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The descriptions of everyday life that have survived from 
the later seventeenth century are often permeated with a 
concern for delineating social structure. Richard Cough's 
comment, 'It was held a thing unseemly and indecent that a 
company of young boys, and of persons that paid no 
leawans, should sit ... above those of the best of the parish', 
is a good example.' Social structure, expressed through the 
language of degrees, sorts and status was, for Gough and 
other commentators, perceived as central to many of the 
mechanisms (the family, marriage, etc.) that sustained the 
order of day-to-day activity. While this language of social 
structure is preserved in many sources and has allowed the 
broad outlines of seventeenth-century society to be recon 
structed, for instance by Cressy or Wrightson, the process of 
the day-to-day maintenance of the hierarchy could plausibly 
be considered as irretrievably lost. 2 However, this paper 
argues that an examination of probate inventories reveals a 
particular mechanism of the social order at work.

The primary hypothesis to be tested concerns the wealth 
and social standing of the appraisers involved in inventory 
making. To investigate this it is necessary to trace individ 
uals from a wide range of sources for a given locality, in this 
case the Fylde of Lancashire. This necessitates a limited 
time span, allowing investigation of the relatively short- 
term dynamics of social interaction within the communities
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involved. This, in turn, means that no random sampling 
technique could be used to provide sufficient numbers of 
inventories over a short enough period lor a particular 
locality. Instead of this, the index to wills produced by the 
Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire covering 1660- 
1680 was consulted along with the indexes to wills and 
inventories in the prerogative courts of Canterbury and 
York. All those names from townships within the chosen 
parishes of Poulton and Bispham whose probate documents 
included wills or inventories (rather than just administra 
tion documents which may or may not include an inventory) 
were noted. Because some turned out to have no inven 
tories, the total number of probate documents examined 
was 189 and usable inventories totalled 179.

It is also useful to investigate an area representative of a 
larger region in a period which has a framework of broader 
regional and national investigations within which to place 
such an analysis. Though the Fyldc was little touched by the 
burgeoning textile production of the county, it had many 
features which make the district studied typical of much of 
the north west; in agriculture, subsistence cereal growing 
predominated with a significant investment in cattle and 
sheep, for example. There was also a high degree of 
nonconformity in religion, especially in the strength of 
Catholicism, for which Lancashire was especially noted in 
this period, as in others. 3

I

A variety of problems have to be recognized with inven 
tories, especially when used to relate wealth and social 
structure. It is necessary to be clear about the degree to 
which these problems affect the reconstruction of historical 
communities. One of the most important questions to ask is 
how representative of the population are probate inven 
tories. Clearly, they are a restricted view of the lives of a 
limited group of people. They were made at death, predom 
inantly for those who had an estate to leave, which presum 
ably led Weatherill to suggest that 'they give their best 
results for the middle ranks, from the lesser gentry down to



Probate Inventories 79

the lesser yeomen'. 4 That inventories deal with a sub-set of 
the population, which excludes the vast majority of married 
women, those adults in poverty and the geographically 
mobile sectors of the community has been rightly stressed 
by a variety of commentators. 1

Two examples of possible distortions may be given from 
the sample studied here. Firstly, inventories may well come 
from older members of the community who were living with 
relatives and had distributed their goods prior to death, 
such as Lawrence Singleton of Carleton whose will assigned 
his lands to his son Hugh, provided that he could have 
maintenance l as long as it shall please God to continue me 
in this tabernarkell of Earth'. The value of his inventory, 
totalling £3.58, clearly may not indicate his former circum 
stances. 6 Secondly, it must be remembered that some major 
features affecting an individual's economic status were 
rarely or never included in the inventory   land and 
buildings, for example. The potential importance of land to 
a person's wealth and standing in the community may be 
seen in the will of George Faile. He bequeathed £100 to 
build a 'house of three bayes' on land he had recently 
bought.'

A further problem involved the appraisal itself. The 
guidance given by the law as to what should be included in 
inventories was, in some cases, unclear. Leases, for ex 
ample, were a complex area and the types to be included 
changed in different periods. They may account for the 
entries for 'ground' in the Fylde inventories. William Hodg- 
son's inventory of 1670, in which a lease makes up the bulk 
of the value of the estate, may have proved taxing to its 
compilers. This was one of the 'hybrid' leases   'for 99 
years if three lives live soo long'   combining a term with 
lives, a type whose inclusion in inventories was not fully 
explained in ecclesiastical law. 8 Various other goods in a 
household were not included. This encompassed 'bona 
paraphernalia', designed to protect a widow from 
destitution, which could, as the Coxes argue, easily distort 
the low-value inventories if they were not included. 9 How 
ever, it is not only in the poorer inventories where such 
distortion may take place. In the case of the local inven 
tories, that of George Shaw, the vicar of Poulton (1674) is
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accompanied by a listing of goods which belonged to his 
wife. 10 Doubts may also be raised about the validity of the 
valuations of individual items. Was this as faulty, or subject 
to as many potential problems, as West has suggested, with 
his claim that appraisers 'in most cases . . . undervalued the 
property quite recklessly'?" Bettey and Wilde, for example, 
suggest that the amount of cash appraised in their sample of 
Dorset inventories was anomalously low. They also con 
sidered that the number of pigs and poultry could have been 
under-represented, given the amount of damage these crea 
tures were held responsible for in the manor court records. 1 " 
All of these are substantial points which must be borne in 
mind when using inventories. Despite these problems, there 
are answers which can be offered which make a study of this 
source valuable in understanding seventeenth-century 
communities.

Firstly, regarding the accuracy of the data recorded in the 
documents, the Coxes considered that their investigation of 
inventories 'disproves the widely held belief that such 
valuations bore little relation to market prices'. Li Their 
analyses showed a close correlation between the values of 
many goods and livestock, such as horses and cattle, and 
market prices. Secondly, though the inventories mostly 
originate from a limited section of the population, perhaps 
the householding fraction of the community, that section is 
just the one which contains most of the bearers of status 
names used by contemporaries (thus providing a large 
sample of those groups with which this study is concerned). 
Support may be gained for this by extracting those named 
first (and assumed to be the heads of the households, into 
which the census is apparently divided) in the listing made 
for the Compton Census for Bispham parish in 1676 and 
comparing the proportions in each status group with the 
proportions in the same groups in the probate sample from 
Poulton and Bispham (table I). 14 Those with no status 
name are excluded from this examination of the probate 
sample and those names not directly comparable to the 
status identifiers used in the probate material are not used 
from the census listing.
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TABLE I Status Names in Probate Materials c. 1660-1682 and 
Compton Census 1676

Status Probate Census
Percental;!' \umber Percentage \uniher

Gentry
Yeomen
Trades/professions 
Husbandmen
\\ idows/spinsters

1.5
24.8
15.8 
32.3
25.6

2
33
21
43
34

1.1
17.!)
16.4 
40.0
24.2

2
25
23
56
34

Turning to the main differences between probate evi 
dence and the census apparent in the table, it can be seen 
that yeomen are over-represented in the probate sample, 
while husbandmen are correspondingly reduced. This can 
plausibly be ascribed to two factors   which arc not 
mutually exclusive. Firstly, there may have been an in 
creased likelihood of those with greater wealth and a more 
exalted social position needing to take more care over the 
distribution of their goods, leading more from the yeomanry 
to make wills. Secondly, the terms 'yeoman' and 'hus 
bandman 1 may have been used flexibly, to indicate the 
degree of esteem in which a given member of the com 
munity was held, perhaps related to age and regardless of 
wealth.

II

The extent to which status terminology was related to the 
recorded estate of individuals will indicate how important 
wealth was in determining status in this region. The results 
can be compared with investigations of wealth from inven 
tories and other sources for different regions of England at 
this period. Many students of this period have argued that, 
nationally, society was becoming increasingly polarized 
between rich and poor. This could occur through the 
operation of a variety of processes, such as the concentra 
tion of wealth in the hands of a few, as Spufford noticed 
when studying Chippenharn (Cambs.) in the late seven-
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teenth century, or as a result of the influx of landless people 
into a region, as Skipp's group discovered in north Arden 
(Warws.). 15

A graphic example of the resultant extremes of wealth 
which polarization generated can be found in Terling 
(Essex). Here, Wrightson and Levine discovered that in 
1671 the hearth tax recorded 50.8% of houses with one 
hearth and the rest with a greater number. Since Spufford's 
conclusion regarding the significance of the number of 
hearths, that is, 'in general an incontrovertible association 
existed between wealth and house size', can be accepted, 
this number of more substantial houses is a limited indi 
cation that a considerable amount of wealth was to be found 
in Essex in this period. However, this was balanced by a 
high degree of exemption (38%) from the hearth tax, which 
might well indicate that the exempt were 'excused the tax 
for poverty'."' Such disparity in communities is also evinced 
in probate inventories. Figure 1 shows that those from the 
south and east do seem to reflect the results which might be 
expected if a polarization of society had taken place, with 
larger numbers of inventories recovered from both the 
upper and lower wealth bands and a squeezing of a mid 
dling group with appraised wealth of around £50-£100. 17 
These divisions of wealth indicated by diverse localities 
throughout the south and east are paralleled in many of 
these and other regions by status terminology which seems 
to have been ascribed with high regard to the wealth of the 
recipient and with considerable differences between the 
mean values of different status groups. Weatherill, for 
example, calculated a 'national' mean wealth for yeomen of 
£162 and £34 for husbandmen in the period 1660-1750. 18

This degree of differentiation between groups when 
correlating wealth to status terminology does not seem to be 
so pronounced in the area under study, however, as figure 1 
indicates. The Lancashire sample is seen to offer support to 
Marshall's work in Cumbria, having much less bias towards 
the wealthier members of the community than those from 
the south east. The reflection of the north-west regional 
picture by the Fylde inventories, seen in figure 1, is further 
amplified by turning to table 2. Here the mean values found 
in the 179 Fylde inventories, when plotting wealth by status
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Cambridgeshire 
1661-70

Pendle
17th century

Lincolnshire 
1669

Essex
17th century

\

Fylde 
1659- 82

less than £60 | | || less than £50 [\\1 I<2SS than £4° 

£60-£100 || |||l! £50-£100 |S\^l £40-£100

I I more than £100 (all regions) 

Figure 1: Values oj probate inventories from six regions of England.
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ascription, are far less diverse than the national picture 
indicates. Rather than the near five-fold difference 
Weatherill found between yeomen and husbandmen, the 
Fylde shows only a doubling in mean appraised wealth, with 
considerable overlap between groups.

TABLE 2 Mean Value and Ranges of Inventories by Status, Poulton 
and Bispkam Parishes, c. 1660-1680

Menu

Yeoman
Trades/professions 
Husbandmen
Widows/spinsters 
Unknown

95.10
92.58 
50.92
43.23 
38.70

340.46
243.19 
226.24
339.15 
134.36

21.64
5.86 
6.14
2.48 
3.58

The lack of middle and upper wealth group bias that this 
seems to support was argued by Brigg, when discussing the 
Forest of Pendle, to be explicitly linked to a more flexible 
use of status terminology. On discovering fifty-six of ninety 
wills ascribing yeoman status to people with wealth 
appraised in a range from £150 to less than £50, she 
concluded that 'the title . . . was one of social rather than 
financial status'. 1 ' 1 Such flexibility of terminology is also 
seen in other sources from the Fylde. For example, the high 
constables of Lancashire would be styled gentlemen at the 
sheriffs table, as Thomas Anion of Warbreck was when 
serving in 1678, though in other dealings, as when he was a 
signatory to the obligation to produce his mother's inven 
tory in 1680, he was accorded the title of yeoman. 2 "

Ill

The non-polarization of wealth and considerable fluidity in 
status terminology seems to indicate support for Marshall's 
suggestion that 'differentiations of personal wealth were not
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reflected closely, or at all, in ways of life and accordingly not 
in aspirations, or in unusual pressures on social mobility'.-' 
Indeed, a close examination of the probate inventories and 
other sources for this district seem to bear out a consider 
able uniformity of wealth and standard of living across the 
bulk of the appraised population.

In housing, for example, this study has (bund rooms 
mentioned or named in 41% of the sample. Whilst 'recon 
struction' of houses on the basis of rooms mentioned in 
inventories is difficult   since some rooms may have 
been unrecorded due to being empty or occupied by ser 
vants, with no possessions of the deceased in them   
there are grounds for considering that the records indi 
cate the average house of the time, as well as a variety of 
larger dwellings. This may be asserted on the basis that 
nearly half of that part of the total sample where rooms 
are named referred to two or three rooms (table 3); and 
that by the early seventeenth century there was 'a reason 
able density of moderately substantial . . . buildings'. 
They were the precursors of 'the three-cell house , which 
was becoming more numerous (and some of them more 
substantial) by our period.^ For elsewhere, Barley's 
analysis of inventories and room numbers in Kent and 
Derbyshire from the 1690s also offers some support for 
this position.-^ He concludes that 'clearly the Derbyshire 
inventories in which between 1 and 3 chambers are most 
common represent 2- or 3-unit houses; in the Kent 
sample, where houses with 2 to 4 chambers predominate 
there must be a greater weight of larger and more 
complex houses'. This regional context, with a greater 
proportion of simpler housing in the north, may be seen 
in table 4. The local sample fits well into this wider 
picture. It is interesting to note two features which indi 
cate a uniformity of living conditions for many people in 
the north west. Firstly, 48% of the Fylde sample, where 
rooms were named, are of the commonest form of sub 
stantial housing existing at the time. Secondly, there 
seems to be only a slight difference between most of the 
social ranks regarding the size of their houses.
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TABLE 3 Rooms in Fylde Inventories, by Status

Rooms 2 
Status \umber

Gentry 1
Yeomen 19
Husbandmen 13
Widows/Spinsters 15
Rest 25
Total 74

0
9
1
5
7

15

3

0
6
5
1
9

21

4

(I
1
3
1
2
7

5

0
4
0
5
0
9

6

0
0
3
1
3
7

7

0
3
1
1
1
(i

8

0
1
0
0
1
9

>8

\
2
0
1
2
G

Menu

11
4.9
4.2
4.2
4.1
4.3

TABLE 4 Rooms in Inventories, by Region
 24

Yorkshire Nottinghamshire Kent Fylde
and 

Leicestershire

Rooms 2-6 4-8 5-8 4.3

The uniformity derived from the inventories and dis 
played in table 3 is reinforced by examining the hearth tax 
returns for this area and an adjacent region; it will be seen 
from table 5 that the bulk of the population were living in a 
1-hearth house.

TABLE 5 Proportion of Hearths Assessed by House, Fylde and South
Lonsdale1 ''

I Hearth >J Hearth

Fylde 
Lonsdale

83
77

17 
23

Examining the degree of wealth invested in household 
goods as a whole provides further evidence which seems to 
indicate that status divisions were of limited importance, 
with little or no 'desire to emulate social superiors'. 26 This
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may be demonstrated by calculating the percentages inves 
ted in different items by rank, as in table 6. The furniture 
column includes those items in the inventories listed as 
furniture, beds, bedding and household linen. Pewter 
includes pewter and brass, since these were almost inva 
riably appraised together in this sample. Cooking includes 
all cooking equipment and wooden and earthenware 
vessels. Percentages are of the total value of each sub- 
category as a proportion of all household goods (rounded 
down). Given that the absolute values of wealth in different 
social groups did not vary greatly in this area (as demon 
strated in section II above), the amount invested in each 
category would probably be largely similar across the bulk 
of the members of the different groups. This table would 
then indicate that decisions about household spending 
appear to have been taken on the basis of need rather than 
display, with little excess investment in one key area rather 
than another between ranks.

TABLE 6 Household Items in Fvlde Inventories by Social Rank

I-'iiniiture Peu-ler Cooking Apparel Food Turf

Yeomen 56
Husbandmen 50
Trades/
professions 64
Widows/Spinsters 55
Rest 49

9
9

7
12
10

7
8

5
1
9

11
13

11
15
15

8
10

4
3
9

7
8

6
6
5

Given such uniformity, is there any means to examine the 
relationship between status terminology and wealth in a 
more sophisticated way than that provided in a broad 
description of the social hierarchy, such as is portrayed in 
figure 1 and the analysis of the Compton Census? It will be 
argued below that this can be done and that, despite the 
evidence to the contrary, differences in wealth were perhaps 
of greater importance in establishing status in the north 
west than Brigg and Marshall have suggested.
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IV

Three examples initially indicate how inventories may be 
used to clarify, in various ways, divisions in the hierarchy, 
even in such a socially homogeneous region. Firstly, an 
inspection of the inventory of John Sykes, a chapman of 
Poulton, shows that there was a market for a variety of 
goods, from the commonplace to the more luxurious, indi 
cating at least some fraction of society with wealth to spend 
on inessential items. There are many mentions of cloth and 
lace, with other accoutrements, such as 'knott and Card 
buttons with hookes and eyes'. Beside these, there are 
tobacco boxes, purses, pins and paper, both white and 
brown. Also listed are 'Aniseeds sugar Candy with seeds 
and boxes they are in', along with 'sope prunes and Lofe 
Sugar'.- 7 How far such items would have diffused through 
the social scale is another matter; though it is clear that if all 
these items were for local sale, even the markets for relative 
luxuries cannot have been negligible, with lace making up 
10% of the total value of Sykes's inventory."8

Secondly, a broader division can be suggested, relating 
wealth to status, where social and economic factors are 
inextricably bound together. This is the distribution of 
credit in the community. The degree of credit which a 
person may extend can convincingly be seen to be related to 
the possession of a status identifier in table 7. The main 
feature to note is the division between those members of the 
community with a status and those without, with over twice 
as many yeomen and tradesmen offering credit than those 
with no status. An explanation of this may be offered by 
noting that those with status in the agricultural sector are 
those who are among the stable members of the population 
and would be turned to extensively for credit and have 
resources to invest. Those in trade would also be a source of 
finance; the debts owed to William Silcock, an ironmonger 
of Poulton, with bills, bonds and a large number of small 
amounts outstanding, exemplifies this type of person. This 
is a clear indication that the difference in status, between 
those recognized as established local figures and the rest, 
was importantly underpinned by the wealth which they had 
available.~<J
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TABLE 7 Distribution of Cash and Credit in Fylde Inventories
by Rank

Status

Yeomen
Trades/professions 
Husbandmen
Widows/spinsters 
Rest

Mean
£

35.10
28.18 
21.09
28.45 
13.73

Maximumi'

185.36
95.13 

107.30
229.70 

56.57

Girins, Credit '%

51
52 
37
47 
24

The percentage indicates the proportion of the given rank offering credit.

Finally, divisions in wealth can be seen to be important in 
assigning of status by examining the difference between the 
yeomanry and the rest. Though, in items which have been 
analysed above, this difference seems not to have been 
great, there are some clear indications that their rank and 
material well-being are at least related. This can be done by 
looking at one of the more important indicators of status in 
this agrarian region, which is investigated in table 8. It can 
be seen that many more yeomen (39% of them) were growing 
crops valued at between £11 and £20 than in any other 
group (21% of husbandmen and c. 14% of trading and 
professional people, for example). This may reasonably be 
taken to reflect their larger holdings of land which they 
could put under the plough and tends to emphasize the 
importance of land in assigning a status to a person.'" 1 A 
similar relationship holds for livestock, where the peak 
value for animals in this group is £21-£30, in comparison to 
the husbandman's modal value between 0 and £10 and a 
peak of£11-£20.
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TABLE 8 
a. Crop Value (£s) by Stains

Status

Yeomen %
Trades/pro 
fessions %
Husband
men %
Widows/
spinsters % 
Rest %

0-10

12.1

76.2

67.4

76.4 
76.0

11-20

39.4

14.3

21.0

11.7 
15.2

21-30

9.0

4.7

9.3

11.7 
6.5

31-40

6.0

0.0

2.3

0.0 
0.0

b. Animal Value (£s)

Yeomen %
Trades/pro 
fessions %
Husband
men %
Widows/
spinsters % 
Rest %

Yeomen %
Trades/pro 
fessions %
Husband
men %
Widows/
spinsters % 
Rest %

0-10

18.1

62.0

32.5

76.4
62.2

c.

0-10

21.2

28.5

65.0

61.7 
56.5

11-20

21.2

9.5

34.8

8.8
15.5

21-30

30.0

9.5

1 1.6

8.8 
13.3

Household Goods

11-20

30.3

33.3

18.6

14.7 
28.0

21-30

33.3

4.7

11.6

17.6 
8.6

31-40

18.1

4.7

14.0

3.0 
0.0

Value

31-40

6.0

9.5

0.0

5.8 
6.5

41-50

0.0

4.7

0.0

0.0 
2.1

bv Status

41-50

6.0

0.0

2.3

0.0
2.2

51-60

3.0

0.0

0.0

0.0 
0.0

>50

6.0

14.3

4.6

3.0 
6.6

\umber

33

21

43

34 
46

(£s) by Status

41-50

6.0

4.7

4.6

0.0 
0.0

51-60

3.0

14.2

0.0

0.0 
0.0

>60

0.0

4.7

0.0

0.0 
0.0



Probate Inventories 91

V

That status divisions can be clearly related to wealth, even 
in this region of relative social homogeneity, will now be 
further explored by arguing that those who were called 
upon as appraisers can be seen to be among the wealthier 
and socially superior members of the community.

This will be done by analysing these individuals, in an 
attempt to discover something of their social and economic 
standing. It will be argued that a significant number of 
appraisals were done by economically secure people. Phis 
will indicate a dominance of an important local duty by this 
wealthier section of the community. Some reasons for this 
will be suggested, which will be seen to involve wealth- 
mediated social interaction.

In the majority of studies of inventories, the appraisers 
have been generally dismissed as 'friends and neighbours', 
who would do the job with a limited degree of precision. In 
casting doubt on the veracity of probate inventories through 
the actions of appraisers, the degree to which they evince 
illiteracy has been pointed out, along with the failure of the 
totals of inventories to tally. Similar problems attend the 
sample under study here, with the total frequently being 
incorrect though not, generally, by a great amount. 31 It is 
worth noting the Coxes' comment that 'the system of 
administration was organized to accomodate illiteracy'. 3 " 
This may be illustrated from the local sample as well as 
their work. In the case where all the appraisers were 
illiterate (as in Rowland Bonny's inventory, where all 
appraisers mark) they would have to employ a scribe, an 
event which seems to have taken place with some regu 
larity. 33 Given this, the illiteracy of the appraisers would be 
irrelevant to their abilities to value and the final total would 
not affect the individual valuations, which were well within 
the capabilities of most people. 34 Thus it would seem that 
these problems have little bearing on the status of 
appraisers (nor on the overall reliability of the documents). 
That friends were involved, though not to what degree, may 
be indicated by the 26% of appraisers who were mentioned 
in the will (normally as witnesses) or as one of the signat 
ories to the bond to produce the inventory, 33 though more
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needs to be discovered about appraisers and their place in 
local communities.

The most extensive study of appraisers seems to be that 
of N. and J. Cox, who concentrate on the type of person who 
was supposed to be involved according to ecclesiastical law. 
The first choice should have been a creditor or one 'to whom 
a legacy was due'. After this, the next of kin were to be 
employed. Lastly, 'honest people' should be used. 3h The 
Coxes' work indicates that this advice was usually followed 
(though they did find a group of people who had been called 
on repeatedly and had become the town appraisers in 
Beaumaris, Anglesey). In the Fylde there seems to be 
evidence that this advice was followed. For example, in 22% 
of the sample of inventories the appraisers included at least 
one person with the same surname as the deceased, 
approximately 5% of the total number of appraisers 
recorded.

One problem in the study of appraisers is whether a name 
which occurs more than once as an appraiser in the sample 
indicates one or more persons. In some cases of common 
names there is some indication in terms of identifiers such 
as 'senior' and 'junior', or a township of origin may be 
appended, though this was not done in the majority of 
cases. One of the most common examples of a recurring 
name is that of William Hull in the inventories of Poulton 
township. This name featured eight times over fifteen years. 
It is likely that, in this case, two people were involved, since 
on one occasion the name was noted as being a person from 
nearby Stannah. But a William Hall was noted in the 1664 
and 1673 hearth tax returns for Poulton township, a good 
candidate for the appraiser, available for the bulk of the 
time the name appears in the inventories (Hall being a 
frequent local variant for Hull, as the Poulton registers 
indicate). With regard to the point to be developed below 
concerning the type of person who was likely to be recruited 
as an appraiser, it is worthy of note that a William Hull was 
also parish clerk for Poulton in 1673. 3/ Of course, at the 
other extreme, it is also highly unlikely that eight people 
with the same name would be acting as appraisers over this 
relatively short period. However, the average number of 
inventories on which a given name appeared more than
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once is 3.1, while the mode is 2. In the majority of these 
cases the inventories bearing the same appraiser's name 
occur close together in time, which again suggests that a 
single individual was involved.

Clearer cases of a person being involved in more than one 
inventory are those appraisers with names which are locally 
less common, for example Nicholas Nickson of Poulton and 
his colleague George Durham, who were involved in six and 
four inventories respectively. The Brodbelts of Bispham 
also seem to have been involved in probate affairs to a 
considerable extent. They were parish clerks over at least 
two generations and the two Robert Brodbelts of this period 
were involved in ten inventories between 1669 and 1680.

In each township in the sample between 27% and 46% 
(table 9) of appraisers acted more than once. Overall, these 
people performed 62% of all appraisals. It would seem that 
there is a group of people who were disproportionately 
represented as inventory makers. Two reasons may be 
plausibly suggested for this.

TABLE 9 Appraisers by Township

Percentage oj appraisers 
Township Appraisers Appraisals acting more than once

Poulton
Carleton
Hardhorne
Thornton
Marion
Bispham
Layton

70
47
41
36
53
53
50

128
81
56
64
97

101
82

32
34
27
39
46
33
%

Firstly, this may represent a means of maintaining some 
level of expertise regarding the taking of inventories (ana 
logous to the reason suggested by the Coxes when discuss 
ing the town appraisers of Beaumaris, mentioned above). It 
was clearly a task which required that someone should be 
present with some knowledge of just what had to be valued 
and perhaps this was most easily done by seeking out those 
who had successfully performed the task previously. Such
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an explanation may be combined with a suggestion that 
township elites and office holders (such as the Brodbelts 
mentioned above) may have been among those preferen 
tially selected for an arguably socially sensitive task which, 
by its performance, would further secure their standing in 
the community. 38 Thus an initial qualification to the simple 
notion that the appraisers were 'friends and neighbours' 
may be made; appraisers included among their number 
some who were respected for their abilities and those who 
held other offices in the community.

Some appraisers appeared in the hearth tax returns and a 
proportion of them were assessed on houses with more than 
one hearth. Table 10 is based on appraisers' names which 
appeared in the hearth tax returns for the same township in 
which the inventory was compiled. Where the same name 
occurs more than once in the hearth tax for a township, the 
average number of hearths has been taken. This occurs on 
ten occasions; if the result was less than 1.5, they have been 
placed in the 1-hearth category. However, nine out often of 
multiple names fell in the higher group. A few appraisers 
crossed township boundaries, and names have only been 
matched from inventories of a township and the hearth tax 
returns for that township; had a search been done across the 
whole sample in an attempt to match each name, no doubt 
the number of appraisers who could be traced in the hearth 
tax would have been increased.

TABLE 10 Appraisers in the Hearth Tax Return^9 

Township Appraisers 1 Hearth > I Hearth

Poulton
Carleton
Hardhorn
Thornton
Marton
Bispham
Layton

70
47
41
36
53
53
50

5
16
11
10
17
12
17

17
2
4
4

11
2

11

Poulton township's predominance of appraisers with 
more than one hearth may be explained by noting that this
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was the most important settlement in the region, with many 
larger houses (some serving as inns and some as centres for 
rural trades) and the parish church. Overall, approximately 
40% of appraisers' names occur in the hearth tax. Only five 
names (3.5%) were in the non-chargeable column of the 1664 
listing. This seems to indicate that the appraisers were, not 
unnaturally, chosen from the more substantial members of 
the local community. Thus a second qualification can be 
made to the notion of 'friends and neighbours 1 ; a large 
proportion of them were propertied people in their own 
right. Approximately 29% of appraisers had more than one 
hearth. Poulton township has been left out of this calcula 
tion, since the status of Poulton township may be a distort 
ing factor due to the large number of households with more 
than one hearth; including it increases the number with 
more than one hearth to approximately 37%. Table 5 above 
shows that only 17% of all hearth tax households in the 
Fylde had more than one hearth. This suggests that not only 
were many of the appraisers clearly occupiers of property, 
an above average number of them were occupying more 
substantial housing. This means that the appraisers seem to 
have been selected for some standing in the community, 
with a large proportion coming from the more economically 
secure and stable householders in the population.

The clearest indication that this is so comes from a 
sub-set of the sample, those inventories produced for the 
Marton townships. Here, records of the manor court show a 
stable core of the population: of the jurors for 1677, for 
example, twelve of the thirteen named had served in that 
office in the previous nineteen years. 40 Of the fifty-three 
appraisers, nineteen (36%) correspond to office holders in 
the manor court. The significance of this group of office 
holders is demonstrated by the fact that they performed 
approximately 42% of the townships' appraisals.

The Marton group also offers some support for the 
contention discussed above, that the inventory makers came 
from the wealthier householders. Of the thirteen jurors for 
1664, twelve can be traced in the hearth tax. The average 
number of hearths assessed for this group was 1.8." The 
high social status of some appraisers in the whole sample is 
echoed in Marton by, for example, Gilbert Whiteside, in the
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manor court jury for 1679, who was probably the man 
described as a gentleman on his marriage in 1685.42 The 
status of gentleman was also accorded to William Higginson 
in the manor court records for both 1677 and 1678 (both of 
these examples, of course, offer further evidence that the 
status name of gentleman was within the reach of the 
wealthy upper yeomanry in this region, as has already been 
argued in section II above). Inventory makers such as these 
were selected for the task for rather stronger reasons than 
being 'friends and neighbours'.

This office-holding and aspiration towards the status of 
the lesser gentry was reflected in three cases in Poulton 
township. James Patteson was involved in five inventories 
between 1660 and 1674, and was also recorded as taking on 
a post as a customs official in the port of Poulton. Richard 
Forshaw, another appraiser, became a surveyor of customs 
in this period. 45 That the appraisers were also associated 
with the upper fractions of the parish hierarchy is demon 
strated by the will of Richard Barton (Poulton, 1678): he 
was related (by his widowed daughter's second marriage) to 
the vicar, George Shaw.

VI

What may be concluded from this survey of the makers of 
inventories? It is necessary, of course, to be cautious. The 
problems of tracing individuals using record linkage tech 
niques were stressed at the beginning of this section and 
they are real enough. Nevertheless, it is hoped that the 
techniques discussed will be of use in local studies elsew 
here, when the nature of the appraisers' task can be placed 
alongside other functions of the local community, as it has 
been here.

With regard to the findings of this particular study, it has 
been argued that appraising was a task which was per 
formed by 'friends and neighbours', as such, only to a 
limited degree. The bulk of appraisals were performed, 
instead, by people who had some experience and for their 
standing in the local community. Clearly this latter quali 
fication could overlap with one of the recommended cat-
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cgories of people according to ecclesiastical law   the 
creditors. These were mostly, as was seen, the holders of 
status names, whose wealth was one of the main found 
ations for their place in the social hierarchy. Thus, wealth 
was, understandably, a key element in mediating social 
relations; those with greater wealth converting it into the 
less tangible but equally important currency which main 
tained their place in the social order. For this reason it is 
possible to suggest that this study has afforded a glimpse of 
the dynamics of a society that was assumed to be largely 
homogeneous. Despite the difference in wealth between 
different ranks not being as great as in many other parts of 
the country, what differences existed were being exploited 
to the full by the more prosperous in the community. When 
members of these social strata were called upon to perform 
appraisals, their continuing compliance indicates that the 
duty was not without reward in the society of seventeenth- 
century England.
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