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Introduction

The twenty-first century may come to be considered as epitomizing
a networked and networking society. Communication across the
globe is almost instantaneous, driven by powerful telecommunica-
tions networks. Wireless networks find enabled computers and
mobile devices, allowing machines to talk to each other, while the
users of the mobile devices have anytime, anywhere access that they
may use to check their membership of a range of different online
communities. These and many other networks are considered the
epitome of modernity, essential to the way business is done and soci-
ety is organized in our fast-paced, contemporary world. What may
be overlooked is that the huge range of social, cultural, and virtual
networks that people participate in today, alongside the advanced
infrastructure provided by physical networks and the more abstract
networks that allow conceptualization of ideas in mathematics and
science, are simply contemporary manifestations of an organization-
al structure that was well established in the later eighteenth century. 

Mark Casson has outlined why historians are increasingly turning
to the organizational concept of networks and has proposed a model
with which network-like structures can be understood.1 This essay
considers the business activities of Daniel Eccleston of Lancaster
(1745–1821) and the ways in which he developed and utilized net-
works, within a framework of existing cultural and social norms, to
further his mercantile interests. It also considers the factors that pre-
vented him from gaining entrée to potentially beneficial networks
and the impact of such closed networks on the commercial opportu-
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nities available to entrepreneurs in the period. The years of Eccle -
ston’s life neatly cover the second half of the ‘long’ eighteenth centu-
ry, and his varied papers (with documents and publications traced
for the years 1776 to 1816) cover a period when many of the political,
economic, and social foundations of the nineteenth century were
laid.2 The Eccleston papers highlight the practicalities of trading
across the Atlantic in a difficult period (providing enormous detail
for the period January 1780 to December 1781) as well as giving
insights into the varied types of largely informal networks that were
an integral part of the business, political, social, and cultural life of
that time. Eccleston had to engage with a range of problems, includ-
ing the Great Hurricane of 1781, regular depredations on shipping
made by the war, pirates, and the death of important business con-
tacts. These were all factors that individually had the potential to end
his business, but with which Eccleston coped through adaptation and
enterprise, supported by the effective use of a range of business,
social, and kinship networks. Eccleston was very much a scion of the
emerging and entrepreneurial middle classes, although his politics
were more radical than most and his ideas more advanced than
many.3 The networks developed, maintained, and used by Eccleston
may perhaps be more diverse than is generally the case, given the
additional impetus of his desire to share his politics and ideas, but
nevertheless they offer a practical example of the way in which an
examination of the role of networks in the business life of an indi-
vidual can highlight important issues in the wider historical picture. 
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2 See e.g. J. Mokyr, The Lever of Riches: Technological Creativity and Economic
Pro gress, (London, 1990); Peter Temin, ‘Two Views of the British Industrial
Revo lution’, Journal of Economic History, 57/1 (Mar. 1997), 63–82; E. Duggan,
‘In dustrialisation and the Development of Urban Business Communities: Re -
search Problems, Sources and Techniques’, Local Historian, 11 (1975); W. Staf -
ford, Socialism, Radicalism and Nostalgia: Social Criticism in Britain 1775–1830
(Cambridge, 1987); Roy Porter, Enlightenment: Britain and the Creation of the
Modern World (London, 2000).
3 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of
the English Middle Class, 1780–1850 (London, 1987).



Eccleston and Atlantic Trade

The established trade relationships from the north west of Britain
(Glasgow, Whitehaven, Lancaster, Liverpool) across the Atlantic to
the Caribbean, Canada, and North America, together with the trian-
gular trade, centred on the transport of slaves from Africa to the
Caribbean and North America, were key drivers for the continuing
commercialization and industrialization of Britain, especially for the
rapid growth and development of west coast towns and cities in
Britain.4 The idea of the Atlantic as a region in itself, with peripheral
land borders that were interdependent was one that was gaining
common currency in the late eighteenth century. Thomas Jefferson
coined the phrase transatlantic as a reflection of the significance of
the ocean and its trading and political relationships to the nations on
its periphery.5 The notion of the Atlantic as a conduit rather than a
barrier is important in considering how networks worked for Eccle -
ston. The Atlantic represented an opportunity, allowing for networks
of ideas to spread and be shared, opening networks of finance and
new business contacts for entrepreneurs, and carrying networks of
trade and transport. These aspects of the Atlantic appear to have out-
weighed the risks of sea travel, lengthy journey time, or even war
(the American Revolutionary War, 1775–83) for many of the business
entrepreneurs based on the west coast of Britain.

When Eccleston returned to England, in time to spend Christmas
1779 with his parents, he was 34 years old and had spent much of the
previous fifteen years travelling in the Americas and West Indies:
clearly a ‘transatlantic’ man.6 Eccleston was determined to exploit the
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4 Patrick O’Brien, ‘European Economic Development: The Contribution of
the Periphery’, Economic History Review, 35/1 (1982), 1–18.
5 David Armitage, ‘Three Concepts of Atlantic History’, Plenary Lecture,
Seventieth Anglo-American Conference of Historians, ‘The Sea’, held at the
Institute of Historical Research, University of London, 4 July 2001.
6 For ease of reference, a chronology of Eccleston travels is as follows: 1767
(age 22) Eccleston began travelling, probably in the West Indies (Jamaica,
Tobago, Barbados, and Antigua being the most likely islands that he would
have visited). By 1769 he was journeying between Montreal and Boston; he
spent some time in Boston and left the town by the end of 1769. He then trav-
elled through Virginia, and stayed with Washington at Mount Vernon some
time in 1770 or 1771. His travels on the American mainland ended in New



increasing market for what Maxine Berg has described as ‘semi-lux-
uries’ in the colonies as well as making use of the rapid development
of the west coast ports as a means of avoiding the vested interests he
saw at work in the long established London-based trading networks.7
He had made previous successful trading ventures across the
Atlantic, apparently travelling with his cargo and being actively in -
volved in the distribution of goods. However, the American Revo lu -
tionary War was making trade increasingly difficult, and this may
have encouraged him to develop a permanent base in England.
Eccleston made it clear in a number of his letters that he intended to
remain in England ‘Till these wars & rumours of wars are over’.8 It
has been estimated that as much as 40 per cent of the British mer-
chant fleet was lost as a result of enemy action during the American
Revolutionary War, and certainly the sea war became far more effec-
tive after France entered the war on the side of the Americans in
February 1778.9 Whether by good fortune or perspicacity, Eccleston
had chosen the right moment to leave the West Indies; after his
departure the situation in the region worsened as the French cap-
tured more British islands. Eccleston had spent much of the first four
years of the war based in Barbados, and had seen the island suffer a
degree of commercial strangulation that would have made it a less
than attractive place for a young man wishing to settle himself in
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York, which he left in the spring of 1772, sailing to Antigua. Eccleston spent
eighteen months in Antigua and then six months in Barbados, where he
entered into a partnership with Edward West, attorney. He then travelled to
Lancaster, arriving in the early summer of 1774. He sailed from Lancaster in
1776, and then remained in Barbados until the late summer of 1779. He
arrived back in Whitehaven at Christmas 1779, and settled in Liverpool until
April 1781, after which he moved to Lancaster where he lived on Queen
Street until his death in 1821.
7 Maxine Berg, ‘New Commodities, Luxuries and their Consumers in Eight -
eenth-Century England’, in ead. and Helen Clifford (eds.), Consumers and
Luxury: Consumer Culture in Europe 1650–1850 (Manchester, 1999).
8 Lancaster Library Local Studies Collection (hereafter LLLSC), MS 3734,
Eccleston to Walker and Nash, Barbados, 3 Jan. 1780.
9 Michael Duffy, Soldiers, Sugar, and Seapower: The British Expeditions to the
West Indies and the War against Revolutionary France (Oxford, 1987), 84. The
Spanish followed the French into the war on the side of the Americans in
June 1779, while the Netherlands eventually joined the anti-British alliance at
the end of 1780.



business.10 In Barbados during 1776 the early impacts of the war
were on trade. Insurance rates for shipping rose more than 23 per
cent, while the price of flour rose from 15s. to 37s. 6d. per stone over
the year.11 The government in Britain compounded the economic
problems on the island by doubling the rates of duty on sugar,
molasses, and rum over the course of the war. There is no clue in
Eccleston’s writings that makes clear his reasons for travelling to
Britain in 1779. However, the impact of the war on the local Bar ba -
dian and wider West Indian economy must have been a factor.

Britain in the late eighteenth century was considered by many to
be the epitome of civilization; the British regarded themselves as ‘a
nation of freemen, a polite and commercial people’.12 Eccleston’s
journey from a New World in turmoil to an Old World where he
would have better commercial opportunities was not without its tri-
als. Ships sailing from the West Indies to Britain tried to depart no
later than the end of June in order to get the best of the winds and to
avoid the hurricane season. A ship arriving in Britain in December
had left Barbados slightly late in the season, as the average journey
time was ninety-five days. Consequently, the passengers sailing with
Eccleston on the return voyage to Liverpool suffered an uncomfort-
able and lengthy journey. Letters written on his arrival in Britain in
December 1779 to his brother in Antigua and to friends and business
acquaintances in Barbados detail his determination to bring to an end
his somewhat nomadic youth. He wrote to a friend: ‘I have the pleas-
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10 J. H. Parry, Philip M. Sherlock, and A. P. Maingot, A Short History of the
West Indies (4th edn. London, 1987), 117. Eccleston may have been in New
York in 1775 as there is a petition calling for the election rather than appoint-
ment of deputies to the provincial convention that sent deputies to congress.
Eccleston was a strong supporter of the American struggle for independence
and a proponent of democratic principles. The petition is signed Phile -
leutheros, a pseudonym that he often used later in life for his radical writ-
ings. No subsequent petitions have surfaced in the USA using this pseudo-
nym, although a small book (published in London in 1816) and held in the
Library of Congress also using this pseudonym may well be his work.
Eccleston had a friend in New York, James Arby, with whom he maintained
a correspondence until at least 1781. 
11 Parry, Sherlock, and Maingot, A Short History of the West Indies, 117.
12 William Blackstone (1723–80), in Peter Whiteley, Lord North: The Prime
Minister who Lost America (London, 1996), p. xvi.



ure of acquainting you with my arrival in England, after a very dis-
agreeable passage from Barbadoes, and also my intentions of remain-
ing here . . . if ever I cross the Atlantic again it will be only just to pay
you a visit etc.’13 Having been travelling around the New World
since 1767, Eccleston had made many friends and established busi-
ness contacts that were scattered throughout the West Indies, North
America, and England, so that once he had made a decision to settle
down he had many options available to him and could have estab-
lished himself in any one of a number of locations. One of his most
striking observations in the early letters is his enthusiastic descrip-
tion of Liverpool as a land flowing with milk and honey.14 More
recent analysts have noted that during the Industrial Revolution in
England, ‘Liverpool’s mercantile connections were . . . local, region-
al, national, and international’, making it a city already part of an
established and extensive trade network and apparently an ideal
base for Eccleston.15 Eccleston was a hard-headed and experienced
businessman with an ever ready eye open for new and profitable
opportunities. Clearly he saw in Britain, and Liverpool, a prospect of
obtaining wealth and perhaps the status that went with it. 

Eccleston’s Network

During Eccleston’s extensive and lengthy travels he developed and
maintained widespread networks of contacts. His business letter
books provide a working example of Pearson’s and Richardson’s
analysis of the place of networks in the economic system of a society:
‘Networks are an integral part of economic activity, which is mould-
ed by social, cultural, and political influences as well as by market
mechanisms.’16 Eccleston used his networks as a means of obtaining
and sharing information about the markets, the progress of the war,
and political developments. By the 1790s his business and radical net-
works were intertwined, with his business activities often reflecting
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13 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Walker and Nash, Barbados, 3 Jan. 1780.
14 Ibid.
15 Robin Pearson and David Richardson, ‘Business Networking in the
Industrial Revolution’, Economic History Review, 54/4 (2001), 657–79, at 671.
16 Ibid. 657.



his radical philosophies. Eccleston’s networks can be represented as
an inverse triangle. His kinship and community network was rea-
sonably important to his business, but was limited to trading with his
brother Isaac (who had a plantation in Antigua), and trading and ex -
porting linen woven by his father plus a very small amount of trade
and commissions executed on behalf of relatives. Eccleston’s over -
seas contacts and relationships he developed with fellow Liver pool
or Lancaster-based merchants and manufacturers across the north of
England were of greater significance to his business. These networks
were linked, primarily through Eccleston himself, who acted as a
conduit for information and agent for various members of the differ-
ent networks. The process was not referred to as networking by
Eccleston, but the very deliberate use of friends-in-common as a tool
for developing new openings in business, as referees for new ac -
quaint ances, and as a means of raising finance and generating li quid -
ity via bills of exchange suggests that networks were central to the
business activities of individual entrepreneurs. Eccleston and his
contacts were networking, using sometimes loose connectivity, to
create new pathways along which trade, commerce, thought, and
know ledge could travel.

Eccleston had been brought up as a Quaker, and his father was
extremely active in the Whitehaven Meeting.17 This factor had the
potential to be extremely useful to Eccleston as Quaker businessmen
were widely respected and trusted because of their well-known and
widely understood moral attitudes.18 There are clear business advan-
tages to developing a network in which those with whom you deal
have a known moral attitude that is cognisant with fair dealing.
Indeed, this might be described as an effective risk management tool,
although as personal knowledge is no guarantee of fiscal rectitude
and probity, personal trust and knowledge will also be supported by
traditional means of enforcement such as contracts and the courts.
However, as there is no evidence at all that Eccleston was in any
sense an active Quaker, this may have limited his scope in develop-
ing close ties with Quakers who were not also family members. This
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17 Whitehaven is a port in Cumbria, in the far north west of England.
18 Hugh Stuart Barbour, The Quakers (London, 1988); Adrian Davies, The
Quakers in English Society, 1655–1725 (Oxford, 2000); James Walvin, The
Quakers: Money and Morals (London, 1997).



may be a reason for Eccleston’s limited contact with Quaker net-
works, although it could equally be the case that as a freethinker he
did not feel comfortable about developing closer ties with Quakers
outside his immediate family. Nevertheless, Eccleston did make use
of Quaker networks of contacts, identifiable by his use of Quaker
styles of address in his correspondence with Quakers (thee, thou and
thine), which he did not use in the great majority of his business cor-
respondence or his publications. 

On his arrival back in England, the logical place for Eccleston to
establish himself in business appeared to be Whitehaven in the north-
west county of Cumberland, the town where his parents lived. Eccle -
ston’s decision not to settle in Whitehaven appears at first glance
idiosyncratic. By 1790 Whitehaven could boast a large fleet. Around
214 vessels were based there, with more than 1,600 people employed
in shipping and associated trades, so that Whitehaven looked like a
good prospect for a young merchant seeking his fortune.19 However,
much of the trade in the town was with Ireland, where Eccleston had
no contacts, along with British coastal trade (exporting the coal that
was mined locally), and trade with the American mainland (difficult
during a time of war); a much smaller part of Whitehaven’s the trade
was with the West Indies.20 Although the Quaker Eccleston family
clearly had many business and familial links with the town (there
had been a Quaker Meeting in Whitehaven since 1727), this in itself
might be the most pressing reason for Eccleston not choosing to set-
tle there.21 Eccleston was a man used to his independence, and al -
though clearly extremely fond of his parents, far beyond what might
be described as dutiful, he would certainly have found their presence
a curb on his activities.22 Add ition ally, the inland transport and eco-
nomic infrastructure in Cumberland and Westmoreland was ex -
treme ly poor, and Eccleston needed to make regular visits to manu-
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19 D. Hay, Whitehaven: A Short History (Whitehaven, 1966), 42.
20 Ibid. 42–3. 
21 D. Butler, Quaker Meeting Houses of the Lake Counties (London, 1978), 37.
22 Of the 274 letters that Eccleston wrote in the years 1780–1, 16 per cent were
to his father (44 letters). These letters are lengthy and full of affection and
concern for both parents. He visited them in Whitehaven several times over
the two years and often sent them gifts. Eccleston made strenuous efforts to
persuade his parents to come and live at a house he had found for them (and
was prepared to buy for them) in Lancaster.



facturing centres such Manchester, Shef field, and Leeds, in order to
purchase manufactured, semi-luxury, goods for export to the West
Indies.23 Liverpool had a far better inland infrastructure than
Cumberland, with the Duke’s Canal making access to Manchester
straight forward and predictable, and a network of turnpike roads
that were reasonably well maintained for the period. Eccleston’s
interest in British politics might also have influenced his choice of
town. The wealthy Tory Lowther family who owned most of the
land, and therefore most of the coal, in the area effectively controlled
Whitehaven, politically and financially. One of Eccleston’s corre-
spondents in Whitehaven made clear in his diary for 1780 his distaste
for the political activities of the Lowther family:

Sir James Lowther called here today desiring me to revoke a
promise I with many others had made to vote for John
Pennington . . . which was refused by most in the town where-
upon he ordered his stewards not to furnish me with any more
coals.24

John Pennington Esq. its [sic] said declines the contest & Sir
James Lowther & Henry Fletcher Esq. to be sitting members. . .
The Great men are Haughty, High and Imperious and not will-
ing that any should sway the government but themselves
[sic].25

Liverpool was a town without an established aristocratic presence
and its residents were far less subject to the whims of aristocracy. To
these sound business and political reasons for Eccleston’s not settling
in Whitehaven must be added his dislike for the town, apparent in
his many exhortations to his parents to leave Whitehaven. Eccleston
considered the ever-present smoke in Whitehaven to be the root of
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23 Trips to various places are mentioned in many of his letters. Eccleston
made at least three visits to London and several to Manchester and Sheffield.
He visited Warrington, Birmingham, and Leeds at least once each, and also
travelled in the Potteries area. 
24 Jean Ward (ed.), The Diary of John Bragg (Whitehaven, 1999), entry for 13
Sept. 1780, 94.
25 Ibid. entry for 24 Sept. 1780, 94.



his parents’ ill health and had no hesitation in describing the town as
‘that Coal-hole’,26 or ‘that smoaky hole’.27

Creating an English Base

Liverpool in 1780 would certainly have put the deficiencies of pro -
vincial Whitehaven into sharp relief, for by the late eighteenth centu-
ry it was an impressive town whose global importance as a port
should not be underestimated. The significance of the slave trade to
the port was such that although only a relatively few merchants took
part in this trade, it generated an expansion of the markets that ben-
efited all Liverpool’s merchants.28 The West Indies trade in sugar was
central to Liverpool’s commercial development, and sugar refineries
had been built near the docks in 1680, with other valuable imports
from the West Indies into the town being cocoa, coffee, dyewood,
and rum.29 Eccleston’s first-hand experience of living and trading in
the West Indies and extensive network of contacts with cotton and
sugar plantations would certainly be useful in attempting to make a
place for himself within the business networks that existed in Liver -
pool.

As was natural for a man who had embarked on a hazardous and
lengthy voyage, Eccleston’s first letters from Liverpool in 1780 were
to friends, family, and colleagues in the West Indies, containing news
of his arrival in Britain, and the progress of other ships in the fleet
with which he sailed. It is here that we see how closely the business
and friendship networks intertwined in eighteenth-century com-
merce. In an age where there was unlimited individual liability for
investors, trust was an essential element of business success. The late
eighteenth-century networks that Daniel Eccleston worked within
were built on a range of social conventions. Although the networks
with which he engaged often served a business or political purpose,
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26 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to William Eccleston, 22 May 1780. 
27 Library of the Religious Society of Friends, London (hereafter LSF), TEMP
MSS 145/1, Eccle ston to William Eccleston, 8 Apr. 1781.
28 F. E. Hyde, Liverpool and the Mersey: An Economic History of a Port 1700–1970
(Newton Abbot, 1971), 26.
29 Ibid. 27, 37.



the commonly held social constructions of the period were funda-
mental to the working of the networks. Social connections rely heav-
ily on trust, and this commodity had to be earned, measured, and
validated through experience. Trust is based on an assessment of fac-
tors: esteem of the community, apparent liquidity, independence of
thought, and the number of points of contact (friends-in-common).

The networking activities of businessmen such as Daniel Eccle -
ston, often conducted by letter, provided a way for levels of trust to
be validated. Business letters carried an enormous range of informa-
tion of the sort that would enable a picture to be drawn of the state of
trade in a region, the progress of the war, the names and credentials
of trusted individuals who might be of use to the addressee, details
of local wage rates, particulars of innovations that might offer an
investment opportunity, and the dissemination of political ideas. All
this information could be added to that contained in correspondence
from other sources. Discrepancies could be questioned and areas of
consistency amongst correspondents would illustrate the trustwor-
thiness of the source.

The difficulties encountered in maintaining a business network
that spanned the Atlantic included communication. The value of
com munication was such that in an age of minimal government
interference there was a considerable level of state involvement in
maintaining the postal service, and this continued despite the addi-
tional communication difficulties caused by the war. The packet (or
pacquet) boat service had been established in the early eighteenth
century and delivered mail to most of the colonies, and to those parts
of mainland Europe with which Britain was not at war, under Post
Office control.30 These vessels were armed, and therefore not obliged
to travel with the convoys that were obligatory for other vessels
crossing the Atlantic during the American Revolutionary War.
However, even the packet boat could not gainsay wind and current,
and the service to the West Indies could be very slow. There was no
guarantee that letters would arrive at their destination, and the voy-
age to Barbados was never less than seventy days in duration.
During 1780–1 Eccleston sent sixty-three letters to the West Indies,
eleven of which were sent via the Post Office packet boat. The four-
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30 Ian Kenneth Steele, The English Atlantic, 1675–1740: An Exploration of Com -
mu nication and Community (Oxford, 1986), 187–90.



teen letters that were sent directly to his brother Isaac in Antigua had
to go in the charge of the captain of a vessel sailing to the West Indies,
for the packet boat only called at Barbados and Jamaica.31 Ships’ cap-
tains carried letters for a fee, and there was legislation in place that
made it a duty in law for a captain to take all such correspondence to
the local Post Office (or other trustworthy local mail delivery service)
immediately upon his arrival in the port. As letters destined for the
West Indies were reliant on the availability of shipping, Eccleston
wrote batches of correspondence to those islands, with copies of let-
ters always sent on separate vessels in case of mishap. The voyage
could last between 70 and 121 days, depending on the winds, so in -
for mation on the progress of the war, on prices, and news of family
and friends after natural disaster were all slow to arrive in Britain.
Once news from the West Indies arrived here it was copied and
shared amongst any other interested parties. The importance of com-
munication to the maintenance of a business network is clear from
the contents of Eccleston’s letters and the significance placed upon
sharing information amongst his network.

Written communications were the main means by which a net-
work that spanned the Atlantic could share information, including
on the reliability and integrity of new trading contacts. The ability to
trade successfully relied heavily on knowing where it was safe to
place trust, and levels of trust may have been a recognized commod-
ity, implicitly included in negotiations of contracts. Partha Dasgupta
noted that the existence of trust implies a belief based upon firm
foundations, or at least on the knowledge that if the trust is mis-
placed then there is a means of enforcement that can be trusted.32 In
the late eighteenth century means of enforcement were not well
developed or especially effective, so that trust-building was a central
part of the purpose of a network, providing confirmation of trust
plus an informal mechanism for enforcement by the intervention of
friends-in-common where disputes or problems arose. Trust-build-
ing may require incentives, either tangible or intangible. A network-
ing relationship is reciprocal and may be so in several directions,
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31 It seems that few ships sailed directly to Antigua, as letters to Isaac were
often included in letters to Tobago, Jamaica, or Barbados, with a request that
they be forwarded to Isaac Eccleston of Antigua.
32 Partha Dasgupta, ‘Trust as a Commodity’, in Diego Gambetta (ed.), Trust:
Making and Breaking Cooperative Relations (Oxford, 2000), 49–72.



with the result that the reward for trust-generation within the net-
work may be the furtherance of business opportunities or the less
tangible but still valuable knowledge that people in your network are
watchful on your behalf.

One of Eccleston’s primary concerns in the first batch of letters to
the West Indies was to receive final accounts for sales made in
Barbados, and the opening paragraph of his second letter of 1780 is
blunt and to the point:

I think the last time I saw you in Barbadoes I desired you
wou’d be so kind as to draw out sales . . . as they appear in my
Books, I must now repeat the request, and will be much
obliged to you to furnish Mr. Edwd. West33 with James Adams
a/c current.34

In the same letter, one of the irritants that continued to exercise
Eccleston throughout the two letter books was aired for the first time:
excessive profits made by middlemen, usually those working within
networks closed to Eccleston: ‘I am certain I can send Manchester,
Birmingham, and several other goods from Liverpool (being pur-
chased from the Manufacturers themselves) on much more advanta-
geous terms than they can be sent out from London, where there is
generally two or three profits on ’em before they are shipped for the
West Indies.’35

Eccleston regularly complained of the excessive influence of Lon -
don-based networks and the profits made by middlemen, despite the
fact that he himself was effectively acting as a middleman, and
expected to make a good profit by his actions. In the same group of
letters for the West Indies, Eccleston outlined his plans for com-
mencing in business as a Liverpool-based ship owner, ‘whenever
these disagreeable times are at an end’. This venture would have
been cooperative, involving contacts from his direct network of con-
nections and perhaps also new people, introduced as trusted names
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33 Edward West was Eccleston’s business partner in Barbados. West was an
attorney, which in the West Indies generally entailed supervising several
plantations for an absentee owner, for which the attorney was paid in sugar.
34 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to William Eccleston, Eccleston to William
Walker Jordan, Barbados, 3 Jan. 1780.
35 Ibid.



from outside his existing network by the friends-in-common system
that seems to have been the main network expansion technique in the
period.

Times were very disagreeable indeed for the British in 1780. The
raid on Whitehaven in 1778 by the American John Paul Jones
(1747–92) had caused great consternation to the government and to
those living on or near the coasts. The progress of the war was equal-
ly bad in the West Indies during 1779–80, as British islands were
falling to the French like dominoes, and there were grave fears for
Antigua after the capture of Tobago and St Kitts and Nevis in 1780.36

Yet despite the war, Eccleston was determined to advance the cause
of his new business venture. Maintaining a business network is the
key tool of the entrepreneur, for this is where new ideas can be float-
ed and then developed into working practices. Doing business by let-
ter actually encouraged what is now considered to be best practice in
network management, as ‘listening, reflecting and reacting to others
become central activities’.37 His use of networks of friends-in-com-
mon that provided information and ideas, often as a result of
Eccleston making a link from separate items of correspondence, as a
business tool helped him minimize risk. As Pearson and Richardson
have shown: ‘The cost of making mistakes when diversifying into
new activities and entering new markets was likely to have been
reduced by information sharing and collective action between capi-
talists.’38

Eccleston’s understanding of the importance of his network as a
tool for reacting to others and picking up new openings and oppor-
tunities that would allow the advancement of his business even in
‘disagreeable times’ is evidenced both by his responses to points
raised in letters from the West Indies, such as his decision to send a
consignment of lightweight and fashionable material and hats for
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36 More than 400 American vessels operated as privateers in the waters off
the Atlantic coast, the West Indies, and even those surrounding the British
Isles. They inflicted severe damage on British ships and trade, costing Britain
about 2,000 ships, £18 million, and 12,000 men captured. 
37 Håkan Håkansson and David Ford, ‘How Should Companies Interact in
Business Networks?’, Journal of Business Research, 55/ 2 (Feb. 2002), 133–9, at
136.
38 Pearson and Richardson, ‘Business Networking in the Industrial Revo -
lution’, 675.



sale, as well as the inclusion in each of his letters of a request to be
recommended as a trustworthy and reliable agent for planters in the
West Indies: ‘If any of your friends are inclinable to ship Cotton or
any other produce, I flatter myself I can execute a commission of that
kind as much to their advantage as most houses [in Liverpool], and
will be obliged to you for anything you may recommend in that
line.’39

This letter ended with a request that a remittance be sent for
Eccleston’s desk (which he sold to Mr Pearson) and ‘the few doz.
Claret’ that Mr Pearson took from Barbados to Tobago.40 The detail
in the letters also show that, whilst in Barbados between 1776 and
1779, and despite the economic decline of the islands, Eccleston had
accumulated considerable profits, and was certainly in possession of
a very handsome competence even if he was not, strictly speaking,
wealthy. Eccleston’s decision to concentrate on the export of semi-
luxury goods based upon the use of his extensive network of contacts
in the West Indies was, in terms of modern business analysis, well-
founded. Rauch proposed that colonial ties remained important in
the development and maintenance of business networks, along with
a common language. Indeed, he suggests that a network view of
international trade is particularly important in differentiated (manu-
factured) products that do not have an international reference price.41

Rauch also noted that the role of relationship building (networks)
and personal contacts in determining the spread and distribution of
trade is an important area for future research.42 Given the similarity
of Eccleston’s pattern of business networks, it may be that Rauch’s
analysis has noted the continuation of a centuries-long pattern of
trade rather than a product of post-colonialism.
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39 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Thomas Pearson and Company, Tobago, 3
Jan. 1780.
40 Ibid.
41 James E. Rauch, ‘Networks Versus Markets in International Trade’, Journal
of International Economics, 48 (1999), 7–35, at 7.
42 Ibid. 33.



The Liverpool Problem and a Solution

One of Eccleston’s most striking observations in the early letters is his
enthusiastic description of Liverpool as flowing with milk and
honey. Despite extensive efforts and well-placed contacts, however,
Eccleston found it almost impossible to break into the established
commercial networks in that city. He could not get sufficient ware-
housing or shipping space.43 Liverpool had a system of merchants’
associations that were well established by 1780, and entry to both the
West Indies Merchants’ Association and the Africa Merchants’ As so -
ci ation was a prerequisite to success in those markets, offering access
to shipping space and warehousing.44 These formal networks offered
benefits for the individual trader but also limited free trade as it
could be difficult for an outsider to break into a well-established
group with clear sets of membership credentials. As Casson notes in
the introduction to this collection: ‘not all networks are a pleasure to
belong to; some professional networks can be very competitive, for
example, and, far from welcoming new members, act more like a
clique or a cartel. People still seek entry, however, because of the eco-
nomic advantage that can be obtained.’45

A formalized network undoubtedly offers an individual trader
benefits, especially in the development of a more united and cohesive
approach to coping with rapidly changing market circumstances in a
difficult trading environment. Formalized networks may also
increase the diversity of markets and access to commodities for those
within the network.46 The disadvantages, though, are that a network
which is not open to new members may miss, or be late to exploit,
new opportunities. Eccleston appears to have found it difficult to
gain more than a toehold in the West Indies Association despite hav-
ing a number of friends in Liverpool on whose services he could call.
These included Thomas Park, who bore the nickname Tummus a
Didimus (doubting Thomas), Mr Kendall, Joshua Holt, and Daniel
Steel, who appears to have been linked in some way to the Liverpool
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43 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Walker and Nash, Barbados, 3 Jan. 1780.
44 Hyde, Liverpool and the Mersey, 41.
45 See Mark Casson’s essay in this volume.
46 Alessandra Casella and James E. Rauch, ‘Anonymous Market and Group
Ties in International Trade’, Journal of International Economics, 58 (2002) 19–47.



merchants Crosbie and Greenwood and was Thomas Park’s cousin.
These contacts were useful to him but Eccleston found that his
progress as a merchant was being seriously impeded by the severe
shortage of shipping and warehousing space in Liverpool during the
early 1780s and compounded by his failure to become part of the for-
malized and well established merchants’ networks that existed in
Liverpool.47 Eccleston often refers to problems in sending shipments
to the West Indies as a result of the appropriation of space he thought
he had secured by others whose cargoes had arrived more promptly
at dockside or who had influential contacts.48 The problem of a short-
age of shipping space was largely the result of vessels being used as
privateers, and even caused the long established Liverpool merchant
William Rathbone (1757–1809) to establish his own ship-building
concern in 1781 so that he could continue to ship his goods.

Eccleston was not deterred by the difficulties of breaking into the
formalized Liverpool West Indies Merchants’ Association. Instead he
set about using his own informal network as a means of sharing cap-
ital resources to resolve the shipping problem. Eccleston resolved to
purchase the lease on a ship, the Boscawn. The purchase of a share in
a vessel (to be leased from Joseph Harrison) was Eccleston’s charac-
teristically businesslike response to a worsening shipping crisis. He
had rapidly realized that the severe shortage of shipping space in
Liverpool would impact on the arrangements he had established
through his network of Caribbean contacts for goods to be shipped to
Antigua and Barbados, and had decided to act accordingly. Eccleston
appears to have had a long-standing friendship with the merchant
Alexander Spittal of Whitehaven, who lived across the street from
Eccleston’s parents. This enabled Eccleston to acquire first refusal on
the lease of the Boscawn. Whilst Eccleston proceeded with the leasing
of a vessel as a short-term solution to the shipping shortage, he con-
tinued to plan for the long term, and wrote to a business contact in
Barbados:

I am now fixed in Liverpool and have some tho’ts of purchas-
ing a vessel to be constantly in the Trade from hence to your
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47 Hyde, Liverpool and the Mersey, 33.
48 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Joshua and Geo. Smith, Manchester, 8 Feb.
1780. 



island; cou’d wish to have her about half owned here and half
in Barbadoes; and shall be glad, if it is agreeable for you to take
an eight share. I can purchase and fit her out for about £800
and shall have two or three considerable houses here who are
shippers to your Island concerned, so that I shall have no
doubt of sending her out from hence a full vessel, and wou’d
hope for yours and the rest of the ownery’s Assistance in
Barbadoes to have her also generally return full laden hence. . .
If the above proposal meets with your approbation you’ll
please give me instructions who I shall value on here for
£100.49

This letter offers an insight into the use of business networks both to
finance shipping and to ensure that the space was well used.
Eccleston did not intend that the owners of the ship would necessar-
ily also be producers of goods to be shipped, but rather that they
would use their own networks to acquire goods for passage to
Liverpool. In the same letter Eccleston requested a remittance due to
him to him for a bale of ‘oznabys’ that he had sent out.50 This should
be sent in ‘coarse clayed sugar’s’ or ‘good muscovado’.51 The current
sale price of such sugar in Liverpool was included in the letter. He
requested that the remittance be sent by the convey on 1 August at
the latest, which meant Eccleston was not likely to receive his remit-
tance until December 1780, nine months after despatch of the goods.

Insurance, Pirates, Shipping, and Trade

The genesis of Eccleston’s later involvement in the insurance busi-
ness in Lancaster, and the centrality of network generation to its suc-
cess is alluded to in a letter primarily requesting payment for
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49 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Thomas Griffith, Barbados, 20 Feb. 1780.
50 Oznaby was type of linen cloth originally made in Osnabrück, but in this
instance woven in Whitehaven. 
51 Clayed sugars were the product of the first stage of refining, which was the
only stage of the refining process carried out in the West Indies. There were
sugar refineries in Liverpool and Lancaster, so Eccleston may have had the
sugar refined before selling it on, as the whiter the sugar the greater its value.



goods.52 Eccleston had long-standing contacts with the firm Walker
and Nash, to whom he had sent a puncheon of Irish and English
linens.53 Alongside the request for a draft for the linens, Eccleston
was waiting for Walker and Nash to settle their share of the insur-
ance for the vessel the Three Friends, which had been lost at sea the
previous year. The risk had been underwritten at Bridgetown when
Eccleston was living in Barbados, and Eccleston had paid out on the
loss.54 Although there was a degree of standardization in maritime
insurance by the 1780s, it was difficult to make a success out of either
underwriting or brokerage without a well-established network that
could provide confirmation of the ability of captains and crews, the
seaworthiness of a vessel, the quantity of serviceable weapons on -
board, and the likelihood that the vessel could keep up with the con-
voys that made travel across the Atlantic safer.

Individual underwriters were able to dominate the marine insur-
ance market for much of the eighteenth century as a result of the
Bubble Act legislation of 1720 which, with the exception of Royal Ex -
change Assurance and London Assurance, barred corporate bodies
from writing insurance.55 In Lancaster individuals who knew each
other acted together informally, each underwriting small amounts on
a number of vessels to minimize the risks. Eccleston described a vi -
brant and substantial market for marine insurance in Lancaster,
which has not been chronicled in other histories of the town: ‘3 or 4
thousand pounds may be done here on a good vessel with [the]
Convoy at a fair premium.’56 He estimated that the underwriters in
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Muscovado was raw, untouched sugar, the result of one refining from the
cane, and was the cheapest of the sugars sold in Britain. Again, added value
would be obtained if it was further refined before selling.
52 For an examination of this see Carolyn Downs, ‘The Business Letters of
Daniel Eccleston of Lancaster (1745–1821): Trade, Commerce, and Marine In -
surance in Late Eighteenth-Century Liverpool, Lancaster and White haven’,
Northern History, 41/1 (Mar. 2004), 129–48.
53 A puncheon was a watertight cask up to 5 feet tall and able to hold the
equivalent of up to 140 gallons. 
54 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Walker and Nash, Barbados, 20 Feb. 1780.
55 H. Cockerell and Edwin Green, The British Insurance Business: A Guide to its
History and Records (Sheffield, 1994), 6.
56 LSF, TEMP MSS 145/1, Eccleston to Crosbie and Greenwood, Liverpool,
13 July 1781.



the town would earn £30,000 in profits for 1781 if the Jamaica and
Windward fleets arrived safely, as they did.57 Eccleston himself in -
sured a part of his cargo to Antigua in Lancaster through his access
to the Quaker network. Eccleston’s friend, the Lancaster Quaker
William Anderson, was one of the forty or so underwriters in Lan -
caster at that time.58

The need for insurance was very obvious at a time of war. Pirates
were an increasing threat, as were privateers that regularly waylaid
ships, making off with the cargo and often holding passengers or
crew to ransom.59 Eccleston’s friend Captain Walker had sailed from
Liverpool for Tobago in January 1780, been captured by French pri-
vateers, and taken to France. Eccleston wrote: ‘The times are at pres-
ent so very precarious as to almost deter one from doing anything to
the West Indies.’60 Privateers also continued to make the English
Chan nel an extremely dangerous route, and as the Royal Navy
became increasingly stretched, were becoming bold enough to ven-
ture into the Irish Sea. The increasing significance of the insurance
industry in both Liverpool and Lancaster did not escape Eccleston’s
notice, and his previous experience gave him the expertise to switch
between the export–import business and that of marine insurance
broker, an occupation that again made use of his extensive networks
but with considerably less risk of financial loss than either trade with
the West Indies or underwriting insurance himself. 

The general tone of Eccleston’s February 1780 batch of letters to
the West Indies was extremely businesslike, with Eccleston still con-
cerned to organize a group of owners to take shares in the Boscawen.
How ever, his letter to John Bispham mainly concerned a ‘not for
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57 Ibid. Eccleston to William Eccleston, Whitehaven, 22 Sept. 1781.
58 Ibid. Eccleston to Dixon and Littledale, Whitehaven, 14 July 1781.
59 Privateer, in international law, was the term applied to a privately owned,
armed vessel whose owners were commissioned by a hostile nation to carry
on naval warfare. Such naval commissions or authorizations are called ‘let-
ters of marque’. Privateering is distinguished from piracy, which is carried
out without enlistment by a government. In the late eighteenth century pri-
vateering had two purposes: it allowed governments to augment, or in the
case of the Americans, to acquire, their navy and was also a form of warfare
from which money could be made. Enemy vessels, once captured, could be
ransomed.
60 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Walker and Nash, 28 May 1780.



profit venture’. Eccleston and his friends had drunk the puncheon of
best rum that had travelled with him from Barbados, and ‘Tho’t it
very good’, so a replacement was required.61 Again though, apart
from the request for rum, Eccleston was busy promoting his busi-
ness, chasing payment, detailing terms and conditions of trade, and
developing his role as exporter of luxury goods. His business plan
was not for these goods to be sold to the planters but: ‘To be sold for
cash to the retailers etc. in the Town, as it wouldn’t at any rate answer
my purpose crediting the estates you may have connexions with, for
the long credit they usually take wou’d soon ruin me.’62

As well as the hats, material, and ribbon, Eccleston shipped out
180 dozen Queensware plates, a bale of oznaby (used for clothing
slaves), and a chest of combs in February 1780. Eccleston also plan -
ned to ship out cutlery, but had found that he could not get the high-
class goods he demanded without visiting Sheffield as he had no con-
tacts in that town. He wrote that he planned to travel round several
manufacturing towns in the spring of 1780 to seek out quality items
for export to the West Indies.63 Eccleston’s travels in pursuit of new
business contacts led him to develop a political network that inter-
locked and overlapped in many places with his business network.64

These new networks provided a forum for the development of
Eccleston’s ideas on freedom and religion, and later in his life led to
Eccleston publishing radical petitions and books on freedom of
thought and religion, resulting in several brushes with authority,
including a spell in prison.

Deaths and Disasters

One of the greatest risks of the late eighteenth century was that of
sudden death, and living in the West Indies added to that risk. More
than 62,000 British soldiers died from disease in the two West Indies
campaigns during the American Revolutionary War, a figure that is

363

Pirates, Death, and Disaster

61 Ibid. Eccleston to John Bispham, Barbados, 20 Feb. 1780.
62 Ibid. Eccleston to Walker and Nash, Barbados, 20 Feb. 1780.
63 Ibid. Eccleston to William Eccleston, 20 July 1780. Eccleston said that he
expected to be travelling on business for five months out of every twelve.
64 Ibid. Eccleston to John Bispham, Barbados, 20 Feb. 1780.



illustrative of the extreme risk to life that settling in the West Indies
posed to any European.65 Eccleston was well aware of these dangers,
as one of his first commissions on returning to England in 1779 was
to have made and despatched a tombstone on behalf of his business
partner, the attorney Edward West.66 Eccleston wrote: ‘I enquired
about a tombstone for you at Lancaster, and find I can send you one
from thence at little more than your limits, of a grey stone which I
think will do very well [and] I wish may please, I took a good deal
pains about it.’67

Eccleston was extremely concerned about the lack of remittances
from Edward West. Included in the batch of letters sent to the West
Indies in May 1780 was a dunning letter, reminding West of unpaid
invoices amounting to £143 15s.68 The letter included a request that
West make every endeavour to collect other money due to him, espe-
cially from J. Adams. He enclosed a detailed list of then current sale
prices in Liverpool, and commented on a rush of speculative pur-
chasing of sugar for export to Ireland. This was the result of an immi-
nent statutory change in the duties on sugar, and merchants were
keen to take the opportunity of an increased profit. The strength and
utility of a network did not appear to be damaged by lengthy credit
or letters framed in strong terms requesting payment. Following
West’s demise later that year, Eccleston sent a letter to his widow,
Anne, offering his condolences at the loss of her husband; this was
coupled, however, with a request to settle the overdue account for
the tombstone.69 The letter to Anne West was sealed in a letter to
Eccleston’s contact, the merchant Michael Lynch, so that it would be
given to her personally. Eccleston wrote to Lynch: ‘I’m very sorry to
hear of his death, for I believe he was a worthy, honest little man. The
amount of my invoice to his address . . . was £43 15s.’70 The loss of
part of a network, even where the individual who died was respon-
sible for the organization of a matter as significant as collection and
remittance of money owing, appears to have been less problematical
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65 Parry, Sherlock, and Maingot, A Short History of the West Indies, 176.
66 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Edward West, 13 Jan. 1780. 
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid. Eccleston to Edward West, 28 May 1780.
69 LSF, TEMP MSS 145/1, Eccleston to Anne West, 1 Oct. 1780.
70 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to Michael Lynch, 1 Oct. 1780.



for Eccleston than his difficulties in obtaining shipping and the threat
of piracy. Eccleston’s networks of contacts in the West Indies were
extensive, and in the same packet of letters that offered condolences
to Anne West he sent requests to other friends for assistance in the
resolution of Edward West’s affairs. 

Eccleston’s letter to Ann West had offered her sincere condolences
before embarking on business matters and requesting that she settle
all outstanding debts promptly.71 Eccleston followed up his rather
hurried letters of 1 October 1780 with a more detailed letter to
Michael Lynch dated 13 October 1780. What no one in Britain knew
was that on 10 October much of the West Indies had been devastated
by what is still believed to be the worst hurricane ever to strike the
region. Accounts of the time describe scenes of complete destruction.
On Barbados the hurricane tore away all the fortifications that had
been built, shifted heavy cannon more than 30 metres, and also
destroyed most of the stone houses, including the three-foot thick
walls of Government House, as well as all the wooden buildings. The
governor of the time, Major General Cunninhame, wrote:

On the morning of the 10th much rain and wind from the NW.
By ten o’clock it increased very much. By six o’clock the wind
had torn up and blown down many trees, and foreboded a
most violent tempest. At the Government House . . . the fami-
ly took to the centre of the building, imagining from the prodi-
gious strength of the walls, they being three feet (1m) thick,
and from its circular form, it would have withstood the wind’s
utmost rage . . . by half after eleven o’clock, they were obliged
to retreat to the cellar . . . the wind having torn off most of the
roof . . . nothing can compare with the terrible devastation that
presented itself on all sides; not a building standing, the trees,
if not torn up by their roots, deprived of their leaves and
branches . . . No one house in the island is exempt from dam-
age.72
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71 Ibid. Eccleston to Ann West, 1 Oct. 1780.
72 Ellis Burnham, About Barbados (Barbados, 1996), <http://www.barbados.
org/diduknow.htm>, accessed 16 Sept. 2008. Extract from The Gentlemen’s
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It is estimated that about 22,000 people died as a result of the hur-
ricane on the islands of Martinique, St Eustatius, and Barbados be -
tween 10 and 16 October 1780. Thousands of deaths also occurred
offshore, with both the British and French fleets suffering heavy loss-
es. The fatalities of this hurricane, known as the Great Hurricane of
1780, far exceed any other Atlantic hurricane. In fact, they exceed the
cumulative storm-induced fatalities in any other year and all other
decades. Meanwhile Eccleston, as yet unaware of the devastation
wrought on the island or its likely impact on his trading ventures,
had listed all the debts due to him as a result of his partnership with
Edward West, and asked Michael Lynch to use his best endeavours
to collect as much of the outstanding ledger as he could. The san-
guine tone of the first few letters Eccleston wrote in the New Year of
1781 was shattered by 22 January. News of the devastation caused by
the hurricane in Barbados had undoubtedly reached England by then
as he referred to a potential cash-flow problem in a letter to Robinson
and Heywood of Manchester: ‘In all probability, from the dreadful
devastation the late hurricane has made in Barbados I shall be under
the necessity [of] requesting your indulgence for the remainder of my
a/c some time after it is due.’73

Eccleston then wrote to his contacts in Barbados, urgently seeking
news of his friends’ well-being but also seeking reassurance that he
would not be out of pocket as a result of the hurricane:

I most sincerely condole with you and the rest of my acquain-
tance on the terrible devastation the late hurricane has made in
your Island, and cou’d wish you’d give me a particular infor-
mation in your next, which of my acquaintance has escaped,
be[en] injured etc. Pray how has your family, Mrs P. and poor
little Kitty fared in this dreadful calamity?74

It appears that most of Eccleston’s acquaintance escaped with
their lives. One commentator wrote: ‘Whites and Blacks together, it is
imagined [the deaths] to exceed some thousands, but fortunately few
people of consequence were among the number.’75 On hearing of the
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73 LSF, TEMP MSS 145/1, Eccleston to Robinson and Heywood, Manchester,
22 Jan. 1781.
74 Ibid. Eccleston to William Walker Jordan, Barbados, 22 Jan. 1781.
75 Burnham, About Barbados.



hurricane, Eccleston sent four letters to the West Indies, all written in
a great rush as they were to be carried to the islands by an acquain-
tance of his: ‘Mr Wilson’s stay in town is very short.’76 One of these
was to Ann West, notifying her that the bills she had sent in payment
of her deceased husband’s debts had been dishonoured. Eccleston,
fully aware of her widowed state and the recent hurricane, still point-
ed out: ‘As soon as it becomes due, if it is not then paid, I shall take
the earliest opportunity of returning it to you protested, with the ex -
pense attending it. There is already 7s. 4d. and noting.’77

Eccleston rarely refers to the legal means of enforcing debts due
from individuals within his trading network. Nevertheless, he was
very well aware of the system for obtaining legal redress and was not
averse to using it if he felt that he could not resolve a situation other-
wise. As Eccleston regularly dealt with women who were in business
on their own account and appeared in all cases to follow the Quaker
tradition of treating women as absolute equals, the reason for his firm
approach to the money owed by Anne West needs to be sought else-
where. It seems most likely that Anne West had no plans to carry on
trading in the West Indies and would thus leave the network of
friends-in-common that Eccleston relied upon as a means of informal
enforcement. As the legal process for debt recovery was slow (and
often ineffective) Eccleston appears to have decided that prompt
action was necessary if he was to receive a full settlement of money
due to him.
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76 LSF, TEMP MSS 145/1, Eccleston to William Walker Jordan, Barbados, 22
Jan. 1781.
77 Ibid. Eccleston to Ann West, Barbados, 22 Jan. 1781. A dishonoured bill of
exchange was effectively a bounced cheque. In law if a bill was not paid
when it became due then there was no defence: the person presenting the bill
was deemed a debtor, and could immediately be imprisoned for debt. In
order to set the procedure in train the creditor had to protest the bill, by
returning it to the debtor, endorsed by a lawyer. Interestingly, the legislation
covering dishonoured cheques refers back to bills of exchange. The 1926 Bills
of Exchange Act lays down that there is no possible defence for a dishon-
oured cheque. The phrase ‘and noting’ as used by Eccleston in the context of
a protested bill of exchange meant that a separate account would be kept of
additional charges relating to the unpaid bill of exchange. These would
include interest and legal fees.



Network Development and Trust

Eccleston did not rely merely upon contacts made via letter. He also
used a range of other means to strengthen his network and improve
its effectiveness. Whenever an acquaintance from the Caribbean, no
matter how remote, visited England, Eccleston visited them. This
seems to have been common practice amongst those who traded with
the region. The visit was reported in correspondence with the is -
lands, and the acquaintance in England would carry letters and com-
missions back to the West Indies. Eccleston also included overseas
visitors in his business trips. One such journey to Liverpool, Man -
chester, Kendal, and Sedbergh was taken with friends who were vis-
iting Britain from Antigua.78 Eccleston would have used this as an
opportunity to extend and strengthen his networks, introducing new
business to his contacts in northern England, especially those who
had extended him long credit. He would also have the chance to
highlight the level of trust with which he could be regarded, both by
the manufacturers who were supplying him with goods and the vis-
itors from Antigua, who would report back to the larger network in
the West Indies on the extent of Eccleston’s business dealings. 

As the example of Anne West illustrates, trust in late eighteenth-
century business was not an unlimited commodity in the way that
liability was. Those involved in business networks made judgements
about the level of trust they were prepared to grant, often based on
evidence from a combination of sources, and where a contact was not
considered worthy of trust firm action, either informal or formal,
was taken. One example in the Eccleston papers of the importance of
trust involved a dishonoured bill. Bills of exchange were the main
means of payment of creditors for anyone in any line of business.
There was a shortage of coin which made it difficult even for traders
living in the same town to deal in cash, while the war meant that
there was little inclination to send money over the Atlantic. One of
the problems that must have been common when using bills of
exchange was abuse of the system. Eccleston was obviously angered
by the actions of a Whitehaven businessman. He wrote to his father:
‘If Jos. Morrimond calls on thee, thou may tell him it’s a matter of the
utmost indifference to me, whether he’s suffered or pleased, that
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when I give him permission to draw on me I’ll honour his bills, but
not before.’79

Eccleston refused to honour this bill because Morrismond had not
done any trade with Eccleston, and was therefore abusing his posi-
tion as a neighbour of Eccleston’s father and assuming a loan would
be granted by Eccleston. It is also apparent that to Eccleston, and per-
haps to many other businessmen, knowing that an individual was
personally trustworthy was insufficient grounds for inclusion in his
business network. The factors that influenced Eccleston’s decision-
making are especially evident in Eccleston’s reply to Joseph Jordan of
Bridgetown, who has obviously requested that Eccleston ship some
goods to him on commission. Eccleston responded graciously, but
firmly:

I wou’d ship you the goods as soon as any person in Barbadoes
but your Invo’ will amount to four or five hundred pounds,
and the uncertainty of Remittances arriving safe at these pre-
carious times, deters me from venturing anything material
abroad at present, besides I wou’d beg leave to observe, the
commission of 2½ pcent is not an object worth any persons
while giving credit for at so great a distance from home, what-
ever I risked that way shou’d choose to send it on my own
account in hopes of something more considerable.80

Eccleston was also cautious in his reply to William Walker Jordan,
who requested that Eccleston use him as an agent in Barbados:

I thank you for your offers of service, and if I do anything this
year to Barbadoes a considerable part shall be to your address,
but out of five or six hundred pounds sent to your island last
year, my not as yet receiving anything in return, and the
prospect of a profit if one insures fully out and home being
small, ‘tis rather discouraging.81

Terms of trade in the later eighteenth century were far in excess of
the thirty days from date of invoice that has become customary
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79 LLLSC, MS 3734, Eccleston to William Eccleston, 15 Aug. 1780.
80 Ibid. Eccleston to Joseph Jordan, 13 Oct. 1780.
81 Ibid. Eccleston to William Walker Jordan, 13 Oct. 1780.



today. Bills of exchange were used in place of cash or cheques and for
these one needed goods. In an economy that was based on the export
of cash crops, the harvest of necessity controlled payment patterns. In
the same batch of letters Eccleston reminded Walker and Nash that
they had not remitted £100 2s. 1¼d., and that he expected them to
have collected most of the debts that remained outstanding from
joint ventures carried out when Eccleston was on the island: ‘I hope
there may be something considerable to remit on account of the out-
standing debts.’82 Eccleston also requested payment of £76 12s. 6d.
from William Walker Jordan, and thanked him for the letter just
received from Barbados, dated 1 December 1779. The total due to
Eccleston from the West Indies in May 1780 was well in excess of the
£400 for which he issued payment reminders, and is illustrative of the
value of the West Indies trade even when times were precarious. In
order to support the delays in payment that were a feature of trade
with the West Indies, Eccleston had to have fairly substantial means
at his disposal and good lines of credit. The development of good
lines of credit was reliant on judgements made about trust, which in
turn was bound up with the type of networks to which an individual
belonged. This was an age of unlimited liability and extremely long
lines of trade credit.

The emergence of a successful market economy was predicated
upon the reliability of business, social, and kinship networks in
assisting in the decision-making of individuals and companies. The
economist Oliver E. Williamson emphasized that international trade
was a cycle of political and economic exchange relations, whilst high-
lighting that a wide range of social and political factors affect trade.83

This was clearly the case for Eccleston and others trading across the
Atlantic at his time. The cycle of political relations was not favour able
for trade across the Atlantic during this period and the range of polit-
ical factors affecting trade was far greater in those uncertain times. To
a large degree the number and type of networks to which an indi-
vidual belonged had a bearing on the extent to which the hazards
surrounding trade could be negotiated successfully. In 1999 William -
son further noted that organization (of individuals by individuals)
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was the solution to many of the problems of trade caused by social
and political factors: ‘Specifically, the cognitive limits and contractu-
al hazards to which human actors are subject are relieved by special-
ization and governance, respectively.’84

Eccleston’s networks were informal, and not therefore subject to
any official type of governance. However, unwritten contractual obli-
gations were honoured, and this was part of the trust-building and
maintenance that allowed successful networks to be established and
developed even at times of political and social upheaval. The trade
that Eccleston engaged in, using a diverse network of contacts, allow -
ed him and his network to benefit from a very loose form of organi-
zation, built on trust, without bureaucracy. Using a network method
of organization has advantages over more formalized structures in
allowing different parts of the network to be accessed for different
purposes, which helps the development of rapid responses to prob-
lems. 

Networks and Profitability

Despite the troubles in Barbados and his anxiety about the consider-
able sums due to him from that island, Eccleston was again in good
spirits on 27 January 1781, when the Brayton arrived, carrying a cargo
of cotton sent by Isaac Eccleston from Antigua:

I rejoice with you—the fine rains you have had lately, and your
escaping the late, dreadful hurricane, which has made such
destruction of most of the West Indies Islands. Suppose you
will now have a prospect of a fine crop, and I wish I cou’d send
you a small vessel and cargoe to bring part of it home, but
since the commencement of the war, the demand for Vessels
has been so great for privateers and they have sold so high that
there is no meddling with them . . . every little sloop or even
fishing smack that has the least appearance for sailing, is now
eagerly purchased at 500 p cent more than the intrinsick value
& converted to that use.85
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News from Eccleston’s friends in the West Indies was slow in
coming, and Eccleston was increasingly concerned by the end of
February 1781, when he wrote to his father: ‘I’m afraid I shall be a
considerable sufferer on Barbadoes, as I haven’t had a line from
thence since the hurricane.’86 While worries about Barbados were a
continuous theme in Eccleston’s letters early in 1781, so too were his
plans to settle in Lancaster. He appears to have finally decided to
move to the smaller, but rapidly expanding port during his
Christmas holiday. After settling his affairs in Liverpool, Eccleston
finally arrived in Lancaster on 25 March 1781. The progress of the
war continued to be of immense interest to him, especially the cap-
ture and sacking of St Eustatia by Admiral Rodney and General
Vaughn in early February 1781. While the military success would
have been a huge morale boost for the British government, especial-
ly because St Eustatia had been the first foreign territory to acknowl-
edge the legitimacy of the new independent America, Eccleston was
less than happy. He feared a diminution in trading possibilities
would be the immediate result of Rodney’s success:

Imagine the complete Reduction of St. Eustatia by the gallant
Rodney, with the Fleet and the immense quantity of provisions
of all sorts found there; which suppose will now be dispersed
amongst our Islands, must make a material alteration in your
Market and render it very precarious sending anything out to
the West Indies at this juncture.87

However, his generally sanguine and optimistic nature never
allowed Eccleston to remain downcast for long, and he proceeded to
devise a scheme that might answer both his and Isaac’s purpose very
well:

I imagine their [sic] will be a good many vessels an[d] their car-
goes, in consequence of the above Capture, sold in Antigua,
and the rest of the Islands. And as you have the prospect of a
good Crop I think if self and any of thy Friends were to pur-
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chase one, and send it home with the Convoy, it couldn’t fail
of turning to a good a/c.88

Eccleston closed his letter to his brother with details of duty increas-
es on sugar, rum, and tobacco which, he dryly noted, were, ‘part of
the budget’. By the same vessel, Eccleston wrote again to Ann West,
mainly regarding the unpaid bill. He was still noting the expenses to
be paid as a result of his bringing a protest action, and these had
increased from the 7s. 4d. of his first notice to £16 4s. ½d. 

Despite the difficulties of trading with a war zone, Eccleston made
a handsome profit from his first two years’ trading in England. He
achieved a turnover of more than £2,400 on his Atlantic trade in his
first twenty months in Britain and, in addition, had income from
trade in England, his insurance business, and from Baltic and
Mediterranean trade. Eccleston’s network included high-status con-
tacts and many individuals with whom he had been dealing for a
number of years, suggesting that he was seen as a man of good
repute and considerable energy.89 While every accountant knows
that turnover is vanity and profit sanity, Eccleston would have made
a very healthy profit on a turnover in excess of £2,000, even though
he was probably charging a lower commission than his competitors
in order to attract custom to his new business.90 The benefits of a
well-established network in the West Indies were clearly helpful
here. Eccleston had made significant short-term losses as a result of
the hurricane in Barbados but he had spread risk amongst his net-
work. All of his trade with Antigua had arrived safely, and he had
received substantial remittances. The slump in the West Indies trade
that affected Lancaster and Liverpool over the period 1776 to 1783
must in part have been the result of increased invisible costs. These
would have included rising wages as a result of manpower short-
ages, and more expensive freight costs caused by the shortage of ves-
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sels as well as rapidly increasing insurance premiums.91 Daniel
Eccleston did not expect to suffer a reduction in income as a result of
developing a new venture after moving from Liverpool to the small-
er, but thriving, port of Lancaster: ‘Have since then commenced
Insura. Broker, A business by which I’m informed 3 or 4 hundred
pounds a year has been obtained here; and I hope to make £100 to a
£150 or perhaps more, without running any risk or employing any
capital. The commission on the first two policies I set out with will
amount to £22.’92

The ability to move from one type of business to another untram-
melled by regulation and without the need for large amounts of cap-
ital must have been a significant factor behind the rapid expansion of
trade and industry in the late eighteenth century. The growth of all
types of trade and industry, most of which expanded without the
benefit of mechanization, was fuelled in part by the speed with which
entrepreneurs reacted to new situations and seized new opportuni-
ties. The late Georgian business world was as hard-headed, cut-
throat, and fast moving as e-commerce is today. Fernand Braudel
attributed the trading skills and successes of a range of distinct eth-
nic and religious groups to their use of networks, often based on
familial or regional links.93 It was certainly the case that Eccleston’s
experience of the insurance trade was an advantage, but even more
useful was his extensive network of contacts. Eccleston decided the
risk of underwriting insurance was too great in a time of war, but that
he could apply his contacts in the development of an effective and
profitable insurance brokerage. Eccleston was brokering policies for
contacts from Whitehaven, Liverpool, Holyhead, and London with
Lancaster underwriters, ensuring that he was in funds in July 1781,
despite the overall trade downturn. The work of Braudel illustrated
the centrality of networks to the successful development of trade and
described how the use of friends-in-common acted as an informal
guarantee of reliability for traders, enabling them rapidly to establish
businesses when they settled in new areas. This practice was very
much that adopted by Daniel Eccleston as he moved into new areas
of operation. 
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By August 1781 Eccleston had still had no news from Barbados,
and this must have caused him grave concern, for he had at the very
least £900 due to him from that island. Eccleston had also received a
good return on his share in the Boscawen, but decided that it was not
feasible for him to maintain an interest in the vessel now that he was
based in Lancaster, possibly also because the insurance business was
more profitable and less risky than shipping. Premiums continued to
increase in Lancaster, with Eccleston quoting 7 per cent of the value
of the goods for a voyage from Plymouth to Liverpool and 20 per
cent to the Leeward Islands with the convoy, a rise in premiums of
about 8 per cent since July 1781. He wrote to his father: ‘The insur/
Business does pretty well. I keep doing a little.’94 Reference to his
business letters in the preceding week show that Eccleston had actu-
ally filled insurance policies on three Liverpool vessels, two for
Crosbie and Greenwood and one for Terry Scott and Co., which sug-
gests that Eccleston was doing rather more than a ‘little business’. In
addition to the insurance business going well Eccleston, was able to
report to his brother Isaac that his cotton had once again sold at an
unprecedented price for the British markets, at 3s. 9d. per pound and
netting a handsome profit for both brothers.95 The news from the
West Indies continued to worsen and problems with privateers made
trade even across the Irish Sea an increasingly risky business: ‘I saw
a letter the other day from Waterford, which mentions a W/haven
Vessel was taken and ransomed for one thous/d guineas, and says
the chanell swarms with privateers.’96

Eccleston’s year ended with his fearing the worst about Barbados,
for he wrote to the Liverpool shipping firm Terry Scott and Co.: ‘The
late alarming news respecting the capture of the island of Barbadoes,
tho’ it doesn’t, by any means gain a general credit here, has had such
an effect on the spirits of our underwriters as to prevent at present a
policy on your Barbadoes set forw’d.’97 Eccleston, and the nation,
must have breathed a collective sigh of relief when the rumour turn -
ed out to be false, and Barbados remained in British hands. However,
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as the year ended, Eccleston wrote ‘fin’ on the final page of his letter
book without knowing the fate of his many friends in the West
Indies.

Conclusion

The network society is a concept that is often thought of as having
emerged with the widespread use of the Internet as a means of dis-
seminating information and email as a mode of communication.
However, Eccleston and his contemporaries were themselves part of
an extremely complex network society. The speed of modern com-
munication has perhaps blinded historians to the very real networks
that were the lifeblood of trade and industry in the evolving indus-
trial society of the late eighteenth century and, indeed, also allowed
the spread of radical ideas. While twenty-first century globalization
has effectively produced networks that are often not sustainable, the
commercial networks of Eccleston’s period were nurtured and nour-
ished over long periods, providing the stability and security that fos-
tered continued commercial growth.98 The role of trust as a glue that
held networks together in an ‘economy of regard’ is an additional
element that is perhaps less important in the contract-bound and liti-
gious twenty-first century. But for merchants in the late eighteenth
century it was a vital adjunct to the information provided by the net-
works to which an individual belonged.99

There is a temptation to look at networks, such as those developed
and utilized by Eccleston, as indicating risk aversion. However, risk
aversion would not have led to the rapid developments in trade and
industry that generated industrial growth and social change in
England during the late eighteenth century on a scale unprecedented
in world history. Eccleston’s networks were designed for risk mini-
mization, built on long-term relationships, and intended to engender
confidence and trust in an age when governments provided little
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legal protection for individuals engaged in trade.100 These were net-
works used for spreading and sharing risk in an informal way that
allowed individuals involved in the network to share information
and respond to changes in the market rapidly. An important factor
that perhaps needs to be considered in future examinations of the
role of networks in business history is that while it has been noted
that modern business networks are an ‘organizational form at an
aggregate level above that of individual companies’, the networks of
Eccleston appear to have had an informal structure that in many
ways acted as a quasi-company, facilitating communication of infor-
mation, managing distribution, and supporting roles such as credit
control and relationship building.101 The place, time, and space rela-
tionship sets the boundaries of business but nevertheless there are
commonalities across place, time, and space that stand out. There is
a sense in the twenty-first century that what demarcates our period
is that we are living in a networked and networking society, but the
network society that is spoken of by sociologists as a phenomenon of
the late twentieth century existed in full measure in the 1780s. The
writings of Daniel Eccleston are a most telling illustration of the im -
portance of networks in the development of a modern society, where
freedom of trade and freedom to develop new ideas walked hand in
hand.

100 Ibid.
101 Håkansson and Ford, ‘How Should Companies Interact in Business Net -
works?’, 133.
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