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ABSTRACT. From the early decades of the nineteenth century until the I87os London's milk supply was produced largely 
within the city. This was partly due to the envelopment of cowsheds in the expanding built-up area, but new urban locations 
some distance from the traditional pastures were also sought by cowkeepers wishing to be closer to their market. The 
development of large-scale production was disrupted in the I84os by cattle disease, and in the second half of the century the 
trade was afflicted by several additional adverse factors which undermined its profitability. None of these factors alone, 
however, can be regarded as a sufficient condition for the decline which ensued. The location of production changed con- 
siderably and increasingly came to be concentrated in those areas of London where cost minimization was possible. 

THE idea of finding animal husbandry in an English city in the present or the recent past might 
appear strange in view of the current pressure of urbanization upon agricultural land-use. The 
built-up area somehow seems an alien environment in which to keep horses, cows, pigs and 
sheep, but in mid nineteenth-century London the idea of a clear-cut distinction between urban 
and rural life had yet to develop: 

In the nineteenth century no English city had severed itself from its rural connexion. The 
largest of them all still conducted extensive back-yard agriculture, not merely half-a-dozen 
hens in a coop of soap boxes, but cow-stalls, sheep-folds, pig-sties above and below ground, 
in and out of dwellings, on and off the streets, wherever this rudimentary factory farming 
could be made to work.1 

Cowkeeping was especially important. Before the i86os, when milk was first imported on a 
large scale by the railways, London's needs were met entirely by urban and suburban producers 
located within easy reach of the consumer. This was necessary in view of the primitive facilities 
for the transport of milk by road, which meant that in hot weather it often became sour after a 
journey of only a few kilometres. The city's virtual self-sufficiency in this important foodstuff 
well into the mid nineteenth century therefore gives us an opportunity to study an unusual aspect 
of its commissariat. 

The aim of this paper is to outline the structure of London's internal milk supply and the 
reasons for its decline. No attempt will be made to generalize about apparently similar systems in 
other cities because local circumstances have often been very different.2 

BEFORE C. 1840: THE INTENSIFICATION OF PRODUCTION 

Although there had been urban cowkeepers in London from an early date,3 their output was not 
significant in the late eighteenth century. Control of the milk supply was exercised rather by 
those producers who used the rich suburban pastures and meadows for grazing their cattle. The 
most suitable grasslands lay to the north and north-west of the city, where parishes such as 
Islington had been renowned for their high quality dairy produce since the sixteenth century. 
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FIGURE I. The distribution of milch cows in 1794. Source: FOOT, P. (1794) General view ... Middlesex (London) 

Figure I shows for 1794 a distribution of cows in a narrow belt around the urban fringe similar 
to that later predicted for his 'Isolated State' by J. H. von Thiinen.4 

In the eighteenth century, cow management in this suburban zone seems to have acquired 
an intensity greater than in any rural dairying area. In I793 a writer in Arthur Young's Annals of 
Agriculture interviewed five cowkeepers near the city, all of whom kept their animals indoors for 
6 or 7 months of the years and fed them on a diet which included brewers' grains.6 Even when 
these cows were allowed on to the grassland to graze the aftermath they were given grains as a 
supplement to stimulate their yield, and the expense of carting the bulky, low-value waste of 
London's breweries was an important factor in limiting the outward spread of liquid milk 
production. 

In addition to the use of suburban pastures and waste products from urban sources, cow- 
keepers imported meadow hay, root crops and green fodder from farms within a radius of 30 to 
40 km from London. They customarily cut and transported this feed themselves, and the cost 
advantage therefore lay with the larger-scale producers who saved most by having their own carts 
to lend mobility, a large staff (including casual labour) for rapid harvesting, and sufficient space 
for the storage of a year's fodder supply. This relationship between relative cost reduction and 
size of operation, together with other economies of scale, acted as a catalyst in the emergence of a 
class of 'capitalist' cowkeepers able to finance milk production on a large scale.7 Richard Lay- 
cock, for instance, in I8I0 kept 500-600 cows on 225 ha of pasture in Islington and neighbouring 
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parishes, and stored for his cattle's consumption 1700-I900 tonnes of grains and 300 tonnes of 
hay.8 

The quality of the animals used was high throughout the nineteenth century. Prime short- 
horn cows were brought from breeding and dairying districts either newly calved or near par- 
turition for the third or fourth time. The rearing of replacement stock had long since been 
abandoned, but well into the i82os and I83os it was common for a good cow to be kept for 
several lactations and then sold as a fat beast for more than her original price as a newcomer.9 
The cow's pregnancy was in any case simply a means of renewing her lactation and the quality of 
the bull used and the calf produced were therefore of little consequence. 

The introduction of disease to London's cowsheds in the i840s meant that a cow's chance 
of surviving even the first lactation period was slim, and the average length of stay in the cow- 
shed was reduced to a matter of months. A practice of fattening the beast when the yield fell 
below a daily five to seven quarts (57-80o 1) therefore became standard because she had to be 
ready for slaughter at the slightest hint of her being diseased, and replacements now had to be 
bought half-fat. This, coupled with the rapid turnover of cattle, required a heavier investment by 
every cowkeeper, although the elimination of dry and low-yielding cows did ensure the com- 
pensation of a higher average yield. An annual output of 4000 1 per stall was not unusual in the 
second half of the century.10 

This enforced intensification of output was exacerbated by the competition for land close to 
London. Cowkeeping, brick-making and market gardening were all potentially profitable occupa- 
tions, even on land about to be developed for urban use, and there seems to have been com- 
paratively little waste ground in the 'shadow' of early nineteenth-century London. Rents of 

Io-?I 5 per ha were being asked for grassland in about I8Io,11 and the ability of the milk pro- 
ducers to pay may be judged from a contemporary description of the urban fringe as a 'green and 
open tract around London, especially to the north . . ., which is almost solely in the possession of 
the cowkeepers'.12 

A curious symbiosis between these semi-rural land-uses seems to have evolved some time 
in the eighteenth century. Spent brickfields were commonly refilled and grassed over for re-use 
by cowkeepers,13 and there was a trade of mutual benefit between milk producers and market 
gardeners. Substantial portions of the garden grounds of Fulham and St Paul's, Deptford were 
devoted to the production of fodder for milch cows by the so-called 'farming gardeners', and in 
return they were able to enhance the fertility of their soil with cow dung.14 

In fact, as the century progressed, it was competition from urban land-use more than any 
other which deprived the cowkeepers of their pastures. Owner-occupation was a rarity even 
amongst the heavily capitalized enterprises and as leases fell in milk production became in- 
creasingly vulnerable to speculation in building. John Nicholls, one of Laycock's successors, 
was thus restricted in the i84os to 97 ha of grassland in Islington held from eleven different land- 
owners,15 but even this was gradually eroded. By I86o little was left apart from his yard and 
cowsheds, now isolated in the built-up area, and some pastures in distant Hornsey.16 

This increasing separation of the cowkeeper from his fields prompted one writer to com- 
ment in I825 that 'the situation of the London cow farmers almost excludes the possibility of 
pasturing their stock'.17 It seems likely that by then the traditional summer grazing period was 
restricted in many cases to 6 or 7 weeks, and even then the stock had to be sent 2 or 3 km to find 
suitable grazing.18 Several of London's parks were available as rough pasture and in I837 James 
Fenimore Cooper observed that 'the Green Park was [still] nothing but a large field cropped 
down like velvet. . . cows grazed before the eye'.19 But from the i82os many cows were entirely 
restricted to their sheds in what was now the urban area.20 

Figure 2 shows that in I829 there were at least 7I cowsheds within the urban area, not only 
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FIGURE 2. The location of cowkeepers and dairymen recorded in Robson's classification of trades and London street 
guide (I829) 

in passive response to envelopment by the expanding built-up area, but also as the result of 
active decisions on the part of milk producers to choose city locations.21 The latter process was 
encouraged by a desire to remain in close proximity to the West End market where demand for 
dairy produce was greatest, and the map shows that a large number of 'cowkeepers' and 'dairy- 
men' were congregated in a belt stretching from Clerkenwell to Hyde Park Corner. Some of the 
dairymen were probably retail specialists who adopted a fixed-shop type of location, although at 
this early stage of the century they cannot confidently be distinguished from the milk producers.22 

THE PERIOD circa I840-1914: CHANGE AND DECLINE 

Table I shows various estimates of the changing size of London's milch cow population in the 
nineteenth century. Problems of interpretation arise where the estimators did not make explicit 
the area they were dealing with, but it can be fairly confidently asserted that the peak of cow 
numbers in the administrative areas of the Metropolitan Board of Works (hereafter M.B.W.) 
and London County Council (hereafter L.C.C.) came in about I860. This meant that there was a 
decline in intra-urban milk output several years before the i865-66 rinderpest epidemic, 
usually identified as a watershed of prosperity. The table also shows that this so-called cattle 
plague was not a coup de grace for cowkeeping in London because the number of registered 
enterprises fell only marginally in the decade 1864-74 and the number of cows kept actually 
continued to recover into the late I870s. Cattle disease did, however, play an important part in 
the changing profitability of the trade, and represented a major new cost in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. 

*i?i:i- 
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TABLE I 

London's milch cow population in the nineteenth century* 
(county of London only) 

Date Source Cows Herds Average herd size 

1794 Foot, P. 8 500 ? ? 
1834 Fmrs' Mag. and 9 600 > 223 < 43'0 

Robson 
1834 Youatt, W. 12 000 ? ? 
I851 Milburn, M. M. 12 000 ? ? 
1852 Poole, B. 24 ooo ? ? 
1854 Wynter, A. 20 000 ? ? 
1856 Lancet 17 oo ? ? 
i858 Sanit. Rev. II 8I8 846 14-0 
1862 M.O.H. Reports c. 19 231 ? ? 
1864 M.O.H. and c. i8 335 136I 13'5 

Morton, J. C. 
1867 A.R. 9753 ? ? 
I870 A.R. and M.O.H. 11 992 I269-1279 9'4-9'5 
I874 A.R. and M.O.H. 14 702 I284-131I II-2-1I'5 

1878 A.R. and M.O.H. 13 650 1062-150 II-9-12-9 
x882 A.R. and M.B.W. II 463 939 I2-2 
i886 A.R. and M.B.W. Io 126 782 12-9 
1890 A.R. and L.C.C. 9 104 628 14.5 
1895 A.S. and L.C.C. 5 666 413 I3.7 
1900 A.S. and L.C.C. 5 040 320 I5'8 
1905 A.S. and L.C.C. 4262 251 17.0 
1910 A.S. and L.C.C. 3 055 199 15-4 
19I4 A.S. and L.C.C. 2 697 I64 I6-4 

* 'London' in this paper is taken to be the administrative area of the M.B.W. and 
L.C.C. Foot (I794) is known, however, to have based his estimate upon the smaller 
area covered by the Bills of Mortality, and one suspects that several later writers (for 
example Poole) may have included cows pastured outside the M.B.W./L.C.C. area 

t This refers to a sample taken by the Metropolitan Association of Medical Officers 
of Health. 

t In view of their doubtful accuracy the MS. Agricultural Returns (A.R.) and pub- 
lished Agricultural Statistics (A.S.) have where possible been used in conjunction with 
figures published by local and central government. 

Sources: FOOT, P. (1794) General view ... Middlesex (London) p. 84; ANON. (I834) 
Fmrs' Mag. p. 504; ROBSON (I834) London Directory (London); YOUATT, W. (I834) 
Cattle (London) p. 261; MILBURN, M. M. (I859) The cow: dairy husbandry and cattle 
breeding (London) p. 70; POOLE, B. (I852) Statistics of British commerce (London) 
p. 227; WYNTER, A. (I854) 'The London Commissariat', Quarterly Rev. 190, 292; 
ANON. (I856) Lancet, p. 674; ANON. (I858) Sanit. Rev., p. 91; Medical Officers of 
Health (hereafter M.O.H.) Ann. Reports for London's Vestries and Boards of Works; 
MORTON, J. C. (i865) 'On London milk', Jl Soc. Arts 14, p. 74; The MS. Agricultural 
Returns (P.R.O.: MAF/68); Ann. Reports of the M.B.W. and L.C.C.; The Agricultural 
Statistics 

The impact of cattle disease 

In i842, apparently in the interests of free trade, Parliament lifted an embargo on the importa- 
tion of live foreign cattle which had been steadfastly maintained for 70 years.23 Henceforth the 
market was well supplied with low-priced lean milch cows, especially from Holland. Although 
these newcomers proved inferior fatstock to the customary shorthorn, their propensity to yield 
large quantities of milk endeared them to producers such as those in London who were concerned 
more with maximum milk output than with the size of carcass. 



The disadvantage of this influx of foreign stock was the introduction of cattle diseases 
endemic across the Channel, and in the early I840os both pleuro-pneumonia and foot-and-mouth 
disease became chronic in London's cowsheds for the first time.24 Annual losses from accident 
and disease, which had been estimated at 5 per cent by value in 1825, were probably doubled or 
trebled by I850, and in 1862 Gamgee estimated that 'on the 2 ooo cows [sic] kept in London and 
its suburbs there is an annual loss of at least ?80 0oo'.25 Cowkeepers were therefore keen not to 
be encumbered with an obviously diseased animal and soon developed the practice of sending 
any suspect beast to market or to the butcher on the appearance of the slightest symptom of 
infection. Immediate slaughter was an essential policy if the meat was to be in a fit condition for 
human consumption,26 but it was also a policy born out of practical considerations: 

If we cure the beast by treatment we diminish her value by half before she is cured, and it 
takes some time to get her up to her former value, and therefore it is better to kill her at 
once.27 

Perhaps the most significant casualty of this heightened risk was the large-scale producer.28 
The threat of infection became a diseconomy of scale in the I84os, and between 1834 and 1858 
the average herd size in London slumped from 40 to fourteen cows (Table I). But the losses 
incurred on the sale of diseased carcasses, together with the increased capitalization required 
by a more rapid turnover of animals, were responsible for a squeeze upon the profit margins of 
all London's urban producers in the i84os and i850s, with the result that the supply did not 

expand at the same rate as latent demand. In consequence, milk at 4d. or 5d. per quart remained 

beyond the price range of a large section of society, and the temptation to bridge the gap between 

supply ahd demand with a little surreptitious adulteration was too much for many cow-keepers 
and retailers to resist. The dairy pump or the 'cow with iron tail' was frequently called upon in 
times of shortage, and it was commonly argued that the liquid sold as milk comprised about 
one-fourth added water.29 

Quite apart from the endemic diseases, the rinderpest or 'steppe murrain' had a devastating 
effect upon London's cowkeeping community in I865 and i866, not least because its rapid 
spread and unknown aetiology caused great confusion as to the best method of containment.30 
Ironically, an early outbreak was recorded in one of the largest and best kept sheds in London, 
'Laycock's Dairy' in Islington, then owned by a Mrs Nicholls. This was on 27 June I865, three 
days after the first case had been reported in Lambeth,31 and in the subsequent i8 months at least 
half of London's urban-based cows were affected in one way or another.32 As early as November 

i865 the East London Cowkeepers' Association estimated that of its members' 4873 cows, I 85 
had been destroyed and 2749 sold at a loss.33 Accurate data were not, however, collected for the 
whole city,34 partly because of the harassed condition of the inspectorate, and partly because the 
cowkeepers were reticent in reporting fresh outbreaks and yet swift to be rid of any cow which 
displayed recognizable symptoms of disease. 

Because insurance was only rarely used by London's cowkeepers35 their financial loss was 
considerable when the disease struck, especially in those eastern and northern parts of the city 
with the greatest incidence of infection. The trade was not crippled, however, and output of 
milk from London's cows recovered in the following decade to something approaching 85 per 
cent of its 1864 level. In fact it was not until the late I87os and i88os that a steady decline set in. 

In nineteenth-century London the rinderpest was limited to this major outbreak in I865-66 
and a minor one in I877. On the other hand, the insidious effect of the foot-and-mouth disease 
and pleuro-pneumonia lasted almost continuously for 50 years,36 and represented perhaps a 
greater drain upon the resources of the town cowkeepers in the long run (Table II).37 
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TABLE II 

Reported cases of cattle disease within the jurisdiction of the M.B. W. and 
L.C.C. 

Pleuro-pneumonia Foot-and-mouth Rinderpest 

I869-73 392 3869 o 

1874-78 2780 2287 56 

1879-83 1654 513I 0 

1884-88 947 287 o 
I889-93 I42 0 0 

I894-98 24 I24 o 

I899-I903 0 0 o 
1903-08 o o o 
I909-13 0 0 0 

Source: M.B.W., Annual Reports; L.C.C., London Statistics 

Sanitation 

Although it had always been in the interests of the cowkeeper to protect the health of his cows, 
he showed little interest in cleanliness for the sake of any neighbouring human population. In 
fact the conditions of filth found in both urban and suburban cowsheds would have made even 
King Augeias blush, and if Heracles had been put to the test in early nineteenth-century London 
he would surely have rated cleaning them out as the most unpleasant of his labours.38 Yet it was 
not until the I840os and i85os, with the widespread publication of the writings of Edwin Chad- 
wick and John Simon, that the public's sanitary conscience was stirred.39 

By cleansing the environment, and thereby eliminating the 'epidemic influence' of the 
atmosphere, the sanitary reformers hoped that they could improve the public health in cities. 
It was therefore logical that they should have been especially enthusiastic for the exclusion of 
cattle slaughtering, milk production, and the other so-called 'noxious trades' which created both 
dirt and smell as a by-product of their operation. John Simon, as Medical Officer of Health in 
the City of London, was in I853 the first to introduce bye-laws regulating such aspects of cow- 
shed design as paving, drainage, water supply, ventilation, lighting, removal of dung, and the 
cow's breathing space, and these were so meticulously enforced that by July 1856 ten cowsheds 
out of the City's 26 had been given up, presumably in response to the increased cost of cowshed 
repair and re-design.40 

The Nuisances Removal Act of I855 transferred powers from numerous petty bodies in 
London to the newly constituted sanitary authorities who were empowered to require the 
prevention of nuisances. But permissive legislation of this kind allowed the local Vestries and 
Boards- of Works the luxury of implementation at their own pace and inevitably led to very 
uneven results in different parts of London. A set of regulations specific to cowkeeping was pro- 
posed by the Metropolitan Association of Medical Officers of Health in I858, yet it was not 
until the Metropolitan Self Management Amendment Act of i862 that a general provision was 
made for a system of licensing. Sanitary authorities were then able to show cause against the 
granting of a licence at the local petty sessions. 

From 1862 the officers responsible for visiting the producers' premises were a small number 
of Inspectors of Nuisances and Sanitary Officers,41 but their job was regarded as a sinecure and 
they soon acquired a reputation for being ill-trained, lax and corrupt. Much of the impetus for 
improvement came to depend upon the character of the local Medical Officer of Health, but he in 



turn was often hamstrung by the hostility of his employers. In fact the structure of patronage was 
such that little or nothing was done in some areas: 

Arrayed against reform and amelioration were the powerful forces of vested rights in filth 
and dirt. And adding to the difficulty was the huge inert mass of ignorance, and poverty, and 
helplessness of masses of the people.42 

The growing interest displayed by the wealthy and middle classes in their environment was not 
shared by people living in the slums, where apathy and degradation were part and parcel of the 
vicious circle of poverty. In Paddington 'complaints were made of the most pressing nature by 
householders residing in all those parts of the parish in which cowsheds exist', but in the dock- 
land of Rotherhithe 'not a word of complaint [was] ever uttered against any of them by the 
inhabitants'.43 In the i860s and I870s conscientious authorities like those of St James's West- 
minster, St Martin-in-the-Fields and the Strand, either prohibited cowkeeping in their areas 
by witholding all licences, or very soon made the profession impracticable by their demands for 
expensive improvements. In other districts little was required besides routine cleansing, no 
matter how structurally unsuitable the sheds may have been. 

Outside West-Central London and the West End, regulation in the early years was little 

noxious trades in general,44 that any centralized supervision was suggested,45 and not until i 879 
that the Dairies, Cowsheds, and Milkshops Orders made it possible.46 

On 7 October of that year the M.B.W. issued its own regulations with 22 specific require- 
ments for the construction and cleansing of cowsheds and dairies.47 The standard breathing 
space, for instance, throughout London was to be 8oo00 cu ft in most sheds, or 6oo00 cu ft where the 
ventilation was thought to be adequate. This was a compromise between the 500 cu ft recom- 
mended by Eastonu in his editorials for the Cowkeeper and Dairyma's Journal, and the 000 pcu ft 
rigidly enforced by some Medical Officers of Health.48 It satisfied few and particularly angered 
the members of the Mletropolitan Dairymen's Society who argued that 'to insist on 800 cu ft 
of space per cow would speedily annihilate the London cowsheds, and spread distress amongst 
the cowkeepers of the metropolis'.49 

The breathing space regulation was not a conspicuous success. The authorities often re- 
duced the number of cows a licensee could keep, in order to increase the average space per 
animal, but they rarely enforced any structural alteration beyond the addition of a ventilator 
or the removal of a loft. Proposed new cowsheds had to be designed with the space requirements 
in mind, but in several areas the overcrowding experienced in older sheds was tolerated. In 
fact the overall average cubic space was still only 625 cu ft in 1894 after I5 years of centralized 
control.50 

This description of the emergence of local and centralized supervision highlights the slow- 
paced and complex evolution and doubtful effectiveness of cowshed regulation in London. 
From 1838 when Drs Arnott and Kay recommended official action, and from 1846 when Simon 
called for the exclusion of noxious trades from the whole city, nearly half a century passed before 
effective control was established throughout the urban area. Even then it was accomplished in a 
number of indirect ways and rarely involved the actual closure of a cowshed by the termination of 
its licence (see Table III). In effect the authorities were more successful in their insistence upon 
improvements which increased the costs of cowkeeping, and therefore contributed to declining 
profitability in the late century, than they were in their desire to directly inhibit milk production.51 
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TABLE III 

Methods of cowshed regulation used by the M.B. W. and L.C.C. 

Licences New Objections Applications Adjournments Inspections 
Date granted and licences lodged refused 

taken up granted 

I88I 955 24 ? I I39 9749 
1883 890 5 ? 12 40 7618 
1885 812 5 ? 2 26 7427 
1887 747 3 ? 6 14 7506 
I889 673? 59 32 6 ? 
I89I 604 8 I9 46 8 3460 
1893 512 2 52 I3 14 3962 
I895 43 2 68 13 ? 3736 
I897 375 3 47 5 II 4199 
I899 330 o 22 8 i2 3590 
1901 298 0 20 5 4 ? 

1903 277 o i8 5 3 1945 
1905 251 2 2I 4 7 I887 
1907 234 o 4 ? I809 
1909 213 0 6 2 8 1648 
I9II 187 0 7 7 5 I319 
1913 17I o 7 3 5 II86 

391 

Note: Licences were granted by the local justices before I889, and thereafter by the L.C.C. 
Sources: M.B.W., Minutes and Ann. Reports; M.B.W., Registers of Licensed Cowhouses (G.L.R.O.: 

M.B.W./i8o7b); M.B.W., Contagious Diseases (Animals) Act 1878, Executive Committee Papers, I88I-89 
(G.L.R.O.: M.B.W./824-9); L.C.C., Ann. Reports and London Statistics; L.C.C., Registers of Licensed Cow- 
houses (G.L.R.O.: L.C.C. PH/REG/2/I7-3i); L.C.C., Printed Papers of special meetings of Public Health 
Committee for licensing slaughterhouses, knackers' yards and cowhouses, I889-1914 (G.L.R.O.: L.C.C. 
PH/REG/2/37-38) 

Competition from railway milk 
It has in the past been thought that the Cattle Plague of 1865-66 was instrumental in encouraging 
a railway milk trade by reducing the capacity of urban producers to meet demand. David Taylor 
has recently shown, however, that the importation of country milk had reached a significant 
scale well before this date.52 

From I845 the Brentwood and Romford districts of Essex were regularly supplying 
hospitals in London and were sending accommodation milk to the capital at times of shortage.53 
Only a few years later Liverpool was reported to be drawing large quantities of milk from 25 to 
50 km by rail at a wholesale price which it was thought would undermine the profitability of 
urban and suburban producers.54 But no such threat materialized for some time in London be- 
cause of the technical and logistical difficulties of supply encountered over the much longer 
distances from the nearest significant dairying area.55 Even after the devastation of the rinder- 
pest had made long-distance milk traffic imperative, there was some complacency about the 
traditional supply system: 

It may be anticipated that if we are spared any future infliction of the cattle plague, the 
number of cows kept within the limits of London will be restored, and probably increased. 
The carriage by railway from distant dairies will be superseded, and the original condition 
of the metropolitan milk trade re-established.56 

In fact the urban herd did recover in the early I87os, and after a temporary relapse in the 
late i86os the railways also became a major supplier. Demand rapidly increased in the I87os 
and i88os and there was undoubtedly room in the market for both urban and rural milk because 



the former was regarded as being of a better quality and it therefore commanded a higher whole- 
sale price.57 

In the last two decades of the nineteenth century complaints about the quality of railway 
milk were less frequently heard as the use of cooling apparatus and chemical preservatives be- 
came more widespread. Direct competition with the urban product continued to be restricted, 
however, because the majority of imports arrived at termini serving the West End, in areas where 
cowkeepers had already been greatly reduced in numbers. The railway milk sent to stations 
in or near the East End, especially Liverpool Street and Stratford Junction, came largely from 
East Anglia where the costs of production were high, and it therefore represented less of a 
threat to local production.58 

CHANGING PROFITABILITY 

The data recorded in the Appendix attempt to measure the changing profitability of milk pro- 
duction in London. They express the likely range of costs incurred and revenue received by 
London's cowkeepers at four cross-sectional dates, and are based upon a large amount of 
fragmentary evidence.59 In view of the great range of management strategies adopted, varying 
from gross profit maximization to cost minimization, it is not possible to be more definite about 
an average or modal account. An enterprise is hypothesized, however, with a mean cost-revenue 
combination, and from this a number of interesting points emerge. 

It seems that the optimum period for both fully urbanized and suburban pastoral cowkeep- 
ing came in the first half of the century. Thereafter, rising costs and static revenue meant that in 
i86o and I890 a net loss would have been sustained if the management system hypothesized in 
the Appendix had actually been adopted. In reality production continued to be marginally 
profitable for two reasons. 

First, many cowkeepers found that their continued viability depended upon securing the 
wider margin available to the retailer of milk. This represented a departure from their earlier 
practice of selling the daily produce of a certain number of cows to a contracting dealer or 
milkmaid. After the mid century such producer-retailing was only possible in those areas of east 
London where competition from fixed dairy shops and retail rounds had yet to develop fully. 

Secondly, a regime in which costs were cut to a minimum became the rule for the surviving 
cowkeepers. In preference to the traditional shorthorn, many now bought the smaller Dutch 
cow and, in response to the falling price of beef, did not attempt to fatten it. Others found that an 
increase in their own or their family's labour was necessary. Most cowkeepers, however, were 
not able to bear the personal sacrifice required in terms of hard work and meagre reward, and in 
the late century production was increasingly concentrated in the hands of rural immigrants,60 
especially from Wales (Table IV), because 'they alone among the inhabitants of the United King- 
dom [could] make cowkeeping in London pay'.61 For them the occupation was ideal because it 
offered a rare chance to use their rural skills in the city,62 and it was therefore a convenient 
stepping-stone to urban life. 

Even with these adjustments the prosperity of urban cowkeeping was severely curtailed in 
the second half of the century. The effects upon costs of disease and enforced structural and 
sanitary improvements have already been noted, but there were also significant developments in 
the revenue account. In the 20 years or so before I900 these included a collapse in the market 
for urban cow beef,64 a reduction in the return from the sale of manure to farmers and market 
gardeners,65 and a decline in the wholesale price of cowshed milk.66 

The changing location of production 
As a result of this struggle to minimize costs in the face of a stagnant or falling revenue there was 

392 P.J.ATKINS 



London's milk supply 
TABLE IV 

The proportion of London's cowkeepers who had Welsh 
surnames 

Date Cowkeepers Welsh surnames63 Percentage 

1881 998 240 24 
1890 285 II6 41 
1900 i68 82 49 
I9I0 I02 47 46 

393 

Sources: G.L.R.O.; M.B.W./i8o7b; Post Office Direc- 
tories, London and Suburban 

Note: The numbers of cowkeepers recorded here do not 
correspond to the number of herds shown in Table I 
because of the incomplete nature of the Directory material 

a modification of the geographical concentration of production within the urban area. The 
market orientation of the early century, with sheds in or near the West End and City of London, 
was undermined in the i85os and i86os by the action of the Medical Officers of Health in those 
areas. A need to reduce costs increasingly came to dominate the locational decisions of producers 
because cowsheds survived most successfully in those areas where it was possible to cut the 

transportation cost of the fodder input from breweries and hay merchants,67 where local sanitary 
controls were least rigorously enforced,68 where the rents asked for suitable premises were low,69 
and where there was a minimum of competition from railway milk. In the second half of the 

century these conditions were met most satisfactorily in the East End. In I88i the M.B.W.'s 
first register of licensed cowkeepers,70 for instance, showed a concentration of premises in the 

part of the urban area to the north of the River Thames and to the east of the City of London 

(Fig. 3). This was the area which also offered the best opportunity for producer-retailing, and 
where the large Jewish community ensured a steady demand for locally produced kosher milk.71 

DISCUSSION: CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF DECLINE 

Neither the Cattle Plague of 1865-66, nor the desire of those in authority to close insanitary 
cowsheds, can be singled out as causes of the decline of milk production in London after c. 
I860. They were merely contributory factors to a complex process of adverse circumstances 
which gradually eroded profitability in the second half of the nineteenth century. Unfortunately 
even the timing and pace of this erosion is uncertain. The declining cow population is an in- 
adequate index because the trade came increasingly to be dominated by rural immigrants who 
were inured to a low return for their labour. 

The fall in the number of urban cowkeepers came about less as a process of failure through 
bankruptcy or of closure by the authorities, than as a result of producer mobility. Table V shows 
that the average length of time each property was used as a cowshed was as little as 11 years in 
both Bethnal Green (in the East End of London) and Plumstead (on the rural-urban fringe in 
the south-east of the city). This rapid turnover of premises meant that leases were short, or that 
cowkeepers actively sought to improve their location by frequent changes of address. Licences 
for sites not previously used for milk production were difficult and costly to secure because both 
the M.B.W. and the L.C.C. imposed their most stringent structural and sanitary requirements 
on any proposed new cowshed. Most urban producers could not afford to restart under these 
circumstances and therefore natural wastage became a principal agency of decline from about 
I880. Retirement and death were responsible for a steady thinning of the ranks, but many cow- 
keepers gave up their licences to become specialist retailers. 
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FIGURE 3. The distribution of registered cowsheds in i88I within the jurisdiction of the Metropolitan Board of 
Works. Source: G.L.R.O.: M.B.W./I807b 

TABLE V 

Producer mobility 

Bethnal Green Plumstead 
(1867-1914) (I863-19I4) 

Average length of time a cowkeeper 5-08 5- 1 

stayed in one property (years) 
Average trading life of each 7-31 7-30 

cowkeeper (years) (154 cowkeepers) ( 12 cowkeepers) 
Average length of time one location II-83 o0'95 

was used as a cowshed (years) (I05 premises) (8I premises) 

Source: Annual Reports of the respective M.O.H. 

At their peak in the I85s0 and I86os the 'noxious' and semi-agricultural trades such as cow- 
keeping, pig-keeping, cattle slaughtering and animal marketing must have contributed in no 
small measure to the deteriorating environment of the neighbourhoods in which they were con- 
centrated.72 These tended to be the poor areas of London which, as far as milk was concerned, 
also experienced the highest rates of adulteration and the lowest per capita consumption. There 
is no doubt that the people living in the slums suffered most and benefited least from the produc- 
tion of milk in their locality.73 

Cleaner milk was produced in London as a result of pressure from the sanitary authorities 
in the last few decades of the century, but by that time the urban supply was diminishing. The 
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country milk imported as a substitute and supplement was by comparison produced in largely 
unregulated conditions, and ironically the proportion of sour, dirty and infected milk on the 
market therefore increased. This was almost certainly partly responsible in the 89os for London's 
rising infant mortality rate from so-called summer diarrhoea, at a time when most other common 
diseases were being brought under control.74 The decline of urban cowkeeping may therefore 
be regarded as somewhat of a mixed blessing. 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has traced the evolution of London's milk supply from suburban-based production 
at the turn of the eighteenth century, through a phase of largely intra-urban cowkeeping in the 
mid nineteenth century, to the period after c. i860 when imported country milk increasingly 
became the mainstay of the trade. An attempt has been made to explain this evolution in terms 
of a gradually changing level of profitability rather than any supposedly revolutionary effect of a 
cattle plague. 

Given even a slightly different combination of circumstances in the late nineteenth century, 
it is conceivable that milk production in London might have continued to be viable. In European 
cities as diverse as Paris and Liverpool town milk was successfully produced well into the 
twentieth century,75 as it is to this day in many Third World cities. 

Further research is needed into forms of 'agricultural' land-use which are able to survive 
for long periods in an urban environment.76 An extension of the examination of processes of 
change at the rural-urban fringe into the city itself might then serve to discourage the popular 
impression that 'agricultural uses can practically never compete with urban ones within city 
areas'.77 
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and several more in earlier decades. This evidence gives confidence that the ranges of likelihood recorded in the Appendix 
are a useful basis for estimating the trend in profitability. For an interesting qualitative account of the management of cows 
in London see MORTON, J. C. (1868) 'Town milk', J1 R. agric. Soc. 2nd Ser. 4, 69-98 

60. Rural immigrants are or have been responsible in several of the world's cities for the maintenance of urban milk 
production. This was true in the late nineteenth century, for instance, of the Auvergnats in Paris, and was also recently the 
case among the people of Dutch descent in Los Angeles and Hindus in Singapore. Cowkeep. Dairym. J. 33 (19o1) p. 234; 
PHLIPPONNEAU (1956) op. cit. p. 89 (note 2); FIELDING, op. cit. 12-17 (note 2); GREGOR, op. cit. pp. 305-6 (note 2); WIK- 
KRAMATILEKE and SINGH, op. cit. (note 2) 

61. BAXTER, A. E. (1896) 'Milksellers', in BOOTH, C. (ed.) Life and labour of the people in London, Vol. VII (London) 
I73-87; Cowkeep. Dairym. J. (1903) 25, p. 536 

62. JONES, G. S. (1971) Outcast London (London) pp. 143-4 
63. The 'Welshness' of a surname was judged from REANEY, P. H. (I976) A dictionary of British surnames (London). 

This is a crude measure because a Welsh surname would not have guaranteed that its bearer was a recent immigrant 
64. The introduction in rapid succession in the I87os and early i88os of cheap canned, chilled and then frozen meat, 

knocked the bottom out of the market for the carcasses of fat cows reared and killed in London. Cowbeef, however, had never 
been popular in London, because of the suspicion that much of it was diseased 

65. Manure had traditionally been paid for and collected by market gardeners or farmers as a return load after they 
had been to market with their own produce, but in the i86os and i87os when the authorities began to insist that the dung 
should be removed regularly and sometimes daily, it rapidly became a liability. Thus, in I879, the trade press remarked that 
'tons of natural farmyard manure may be had of cowkeepers in the north of London gratuitously'. Cowkeep. Dairym. J. (I879) 
I, p. 13 

66. The wholesale price of town milk fell in parallel with a decline in the contract price of railway milk in the late 
i88os and I89os. Its fortunes were in this sense tied to circumstances in the country milk trade 

67. In x88I the distribution of fodder suppliers, namely breweries, brewers' grain merchants, distilleries of whisky 
and gin, haymarkets, and hay and straw merchants, was most concentrated in the City of London and east central London. 
Suppliers of one sort or another were, however, comparatively numerous in most parts of the city except in the suburbs where 
cowkeepers would anyway have had access to pasture and meadow 

68. Here a distinction should be drawn between the inspectors of the central authority (the M.B.W. from I879 to 
I889, and the L.C.C. from I889 onward) and those of the local sanitary authority. In the latter case they tended to be 
Inspectors of Nuisances and Sanitary Officers whose duties involved alleviating many hazards to health. There seems to have 
been a tension between the inspectors of the local and central authorities which manifested itself in contradictory demands 
upon the cowkeeper. For a full list of the strength of the inspectorate in each local district see BATE, G. P. (i886) Report on the 
sanitary condition and vital statistics of the Parish of St Matthew, Bethnal Green, i885 (London) pp. 8-9, and the L.C.C.'s 
London Statistics 

69. Annual rental per stall varied from ?I paid for Coomber dairy farm in Fulham (in 1879) and ?I.5o by H. Jones 
of Shadwell (in I904), to ?4.50 paid for Holland Park Farm, with its proximity to the West End, by E. C. Tisdall (in 1874). 
G.L.R.O./E/WS/I2; G.L.R.O. PH/REG/2/37; SHEPPARD, F. (ed.) (1973) Survey of London, Northern Kensington, Vol. 37 
(London) I27; B.P.P. I874 (262) vi. p. 398, Q.2648 

70. In the Greater London Record Office (London) a number of registers are preserved. The first to be drawn up by 
the M.B.W. (M.B.W./i8o7b) is dated I88I and records the name of the licensee, the address of his cowhouse(s), any subse- 
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quent changes of these items, and whether the licence was applied for and granted in the years up to i885. 24 other registers 
have also survived, making it possible to trace licences through parish lists, lists of registration numbers, surname indices and 
street indices. At several dates the numbers of cows permitted in each shed was recorded along with other information con- 
cerning the cubic volume available for cows' breathing space, the nature of any objection lodged about sanitary defects, the 
distance of the cowshed from the nearest inhabited property, and the conditions attached to each licence. 

71. One writer has argued that this continuing specialized demand was a major factor in the survival of urban cow- 
keeping in the East End of London into the 1920s. DULDYKE, E. R. (I937) 'The economic geography of the milk supply 
of London', unpubl. M.A. thesis, Univ. of London 

72. DYOS, H. J. (1967) 'The slums of Victorian London', Vict. Stud. il, 5-40, see p. 25 
73. It could be argued that London's local and central authorities showed more interest in regulating the activities 

of stockmen than they did in improving the housing conditions of working-class people. While cowsheds were becoming less 
cramped in the I88os, conditions in the houses of the poor were becoming more overcrowded; while cowkeepers had to lime- 
white their premises at least twice annually, there were many slum properties which were not cleansed for years; and while 
most cattle diseases were made notifiable by the Animals Order and the Contagious Diseases (Animals) Act of 1869, human 
disease was not similarly treated in London until the Infectious Diseases Notification Act, I889. JEPHSON, op. cit. pp. 202, 
342-3, 357 (note 42) 

74. BEAVER, M. W. (1973) 'Population, infant mortality and milk', Popul. Stud. 27, 243-54 
75. PHLIPPONNEAU (1956) op. cit. p. 89 (note 2); HILL, op. cit. (note 2) 
76. See ATHERALL, P. G. (1976) 'The displacement of market gardening around London by urban growth, from I745 

to 1939', unpubl. M.Litt. thesis, Univ. of Cambridge 
77. FOUND, W. C. (I97I) A theoretical approach to rural land-use patterns (London) p. 75 

APPENDIX 
The following account has been estimated from fragmentary evidence. It does not relate to the management system of any 
one specific enterprise, and therefore to accommodate the element of uncertainty in the calculations a range of possible 
variations in the individual items of cost and revenue has been incorporated. It would not have been possible for a cowkeeper 
to minimize his costs while maximizing his revenue, but a number of intermediate strategies would have yielded a profit even 
in 1890. For the full details of evidence and methods of estimation see Atkins (App. i).10 All the data are expressed in ? per 
stall per annum. 

1790 1825(A) I825(B) i860 i890 

Costs 

Replacement of cow 2-88-6-50 5'00-Io 00 26'67-400oo 29-76-39.43 20-00-50-00 
Loss from disease 0-30-0-50 I1oo I1oo 2-98-4-73 o036-o'89 
Feed 14-89 22-26-23-41 24'33-27'45 21-54-30-91 19-82-28-51 
Labour 05o-50oo -1-00-2-00 1'00-2'00 3-oo-6-oo 3oo-500oo 
Cowshed o-5o 0-50 0-50 0o50 20oo-5-oo 

structure 
Rent 00oo-30oo 2-00-7-00 1o00 I100-300oo 00oo-5oo 
Miscellaneous 20-20200 025-2--00 025-2-00 Ioo-3'oo 2-25-3.25 

Total 20-27-28-39 32'01-45'91 54'75-73'95 59-78-87'57 48'43-97'65 

Revenue 

Sale of cow 4'32-9'75 50oo-Io0oo 26'67-400oo 25-49-33'34 22-11-40o50 
Sale of calf 0-20-1I00 0-50 0-50 00ooo-o'5o ooo-o050 
Saving on diet of dry cows o030-I-49 0-45-2-34 o036o-82 0-32-I-86 0-30-1-71 
Manure o-50-I-oo o'75-1'50 0-00-1-50 o-oo-o-56 00oo-o056 
Sale of milk (wholesale) I2-70-I5-63 26-06-32-99 37'29-39'41 36'25-39-52 30-83-32-56 
Total I8-02-28-87 32-76-47-33 64-82-82-23 62-o6-75-78 53-24-75-83 

Hypothetical enterprise 
Costs 28-41 39'47 57-69 65-75 64.72 
Revenue 30-o6 42-56 66-86 6Iii 51-24 
Balance +- I5 +30 9 +9'I7 - 464 -1348 

Note: In 1790 and I825(A) the account relates to a semi-pastoral economy, and in I825(B), i860 and 1890 
to a fully urbanized management system. The hypothetical enterprise is a mean cost-revenue combination 
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