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Introduction

1.1
The Sustaining the Empire Project

Sustaining the Empire: War, the Navy and the Contractor State 1793-1815 was a research project undertaken by Greenwich Maritime Institute and funded by the Leverhulme Trust.  It commenced in April 2006 and formally ended in May 2009.  The project was led by Professor Roger Knight, with Dr Martin Wilcox as Research Fellow and James Davey as Research Assistant.
The project had three principle aims.
1. To establish how the victualling system of the Royal Navy worked during the wars of 1793-1815.
2. To establish the role of private contractors within the system.

3. To assess the efficiency of the victualling and its ability to support operations during the last and longest of the wars of the ‘long eighteenth century,’ fought on a global scale and requiring unprecedented commitments of resources.

Little of this had ever been researched in detail before.  Several general naval histories remark upon the victualling system,
 and a handful of articles have been written on the development of facilities at some of the main victualling bases.
  Two studies of the victualling of particular fleets had previously been undertaken at Greenwich Maritime Institute.
  One of these dissertations, by Janet Macdonald, informed the only full-length work on victualling in the eighteenth-century navy.
  However, this study focused principally on administration at sea, although its author has gone on to complete a doctoral thesis at King’s College London on the Victualling Board.
  Some work on prices paid by the Victualling Board for various commodities was done by Lord Beveridge in the 1930s.
  Victualling, then, represented one of few parts of the eighteenth-century navy about which little was known.
Twenty years ago, John Brewer coined the term ‘fiscal-military state’ to describe the eighteenth-century state, which raised taxes primarily to fight wars, and examined how the British state was more effective in this regard than its rivals.
  Since then, a considerable amount of research has been conducted on the mechanisms by which states raised money.  Attention has now begun to switch, however, to the means by which that money was translated into armies on the march and fleets at sea.  In particular, military and naval contractors have come in for scrutiny.  Historically these have not had a good press, assumed by many to have gained their contracts through graft and favouritism and then waxed fat at the taxpayer’s expense.  Work by Norman Baker
 and David Syrett
 in the early 1970s painted a rather more favourable picture of contractors, and more recent scholarship, in particular by Gordon Bannerman,
 has tended to support this.  There is still, however, much that we do not know.  

Naval victualling was a large and complex task, especially since, in addition to the navy, the Victualling Board was after 1793 tasked with feeding the militias in Britain and the army overseas.  At certain points during the war, notably the Peninsular Campaign of 1808-14, the total number of men to be victualled approached 400,000.  These men, as the database demonstrates, were distributed across the globe from the Americas to India, although throughout the wars the largest concentrations were in European waters.  The quantities of food they consumed were truly vast.  To feed the complement of one 74-gun ship for a week required two tons of ‘bisket’ (hard bread), over a ton of salt beef, a quarter of a ton of cheese and 4,480 gallons of beer.  In 1805 there were 87 such ships in commission.  By 1815, Wellington’s army in the Iberian Peninsula numbered 100,000 men and required forty tons of bisket every day.  
A wide range of goods were required.  The table below gives the official scale of provisions issued weekly to each man.

	
	Biscuit

(lb)
	Beer

(Gallons)
	Beef

(lb)
	Pork

(lb)
	Pease

(Pint)
	Oatmeal

(Pint)
	Butter

(oz)
	Cheese

(oz)

	Sun
	1
	1
	
	1
	½ 
	
	
	

	Mon
	1
	1
	
	
	
	1
	2
	4

	Tue
	1
	1
	2
	
	
	
	
	

	Wed
	1
	1
	
	
	½ 
	1
	2
	4

	Thu
	1
	1
	
	1
	½ 
	
	
	

	Fri
	1
	1
	
	
	½ 
	1
	2
	4

	Sat
	1
	1
	2
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	7
	7
	4
	2
	2
	3
	6
	12


The picture was complicated by substitutes.  In recognition that it was not possible to procure everything that was needed all the time and on all stations, a complex array of substitutions for the main provisions were admissible – for instance, a pint of wine or half-pint of spirits in place of the beer, a pint of ‘calavances’ (chick peas) or ‘dhol’ (lentils) for a pint of pease, and so on.  Moreover, it was customary that ships in port should receive fresh beef instead of salted, and fresh vegetables were also provided when possible.  In some places, too, contracts had to be made for water, where local conditions made it difficult for ships to refill their own casks.
Contractors were involved at all levels of this large and complex operation.  They supplied raw materials and processed provisions to the Victualling Board’s bases in London, Portsmouth, Plymouth, Chatham and Dover (in roughly that order of importance) as well as overseas yards at Gibraltar and Port Mahon, and they took away the waste products.  They provisioned ports in the British Isles at which it was unviable to maintain a permanent establishment.  These ranged from ports such as Leith and Great Yarmouth which had consistently large deployments, down the scale to Exeter and Appledore, which saw few warships.  They provisioned entire stations overseas, catering for tens of thousands of troops and seamen in the Caribbean and East Indies.  Some contracts were vast undertakings involving large commitments of capital, time and expertise, and some of the holders of such contracts gave up their other engagements to concentrate upon contracting.  Most contracts, however, were sidelines to, or extensions of, the normal business of hundreds of bakers, butchers, market gardeners, grocers and merchants.
The contracts can be divided into three broad types.

1. ‘Supply contracts’ (as we termed them) for the supply of one commodity, or ‘species,’ as it was termed, either a set quantity or as required for a set period of time.  This was the most common contract, used mainly for the provision of raw materials and processed goods to the main bases, and as a supplement to larger contracts elsewhere.  Supply contracts ranged from very small agreements, such as the supply of fresh beef at a little-used port such as Whitehaven, up to very large undertakings such as the sole supply of bisket to Deptford for one year.  To facilitate analysis we divided supply contracts up into various sub-types, which are explained in section 3.2.

2. Commission agencies, whereby the contractor, or ‘agent’ as he was termed, purchased goods for the Board on commission.  Owing to several well-publicised cases of fraud in earlier years, commission agents were used sparingly and with caution between 1793 and 1815.  They were restricted principally to buying grain, pease and live oxen in the London markets, although they shipped them to all of the main bases, and their accounts were far more rigorously checked than they had been in previous years.
3. Sea provisions contracts, whereby the contractor engaged to provide all provisions needed for a particular port or station.  The largest of these contracts, for stations such as the East Indies or Jamaica, were large operations involving outlays of tens of thousands of pounds per year.  Sea provisions contracts were often supplemented by supply contracts for rum, fresh beef, fresh vegetables and sometimes water.
Despite the bad reputation contractors had at the time and have retained since, our research showed that naval contracting worked well.  With the exception of commission agencies, contracts were awarded by competitive sealed tendering and graft and favouritism were not significant factors in awarding them.  Once made, they were usually administered efficiently, although the Victualling Board proved unable to keep up with the accounts generated by pursers, agents and sea provisions contractors until major reforms were made in 1809.  Even so, it managed the ‘front end’ of its business effectively, contracting for supplies as and when required and getting them to where they were needed.  Throughout the wars of 1793-1815, no instances occurred in which operational effectiveness was seriously compromised by failures in the victualling system.  With such heavy demands placed upon the victualling system, and in an age of slow and easily disrupted communications, this was an impressive achievement.
1.2
The Purpose of the Database

The purpose of the database was twofold.
1. To act as a repository of information on contractors and contracts.

2. To facilitate analysis of patterns of contracting, price movements, the involvement of different contractors, and other relevant information.
3. To analyse deployments of ships and men throughout the wars of 1793 to 1815.
We hope that it will now prove useful to researchers examining government contracting, the provisions trades, mercantile and artisan communities and naval deployments in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

1.3 
The Scope of the Database

At an early stage of the Sustaining the Empire project we realised that it would not be possible to look at every contract or every commodity.  The numbers were simply too large and the data collection too time-consuming.  

Therefore, we decided to focus on eight key commodities.  These were:
· Wheat

· Flour/bisket meal

· Bisket

· Pease

· Live Cattle 
· Salt Beef

· Butter

· Cheese

Every contract for these commodities was sampled for every year ending in an odd number from 1793 to 1813.  Data on these came from the contract ledgers.  In addition, we entered data on sea provisions contracts and standing contracts overseas from three of the largest of the contract abstracts covering such contracts.  More detail on these sources is given in section 2.2.  Some information came from other miscellaneous records, detailed in section 2.3.  In addition, biographical data on contractors was sourced from a variety of places, as detailed in section 2.4.
The database also contains separate tables of the numbers of ships and men on each station, sampled for every third quarter (figures given are for January, April, July, October) between 1792 and 1809.  Thereafter it was only possible to take a sample for January and July.  To avoid undue complexity, the ships are not disaggregated by rate or type.  More detail on the source from which this information was obtained is in section 2.5, and the methodological issues are explored in section 3.3. 
The database is therefore not comprehensive, but it does contain a robust and representative sample of Victualling Board contracts and contractors and proved to be fully sufficient for the purposes detailed in section 1.2. 
Primary Source Appraisal

2.1
The Victualling Board Archives
The archives of the Victualling Board form part of the Admiralty archive.
  Most of this now resides in The National Archives, at Kew.  Some records are also held by the National Maritime Museum, but only a few of these fall within the scope of the database.  
The Victualling Board was one of four boards subordinate to the Admiralty.  The Navy Board, Transport Board and Sick and Hurt Board were the others, although the latter was abolished in 1806 and its functions absorbed by the Transport Board.  The Victualling Board was formed in 1683 and lasted until 1832, when it was merged with the Navy Board.  It was composed of seven commissioners, based at Somerset House, at which it had a staff of permanent clerks, augmented in wartime by ‘extra’ clerks.  In 1805, permanent and extra clerks totalled 105.  The Board controlled the bases at Deptford, Portsmouth, Plymouth, Chatham and Dover, all of which had an extensive staff, and employed Agents Victualler at various other places.  Needless to say, this large organisation generated a considerable volume of records, of which much has survived.
The surviving records of the Victualling Board fall into four main categories.  Firstly there are the minutes and correspondence of the Board, which are in classes ADM 111 and ADM 110 respectively at The National Archives.  Secondly, there are records of the personnel of the Board and its yards, which are mainly in ADM 113.  Thirdly, a large number of rather miscellaneous records pertaining to the victualling yards survive, although many of these date from the post-1815 period.  Finally, the Board’s accounts and contract records can be found in ADM 112.  These include accounts of overseas agents victualler, copies of original contracts (dating mainly from 1810 and after), and abstracts and ledgers of contracts.  It is these from which the bulk of the database is derived.
2.2
The Contract Abstracts and Ledgers
The contract ledgers and abstracts are two distinct series of documents and there is no duplication of entries between them.  However, their functions were closely related and there is some crossover between them.  For instance, most one-off contracts for supplies can be found in the ledgers, but a few for overseas stations exist in the abstracts.  Both series can be found in ADM 112 at The National Archives.  They are simple to extract data from, but there are several changes of format and a few hidden complexities which this section explains.
a. Abstracts




The contract abstracts contain data on sea provisions contracts and contracts for supplies to ports without a Victualling Board establishment, whether in the British Isles or overseas.  In practice this means that all entries comprise standing or time-limited contracts.

The abstracts cover contracts made between 1784 and 1823, but for the majority of them relate to the 1793-1815 period, reflecting the rapid expansion of contracting in wartime.  More entries relate to the period after the Peace of Amiens (1803-3) than the first decade of the war.  That said, there was a pronounced shift later in the war towards annual contracts for fresh beef, vegetables, rum and to a lesser extent sea provisions, replacing the standing contracts that had been commonplace before.  This accounts for part of the apparent increase.

The abstracts are in class ADM 112/140-159.  They are divided into three numbered series.  However, the series overlap in time and do not appear to relate to different types of contract or different locations.  There seems, then, to be no clear reason for this division, and nowhere is it explained.  Therefore we treated it as insignificant and looked at abstracts that gave a good spread in time across the war years, although in the event we did record full data from one book in each series.

All of the abstracts are hard-bound volumes.  They vary a little in size, but most of them are approximately A4 and none of them are too unwieldy.  Their condition is generally very good and the ink has not faded too badly, although the handwriting of some entries is difficult to decipher.  The layout varies a little.  Some of them record contracts consecutively, with the contractor’s name, location to be supplied and the dates as a heading and the items contracted for, and their prices, listed underneath.  Amendments to contract prices, details of the termination of the contract and occasionally other notes are entered alongside.  Other abstracts come in the form of large tables, with columns for the contractor, location, dates and commodities and the contract data in rows across.  Some of these are a little difficult to read, especially when entries have been amended.  
There is no information on quantities supplied under the contracts detailed in the abstracts.  

b. Ledgers






The contract ledgers are less easy to use than the abstracts.  They contain data on all contracts for supplies to the Victualling Board’s bases, including some standing contracts.  In addition they include extra material, such as accounts of bills drawn at different ports and payment of short-allowance money to crews, which was not included in the database but was utilised in other ways by the project team and forms a valuable resource for those researching the naval administration and victualling.
The ledgers are in class ADM 112/162-212.  There is one for every year from 1776 to 1826.  They are very large (approximately A2 size) and heavy bound volumes, and their condition is rather variable.  Some are in good condition, but many have loose pages and the binding of several has deteriorated badly.  The layout of some is rather cramped and the handwriting difficult to read, especially when entries have been amended. 
All entries in the ledgers are in the form of a table, with columns for the contractor’s name, date of contract, location and details of deliveries.  These comprise the date, quantity delivered, price paid and number of the bill made out to the contractor.  In the ledgers from 1793 to 1801, contracts are entered separately: the contract details are given and deliveries are listed underneath.  From 1803, however, everything is listed in order of delivery, and deliveries under the same contract may be found at widely spaced intervals.  However it remains possible, if time-consuming, to match deliveries to contracts and add up totals delivered under each.  In many cases deliveries and prices paid are totalled up, but not always accurately.
Amendments, such as price adjustments, were comparatively rare for the types of contracts covered by the ledgers, most of which were for a fixed quantity of goods.  However, the later ledgers do contain more detail on matters such as penalties for items rejected, which are usually marked in red ink.

2.3 
Other Sources of Contract Data
The other source from which contract data can easily be obtained is original contracts, of which there are quite a lot in ADM 112.   Almost all of them relate to contracts for the British victualling yards, and most of them relate to the later years of the war.  They are bound together in volumes and separated by port.  For instance, ADM 112/84 contains contracts for London from 1815, and ADM 112/111 contracts for Dover from 1804-7.

In addition, detailed records of the East Indies station can be found in ADM 112/118-138.  ADM 112/118-120 contains copies of the contracts made for the station in 1790, 1804 and 1812, as well as correspondence between the contractor and Commander in Chief during negotiations for the 1804 contract.  Data on the East Indies contracts was entered from this source because it was the first that came to hand.  However, in general there is little point in sourcing data directly from the contracts since their terms were transcribed into the ledgers or abstracts, which therefore provide a more comprehensive and more easily used sample.
The Jamaica contract is complex since its prices were amended several times, and it was temporarily signed over to another firm when its holder ran into financial difficulties.  Its entry in the database is not comprehensive, and full details can be found in an account of contracts for the station held in the National Maritime Museum, ADM/DP/23.
2.4
Sources of Biographical Data

Very little information on contractors beyond the name can be obtained from the ledgers and abstracts, with the exception of the odd note where a contractor had died.  
Some information can be obtained from elsewhere in the Victualling Board records.  Original contracts usually recorded the location and occupation of the contractor, and some information was obtained from them.  In addition, snippets of information can be derived from the Board’s letters and minutes, although most of this relates to the largest contractors, in whose activities the Board naturally took a greater interest.

The most useful sources for tracing contractors are trade directories, which were published in increasing numbers throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Since most smaller contractors were local, cross-referencing contract data from, say, Portsmouth, with directories for that area, gives the addresses and professions of several contractors.  Many of the largest contractors were London-based merchants and therefore appear in profusion in the London directories.  However, trade directories are not unproblematic since the spelling of many names was not fully standardised in the late eighteenth century and some are in any case misspelled, meaning that it is difficult to be certain about some individuals.  Also, few directories at this time were comprehensive in their coverage.
Business papers for this period are thin on the ground, but archives were found for some contractors.  For instance, some papers relating to Joseph Flight, a London contractor for bisket meal, are in London Metropolitan Archives (ACC/1037/100-114), and the Cochrane family archive at the National Library of Scotland yielded a large amount of background data on Basil Cochrane, the East Indies contractor from 1792 to 1806.  The surviving papers of Polperro-based merchant Zephaniah Job can be consulted in the Courtney Library at the Royal Institution of Cornwall, Truro.  A short biography has also been published, along with a collection of assorted ‘gleanings’ from the archive, first published in 1929 and republished in 2007.

2.5
Admiralty List Books

The Admiralty List Books provided the data for the tables of ships and men on station.  All of these are in class ADM 8 at The National Archives.  
There are two books per year for the period 1793-1809.  Month by month, they detail every detachment of ships, together with the names and rates of those ships and their official complements of men.  After 1810 lists are maintained only every six months.  The number of stations mentioned increases over time, and the later books give considerably more detail on precisely where ships were than earlier, especially in home waters, where categories such as ‘Plymouth,’ ‘Cork’ and ‘Off Texel and the Schelde’ [sic] appear for the first time from 1807.
These are the best figures that are readily available on the locations of ships and men during the wars of 1793-1815.  However, they must be taken only as indicative of naval deployments at a given place.  There are two reasons for this.  Firstly, they were compiled at the Admiralty in London on the latest information available, which was often long out of date.  Ships could continue to be recorded as being in the East Indies until they arrived back in England, a voyage of four months or more.  Secondly, the numbers of men given are the complements of the ships, the number of men calculated as necessary for manning a ship of a given size and firepower.  Few ships ever sailed with a full complement.  The numbers actually borne were usually considerably lower, and those who were mustered for duty, which did not include supernumeraries, passengers and those on the sick list, lower still.  
More accurate information on the number of men in a given part of the world could be obtained by obtaining ships’ names from the list books and then going to their muster books to find the actual number of men aboard, and their logs to determine more precisely their locations, but this would be a very large project in itself and falls well outside the scope of Sustaining the Empire.
Data Sample and Methodology
3.1
The Data Sample
As related in section 1.3, the eight commodities we sampled data for were:

· Wheat

· Flour/bisket meal

· Bisket

· Pease

· Live Cattle 

· Beef products: salt and fresh beef, suet
· Butter

· Cheese

Every contract for these commodities was sampled for every year ending in an odd number from 1793 to 1813.  We also entered data on sea provisions and standing contracts overseas from three of the contract abstracts. 
For each was recorded:
· Contractor, which linked to a separate sub-form detailing:

· Name

· Place of residence

· Biographical notes, with the date of the source from which the information was obtained in brackets.
· Port of delivery, which was assigned to a station detailed in a separate table

· Type of contract

· Date of formation

· Start and end dates

· Date of notice, or ‘warning,’ of termination of the contract

· Notes on the contract, including:
· Man/day cost on sea provisions contracts

· Relevant Victualling Board orders and minutes

· Queries where precise information unclear or absent

· Addition of discount and brokerage rates to contract prices
· Data source

· Commodity, which linked to a sub-form detailing:

· Item

· Quantity

· Unit by which quantity was measured

· Cost

· Unit of cost (which was not always the same as quantity)

· Notes, including:
· Origin of provisions where given, usually when soured abroad

· Number of deliveries

· Total paid out
The tables of ships and men on station link to the rest of the database via the stations table.

The picture below illustrates the relationships between tables.
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3.2
Methodological Issues
The data sampling threw up numerous methodological problems, mainly questions of definition.
Firstly, types of contract caused difficulties.  Agency and sea provisions contracts varied little, but supply contracts fall into several sub-types, which were enumerated separately.  These were:

· One-off supply – i.e. a contract to supply a fixed quantity of goods on or by a certain date

· Supply in instalments – this was used to relate to contracts for a fixed quantity of goods, but to be delivered in a series of instalments.  In practice, distinguishing between these and one-off contracts was not easy.

· Time-limited supply – contracts for supplies as demanded for a set period of time

· Standing supply – contracts for supplies as demanded until further notice
· Standing supply on commission – on occasion contracts were made for supplies, usually of fresh beef and rum to ports victualled on sea provisions contracts, for which the contractor was paid on a ‘cost-plus’ basis, similar to a commission agency.   Owing to the difficulty of distinguishing between them, some commission contracts may have been wrongly recorded as agencies.
· Purchase of waste – various contracts were made for taking away waste products from the victualling yards. Those recorded in the sampled abstracts were entered into the database.  There were also occasional contracts for provision of various services, such as maintenance work on the Board’s buildings. None of these appeared in our sample.
Large standing contracts for provisioning the army in the field were made by the Treasury and do not appear in the Victualling Board records, but supply contracts for army provisions do appear, and were entered under similar headings prefixed by the word ‘Army.’  Recording contracts from the ledgers under these distinct, although closely related, headings worked well for the early war years, but after 1801, when deliveries were listed in order rather than under particular contracts, it became impossible to distinguish between them.  Accordingly a new category, ‘General Supply,’ was introduced to cover all such contracts.  

Contract dates were defined as follows:
· Date formed – date contract signed

· Start date – date of commencement of a standing contract OR date of first delivery under others

· End date – date of ending of a standing contract OR date of last delivery under others

· Date of warning – date on which notice of termination was given

Not all dates are applicable to all types of contracts – there was, for example, no warning given on a one-off supply contract – in which case the relevant field(s) was left blank.  This was also done when dates were not recorded.

Also relevant to dates is the fact that payments on some contracts appear in the ledgers for January of one year, despite all deliveries having been completed the previous December.  These were not transcribed, since the aim was to assess deliveries in each year.  At the other end of the year, many contracts ran on into the next: only deliveries made in the sample year were recorded.

Quantities and deliveries under agency and standing contracts posed several difficulties, especially after 1801, when deliveries under several contracts are recorded together.  Our initial intention was to record all deliveries under all contracts, but it quickly became apparent that this would be impossibly time-consuming and instead only a total was entered.  However, records #495-501, the first supply contracts transcribed, do include full delivery data.  The number of deliveries was entered in the notes for others where it was readily apparent.  Under some contracts the totals delivered are sometimes given (albeit not always accurately) in the ledgers before 1801, but never afterwards.  Therefore, separate contracts were identified by contractor name and date, and deliveries under them were added up manually.  All delivery data is rounded to the nearest whole unit.

It was not clearly appreciated at the outset how frequently adjustments were made to prices under standing contracts, to cope with wartime price fluctuations.  They were recorded in the notes column of the deliveries sub-form, together with dates.  Where the number of variations made this impossible a median price was given and the range recorded in the notes.  Also, under some contracts prices were simply noted as ‘sundry,’ meaning that various prices had been paid.  In these cases, the total paid out was recorded.  In retrospect it would have been better to have devised some means of including at least some adjustments in the main run of data, which would have made analysing price movements easier.
The tables for ports and items contain unused fields – ports at which our sample found no deliveries, and items that did not form part of the sample.  However, they have been left in to allow those using the database to get a sense of the variety of goods with which the Victualling Board and its contractors dealt, and to make any future expansion of the database easier.
3.3
The Figures for Ships and Men on Station

The figures for ships and men on station posed few difficulties of sampling.  However, the original tables in the Admiralty List Books contain considerably more detail than we required, enumerating the name, captain, type, rate and complement of every ship.  For our purposes all that was required was the total number of men present on the station, so this and the total number of ships was all that we recorded.  We did not attempt to disaggregate ships by type.
The stations listed in the table follow the practice of the later List Books, after recording of ships’ locations had become more precise.  Obviously, however, the stations which were introduced later are blank for earlier years since it is not possible to assign ships to them.  More problematic was the fact that several squadrons are identified in the list books only by the commander’s name.  Research by Roger Knight and James Davey pinned most of these down to an approximate location but the remainder had to be listed as ‘not assigned to station.’  Three ‘not assigned’ categories were created, for ships in home waters, ships overseas and those whose locations could not be ascertained.  
Aside from creating residual categories for deployments whose location could not by found, our only departure from the stations given in the List Books was to list the main victualling bases in Britain and at Gibraltar as separate stations, which made it easier to distinguish supplies to them from supplies to other ports nearby.
The army numbers are incomplete and approximate, but do serve as a guide to numbers present in certain locations.  The figures given for the Mediterranean are aggregations of separate figures presented for Malta, Minorca and other locations.  They were sourced from accounts of army provisioning in TNA, ADM 109/102-9.  

3.4
Queries

Two queries were created to facilitate data analysis.  The first, entitled ‘Station Commodities,’ consists of drop-down menus of stations and items, meaning that all contracts for a particular item at a given place can quickly be identified.  The resultant table can be exported to Excel for analysis.  The second query lists all contracts made between two given dates at a particular place.  This can be narrowed down further by contract type.  Queries are accessed via the form view, as are the tables of ships and men on station.
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Glossary

Provisions

Bavins

Bundles of wood, 6 feet long by 4 feet round, used to fire bread 


ovens.
Bisket

Contemporary term for hard bread, commonly known now as ‘ship’s 



biscuit.’
Bread

In contemporary parlance this usually referred to hard bisket: fresh 



bread, which was supplied to ships in port, was referred to as ‘soft’ or 



‘loaf’ bread.

Calavances
Chick peas

Dhol

Lentils

Groats

Sometimes rendered ‘grotts.’  Small cakes, or nibs, of oatmeal, maize 


or buckwheat (low grade wheat).
Pease

Contemporary spelling of ‘peas,’ used in this context to refer to dried 



peas.
Other
Agent 

Senior Victualling Board employees responsible for running the 

Victualler
‘outports’ (Portsmouth, Plymouth, Chatham, Dover) in the British Isles 



and certain overseas depots.  There were also peripatetic agents 



attached to particular squadrons: these were usually admirals’ 



secretaries who took on the role in addition to their ordinary duties.

Imprest
An advance granted to contractors, usually in the form of permission 



to disburse bills to a certain amount: imprests served to extend 



contractors’ credit when prices were high.  Imprests were also 



granted to some Board employees.
Petty

Provisions issued to ships in port, usually including fresh meat, 

warrant
vegetables and bread, as opposed to the preserved provisions 



consumed at sea.
Surplus
Many contractors bought, or had on hand, more than was required to 



fulfil their contracts, which was frequently offered to and accepted by 



the Board: many contracts in the database are marked ‘minute for 



surplus,’ with a date, indicating that on that date the Board had 



minuted their decision to accept the surplus.
Weights and Measures

Bag

Bisket was delivered in bags of one hundredweight.

Barrel

Type of cask, usually containing 25 8lb pieces of beef.  On a few 



occasions barrels of 38 pieces – i.e. equivalent to a tierce – are noted 



in the contract ledgers: these are indicated in the notes column.
Bushel

A measure of volume equivalent to eight imperial gallons or 36.36872 


litres.  A bushel of wheat weighed approximately 60lb, of oats 



approximately 40lb.
Cask

Wooden vessel commonly known as a barrel.  Here, however, a 



‘barrel’ denoted a vessel of a particular size, so ‘cask’ is used as a 



generic term instead.

Firkin

A measure of butter by weight equivalent to 56lb: in the case of beer 



a measure of volume equivalent to nine imperial gallons, but not used 



as such by the Victualling Board, which bought beer in tuns.
Half- 

Type of cask containing 42 8lb pieces of beef


puncheon
Quarter
A measure of volume equivalent to eight bushels.  Also a measure of 



weight equivalent to 28lb, but not used as such in this context
Sack

In the case of flour and meal, a sack was 280lb

Tierce

Type of cask containing 38 x 8lb pieces of beef

Tun

Liquid measure, equivalent to 252 gallons.
Abbreviations

Adm

Admiralty
Deliv

Delivery

[Illeg]

Word illegible

Inc

Including

Min/Mte
Board Minute

Qr

Quarter
Recd

Received

VB

Victualling Board 
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