	2
	9
	N/A

	Kent
	1
	1
	18
	41
	54
	N/A

	Huntingdonshire
	0
	1
	2
	14
	24
	54

	Yorkshire
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	16
	27
	43

	KNIVES/FORKS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Cornwall
	0
	0
	0
	0
	3
	N/A

	Kent
	0
	0
	1
	5
	13
	N/A

	Huntingdonshire
	0
	0
	0
	3
	3
	13

	Yorkshire
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	1
	1
	6

	HOT DRINKS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Cornwall
	0
	0
	0
	0
	6
	N/A

	Kent
	0
	0
	0
	4
	27
	N/A

	Huntingdonshire
	0
	0
	0
	5
	12
	33

	Yorkshire
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	4
	16

	LOOKING GLASSES
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Cornwall
	1
	1
	4
	4
	8
	N/A

	Kent
	3
	10
	18
	36
	52
	N/A

	Huntingdonshire
	3
	1
	7
	29
	41
	43

	Yorkshire
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	19
	22
	19

	PICTURES
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Cornwall
	0
	0
	0
	1
	4
	N/A

	Kent
	2
	6
	5
	6
	25
	N/A

	Huntingdonshire
	5
	0
	1
	5
	19
	20

	Yorkshire
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	7
	11
	9

	WINDOW CURTAINS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Cornwall
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	N/A

	Kent
	6
	8
	11
	16
	22
	N/A

	Huntingdonshire
	2
	7
	5
	12
	15
	13

	Yorkshire
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	8
	6
	3


Clock ownership in Kent increased significantly around the end of the seventeenth century whereas in Huntingdonshire and Yorkshire similar increases took place after 1750 in accordance with the McKendrick thesis. The sharp rise in ownership of both forks and items associated with hot drinks in Huntingdonshire and Yorkshire also occurred during the period of McKendrick’s consumer boom after 1750. In Huntingdonshire, the percentage of people who owned clocks (54 per cent) and forks (13 per cent) in the second half of the eighteenth century exactly reflected ownership patterns in Kent a third of a century earlier.  By contrast, ownership of looking glasses, pictures and window curtains in Huntingdonshire increased prior to 1750 as in Kent and there was little change after mid century. In Yorkshire, there was little change in ownership of these goods during the period studied. Cornwall had much lower levels of ownership of all selected goods.

Rank was important in ownership of consumer goods. Examination of ownership of consumer goods by rank and over time is more revealing than examination by rank alone. Gentry were more likely both to own clocks and to acquire them earlier than other ranks. However, other ranks also increasingly started to own clocks so that after 1750, more than half of the inventoried population in Huntingdonshire (54 per cent) and 43 per cent of the inventoried population in Yorkshire owned clocks. Table 2 shows that after 1750, many ranks including even labourers were almost as likely to own clocks as gentry.

	Table 2: Clock Ownership Over Time and by Rank

	
	1600-1649
	1650-1699
	1700-1749
	1750-1800
	
	1600-1649
	1650-1699
	1700-1749
	1750-1800

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	
	%
	%
	%
	%

	CORNWALL
	KENT

	Gentry
	0
	6.7
	33.3
	N/A
	Gentry
	7.3
	60.0
	69.2
	N/A

	Yeomen 
	0
	0.4
	7.2
	N/A
	Yeomen 
	1.6
	28.5
	73.6
	N/A

	Husbandmen
	0
	0
	0
	N/A
	Husbandmen
	0
	2.6
	40.6
	N/A

	Labourers
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	Labourers
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	Widows
	0
	0
	0
	N/A
	Widows
	0
	12.1
	23.3
	N/A

	HUNTINGDONSHIRE
	YORKSHIRE

	Gentry
	0
	14
	60
	67
	Gentry
	N/A
	67
	48
	33

	Yeomen 
	0
	8
	27
	58
	Yeomen 
	N/A
	24
	37
	42

	Husbandmen
	0
	0
	45
	33
	Husbandmen
	N/A
	0
	16
	30

	Labourers
	0
	0
	1
	57
	Labourers
	N/A
	20
	9
	33

	Widows
	0
	1
	10
	47
	Widows
	N/A
	5
	14
	31

	Professionals
	0
	9
	29
	33
	Professionals
	N/A
	0
	23
	28

	Higher tradesmen
	0
	3
	32
	63
	Higher tradesmen
	N/A
	11
	32
	48

	Lower tradesmen
	0
	1
	18
	59
	Lower tradesmen
	N/A
	12
	25
	48


Pounds argued that clocks did not penetrate lower than petty burgesses and yeomen. For Pounds, clocks remained relatively expensive until they were mass produced in the nineteenth century.
 Thompson argued that no labourer could have afforded a clock in the mid-eighteenth century. By contrast, Styles argued that clocks were familiar adornments of labourers’ living rooms by the end of the eighteenth century and cited the painting A Cottage Interior by Bigg as evidence.

Results from Huntingdonshire and Yorkshire did not support Pounds’ position that clocks did not penetrate lower than petty burgesses and yeomen. One in five husbandmen owned clocks. Thompson’s assertion that no labourer could have afforded a clock in the mid-eighteenth century was also incorrect. It was Styles’ argument that it was not uncommon for the labouring poor to own a clock that was consistent with evidence from the post-1750 inventories. Labourers who owned clocks were not confined to those with relatively high inventory values. In Huntingdonshire, two labourers with inventory values of only £8 and £16 respectively owned clocks. In Yorkshire a labourer called Hamshaw died in 1750 exactly at Thompson’s mid century point and although his inventory was valued at only £4 it included a clock. Weatherill’s study failed to distinguish between widows and spinsters. However, there were significant differences in ownership patterns of consumer goods between widows and spinsters. For example, no spinster had a clock in Yorkshire but one in five widows did.

The large number of labourers’ inventories in Huntingdonshire provided a rare insight into their material culture. Table 3 shows a range of consumer goods recorded in the inventories of labourers and for comparison husbandmen. Both occupational groups generally owned basic traditional goods such as beds and chairs. Sheets were more problematic because they were often lost in the generic term linen and there was a different approach to separately identifying sheets in Yorkshire.

	Table 3: Ownership of Selected Goods: Husbandmen and Labourers

	
	Husbandmen
	Labourers

	
	Huntingdonshire
	Yorkshire
	Huntingdonshire
	Yorkshire

	
	No.=53
	No.=88
	No.=254
	No.=22

	
	No.
	%
	No.
	%
	No.
	%
	No.
	%

	Clocks
	10
	19
	12
	14
	5
	2
	4
	18

	Knives & Forks
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Hot Drinks
	1
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	5

	Looking glasses
	4
	8
	4
	5
	9
	4
	2
	9

	Window curtains
	1
	2
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	5

	Pictures
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	2
	9

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Books
	3
	6
	3
	3
	6
	2
	0
	0

	Silver spoons
	1
	2
	0
	0
	3
	1
	0
	0

	Other silver
	1
	2
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0

	Bed Curtains
	10
	19
	11
	13
	24
	9
	1
	5

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Beds
	50
	94
	79
	90
	230
	91
	17
	77

	Sheets
	31
	58
	10
	11
	138
	54
	3
	14

	Chairs
	42
	79
	50
	57
	167
	66
	10
	45

	Stools
	21
	40
	19
	22
	81
	32
	9
	41

	Forms
	17
	32
	25
	28
	88
	35
	5
	23


There was little evidence that most new consumer goods reached those towards the lower end of the social spectrum. For example, in Huntingdonshire out of 254 labourers, only one recorded a fork, window curtains or a picture. No labourer owned items associated with hot drinks. However by examining rank and timescale together (Table 4) there was evidence of some change by the second half of the eighteenth century. The new evidence covering the second half of the eighteenth century shows that clocks and to some extent looking glasses were being acquired by both husbandmen and labourers.

	Table 4: Consumer Goods Ownership Over Time: Yorkshire and Huntingdonshire

	
	1600-1649
	1650-1699
	1700-1749
	1750-1800
	
	1600-

1649
	1650-1699
	1700-1749
	1750-1800

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	
	%
	%
	%
	%

	CLOCKS
	KNIVES AND FORKS

	Husbandmen
	0
	1
	24
	31
	Husbandmen  
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Labourers
	0
	0
	3
	46
	Labourers
	0
	0
	0
	8

	HOT DRINKS
	WINDOW CURTAINS

	Husbandmen
	0
	0
	1
	0
	Husbandmen  
	0
	0
	1
	0

	Labourers
	0
	0
	0
	8
	Labourers
	0
	1
	1
	0

	PICTURES
	LOOKING GLASSES

	Husbandmen
	0
	0
	0
	0
	Husbandmen  
	0
	0
	8
	15

	Labourers
	0
	0
	3
	8
	Labourers
	0
	0
	10
	23


Location was also important and my findings echoed those of other studies.  The Huntingdonshire inventories related to twenty parishes. Five parishes had market towns and are located in the three ecological regions of the county. The fifteen rural parishes reflect a geographical spread and relate to both archdeaconry and peculiar courts. In Yorkshire, inventories from three deaneries were studied. Pontefract Deanery in West Riding was the heartland of industrial change and the most populated and prosperous part of Yorkshire.
 Rydale or Rydall Deanery in North Riding a mainly rural area comprised high moors and dales and its economy was dominated by agriculture. Holderness Deanery covers most of the plain in the south east part of East Riding where drainage schemes facilitated development of both arable and pastoral farming.

In Huntingdonshire, with the single exception of clocks, consumer goods were much more commonly owned by inventoried persons in parishes with market towns than in more rural parishes. Compared to Pontefract and Holderness deaneries, rural Rydall Deanery in Yorkshire generally had the lowest ownership of consumer goods. (Tables 5 and 6)

	Table 5: Clocks, Knives and Forks and Hot Drinks

	
	1600-1629
	1630-1659
	1660-1689
	1690-1719
	1720-1749
	1750-1800

	CLOCKS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hunts market towns
	0
	1
	3
	11
	17
	49

	Hunts rural parishes
	0
	0
	2
	20
	32
	62

	Pontefract
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	21
	35
	53

	Rydall
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	6
	14
	22

	Holderness
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	5
	15
	19

	KNIVES AND FORKS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hunts market towns
	0
	0
	0
	3
	4
	14

	Hunts rural parishes
	0
	0
	0
	2
	3
	11

	Pontefract
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	1
	2
	8

	Rydall
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	0
	0

	Holderness
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	0
	5

	HOT DRINKS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hunts market towns
	0
	0
	0
	5
	18
	41

	Hunts rural parishes
	0
	0
	0
	3
	6
	20

	Pontefract
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	1
	3
	16

	Rydall
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	2
	4

	Holderness
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	6
	27


	Table 6: Window Curtains, Pictures and Looking Glasses

	
	1600-1629
	1630-1659
	1660-1689
	1690-1719
	1720-1749
	1750-1800

	WINDOW CURTAINS
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hunts market towns
	3
	8
	5
	15
	20
	17

	Hunts rural parishes
	0
	3
	3
	7
	9
	7

	Pontefract
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	7
	8
	4

	Rydall
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	2
	0

	Holderness
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	11
	7
	5

	PICTURES
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hunts market towns
	7
	0
	1
	5
	28
	28

	Hunts rural parishes
	0
	0
	1
	3
	9
	9

	Pontefract
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	5
	10
	9

	Rydall
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	0
	4
	5

	Holderness
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	14
	17
	14

	LOOKING GLASSES
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Hunts market towns
	4
	1
	8
	35
	53
	49

	Hunts rural parishes
	0
	0
	5
	16
	29
	33

	Pontefract
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	16
	22
	21

	Rydall
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	16
	4
	8

	Holderness
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	29
	34
	22


In conclusion, to what extent do we see ‘McKendricks’s consumer revolution’ in this data? Cowan suggested that ‘every era’ from the Neolithic to the present has had a consumer revolution. Cowan suggested that what varied between these consumer revolutions was the types of goods and services required.
 When Dyer proposed a consumer revolution in the later Middle Ages in his recent book based on his Ford Lectures at Oxford, his consumer goods were ale, cloth, knives even frivolous items such as playing cards and rings. But much of Dyer’s evidence is anecdotal rather than based on extensive examinations of inventories. Dyer admits that his consumer revolution was ‘in a lower key’ compared to the changes in the eighteenth century.
  Changes in consumption in the early modern period were on a much bigger scale. Can we pinpoint exactly when they took place? There was a trigger point at which change started to happen and a fuller flowering when ownership of consumer goods became widespread among the population.

The new evidence from Huntingdonshire and Yorkshire adds considerably to that produced by Overton and Whittle. Cornwall and Kent appear to be at the opposite ends of the spectrum, with very few consumer goods in Cornwall and prosperous Kent being in the vanguard of consumer change. In a middling county like Huntingdonshire consumer change was taking place largely in the eighteenth century. Ownership of goods such as looking glasses, window curtains and pictures increased in the early part of the century. The availability of the later evidence in the second half of the century shows a number of goods such as clocks, knives and forks and coffee and tea items where ownership increased markedly after 1750. McKendrick was perhaps a little too narrow in confining change to the third quarter of the eighteenth century. Location was also important for, with the exception of clocks, these changes in consumption took place in towns earlier than in the countryside.

Finally, how far down the social spectrum did ownership of these goods spread? Were labourers really excluded from this new consumer world, even by the end of the eighteenth century? The evidence suggests that for most of these newer goods people like husbandmen and labourers did not own them.  The importance of the later evidence is that by the second half of the century some goods such as looking glasses and intriguingly clocks found their way even into the homes of labourers. The consumer revolution was at last beginning to arrive.
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