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Cheese and Butter in Old English Town Names1

Abstract: The etymology of words for foods and beverages like cheese and butter, coupled
with information about how these words have spread over time, can give us information about
how the products themselves have been produced in different areas and by different peoples.
Words for common food products like bread/loaf, meat/flesh and beer/ale are common in
most Germanic languages, and several of these words have also been loaned into Finnic and
Slavic languages.

However, the situation for words for dairy products such as cheese and butter is different,
with greater variation not only within the Germanic languages but within all of Northern and
Central Europe. The words in English, German and Dutch are derived from the Latin words
caseus and butyrum, while the corresponding words in Scandinavian, i.e. ost and smer,
respectively, have developed from old Indo-European roots.

In England we find a number of old Anglo-Saxon towns with names containing the words
cheese and butter; in particular, those ending in -wick point to a location of production and/or
trade of dairy products, e.g. Cheswick, Chiswick, Keswick and Butterwick. These towns, of
which there are 10-11 ‘cheese’-towns and 5 ‘butter’-towns, are all located in the eastern and
northern part of England. Interestingly, it is in the western half we find the oldest and most
traditional types of cheeses, like Gloucester, Cheddar and Cheshire.

This could suggest that when the Anglo-Saxons settled in Eastern and Northern England in 6-
800 AD, they encountered only little dairy activity. So new settlements, which particularly
focused on production of cheese and butter according to their own traditions, could be named
accordingly. However, in the western parts the local population still produced traditional
cheeses, probably based on old Roman ways of making cheese, so here there was no impetus
to name new towns after this activity.
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Huxkouaii Ileiitepzen
(Hanus, JIunrom)

Cheese ‘cupene’ u butter ‘Macyi0’ B CTapu AaHIVIMICKN UMEHA HA TPajgoBe

Pesiome: ETumonorusTa Ha TyMUTE 33 XpaHU U HAUTKUA KaTo cupeHe W MAc/lo, ChueTaHa C
nperiiesl Ha pa3npoCTPaHEHUETO Ha TE3U AYMH IIpe3 BPEMETO, MOXKE Jia HU J1ajie MH(popManus
3a IPOU3BOJACTBOTO HA CAMUTE INPOAYKTU B DPA3JIMYHU PETHOHU U OT PA3IUYHUA HaAPOIU.
Jlekcemu xaro bread/loaf ‘xns10°, meat/flesh ‘meco’ u beer/ale’ ‘6upa’ ca 4yecTo CpellaHu B
IMMOBCYCTO I'CPMAHCKH €3UIHU, a HAKOU OT TAX Ca OHIIH 3a€TH BLB (1)I/IHCKI/I " B CJIaBAHCKHU €3UIIHN.

CriydasT ¢ HaMMEHOBaHHMATA 33 MIJICYHM TNPOAYKTU KaTo cheese ‘cupene’ u butter
‘Macyo’ obaue e paznuueH. [Ipu Tsax ce HaOMIOgaBaT MO-TOJIEMHU BapHaIliid HE CaMO B PAMKHUTE

! Based on presentations at XXXII Namenkundliches Symposium in KALS, Austria 2017 and NORNA
Symposium 39 in Halden, Norway 2010.
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Ha TepMaHCKUTE €3Uld, HO U B 1512 CeBepHa U LlenTpanna EBpona. B anmumiicku, HEMCKH U
XOJAHJCKA €3WK Te€ TMPOM3NIM3aT OT Jar. caseus W butyrum, HOKAaTO CHOTBETHHUTE
HAaUMEHOBAHUSA B CKAHJIWHABCKUTE €3UILIU, T. €. 0S! U Smor, ca Cc€ Pa3BWIM OT CTapu
WHJIOEBPOIIEVCKU KOPEHH.

B Anrnus ce oTKpUBaT peaulia CTapy aHITIOCAKCOHCKH TPajioBE ¢ UMEHA, ChIIbPKaIlH
cheese n butter. KOHKpEeTHO Te3M, 3aBBPIIBAIIM Ha -wick, co4aT 3a MSCTO C MPOU3BOICTBO
W/AM THPTOBHUS C MIJICYHH mpoayktu, Hamp. Cheswick, Chiswick, Keswick and Butterwick.
Benuku te (10-11 ,rpaga 3a cupene™ u 5 ,rpaza 3a maciao’) ce HamMHpaT B U3TOYHATa U
ceBepHara yacT Ha AHrus. JlroGonutHOTO 06ave e, ue Haii-cTapuTe U TPAAUIIMOHHU BHIOBE
CHUpEHA MPOU3XOXKAAT OT 3amagHara moyioBuHa, karo Gloucester, Cheddar u Cheshire. ETo
3alo ce npeamnonara, ye koraro npe3 600-800 r. OT H. €. aHIIOCAKCOHLIMTE CE 3aceyiBar B
N3rouna m CeBepHa AHDIMSA, T€ HaMUpAT TaM HEPAa3BUTO IPOM3BOACTBO HA MIICYHU
npoayktu. Taka HOBHUTE celHINa, KbJIETO B CHOTBETCTBHUE C MOMHUHBKA Ha 3aCEIHULIUTE
3armoyBa Jia C€ pa3BUBa MPOU3BOJCTBOTO HA CHUPEHE M MAacCJO, MOJy4yaBaT U CHOTBETHUTE
HAaUMEHOBaHUA. B ChIIOTO BpeMe B 3amagHUTE YacTU MECTHOTO HACEJeHHE MPOIbJKaBa BCe
TaKa Jia POU3BEkKAa TPAIUIIMOHHA CUPEHA, BEPOSITHO 10 CTAPU PUMCKH TEXHOJIOTHH, 3aTOBa
TyK HSIMa OCHOBaHHE HOBOBB3HUKHAJIHUTE TpaJoBE Ja HOCIT HMMEHA, OTpa3siBallld Ta3u
JIEAHOCT.

Knrouosu oymu: cupene, macio, ONKOHUMHU, 3acelIBaHe Ha AHITIOCAKCOHLIUTE

Cheese and Butter in Old English Town Names

1. Germanic words for foods, cheese and butter

Information about the development and spread of the main Germanic words for food
and beverages can help us understand how and where the foods themselves were produced.

Words for common foods like bread/loaf, meat/flesh, beer/ale and milk are generlly

shared in
Germanic languages eg Old High German: braot/(h)leib, maz/(fleisch), bior/alo and miluh, and
in Danish brod/lev, mad/fleesk, ol and meelk. These words may also be found as loanwords in
neighbouring languages, eg in Russian hleb ~ a loaf (of bread), myaso ~ meat and moloko ~
milk.

However when it comes to dairy products like cheese and butter we find more
diversity. In English and German we have cheese and Kdse plus butter/Butter, in Danish we
have ost and smer, and in Russian sir and maslo. The west germanic words are loan words
from latin (caseus and butyricum, while the words in the other languages are inherited indo-
european words.

The early germanic tribes, the Germanii, were farmers and cattle and sheep were
important. There can hardly be any doubt that milk and milk products were an essential part
of their diet and obviously they would have a full vocabulary for products and processes
related to milk and dairy products. None the less — during the first centuries following the
Roman expansion and the establishment of the frontier along the Rhine, the tribes along the
border borrowed and adopted a number of latin words, not only for new products but also for
well known products like cheese and butter. We will not go into details with the reasons for
this, but by the 4th and 5th century words derived from butyricum and caseus had replaced the
indigenous Germanic words, so when the Anglo-Saxons and other Germanic tribes began
migrating to England around AD 500 and onwards these words were clearly part of their
vocabulary.
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At around 700 we find the first anglo-saxon mentioning of butter and cheese (in the
Laws of Ine, king of Wessex from 688 to 726), and from the following centuries a number of
other texts mention suh products, see Fig. 1.

Language/Area Cheese Butter Time/Context
Old English Wessex cesa(s) buteran Laws of Ine (688-726)
Old English 4 Fee to be paid at the death of Bishop Denewulf in
Hampshire cys Winchester (908)
Old English cvsa Fee paid to the monastery St. Alban,
Hertfordshire y Hertfordshire. Late 10th century
Old English cvs-wvrthan® butan/ Payment to a cheese maker (cys-wyrthan) at an
Hertfordshire ysWy buteran estate. 10-11th century*
Old Saxon k(i)esi butere
Old High German chasi
Old Frisian zise bouter

*cheese producer *Rectitudines Singularum Personarum

Fig. 1. Words for cheese and butter in Old English and continental Germanic languages

The word for cheese is spelled in different ways, cysa and cesa as shown here, and
also ciese. The word for butter is more consistent. Cheese and butter were important
products for the Anglo-Saxon settlers, and aside from the above mentioned references
from the literature we can also gain some knowledge about the role of milk products
by looking at place names in the Anglo-Saxon area.

2. Early Anglo-Saxon place-names with butter

When a locality is given a name derived from butter we are faced with some
uncertainty as to the reason for this. If it is the name of a natural location, a field, a stream, a
wet area it may refer to either the color — maybe a meadow with many yellow flowers, an area
with good grazing so the cows give rich milk. If it is the name of a muddy stream, it may refer
to a yellowish, muddy color, and a small, rounded hill may resemble a clump of butter. It may
also refer to a village where much butter is rodud or just a wealthy village. Examples are
Butterwick~butter town, Buttermere~butter lake and Butterknowles~butter hill. Sometimes,
however, we may be mislead as also the viking name Boter or Buter has been used in naming
localities.

Aside from butter also the word smear (to smear) may have been used, sometimes in
areas with Scandinavian settlers as the word for butter in Scandinavian languages is smar. In
Ireland we have the town Smerwick, which was founded by the vikings.

We will here mainly look at town names based on -wick. The ending -wick is generally
used for a farm, small village or a manor producing something, maybe cheese, maybe barley,
maybe fish and we will look at this a bit later. There are 6 towns in England called
Butterwick, see Fig. 2.
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Fig. 2. English town names based on butter

Exept for the one in Dorset to the south all are located in the northeastern part of

England.

3. Early Anglo-saxon place-names with cheese

There are about 10 English town names in which the word cheese- is used and half of
these are mentioned in written sources either before 1086 or in the Domesday Book prepared

by Wilhelm I (Wilhelm the conqueror) in 1086.

Details are shown in the Fig. 3:

Town name Earliest form / year Meaning Locality
Cheswardine Ciseworde / 1086 DB Cheese producer Shropshire
Cheswick Chesewic(?)/ 1208 Cheese farm Northumberland
Cheswick Green Chesewych / 1200-tallet Cheese farm Warwickshire
Chiswick Ceswican / ~1000 Cheese farm London/Middlesex
Chiswick End Chesewic / ~1260 Cheese farm Cambridgeshire
Dunkeswick Chesuic / 1086 DB Lower Cheese farm Yorkshire W.R.
East Keswick Est(e) Chesinc / 1086 DB East Cheese farm Yorkshire W.R.
Keasden Kesedene / 1165-1240 Cheese valley(?) Yorkshire N.
Keswick Kesewik / 1240~1276 Cheese farm Cumbria
Keswick (by Bacton) Kesewic / 1086 DB Cheese farm Norfolk
Keswick Casewic / ~1150-1275 Cheese farm Norfolk

Fig 3. Old English town names based on cheese
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Most of these names have the form of Cheswick or Chiswick, where the first part of course is
‘cheese’ and the second part — 'wick' — is used widely for a small settlement, trading post,
production unit, or farm typically in association with a bigger estate or manor. There are more
than 300 town and village names in England with -wick as second part, all of which are of
anglo-saxon origin.

A couple of the names stand apart: Dunkeswick, where the first part dun- is derived
from down-, meaning lower, or down from, thus setting it apart from nerby East Keswick and
Cheswardine. The name Cheswardine consists of cheese'and -wardine, a word derived from
Old English wyrthan, to produce, as discused above. Finally we have the name Keasden,
which is supposed to be cese + denu, i.e. cheese valley.

We can see these villages and their location on Fig. 4:
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Fig 4. Old English cheese-towns

We see first of all that they seem to be concentrated in the northern and eastern part of
England, and we also note that the towns furthest to the north and east are spelled with an
initial K- which shows that the Vikings arriving there in 9th -10th — century changed the
pronounciation from initial 'Ch-' to 'K-". But overall the location follows neither the old
settlement area of the Danish settlers — the Danelagen — nor the boundairies between the early
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.

When we combine the cheese-towns and the butter-towns this skewed location

becomes even more apparent (Fig. 5.)
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Fig.6.

As mentioned above the second term — wic or wick — is quite common in old English place
names, about 300 hundred are registered. Of these there are about 40 names where the first
part is related to food or farm animals. They are shown on Fig. 6.

We can see that they are concentrated in central and south-western England, thus
showing very little overlap with the above-mentioned cheeese- and butter-wicks. This would
suggest that we need to look for another explanation for the somewhat uneven distribution of
the dairy-wicks.
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So we turn the question around and then look at the cheese production in England.
England is major cheese producing country today, and cheese production was also important
during the Celtic period and the subsequent Roman period. According to various Roman
sources we know that much cheese was produced around the major cities where Roman
legions were stationed.

In Fig. 7 the major, traditional types of cheeses are described:

Name Locality Type of cheese Weight
Cheddar Somerset Hard cheese, 18-27 kg
Derby Derbyshire Hard cheese, a bit like Cheddar 13-14 kg
Gloucester Gloucester, Berkeley Hard cheese 28 kg
Cheshire Cheshireshire Hard cheese, maybe mold 22 kg
Leicester Leicestershire Semihard cheese 13-18 kg
Blue Vinny* Dorset Semihard cheese with blue mold 6-7 kg
Stilton** Leicestershire Semihard cheese with blue mold 6-8 kg
Wensleydale*** North Yorkshire Semihard cheese with blue mold 4-6 kg
Caerphilly**** Southern Wales Soft cheese 3-4kg
Lancashire Lancashire Soft cheese 5,22 kg

Fig.7. Traditional English cheeses

*Vinny possibly from Old Eng: fyne~moist, molded jf fynig~moldy.
** Stilton from Leicestershire probably since 18th century.
*** Eirst produced by the Cistercian munks, the founders of the Jervaux Monastery in Yorkshire i, 1156;
most likely based on a french recipe from Massif Central — an area already known by the Romans for its
cheeses (see Plinius)
**** Produced since early 19th century around Caerphilly in southern Wales.

The location of the traditional cheeses is shown in Fig 8. (from Eekhof-Stork,N. (1977)

'The World Atlas of Cheese', pp 53-63).
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Fig.8. Traditional cheeses in England
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Some of these are known to have been invented only a few hundred years ago, like
Stilton (1720, see Daniel Defoe) and Caerphilly, but evenso some of these would most likely
be based on old cheese traditions. Some, like Gloucester, we are quite certain has been
produced since roman times (-cester is from the name Chester, where the 20th legion was
garrisoned); this is also the cheese used in the famous annual cheese rolling competition.

In any case the main traditional cheese- producing areas are to the west and | would
find it likely that this was also the case one to two millenia ago. If we join those two maps we
se that towns with '‘Cheese-' and cheese producing areas only show little overlap. Fig. 9.
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Fig.9. Cheese producing areas and cheese-towns

So is this just a coincidence or may we deduce something. Well, it might suggest that
when the anglo-saxon settlers arrived to the Eastern shores they brought their own — simple —
cheese technology with them and without local competition it made sense to name specific
production farms acordingly. But as they moved on towards the West to the celtic areas they
encountered an older and stronger cheese tradition, so there was no reason to set up specific
‘cheese’ villages. This celtic cheese tradition would then probably be quite old, but influenced
by the Roman presence in the same way as it happened on the Continent along the Rhine.



