
 

 
 
 

 
CLEEVES 

 
The site generally known as Cleeve’s takes its name from a family of that name, notably 
Thomas Henry Cleeve, a Canadian who came to Limerick in 1864 to work in his uncle’s 
agricultural machinery business, J.P. Evans and Company. Thomas’s brothers soon 
followed him to Limerick. 
 
The family developed other interests including textile and flour milling and from 1882, 
milk processing. The Cleeve’s achievement was in commercial – monetised – milk 
processing, moving it away from farmhouse butter-making to large-scale production in 
creamery and factory.  
 
The production chain developed as follows: 
 
FARM Cows must be milked daily 

Milk is perishable and needs rapid consumption or processing 
 
COLLECTION Transport to central ‘creamery’ by hand or horse cart 

for centralised and cheaper processing 
 
LOCAL CREAMERY Small-scale production of butter, cheese, cream, and skim  
 
MARKETING Sale of butter, cheese, cream for human consumption 

 
Sale of skim milk back to farmers for animal (pig) production 

 
FACTORY larger-scale production that brings economies of scale, lower 

costs, higher profits and, sometimes, lower costs to consumer 



 
By 1891 Cleeves Limerick was Ireland’s largest milk-processing factory for cream, skim 
milk, condensed milk, butter, chocolate, and toffee.  
 
A key factor in Cleeves’ success was attractive packaging: the Limerick factory made its 
own boxes, tins, and labels. 
 
 
RISE AND DECLINE 
Business peaked during the 1914-18 War when the army needed large supplies of 
non-perishable food including tinned milk and high calorie chocolate and toffee. At that 
time the Limerick factory had more about 2,000 workers and about 2,000 more in its 
network of local creameries and transport networks. 
  
Business declined dramatically at the end of the 1914-18 War and came under further 
pressure from the turbulence of the War of Independence (1919-21) and the Civil War 
(1922-23). It was liquidated by the Cleeves family in 1923 and then sold.  
 
Its new owners sold the factory to a state board in 1927. It was sold again in 1974 to 
Golden Vale and production gradually ceased.  
 
The city bought the site in 2014; a new use has yet to be announced.  
 
______________________________ 
 

Sourced by John Logan, January 2021.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


