
THE GOODS OF TWO ROCHDALE MERCHANTS 
IN THE MID-FIFTEENTH CENTURY

THE district of Castleton, Rochdale, was recognised as an 
important centre for the marketing of various types of 

woollen goods in the sixteenth century. In the following record, 
which clearly pertains to the contents of a merchant's store dis 
trained for debt, we have detailed evidence of trade activity at 
Castleton at the commencement of the reign of Edward IV. This 
throws further light on the economic aspects of the fifteenth 
century, one of the darkest periods of Lancashire history.

The affair arose in this fashion: in 1466 it was presented 
before the sheriff, Sir Robert Urswick of Urswick, that John 
Shaw of Heath Charnock had stolen the goods of William 
Merlande and James Brerelegh of Castleton in the first year of 
the reign of Edward IV. After the usual procrastination Shaw 
was arraigned before the justices and a jury, he pleaded not 
guilty and the jury acquitted him. The plea was duly enrolled 
on the Palatine of Lancaster Plea Roll for the sixth year of 
Edward IV [Pal. of Lane. Plea Roll, 6 Ed. IV. No. 29, m 24] 
together with an inventory of the merchandise alleged to have 
been stolen.

The indictment sets forth that "John Shagh son of William 
Shagh, late of Hethchernok in the said county Yeoman, at 
Castleton on Wednesday after the Feast of St. Michael, the 
Archangel in the first year of the present reign [30th September 
1461] robbed William Merlande and James Brerelegh . . ." 
of the following goods: 

23 Coverlets
44 Blankets
28 Linen Sheets
Flannel garments, carpets [carpitiis],

Woollen and Linen Cloth and Wool 
Hides 
Pots
12 Spoons [silver?] 
Silver Rings
Two Dozen Garnishes of Pewter vessels 
Bows and arrows, Hatches, sickles ploughs

and carts
Grain in bundles for malt and flour 
In money 
Two Boxes sealed with wax containing

divers writings, muniments and bonds   £40 Os. Od.

This interesting inventory amounting to the substantial sum 
of £152 10s. Od. in goods and money emphasises the importance
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of Rochdale as a market centre at this period. From the late- 
fourteenth century groups of Lancashire and West Yorkshire 
merchants had exported bed blankets, coverlets and cloth 
(broad cloth, straight cloth and kerseys) from Kingston-upon- 
Hull to the Low Countries and the Baltic, and there was con 
siderable local trade in woollens radiating from Manchester 
as a focal point. A coarse type of woollen cloth known at least 
as early as the sixteenth century as cottons was produced in 
many of the farmer-cum-weaver homesteads in the valleys of 
eastern Lancashire and western Yorkshire.

The mention of carpets probably refers to table-carpets, but 
could mean lint although carpitiis is more likely to imply the 
former. In which case we have evidence of a demand for a 
greater degree of home comfort in 1461 than has hitherto been 
assumed for this region. These two merchants clearly embraced 
a wide range of articles in their trade as shown by the silver 
goods, table pewter and agricultural appliances including a 
substantial quantity of grain and flour. Lastly the mention of the 
two sealed boxes containing bonds and writings to the value of 
£40 shows that they had considerable business commitments.

Of the parties concerned in the plea John Shaw the defendant 
can be clearly identified. He was son and heir of William Shaw, 
surgeon, of Shaw Place, Heath Charnock by his wife Joan, 
daughter of William Gerard of Ince, near Wigan, who married 
circa 1433. John is described as yeoman and was almost 
certainly a merchant like his predecessors of the Shagh in 
Saddleworth Frith and in Dukinfield [TRANSACTIONS, Vol. 
110, pp. 15-22, also "Pedegre and Armes of Robert Shawe of 
High Bulhagh," B.M. Add. MS. 3211, f. 214, 20] trading in 
wool and finished cloth, blankets and coverlets, and lending 
money to the producers.

He prospered both by business and inheritance and in 1501 
is described as gentleman in a deed of that date, settling land 
and goods for a term of years on his youngest son Richard 
[Lane. Rec. Office, DDL L/578].

Some insight on his character is afforded by the evidence as 
to his age and health which he gave before the duchy of Lan 
caster court in 1506 and in 1511. In the first instance, 1506, his 
rights of inheritance to the Brodhurst estate of an eighth of the 
manor of Rivington and the Great House of that township 
together with the capital messuage of High Bulhalgh in Angle- 
zarke were challenged by the descendants of Robert Bradshaw. 
In evidence taken on commission he said that he was nearly 
eighty years old "as is right well known in his countre" and 
"may not ride ne goo". The plaintiffs asserted that "John-a-
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Shaa excedith littel the age of fyfty yeres and was lusty and 
able to goo and ride . . ." [Lanes, and Ches. Record Soc., 
Vol. 32, pp. 33-36]. But in pleadings of 1511 concerning Jenet 
Shepherd, one of the Brodhurst family of Rivington, John 
Shaw stated in evidence before Lord Derby that he was seventy 
years of age [Ibid., p. 53]. His eldest son James was born in 
1462, so the father was probably born in the period 1435-40. 
Hard swearing and financial astuteness appear in the family 
character. His grandson John married Katherine, the daughter 
of Richard Pilkington of Rivington Hall, in 1519, and the two 
families wrangled over the marriage settlement for ten years 
despite much arbitration. [B.M. Add. MSS. 32097-32116: 
Towneley abstracts G.G. 2016, f. 284, 2058, 1749, 2017, 1869, 
2016, 1937, f. 276, 1991, 1776, 2022, and 1979].

The plaintiffs in the Castleton case can also be relatively 
identified. There was a merchant family of Brerelegh in Roch 
dale of whom James Brerelegh senior and junior were each 
assessed in the Lay Subsidy of 1524 at 5s. for goods worth £10 
[P.R.O. Exchequer K.R. Sub. Roll. 130/79, also Henry 
Fishwick, Hist, of Rochdale (1889), p. 37, and Chetham Soc., 
N.S., Vol. 83, p. 14]. Again in the subsidy of 1541, Robert 
Brerelegh of the Bynnes in Butterworth, Rochdale, was taxed 10s. 
on £20 worth of goods. [Fishwick, Rochdale, p. 38: also P.R.O. 
L.Sub. 38 Henry VIII 130/114]. In 1563 Edward Brerelegh of 
Castleton was assessed 11s. 8d. on £7 of goods. [Chetham Soc., 
N.S., Vol. 83, p. 63: also P.R.O. Exchequer K.R. S.R. 250/2, 
1563.] In the hearth tax of 1666 James Brerelegh's house, 
known as The Crown, in Rochdale, was one of the largest, 
containing ten taxable hearths; possibly it was an inn but may 
have been a cloth house and dwelling house. [Chetham Soc., 
N.S., Vol. 83, p. 88; also P.R.O. Exchequer K.R. Sub. 250/9.]

The other Castleton plaintiff, William Merlande, belonged to 
a well known and long established Rochdale family. [Fishwick, 
Rochdale, pp. 69, and 311-12]. It derived its name from the 
original family estate adjoining the great mere of Castleton. 
Early in the thirteenth century Alan of Merlande sold his land 
[manor?] to Roger de Lacy, but the family continued in 
Rochdale, from whom sprang two ecclesiastics in the fifteenth 
century, namely Dr. Adam Merlande, dean of Kendal, one of 
the co-founders of the Trinity chantry in Rochdale parish 
church, and Henry Merlande, who was perpetual vicar of this 
church from 1426-1456. The family also had land in Whitworth. 
James Merlande of Rochdale, gentleman, in 1565 claimed this 
land as being previously in possession of his father, William, in: 
the time of Henry VIII.
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In the sixteenth century Camden [Britannia, ed. 1695, p. 745] 
speaks of Rochdale as a market town well frequented. At this 
period the cloth trade necessitated the appointment of a deputy 
alnager to be resident in the town according to the Act of 1565 
[8 Eliz. cap 12]. The production of cottons was widespread in 
many of the hamlets of eastern Lancashire and western York 
shire, and the foregoing inventory suggests that this trade was 
well established by the fifteenth century: even in the subsidy 
of 1332 "William the mercer" appears under the vill of 
Castleton, and was assessed at 102d. [Fishwick, Rochdale, 
pp. 33 and 41; also D. of Lane. Pleadings LXVIII, 20 Eliz W. 5.]

A somewhat parallel case occurs in the duchy pleadings in 
1586/7 which exemplifies the one under discussion. Ralph 
Sorowcolde a member of a prosperous family of Manchester 
merchants was plaintiff and Henry Brerelegh and John 
Warberton, mercers of Rochdale, were defendants. The matter 
in dispute was a debt for cottons supplied to the mercers worth 
£800 for which they had given security on all their goods, 
chattels, and land within the realm of England. No payment 
had been forthcoming and after an appeal to the High Court 
a jury was impanelled following a direction to the Sheriff to 
enquire into the possessions of the defendants. It was found 
that the two mercers of Rochdale had a cloth house, a dwelling 
house and lands together with goods worth £150. They agreed 
that their movable property should remain in the premises 
which were extended to satisfy the debt of £800. Ralph 
Sorowcolde was granted possession and put one of his 
apprentices in charge of the Rochdale cloth house in which he 
also placed some of his own goods. The two mercers, after 
being in hiding for some unknown reason for a year, consorted 
with Ellis Ainsworth of Bolton and divers others unnamed, 
and suddenly descended in force, and with violence carried off 
goods from the shop worth £400.

Although the details of John Shaw's case are lacking, it 
certainly savours of a somewhat similar dispute arising from 
failure of payment for cloth or money loaned. This is all the 
more probable in view of the forcible seizure of goods and 
bonds, and the counter charge of theft by the debtors against 
their creditor. The terse ending of the record of the plea with 
the acquittal of the defendant would indicate that the merchants' 
goods were security for a considerable trade debt. The value 
of their movable goods taken from the store would be at least 
£20,000 or £25,000 on a broad comparison with 1960 values.

R. CUNLIFFE SHAW


