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Executive Summary 

This research, commissioned by the Department of Environment, Food and Agriculture 
(DEFA), was carried out between July 2012 and March 2013. It involved a study of Manx 
food and drink from 1800 to 1930, with particular emphasis on the years 1870-1930.  
 
The sources chosen for use in the report were classified as follows: 

 Published sources pre-1800: Predominantly accounts written by visitors to the Island, 
many of whom were there in an official capacity. 

 Published sources 1800-1900: Including accounts of the Island by visitors, tourism 
guidebooks and newspaper articles. 

 Published sources post-1900: Including accounts of Manx folk life, tourism 
guidebooks, newspaper articles, and recipe books. 

 Unpublished Sources: Including the Manx Folk Life Survey; unpublished recipe 
books; diaries and letters of visitors to the Island; and menus.   

 Modern Sources: Including modern accounts of the tourist industry, Cunningham’s 
holiday camp, Laxey Flour Mills and cookery books.  

 
The results of the research are laid out by period: (1) pre-1800; (2) the period from1800 
to 1870, which saw the development of the tourist industry on the Island; and (3) the 
period from 1870 to1930 which saw the development of mass tourism on the Island. 
Within each period the following groups of people are considered: the working classes 
(rural and urban), the upper classes (rural and urban), and the visiting population (upper 
class and working class). Brief consideration is given to the years prior to 1800. The 
main focus of the study is the post-1800 period, with particular emphasis on the period 
1870-1930. 
 
The Working Classes 

Until the 1870s, the majority of the Island’s population lived in the countryside and their 
subsistence diet of local produce is well documented. The records of Government 
officials (such as William Sacheverell and George Waldron) and upper-class English 
visitors (such as Nathaniel Jeffreys) are the primary sources for the period prior to 1870. 
The Manx Folk Life Survey contains comprehensive accounts of the diet of country 
people during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
 
Little information was found relating to the food of the urban working classes for period 
prior to 1870. Although some townspeople reared livestock on a small scale to produce 
meat and milk for domestic consumption, this practice appears to have died out in the 
twentieth century. Those moving into the towns seem to have abandoned the traditional 
country diet, as suggested by locally produced recipe books for the period 1900-1930. 
 
The Upper Classes 

Few records of the food consumed by the rural upper-classes have been found. 
Exceptions include references to fruit cultivation and consumption. Evidence from an 
eighteenth-century recipe book suggests that the more affluent rural population prepared 
dishes similar to those eaten by their peers elsewhere in Britain. 
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Relatively little information was found regarding the food consumed by the upper classes 
living in the Island’s towns. It is likely that a significant proportion of the urban upper 
classes were incomers from other parts of the British Isles. David Robertson remarked in 
the late eighteenth century that Douglas was the ‘principal residence of the English 
officers on half pay’ (Robertson, 1794, p.21). The menus for formal dinners shown in 
Appendix B were probably typical of the food served on similar occasions elsewhere in 
Britain. 
 
The Visiting Population  

Early visitors to the Island belonged to the upper social classes.  Only a few accounts 
have been found which provide information about the food eaten by this class of people. 
One example is an account by William Blacker, relating to a visit to the Island in 1814; 
another is a letter from an affluent holidaymaker, Thomas Thurman, dating from 1895. 
 
The Isle of Man became a popular holiday resort for working-class visitors from the 
1870s onwards. Diaries kept by holidaymakers, along with information and 
advertisements for cafes and restaurants in local guidebooks provide information on the 
dishes consumed by the working class visitor. 
 
Results  

This research has found that the rural diet eaten by the majority of the Manx population 
began to change at the turn of the nineteenth century due to the increasing urbanisation 
that accompanied the growth of the visiting industry. Prior to this period, the majority of 
the Manx population lived on a subsistence diet, eating locally produced food such as 
potatoes, herring, barley-bread, oat-porridge, mutton and ham. Manx produce was eaten 
by the upper classes and by visitors to the Island, but it is likely that the food was 
prepared in a way similar to the food eaten by their contemporaries elsewhere in the 
British Isles.   
 
During the second half of the nineteenth century local production of certain foodstuffs 
increased in order to cater for the influx of visitors to the Island. However, with the 
considerable increase in population during the summer, it also became necessary to 
import produce to meet the demand. As the tourist industry on the Island grew, products 
which would appeal to the visiting population, such as pigs’ trotters (a Lancashire 
delicacy) and American cider, were advertised in cafes and grocers to attract custom.   
 
From the late-nineteenth century onwards, imported foodstuffs become increasingly 
available on the Island and are actively marketed in the local press. However there is 
also evidence of local produce being advertised as Manx, particularly bacon, ham, lard, 
flour, strawberries, and preserves.  
 
Relatively little evidence was found of Manx produce being exported, with the exception 
of kippered herring.  Manx biscuits were sent to Liverpool in the nineteenth century to be 
purchased by Manx emigrants to the city.  
 
Potential areas for further investigation include the food of the rural upper classes, the 
urban working classes, and the visiting population in general.  
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Remit 

The report was commissioned by DEFA in July 2012. The terms of reference are 
summarised in the following extract from the DEFA press release, and are given in full in 
the attached brief (Appendix A): 
 

Food is often closely associated with particular regions and forms an important 
part of local culture, contributing significantly to a visitor's experience. Given the 
Isle of Man's past history as a holiday resort and the many benefits of local food 
production, DEFA has commissioned research to define and describe the role 
that locally produced food has played and continues to play in Manx culture. 

 
The research was carried out by the University of Liverpool’s Centre for Manx Studies. 
The period of study covered the early nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries with a 
particular emphasis on the period from 1870 to 1930. The principal researcher was Anne 
Connor, M.A., under the supervision of Dr. Catriona Mackie at the Centre for Manx 
Studies. Support and guidance was provided by Kim Etherton, M.Sc., Local Food 
Marketing Manager at DEFA.  
 
The work undertaken totalled 360 staff hours and was divided into three phases. Phase 
1 involved an initial survey of sources. Phase 2 involved closer consideration of relevant 
material and the preparation of a draft report. The final report was compiled and 
submitted in Phase 3. 
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Introduction 

The aim of the research was a comprehensive examination of Manx food from 1800 to 
1930, which saw an expansion in the number of visitors to the Island. The small 
numbers of upper class visitors at the start of the nineteenth century gave way to a mass 
influx of working class visitors, mostly from the north of England, from the 1870s 
onwards.  
 
A brief survey of published source materials was carried out for the period prior to 1800. 
A comprehensive study of sources from this period was outwith the remit of this research, 
but various accounts of the Island give information on the food and drink consumed by 
the majority of the population and provide a benchmark against which subsequent 
changes can be noted.  
 
The years 1800-1870 were examined in greater detail. The urban population continued 
to grow steadily at this time, alongside increasing numbers of summer visitors to the 
Island. Most of the commentary on diet from this period is found in accounts of more 
affluent observers and visitors. Much of this relates to the diet of the rural working 
classes and suggests that this remained largely unchanged during this period. Little 
information was found concerning the food and drink consumed by the upper classes 
(rural, urban and visitors). 
 
The primary focus of the research was on the years 1870-1930, which saw an 
exponential rise in the tourist industry, including growing numbers of working class 
visitors. The Manx Folk Life Survey provides a substantial body of information on the diet 
of the rural working classes, based on the recollections of local informants. Relatively 
little material was found on the diets of more affluent rural population, townspeople (both 
working and upper classes) and the more prosperous class of visitors. 
 

Methodology 

The research covered the period 1800-1930 and examined the food and drink consumed 
by the following groups: 

 Upper and working class country people 

 Upper and working class townspeople 

 Upper and working class visitors to the Island 
 
Three phases of research were carried out, to the following time allocations: 

 Phase I (c.108 hours) comprised 30% of the allocated time and was completed by 
30 September 2012. 

 Phase 2 (c.180 hours) comprised 50% of the allocated time and was completed by 
the 20 November 2012. 

 Phase 3 (c.72 hours) comprised 20% of the allocated time and was completed by 28 
March 2013. 

  
Phase 1 

Phase 1 involved establishing the nature and availability of different sources of 
information relating to Manx food and drink. Information was solicited by a press release 
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published in the Isle of Man Examiner on 30 July 2012, which requested submission of 
any relevant data before 30 September. No replies were received. 
 
The initial survey of source materials revealed the following broad categories of 
information: 

 Published sources pre-1800, including accounts by visitors to the Island 

 Published sources 1800-1900, including tourist guides and recipe books 

 Published sources post-1900, including tourist guides and recipe books 

 Unpublished Sources, including the Manx Folk Life Survey, letters and diaries 

 Modern Sources, including publications on aspects of modern Manx history  
  
These sources contained a substantial body of material on the dietary habits of the rural 
Manx population, particularly during the nineteenth century. The sources contained less 
information on the type and origins of food consumed by the upper class country people, 
the townspeople (both the working classes and the more affluent), and by the visitors of 
all classes during this period.  
 
Phase 2 

The second phase of the research consolidated and expanded on the work carried out in 
Phase 1. It involved: 

 Individual requests (to Charles Guard, Administrator, Manx Heritage Foundation) and 
to local food producers (Moore's Kippers, Isle of Man Creameries and Laxey Glen 
Mills) for relevant information. Charles Guard’s family worked in the visiting industry; 
his parents ran the Hydro in Douglas during the 1950s and 60s. However, he was 
unable to supply any new sources of information relevant to the time period specified 
by the research. None of the organisations approached hold any records for the time 
period specified. 

 A brief survey of the interviews with boarding house keepers conducted by John 
Beckerson in 1999-2000. Unfortunately the majority of interviewees worked in the 
visiting industry between the 1940s and the 1970s, which lies outside the time frame 
covered by this research.  

 A closer examination of the source materials, detailed in following Overview of 
Source Materials. 

 
After discussion on the direction of the research in Phase 2, it was decided that the final 
phase of the project should include a brief overview of the pre-1800 period, together with 
a survey of what different social groups ate between 1800 and 1870. However, the main 
emphasis of the project would be on the period 1870-1930, coinciding with the advent of 
mass tourism, and the growing urbanisation of the Island’s population. 
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Overview of Source Materials 
 

Published Sources Pre-1800 

The primary sources of information used for this period were.  

 Blundell, William (1876) A History of the Isle of Man, Manx Society, vol. XXV, 
Douglas. 

 Chaloner, James (1656) A Short Treatise on the Isle of Man 

 Sacheverell, William (1859) An Account of the Isle of Man 

 Waldron, George (1731) A Description of the Isle of Man 

 Robertson, David (1794) A Tour through the Isle of Man 

 Quayle, Basil (1794) A General View of the Agriculture of the Isle of Man 

 Feltham, John (1798) A Tour through the Isle of Man 

 
The above publications include commentary on the subsistence diet of the rural Manx 
(barley- and oat-bread, herrings, potatoes, and 'stir-about' or oat-porridge). All of these 
accounts, with the exception of Basil Quayle's A General View of Agriculture in the Isle 
of Man, were written by individuals from England, either visiting gentlemen or governing 
officials. William Blundell was a Lancashire gentleman who wrote an account of the 
Island between 1648 and 1656.  James Chaloner and William Sacheverell were 
Governors of the Island from 1659-60 and 1693-4 respectively. George Waldron and 
David Robertson were customs officials. John Feltham was a visitor to the Island. Basil 
Quayle farmed at The Creggans near Castletown. He was the only Manx person to 
comment on the diet of the ordinary country people during the eighteenth century. 
 
 

Published Sources 1800-1900 

 Woods, George (1811) An Account of the Isle of Man 

 Quayle, Thomas (1812) The Agriculture of the Isle of Man 

 Teignmouth, Lord (1835) Sketches of the Coast of Scotland, Isle of Man 

 Moore, Arthur William (1977 [first published1900]) History of the Isle of Man, Vol. II 

 Tourism guidebooks – various. 

 Isle of Man newspapers – various.  
 
George Woods was a mineralogist who produced one of the most reliable early accounts 
of the Island. Thomas Quayle’s account of Manx agriculture was drawn up for the 
consideration of the Board of Agriculture. Both Quayle and Woods make extensive 
observations on the diet of the rural Manx.  
 
Arthur Moore was Speaker of the House of Keys from 1898 until his death in 1909. His 
two-volume History of the Isle of Man, originally published in 1900, contains a chapter on 
Manx agriculture, which refers to the impact of increasing visitor numbers on food 
imports. This work also contains sections detailing trade and industry, and revenue and 
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expenditure, on the Island, from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries, which includes 
discussion of imports and exports to the Island and the regulations which influenced 
them. Lord Teignmouth's Sketches lists imports to the Island for 1835, which, compared 
with the figures quoted by Moore, illustrate the impact of the visiting industry on food 
supplies. 
 
A collection of tourism guidebooks for the Isle of Man is held in the Manx National 
Heritage Library & Archives (MNHL) at the Manx Museum. These publications 
occasionally include descriptions of the food served to visitors in inns, hotels and 
refreshment rooms. For example, Jefferson's Isle of Man New Guide (1840) comments 
on the menu at the recently opened Castle Mona refreshment rooms in Douglas. The 
Camp Herald was a guide to the events and facilities at the Cunningham's Holiday Camp. 
The brochures also contain sample menus from the Camp. 

The Isle of Man newspapers up to 1960 have recently been digitised by Manx National 
Heritage and are available online through the iMuseum in Kingswood Grove. The 
newspapers contain a wealth of information relating to certain aspects of Manx food, 
particularly marketing.  
 

Published Sources Post-1900 

The primary sources used for this period were:  

 Roeder, Charles (1897) Yn Lioar Manninagh and (1904) Manx Notes and Queries  

 Clague, Dr. John (1912) Manx Reminiscences 

 Local recipe books – various  

 Tourism guidebooks – various. 

 Isle of Man newspapers – various.  
 
Charles Roeder was a Manchester based shipping clerk and a frequent visitor to the 
Island. He became a keen student of all things Manx, including history, folklore, and 
language. His observations on Manx folklore and folk life (including diet) were recorded 
in weekly columns in the Isle of Man Examiner from 1901 to 1903, and in the first three 
volumes of Yn Lioar Manninagh. Much of his work was reprinted in his 1904 publication 
Manx Notes and Queries.  
 
Dr. John Clague was a general practitioner in Castletown. His Reminiscences are a 
compilation of information on Manx calendar customs, superstitions, music and food. 
The material is presented in English and Manx. 
 
A number of local recipe books were also published during the early twentieth century. 
The Rose Mount Recipe Book, a collection of recipes from the members of Rose Mount 
Wesleyan Church, was sold in association with the church bazaar in 1924. In 1930, 
Kathleen Eason published The Douglas Cookery Book: 100 Economical Recipes. The 
recipes in these publications are representative of the dishes prepared by the urban 
Manx. 
 
Sophia Morrison was born in Peel and is best known for her collection of Manx Fairy 
Tales (1911). The Manx Cookery Book was a compilation of recipes submitted by 
various contributors with Manx connections, sold to raise funds for the rebuilding of Peel 
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Church spire. Specifically Manx dishes are featured on pp. 173-203, in English and 
Manx (see Appendix B).  
 
Tourism guidebooks and Island newspapers from the early twentieth century also 
provide information about the food eaten and sold on the Island during this period.  

 

Unpublished sources 

Manx Folk Life Survey 

The Manx Folk Life Survey (MFLS) is an extensive collection of recorded memories of all 
aspects of traditional (mainly rural) Manx life, including fishing, farming, crafts, buildings, 
and food and drink. The Survey's importance lies in the fact that it provides first-hand 
accounts of the food consumed by the rural Manx, as opposed to the observations of 
individuals from a different social class, many of whom were not permanent residents on 
the Island. 
 
The possibility of undertaking such a survey was considered by the then Director of the 
Manx Museum, William Cubbon, in 1938, but was postponed due to the outbreak of 
World War II. Collection of Survey information began in 1948 and was primarily carried 
out by a team of researchers who conducted interviews with approximately four hundred 
individuals from across the Island. Many informants were in their 70s and 80s, and the 
information that they provided builds up a very comprehensive picture of what the rural 
Manx ate and drank during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, although 
the precise period being referred to by each informant is not always specified. This 
included information on how food was prepared, cooked, preserved and stored, and 
what was eaten at celebrations and seasonal festivals. Transcripts of the interviews are 
held in the Manx National Heritage Library & Archives at the Manx Museum. The age of 
the informant is often given in the interview transcripts and, where this information has 
been supplied, it is included in this report.  
 
The material which is relevant to this research was found under the following category 
headings in the MFLS index : 
 

 Cooking – including utensils and different methods of cooking, for example brick 
oven, dutch oven, griddle and spit, along with the fuel used (gorse or peat). 

 
 Dairy – methods of butter and cheese production are described, along with their 

storage and preservation. Different ways of flavouring cheeses are also 
described. 

 
 Drink – mainly concerned with alcohol and brewing (home and commercial), the 

consumption of beer and spirits, and the number of public houses in various 
locations around the Island. 

 
 Farming and Social Life – details of the meals provided for farmworkers. 

 
 Food, General – typical diets of different occupational groups are given. These 

include blacksmiths, fishermen, millers and farm servants. There are also records 
of breakfast, tea and supper dishes, dishes eaten at Christmas and other 
seasonal festivals. Methods of food storage are also described. What people 
drank is also recorded: buttermilk was the norm, with tea not widely consumed 
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until the later nineteenth century. Coffee is rarely mentioned. 
 

Diaries and letters written by visitors to the Island 

These were written by individuals from all social classes. Outstanding examples include 
 

 William Blacker’s account, recording a visit to the Island in 1814 by a gentleman 
from Carrickblacker in Antrim (MNHL MS 13163). 
 

 A letter from Thomas Thurman, dated August 1895, in which he describes the 
food served at a hotel in Douglas (MNHL 09370/1). 
 

 A diary of a ‘Wakes Week’ holiday kept by an individual from Oldham during 
August 1891, which contains extensive reference to the food enjoyed by the 
holidaymakers (MNHL 911 Acc. No. 08326). 

 
Manuscripts of recipes compiled by individuals for personal use 

This category includes  
 

 The Grove Papers, relating to the well-to-do Gibb family who lived at The Grove 
outside Ramsey (MNHL MS 09412). 
 

 An eighteenth-century manuscript of recipes (exact date uncertain) found among 
papers left by the late Phyllis Wood, an affluent upper class lady (MNHL MS 
06112). 

 
Menus 

Other sources include menus for celebration dinners held at hotels on the Island (See 
Appendix B).  

 

Modern Sources 

 Drower, Jill (1982) Good Clean Fun: The Story of Britain's First Holiday Camp 

 Beckerson, John (2007) Holiday Isle: The Golden Age of the Manx Boarding House 
1870-1970 

 Scarffe, Andrew (2010) The Story of Laxey Flour 

 Woolley, Suzanne (2011) My Grandmother's Cookery Book: Traditional Manx Fare 
and Celtic Customs 

 
Good Clean Fun is a history of the holiday camp set up at Howstrake in 1894 by Joseph 
Cunningham. The author, Jill Drower, is Cunningham's granddaughter. The book 
includes a specimen menu from the camp (Drower 1982, p. 57) along with information 
on the sources of the food served at the camp. 
 
Holiday Isle is a comprehensive history of the Manx boarding-house industry between 
1870 and 1970. The first chapter includes details of the apartment system frequently 
operated in boarding-houses patronized by the working classes during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Under this system, visitors would purchase 



12 

 

their own food which would be cooked and served by the boarding-house keeper. 
However, little detail is given regarding the food purchased by visitors that is relevant to 
the period covered by this research. 
 
The Story of Laxey Flour relates the history of the mills from their beginning up to their 
150th anniversary in 2010. The emphasis is on the technical aspects of the milling 
process rather than the marketing and use of the product. 
 
My Grandmother's Cookery Book is a collection of recipes and comments on Manx rural 
life, seasonal food, and customs of earlier centuries. Many of the recipes are Manx 
staples, such as bonnag and pinjean. Some recipes are sourced to named individuals, 
such as Margaret Christian Cowell's 1877 oatcake recipe, and the soda-cake recipe from 
Mrs. Rebena Gelling, the author's grandmother. A number have been taken from the 
1908 recipe book compiled by Sophia Morrison in support of the Peel Cathedral 
restoration fund. These include barley bread, groosniuys, Manx broth, and the Dalby 
sandwich (Woolley 2011, pp. 45, 57, 67, 33). 
 

Material Culture 

Manx National Heritage holds a significant number of artefacts associated with food 
production and consumption. Some of these are on permanent display in the folk gallery 
at the Manx Museum, in Harry Kelly’s Cottage and Church Farmhouse at Cregneash, 
and at the Grove Museum in Ramsey. Items include butter churns, cooking pots and 
kettles (including griddles and pot-ovens), wooden bowls, crockery (including plates, 
jugs and basins), and cooking utensils.  
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The Pre-1800 Period 

The MNH Library & Archives contains a large number of documents relating to the pre-
1800 period (much of it in manuscript form). However, due to time constraints it was 
decided to conduct a broad survey of published material relating to this period. Much of 
this information is found in the reports of gentlemen who visited the island, many of them 
in an official capacity. Without further detailed research, the accuracy of such accounts 
cannot be verified.  
 

Early Accounts of the Island 

Writing in the 1650s, James Chaloner notes of the Island’s inhabitants that ‘their drink 
[is], water; their meat, fish’. The consequences of this diet, he continues, is that the 
inhabitants are ‘given to incontinencie of body, which naturally may be imputed to their 
eating so much fish; which is of a flatuous nature’ (Chaloner 1868, p. 11). 
 
Herring fishing was already an important industry on the Island at this period. William 
Blundell, writing in the mid-seventeenth century, noted that ‘the sea feedeth more of the 
Manksmen than of the soil. It yieldeth to the islanders presently of divers sorts of fish, 
but of no one sort so much as of herrings, in their season’ (Blundell 1876, p. 52). 
Herrings were imported ‘to all the 4 neighbouring nations’ as well as to France’ (Blundell 
1876, p. 85). At this time, herrings were cured for export by salting. The process of 
drying and smoking to create red herring, was as yet unknown in the Island. Blundell 
notes that ‘they are so far from having any red herrings, that they know not what they 
mean, neither do they desire to know or learn how to make them’ (Blundell 1876, p. 86). 
While there were crabbs, lobsters and cockles, there were virtually no oysters or 
mussels (Blundell 1876, p. 52).  
 
Other fish were also common in the Island at this time: 
 

There are great store of salmons, codds, haddocks, macarels, rayes, place, 
thornbecks, and more than I can name to you … Their codds, thornbecks, and 
places, etc., they hang them upon the wall to dry them in the sun, which gives the 
taste of stockfish; but being dressed, minced, and mixed with butter, they do yield 
the taste of ling or haberdine (Blundell 1876, p. 52).  

 
The diet of the rural working classes at this time was  
 

only salt butter, herrings, and oat cakes, here made almost as thin as a paper 
leaf, yet as broad and large (if not exceeding) those in Wales. Their drink is either 
simple water, or water mixt with milk … or at best butter milk … the hired 
servant’s allowance at one meal is 2 boiled herrings, one entire oaten cake to eat, 
butter, with milk, or milk and water, to drink (Blundell1876, p. 57) 

 
Towards the end of the seventeenth century, William Sacheverell remarked on the 
variety of meat and poultry on the Island, noting that there was  

 
Swine in abundance, of which those about their houses are reasonably large, but 
they have a small mountain kind called Purs which are admirable meat. They 
have also plenty of goats … They have likewise plenty of rabbits at twopence the 
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couple, a fat goose for sixpence, hens and ducks at threepence a piece, and 
usually twelve eggs a penny (Sacheverell 1859, p. 13). 

 
According to Thomas Quayle, writing in 1812, ‘purs’ or ‘purrs’ were a breed of pig which 
were allowed to run wild in the mountains during the summer. They were ‘lank; of a 
sandy or grey colour, with black spits, and, as tradition reports, partook of the wild-boar 
flavor’. They are mentioned by Robertson in 1794 (see below), but were extinct by 
Thomas Quayle’s time (Quayle 1812, p. 118).  
 
George Waldron notes that the Island had ‘great store of poultry of all sorts’, except 
turkeys, which were more difficult to rear and ‘are not to be found but in particular 
Families’ (Waldron 1731, p. 3). He also notes the preponderance of goats on the Island, 
‘kid being as commonly eat there as Lamb in England’ (Waldron 1731, p. 3).  
  
By the end of the eighteenth century, there was considerable variety of food being 
cultivated and reared on the Island. According to David Robertson, the influx of English 
farmers settling on the Island had ‘roused the Manks from their lethargy’ and had led to 
considerably improved land for cultivation. He continues:  

 
The value of landed property, of course, is now considerably increased; the 
country enriched by the exportation of produce; and the markets at home 
abundantly stored with a variety of provisions. Eggs, butter, and poultry are here 
very plentiful. Beef seldom exceeds 2d. a pound; mutton is equally cheap, and 
perhaps the most delicious in the world. Pork is still cheaper. The pigs fed at 
home are reasonably large; and have sometimes a fishy flavor: but there is a 
small species, called Purs, which run wild on the mountains, and are esteemed a 
most admirable delicacy. Hares, partridges and moor-game are plentiful: and of 
fish there is great variety (Robertson 1794, pp. 35-6).  

 
By the late eighteenth century, oysters and scallops were being gathered from a bank 
near Laxey. During a stay on the Island in 1790, Richard Townley sampled the scallops, 
describing them as ‘very plump, fresh, and well flavoured’ (Townley 1791, vol. II, p. 2). 
The lobsters were ‘equal to any that are to be met with, in any country’ (Townley 1791, 
vol. I, p. 303). By this time lobsters were plentiful, particularly in Castletown bay, and 
were regularly exported to Dublin (Townley 1791, vol. I, p. 304). 

 

Imports and Exports 

Moore’s History of the Isle of Man contains a substantial amount of information relating 
to trade and industry on the island, including imports and exports. After the Revestment, 
Moore notes that, Manx trade was ‘burdened … with all the restrictions and regulations 
usually imposed upon foreign countries’ in order to protect British trade (Moore 1977, p. 
583). Where Manx products were seen to compete against those from Britain, their 
export was ‘prohibited or hampered with heavy duties’.  
 
By the late eighteenth century, wines and spirits, tea, coffee, salt, sugar and tobacco 
were all regularly imported, with the following restrictions: no more than 20,000 lbs of 
Bohea (black) tea; no more than 5,000 lbs each of green tea and coffee; no more than 
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40,000 lbs. of tobacco; and no more than 400 cwt.1 of fully refined, or 10 cwt. of ‘bastard 
refined’, sugar (Fletham 1798, p. 72). In 1794, David Robertson commented on the 
‘plentitude of excellent wines’ enjoyed at card-playing assemblies in Douglas (Robertson 
1794, p. 22). The low cost of such luxury items was frequently mentioned as one of the 
advantages of residence on the Island. It is likely that other items of food were also 
imported during this period. During the mid-eighteenth century, merchant George Moore, 
owner of the well-known Manx boat ‘The Peggy’, is known to have instructed his 
captains to bring back from the Mediterranean ‘oranges, lemons, prunes, raisins, 
almonds, and nuts’ for his children (Craine 1939, p. 646).  
 
Details of exports from the Island in the late eighteenth century are also provided by 
John Feltham, who lists the goods that were exported to Great Britain in 1790:    

 
1743 bushels of potatoes; 1313 crocks of butter; 201 boxes and baskets of eggs; 
7 barrels of pork; 1 ½ barrels of beef; 195 cow and ox hides, in hair; 56 dozen 
and 10 calf skins; tanned leather, 3 cwt. 3-quarters 13lb.; cow and ox horns, 
1400; cow and ox hair, 26 cwt. 1 quarter 16 lb.; honey, 3cwt. 1 quarter 24lb; kelp, 
1335 cwt.; beeswax, 1 cwt. 3-quarters 21 lb.; wool, and woolen yarn, 17 cwt. 15 
lb.; linen yarn 158 cwt. 3-quarters 15 lb.; lead ore, 69 tons odd; rabbit skins, 257 
dozen and 10 (Feltham 1798, p. 73). 

 
The following goods were exported to Ireland in that same year:  

 
Rabbit-skins, 103 dozen; feathers, 10 cwt. 3-quarters 18 lb.; bacon, 49 cwt. 2-
quarters 16 lb.; Cotton twist, 40 cwt. odd; lime-stone, 143 tons; reams of paper, 
1807; paving-stones, 282 tons; cheese, 11 cwt. odd; slate, 102 tons; sycamore 
and ash timber, 80 feet; fern ashes, 17 cwt. odd; hair powder, 1 cwt.; 130 hanks 
of candlewicks; 1 tomb or hearth stone; and dried beef, 2-quarters 24 lb. 
(Feltham 1798, p. 73). 
 

By the late eighteenth century, cured white and red herring were being exported, along 
with unspecified quantities of grain. In addition, between 1781 and 1790, 27 horses, 
4019 black cattle, 238 sheep, 248 pigs, 1 mule, and 4 goats were exported to Britain, 
and 113 horses, 4 black cattle and 12 mules were sent to Ireland (Feltham 1798, p. 73).  
 

The Working Classes 

Throughout the eighteenth century, the vast majority of the Manx population lived in the 
countryside. Figures for 1726, for example, show that out of a total population of 14,426, 
only 2,530 lived in towns: 810 in Douglas, 785 in Castletown, 475 in Peel, and 460 in 
Ramsey (Moore 1977, p. 646).The majority of the rural population belonged to the 
labouring classes. Most worked on farms and produced food for domestic consumption 
on their own small plot of land.  
 
George Waldron spent more than twenty years on the Island during the early eighteenth 
century as a customs official. His descriptions of the rural diet during this period indicate 
that it consisted of a limited range of foodstuffs, all of which were locally produced. He 
comments that potatoes are extremely plentiful and that ‘herrings are the chief food of 

                                                 
1
 A cwt. (hundredweight) is the equivalent of 112lbs (8 stone) or 50.8kg. A quarter is a quarter of a 

hundredweight and is equivalent to 28lbs (2 stone) or 12.7kg. 
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the poor people, which are salted up in the season to last for the whole year’ (Waldron 
1731, p. 3). Broth was eaten as a first course on special occasions, using shells as 
spoons: 
 

the first course at a Manks feast is always broth, which is served up, not in a 
soop-dish, but in wooden piggins, every man his mess. This they do not eat with 
spoons, but with shells, which they call sligs, very like our mussel shells, but 
much larger (Waldron 1731, p. 97). 

 
Basil Quayle describes the diet of the 'lower class of inhabitants' in the late eighteenth 
century as follows: 

 
The lower class of inhabitants live on meal of oats, and barley, and potatoes, and 
fish, with a small proportion of fresh meat. Their breakfast is of meal pottage and 
milk; their dinner is potatoes and either salt or fresh fish; sometimes beef or pork, 
as they can afford it, and their supper either pottage, or potatoes and milk. What 
bread they use is made of barley meal, which is cheaper than oat meal, and is 
considered as more wholesome. The labourers have a small piece of ground for 
the growth of potatoes; and those who keep cows are obliged to cultivate some 
corn for their provender. (Quayle 1794, pp. 14-5).         

 
Cattle were numerous, in order to cater for ‘the universal use of milk, for the diet of the 
inhabitants’ (Quayle 1794, p. 25). In addition to the home consumption of milk, ‘butter is 
the chief object, as it meets with ready sale’ (Quayle 1794, p. 26). Cheese was also 
made on some of the larger farms, those which kept ‘from twelve to twenty cows’ 
(Quayle 1794, p. 26).  
 
Pigs were commonly kept by the rural working classes. These were often exported as 
ham or bacon as well as being used for their own subsistence: 
 

Almost every cottager keeps one or two pigs, which makes their number 
considerable; they are reared on the offal of the houses, and run about the lanes, 
and are killed at ten or twelve months old. Potatoes and grains assist their keep 
in summer, and potatoes, whether boiled or raw, with some little corn, is the food 
used for fatting. Hams and bacon for the English market prove a great 
encouragement for this species of stock. The market price for fresh pork is two 
pence-halfpenny per pound, and for hams and bacon five pence. The average 
weight is fifty pounds per quarter (Quayle 1795, p. 28). 
 

Poultry was also numerous, fetching six-pence a piece at market, and  
 

Geese are very common, but are considered disagreeable companions to cattle 
in pastures: where they can be conveniently reared, they are well attended to; 
their price is from one shilling to eighteen pence, and weigh six or eight pounds. 
Turkeys and ducks are also plenty; a considerable quantity of poultry and eggs 
are sent to England (Quayle 1795, p. 28). 
 

Quayle further notes that the herring fishery was 'lucrative' at this time and that many 
small scale farmers and crofters would leave the harvesting of crops to their wives and 
families whilst they were engaged with the fishing (Quayle 1794, p. 14).  
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No records have been found in the sources examined that describe the food and drink 
consumed by the urban working classes for the period prior to 1800.  
 

The Upper Classes 

During the period prior to 1800 and into the nineteenth century, the urban population of 
the Isle of Man included many individuals and their families from other parts of the British 
Isles, who chose to settle on the Island. They were attracted by the low cost of living; 
many were ex-military men (half-pay officers) and gentlemen in reduced circumstances. 
In 1794 David Robertson commented that 
 

Douglas is not only the chief seat of commerce; it is also the principal residence 
of the English officers on half pay, and gentlemen of small fortunes resort hither; 
invited by the abundance of the necessaries, and the easy access to the luxuries 
of life (Robertson 1794, p. 21). 

 
These incomers also settled in other towns. The Strangers Friend describes Castletown 
as 

 
a most desirable retreat for a person whose income is circumscribed, and who 
wishes to live genteelly at a little expense, provisions, & c., being very cheap, 
something above half the English price; wines and spirits little more than one 
fourth (Hulbert 1822, p. 29). 

 
These new stranger residents enjoyed ‘an urban and genteel life … apart from the 
“spuds and herring” subsistence of the rural native majority’ (Belchem 2000, p. 20) and it 
is reasonable to assume that, while their diet probably included locally produced fish, 
meat and dairy produce, the dishes they prepared would be similar to those eaten 
elsewhere in the British Isles. Nathaniel Jeffreys commented in 1808 that the inns in 
Douglas were ‘mostly kept by people from the north of England’, which also suggests 
that English dishes were probably served in these inns, using easily available local 
produce (Jeffreys 1808, p. 68). 
 
In addition to the incomers, Jeffreys points out that in Douglas there were ‘families of 
great respectability and very considerable wealth, native inhabitants of the place’. The 
ratio of Manx-born to non-Manx-born residents is not known and little can be determined 
of the diet of the wealthier Manx-born urban residents.  
 
There were a number of long-established Manx families who owned countryseats, such 
as the Christians of Milntown. However, many affluent country-dwellers were incomers 
from other parts of the British Isles, including Lord Murray of Port y Chee (a relative of 
the Duke of Athol), Robert McGuffin of Ballabrooie (Comptroller of Customs for Douglas 
during the 1830s), and the Gibb family of The Grove (see below). 
 
Relatively little information has been found regarding the food and drink of the upper 
classes on the Isle of Man during the period prior to 1800. As noted above, locally 
available food and drink was supplemented by imported produce.  
 
According to John Feltham, there was not much fruit grown on the Island in the late 
eighteenth century: ‘The better kinds of fruit are not to be had. Major Taubman’s was the 
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only walled garden I observed, and that would grace any place. Apples are not grown in 
any quantity’ (Feltham 1798, p. 127).  
 
An eighteenth century recipe book (the exact date is unknown) was left among the 
papers of the late Phyllis D. Wood (MNHL MS 06112). It is divided into four sections 
(Figure 1). Ms. Wood appears to have been an affluent lady; many of the recipes use 
ingredients that would not have been available to the working class Manx during the 
eighteenth century. An ‘Italian Sauce for either Roast or Boiled Turkey or Fowl’ used 
mushrooms, garlic and allspice. A curry recipe contains millet, garlic, lemon peel, 
turmeric, ketchup and mace. The book also contains pasta recipes and instructions on 
how to fricassee scallops, asparagus and mushrooms and prepare different ‘ragoo’ 
(ragout) dishes of onions, green peas, eggs and beef kidney. The origin of some of the 
recipes and ingredients supports the assumption that the book was compiled by a 
wealthy lady. For example, recipes include Lady Butler’s ‘charming’ sliced cucumber and 
Lady Mary Pye’s ‘excellent good’ curry. 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Contents of the undated recipe book attributed to Phyllis D. Wood (MNHL MS 
06112) 
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The potted hare recipe (Figure 2) has been reproduced in My Grandmother’s Cookery 
Book (Woolley 2011, p. 105). Ingredients such as beef, lobster, crab, mutton and fish 
may well have been sourced locally. There are also a number of recipes using scallops 
(boiled or fricasee), mutton and lamb (How to dress a Lamb's Head, Pottage of Mutton, 
and Plain Mutton Broth). There is also a recipe for Codlin Tart using the Manx codlin 
apple, from a dwarf tree native to the Island (Figure 3). 
 
The recipe book provides information on the diet of the more affluent population of the 
Island, demonstrating that although local produce may have been used, it was included 
in dishes similar to those eaten by the upper classes elsewhere in the British Isles. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Potted Hare recipe from the recipe book of Phyllis D. Wood (MNHL MS 06112) 
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Figure 3: Codlin Tart recipe from the recipe book of Phyllis D. Wood (MNHL MS 06112) 
 

Visitors to the Island  

Before the nineteenth century, visitors to the Island were predominantly upper class 
gentlemen, most of whom were visiting in an official capacity, such as customs officials 
George Waldron and David Robertson. It has proved difficult to discover where and what 
these visitors ate and drank during their stay. While the text, appendices, and directories 
of the many guidebooks of the nineteenth century provide lists of upper-class hotels to 
the Island, there is little information regarding the food that was served to their visitors. 
Those visitors who wrote of their experiences on the Island did not describe the meals 
that they themselves consumed, but instead focused on describing the diet of the 
indigenous population. This perhaps suggests that they were eating similar meals to 
those that they would have enjoyed at home. One exception, noted above, is Richard 
Townley, who commented favourably on the scallops and lobster which he consumed on 
the Island (Townley 1791, vol. I, p. 303; vol. II, p. 2).   
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The Beginning of the Visiting Industry: 1800-1870 

Information regarding Manx food and drink during the period 1800-1870 is derived 
mainly from the accounts of visitors to the island. Many were English gentlemen such as 
the mineralogist George Wood. By 1821, almost three quarters of the Manx population 
lived in small villages, hamlets and isolated farms and crofts. The total population of the 
Island was 40,081, of which just over a quarter (11,522) lived in one of the four main 
towns: 6,054 in Douglas, 2,036 in Castletown, 1909 in Peel, and 1523 in Ramsey 
(Moore 1977, p. 646). A regular steamship service began in 1820s, initially calling at the 
Island on a weekly basis (Belchem 2000, p. 216-7).  
 
In the early years of the visiting industry, almost all visitors would have belonged to the 
upper social classes, the only group with sufficient funds and leisure to travel. The 
Napoleonic Wars of the early nineteenth century effectively ended the Grand Tour of the 
continent and stimulated interest in locations within the British Isles. Samuel Haining 
estimated the number of visitors to the Isle of Man in 1820 and 1821 at around 3,000, 
most of whom would have stayed in Douglas (Haining 1822, p. 160). The period from 
1800 to 1870 saw a continued increase in the number of seasonal visitors to the Island 
and the number of regular sailings increased to meet demand. In the 1830s and 1840s 
estimates of visitor arrivals are around 20-30,000 per year, increasing to 50-60,000 in 
the 1850s and 1860s (Belchem 2000, pp. 219, 431). During this period, we see the first 
guidebooks to the Island being produced and these become more numerous as the 
century progresses.  
 

Imports and Exports 

As in the pre-1800 period, certain items of food were regularly exported from the Island. 
Exports for the year ending 5 January 1830 included 145 horses, 695 black cattle, 98 
sheep, 568 swine, 2 mules, 7,902 quarters of wheat, 4, 291 quarters of barley, 1,229 
quarters of oats, 9.5 quarters of rye, 128 quarters of peas and beans, 253 cwt. of wheat 
flour 8 cwt. of barley meal, 551 cwt. of oat meal, 5 tonnes of potatoes, 402.75 cwt. of 
butter, 561,000 eggs, 72.5 cwt. of port, 10 cwt. of beef, 98 cwt. of bacon, 2.5cwt. of 
cheese, 1,600 apples, 0.5 cwt. of hog’s lard, and 88 cwt. of bran (Oswald 1831, p. 46). 
Exports for 1835 also included 5,380 gallons of ale and beer, 3,000 barrels of red and 
white herring (‘exclusive of those sent in bulk’), 50 tonnes of turnips, and 4,000 gallons 
of vinegar (Teignmouth 1836, pp. 410-11). 
 
In the early nineteenth century, Bullock noted that scallops were not particularly good 
around the Island, but that ‘a supply sometimes comes in from Ireland’ (Bullock 1816, p. 
377). Lobsters, however, were plentiful, and were exported to Liverpool and Dublin 
(Oswald 1831, p. 75).  
 
Herring was one of the Island’s main exports. In 1847, Johnson’s Illustrated Guide and 
Visitor’s Companion through the Isle of Mann notes that  
 

The Manks herrings are of an extremely fine quality, and, when quite fresh, 
possess a delicacy which is entirely unknown to those acquainted with them only 
through the English markets. Their peculiar delicacy causes them to be greatly in 
demand among the manufacturers of anchovy sauces and pastes, by whom a 
single keg of Gorgona Anchovies is multiplied into ten or twelve, a very lucrative 
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speculation, and contributing greatly to the commerce of the Island, if not to the 
reputation of the sauce makers (Laughton 1850, p. 69).  

 
However, towards the end of this period, improvements in transportation meant that 
more fresh fish was being exported and Holdsworth was able to state that ‘there is very 
little curing done in the island, almost all the herrings caught on that coast being sent 
with just a sprinkling of salt over them to Liverpool, or some port in Wales’ (Holdsworth 
1877, p. 187). Islanders were also engaged in mackerel and cod fishing (Holdsworth 
1877, p. 187).  
 
Advertisements for grocers placed in the local press suggest that, by the mid-nineteenth 
century, the more affluent Islanders would have had an extensive choice of food and 
drink, much of it imported. For example, James Coole’s shop in Great George’s Street, 
Douglas stocked ‘fine’ teas, coffee and cocoa of ‘a very superior Quality, in packets, 
tinfoil and pink’. He also offered sugars ‘Raw and Refined, of the best Quality’, cheese 
‘Dutch, Shropshire and Cheshire’, biscuits ‘Soda, and superior Arrow-root’ along with 
‘New Fruit, Oranges, Lemons, recently imported’ (Isle of Man Weekly Advertising 
Circular, 6 December 1849, p. 1).  
 

The Working Classes 

Wheat was uncommon in the diet of the rural working classes in the early nineteenth 
century. Thomas Quayle remarks that wheat bread did not form part of the country 
people’s diet (Quayle 1812, p. 57). Instead, they ate barley bread, which Quayle 
describes as  
 

simply made into dough with water, kneaded out into thin round cakes of about 
fifteen inches in diameter, and baked on flat cast iron plates, called girdles or 
griddles which are heated by burning under them dry fern or furze. A barley cake, 
being soft does not keep above a week (Quayle 1812, pp. 60-61). 

 
Oats also formed a significant part of the rural working-class diet. Quayle describes how 
oatmeal was used for making porridge and also oat-cakes, which were considered to be 
more of a delicacy than barley-cakes: 
 

Oatmeal is used by the lower classes for pottage, which is made by boiling the 
meal in water. In this operation it imbibes more water than barley-meal, and is 
made thicker than ordinary water-gruel. It is eaten with milk, and forms the usual 
morning repast of the lower classes. … Some persons also bake the meal into 
bread, in the same mode as the barley meal. The oat-cakes are either thick or 
thin, according to the fineness of the sifting of the meal, and preserve good for a 
month. These are reckoned amongst luxuries; being dearer than the barley-
cakes, they appear less frequently in the cottager’s stores (Quayle 1812, p. 63).  

 
Quayle further notes that those ‘lower orders’ who have sufficient winter stall room kept 
a cow for their domestic supply of milk, an indication of the continued importance of milk 
in the diet. 
 
Small amounts of cheese were made, but ‘sufficient attention has not yet been given to 
its manufacture’ (Quayle 1812, p. 110). He notes that ewe’s milk is eaten as curds and, 
with the addition of cow’s milk or cream, is sometimes made into ‘small but excellent 
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cheese’ (Quayle 1812, p. 114). No other references to cheese made from ewe’s milk 
were found in the course of this research. However, references in the Manx Folk Life 
Survey suggest that butter was made from sheep’s milk at an unspecified point during 
the nineteenth century (MFLS C/28- C), and that cheese was made using goat’s milk 
(MFLS T/2 – A/1). 
 
George Wood’s account of the diet of the 'labouring classes' is similar to that of Thomas 
Quayle. He records that they   
  

live upon butter-milk, potatoes, barley cakes, stir-about, and herrings. The barley 
meal is kneaded with a very little water and rolled to the thickness of one sixth of 
an inch. It is then baked upon a plate of iron over a peat fire, and usually has a 
stronger flavour of smoke than of barley. Oat-meal is occasionally, but not very 
often, substituted. Leavened bread is little known and little liked. Stir-about, well 
known in Ireland, is composed of oatmeal and water boiled; this is their common 
breakfast; herrings are a frequent part of their dinner, salted, not dried; and their 
last meal is either stir-about, or potatoes and milk (Wood 1811, pp. 45-6). 

 
Wood states that most cottagers kept one or two pigs, which were reared on potatoes 
and grain, but he does not specify whether these were intended for sale or for home 
consumption (Wood 1811, p. 43). 
 
Little information has been found in the sources examined of the food and drink 
consumed by the Island’s working-class urban population for the period 1800-1870. It 
appears that many townspeople produced at least some of their own food. George 
Wood comments that ‘land in the vicinity of towns is chiefly in possession of the 
inhabitants, who, after reserving what is necessary for the use of their families, send the 
remaining produce to market’ (Wood 1811, p. 53). Thomas Quayle remarked that 
farmers did not supply the immediate neighbourhood of the large towns with milk since 
many tradespeople kept cows ‘parting with the milk beyond their own consumption to 
their neighbours’ (Quayle 1812, p. 33). 
 
Evidence from the Manx Folk Life Survey suggests that, in rural districts, the working 
classes consumed a limited range of fruit, most of which could be produced domestically 
(rhubarb, gooseberries) or gathered in the wild (blackberries). Much of this was made 
into jam. The amount of fruit consumed by the urban working class is unknown; the cost 
may have been too high for regular consumption. 
 
‘Sea-biscuits’ were commonly eaten by those working in the fishing industry due to their 
extremely long shelf-life. An obituary for Mr William Quine MHK, published in the Isle of 
Man Examiner in 1907, noted that, for twenty years prior to 1870, he ran Glenmoar Mill 
at German. He was ‘chiefly occupied in making biscuit-flour, a great deal of sea biscuit 
being during that period supplied to the Peel fishing fleet.’ 

 
The Upper Classes 

Only a limited amount of information regarding the diet of the Island’s upper-classes, 
both rural and urban, has emerged for the period 1800-1870.  
 
By the early nineteenth century the better-off townspeople had begun to 'relish' wheat 
bread (Quayle 1812, p. 57) and records show that between 1835 and 1841, 4,353 
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quarters of wheat and 6,313 cwts of flour were imported into the Island. Being generally 
better housed than the lower classes of both town and country, their homes would 
possess superior cooking facilities with a closed oven replacing the open fire of poorer 
homes. The latter would not generate sufficient temperatures to cook leavened wheat 
bread. In addition, many of the more affluent people in the towns sought to imitate the 
manners and diet of the Lancashire gentry (Belchem 2000, p. 6) and this could have 
extended to eating wheat bread. The influx of new residents from England who would 
have been accustomed to leavened wheat bread was also a factor in increasing its 
consumption. 
 
Fruit Cultivation 

Fruit cultivation appears to have improved since Feltham’s observations at the end of the 
eighteenth century. Thomas Quayle notes that some fruit was grown in the large 
gardens of the gentry, probably for their own consumption, although this is not explicitly 
stated. Quayle describes one garden as remarkably productive ‘in all kinds of fruit 
adapted to [the] climate’. He further notes that a nursery ground for fruit trees ‘has in the 
course of the present year, 1811, been established in the neighbourhood of Douglas, to 
which it is hoped due encouragement many be given at its commencement’ (Quayle 
1812, p. 82).  
  
The 1831 Isle of Man New Guide also refers to fruit growing by the upper classes:  
 

All the gentlemen's seats … have accompaniments of shrubberies, vineries, 
hothouses and excellent gardens, for amongst such, gardening is a principal 
amusement. There is no tax on hot houses … hence besides wall fruits, those of 
the hothouse, especially grapes, are more frequently raised than by people of 
equal circumstances on the other side of the water and are generally 
acknowledged to be of very superior quality. The Manx codlin is a dwarf apple 
tree which is very prolific … The fruit which arrives at the greatest perfection in 
the open air is pears, and in favourable seasons peaches, apricots, and 
nectarines acquire maturity; figs never do, but have been known to live on the 
tree throughout the winter, and to acquire an encrease [sic] of bulk the following 
summer. Other garden fruits are common ... (Oswald 1831, p. 83). 

 
Some fruit was commercially produced on the Island during this period. Mr. W. Cowin 
owned a Strawberry Garden at the Brown Bobby on Peel Road. This was open to the 
public for the sale of fruit, salad and flowers, which were also sold at his shop in Great 
George’s Street in Douglas (Manx Sun, 18 June 1853, p. 1). It is likely that most of this 
produce was sold to more affluent individuals from both rural and urban areas. An 
advertisement for Mr. Cowins’ establishment promises that ‘All orders from Town and 
Country strictly attended to’, and reminds ‘Ladies and Gentlemen having dinner or 
supper parties to send in their orders two or three days previously, so as to allow time to 
have the fruit, flowers and salads gathered fresh at the hour appointed.’   
 
There were other strawberry gardens in the Douglas area. Commenting on the season’s 
‘prolific yield’ of strawberries, the Manx Sun noted in 1855 that there were ‘several public 
strawberry gardens within a mile of the market place’ in Douglas (Manx Sun, 28 July 
1855, p. 4). Some of this fruit was purchased for preserving; an advertisement for Mr. 
Cowin’s Strawberry Gardens in the Manx Sun (3 July 1858, p. 5) promises that ‘Ladies 
purchasing fruit for preserving will be liberally dealt with’. 
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The Grove Papers 

The main source of information on the dietary habits of the more affluent rural people for 
this period is provided by the Grove papers (MNHL MS 09412). 
 
The papers relate to the Gibb family, originally from Liverpool who, in 1838, purchased 
The Grove, a property about half a mile outside Ramsey as a holiday home. It became 
the family’s permanent residence from 1860 when the head of the family, Duncan Gibb, 
retired. After his death in 1868, his wife Janet, ‘Grannie’, remained in the property; she 
died in 1897 and the property passed to her granddaughters, Janet and Alice.  
 
The Grove papers span the period from the 1860s to the 1970s, and include recipe 
books compiled by Janet which date from the 1860s. The books include recipes which 
are probably typical of those used by other affluent families during that period. One, 
dated 1860, is signed by Janet Gibb (Figure 4). The majority of recipes are for puddings 
or cakes. Examples include Apple Pudding, Lemon Dumplings, Cream Cake, 
Shrewsbury Cake, Arrowroot Cake, Carrot Pudding, Aunt Nellie’s Pudding, and Potato 
Pudding. Janet's son, Duncan, worked for the East India Company and there are recipes 
for Indian Pickle, Cucumber chutney, Curried eggs, and Chutnee, which indicate that the 
Indian connection influenced the family diet. Another, undated, book contains recipes for 
‘currie powder’ and kedgeree. 
 

 
 
Figure 4: Frontispiece to Janet Gibb recipe book with date 
 
The Grove papers also contain the accounts, from around 1900, of the Gibb sisters’ 
transactions with shops in Ramsey. They had an account with Allen and Taubman on 
Parliament Street. The records for 1910 represent a typical example of the goods they 
purchased. Tea, coffee and cocoa were frequently purchased, along with sugar. The 
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sisters also purchased quantities of alcohol; a receipt dated February 1910 is typical, for 
a bottle of Martell brandy and half a gallon of whisky. 
 
Receipts show that their milk and butter came from L. Kneale of Ballalheaney in Andreas, 
and fruit was purchased from The Manx Fish and Fruit Stores, owned by the Alldritt 
Bros., in Parliament Street and Market Square, Ramsey (Figure 5 and Figure 6). They 
also frequently bought barrels of apples. Although the dishes that they prepared and ate 
may not have been Manx, the main ingredients of the dishes – meat, chicken or pork, 
and dairy products – would certainly have been local, perhaps from the Gibbs’ own land. 
 
Although the papers contain a substantial amount of information regarding food and 
drink consumed by a relatively affluent family, in the absence of any records relating to 
other upper class families or individuals, it is unclear whether or not the Gibbs were 
typical of their class. 
 

 
 
Figure 5: Receipt for dairy produce, 1915, Grove Papers 
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Figure 6: Receipt for fruit, Grove Papers 
 

Visitors to the Island  

Relatively little information has been found regarding the food and drink consumed by 
visitors to the Island during this period. However, an account from 1814 gives a very 
favourable view of the food consumed during a visit to the Isle of Man.  
 
William Blacker of Carrickblacker, Antrim was a well-to-do individual who served as High 
Sheriff of Armagh from 1811 and became Vice Treasurer of Ireland in 1817, a position 
he occupied until 1827. He visited the Island in 1814 and stayed at the Liverpool Coffee 
House in Douglas. In an account of his visit, Blacker comments extensively on the food 
served. Although he does not state what he ate for breakfast, he described it as 
'excellent', and his party enjoyed 
 



28 

 

one of the most recherche dinners I have ever sat down to. The fish was of the 
finest description and well dressed, the small Manx mutton delicious and the 
wines, etc, the newspapers call ‘the best vintage’. We had the finest strawberries 
you ever saw (Blacker 1814). 

 
It is likely that the delicious ‘small Manx mutton’ which Blacker enjoyed came from the 
native Loaghtan sheep. Writing in 1812, two years before Blacker’s account, Thomas 
Quayle describes the Loaghtan as ‘little and hardy’, but fears that it is being endangered 
by the ‘influx of foreign breeds’ such as the South Down and Monk, which were 
introduced to improve the quality of the Loaghtan’s fleece. Quayle states that no such 
improvement is needed to the flavour of its mutton, which is ‘admitted to be superior … 
to any of theirs’ (Quayle 1812, p. 112). 
 
Blacker later visited the place where the strawberries were grown; a piece of ground 
reclaimed from a small tidal river just outside Douglas. The account shows that locally 
produced food (in this case the fish, mutton and strawberries) was served to visitors, 
albeit in a more sophisticated manner than the local Manx would have prepared them.  
 
There is evidence that catering provision for visitors expanded during this period. For 
example, the 1831 Isle of Man New Guide describes the opening of a coffee room at the 
Castle Mona hotel: 
 

The spirited proprietor has recently added to the Castle the much desired 
accommodation of a spacious general coffee and newsroom for the reception of 
parties frequenting the grounds, where steaks, chops, soups, dinners & co., may 
be had (Oswald 1831, p. 87). 

 
In 1835, a guest at the hotel commented on one of his party’s evening meals: ‘an 
excellent relish of lobsters and crabs, which abound here, and on the dressing of which 
our worthy host prides himself, and for which he is truly famous, deserving His Majesty’s 
patent’ (A Six Days’ Tour, 1836, p. 122). 
 
George Borrow and his wife visited the Island in 1855 and stayed at the Royal Hotel in 
Douglas. In his diary, he described a ‘first-rate breakfast’ of ‘lobsters, herrings in vinegar, 
eggs and fowl, white and brown bread and butter, and tea’ (Borrow 1914, p. 202). His 
early-afternoon meal was ‘excellent’ and comprised ‘soup and fish, afterwards lamb at 
top, ham at bottom, chicken and ham before me, ducks nearly opposite; vegetables not 
particularly good; sherry very good; port so so’ (Borrow 1914, p. 203). In Port Erin, he 
had another ‘first-rate’ breakfast of eggs, bacon, and ‘potted herrings’ (Borrow 1914, p. 
224).  
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The Period of Mass Tourism: 1870-1930 

A major expansion in the numbers of lower class visitors to the Isle of Man took place 
during the last three decades of the nineteenth century. Most were from the industrial 
north-west of England; the operating policies of the factories combined with the 
development of the railway network helped to create the institution of the annual seaside 
summer holiday. The traditional ‘wakes’ holiday, marking the consecration of the local 
parish church, became an institutionalised holiday with whole communities departing for 
seaside resorts across Britain (Belchem 2000, pp. 122-3). Passenger arrivals to the 
Island rose from 90,000 in 1873 to 182,669 in 1884; and 224,009 in 1890. A further 
increase saw 383,778 passengers arriving in 1900. The tourist industry in the Isle of Man 
reached its peak in 1913, with the arrival of 663,360 passengers (Belchem 2000, p. 431).  
 
The growth of the visiting industry from the 1870s onwards also stimulated movement of 
the Manx population from the countryside to the Island’s towns. Figures for 1871 show 
that 23,739 people (43.9%) out of a total population of 54,042 lived in the four main 
towns. By 1891, the figure had risen to 30,200 (54.3%) out of a total population of 
55,608 (Moore 1977, p. 646). Resulting from this migration to the towns, the previously 
rural population became increasingly exposed to new dietary influences and were able 
to access to a wide variety of purchased foods. Self-sufficiency became gradually less 
important, eventually becoming associated with poverty and low living standards. Also, 
certain ways of preparing food were inextricably linked to rural life and would not have 
survived the move to the towns. For example, groosnuiys was a custard-like pudding, 
made using milk taken from the second milking after a cow had calved (Woolley 2011, p. 
57). It is unlikely that townspeople would have access to such milk. 
 

Imports and Exports 

The increased number of visitors to the Island had its impact on imported food. In 1900, 
A.W. Moore noted that 
 

the increased number of summer visitors rendered it necessary to produce more 
milk, butter and meat for their consumption, and more oats for the large number 
of horses required for their use. To such an extent, indeed, has the home market 
for these commodities increased, that, although a large part of the Island has 
been placed under permanent pasture, grass, and oats, and although the stock 
of cattle and sheep has increased … it has been necessary to import an 
increasing quantity of live-stock, flour, fruit, vegetables, butter and eggs (Moore 
1977, pp. 933-4). 

 
Moore lists the quantities of some of the foodstuffs imported in 1899, which included 
200-220 tonnes of butter, 1-1.25 million eggs, 10,000 poultry and an ‘immense quantity’ 
of fruit and vegetables. Although imports of livestock did not ‘much exceed the exports’, 
a much larger quantity of lambs were imported than were exported. Despite this, barley, 
turnips and potatoes were regularly exported (Moore 1977, p. 934).  
 
As will be shown below, advertisements in the Island’s press and in various tourist 
guidebooks and recipe books show that a wide range of imported foodstuffs was now 
available to purchase in Island shops. These included popular brands of flour and jam, 
as well as dairy and meat products.  
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It was towards the end of the nineteenth century that Manx kippers became produced in 
great numbers and exported from the Island, with the establishment of a kipper factory in 
Peel. John Heywood’s Illustrated Guide of 1891 declares ‘Who has not heard of Manx 
kippers, the finest and best flavoured every brought into the English markets?’ It was in 
the twentieth century, however, that curing, and particularly kippering, became popular 
as methods supporting the export of herring.  
 

The Working Classes 

The Manx Folk Life Survey contains a substantial amount of information about the food 
and drink of the rural population during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
Much of the information broadly replicates that found in the earlier accounts mentioned 
above. However, it is clear that, by the late nineteenth century, the rural diet was more 
varied than it had been at the beginning of the century.  
 
William Harrison noted in 1873, in his second volume of Mona Miscellany, that ‘several 
peculiar customs still linger in some of the out-of-the-way places in the island, but the 
great influx of summer visitors, with the gradual intercourse thereby created, is fast 
obliterating them’ (Harrison 1873, p. 232). Such customs included the consumption of 
binjean, which he describes as ‘new milk turned to curd with rennet, and sweetened with 
sugar; eaten with preserves; is a great favourite during the summer season’ (Harrison 
1873, p. 232). Braghtan was a form of sandwich which was eaten as lunch or dinner. It 
could be prepared in different ways, for example:  
 

Take a piece of barley cake and spread it over with fresh butter, add a layer of 
potatoes bruised, then a coating of salt herring nicely picked and free from 
bones; upon this spread another layer of potatoes, and cover with barley cake 
and butter (Harrison 1873, p. 232).  

 
Broish consisted of ‘broken pieces of oat-cakes soaked in pot-liquor or dripping’ and 
could be eaten at breakfast’ (Harrison 1873, p. 232).  
 
Barley bread and oatcakes were still diet staples. Tom Crennell (MFLS C/117), who was 
interviewed in 1957 when he was 75 years old, recalled a time when ‘you couldn’t buy 
loaf bread, but soda cake and oat cake were made in the farmhouse every week. They 
were baking them on the griddle’. Miss Kate Qualtrough (MFLS QK-B), interviewed in 
1953, also remembered that very little loaf bread was eaten. Instead, ‘soda bread was 
composed of flour mixed with buttermilk, rolled out, placed on a griddle over an open fire 
of ling and gorse sticks.’ 
 
Wheat or ‘loaf’ bread was a rarity until the early years of the twentieth century. 
Informants recall that it was ‘little eaten’ (MFLS Q.K. - B/5), or eaten as a cake on 
Sunday (MFLS K.J.R. - E/5; MFLS B.T.A. - C/55). Mrs. Kinvig of Ronague (MFLS K.J.R. 
- B) recalled the weekly delivery of loaf bread: ‘They would be coming from Castletown 
once a week and bringing a large loaf home, a five pound loaf, and that was the cake for 
Sunday.’ 
 
Oats and barley were served in many different dishes, such as cowree and sollaghyn. 
The former, often served for breakfast or supper, was made by steeping the outer husks 
of oats in water to make a thin gruel (MFLS K/22 and H/10; Woolley 2011, p. 47). The 
latter was a mixture of browned oatmeal and gravy. 
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Herrings were still an important part of the working-class diet. Roeder quotes from ‘a 
Manx song’ which states that ‘Cha nel veg gull-rish praaseyn as skeddan’ (‘There is 
nothing like potatoes and herring’) (Roeder 1904, p. 148). One of Roeder’s informants 
described the way in which this dish was eaten:  
 

Things used to be put on the table on wooden trenchers, scoured with white sand. 
There were no forks, and the knives had black handles of horn. The potatoes 
came in on a long wooden tray. The mashed potatoes were put in a dish; beside, 
there was a cup of butter, and we dipped all in it; the fish and all were eaten with 
the fingers, which is the Manx fashion now in the country (Roeder 1897, p. 131). 

 
By the late nineteenth century, herring was prepared in many different ways. John 
Comish, who was interviewed between 1951 and 1955 (MFLS C.J. - K), recalls that they 
were served fried, potted, boiled in a pot with leeks and parsley, or kippered. They could 
also be home-cured, where they would be split and dusted with salt and pepper before 
being put on a long stick and dried in the sun.  
 
Potatoes were sometimes mashed with turnips, and this was softened with milk and 
butter (MFLS C.J. - K). They were also mashed with buttermilk (MFLS W.A. -E/13; MFLS 
F.C.E./A5) and served cold with fried eggs as a standby evening meal, or cold with ham 
at midday (MFLS C.F.A./16A). 
 
A favourite dish was prinjeig, a type of haggis, ‘made of the plucks, the livers chopped 
up, and this pudding is stuffed with chopped onions, groats [any type of whole grain], 
pepper and salt, and potatoes’ (Roeder 1897, p. 131). One of Roeder’s informants 
explained that he remembered the introduction of rice pudding which was known locally 
as ‘sweet porridge with currants in’ (Roeder 1897, p. 131). 
 
Beverages  

Buttermilk was still widely consumed in the countryside during the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. One informant recalls that as a child he collected buttermilk from a 
local farm using a watering can (MFLS C/117). Another informant comments that ‘milk 
would be plentiful and butter, and butter milk in the spring especially. Buttermilk was 
drunk a good deal and everyone liked it’ (MFLS C/123). 
 
Although some informants considered tea a luxury, it was more widely drunk than coffee. 
As late as 1878, it was enjoyed only on Sundays by some families, with the remains 
watered down for the children (MFLS M.R.C./L). Other accounts, such as George 
Cannan’s, suggest that is was offered to farm labourers on a daily basis (MFLS C/118). 
The purchase of tea and coffee was one of the occasions where country people made 
use of a shop. Miss Kate Qualtrough recalls buying tea from Tom Dodd’s grocers in 
Castletown in wooden boxes containing 10lbs of tea, with the buyer specifying the blend 
required (MFLS Q.K. - B). 
 
Herbal teas were sometimes made locally. Nettle tea was made by steeping nettle 
leaves in water (MFLS W.A. - E/11) and some informants recall tea being made from the 
herb Pennyroyal, a form of mint (MFLS K.J. - A/29; MFLS K.M. - J/2). 
 
There are very few references to coffee drinking in the Manx Folk Life Survey. According 
to some informants it was drunk infrequently (MFLS W.A. - E/11). Miss Kate Qualtrough 
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stated that coffee was drunk only by adults and that the coffee beans were purchased 
from Dodd's in Castletown for grinding by the buyer (MFLS Q.K. - B). It is unlikely that 
poorer households possessed coffee grinding equipment.  
 
Self-sufficiency 

At the start of the period considered in this section, the rural people were mostly self-
sufficient in day-to-day provisions. Mrs Kinvig of Ronague, who was interviewed in 1949 
at the age of 78, commented that, in the town ‘you could run to the shops, but in the 
country it was different. There were no carts coming round with anything’ (MFLS K.J.R. - 
B).           
 
Buttermilk was obtained from their own cattle, or from nearby farms and many 
households who kept cows churned their own butter. Cheese-making was practised on a 
small scale. Mrs Kinvig recalled her mother making cheeses of four or five pounds, some 
of which were sold in Douglas. The rennet was sent from Whitehaven (MFLS K.J.R. - B). 
Other households made rennet or ‘steep’ using lus-y-steep (butterwort) (MFLS W/11.A). 
Boiled gorse blooms were used to give cheese a more pronounced yellow colour (MFLS 
T/2 – A/1) and sage was added to impart flavour (MFLS T/2 – A/1 and T/2 – B/1). 
Caraway seeds were also used to flavour cheese (MFLS K.M. - C/4 and K/19 – A/5). It is 
not clear whether this flavoured cheese was made for domestic consumption or for sale. 
 
Ham from home-reared pigs was preserved by salting for consumption during the winter. 
Joe Kinrade of Ballachrink, Jurby, who was interviewed in 1964, recalled that ‘three pigs 
and sometimes four were killed in one year and salted down in pickle, then taken out 
and wrapped in brown paper and hung outside, then hung up on hooks in the kitchen 
ceiling’ (MFLS K/75.B). 
 
Pork and ham were plentiful. A supply of lard would be obtained from the pig(s) salted 
for the winter. Brawn and spare-rib pies were made, and pig liver would be salted and 
hung up in the chimney to dry (MFLS C/118). Geese were also preserved by salting 
(K/19 - A -15) and used to make broth and pea soup (K/24 – A/1). 
 
Even in the Island’s towns, food was still produced for domestic use in the late 
nineteenth century. Mr. Thomas Quayle was a stone mason and a lifelong resident of 
Ramsey (MFLS Q36 - C). He was interviewed for the MFLS in December 1959 when he 
was 86 years old. Many of his recollections relate to his childhood and youth during the 
1880s and 1890s. Quayle recalls that pigs were kept by residents of Ramsey in 
piggeries 'under the Tower Farm, just above the town', on the Lezayre Road and the old 
Douglas Road. Swill was obtained from the town and carried out to feed the animals. His 
own father rented a field on the Milntown estate where he kept two cows, thirty sheep, 
poultry and an unspecified number of pigs. Thomas remarked that 'there were far more 
people going in for that sort of thing in those days'.  
 
Quayle also provides some details about the diet of the very poor. It was common for 
them to go to the market place after the stalls had closed and the produce had been sold 
and gather up leftover vegetables. Some resorted to stealing turnips after dark, as well 
as young fowls which were roosting in trees (MFLS Q36 - C).  
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Fruit and Vegetables 

A restricted range of fresh fruit and vegetables was present in the diet of the working 
classes. According to one informant, the only fruits available in winter were apples and 
oranges (MFLS M.R.C. – A/19). The latter were eaten at Christmas, according to Mrs. 
Kermode of The Howe, who was interviewed for the Manx Folk Life Survey in 1950 at 
the age of 91 (MFLS K/19 – A/6). They were also distributed to children on occasions 
such as Braddan Parish School Tea Festival in January 1862 (Isle of Man Weekly 
Advertising Circular, 28 January 1862, p. 3).  
 
However, full use was made of local seasonal produce. Blackberries were gathered on 
the Curraghs in the north of the Island (MFLS T/11B) and elsewhere for use in preserves 
and puddings (MFLS M.R.C. - A/19). Jams were homemade. John Comish (MFLS C.J. - 
K.) remembers apple, rhubarb, rhubarb and apple, rhubarb and fig, blackberry, and 
blackberry and apple jams. The sugar for preserves and other uses was purchased in 
large pyramids or loaves, which were cut as needed (MFLS K.B. - D/1 and L/2).  
 
The vegetables most frequently mentioned in the MFLS were cabbages and turnips. The 
latter were mashed with milk or cut up with the skins and tops and fed to children when 
food was scarce (MFLS K/43 – A.3). Watercress was ‘much eaten’ according to one 
informant (MFLS Q/12 – A/2) and served with potatoes and herrings (MFLS W. A. - 
E/12). It was sold in the Douglas market (MFLS K.J.R. - B/1) but it is not known whether 
it was produced on the Island or imported. Sour dock, which grew wild, was gathered 
and used for salad (MFLS K/5 – B/1). This plant may have been Rumex Acetosa, the 
European Sorrel, widely used in northern temperate zones for salad and spring greens. 
Tomatoes were grown and eaten with sugar by some individuals (MFLS F.C.E. / A.5). 
 
Biscuits and Meal 

There are references in the Manx Folk Life Survey to the commercial production of 
biscuits using Manx flour by Kermode of Castletown. It is not known what type of flour 
was used in their manufacture. The Manx shortcake recipe in The Manx Cookery Book 
uses fine oatmeal (Morrison 1908, p. 192), while the oatmeal biscuits in My 
Grandmother’s Cookbook (Woolley 2011, p. 13) are made from a mixture of oatmeal and 
wheat flour. No recipe for Kermode’s biscuits has yet come to light.  
 
Miss Kate Qualtrough describes the manner in which the biscuits were eaten: they had 
‘an upper and lower crust. A knife was placed in an aperture, the biscuit divided, butter 
placed on both parts, sometimes jam, and both parts placed together then eaten.’ The 
biscuits were packed in boxes ‘with fancy lids’ and were known as ‘box biscuits’ (MFLS 
QK – B). Perhaps these were the ‘Manx biscuits’ served with tea at Ballagale farm (see 
above). Clagues of Castletown also produced biscuits ‘of inferior quality’ which were sold 
in sacks to the grocers (MFLS Q.K.). Miss Qualtrough’s account is one of the few 
examples of commercially produced food being consumed by rural people on the Island.  
 
Another account of biscuit manufacture on the Island was provided by Miss Alice 
Watterson, of Nunnery Road, Braddan who was interviewed in 1954 (MFLS W.A./G.7). 
She recalled that the manufacture of ‘box biscuits’ was a ‘skilled job’ and that they were 
‘a delicious and substantial article of food’. The biscuits were about ‘two inches across, 
three quarters of an inch in thickness’, and were ‘crisp and nutty without being hard’. 
Caraway seeds were sometimes used for flavouring, with ‘just the slightest soupçon of 
sugar’. Served with cheese, the box biscuits appeared on the ‘Manxman’s supper table 
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every night’. The last maker of these ‘box biscuits’ (Miss Watterson does not state his 
name) ‘gave up during the war owing to fat shortage’. 
 
Miss Watterson also speaks of a biscuit manufacturer in Peel, Mr. J.Joughin. These 
biscuits could be purchased in all grocers shops on the Island, and were known as the ‘J. 
J. Biscuit’. This factory seems to have opened in first decade of the nineteenth century, 
because an advertisement in the Manx Sun (31 December 1904, p. 1) states that the 
biscuits have been made in Peel ‘for nearly 100 years’. A ‘J.J.’ was stamped on every 
biscuit, and quantities were exported to Liverpool for the Manx population who had 
settled there. The product was endorsed by the Manx author Hall Caine, who stated that 
J.J. Biscuits and Swiss chocolate were the only food consumed by his party during a ten 
hours ride in the Icelandic countryside (Manx Sun, 31 December 1904, p. 1). 
 
By 1900, Mercantile Manxland was able to state that ‘Manx wheat and oats are gaining a 
high position in the markets of the U.K., whilst the demand for Manx barley has attained 
extraordinary dimensions, its value for malting purposes being widely recognized’ 
(Mercantile Manxland 1900, p. 33). Quine & Son at the Silverdale Corn Mill in 
Castletown had recently begun to manufacture rolled oats an these were proving to be a 
huge success:  
 

Although of comparatively recent introduction, Manx Flavour Rolled Oats – a 
wholesome and sustaining article of diet, whether for breakfast or supper – have 
evidently “caught on” with the general public and are rapidly being introduced into 
many of the principal towns of the United Kingdom.  A striking success gained in 
so short a time proves conclusively that Manx oats are fully equal to the best 
Scotch, and superior to American oats. Probably one of the principal factors to 
this success is that the distinctive flavor possessed by Manx oats is, owing to the 
exceeding care bestowed upon it during the process of preparation, retained in 
all its fullness (Mercantile Manxland 1900, p. 34). 

 
By 1900, Laxey Glen Mill was operating under the proprietor Thomas Corlett, MHK and 
his two sons:  
 

Corlett’s manufacture three grades of baking flour, their “Choice Patent Flour” 
being a great speciality. This flour is made from specially selected wheats, and, 
for colour, strength, and flavour, compares very favourably with the finest 
Hungarian flour, so that it is becoming extremely popular amongst high-class 
bakers for making Vienna bread, pastry, and confectionary of all kinds 
(Mercantile Manxland 1900, p. 31). 

 
A list of bakers and flour merchants is given in many of the Island’s directories, such as 
Thwaites’ directory of 1863 and in various editions of Brown’s Isle of Man Directory. 
 
Meals 
Many informants to the Manx Folk Life Survey provided examples of the meals eaten in 
the course of a typical day, or week, which illustrate the different foods that were 
prepared and served. Reference is made to two examples.  
 
Miss Kate Qualtrough (MFLS QK – B) was interviewed in 1953. Her family farmed at 
Ballagale, Surby. She recalled that meat was eaten weekly (either lamb or ham) and that 
other food eaten at main meals included salt fish, herring, skate, and sheep’s head broth 



35 

 

with dumplings which were cooked in the same pot. The latter was followed by a roly 
poly pudding, made by mixing the flour and suet, which was then rolled out, lined with 
jam (usually gooseberry) and boiled in a bag. The pudding was served with sweetened 
sauce.  
 
A typical day might begin with a 7am breakfast of porridge, and sometimes fried ham or 
a boiled egg with soda or barley bread. Dinner at 12pm was often soup (lentil or pea) or 
broth (sheep's head broth or barley broth with chicken). Alternative dishes included 
potatoes and herring with roly poly pudding, potatoes or fish with buttermilk, or bacon 
and beans. Broth and soup were never served on Sundays. Instead, roast lamb, 
potatoes, and cabbage were a common Sunday dinner, with sago or batter pudding to 
follow. Presumably the sago, or the sago pudding, was imported and was purchased for 
special occasions, such as Sunday dinner. For tea at 4pm there were boiled eggs, soda 
cakes, Manx biscuits (see below) and raspberry or strawberry jam. Supper at 7pm 
consisted of porridge for the children, with fish for the adults – kippers in summer, or 
skate with bread and butter. Coffee was drunk only by the adults. Cheese was placed on 
the table at almost every meal. 
 
A similar account is given by George Cannan who was born at Cranstal, Bride (MFLS 
C/118). He was interviewed in 1957 aged 86, and recalls the food served to farm 
labourers at Ballakesh farm. Breakfast was a basin of porridge with tea, bread and 
cheese. Dinner consisted of potatoes and herrings cooked in a three-legged pot with the 
herrings on top. Occasionally broth was served, cooked in the pot. Tea was ‘a piece of 
cheese’ with bread and butter, soda cakes, oat bread and bonnag. 

 

The Upper Classes 

Once again, little information has been found in the sources examined that specifically 
relates to the diet of the better-off townspeople from 1870-1930. Grocers such as James 
Coole continued to offer a wide range of imported produce and the wealthier 
townspeople would likely have enjoyed a varied diet. 
 
Recipe Books 

A number of recipe books from the early part of the twentieth century contain dishes that 
would have been common amongst the upper classes at the time.  
 
The Manx Cookery Book (Morrison 1908, pp. 172-203) is unusual in that it contains a 
section specifically dedicated to Manx recipes. Recipes are printed in both English and 
Manx (see Appendix B). Recipes are given for cowree, sollaghyn, oat- and barley-
porridge, various types of broth, bonnag, soda-cakes and batter pudding. The 
contributors include prominent individuals such as Dr. John Clague (a recipe ‘for people 
out of health’), Charles Roeder (cowree), Mr. A. N. Laughton, High Bailiff of Peel (‘good 
Manx broth’), and the Right Rev. T.W. Drury, Bishop of Sodor and Man (potatoes and 
herring). 
 
The rest of the book is in English only, and is divided into 21 sections, including soups, 
fish, meat, entrees, sweetmeats, drinks and household hints. Many of the contributors 
were Manx expatriates living in the United States and Canada as well as other parts of 
the British Isles. The 'great and the good' of the Island are well represented. There are 
contributions from Mr. W.H.A. Quilliam, Sheik-ul-Islam of the British Isles (p. 57), and the 
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novelist Hall Caine and his wife (p. 219). Mrs. Arthur Moore, wife of the Speaker of the 
House of Keys contributed a recipe for Tomato Toast (p. 219). 
 
Some of the recipes reflect the new place of residence of the expatriate community; as 
shown by the following examples: 
 

 Miss E.A. Briggs (San Remo, Italy) – Italian Gnocchi (p. 79) 

 Canon Cleworth (Middleton Rectory, Manchester) – Parkin (p. 144) 

 Mrs. Davis, (Westmount, Montreal) – Vanilla Ice Cream with Chocolate 
Sauce (a Canadian dish) (p. 102) 

 Mrs. Briggs (San Remo, Italy) – Italian Vegetable Soup (Minestre) (p. 10) 

 Mrs. T. Crellin (Oakland, California) – Fish Chowder (p. 18) 
 

Other recipes are simply ideas for dishes provided by people of Manx origin. Many of the 
recipes supplied by Island residents are not typically ‘Manx’. For example, Mr. J.D. 
Cowley of Douglas contributed a recipe for Cock-a-Leekie Soup (p. 8), the Rev. Hugh 
Kinred, Vicar of Patrick provided a recipe for Spiced Beef (p. 45), and the Vicar of 
German, the Rev. W. A. Lewis of Peel, a recipe for an Indian curry (p.40). 
 
The Rose Mount Recipe Book (1924) was made up of contributions from members of 
Rose Mount Wesleyan Chapel. It was sold to raise funds for the church bazaar, which 
took place on the 3 and 4 December 1924. There are 225 recipes and household hints, 
and the book is divided into the following sections: Soups, Fish, Entrees and Savouries, 
Meats, Puddings, Cakes, Scones and Biscuits, Sweets, Jams, Sauces and Dressings. 
There is little that is specifically Manx; the Scones and Biscuit section includes recipes 
for Sally Lunn (a traditional bun associated with Bath in Somerset), Treacle, Drop, 
Scotch and Oven Scones, and Ginger Snaps, with only three typically Manx recipes: 
soda cake (p. 104), soda scones (p. 122), and an 'Old Manx Dish' (p. 107). The latter 
also appears in The Manx Cookery Book (Morrison 1908, p. 201): 
 

A good pot of boiling milk 
With a brave shake of barley meal on it 
With a cake of barley bread 
With the thickness of your hand's palm of butter on it. 

 
It is likely that some Islanders were cooking with imported flour by this time. Inside the 
front cover of The Rose Mount Recipe Book is an advertisement for Homepride Self 
Raising Flour. The wholesale agents on the Island are named as Corlett Sons and 
Cowley Ltd., North Quay, Douglas, but the flour was supplied by Paul Bros., Homepride 
Mills, Birkenhead. R.G. Corlett promoted the use of Manx milled wheat flour from the 
Laxey Glen Mills, encouraging the public to ‘Support Manx Industry’ by asking ‘your 
baker for bread made with Manx flour milled by R.G.Corlett’ (Isle of Man Examiner 17 
August, 1934, p. 7). However, the variety of flour available (e.g. plain, self raising, 
wholemeal) is not specified.  
 
The Douglas Cookery Book: 100 Economical Recipes was published in 1930 by 
Kathleen Eason. Eason is described on the title page as ‘a Diplomee of the National 
Society’s Training College, London’. Despite the title, there is no obvious evidence of the 
author’s connection to the Island and the recipes do not include Manx dishes. Instead, 
there are recipes for Semolina Pudding, Queen of Puddings, Bread and Butter Pudding, 
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Welsh Rarebit and Stuffed Tomatoes, which a cook might expect to see in any 
publication containing recipes for dishes eaten in the British Isles at this period. The 
brand of flour ‘recommended for use in recipes in this book’ is Millennium flour produced 
by W. Vernon & Sons of Liverpool, a branch of Spillers (Figure 7). 
 
Some local shops and services are advertised in Eason’s book, including Quinney’s 
Grocers in Strand Street, Douglas, and Douglas Gas Lighting Company. However, 
brands available throughout the British Isles are also advertised. These include 
Robertson’s mincemeat and raspberry jam, Hartley’s jams, jellies and marmalades 
(Figure 8), and Borthwick’s baking powder.  
 

 
 
Figure 7: Promotion of non-local produce; Flour (Douglas Recipe Book, 1930) 
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Jams, marmalade and preserves were manufactured on the Island by T. Cubbon and 
Sons and were advertised in the local press. The fruit was produced in the gardens at 
Rushen Abbey and both gardens and factory were open to the public, free of charge. 
(Isle of Man Examiner, 5 July 1899, p. 6). The strawberry teas served in the gardens 
were a popular visitor attraction. In addition to strawberries, Rushen Abbey Gardens also 
produced tomatoes, grapes, and peaches (Isle of Man Examiner, 5 August 1899, p. 6). 
The gardens and factory received endorsements in the local press. The public was 
urged to ‘Ask your grocer for “Rushen Abbey” Jams’ and ‘Ask your fruiterer for “Rushen 
Abbey” Tomatoes, Grapes, and Strawberries’. An article in the Isle of Man Examiner (3 
July 1915, p. 7) suggested that the Manx people ‘make a point of purchasing jams, 
marmalades, jellies and bottled fruits from this famous source’. In addition, retail buyers 
‘should demand from shopkeepers the Rushen Abbey products in jam, preserved fruit, 
etc.’ 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Promotion of non-local products – Hartley’s Jams, Jellies & Marmalade 
(Douglas Recipe Book, 1930) 
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There is therefore some evidence that local produce was promoted by local grocers and 
purchased by townspeople. Manx cheese was stocked by Thomas Kewley at the 
Windsor Road Stores, Douglas and advertised in the Isle of Man Examiner (10 
December 1921, p. 1). ‘Manx Bacon for the People’ was stocked by J.W. McCutcheon of 
The Stand Market, Douglas (Isle of Man Times, 14 December 1895, p. 8). Other grocers 
advertising Manx bacon included John J. Coole of North Quay who used the slogan 
‘Manx Ham! Manx Bacon! Manx Lard!’ (Isle of Man Times, 21 February 1895, p. 2).  
 

 
 
Figure 9: Advertisement for Oates and Brownbill grocers, Douglas (The Rose Mount 
Recipe Book 1924, p. 45).  
 
However, imported produce was also stocked as shown by advertisements for grocers, 
confectioners, and so on, in various editions of the Manx Year Book. W. H. Gale of 
Onchan Stores frequently advertised in these publications: the butter and bacon he 
supplied were ‘noted brands’, probably available throughout Britain (Manx Year Book 
1908, p. 4). Similar products were also stocked by Gell & Co. of Murray's Road, Douglas 
(Manx Year Book 1910, p. 14). Oates & Brownhill, who advertised in The Rose Mount 
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Recipe Book (1924, p. 45), supplied ‘Prize Cheshire’ dairy produce, and ‘Genuine 
Wiltshire Bacon’ to customers (Figure 9). Corkhill’s Confectioners of Strand Street in 
Douglas boasted that it had won the ‘Special Prize and Gold Medal for Hovis Bread’ at 
the Bakers Exhibition in London in September 1904. Presumably Hovis flour would have 
been imported for use in the bread (Manx Year Book 1906, p. 14).  
 
There are examples of Manx food being prepared and eaten in the towns during this 
period but these appear to have been prepared for special occasions and were 
undoubtedly arranged for the benefit of the urban and rural upper classes. For example, 
a ‘Giense Manninagh’ (‘Manx Feast’) was organized by Yn Chesaght Ghailckagh (the 
Manx Language Society) to mark Laa’l Bridey (St. Bridget’s Day) on 2 February 1928. 
The event was held at Finch Hill School near the centre of Douglas. The menu is in 
Manx only and is a typical ‘Manx Tay’, a substantial high tea. The following dishes were 
included: Arran-oarn (oaten bread), Caashey (cheese), Arran-Praase (potato bread), 
Soo-Smeyr (blackberry jam), Bonnag as Eeym (bonnag and butter), Berreen-ooyl (apple 
cake), Berreen-resh (seed cake), Arran-curnaght (wheat bread), and Mil (honey) (Figure 
10). 
 
This menu is reminiscent of the food served in rural areas for celebration meals. Given 
the commitment of the members of Yn Cheshaght Ghailckagh to the preservation and 
promotion of Manx language culture, it would be reasonable to suppose that most of the 
food eaten at the Feast was locally produced.  
 

 
 
Figure 10: Menu for Yn Chesaght Ghailckagh’s ‘Manx Feast’, 1928 
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Menus 

A number of menus relating to celebration dinners are included in Appendix C. These 
occasions would have been attended by the Island’s elite. For example, one menu is for 
a dinner held for former graduates of Oxford and Cambridge; another is for a dinner 
given by Members of the Bar to the Island’s Lieutenant Governor. The meals usually 
consisted of several courses, including soup, entrees, meat, fish, dessert, cheese, and 
coffee. For example, at a dinner given to members of the Bar by Deemster Drinkwater in 
1897, the food served included Oysters, Turtle Soup, Chicken Vol-au-Vents, York Ham 
with Champagne, Caviare and Cheese Straws (see Appendix C). None of the dishes 
were typically Manx, and although local produce may have been used for the cheese 
straws and chicken dish, the York ham and caviar would have been imported. 
 

Visitors to the Island 

A diary kept by a visitor from Oldham, who spent a week in Douglas during August 1881, 
provides an example of the meals enjoyed by working class visitors in the late 
nineteenth century (Anon. 1881). The writer stayed in a boarding house that operated 
the apartment system. On most days he or one of his party purchased mackerel for 
breakfast from the market in Douglas. One morning he went out to buy oysters. Porter’s 
Directory for 1889 lists ten oyster saloons in Douglas and there may have been other 
venues where they were sold. Interestingly, in the seventeenth century, William 
Sacheverell had noted that oysters in the waters around the Island ‘were large but 
scarce; I suppose they have not yet hit upon the right beds’ (Sacheverell 1859, p. 14). 
By the late nineteenth century, oysters were to be found around the island. The oysters 
purchased by the visitors in Douglas may have come from the oyster beds at Port 
Soderick.  
 
The party also enjoyed a ‘splendid, splendid dinner’ in Laxey, which comprised ‘one 
goat’s chop, three potatoes, some rice pudding’. The cost was 15 pence (Anon. 1881). 
As noted above, in the early eighteenth century George Waldron had remarked that ‘kid’ 
is ‘as commonly eat’ on the Island as lamb is in England (Waldron 1731, p. 3). During a 
day-trip to Ramsey the party had a dinner of ‘muttons [sic] chops, potatoes and peas’, 
the dessert being ‘rhubarb cake’. Unfortunately the writer does not specify in which 
establishments the meals were eaten. On another occasion, the group found a trotter 
shop selling pigs’ feet (a Lancashire delicacy), which they bought for supper (Anon. 
1881).  
 
The shortcomings of the apartment system are also illustrated in this account. The party 
purchased 5lbs of beef for an Oldham potato pie, which was ruined because the 
landlady undercooked the meat and potatoes (Anon. 1881). 
 
It is likely that locally produced food, such as the mackerel, beef and mutton, was used 
extensively for the visitors’ meals. Contemporary records show that a greater number of 
sheep were slaughtered during the summer months to cater for the increased population 
of the Island. During the first quarter of 1890 (Jan-Mar) 1,370 sheep were slaughtered. 
The figure rose to 17,858 during the third quarter (July-Sept) (Tynwald Hansard, 7 April 
1891, p. 368). However, local produce was not necessarily used to prepare typically 
Manx dishes. The visitors enjoyed the types of food that they would have eaten at home, 
such as potato pie and pigs trotters. 
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Many of the working class visitors staying in accommodation where the apartment 
system operated would use Douglas Market. The visitor from Oldham (Anon. 1881) 
purchased mackerel there, and guidebooks for this period also suggest that visitors 
bought some of their food from the local market. John Heywood’s Illustrated Guide of 
1891 complains about the lack of a covered market in Douglas: 
 

considering the numbers of visitors who live in apartments and board themselves, 
and consequently do their own marketing, it would seem to be of paramount 
importance that a covered place of some kind should be provided, wherein the 
said marketing could be managed in comfort in bad weather (John Heywood’s 
Illustrated Guide 1891, p. 20). 

 
No information has been found regarding where visitors who stayed in towns other than 
Douglas purchased their food. 
 
Strawberry gardens became popular with working class visitors in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, and remained so well into the twentieth. Before the advent of mass 
tourism, they provided fruit to local people and to visitors, who at that time would have 
been affluent individuals. However, their numbers grew with the increase in working 
class tourism. There were numerous gardens in the Douglas area including the ones at 
Circular Road and Caleys Fields (now Nobles Park) during the 1880s (Isle of Man Times, 
13 November 1959, p. 3). A strawberry garden opened at Laxey Glen during the 1880s 
(Isle of Man Examiner, 23 April 1881, p. 1). However, the best known such garden was 
at Rushen Abbey, which was widely advertised as a ‘pleasure resort’, possessing 
‘attractions which cannot fail to arrest the attention of the visitor to the Isle of Man’ (Isle 
of Man Examiner, 21 July 1906, p. 6). Entrance was free, and it was said that ‘no one 
who visits the Island should go away without a plate of strawberries and a cup of tea at 
Rushen Abbey Gardens.’ In addition to strawberries, the gardens also produced vines 
(100 in full fruit), peaches (90 trees), and tomatoes (some 2,000 plants) (Isle of Man 
Examiner, 26 May 1906, p. 1). 
 
Supply of Food to Boarding Houses and Hotels 

Many of the boarding houses and hotels were supplied by local tradespeople (butchers, 
bakers, fishmongers, grocers and green-grocers) who would deliver provisions on a daily 
basis (Beckerson 2007, p. 34). Daily deliveries were necessary for a supply of fresh food 
in the pre-refrigeration era. 
 
In the 1880s, many small street traders supplied the boarding houses: ‘Aunt Anne’ 
McAleary sold Irish eggs at Douglas market on Saturdays and took baskets of eggs 
round the boarding houses during the week (Beckerson 2007, p. 34). Many such street 
traders lost business to larger shops which could make bulk deliveries at lower prices. 
The larger establishments advertised in the Manx Year Books, which would be read by 
those involved in the visiting industry. Quirks Groceries and Provisions, Ridgeway Street, 
Douglas delivered goods for free, with ‘stock well selected and retailed at the lowest 
prices’ (Manx Year Book 1923, p. 62). 
 
On occasion, proprietors purchased items directly from the manufacturer. The minute 
book of the Manx Grocer’s Association (MNHL MD 15083) shows that local traders 
expressed concern at ‘unfair competition’ from a ‘Liverpool preserve manufacturer’ who 
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had sent sample jars of products to boarding houses and hotels, which subsequently 
received a visit from the firm’s travelling salesman (February 4, 1908). 
 
There were further complaints in October 1908 regarding ‘the growing practice of hotel 
proprietors, & c.’ doing business directly with manufacturers. This was evidently a matter 
of ongoing concern to local grocers. In 1914, Messrs. Robertson of Manchester were 
supplying goods direct to the Waverley Hotel (14 October 1914). 
 
Demand for fresh produce continued to outstrip local production during the visiting 
season, leading to higher prices and dependence on imports, and this was a matter of 
some consternation. An article in the Isle of Man Examiner (11 September 1920, p. 2) 
states that local fruiterers would like to stock larger quantities of Manx produce, instead 
of paying ‘exorbitant prices’ for ‘garden produce of all descriptions’. One Douglas 
greengrocer claimed to have had only nine head of Manx-grown cauliflowers during the 
season, and had been forced to rely on imports from Cornwall. However, while 
suggesting that home production ought to be increased, the article acknowledges that 
late ripening on the Island meant that some of the crop was left on the grower’s hands. 
The jam factory at Rushen Abbey offered an outlet for this surplus.  
 
The article also acknowledged the superiority of some Manx fruit compared to that 
grown in England:  
 

It is probable that some classes of Manx fruit would beat the English for quality, 
even if both started on the same level in the matter of freshness.  The Manx 
gooseberry has a fullness and a flavor which is unexcelled anywhere in the 
Kingdom; and the Manx black currant, also, is extraordinarily good, and the Manx 
strawberry often excites admiration from those who like fruit to retain a little 
natural tartness. Moreover, it is to be had in the Isle of Man a fortnight later than 
in England, and Mr Cubbon, of Rushen Abbey, has succeeded in producing a 
strawberry which will bear right into the middle of August (Isle of Man Examiner, 
11 September 1920, p. 2). 
 

Other fruit was not grown so successfully on the Island:  
 

Manx apples, and also Manx stone fruit, have not yet yielded the fruiterers the 
same satisfaction; Manx plums and Manx pears have been very good in the first 
year, but the size of them has very soon dwindled down to almost nothing, and 
frequent replenishing of the trees is an absolute necessity (Isle of Man Examiner, 
11 September 1920, p. 2). 

 
This influx of visitors was also accompanied by growth in the number of refreshment 
rooms, restaurants and cafes. No menus for these establishments were found during the 
course of this research, but advertisements in guidebooks give some indication as to the 
type of food served. The following examples have been chosen to illustrate the food and 
drink served to visitors in various cafes and restaurants. 
 
The 1894 edition of Brown's Penny Guide to the Isle of Man contains an advertisement 
for the Grand View Cafe and Refreshment Rooms in Douglas, where ‘one thousand 
meals are served each day’ (Figure 11). The cafe offered ‘a good cheap breakfast’ and 
its luncheon bar is ‘open all day, with dainty snacks’. Cold luncheons were available in 
the middle of the day. The dinner menu offered hot joints, vegetables and bread, with a 
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table d’hôte menu from 6.30pm. An extensive choice was available for a ‘nice supper’, 
including chops, steaks, ham and eggs, pastry, fruit, and ices. The Grand View was also 
‘generally noted for their delicious cooling American fancy drinks, especially their 
genuine American cider now on draught’ (Brown's Penny Guide 1894, p. 25).  
 

 
 
Figure 11: “Grand View” Café & Restaurant advertisement, Brown's Penny Guide 1894, 
p. 25 
 
The Douglas Restaurant is featured in the advertising supplement of the 1897 Ward 
Lock guide to the Island. Hot dinners were served daily between 12pm and 3pm. Tea, 
coffee and chocolate were available, along with soups, jellies, creams and ice cream (A 
Descriptive and Pictorial Guide to the Isle of Man 1897, p. 65). 
 
Advertisements for many glens give some indication of the dishes offered to visitors. The 
advertising supplement in the 1884 edition of Brown's Guide to the Isle of Man contains 
advertisements for the Refreshment Rooms at Laxey Glen, where ‘dinners, teas, 
confectionery, fruits & c.’ could be had ‘on the most reasonable terms’. This guide, like 
many others, also has advertisements for the catering facilities at the Island’s railway 
stations. At Castletown, ‘tea, sandwiches, cold meat, biscuits, cheeses, cordials & c.’ 
appear on the menu (Figure 12). 
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Figure 12: Catering facilities at the Island’s glens and stations, Brown’s Guide to the Isle 
of Man, 1884  
 
Less information has been found regarding restaurants and cafes outside of Douglas. 
The 1897 edition of the Ward Lock guide gives the following general description of the 
type of dishes offered at hotels in Ramsey:  
 

At most of the hotels there are ordinaries [table d’hôte menus] timed for the 
arrival of the [rail] cars and the staples of the Island, roast lamb and gooseberry 
tart (when in season) can be feasted on in comfort and at moderate charges (A 
Descriptive and Pictorial Guide to the Isle of Man 1897, p. 204). 

 
The price would be an important consideration for the working class visitor. 
 
Although some of the food would be locally produced (lamb for example), traditional 
Manx dishes, such as those included in The Manx Cookery Book (1908), do not appear 
to have been offered to visitors. With one exception, no instances have been found of 
the food eaten by the rural Manx being recommended to visitors. The exception is T. E. 
Brown’s suggestion that visitors to Sulby Glen ask for hospitality at one of the cottages in 
the Glen, instead of using the refreshment rooms there. Writing in the Brown’s series of 
guidebooks, he notes that visitors will probably be offered buttermilk and soda bread 
(The Popular Guide to the Isle of Man 1876, p. 101). 
 
The Camp Herald provides details of the type of food served at Cunningham’s Holiday 
Camp (at Howstrake and Little Switzerland), which opened in 1894 (Figure 13). The 
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Camp Herald brochure was an annual publication which informed prospective visitors 
about Cunningham’s Camp. It included details of sporting events, sing-songs, Sunday 
concerts and excursions (Drower 1982, p. 14). The booklets also contained specimen 
menus, which varied little over the years. For example, dinner always consisted of soup, 
roast meat with potatoes and vegetables, and a pudding (Camp Herald 1911, p. 14; 
1923, p. 24).  
 

 
 
Figure 13: Cunningham’s Holiday Camp Bill of Fare (The Camp Herald 1911) 
 
Much of the camp’s food was locally produced. In later years, milk, potatoes and fresh 
vegetables came from the model farm at Ellerslie, which Joseph Cunningham purchased 
in 1915 in order to supply the camp. At that time, the camp was being used for the 
internment of enemy aliens (Drower 1982 p. 58). ‘Manx kippers’ were served at 
breakfast, ‘taking their turn with ham and eggs’ (Camp Herald 1911 p. 15). The campers 
often ate the kippers with jam, which was thought to counteract the ‘repeating effects of 
the fish’. ‘Kippers and Jam’ became one of the camp’s catch phrases (Drower 1982, p. 
58). This is another example of Manx produce served in a manner different to the 
traditional ‘potatoes and herring’ enjoyed by the rural population.  
 
A reference to the food and drink consumed by the better-off visitor is contained in a 
letter from Thomas Thurman, a young man who spent a holiday on the Island during the 
1895 season. He was writing to his parents to request more spending money, and his 
letter mentions the food served at his hotel. Breakfast consisted of fish, turkey, duck, 
fried eggs and ham, with bread butter and jam, followed by tea or coffee. A five course 
dinner followed at 1:30pm. A typical menu was listed as follows: (1) tomato soup, (2) fish, 
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(3) peas, potatoes and game, (4) pudding, (5) stewed fruit and custard. At tea he 
enjoyed tongue, eggs, ham, cold meat, and bread with butter and jam. A supper was 
offered to the guests, which Thomas describes as ‘a grand assortment’ (Thurman 1895).  
 
In all probability, Thomas came from a well-to-do family. He felt able to write home for 
money, and he stayed at the Midland Hotel on Loch Promenade, which would have been 
used by the more affluent visitors. The boarding houses in the streets leading away from 
the sea front were frequented by working class visitors and tended to operate the 
apartment system, with visitors purchasing their own food for preparation by the landlady. 
 
The diet of affluent visitors to the Island is evidently an area that would merit further 
detailed study.    
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Conclusion 

This research has documented changes in the food and drink produced and consumed 
on the Island over a 130 year period, from 1800-1930.  
 
Few records have been found regarding the diet of townspeople, working class or 
affluent. The Island’s population remained predominantly rural until the end of the 
nineteenth century. In 1841 33 % of Manx people lived in towns, by 1871 this had risen 
to 43% (Moore, 1977, p.646). Similarly, relatively little information has come to light 
regarding the food and drink consumed by the better-off rural and visiting populations. 
However, it is likely that the diets of these groups were similar to their counterparts 
elsewhere in the British Isles. 
 
There are numerous sources which provide information about the diet of the Manx 
working class rural population, and an accurate impression of what was consumed by 
the working class visitor can be pieced together from various sources such as 
advertisements for eating houses, cafes and restaurants in guide books and the local 
press. 
 
The diet of the rural working classes on the Island remained relatively unchanged until 
the late nineteenth century. Changes in dietary patterns that subsequently occurred 
were influenced by changes in socio-economic factors; namely, the growth of the visiting 
industry, the decline in the rural population, and the migration of many Manx people to 
the towns. The subsistence based on a limited range of local produce, as described in 
the Manx Folk Life Survey was largely abandoned by the early twentieth century. The 
traditional diet of the rural Manx may have been rejected partly because of its 
association with poverty or straitened economic circumstances. Greater choice and 
variety of foods would have been available in the towns, especially Douglas, and urban 
consumers would have the opportunity to try out new, or different, or more exotic foods 
and recipes. Manx produced meat, for example, may have been used in non-traditional 
recipes such as the Cornish pasties and Durham cutlets described in the Douglas 
Cookery Book (1930, pp. 43, 80).  
 
Cooking facilities in town houses would have differed greatly from those in rural cottages 
and this meant that a wider range of dishes could be prepared. For example, a closed 
oven generated the higher temperatures necessary for baking wheat bread, sponge 
cakes and pastry dishes. In addition, several traditional dishes were largely dependent 
on a rural way of life. For example, groosniuys was a custard-like pudding made using 
milk from the second milking after a cow had calved, an ingredient which would not be 
readily available in towns (Woolley 2011, p. 57). Similarly, in the countryside, binjane 
(curds and whey) was produced from the summer milk surplus (Woolley 2011, p. 51) 
while, in the towns, people would purchase their milk on a regular basis. 
 
Many people living in the Island’s main resorts would have been influenced by the 
visitors’ dietary habits. Advertisements for cafes and refreshment rooms suggest that 
coffee and chocolate, which were not widely consumed by the rural Manx, were popular 
beverages with visitors during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Certain drinks 
such as the ‘genuine American cider’ offered at the Grand View Refreshment Rooms 
would also have been unknown before the tourist boom. The visitors from Oldham (Anon. 
1881) searched for and found a shop selling pig’s trotters, a Lancashire delicacy. This 
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shop, and others like it, was probably set up to cater primarily for tourists from the north-
west of England. 
 
The visiting industry had a major impact on local food production. A.W. Moore comments 
on the increased acreage under grass for animal feed and the increased production of 
milk, butter and meat (Moore 1977, pp. 933-4). However, local produce was often used 
to prepare food which was not traditionally ‘Manx’, as shown by the custom of serving 
kippers with jam, rather than potatoes, at the Cunningham’s holiday camp. The working 
class visitors from the industrial north west of England brought their own traditional food 
preferences, whether for oysters, pigs trotters or meat and potato pies. Most would 
probably be unwilling to risk spoiling their hard-earned week’s holiday on the Island by 
experimenting with unfamiliar food which they might not enjoy. This remained the case 
for much of the twentieth century; only after foreign travel had become more common 
and affordable among the working classes was there a willingness to try different foods 
when on holiday. Although the tourist season was of limited duration, the visiting industry 
created wealth and increased affluence for a significant number of individuals on the 
Island, increasing the money available for their food budget. Despite the increase in local 
produce, it became necessary to import some produce, particularly fresh vegetables, as 
the number of summer visitors increased and demand outstripped local supply.  
 

Summary of Relevant Findings 

Throughout the period under study, many references have been found to specifically 
‘Manx’ food and there are a number of examples of local produce being marketed as 
Manx. Locally produced food was undoubtedly served to visitors to the Island throughout 
this period, although it was often incorporated into dishes that were common in other 
parts of the British Isles. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, a variety of 
imported foodstuffs become readily available on the Island and these are actively 
marketed in the press and in recipe books. However, Manx produce continues to be 
actively marketed.  
 
The following is a summary of the most relevant findings: 
 
Pigs 

In the late seventeenth century, William Sacheverell commented on the quality of Manx 
pork noting that there was a ‘small mountain kind [of pig] called Purs which are 
admirable meat’ (Sacheverell 1859, p. 13). David Robertson also mentioned the quality 
of meat from Manx purs: ’there is a small species, called Purs, which run wild on the 
mountains, and are esteemed a most admirable delicacy’ (Robertson 1794, pp. 35-6). 
This particular breed of pig appears to have become extinct by the early nineteenth 
century (Quayle 1812, p. 118).  
 
Throughout the nineteenth century, pigs were an important source of pork, ham, bacon 
and lard. Many people (townsfolk as well as country-dwellers) kept one or two pigs, 
which would be salted and dried each year to use over the winter.  
 
By the late nineteenth century, locally produced ham and bacon was being sold 
commercially in Douglas and was advertised as being Manx. Articles in the Isle of Man 
Times in 1895 show that ‘Manx Bacon for the People’ was stocked by J. W. McCutcheon 
of Douglas and that John J. Coole of North Quay advertised his produce using the 
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slogan ‘Manx Ham! Manx Bacon! Manx Lard!’ (Isle of Man Times, 14 December 1895, p. 
8; 21 February 1895, p. 2).  
 
Sheep 

When William Blacker visited the Island in 1814, he commended the ‘small Manx mutton’ 
as ‘delicious’ (Blacker 1814). It is likely that Blacker was referring to mutton from 
Loaghtan sheep. Thomas Quayle noted two years earlier that the flavour of the Manx 
Loaghtan was superior to any of the foreign breeds that were being imported to the 
Island (Quayle 1812, p. 112).  
 
From the late nineteenth century, an increasing number of sheep were slaughtered 
during the summer months to cater for the substantial numbers of visitors to the Island. 
Despite this, lambs were also imported to the Island to cater for the increased population 
(Moore 1977, p. 934). Sheep’s head broth was a common dish in the countryside (MFLS 
QK – B).  
 
Goats 

George Waldron noted in the late seventeenth century that goat was as commonly eaten 
in the Isle of Man as lamb was in England (Waldron 1731, p. 3). By the late nineteenth 
century, a working-class visitor from Oldham commented on a splendid dinner eaten in 
Laxey which comprised ‘one goat’s chop, three potatoes, some rice pudding’ (Anon. 
1881). Further research may produce more examples of the use of goat-meat on the 
Island.  
 
Fish  

The herring industry was already an important part of the Manx economy by the mid-
seventeenth century and salted herring was imported to France as well as other parts of 
the British Isles. Manx herrings were particularly sought after by manufacturers of 
anchovy paste due to their ‘peculiar delicacy’ (Laughton 1850, p. 69). By the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries cured red and white herrings were common 
exports. The process of kippering was introduced later in the nineteenth century and 
became extremely popular in the twentieth century.  
 
Herring also formed an important part of the diet of the rural working-classes. Salted 
herring with potatoes (sometimes mashed) was a common dish (Roeder 1897, p. 131). 
However, by the late nineteenth century, there were numerous ways of preparing herring 
(MFLS C.J. - K). At Cunningham’s Camp, kippers were served at breakfast and were 
commonly eaten with jam (Drower 1982, p. 58).  
 
Scallops and Lobster 

By the late eighteenth century, lobsters were regularly exported to Ireland and are 
described as ‘equal to any that are to be met with, in any country’ (Townley 1791, vol. I, 
303).  Accounts from the early-to-mid-nineteenth century suggest that Island lobster was 
very fine indeed (A Six Days’ Tour 1836, p. 122; Borrow 1914, p. 202). 
 
Scallops were gathered from around Laxey and were ‘very plump, fresh, and well 
flavoured’ (Townley 1791, vol. II, p. 2). However, Bullock notes in 1816 that oysters 
around the Island’s coast were ‘not good’ and that they were sometimes imported from 
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Ireland (Bullock 1816, p. 377). It was not until the 1930s that scallops became 
commercially farmed on the Island.  
 
Dairy 

Dairy was an important part of the Islanders’ diet down to the twentieth century. Many 
households kept cattle to provide milk and buttermilk for consumption, as well as for 
making butter and, less commonly, cheese. In the late eighteenth century, cheese was 
made on some of the larger farms (Quayle 1794, p. 26), but only in relatively small 
amounts (Quayle 1812, p. 110). Around 11 cwt. of cheese was exported to Ireland in 
1790 (Feltham 1798, p. 73).  
 
Basil Quayle noted in 1794 that butter was commonly made ‘as it meets with ready sale’ 
(Quayle 1794, p. 26). Two tonnes of butter were exported from the Island in 1835 
(Teignmouth 1836, pp. 410-11). As the number of visitors to the Island increased, butter 
had to be imported to cater for the rise in summer population. This amounted to 200-220 
tonnes of butter in 1899 (Moore 1977, p. 934). 
 
Ewe’s milk was eaten as curds and was sometimes made into ‘small but excellent 
cheese’ with the addition of cow’s milk or cream (Quayle 1812, p. 114). References from 
the Manx Folk Life Survey suggest that butter was also made from ewe’s milk during the 
second half of the nineteenth century (MFLS C/28- C), and that goat’s milk was 
sometimes used to make cheese (MFLS T/2 – A/1). 
 
By the late nineteenth century, cheese-making was practiced on a small scale, mainly 
for home consumption, though sometimes for sale. Boiled gorse was used for colouring 
and sage and caraway seeds were used for flavouring (MFLS K.J.R. – B; MFLS T/2 – 
A/1; MFLS T/2 – A/1 and T/2 – B/1; MFLS K.M. - C/4 and K/19 – A/5).  
 
However, imported cheese was also available on the Island by the mid-nineteenth 
century (Isle of Man Weekly Advertising Circular, 6 December 1849, p. 1). Manx cheese 
was being stocked in Douglas stores by the early twentieth century (Isle of Man 
Examiner, 10 December 1921, p. 1) and further research may produce additional 
examples of the sale of Manx cheese.  
 
Meal and Flour 

Until the nineteenth century, barley was more commonly used for baking than oats, as 
barley-meal was cheaper than oat-meal and ‘more wholesome’ (Quayle 1794, pp. 14-
15). Bread took the form of barley-cakes, which were made on a griddle. Oats were 
more suitable for making porridge than was barley, and oat-porridge was commonly 
eaten at breakfast. Oat-cakes (both thick and thin) were also made but they were less 
common than barley-cakes and were considered a luxury (Quayle 1812, p. 63). 
 
By the early nineteenth century the better-off townspeople had begun to ‘relish’ wheat 
bread (Quayle 1812, p. 57) and records show that between 1835 and 1841, 4,353 
quarters of wheat and 6,313 cwts of flour were imported into the Island. However, it was 
not until the early twentieth century that the working class population had ready access 
to wheaten bread. In some families, one loaf was bought each week, to be eaten as 
‘cake’ on Sundays (MFLS K.J.R. - B).  
 



52 

 

Biscuits were commercially produced on the Island (some of them for export to the Manx 
diaspora in Liverpool), using Manx flour. The Manx Folk Life Survey contains 
descriptions of the types of biscuits produced and the way in which they were eaten. 
Caraway seeds were sometimes used as flavouring (MFLS QK – B; MFLS W.A./G.7).  
 
By the late nineteenth century, imported brand-name flour was commonly advertised on 
the Island. However, some producers, e.g. R. G. Corlett, did promote the use of Manx 
milled flour from Laxey, encouraging Islanders to ‘Support Manx Industry’ by asking 
‘your baker for bread made with Manx flour milled by R.G.Corlett’ (Isle of Man Examiner 
17 August, 1934, p. 7).  
 
By the early twentieth century, Laxey Glen Mill was producing three grades of flour, one 
of which “Choice Patent Flour” was very popular among high-class bakers (Mercantile 
Manxland 1900, p. 31). ‘Manx Flavour Rolled Oats’ were being successfully exported at 
this time, as was Manx barley (Mercantile Manxland 1900, pp. 33, 34).   

 
Fruit and Vegetables 

Much use was made of seasonally available fruit on the Island, including blackberries, 
rhubarb, and apples, which were used in jams and puddings (MFLS M.R.C. - A/19; 
MFLS C.J. - K.). Turnips were eaten mashed with milk or potatoes. Watercress and sour 
dock (probably European sorrel) were also commonly eaten (MFLS Q/12 – A/2; MFLS 
K/5 – B/1).  
 
A range of fruit was grown in the gardens of the upper classes in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries (Feltham 1798, p. 127). Fruit and vegetables were also 
produced commercially during the nineteenth century, at strawberry gardens in Douglas 
and elsewhere. Fruit, flowers, and salads were sold fresh, and fruit was commonly 
purchased for preserving. Strawberries were particularly popular with visitors to the 
Island. William Blacker noted in 1814 that he had ‘the finest strawberries you ever saw' 
(Blacker 1814). 
 
By the late nineteenth century, Manx jams and marmalades were being advertised in the 
local press. However, imported brands were also being advertised on-Island in the early 
twentieth century.  
 

Areas for Further Investigation 

This report adds to the now extensive body of material on the diets of the Manx 
population in the eighteenth and early twentieth centuries. It also identifies important 
examples of Manx produce being promoted on the Island, particularly from the late 
nineteenth century onwards. Further research may produce more examples of the 
marketing of Manx food to both the local population and visitors. Further research may 
also help to extend our current knowledge in the following areas:  
 

 The diets of the upper-class rural Manx: Examination of the estate records of 
families such as the Christians of Milntown or the Taubmans of the Nunnery may 
yield significant information. 

 The diets of the working-class urban Manx: Virtually no information has been 
found on this sector of the population for the period 1800-1870. More detailed 
examination of the Manx Folk Life Survey might prove productive. 
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 The diets of affluent visitors to the Island for the period 1800-1930: No relevant 
hotel menus or detailed personal records have yet been found, but further 
investigation might prove fruitful.  

 

Appendix B 
Recipes from The Manx Cookery Book of Favourite Dishes (pp. 173-203) 
                                                               
Recipe Page 

Milk Broth (Broish Vainney) 172 

Cowree (Cowree) (three versions given) 172 

Shelled Barley Porridge (Fumbyree) 173 

Oatmeal Porridge (Poddash Meinn- Corkey) 174 

Porridge                                                                       175 

Sollaghan (three versions given) 175-7 

Herring Broth (Broit Skeddan) 178 

Good Manx Broth 178 

Manx Broth 179 

Manx Broth for a Wedding 179 

Baked Carp (Carroo Fuinnt) 180 

Hollantide Eve Supper Dish (Bollan Ny Houney) 181 

Fried Limpets (Barnee Fryit) 181 

Pickled Mackerel (Haailey Dy Brick Spottagh) 182 

Potatoes and Herring (Praasyn as Skeddan) 183 

Fatherless Pie (Claare Dyn Jishag) 183 

Haggis (Prinjeig) 184 

Sea Pie or Three Times Three (Pye Marrey Ny Keartyn Three) 185 

Manx Sandwich (Dy Yannoo Braghtan Dy Arran-Oarn) 186 

Dalby Sandwich (Braghtan Delbee) 186 

Pinjean (Binjean) (two versions) 187 

Biestings (Grissniuys) 188 

Barley Meal Bonnag (Bonnag Arran Oarn) 188 

Gingerbread (Arran Jishar) 189 

Manx Pancakes (Berreenyn Innyd) 190 

Manx Shortcake (Berreen Giar Vanninagh) 191 

Good for People out of Health (Mie son slieh aslantagh) [a tonic] 192 

Slim Cakes (Berreenyn Keyl) 193 
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Soda Cakes (Berreenyn Jastee-Hollan) 194 

Dumb Cake (Soddag Valloo) Made on old Hollantide Eve 195 

Elderberry Wine (Feeyn Berrish-Tramman) 196 

Blackberry Wine (Feeyn Smeyr-Ghoo) 197 

Herb Beer (Lhune Losserey) 198 

Mountain Ash Liqueur (Keirn Liggar) 199 

Blackberry and Apple Jam (Dy Reayll Smeir-Ghoo as Ooylyn) 200 

Mountain Ash Jelly (Gleig Millish Keirn) 200 

An Old Manx Dish [boiled milk mixed with a cake of buttered barley bread] 201 

Pickled Samphire (Luss-Ny-Greg Saillt) 202 

Batter Pudding (Puiddin Ooh) 203 

Seasoning Pudding (An old Manx receipt [sic]) 210 

 
 

Appendix C 

Samples of menus for formal/celebration dinners 1895-1906 (MNHL B498.3) 
 

 A Dinner given by Members of the Bar to His Excellency Lord Henniker, Lieut.-
Governor of the Isle of Man at the Peveril Hotel, Douglas, 23rd November, 1896 

 A Dinner Given to the Bar by His Honour the Deemster Drinkwater, 11th November, 
1897, at the Peveril Hotel, Douglas, on the 50th Anniversary of his taking the oaths of 
office as a Deemster. 

 Cambridge and Oxford Graduates Dinner Menu, 21 February, 1898, Peveril Hotel, 
Douglas 

 Dinner by the Bar to The President and other Judges of the High Court, Castle Mona 
Hotel 25th April, 1906 

 
 
 
  



55 

 

A Dinner given by Members of the Bar to His Excellency Lord Henniker, Lieut.-
Governor of the Isle of Man at the Peveril Hotel, Douglas, 23rd November, 1896 
 

Oysters 

~~~ 

Clear Turtle Soup a la Reine 

Fried Smelts – Melted Butter-milk 

~~~ 

Sweetbreads with Truffles 

~~~ 

Chicken Croquettes 

~~~ 

Prawns in Apple 

~~~ 

Boiled Turkey & Tongue – Celery Sauce 

Sirloin of Beef – Horse radish 

~~~ 

Olives Farcies 

~~~ 

Partridge and Pheasant 

~~~ 

Salad Caprice 

~~~ 

Creams, Jellies, Trifles 

~~~ 

Ice Pudding 

~~~ 

Caviare on Toast 

~~~ 

Cheese Straws 

~~~ 

Dessert 
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A Dinner Given to the Bar by His Honour the Deemster Drinkwater, 11th November, 
1897, at the Peveril Hotel, Douglas, on the 50th Anniversary of his taking the oaths 
of office as a Deemster. 
 

Oysters 

~~~ 

Turtle and Tomato Soups 

~~~ 

Boiled Turbot, Lobster Sauce 

Red Mullet 

~~~ 

Vol-au-Vent of Chicken 

~~~ 

Saddle of Mutton 

Boiled Turkey and Tongue 

~~~ 

Salad 

~~~ 

York Ham with Champagne 

~~~ 

Curried Eggs 

~~~ 

Partridge. Golden Plover 

~~~ 

Jellies Trifles 

~~~ 

Caviare 

~~~ 

Iced Pudding 

~~~ 

Cheese Straws 

~~~ 

Dessert 
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Cambridge and Oxford Graduates Dinner Menu, 21 February, 1898, Peveril Hotel, 
Douglas 
 

Appetisers 

Clear Ox Tail Cock-a-Leekie 

~~~ 

Turbot, Lobster Sauce 

Fillets of Sole, Maitre a'Hotel 

~~~ 

Mushrooms on Toast 

~~~ 

Sweetbreads 

~~~ 

Sirloin of Beef 

Boiled Capon Tongue 

~~~ 

York Ham 

~~~ 

College Pudding 

~~~ 

Lemon Sponge, Jellies & c. 

~~~ 

Stilton Cheese Celery 

~~~ 

Trinity Audit Ale 

~~~ 

Dessert 

 

Coffee 

 
 
  



58 

 

Dinner by the Bar to The President and other Judges of the High Court 
Castle Mona Hotel 25th April, 1906 
 
 

Hors d'Oeuvres 
Oysters 

~~~ 

Soup 
Turtle and White 

~~~ 
Fish 

Salmon, Parsley Sauce 
Black Sole, Tartare Sauce 

~~~ 
Entree 

Calf's Sweetbread, Mushrooms 
Chicken Cream with Truffles 

~~~ 
Joint 

Fore quarter of Lamb 
New Potatoes, Haricots Verts 

~~~ 

Poultry 
Ducklings, Guinea Fowl 

Green Peas 

~~~ 

Entree Met. 
Asparagus 

~~~ 

Sweets 
Sponge Pudding 
Maraschino Jelly 
Caramel crème 

Ice Pudding 

~~~ 

Savoury 
Anchovies, Cheese Straws 

Dessert and Coffee 
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