AS THIN AS BANBURY CHEESE

Martin Thomas

In “The Merry Wives of Windsor” (1597),' Shakespeare has Bardolf
address Slender as “You Banbury Cheese”. This is not just some local
reference by a Warwickshire man: at the time, Banbury was nationally
famous for its cheese. Indeed, it was better known for its Banbury
Cheese than for its Banbury Cakes.

Banbury Cheese is variously described as having a keen, sharp
savour,” and soft, rich® and creamy.® It was golden yellow in colour’
with an outer skin that needed to be pared off.’ In the sixteenth century
at least, there were hard and soft versions. It was round, and only about
one inch thick’ — hence the Shakespearean insult. Surprisingly, perhaps,
given Banbury’s long association with the wool trade, it was made with
cow’s milk, not sheep’s milk.®

The centre of Banbury’s cheese-making seems to have been the
Northamptonshire hamlets, Grimsbury and Nethercote, although some
cheese was made in the town and the Oxfordshire hamlets.” The main
cheese market was in the vicinity of the old High Cross," in the Market
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