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This note enlarges on and corrects, but also repeats 
information in, a note contributed to the society's Trans 
actions in 1920 by J. Paul Rylands. 1 An error in the earlier 
note appears to have led to its being overlooked by his 
torians of Liverpool's links with Africa.

Liverpool's commercial connection with West Africa is 
usually reckoned to have begun in the mid seventeenth 
century, but I now present evidence that Liverpool men 
reached the Guinea coast a century earlier. 2 On five occa 
sions during the 1550s, English ships reached the Gold 
Coast - as far as is known, the first voyages to eastern 
Guinea by our nation. Mortality was high. In the account of 
the fourth voyage, as published in 1589 in Hakluyt's Prin- 
cipall Navigations, the captain of one vessel, recording the 
death of a member of his crew, adds   'whose will I made 
before his death'. 5 Extant wills of some fifty-five sailors and 
merchants who died on these Guinea voyages have recently 
been traced and identified, the wills having been preserved 
among the probate records of the Prerogative Court of 
Canterbury (at the Public Record Office, London) and the 
Commissary Court of London (at the Guildhall Library, 
London). 4 The material was first located by Professor J.D. 
Alsop of McMaster University, an expert on Tudor admin 
istration and a former colleague in the Department of 
History at Liverpool, and he and I are now engaged in the 
task of transcribing and analysing the wills.

Among the wills is that of Nicholas Bray, who sailed on 
the fifth voyage in the ship 'Minion', a ship which is 
recorded as leaving Plymouth in January 1558 and on its 
return voyage passing the Isle of Wight in October 1558. 5
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The will is undated, and Bray's exact occupation aboard 
ship is not given, but judging by his stated wages he was a 
cut above the common sailor and was perhaps a ship's 
carpenter. Since Bray was named as executor of a will dated 
13 July which was eventually presented to probate by 
another man, Bray's death must have occurred during the 
return voyage - as did the deaths of perhaps as many as one 
half of the 100-150 men who set out. Although the ships 
were London vessels and the voyages were financed by 
London merchants, the evidence of the wills shows that the 
crews included not only men who were natives of many 
other parts of England, but even men whose home remained 
in those parts, judging by the references to the locality of 
their wife and children. Nicholas Bray was just such a 
non-Londoner - in fact, a seaman from a distant port. His 
will declared his executrix to be 'my wif Elizabeth Bray 
dwelling in Letherpole in the county of Lancaster'. The 
major bequest to this Liverpool wife was 'xl s. weight of 
gold', presumably acquired by trading on the Gold Coast. If 
Mrs Bray ever received this gold, it was perhaps the first 
commodity from tropical Africa to reach Liverpool.

In the course of his will, Nicholas Bray referred to two 
earlier wills in which he had been involved, wills made by 
companions on the voyage who had predeceased him. The 
will made by John Tarse is extant. It asks Bray 'to se that my 
will be fulfilled', and Bray, when dying, required his own 
executor to take charge of Tarse's will. Tarse, who judging 
by his stated wages was only a youth, left sums of money 
and items of clothing to 'my Master Raffe Bayllye' and to 
various other Baillies, Anne, Alexander, and 'younge Rauf, 
presumably younger members of the same household in an 
unstated locality. But he also left items of clothing to 
Humfrey and Thomas Bray, and he forgave a debt owed him 
by Pears Milner. The second will referred to by Bray is not 
among the traced wills, but when recounting his possessions 
in his own will Nicholas Bray included the following remark. 
'I have [had] given me by Henrye Stevensons will a paire of 
sadde blake breches and ii shirtes and a hand kercheve 
whiche the said Henrye lefte to kepe in Henrye Mylners 
house in Leverpole, as apperith by a bill at his hande with 
our making of his will.' This I take to mean that the will of 
Stevenson, made aboard ship, bequeathed to Bray items of 
clothing which Stevenson kept at a mutual acquaintance's 
home in Liverpool. It will be noted that the first of these 
wills, that of Tarse, also refers to a person named Milner;
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while the reference in the same will to Humfrey and 
Thomas Bray, presumably relatives of Nicholas Bray but 
not, as far as the evidence shows, companions on the 
voyage, suggests that Tarse was acquainted with the Bray 
household in Liverpool. The evidence of the wills, taken by 
itself, makes it virtually certain that Nicholas Bray was a 
Liverpool seafarer, likely that Henry Stevenson was one too, 
and possible that John Tarse had at one time lived in the 
town. 6

Liverpool records confirm and strengthen the evidence of 
the wills. 'Master Raffe Bayllye' turns out to be a merchant 
who had sons named Ralph and Alexander and who was 
mayor of Liverpool in 1552-3, so John Tarse had 
undoubtedly lived in Liverpool and may even have been 
another Liverpudlian. 7 Henry Milner, at whose house 
Henry Stevenson left clothes, was recorded as a carpenter, 
and also as a burgess between at least 1555 and 1565, with a 
house in Castle Street. 8 Finally, in relation to Nicholas 
Bray, who died at sea between July and October 1558, the 
'Town Books' include the following single entry.

Saynt Lawrence day [10 August 1558] was buried ... a chyld of 
Nicholas Braves of the Pole howsse ... At the death of which sayd 
Braves child was great murmur and noyce that the plage should be 
brought in to that howsse by an Irisshe man, oone John Hughes, 
comyng syckely from Manchester and brought his lynen clothes theder 
to be washed . . . [and] ther was owte of the same howsse buried 
wythfin] v or vi dayes late before [= more than] [blank] persons . . ."'

Thus,   as Rylands pointed out in 1920   while Nicholas 
Bray was dying at sea, his child and other members of his 
household were dying of plague at Liverpool. Mrs Bray may 
not have lived to see her Guinea gold.

NOTES

J. Paul Rylands, 'The will of William Crockair, THSLC, 72 (n.s. 36) 
(1920), pp. 61-66. Embedded in this misleadingly-entitled note are 
two more wills, one of them that of Nicholas Bray, which is printed in 
full. Rylands noted the Liverpool connection of Bray but, by an error 
of interpretation, not the African connection.
However, Liverpool men may well have sailed earlier, on English 
ships, to Morocco ('Barbary') and to the northern Atlantic Islands 
(Madeira and the Canaries). In 1555, Edward Bayly, sailor, aged 35, 
born in Liverpool, gave evidence that he had recently sailed, in a ship 
belonging to a Cheshire merchant, to the Azores (Public Record
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Office, London, High Court of Admiralty [hereafter PRO, HCAj, 
Examinations 13/10, 22 October, 1555, extracted in J.W. Blake, 
Europeans in West Africa, 2 vols. (1942), p. 301). The master of Bayly's 
ship, one John Landye, was perhaps the man with the same name 
who is thought, on rather thin evidence, to have sailed to Guinea on a 
Plymouth vessel in 1540; but even if the 1555 master had been to 
Guinea, it is unlikely that the Liverpool sailor served under him at 
the much earlier date (ibid.).

3 The reference to the making of a seaman's will is in the account of 
the 1555-1555/6 Guinea voyage: R. Hakluyt, The Principal! Navigations, 
Voiages and Discoveries of the English nation (London 1589; facsimile 
reprint, Cambridge. 1965), p. 112 (the reference omitted in R. 
Hakluyt, Principal Navigations (1598-1600), vol. II/2, p. 36). Valuable 
details about the procedure whereby a seaman made a will at sea in 
the 1550s are contained in PRO, HCA Examinations 13/9, 6 
February 1554/5, evidence of Peter Pattrell and Henry Bolde, 
concerning the will of William Browne (being among the HCA 
transcripts made in the 1930s by the late Professor J.W. Blake and 
generously made available to me in 1977).

4 All P.C.C. wills of the 1550s and 1560s were indexed in print in 
1893 8, by name and provenance of deceased   the latter supplying 
Rylands' 1920 reference to the only Liverpool entry in these decades 
- and also, in a handful of instances, by the names of ships 
mentioned in wills, including the ship 'Minion' of Rylands' refer 
ence, the 1898 editors' introduction having drawn attention to the 
ship entries; J.C.C. Smith, ed., Index of wills proved in the Prerogative 
Court of Canterbury 1383-1558, 2 vols., Index Library (1893, 1895);'S.A. 
Smith and L.L. Duncan, eds., Index to wills proved in the Prerogative Court 
of Canterbury 1558-1583, Index Library (1898), p.xxiv. The C.C.L. 
wills of the same decades were similarly indexed in 1974 and 1985, 
and the editor drew attention to 'Minion' wills (apparently without 
noticing the 1898 reference): M. Fitch, ed., Index to the testamentary 
records in the Commissary Court of London, vols. II-III, Index Library 
(1974) see p.v (1985). But the connection of these 'Minion' wills with 
a Guinea voyage, as also that of those wills made on named consorts, 
went undetected; while most of the wills made on the ships of the 
other Guinea voyages of the period were not identified as such, 
instead remaining individually dispersed and untraced within the 
extensive alphabetical indices of surnames.

5 The only contemporary account of the 1557-1558 voyage is in 
Hakluyt, The Principal! Navigations, Voiages (1589), pp. 120-130. For the 
background to the voyage, see J.W. Blake, West Africa: quest for Cod and 
gold 1454-1578 (London, 1977), chapter 7; and Blake, Europeans in West 
Africa, pp. 249-433. Blake was unacquainted with the wills.

6 The wills of Bray and Tarse are in PRO, Prob.il/42A, ff. 254v-255. 
(Apart from wills proved in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury and 
the Commissary Court of London, it is not impossible that further 
wills from these Guinea voyages may yet be traced in other probate 
jurisdictions.) The possibility that benefactions in wills were some 
times inserted by those who drew them up rather than by the dying 
testator cannot be overlooked. But whereas a benefaction by Tarse to 
Bray himself, the executor, would not be above suspicion, the 
benefactions to other Brays should perhaps be considered less 
suspicious, if only on the grounds that it would seem easier for a 
dishonest will-writer misrepresenting the intentions of the testator to
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make out the benefaction to himself.
J.A. Twemlow, Liverpool Town Books, vol. 1 (1918), pp. 106, 173, 437 
(widow living in Water Street in 1565), 455 (Alexander admitted as 
burgess in 1572, therefore probably a child in 1550s). The 'Jane 
Lave' to whom the dying Tarse conscientiously willed the repayment 
of one penny may have been a daughter of Richard Leye, dyer, bailiff 
1550-1 (ibid., p. 25). (For guidance on Liverpool records, I am 
indebted to Dr Janet Hollinshead.) The fact that Tarse refers to 
Ralph Baillie as 'my Master' raises the possibility that he was still 
serving Baillie on this voyage, and therefore that the Liverpool 
merchant had a stake in this London-based enterprise. 
Ibid., pp. 45 (carpenter 1555), 177 (in a brawl), 242 (town ale-taster 
1564), 274 (wife's pocket picked), 438 (Castle Street), 443 (1566). 
The Henry Stevenson who appears in the Liverpool records in the 
1560s may have been the son of the Henry Stevenson mentioned in 
Bray's will, or may have been no relation.
Ibid., pp. 104 5. Master Ralph Baillie died in late 1558, perhaps from 
the plague which spread from Nicholas Bray's house, and certainly 
before he could receive the legacy from John Tarse, whose will only 
went to probate in February 1559. What light the fact that Mrs Bray 
took in the Irishman's washing throws on the economic, social and 
possibly marital circumstances of the Brays is not altogether clear.




