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THE pocket book of Richard Wright, a Lancashire watch 
maker, was recently discovered among the Stapleton- 

Bretherton papers at Lancashire Record Office. The book 
contains accounts and other entries covering the years 1713-56, 
and supplies new information about the 'out-work' system 
which centred on the London watch trade.

The book is five inches tall by three inches, contains about 100 
paper pages ruled with columns for pounds, shillings and pence 
on the right, and is parchment bound. Most of the book and all 
the accounts are written in one hand, presumably that of Wright 
himself, but there are several entries written by at least two 
other people. The pages are not numbered and entries begin 
from both ends of the book at about the same date, eventually 
meeting and overlapping (there are a few blank pages). It was 
felt that any attempt to impose pagination or give page references 
in such a short book could only add unnecessary confusion, so 
what follows is a summary of the book's contents in two sections, 
which bears no relation to the actual juxtaposition of entries in 
the book.

To deal first with entries not directly concerned with the 
watch trade, there are several pages devoted to accounts for 
wheat purchased and rent received from a lodger. The dates of 
Wright's marriage and the birth of his son and daughter are 
noted, together with cures for strained horses and 'a blow in the 
eye'. Somebody has written a verse on one page, entitled '"All 
the Enigmas Answered" by Dr Chorley'. In the early 1730s, 
Wright notes the fish with which he stocked local pits. There is 
no direct reference to Wright's place of origin or work, but there 
are various clues such as:

* Extracted and abridged from R. A. H. Ward, 'Watchmaking in Liverpool 
before 1730', unpublished B.Phil, extended essay (Liverpool University, 1970).
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July the 17th 1728. Paid to Mr Edmund Taylor for a seat in Sankey Chapel 
No. 23 Five Pounds.

For 1737, Wright records:
Received from Matthew Bentley in cash £13.0.0
In Leys and repairs 7.2.10^
Serving the offices 1.2.6

and for 1739:
Received from Robert Barrow the sum of 14 pounds in cash and six pounds 
in leys, taxes and repairs . . . £20.0.0

Such entries suggest that Wright held some office in Sankey 
township which involved the collection of money and some other 
responsibilities.

The accounts of the 'Supervisors of Highways, Constables and 
Overseers of the Poor for the Township of Great Sankey' 
1726-1833 1 reveal that a Richard Wright was supervisor of 
highways in 1727 and that he was constable and/or overseer of 
the poor in 1733. Unfortunately his signature is not the same as 
that which frequently appears in the pocket book. Also, the 
dates on which the pocket book Richard Wright received his 
'leys and taxes' or 'served the offices' do not coincide with the 
years in which the Sankey officer of the same name performed 
his duties. Since a search through the registers of Prescot, 
Warrington, Farnworth and other neighbouring parishes 
revealed no record of his marriage or the baptism of his children, 
one can only say that, from the pocket book evidence, Richard 
Wright the watchmaker worshipped at Sankey chapel (in 
Prescot parish), probably lived in the township, and had some 
rate collecting and other duties to perform in the later 1730s.

Turning to the parts of the pocket book directly concerned 
with the watch trade, we find that Richard Wright did repair 
work for private customers as well as true 'watchmaking'. In 
1727 he was sent watches to mend from 'Red Hasels'. 2 He 
repaired the watches of Thomas Hilton, and, in 1729, those of 
Mr Lawton and Dr Leaf. He also cleaned and mended Thomas 
Birch's clock.

However, Wright seems to have been basically a watch-move 
ment maker, and if his pocket book creates the correct impres 
sion, he was employed exclusively by the London trade. The 
first employers to appear in his accounts were 'Mr WindmuT, 
'Mr Marsden' and 'Mr Reynol's', for whom he produced about

1 Warrington Public Library MS 1097. See also G. A. Dunlop and E. H. 
Rideout, 'The township papers of Great Sankey, Lancashire', Transactions of 
the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, LXXXIV (1933), pp. 94-100.

2 Huyton, home of the Case family, early coalmining entrepreneurs in the
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two movements per month in several months of 1713, and 
charged £1.10.0 or £1.15.0 each for them. 'Mr Windmill' was 
almost certainly either Joseph or Thomas Windmills of St 
Martins-le-Grand, both masters of the Clockmakers' Company 
in the early 1700s. 3 'Mr Marsden' may have been Thomas 
Marston, member of the Clockmakers' Company from about 
1705,4 and it seems most probable that 'Mr Reynol's' was Alban 
or Joseph or Thomas Reynolds (who became members of the 
Clockmakers' Company 1670-1706). 5

Between December 1720 (probably) and March 1722 Wright 
sold movements to 'Mr Goode' at the rate of two per month, 
usually for £1.15.0 each, together with a verge in January 1722 
for two shillings. Tn March 1722 he received a watch to finish 
from 'Mr Goode' and in June and July (probably 1722) he

laid out for Mr Goode
for files etc. 6.3d

The charge of the window 3.6d
for files 3.6d

more 4.6d

It seems that 'Mr Goode' was grateful for this opportunity to 
acquire tools made in Lancashire for use in London. 'Mr Goode' 
was probably either John Good, member of the Clockmakers' 
Company from 1678, or Charles Goode, who became a member 
in 1686." One of these men may have made the watch which 
ironically came into the possession of Mary Harrington of 
Liverpool, in whose will (proved in 1722) we read: 'And I give 
unto my nephew Charles Stanley my Gold Watch which was 
made by Mr Good whose name is engraved thereupon.' 7

In 1716 (probably) Wright cut down wheels for 'Mr John 
Wright', who may have been either the John Wright who became 
a member of the Clockmakers' Company in 1700, or the one 
who became a member in 1715. 8 A Liverpool watchmaker called 
John Wright died in 1701, 9 and the John Wright mentioned in 
the Pocket Book may have been a relative of his, as Richard 
Wright himself could well have been.

Between 1723 and 1730, under the heading 'sent to Mr Elli- 
cott', Wright accounted regularly for movements sent to carriers 
'to be delivered at the Bell in Wood Street', arid interspersed with 
these entries are notes of payments received from 'Mr Ellicott'. 
Wright also received quantities of brass, a telescope (for five

3 F. J. Britten, Old clocks and their makers, 4th edn (1919), p. 582.
4 Ibid. p. 516. 5 Ibid. p. 543. 6 Ibid. p. 475.
7 Lancashire Record Office, Wills and Inventories proved at the Consistory 

Court of Chester (L.R.O. ref WCWI722). 8 Britten, op. cit. p. 584.
9 The earliest registers of the Parish of Liverpool, 1600-1704, Lancashire 

Parish Register Society, Vol. 35 (1909).
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shillings) and cocks and fusees in 1723-4, and 'A silver chain, a 
spring, a set of pillars and a stud' in 1726. He sent a gold watch, 
chain and seal in 1730, receiving £29.18s. 8d. for it. He received 
an average of £1.6.0. per movement sent to London. In June 
1724 Wright records that he paid one shilling and sixpence for 
files for 'Mr Ellicott Junior", so presumably, like 'Mr Goode', 
this employer was impressed with Lancashire tools.

Clearly Messrs. Ellicott were John Ellicott, who latterly served 
as warden of the Clockmakers' Company until his death in 1733, 
and his renowned son John (1706-72). 10 The latter invented the 
'compensation pendulum' and did much to further the use of the 
cylinder escapement in watches. His clocks and watches were 
famous for their workmanship. He became a Fellow of the Royal 
Society in 1738, and eventually Clockmaker to the King. His 
business was established around 1728 in Sweetings Alley, 11 
about a quarter of a mile from The Bell in Wood Street', an 
inn which, according to Lockie's Topography of 1816, was at the 
northern end of Wood Street at No. 86 and was first recorded on 
Ogilby and Morgan's map of London, 1677. 12 Britten notes that 
after joining the Royal Society, John Ellicott junior became 
acquainted with James Furgusson, and made observations with 
him from an observatory fitted up in Ellicott's private house. In 
view of the fact that Richard Wright received a telescope from 
'Mr Ellicott' in 1723, it would appear that the family dealings 
with optical instruments went back into the 1720s at least. 13

Richard Wright's dealings with the Ellicotts form a good 
example of a typical 'out-work' system. The 'watchmaker' sent out 
raw materials or watch parts to the craftsman, who assembled 
a movement out of them and sent it back. The movement was 
then inserted in a case made by a specialist casemaker and 
engraved with the name of the 'maker', who was really an 
assembler of watches organising the trade.

It seems unlikely that any workshop or business records of the 
London watch trade have survived for this period (none are held 
by the Guildhall Library or British Museum). The value of the 
pocket book, with its details of day-to-day production, is thus 
considerably enhanced. In particular, the book indicates that 
Richard Wright was primarily a watch-movement maker, and 
gives little indication that he received many ready made com-

10 Britten, op. cit. pp. 138-42 and 463.
11 Now known as Royal Exchange Buildings, E.G.2.
12 H. A. Harben, A dictionary of London (1918).
13 More evidence might reveal a connection between this and the work of the 

important astronomer of this period Charles Leadbetter, 1681-71744, who was 
born in Cronton and taught in the City of London. See The dictionary of 
national biography. XI (1968), pp. 755-6.
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ponents from elsewhere. It is probable, therefore, that specialisa 
tion among out-workers had reached this stage by the 1730s. 
Other specialist branches which had developed by then were 
casemaking, springmaking, and engraving, but specialisation 
had not yet reached the stage where a craftsman might spend his 
life piercing cocks or turning fusees. 14

Wright may have been an isolated worker, unconnected with 
other local watchmakers. More probably, he was one of several 
craftsmen employed from London, where the high standard of 
tools and watches produced in south west Lancashire was 
respected. This link with London may possibly have originated 
in the watchmaking activities of the Aspinwall family of Toxteth 
Park, south of Liverpool. The work of Thomas Aspinwall (died 
1624) was known in London, and his son Samuel (died 1672) 
established an important business in the capital, which itself 
employed Liverpool area craftsmen, and probably provided the 
basis from which the Liverpool watch trade developed in the late 
seventeenth century. 13 By the 1730s, the Liverpool trade had 
created its own local 'out-work' connections. Evidence of further 
links with London is, however, very scarce indeed. Workers as 
far out as Speke and Halewood were employed from Liverpool 
by this time, but the network does not seem to have spread as 
far as Sankey. Hence, in the present state of our knowledge, 
Richard Wright cannot be classed as part of the Liverpool 
watch trade, and the pocket book cannot, unfortunately, be used 
to suggest a strong connection between the Liverpool trade and 
London at this time.

14 For these later developments see e.g. T. C. Barker and J. R. Harris, A 
Mersevside town in the industrial revolution, St Helens 1750-1900 (1959), 
pp. 26-8, 287, 370-3.

15 See F. A. Bailey and T. C. Barker, 'The 17th century origins of watch 
making in south west Lancashire', in J. R. Harris (ed.), Liverpool and Mersey- 
side (1969), pp. 1-15.




