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W HEN William Camden began his discussion of Lanca 
shire in his Brittania by confessing that he approached 

it 'with a kind of aversion' because of the unyielding 
obscurity of its past, he was in his own way lending support 
to a view of the county which was not only common amongst 
outsiders but which its countrymen also often found it 
expedient to endorse. 1 People and things in Lancashire, as in 
the north generally, were different from what they were in the 
south, where courtiers and councillors   and heralds like 
Camden   spent most of their lives. Customs, the social 
fabric, religious inclinations and even units of government 
had a distinctive character, which northerners were not slow 
to point out when it was to their advantage to do so. On 
closer acquaintance with the county Camden was much 
impressed with the durability and life style of its gentry- 
families who had risen by 'their bravery' and grown more 
and more 'by their frugality and . . . ancient self-contented 
simplicity', in marked contrast to their southern counterparts 
who had been undone by 'Luxury, Usury, Debaucheries and 
Cheating.' 2 Of course, it did not always look like that on the 
spot. The petitioners to Ormskirk quarter sessions early in 
James I's reign for so basic a facility as a house of correction 
for West Derby hundred compared their neglected condition 
with the forward outlook they imagined to prevail in the 
south. 3 Christopher Hudson in one of his neatly turned assize 
sermons at Lancaster, welcomed the fact that 'in this cold 
region' such 'frenzies' as Brownism were scarcely to be found; 
but he regretted all the more that in their place were 'cold 
Epilepsies, dead Apoplexies, deadly Lethargies and perillous 
Consumptions, all from Popery.' 4 But in parliament, 
especially in the house of Commons, it was generally 
advantageous to stress the north's distinctiveness. In the
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session of 1606, for example, Sir Thomas Holcroft, then 
sitting for Cheshire, pointed out that the term 'parish' in a 
bill was not specific enough for the 'Northern parts where he 
dwelt' since most parishes consisted of numerous 
semi-autonomous townships; while Sir Edwin Sandys, son of 
a former archbishop of York, assured the house that the word 
'require' lost its imperative tone with distance and came to 
mean 'no more than to desire, and so used in all North 
Partes.' Some years earlier, a speaker in Elizabeth's 
Commons had shown the house what life was like in the 
north when pointing out that a bill intended to fine any 
gentleman using an alehouse within two miles of his home 
would unfairly discriminate against those in Lancashire 
where it was a 'common and usual thing ... for gentlemen as 
they go a-hawking to ... take a repast at an alehouse', 
adding that some of them were 'worth five hundred marks a 
year.'?

Such strangeness, carrying with it a hint of poverty and the 
need for special consideration, was obviously an asset, even if 
it exaggerated the divergences between those parts of the 
kingdom comfortably close to London and the more distant 
regions. When for example Elizabeth's Council in 1593 made 
a considerable effort to get the counties to restore the 
declining value of the parliamentary subsidy, the earl of 
Derby felt able to strike a self-righteous, and economical, 
attitude in declaring Lancashire's modest return to be 'as it 
ever was in my grandfather's time and my father's.' 6 No 
account may have been taken of inflation, but other kinds of 
abiding value were there for the Council to follow Camden in 
appreciating, if it would. Although there clearly were broad 
differences between the general level of prosperity of those 
counties north of the Trent and a number of those further 
south, there must remain some suspicion that the north as a 
whole may have been relatively even more lightly taxed than 
the rest of England. Until 1610 the four northernmost 
counties, with Tudor frontier responsibilities to discharge, 
were not even included in the subsidy at all; and their 
assessments thereafter amounted to little more than a 
gesture. Similarly, there were striking differences in liability 
for purveyance. Lancashire provided a mere forty store oxen 
a year, in an unvarying assessment first made in 1583 4; 
even in the 1630s they cost less than £300 a year, compared 
with sums up to ten times as much spent in the south-east on 
a wide range of commodities, some of them readily 
perishable. 7 The Lancashire gentry time and again give the
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impression of being able to cope with their financial 
obligations to the Crown without undue difficulty. Once or 
twice they almost gave the game away, as when making a 
quite respectable return for distraint for knighthood in 1631 
they remarked 'the same may seeme lesser than might bee 
expected (as wee hope it will not). . .'. 8 But a Council 
anxious for money was more likely to greet any return with 
relief rather than suspicion. It had already failed to notice 
that Derby's claim in 1627 that in Lancashire 'no man [had] 
denied' the forced loan may have had something to do with 
its assessment there at the rate of only four subsidies instead 
of the stipulated five. 9

It probably took the Council many years to acquire a clear 
conception of Lancashire. Religion apart, it had no 
immediately distinguishing characteristics. It was not 
particularly well endowed with substantial gentry and, 
although Burghley made a conscientious effort to study their 
pedigrees, few enjoyed the wider prominence of the 
Stanleys. 10 On the fragile evidence of the subsidy books it 
could not be regarded as a wealthy shire. It had no 
distinctive economic activity to set it apart   or to pull it 
together. Indeed, it scarcely seemed all of a piece, lacking a 
natural centre for county business around which the gentry 
might have made their homes. Its administrative 
arrangements were in consequence unusually decentralised, 
and it took its sheriff several hundred words to describe them 
to the Council in 1575." Even when it was still fashionable to 
do so, no historian suggested that Lancashire had a 'county 
community' in any sense of the term: its gentry had first to 
develop county-mindedness. Its county town, Lancaster, was 
the farthest north the assize judges ventured on their late 
winter circuits; and it invariably had fewest JPs at its quarter 
sessions. By the 1590s Burghley had several maps of the 
county; but even seasoned travellers could come unstuck in 
Lancashire and neither he nor his successors showed at a 
remove much grasp of population distribution, distances or 
terrain, as the bishops of Chester and JPs frequently 
complained. 12 Elizabeth's Council in particular saw 
Lancashire through a glass, darkly; and almost inevitably 
had its attention most taken by its unsettled condition, made 
more ominous by its comparative remoteness from the 
resources of central government. For it lay outside the 
visiting range of individual councillors on their occasional 
rallying trips, and thus beyond what Sir Benjamin Rudyerd 
later called the 'awe of the Council." 3 Although Lancashire
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was the principal part of the Duchy of Lancaster, and the 
Duchy's chancellor was ex offiao a Privy Councillor, the 
relationship seems to have done little to strengthen its links 
with central government. The chancellor retained the 
nomination of the county's sheriff and JPs; but the Duchy's 
surviving records suggest that many of its administrative res 
ponsibilities were subsumed by the Privy Council." 
Chancellors came and went frequently, and were seldom 
senior ministers. After the death of Sir Ralph Sadler, the 
office changed hands eight times between 1587 and 1601. 
Only twice was it held by ministers close to the centre of 
government, and then only briefly; but none of their 
seventeenth century successors could claim as much. 15 For an 
independent assessment of Lancashire, the Council depended 
primarily on the assize judges, even though they spent little 
more than a week a year there and their view seldom 
extended far beyond the court room.

Yet Lancastrians themselves were often quite familiar with 
London and the environs of the Court. When James I 
introduced the new order of baronets in 1611, the second 
baronet in all England was a Lancashire man, Sir Richard 
Molyneux of Sefton; and so was the eighth, Sir Richard 
Hoghton, and the fourteenth, Sir Thomas Gerrard; all of 
them were included in the highly competitive first seal of 
May 16II. 16 Hoghton's son Gilbert actually became a 
courtier, flitting about on the edges of the ever widening 
circles of Buckingham's patronage. 17 The county sent a very 
respectable proportion of its sons to the inns of court, 
principally to Gray's   the largest and in some ways most 
conservative   for at least a smattering of legal education. It 
was there that Sir Francis Bacon first began to sponsor the 
career of Edward VVrightington, son of 'a most severe justicer 
among the recusants' in Lancashire whose problems had 
come Bacon's way years before.' 8 Examination of the 
jaedigrees completed during the herald's visitation of London 
in 1633 5 reveals that Lancashire-born men provided the 
tenth highest total of outsiders included in the survey. That is 
worth remarking, as the county was seldom the birthplace of 
the king's civil servants; its officeholders tended to be 
associated most often with local posts provided by the county- 
palatine or the Duchy. 19 As Gray's Inn invariably lagged 
behind the other inns in producing barristers, it is likely that 
the majority of the Lancastrian Londoners were merchants or 
tradesmen, such as the Warrington builder the Stanleys 
employed to develop their Shoe Lane site for them, close by
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Derby House in Cannon Row. Many of them must first have 
arrived as apprentices, but managed to remember Lancashire 
in their wills, if not before. 20 A nostalgic letter in the 1590s 
from one young apprentice, missing his native county but 
concerned about some unfinished money business, has 
somehow found its way into the state papers. The reason for 
the inclusion of another Lancashire apprentice's letter there 
is much more obvious. He brought trouble on himself and his 
VVigan family in 1619 by innocently retailing a London 
rumour that the king's recent serious illness had mystical 
causes. His father was unwise enough to let others read the 
letter and it was displayed at musters. There the deputy 
lieutenants got to hear of it and promptly sent it, torn and 
soiled though it now was, to the Council. It was then 
enquired into with typically disproportionate thoroughness, 
particularly as the cu-lprit turned out to have been recently in 
the service of his uncle, chaplain to the bishop of London. 21 
Others made a smoother connection between capital and 
county. The influential City merchant, Ottwell Smith, 
maintained a close interest in the Lancashire clergy despite 
the hazards of trading with France, twice intervening with 
the Cecils and other ministers on behalf of clergy troubled in 
their consciences by ceremonials and vestments. 22 The 
clothier, Sir Nicholas Mosley, however emphasised in his 
own person the closeness that was possible, serving as lord 
mayor of London in 1599-1600 and high sheriff of Lancashire 
only three years later. 23

In personal terms and in piecemeal fashion there clearly 
was a sense in which Lancashire was far from cut off from 
London. News could travel fast in both directions, and 
periodically the London plague came all too quickly into the 
county. 24 Court ways of prodding county government also 
penetrated Lancashire. During the wave of undertaking of 
administrative projects at the turn of the century, quietly en 
couraged by senior ministers and by chief justice Popham, 
the Lancashire JPs were twice approached by leading 
Councillors on behalf of Alphonse Fowle, a quite menial 
royal servant with no obvious connection with Lancashire. 
They hoped, unsuccessfully, that he might be granted a 
licence by the JPs to run a county house of correction for 
them for a term of twenty-one years. 25 At much the same 
time John Hethersall, a Lancastrian Londoner, was 
reconciling himself to the failure of his suit for the keepership 
of the county gaol, then usually in the hands of a royal 
servant, by proposing to Robert Cecil a nationwide scheme
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for preventing dearth while raising revenue. This could be 
done by halving the number of alehouses in each county and 
making the rest pay heavily for registration and annual 
licensing. Modestly he asked only for the Lancashire 
concession. 26 Even Sir Thomas Holcroft caught the fashion, 
supplementing his concern over the size of parishes by 
proposing himself for a commission to regulate the sale of 
reams of paper by counting it out beforehand. 27

Such schemes were a symptom of the Council's limited 
ability to get things done, especially in the countryside. At 
the time it was steering an uneasy course, encouraging 
certain approved private initiatives while hoping not to 
undermine the standing and effectiveness of the JPs. 
Incompatible though they were, it needed both in its weak 
condition. Throughout the period its prospects of success 
depended on its ability to recognise its limitations without 
being dismayed by them. Under Elizabeth, it was if anything 
too small; but as it grew in size, if not in distinction, under 
James its fundamental weaknesses in organisation were 
magnified too. It was always better suited to muddling 
through than to well ordered administration. The flow of 
business to the Council table lacked proper control. Too 
much could come at once, and always it contained an untidy 
mixture of matters of state and those of only individual 
concern. Much of its business was self-generated and 
unsought, arriving at the Council in the shape of petitions 
from individuals and institutions, usually with a suggested 
remedy attached, itself involving the grant of a licence or 
patent in the king's name to the interested party. It took fine 
judgement to know whom to trust. One of Bacon's earliest 
pieces of advice to the rising Buckingham concerned the ways 
of handling petitions. James I himself struggled hard, but 
with little success, to apply some preliminary vetting to them 
so that only a select minority reached the Council table for 
detailed consideration. 28

Its circumstances left the Council with little time for con 
templation; nor did the JPs encourage it to be forward 
looking. 29 For them what needed to be done was that 
minimum which it was immediately necessary to do. As a 
result it had developed little or no notion of 'policy' in any 
modern sense, and had difficulty enough in keeping its 
various lines of action untangled and not actively working 
against each other. It took its decisions singly and generally 
separately; it seldom cross-referenced them, and very rarely 
tried even to coordinate them. Its correspondence with a
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county on any one subject tended to reveal a lack of 
continuous attention, as though with each letter the 
Councillors were coming to the matter for the first time. As 
the counties themselves believed in the protective qualities of 
reticence, the Council could not really complain when the 
standard of reporting it got from the localities seemed to 
reflect this appearance of off-handedness by being vague, 
misleading, delayed or altogether missing. Except for urgent 
business, it came to tolerate delays caused by the senior 
gentry being in London about their private affairs during the 
law terms; and this grace was extended by the deputy 
lieutenants to cover failure to muster the trained bands 
because of harvest or, as Derby once put it, because 'the 
horse were out to grass.' 30 The Council also developed 
certain stock responses, but did not always use them with 
discrimination. In a short space it might praise a group of 
JPs in order to encourage them and then criticise them for a 
similar performance in order to prevent complacency. At 
times it urged local officials to use their own initiatives; at 
others it rebuked them for not consulting it first. 31 Many a 
county was told it was the only one out of line, which cannot 
have impressed those JPs who served more than one shire. 
While much unfinished business came to a loose end, the 
Council could by contrast react in histrionic style. This was 
invariably the case when it got to hear about a local 
disturbance from a private source before it did so from the 
'next' JPs who had almost as certainly put it down. It often 
gave the impression of being more concerned by their silence 
than by the disturbance itself. Even then, its show of anger 
had constraints: it was always next time that the erring JPs 
would be punished, not this. On the whole, it knew better 
than to antagonise unduly that active minority in the 
commission of peace upon whose goodwill it was heavily de 
pendent. 32 Beyond a certain, never defined, point it preferred 
not to press them. Thus it showed proper scepticism over 
Lancashire's faultless muster certificate of 1618, considering 
that it revealed 'rather what ought to be than trulye was'; but 
it nevertheless rested content with the deputy lieutenants' 
indignant assurance that it was accurate. 33

It was not of course always aware of what it was missing. 
When during Humphrey Chetham's shrievalty the general 
certificate needed for his report to the Council on the 
collection for St Paul's disappeared 'like Noah's third dove' 
as his deputy Roger Kenyon pin it, he and Kenyon sent 
copies of their working papers which they correctly
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'imagine[d]. . . would satisfye the Councell Board.'"'4 Excessive 
encouragement of local initiative could also prove 
embarrassing. In the late 1590s Sir Richard Molyneux, 
forward as ever, decided at musters to invoke Robert Cecil's 
name in declaring the Lancashire bandsmen exempt from 
impending service in Ireland. It was, he said, a much needed 
and popular decision because there was a strong rumour that 
some Cheshire bandsmen had already been sent; and besides, 
the local recusants were very restive. But he was confronting 
the Council with a decision to which it had not been a party. 
Molyneux himself seems afterwards to have thought he might 
have overstepped the mark. He broke the news to Cecil only 
in a note, in his own hand, enclosed as though a casual after 
thought with a lengthy letter penned by his clerk about other 
aspects of county business. 35

Clerical slips were probably as unavoidable as were the 
hazards of transmitting information. Secretary Walsingham's 
response to bishop Chaderton's complaint that he had 
omitted the crucial name of the ever sensitive earl of Derby 
from an important letter intended especially for the pair of 
them in 1580, sums up the Council's resigned attitude to 
such matters. It was, he said 'but an over-sight of 
Forgetfulnes, which now cannot well be holpen: howbeit in 
all like letters hereafter, I will be mindful to have them 
directed to his Lordship as others.' 36 Haifa century later, the 
Lancashire glovers were referred to as glaziers throughout an 
extensive order entered in the Privy Council register. 37 
Chaderton once had an Exchequer process sent to him by 
common carrier; and on another occasion the Council 
messenger left for the north without taking Walsingham's 
letters with him. Some priests had to be hastily re-examined 
by the Lancashire JPs after the Council forgot to enclose its 
examinations with a letter ordering their trial at Lancaster 
assizes. Liverpool's new charter had to be returned because it 
bore the wrong dates; and warrants were often wrongly made 
out. 38 The deputy lieutenants were thus in no way 
disconcerted when, early in Charles I's drive to improve the 
militia, two of the four training sergeants sent to Lancashire 
turned out to bear different names from those on their 
papers. They assured the band captains it was of no 
consequence, rightly surmising that it was no more than 'a 
misprision in some of the clerks above.' 39 Some at least of this 
muddle was the consequence of the Council having too much 
to do, and too few active hands with which to do it.

For the Council to keep a county under continual scrutiny
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for any length of time, then, it had to have a compelling 
reason. In the case of Elizabethan Lancashire this was 
provided by its reluctance to embrace the reformation and 
the church settlement of 1559, and by the resulting doubts 
about its loyalty to the queen's government. For Elizabeth's 
ministers, Lancashire became synonymous with Catholic re 
cusancy; and the bulk of the correspondence between county 
and Council in the later sixteenth century in some way 
concerns that problem. Dr Haigh's invaluable account of 
Reformation and Reaction in Tudor Lancashire renders detailed 
comment superfluous; but one or two points may be made 
with regard to the Council's response. Its links with the 
county often hung by a slender thread. At a troubled moment 
late in 1569 Sir Francis Leake warned William Cecil that he 
doubted whether 'all the keys of Lankeshyr. . . presentlye 
hange att the earle of derbys owlde gyrdell'; but the Council 
had to hope that enough of them did, and that the earl would 
not swerve in his allegiance to the queen. 40 As a precaution 
Huntingdon suggested putting a spy into his household; and 
for years to come the moods and inclinations of successive 
earls were the subject of regular correspondence between the 
bishop of Chester and the Council. Chaderton in particular 
was always anxious that no opportunity should be neglected 
of commending the Stanleys for their loyalty. 4 ' Henry, 4th 
earl of Derby, was actually brought into the Council in 1586, 
and put in a fairly sustained bout of attendance at its board 
up to May 1589. His death in 1593 marked virtually the end 
of the county's direct links with the Council as a whole, as 
the bishop of Chester was never a member. Robert Cecil, 
whose interest in Lancashire quickened after he had assumed 
the duties of chancellor of the Duchy in the late 1590s and his 
niece had married William 6th earl of Derby, relied a good 
deal on his subordinate in the court of Wards, Sir Thomas 
Hesketh, who went back to his native shire periodically. 42 
Bishop Vaughan, who developed the habit of sending expert 
witnesses to Robert Cecil to tell their own story, also found 
Hesketh a useful intermediary. 43 Concerned that a very 
empty certificate 'will seem strange unto him when he redeth 
it' and in the process discover that the bishop and high 
sheriff had altogether failed in their promise to apprehend 
some recusant ringleaders, he urged Hesketh to emphasise 
the open spaces and ready hiding places the county 
contained: 'no man is better able to satisfye him of the state 
oi this Countie than yourselfe.' No doubt the bishop was wise 
to take this precaution; but Cecil himself must have been
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puzzled when shortly afterwards Sir Richard Molyneux 
confidently asserted in similar circumstances that so 
extensive were his watches that no recusant rioter was likely 
to evade them. 44 Even with Hesketh's help, Cecil found it 
hard to gauge the religious temperature of the county. 
Although he won Vaughan's approval for his part in 
introducing the four queen's preachers for Lancashire in 
1599, he had earlier ruffled him by his preference for zealous 
clergy who had turned out to be 'cross and contrary to her 
majesty's proceedings'; worse, Cecil had not consulted the 
bishop before sending the ministers north. 45 His father had at 
least once been even more tactless with Vaughan's 
predecessor Chaderton, advising him that the quickest way of 
stilling an accusation brought to the Council table that he 
had withheld £3000 in recusant fines was to pay the money 
into the Exchequer. As the accuser turned out to be a well 
known recusant adversary of the bishop, Burghley had to 
work hard to put things right. 46

The Council had always to tread carefully. The simple 
tests for loyalty and dependability which it applied in most 
other counties were not really suitable to Lancashire. As the 
minority of vociferous puritan ministers told Burghley 
frequently in the 1580s and 1590s, most of Derby's own inner 
circle of advisers and clients   his council   were tainted 
with Catholicism still. 47 Yet it achieved little to leave them 
out of the commission of peace in large numbers or to dilute 
the ecclesiastical commission by including many lesser men 
simply because they were known to be protestant. When the 
ecclesiastical commission was first made much broader in the 
late 1580s, it was the leading protestant gentry who joined 
lord Strange and the bishop in making a sharp and 
immediate protest. They felt themselves demeaned, and their 
past efforts by implication criticised, by the inclusion of lesser 
men; the latter, they felt, lacked the weight to carry out their 
duties effectively, and might make the commissioners as a 
whole a laughing stock. 48

In one respect, however, the Council's uncertainty and de 
pendence on individuals spilled over into ill-founded 
presumption, putting it at odds with the law itself. Its 
relationship with Robert Worsley began in 1580 and lasted 
for eleven frustrating years. Worsley was a south Lancashire 
squire and JP, well thought of both by Derby and by 
prominent puritan clergy; but, as a string of suits in the 
London courts revealed, he also had problems with his 
estates. 49 In 1580, in support of the new ecclesiastical
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commission, he opened the New Fleet prison in Salford for 
the reception of convicted recusants from all parts of the 
diocese of Chester. His prison was thus quite separate from 
the county gaols for Lancashire and Cheshire. Quite possibly 
his enterprise contained some hope of material reward for 
himself. If so, he was quickly disappointed. Despite the 
Council's help, he found himself continually unable to make 
ends meet. In June 1582 he persuaded the Council to grant 
him the proceeds from two statutory provisions: one-third of 
the diocesan revenues from the new £20 a month fine on 
convicted recusants, and the more readily realisable product 
of a rate of up to 8d. a week on every parish for the support 
of poor prisoners in gaol. 50 It was with this latter proposal 
that the Council began to put itself at odds with the law. The 
parish rate provision was derived from an act of 1572 for the 
punishment of vagabonds and the relief of the poor and 
impotent. Its terms left no doubt that it was intended solely 
for the maintenance of vagabonds and their like, expected to 
flood county gaols as the act was put into effect, until they 
were discharged after gaol delivery. It was meant for prisons 
regularly subject to such delivery, unlike Worsley's own. It 
applied to prisons, prisoners and parishes within a single 
county, and took no account of institutions which drew their 
inmates from across county boundaries. Its terms, as they 
appear in the statute book, were given no religious 
connotation at all. Neither the Lancashire nor the Cheshire 
JPs relished these proposals; but after much Conciliar 
chivvying, the Lancashire ones at least set about collecting 
the parish rate. 51

Worsley, who seems to have had some of the undertaker's 
entrepreneurial instincts, next proposed to the Council an 
extension of his responsibilities which might deflect current 
criticism. In December 1582 he offered, in return for the 
product of one year's parish rate, to set up three houses of 
correction   one for Cheshire, one for Lancashire, and one 
for the northern extremities of the diocese   where he would 
'recyve and set a-worke such Rogues, Vagaboundes and idle 
persons as may be found.' 52 In enthusiastically supporting 
this development, however, the Council breached a second 
recent statute. This time it was the act of 1576 which in a 
distinctly half-hearted way had introduced the possibility of 
establishing houses of correction in the counties. 53 Its salient 
characteristic was that its terms were permissive: the JPs 
could set up one or more houses if they would; but they did 
not have to do so. Its only qualification was that if they did
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decide to go ahead after discussing the matter at next Easter 
quarter sessions, they were to set up their house or houses 
within two years of collecting a rate for the purpose, or return 
the money. The Council took a different line. It told the JPs 
of the two counties that 'by Lawe everie Shire is bounde to 
establish suche a House upon a great Penaltie, if the same be 
not within a Tyme performed.' It added that it was 'of 
Opinion that yt wilbe a good Bargayne for the Shire, if for so 
small a Matter as such a Collection is, they maie be free from 
that Charge and Penaltie.' 54 Its reference to a collection was 
also misleading: it meant here the 8d a week rate on the 
parishes; yet neither of the acts in question contained any 
provision for transferring the use of that rate from gaol to 
house of correction. Indeed the implication of the 1576 act 
was that houses of correction were not to become unduly 
dependent on county rates for their support. 55

What explanation can there be for the Council's 
misreading of recent legislation? The most charitable one, 
and perhaps the most likely, is that in casting about for the 
means of financing a necessary undertaking, put to it by an 
approved agent who was also a JP, it tried to tailor some 
unsuitable legislative cloth to fit an unusual diocesan coat in 
the interests of political as well as religious conformity. 
Certainly the 1576 act was not what it had hoped to get onto 
the statute book; and it may have been that its collective 
memory retained in sharper focus the bill it had wanted 
rather than the act it fetched up with. It may also have 
presumed an association between recusancy and vagrancy, 
although this was not spelt out to the JPs. 56 But for a 
government which stood upon the rule of law it was careless, 
to say the least. It found itself at the last faced with serious 
opposition in Lancashire. The protesters were shrewdly led 
by Richard Bold JP, of whose recusant associations the 
Council had recently been informed by one of his servants. 
Setting aside some Conciliar bluster about means and ends 
and rebutting the allegation that he had improperly laced 
Lancashire's petition against the rate with the names of the 
Stanley circle, he astutely put the blame not on the Council 
but on Derby and the bishop. This did not displease the 
Council as it had already begun to blame them itself for not 
letting it know how strong local resentment had become. 
Bold also emphasised how, after he and others had been 
informed 'by those that be learned' that the 1572 act 'doth not 
warrant anie such taxacion for paiement to be made to ... 
Worsley in such forme as is now appointed', individual
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Privy Councillors had urged him to bring the matter to its 
board. In that way he helped the Council to edge itself back 
within the law again. The correction scheme was promptly 
abandoned. 57 Worsley, whom Bold had pointed out was so 
much in debt that he was not fitted to receive public funds, 
was left with his prison and one-third of the revenue of 
monthly fines to support it. 58 Even that income was not to 
last much longer. An amending act of 1587, perhaps with 
recent events in mind, for the first time permitted the product 
of such fines to be applied to houses of correction; but at the 
same time it invalidated all existing local arrangements for 
disposal of fines. At a moment when the Council was 
particularly under pressure from the puritan ministers in 
Lancashire to ensure that indictments against suspected 
recusants were pushed through, VVorsley's enterprise came to 
an end. Ahead of him was a long wait, much of it outside the 
Council chamber, before he got a final settlement of his 
expenses. There was probably nothing sinister in the 
Council's behaviour throughout this episode; but if it did not 
understand the law, or feel obliged to observe it rigorously, 
how could it expect others to do so?59 It was not long 
abashed: as early as July 1586 it returned to the theme 
without reference to what had gone before, asking the JPs of 
the two counties to consider whether they might raise a rate 
of up to 8d a week from every parish for the maintenance of 
idle and vagrant felons in gaol. 60

One further point ought to be made about the religious 
issue in Elizabethan Lancashire. It concerns the unsettling 
effects of pressing too hard in any direction for conformity. 
The 1590s were especially strife-torn. They opened with a 
new archbishop of York, Piers, and a new near-Catholic 
assize judge Walmisley, bearing so severely on protestant 
nonconformists that Burghley had to intervene on their 
behalf. Yet by 1592 Burghley was talking instead of a 
'general revolt of the [Catholic] recusants, especially in 
Lancashire'; and at the end of the decade Vaughan confessed 
that popish disturbances 'follow one in the neck of the 
other.' 61 The local Catholics themselves protested that their 
disruptions were no more than retaliation for recent increases 
in protestant antagonism; and undoubtedly Edward 
Fleetwood and his fellow zealots helped to turn the question 
of slow changing and unchanging Catholicism into the more 
obdurate problem of recusancy. But equally the lurking 
presence and often mischievous activities of the young 
Catholic priests in the county helped to confirm the distant
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Council in its view that the old religion constituted a 
continuing threat to political stability, and persuaded it to 
press yet harder for reform. The rough reception given to the 
queen's preachers, as they addressed themselves to the 
unconverted, showed what the recusant reaction was 
nevertheless to be. 62 At the same time, the Council's inability 
to secure the arrest of many of the principals demonstrated 
the weakness of its grip. What some of the lengthy 
proceedings in Star Chamber against those who were 
arrested seem to show is that local antagonisms of a 
non-religious kind also found plenty of opportunity for 
expression in these years. 63 But the underlying tension was 
undoubtedly religious. One example will illustrate the point. 
Among those who suffered from recusant hostility in the 
Speke area was a young farmer, William Brettergh, who in 
night attacks in May and August 1600 had his cattle and 
horse first maimed and then slaughtered. These assaults, it 
was later said, were the work of 'Seminarie priests (no 
question) and of recusants that lurked thereabouts', of whom 
Edward Norris of Speke was the principal. Little progress 
was made in bringing the local miscreants to justice, 
although the probable ringleader Thurstan Hunt, a priest, 
was later captured and executed. But when shortly 
afterwards Brettergh's very protestant wife Katherine died 
following a burning fever during which she had temporarily 
doubted her faith and thought herself 'full of hypocrisie', her 
husband had to go to considerable lengths to counter local 
recusant gossip that she had 'died despairing and . . . 
comfortless.' No fewer than two full length sermons were 
preached at her funeral at Childwall; and they were promptly 
published at her husband's insistence, together with a 
detailed account of her last hours, attested by witnesses, in 
order to establish the 'true historie of her holie life and 
Christian death.' Her assiduity had led her to read at least 
eight chapters of the bible a day; but all three tracts were less 
a celebration of her life than a justification of the manner of 
her dying. She had incidentally seen the attacks on the cattle 
as an opportunity to test and strengthen her faith, and had 
probably reconciled her husband to their loss more efFectively 
than the Council managed to do. 64

Against this background it is on the face of it surprising 
that the rioting came to an end shortly after James I came to 
the English throne. But his coming reduced border tensions 
and began the stabilising of the 'middle shires.' One of the 
assize judges soon noticed an increasing attachment to law



Lancashire and the Privy Council 49

and order in the far north as the opportunities for prosperity 
improved. In Lancashire itself most of the militant puritans 
were either elderly or already dead, while the most openly 
defiant priests had been executed. 65 James himself tried to 
favour neither puritan nor papist, and though his Church 
was always a broad one, he was less prepared to countenance 
protestant extremists than his predecessor had been. The 
reports which the assize judges sent back, apparently of their 
own volition, to the Council were not alarmist. At the end of 
his five week 'Northern pilgrimage' late in the summer of 
1609 serjeant Phelips told Cecil that Lancashire and its three 
northern neighbours were 'Free from the Synn of bloud and 
other Felonyes and outrages as any other fower Counties 
within this kingdome', although Yorkshire was a different 
matter. He added that the 'quietnesse and peace amongst the 
people (the former tymes considered) is rather to be noated 
for Strange then to be believed if experience did not prove 
yt.' He even considered that popery was receding, 
optimistically remarking that 'among the common sorte of 
people it [had] very much decreased, and would [do so] 
much more if a hand of moderate discipline were usually 
carried among them.' 66 But James for the immediate future 
concentrated his attentions on the benefits which the 
wealthier recusants might bring to his straitened Exchequer. 
In 1617, however, on his way back to London after his first 
visit to Scotland since coming south in 1603, he felt able 
while briefly in Lancashire to curb extremer protestant pre 
tensions by relaxing the strict Sabbitarian rules which the 
JPs amongst them had compiled at the sheriffs table in 1616, 
and which had also been signed by the assize judge, Edward 
Bromley. James's action did not directly affect Roman 
Catholics; but it altered the standing of puritan gentry with 
Court and Council and encouraged the further development 
of moderate protestantism. It was also a step towards Charles 
I's cruder view that 'neglect of punishing puritans breeds 
papists', something to which James was unlikely to have fully 
subscribed. 67

The relationship with the Jacobean Council into which the 
county settled was less tense and urgent than it had been for 
many years. It can also be made to appear sluggish and 
neglectful. But the lassitude which seems to hang over 
James's England is something of an illusion. To some extent 
it was the natural consequence of bringing the Spanish war 
to an end in 1604, ushering in years .of unbroken peace. But it 
is also a distorted reflection of the times produced by the loss
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through the Whitehall fire of 1619 of most of the Council's 
papers for the earlier part of the reign, details of which 
survive, if at all, in a wide variety of personal and local 
archives. The impression which gradually emerges from these 
alternative sources is that of a government which mingles 
schemes for revenue raising with a genuine and continual 
concern for the effectiveness of county administration. At 
times it ran the two together, as it did in its 1608 scheme for 
licensing alehousues to help pay for the Irish service   to 
which, in the event, Lancashire was one of only four English 
counties to make no response at all. 68 But at others, it tried 
hard to sharpen the JPs' awareness of the mass of statutes 
available for enforcement, as a preliminary to their better 
understanding and wider use. It revived local sessions of JPs 
in the hundreds between quarter sessions, perhaps even in 
Lancashire, and later ordered meetings before assizes too. In 
1609 it urged the counties to set up small standing 
committees of JPs to disseminate Council instructions and 
royal proclamations as soon as they came into the county, 
although there is no evidence that Lancashire did so. And it 
tried, through the assize judges, to direct the JPs' attention to 
the essential elements within the wide compass of their 
statutory obligations. 69 A full survey of these duties took at 
least two hours to read in open court, and their extent may 
be readily gauged by the summary versions printed in 
successive editions of William Lambard's handbook for JPs, 
Emnarcha. The Lancashire clerk of the peace had the version 
given in the 1607 edition copied onto a formal roll, itself of 
some length, presumably for use in court: it contains roughly 
240 paragraphs. 70 Condensed but still extensive lists of 
questions about such basic problems as the poor, rogues, 
alehouses, settlement and religion were gradually coming into 
use under Elizabeth; but they appear to have become more 
widespread during James's reign. A particularly substantial 
set, apparently prompted by passing fears of Spanish 
invasion early in 1613, was introduced on the western circuit 
that year and was in use on the northern one by 1618. By 
then James had begun to insist on the assize judges 
presenting him with formal written reports, bearing specific 
topics in mind, after they had returned from their circuits. As 
a result the judges asked the JPs more leading questions, and 
it was hoped the process would continue down the line to the 
parish constables and overseers of the poor. 71 How far it 
penetrated in Lancashire is very much open to question. The 
county's distended sessions arrangements had always
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handicapped the development of centralised investigation 
and reporting, and had even made coordinated action 
throughout the county difficult. The latter problem had been 
tackled back in the 1570s by the introduction of an institution 
unique to Lancashire, the formal business meetings of theJPs 
at the sheriff's table during the course of assizes week. The 
judges did not attend; but they were nearby, and in early 
years seem to have taken a close interest in the JPs' agenda. 
By the 1620s, however, the table was showing signs of a life of 
its own; and while this helped to develop a corporate spirit 
amongst its JPs, it necessarily meant a reduction in the 
extent to which the judges were able to direct its proceedings 
from outside the room. The JPs at the table naturally 
preferred to manage county business rather than to instigate 
enquiries into their own shortcomings and those of parish 
officials on other occasions. So many Jacobean initiatives 
petered out, in Lancashire as elsewhere, on the shores of 
gentry self-interest and indifference. 72

It is sometimes said that Charles I took a new broom to 
English administration. Certainly the overall volume of 
business increased noticeably in 1625; but this had more to 
do with the immediate needs of war than with any inherent 
capacity in the new king for brisk and imaginative 
government. Some of the bristles in the new broom were 
decidedly worn. Sir Richard Hoghton, for example, remained 
one of Lancashire's senior deputy lieutenants, even though 
fulfilment of his duties depended entirely on whether he 
could contrive for himself further periods of release from the 
Fleet prison in London, where he was long confined for 
seemingly insuperable debts. 73 Under pressure again, the 
Council was no more decisive than in the past. In the space 
of less than a month in the early summer of 1625, the 
numbers of men required from Lancashire for two levies for 
the Spanish and Irish services were changed three times in 
all, the place of one of the rendezvous was altered drastically 
from Plymouth to Hull at a late stage, and the date of arrival 
at port also revised. All the Council's letters were seriously 
delayed by being sent first to the lord lieutenant, Derby, who 
was also holding back by two and a half months a further 
Council letter for annual musters. Yet the two deputy 
lieutenants in the county at the time, Sir Cecil Trafford and 
Sir Ralph Asheton, coped with the whole muddled business 
remarkably coolly, sent one levy off on time and the other 
only a week late, and found an opportunity to keep both the 
Council and Derby informed of their progress. 74 It is no
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wonder that the deputies liked to keep certified copies of their 
instructions with them. They were evidently needed not 
simply to justify their authority but also to absolve 
themselves from imputations of incompetence. The Council, 
from Buckingham downwards, all too often had unrealistic 
expectations of the capacity of local government to supply its 
needs at short notice, and had little idea of the repercussions 
caused by its changes of plan.

Lancashire's geographical position nevertheless allowed it 
to escape the traumatic experiences of the counties on the 
southern and south-eastern seaboard as Charles managed to 
get himself at war with both Spain and France in the later 
1620s. On occasion the deputy lieutenants and JPs in those 
counties stood in open defiance of a divided Council, 
throwing impractical instructions back in its face   and 
sometimes getting away with it, if the matter did not directly 
concern revenue. 75 Lancashire suffered none of the scars 
which helped to condition reflexes in those counties to most 
forms of Conciliar activity in the 1630s. It had no need of 
protection from a sympathetic Councillor. Despite its 
contacts with London, it was not politically a forward county 
and had acquired no reputation for factious obstruction. 
When the earl of Manchester, as lord president of the 
Council, decided in 1627 on humanitarian grounds to risk the 
king's displeasure by releasing the leading resisters of the 
forced loan from the Gatehouse prison and sending them to 
the country for a change of air, one of the counties he chose 
to receive them was Lancashire. A decade later, when the 
libellers of archbishop Laud were dispersed to 'remote places' 
for 'perpetual imprisonment', it seemed appropriate that one 
of them, Burton, should be sent to Lancaster Castle. 76

One consequence of the Council's military drive of the 
later 1620s did however mark Lancashire's government for 
many years to come. Its pattern of office-holding was upset 
by two decisions, each acceptable in isolation and each 
approved by the assize judges, which together placed a severe 
strain on the county's available manpower. In August 1626 
the assize judges allowed the deputy lieutenants to grant 
trained bandsmen exemption from parish office during their 
period of service, because they had to be readily available 
during Charles's campaign for a 'perfect' militia. 77 The 
repercussions were soon apparent. As a counter-measure the 
assize judges themselves decided, probably at the prompting 
of the JPs, that the high constables of the hundreds, chosen 
annually in groups of thirteen, should in future be exempted
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for life from the most wide ranging of parish offices, that of 
petty constable. That order was reiterated by the sheriffs 
table in 1633, and was repeated again soon after the 
Restoration. 78 Since it was very rare for a high constable to 
serve more than once, this decision effectively granted a 
lifetime's exemption from the office of petty constable for a 
single year's service. It meant that a group of minor gentry 
and solid yeomen were taken out of the pool of those 
available for the most demanding of parish responsibilities at 
the rate of fifty every four years. Two consequences seemed 
to follow. One was that the trained bands themselves 
increasingly became filled with non-freeholders, quite 
contrary to unswerving Council instructions down the years, 
and did so at a time when the king was making some effort to 
improve their standards. The other was that, amidst much 
chopping and changing of unsatisfactory appointments at 
quarter sessions, the high constables' office in particular 
began to go to men of such obvious physical and material 
insufficiency that they can only have been put forward 
because they were considered by their neighbours to be 
unsuitable for parish office. 79 What Robert Bolton called 'the 
convenient correspondency between the importance of the 
place and the capacity of the party' was in serious jeopardy. 80 
The high constables were the principal intermediaries 
between the JPs and the parishes; yet neither king nor 
Council did anything to remedy circumstances largely caused 
by the failure of the assize judges to coordinate their 
decisions. Some years before the office of parish constable 
grew unpopular elsewhere through political disaffection, the 
Lancashire clerk of the peace felt obliged to open a register in 
which he recorded each year the names of those appointed 
petty constable throughout the county. His efforts were made 
necessary not by direct and continuing Council pressure; 
rather they were the consequence of the judges' failure to 
monitor the county's response to an early campaign, which 
had itself lost much of its impetus by 1630. 81

The assize judges, although seldom at ease with the gentry 
and sometimes behaving with unbecoming pettiness, fared 
rather better as the Council's emissaries during the 1630s. 
They were closely associated with the Lancashire JPs' 
belated but unusually fulsome response to the principal ad 
ministrative measure of Charles I's reign. This was his new 
Book of Orders, launched by the Council with every 
appearance of enthusiasm at the end of January 1631. It had 
no claim to be innovatory; nor did its terms do much to
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deflect Christopher Hudson's strictures in 1632 on the 
personal and collective lethargy7 and selfishness which 
provoked idleness, fornication, vagrancy and theft. But it 
may have been intended to suggest a responsible and 
vigorous aspect of the monarchy. Its aim, to quicken theJPs 
and parish officers by directing them to some salient points in 
the statute book, was commendable enough. TheJPs were to 
divide themselves into small divisional groupings, and hold 
monthly meetings within those divisions at which the Book 
was to be put into practice. Periodically they were to report 
to the assize judges, who were to pass on their certificates to 
the Council itself. A number of counties responded with an 
initial show of willingness; but not Lancashire. It made a 
characteristically non-committal start, not helped by the 
severe plague in the Preston area in 1630-1. 82 It was only 
after the Council had intervened to whip up the judges and 
JPs throughout England after a marked falling off in 
performance during 1633 that Lancashire was at last moved 
to conform. What had looked like going the way of several 
other Conciliar initiatives, sunk without trace, was abruptly- 
transformed into a regular practice. Between 1634 and 1638 
Lancashire produced more reports for the Council from its 
monthly meetings than any other county in England as its 
JPs rapidly acquired the habit of handing their reports to the 
judges during the course of assizes week. It looks very much 
as though the requirements of the Book, basic though they 
were, chimed with what the Lancashire JPs at last recognised 
as necessary for their county: regular parish and town poor 
rates, control of apprenticeship, disciplining of rogues and 
vagabonds. The reports themselves were often limited in 
scope, patchy in coverage and baldly set out. They 
inadvertently revealed almost as much about past neglect as 
they did about current achievement, and provided a 
commentary on the continuing refusal of parish officials to be 
quickened. But overall they suggest that Lancashire made 
some headway in the 1630s towards acquiring common ad 
ministrative practices, particularly in the parishes and 
townships, and that it adapted itself more completely to the 
work of JPs out of sessions. 83 Taken with the growing 
assurance of the sheriff's table and some recent assertiveness 
by the JPs against officers of the Duchy of Lancaster and 
against the Exchequer at Westminster, the response to the 
Book seems to indicate an increasing readiness by the county 
magistracy to shoulder its communal responsibilities. 84 
Superficially at least, Charles' Privy Council had a better
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idea of the condition of the whole of Lancashire than any of 
its predecessors had ever done. And, typically inquisitive, it 
continued to add to its knowledge in the later 1630s by 
asking about the numbers of alehouses, maltsters and 
badgers there. 85 Its messengers were now able to visit the 
county without fear of the terrible beating handed out to two 
of the bishop's men in 1599. 8f> The listless Derby, too, sent a 
group of muster defaulters to the Council   on its 
instructions   for the first time in 1633, thus providing a 
further indication of the way in which Lancashire was at last 
entering the mainstream of English government. 87 Its 
clothiers and tradesmen appeared more often at its board as 
petitioners. 88 The strangeness was, for the moment at least, 
diminishing.

Charles's methods of taxation, so sensitive a subject in 
counties with a reputation for affluence, scarcely ruffled the 
temper of Lancashire. Derby was able to boast about the lack 
of opposition to the forced loan in 1626-7, and distraint for 
knighthood in 1630-1 was readily absorbed. Only twelve 
compounders failed to pay their fines, and all escaped 
punishment. Others may have failed even to compound; but 
in the end the county raised over £3,500 from 284 payers, 
equivalent to three of its parliamentary subsidies. 89 Even ship 
money caused no serious dislocation. Lancashire indeed was 
the only English county to have its assessment raised   by 
£500 to £4,000   for the 1636-7 levy, after Cheshire's 
querulous request for comparability with its neighbours. 90 Its 
sheriffs encountered only localised assessment problems and 
only sporadic refusals to pay. The basic fairness of its rating 
system, down to parish and township level, stood sheriff and 
king in good stead. Almost all the sums required of it 
between 1635 and 1639 were collected and much of it was 
paid into the Exchequer ahead of time. Oniy in 1640, when 
many other counties had virtually abandoned collection, did 
the Lancashire sheriff report to the Council that doubts had 
arisen about whether ship money ought to be paid as of right 
or not. By then, the rapid passage of events had overtaken 
the question. 91

In some respects, as this impressionistic survey has tried to 
show, Lancashire's experience of the Privy Council over a 
couple of generations does not entirely conform with the con 
ventional view of Tudor and Stuart government. Certain 
common characteristics of course prevailed throughout. But 
it was Elizabeth's Council, rather than Charles I's, which 
was guilty of misrepresenting the law to its JPs while demon-
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strating the hazards of supporting a JP turned projector 
whose sole asset was willingness, not capital. James I, 
sometimes wiser in his ways than Elizabeth, preferred from 
the outset to back the commissions of peace and lieutenancy 
wherever basic administrative considerations were 
concerned. It was his government, with its compulsory act of 
1610, which finally established houses of correction 
throughout England by 1620, almost half a century after 
Elizabeth had first tentatively introduced them into 
legislation. Lancashire got its first county house in 1619, 
during the strongest administrative impulse of the reign. It 
sounds late, but was only five years after Middlesex and 
Surrey, much closer to the Council's doorstep. 92 Charles's 
Council undoubtedly exerted an unusual degree of pressure 
on the county, but it does not seem to have become 
unbearable on any front. His judges are sometimes accused 
of a rigid insistence on the letter of the law, even in local 
administration. But no matter how they conducted their 
judicial proceedings, they found themselves in administrative 
matters hedged about by unclear law and a lack of uniform 
interpretation by the bench. A Manchester settlement 
certificate seems to epitomise the uncertainty which they had 
induced in the common mind. Its terms, regulating in a 
general way entry to the town, had first been set out by the 
assize judges in August 1629; by 1641 it had received no 
fewer than three further sets of judicial endorsements as the 
town's officials brought it back to court to test its validity 
after changes among the circuit judges. 93 The judges 
collectively were not much interested in local administration; 
they did what they had to do, but it is doubtful for instance 
whether they ever examined the Lancashire JPs on the 
shortcomings in their returns to the Book of Orders, even 
though the Council, with much else on hand, was never in a 
position to do so itself. Lancashire, lying outside the 
jurisdiction of the Council of the North, also escaped the 
close attentions of Thomas Wentworth, the most formidable 
administrator Charles' government sent into the provinces 
before his removal to Ireland. Wentworth had, for example, 
paid in £24,000 in knighthood fines in nine months during 
1630 and 1631 (well over £11,000 of it from Yorkshire) before 
the Lancashire collector had paid in a penny. 94

For its part the county seems over the course of its dealings 
with the Privy Council to have acquired a sharper sense of its 
own identity, and to have slowly developed some 
understanding of its common interests. Religious differences
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still ran deep in 1640, but they no longer obtruded into all 
aspects of county government. They had, too, lost much of 
their early stark polarisation. Charles Ts religious dealings 
found no favourites in Lancashire. Indeed, the person who 
might have claimed to have been most humiliated by the 
personal government was none other than John Bridgeman, 
bishop of Chester. He was obliged to answer in the court of 
high commission a whole series of charges concerning the 
misuse of funds which had been brought by an unstable and 
deprived clergyman, then in prison, and was by no means 
entirely exonerated. 95 It seems an unlikely happening under a 
king who professed to believe in the divine right of bishops. 
But as Bridgeman himself remarked in other circumstances: 
'there is a curtain drawn between our eyes in the country, 
and the reasons of state policy.' 96 For all concerned, it was 
perhaps just as well.
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