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Halton, which a decade ago gave its ordinary-sounding name to the 
improbable union of Runcorn and Widnes, is, for historical 
architecture, quite the most interesting part of the new borough. This 
paper is concerned with its four most prominent survivals from the 
first half of the eighteenth century, three on the Brow near the church 
and castle and one now lost among new housing on the flat land to 
the south.

Three of these buildings   Hallwood, the parish library and the 
vicarage   are connected with the Chesshyre family who had lived 
in Halton certainly as early as the sixteenth century. The present 
Hallwood, though it may incorporate earlier work, was probably 
built by Thomas Chesshyre shortly before 1660. He is described as 
an 'official of the Duchy of Lancaster" and may just possibly have 
been a lawyer, like an Elizabethan ancestor of the same name and 
like his once-celebrated son who was born at Hallwood in 1662. 2 
John Chesshyre was the fourth of five brothers and had at least one 
sister. He was entered at the Inner Temple in 1696 and was involved 
in several of the most controversial trials of the early eighteenth 
century, which greatly enriched him; he rose to be queen'sand, on 
George I' s accession, 1714, when he was knighted, king's serjeant 
and finally, in 1727, king's prime serjeant. He spent most of his life 
in London (where he owned a house in Essex Street, Strand) and 
in Isleworth, then a fashionable out-of-town village with numerous 
substantial gentry houses, one of which Chesshyre bought in 1718 
and subsequently enlarged. But he kept in touch with Halton, 
endowed the church with a curacy of £200 per annum in 1705 and, 
either in 1718orin 1731, increased this to £600. In later years he 
seems to have spent more time in the north, and it was at Hallwood 
that he died suddenly on 15 May, 1738 'as he was going in to his 
coachV

Despite being outlived by his eldest brother, Robert, John 
Chesshyre appears to have inherited Hallwood; 4 and it was 
perhaps he who carried out at least some of the surviving eighteenth-
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century alterations to the house. In the absence of any documentation 
it is not possible to date the work with any accuracy. Sometime in 
the first half of the eighteenth century, however, the interiors of 
Thomas Chesshyre's modest house were enriched by a sumptuous 
Doric doorcase and some sturdy wainscot articulated by Corinthian 
pilasters, all of which look a little too large for the smallish rooms. 
At the same time a fine new staircase was squeezed into a narrow 
well with space for only two flights, one returning immediately on 
the other: it has three balusters per tread (one plain and two cork 
screw, of different twists) on an open string, the newel posts are 
Corinthian columns corresponding with pilasters in the dado, and 
the riser ends are carved with conventionally floreated consoles. Such 
work would normally suggest a date of c. 1710-20, but in the provinces 
traditions once established died hard and it may be quite a bit later 
  as, one would suppose, is the new brick facade to the north front 
which regularized one external face of the house, apparently leaving 
the rest unchanged. Though the stone pilaster strips at each end and 
the dumpy Doric doorcase look early and the heavy stone lintels could 
be of almost any date, the most prominent feature is the enormous 
pediment across the whole width of the facade   something which 
one would not expect to occur to a provincial builder much before 
the mid-century. Unless, that is, one regards it simply as a piece of 
gaucherie: it does rather overbalance the facade, and its own 
symmetry unfortunately draws attention to the fact that the windows 
on the two main floors are in fact not quite regular. The middle 
window is a few inches to the left of centre: did this result from a 
mistake in setting out, or was it that the old house could not be entirely 
accommodated to the new fashion? 3

If, in fact, this work was put in hand by Sir John Chesshyre, it 
may seem surprising that he did not attempt a more wholesale 
reconstruction of his 'mansion', forhe rapidly became very wealthy. 
But, as we shall see, he seems   even when founding a charity   
to have been a careful man; and perhaps he saw no occasion for more 
than a formal gesture at modernity in a house which he did not spend 
muchtimein. Moreover, it is not the whole story. For one thing the 
barn or stable range standing a little way off from the house at right 
angles to it was quite grandly treated to an elaborate stone facade, 
though one on which baroque details are accumulated very naively. 
Doric pilasters carrying triglyphs are widely spaced along he wall 
with room for two bays between each pair, but above is nothing but 
a simple cornice. The arrangement is symmetrical, but the centre 
has no doors, just two windows; the two doors (which, like the 
windows, have simple stepped architraves) stand towards the outer 
ends of the display under broken triangular pediments which sit on 
nothing, with no suggestion of an entablature to support them. 
Where there is room there are oculi making a sort of visual attic above
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the windows. All the details again suggest nothing later than the 
seventeen-twenties, but one wonders. Once again the facade is just 
a facade: part of the barn is sub-medieval, with a roof that may well 
be of the sixteenth century, and the other walls are of undisguised 
rubble.

That is all that one can now see. But until sometime during or after 
the second world war a south-facing range stood back to back with 
the old house, of quite different character from anything else that 
survives. The main facade of this range was indeed, though a little 
crowded, a design of considerable distinction, showing a knowledge 
of the classical orders and an obviously experienced competence at 
tensing them within a restrained baroque idiom that are well beyond 
the capacities implied by the designs of the north front and the 
barn." The proportions were unusual: of the two storeys the upper 
was much the higher   a piano nobile in fact, standing above a full 
basement and entered at its own level from a simple perron. Above 
rusticated pilaster-strips in the basement was a full-height Ionic order: 
pilasters at the angles, three-quarter columns on either side of the 
central bay, which was treated quite grandly. All the windows had 
triple-stepped architraves and keyblocks, but the door was lugged 
as well, and it carried, above a roll-moulding, a segmental pediment 
broken just at the centre: all this was clamped between the Ionic 
columns which themselves carried a triangular pediment boldy 
broken back through half its width. Though the windows ended well 
below capital-level, the entablature (apart from the cornice) was 
expressed only above the pilasters and columns: this left a 
considerable depth of plain brickwork which, with the equally plain 
parapet (there was no visible roof), gave much solemnity to the whole 
facade. Nothing is known of the internal layout of this range, but 
it may well have contained only a single grand saloon or drawing- 
room on the principal floor.

There can be no doubt that this building dates from some time 
during Sir John's ownership of the house. On his death, without 
children, Hallwood passed to his nephew William, Robert's second 
and only surviving son. It was sold in 1777 and again in 1800, when 
it was bought on behalf of the young Sir Richard Brooke of Norton, 
nearby. He had ideas for turning Hallwood into something more 
recognizably a gentlemen's residence; for, evidently soon after the 
purchase, an anonymous architect   perhaps Samuel Wyatt, whose 
brother James had earlier done up Norton Priory for Brooke's father 
  produced a set of plans for an enlargement which ingeniously 
wrapped a stylish new envelope about the irregular old house, turning 
it to face east and south, where two new fronts were to be built. On 
the upper floor, which would have contained the two main reception 
rooms for which the old ground floor was doubtless considered too 
low, the new walls would have been a lot higher than the existing
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ones, and within the extra height thus created an attic suite would 
have been added on the north front, thus doing away with the 
egregious pediment. The facades, with their unusual proportions 
reminiscent of the early eighteenth-century south front   upper 
windows half as high again as those below   would have been 
distincly severe, though the east would have had a semicircular Doric 
porch and the south Venetian windows of the type that Wyatt 
particularly favoured, with a segmental tympanum across the entire 
width. These plans would have resulted in a compact, almost square 
house (with a small nursery and kitchen wing to the west): curiously 
one might think, but no doubt in the interests of an exterior neatness 
and regularity, while keeping what by Regency standards were the 
rather cramped, old-fashioned rooms of Thomas Chesshyre' s house, 
they dispensed with the smarter south range altogether, redistributing 
its accommodation in the new extension to the east. The handsome 
staircase would also have gone and a U-shaped one taken its place, 
with a secondary stair behind. But very little came of these ideas   
perhaps only the incidental incorporation of two of the Venetian 
windows in the return facades of the south range. Hallwood, in its 
reduced state but with a long modern addition to the west, is now 
a pub and restaurant called the Tricorn Inn. 7

We know much more about the building of the parish library. An 
inscription on the original entrance records its origin and dedication: 
' Hanc BIBLIOTHECAM pro communi LITERATORUM usu 
sub cura Curati Capellae de HALTON Proventibus ter feliciter 
AUGMENTATAE JOHANNIS CHESSHYRE miles Serviens 
Dni Regis ad Legem D.D.D. Anno MDCCXXXIII.'" In fact it 
was built three years earlier: the rainwater head is dated 1730, and 
this is confirmed by letters and a rather confusing set of accounts 
provided for Sir John by Robert Chesshyre, then vicar of Runcorn, 
who was evidently in charge of the building on his brother's behalf. 
These are among a miscellaneous collection of Chesshyre papers now 
in Chetham's Library, Manchester.'

In an undated letter Robert sends 'some account of the charge 
of the intended Building', observing that he has 'advised with 
workmen' that it will cost 'at least ye sume above besides Presses, 
cartingmaals, as stone brick Timber and Levelling foundation'. The 
'sum above' is as follows:

Getting stone working and setting it 16-10-0
Brick and setting it 12- 8-0
Slate and covering roof 10
Timber for floor, Bords and Workmanship 14- 3-6
Lead for gutters 573 5-10-0
Lime and fetching it 2
Wainscoat 127 yds Danzick oak 4s.6d. p yd 25- 8-9
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If of English oak 5s.6d. p yd more 6- 7-0
2 windows, glass and ironwork 2
Hinges to pair for shutters and door 0-12-0
Outward door, hinges and lock 1- 5-0
False roof Laths and plaist ring 3-10-0

Then a note is added: '4 Presses. Leading Stone and Brick Timbr . 
Levelling foundacbn.'

He goes on to say that he has been recommended not to ' sink ye 
Rock': the library stands on the side of a steep hill, and presumably 
this means that on the lower side the foundations must be built up 
so that the whole building is above ground level. Furthermore, 'if 
ye door be att ye end to ye house, and ye chimney opposite at ye othr 
end, it will be apt to draw smoak: If it be sett in a corner of ye room, 
it will not look so well, but will be sure to prevent smoak.' Lead, he 
warned, would cost four times as much as slating.

On 17 October, 1730, Robert wrote that, though the masons' work 
is finished, the wainscot is backward. He adds details of a wall 74 
yards long, 2 yards high, to surround the enclosure, and then remarks 
that' the Presses I suppose must next be don'. Six weeks later (27 
November) he reports that, though he had not made an agreement 
with the carpenter and joiner, 'this eveneing they came and I have 
in good meas: paid their bills, on acd of ye building to several 
workmen and tradesmen for work and metals 216-0-0.' Attached 
is a note of detailed payments which does not quite amount to so 
much:

Brick and carriage fro Liv'poole and Frodsham 8-16-0
Unloading out of Boat 2-18-6
Lead and stone 13 days/2 3s.6d. p.d. 2- 7-3
Cart Load of Lime and carriage 7-10-0
Slate carriage and expences 7- 0-0
Slatr for covering it 1- 5-0
West joiner 31- 0-0
Stubbs Mason 28- 0-0
Plummr 16- 0-0

	104-16-0 
+ 108- 2-0

212-18-9 

The extra £108 is explained as follows:

Painter 17- 0-0 
Son at Midsumf 30- 0-0 
D' Ch. Stockham 16- 0-0 
Son at Michmas 30- 0-0 
Chairs 15- 2-0

108- 2-0
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Presumably William Chesshyre acted for his father: Robert's 
health was shaky   'I have been so weak y( I have thought little 
about ye presses' (27 November 1730), and almost two years later 
(30 September, 1732) 'my condition is very crozy'   and it was 
perhaps for this reason that completion of the library was delayed 
for another two years. Late in 1730 a decision was still awaited about 
the choice of oak for the presses, butby 22 April, 1733, when£3.9s. 
was paid for desks and chairs and a mere 13s. for' a door att ye Entry 
to ye Library', all must have been ready. Yet Robert's cares did not 
end there. Despite his age   in January 1737/8 he reported in very 
wobbly writing that he would be '84 about ye 5th February'   he 
still looked after the library, buying in fuel, moving atlases out of 
the windows where they were getting damp, seeing about placing 
the books and about keys. A new curate, Mr. Fogg, was appointed 
late in 1737 and presumably took over the duties which the memorial 
tablet assigned. Hedidn't, on the other hand, think much of the house 
he was provided with.

Halton library is a tiny, dapper building with a distinctive 
character of its own. It is only two bays long and has only two windows
  round-headed with keystones   both looking downhill to the east. 
Between them a clumsy buttress suggests that Mr. Stubbs did not 
prepare the foundations very soundly. Nor was the advice taken 
about the relative placing of door and chimney: today one enters 
through a new doorway to the west and finds, alas, that the original 
interiors altogether disappeared in the late eighteenth century: so 
we don't know whether Danzig or the more expensive English oak 
was chosen for the presses. Of the exterior Pevsner surprisingly 
remarks, 'Not classical yet, compare the pedimental gable and the 
odd pediment over the doorway."" A gable on the entrance facade 
is certainly old-fashioned in the 1730s; but I shall suggest that Pevsner 
misread the doorcase pediment and that it may offer a clue to the 
designer.

Next door is the vicarage. No sooner had Mr. Fogg arrived than 
he complained about the 'houseattheendoftheCross'. 'Thereseems 
a decay', Robert Chesshyre reported on 7 October, 1737, 'which 
may cost £20 to repair it, I hope it would do it. But since this complaint 
an old Friend of yours and mine has made a proposal to give 150'i 
att least to pull down the old house given by my great grandfather 
Mr. Tho. Chesshyre for this purpose and to erect a new one in the 
place.' No doubt the Chesshyres contributed too; but before the new 
house was completed, both John and Robert had died, and the 
vicarage bears, with the date 1739, the initials 'M.C.'   probably 
for Martha their sister who may have looked after its completion. 
It too has a steep pediment   a very little one, enclosing the 
Chesshyre arms by lifting the middle three or four feet of the parapet
  which looks distinctly odd on what at first seems a conventional
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five-bay early Georgian house. But the more one looks at it the odder 
appears the whole front elevation. Unlike the library, which is of local 
sandstone, the house is built of gritstone which has gone black with 
time and gives an unusually weighty cast to a simple formula. There 
are disproportionately large quoins at the ends, but, widely 
separating the middle bay from the outer pairs, two excessively broad 
unfluted and untapered pilasters carrying nothing but a token 
projection of the cornice. (The porch is presumably an addition of 
c. 1800.) Oddest of all, on close inspection, is the treatment of the 
pairs of ground-floor windows. At first sight the projecting uprights 
of their surrounds appear to be made of seven square stone blocks 
with their joints channelled to give an effect of rustication. In fact 
there are only three stones, representing three, one and three of these 
'blocks', the longer ones being gouged where one expects joints; the 
same thing happens to the flat arches above, where again there are 
three stones, with the 'blocks' arranged two, three, two. The angles 
of the ' voussoirs' of these arches are exaggerated to forty-five degrees 
at the ends, with the result that the two window arches actually touch. 
Moreover the central 'blocks' of the uprights turn out to be the ends 
of a continuous horizontal stone which links the two windows across 
the flat of the wall." This is possibly a useful stiffening device since 
the windows are relatively big: the entire facade is certainly the work 
of an individualist.

So too is the fourth of this group of buildings   the Castle Inn, 
once the Duchy of Lancaster courthouse; and here at last we can be 
certain of both designer and builder. On 26 January, 1736/7, a 
commission was issued to Ralph Leycester, Peter Davenport, Henry 
Legh, John Lee and William Tonge to 'look into the state of the Court 
House and Gaol and see if it ought to be rebuilt elsewhere on a more 
proper site and to seek Estimates'. 1 ' On 10 May, 1737, they 
reported that the courthouse was ruinous and should be rebuilt, but 
on the same ground. They had enquired about builders of experience 
and attached 'plans and estimates by us received from several 
builders'.

Only one of these estimates and sets of plans has survived   no 
doubt because they formed an essential part of the contract to which 
the commissioners would be determined to hold their chosen 
craftsmen. It is dated 2 May, 1737, headed 'Estimate made by Henry 
Sephton and John Orme for the Rebuilding of Halton Castle in 
Cheshire according to the plan given in by Henry Sephton', and runs 
as follows.

First to take downe as much of the Old Castle as will be Convenient and Use 
the Materials in the new Castle whear they will be properly Usefull

to make the half story three feet under the surface of the ground and devide 
the rooms according to the lower plan marked in the drawings N° 1 but the
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partition Walls marked with A to bee of" bricks and but one brick length in 
thickness, all ye other partition walls to be of Stone and two feet in thickness 
and this ground Story to be eight feet high all the Chimney pipes and Shaffts 
to be of bricks
the Middle plan to be devided like to ye Drawing marked N° 2 ten foot 
between floore & floor and to have an Attick Story over itt but the middle or 
Court Room to rise the whole height

A Staircase from the ground to the attick in the right wing and an other from 
off the first story (or vaults) to the attick in the left wing and the Lower Roomes 
in the left wing to be vaulted for Gaols
the walls to be plastred and all the middle celings Latth & plaster the attick story 
to bee Tired to the Slate

All the mane Timber to be of Oake and the Floores boarded with Oake the 
Doors both in and out to be of oake and the Sash frames and Sashis to be of 
Oak but the Windowes into the Gaol to be made like to the drawing of inch 
barr Iron, and the ground floor to be flagged with Stone

the Gutters in the Roofe to be of Lead and Nine pd in Every Superficial foot 
and the hipps to be of Lead 6 pds in every foot

foot
The building to bee in Length 74 \ two foot t h;ck the Walls

and in Debth 40 J
in height from off the ground to the Eaves or toppof ye Cornich 18 foot and 
3 foot below ground. (The Kings Armes Carved Over the Doore on the South 
front.) 13

the South front to be built like to the Drawing Markd N° 3 but the Back 
Front and Ends to bee of plane Ashlers

the Sash Glass to be of the best Prescott but the Back and Ends to be of 
Common Glass   and in fine wee will provide att our owne Expence all 
materials which will be wanting and Compleat the Designe in Workeman like 
Manner for the Consideration of ,'»» to be pay'd in manner and forme 
Following. That is to say "> in hand A', att the Laying on of the first Floore 
I'M att the Second Floore "« at the Covring inn of the Roofs which shall be in 
Notion   next and the Last sum of i'o when the Work is fmish'd which shall 
be on the 24 of June 1728 as Wittness our hands

and pipes to Convaigh the Water from the Roofe into the angles of the south 
Front to ye bottom

Hen: Sephton 
Jn° Orme
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Plate 1: Hallwood Principal staircase (c .1730)
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Plate 2: Hallwood. North front (? c.1740)

Plate 3: Hallwood. Barn, east front (? c.1740)



Eighteen-Century Halton 47

Plate 4: Hallwood. South range (probably by Francis Smith, c.1730)

Plate 5: Hallwood. Proposed reconstruction, c.1800: first-floor plan. (Possibly 
by Samuel Wyatt. Cheshire Record Office, DBN/C/9C/7)
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Plate6:Hallwood. Proposed reconstruction, c. 1800: south elevation. (Possibly 
by Samuel Wyatt. Cheshire Record Office, DBN/C/9C/10)

Plate 7: Halton: parish library (1730-33: probably by Francis Smith)
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Plate 8: Halton: vicarage (dated 1739)

Plate 9: Halton: vicarage, detail of ground-floor windows
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Plate 10: Halton: Duchy of Lancaster Court House. Rough plans by Henry 
Sephton, 1737(P.R.O., Duchy ofLancaster papers DL 41/67/16'A)

n
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Plate 11: Halton Court House: elevation drawn by John Walmesley, 1737 
(P.R.O.)
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Plate 12: Halton Court House: elevation drawn by Henry Sephton, 1737 
(P.R.O.)

Plate 13: Halton Court House (by Henry Sephton, 1738): south front
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Plate 14: Halton Court House: south front, centrepiece.

Plate 15: Halton: parish library, original entrance doorway.
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Attached to the estimate are two fairly roughly drawn plans of the 
basement and principal floors signed 'Hen: Sephton in>et & del'.

Two months later, on 5 July, Orme and Sephton on the one hand 
and Legh, Leycester and Davenport on the other signed an 
agreement 'for erecting and building a New Gaol and Court House 
at and in the Township of Halton . . . Agreeable to the Plan by us 
Signed and as altered and approved by the Right Honourable George 
Earl of Cholmondeley Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and 
also for the making and erecting of a Court Yard on the back front 
thereof 24 yards square of stone and 3 yards in heighth and 2 Ashlers 
thick . . .John Orme and Henry Sephton to have £500 at such times 
and in such proportions as are in our proposals for that purpose 
mentioned.' Orme is identified as' of Fresco tt C arpinter', Sephton 
as 'of West Derby Mason'. But it was not until 7 December that a 
Court of Revenue at Cholmondeley, upon reading the return of the 
commissioners, ordered £500 to be allowed 'for rebuilding of the 
Court House and gaol according to the plan annexed to the Return 
marked I. W. and dated 7th December 1737 and now approved by 
this Court'. 14 1. W. was John Walmesley, who had drawn out fair 
copies of Sephton's rough plans and also an extremely plain elevation: 
it is this last which has Tohn Walmesley Del' in printed letters in 
one corner and in another in cursive script '7th December 1737. 
J. W.' Walmesley therefore was a draughtsman employed either by 
Sephton or just possibly by the court. There is one further drawing 
  an elevation signed by Sephton himself as both designer and 
draughtsman, exactly to scale with Walmesley's but showing a much 
more elaborate facade, with rusticated basement, quoins, 
exaggerated blocked architraves and keyblocks to the windows and 
door, and pedimented dormers. It can be shown that, with the 
exception of a small amount of detail round the doorcase and a 
reduction in height of the central windows, Walmesley's elevation 
is simply Sephton's with all the ornament eliminated. 1 '

It seems reasonable to assume that the original estimate of £600 
was for the elaborated version and that Cholmondeley called for less 
show to reduce the expense. The outcome was something of a 
compromise. The present rough-hewn appearance of the south front 
is due in large measure to uneven weathering of the stone, some of 
which has been bedded with the grain vertical so that a good deal 
of shaling has resulted. But one can still see that, though most of 
Sephton's detail was ruled out, some was suffered to remain: there 
are no quoins and no rustication, but the windows have architraves 
(though plain and flat), sill brackets and keyblocks (three instead of 
five, large but unassertive); the windows keep the little curves at the 
upper corners shown on Sephton's drawing   a very unusual 
feature. The basement windows are considerably larger and have 
segmental rather than round heads; and the main door is quite
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different, with a shallow segmental head and a pediment (without 
any bedmould) raised above the royal arms. The present staircase 
is also totally unlike that in either elevation: it may be a later replace 
ment, though it is hard to understand why this should have been 
necessary, and it may represent a change of thought the more easily 
to accommodate an additional window and door into the basement
  perhaps the present doorway into the inn. It is hard to understand 
how Sephton intended one to get into his basement hall: the plans 
apparently indicate a door underneath the stairs, for which there 
could hardly be room. Finally there are no dormers at all: was the 
attic abandoned?

The old courthouse which the commissioners declared ruinous 
had in fact been the gatehouse of the castle, which Sephton took down 
for materials to build his own. Omerod was disgusted that a more 
or less complete medieval piece should be destroyed and its place 
taken   literally   by 'an extremely inelegant and clumsy 
building'." Certainly no-one could call Sephton's courthouse 
dainty: Pevsner" describes it as 'decidedly monumental'. Since it 
had to act as a temporary jail one can say that it has an appropriate 
massiveness. In any case it seems fitting to judge Sephton on the 
design he wanted to build rather than on the planed-down version 
that was imposed on him. The job must have been difficult, with 
few recent precedents. 18 There was very limited money, primitive 
accommodation to be provided and so no room for grandeur of 
proportion. But the overall form of the design   essentially a giant 
bungalow   is both novel and in its way imaginative: a distinctive 
answer to a tough proposition. The weakness of the original design 
is not that it is stylistically undefined or ambiguous but that it attempts 
to impose style by the repetition of elementary ornament. Arguably 
the Earl of Cholmondeley did Sephton an architectural, though not 
a financial, service in forcing him to economize on decoration.'"

Looking back to the vicarage   begun certainly no earlier than 
1738, when Orme and Sephton were already working at the 
courthouse   one wonders if the eccentric and hefty manipulation 
of its stone surface might have been suggested by the latter or even 
be a product of the same quirkily inventive mind. Could one go down 
into the plain and consider a possible link with the miscellaneous 
baroque line-up on the Hallwood barn   if one may think there of 
a date after John Chesshyre' s death? It has already been suggested 
that the giant pediment prompts a latish date: at Mottram Hall, near 
AlderleyEdge, said to have been built c. 1753, is another of these giant 
pediments, and other details   notably heavily rusticated doorways
  which remind one of Halton. But this is pure speculation, made 
all the more problematical in Sephton' s case because, while very few 
of his designs have been identified, the most prominent by far is 
extremely unlike the Halton courthouse: Ince Blundell Hall, near
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Southport, of c. 1720, a grand baroque house based on the 
Buckingham House formula popular among early eighteenth- 
century provincial architects: here again the principal facades are 
somewhat overburdened with architectural detail, but one can hardly 
define a man's style by that; and in other respects both the limited 
quantity and the variety of Sephton' s known work make it impossible 
at this point to identify hs architectural personality.'"

There is one other architect to bring into the Halton picture. 
Francis Smith' s bank account includes two payments from Sir John 
Chesshyre, in June and July 1737, totalling £2,500. -'' Nothing built 
at Halton in Smith's lifetime and now surviving could be anywhere 
near so expensive, nor, with one exception, is anything in his manner; 
and nor does there seem any likelihood of his being engaged either 
in Isleworth or in London. At Isleworth James Gibbs   as we know 
from the memoir now in the Soane Museum22   designed an 
extension to Somerset House, which Chesshyre bought in 1718, and 
it would be one more instance of a familiar partnership to find that 
Smith had been the builder. But the evidence of rate returns (which 
increased threefold in 1722-3) suggests that the alterations took place 
then; and though Smith did sometimes have to wait longist times 
to be paid, fifteen years is out of the question. Moreover the only 
known illustration of the house23 shows a very plain Georgian wing 
attached to a large seventeenth-century house: if this wing is what 
Gibbs designed, it would hardly cost £2,500 to build. As for 
Chesshyre's house in Essex Street, it must have been one of those, 
of which a few still remain, laid out by Nicholas Barbon in the 1680s 
on the grounds of Essex House: it is unlikely that the frugal Chesshyre 
would have rebuilt a modern house so soon on this sort of scale.

The round figure should in any case make one cautious: it might 
well have been a purely financial transaction. Chesshyre was a 
moneylender on a big scale (by 1733 the Earl of Chesterfield owed 
him £30,00024 ), and though in the 1730s Smith too was wealthy 
enough not only to own a considerable estate but himself to lend 
money against bonds and mortgages and consequently to be in no 
need of a loan, the payment may well represent some exchange 
between the two which had nothing to do with architecture. And yet: 
Chesshyre's first wife was Elizabeth, daughter of Sir Roger Cave, 
who built Stanford Hall, Leicestershire in 1697-1700 to the designs 
and workmanship of William and Francis Smith. Francis Smith was 
called in again for alterations and additions in 1730, by Sir Verney 
Cave, Sir Roger's grandson, and then yet again in 1736 by Sir 
Thomas, Sir Verney' s son. Chesshyre had lent money to the Caves 
at least as early as 1703 and was financially involved in the later 
alterations to Stanford. In fact in May, 1730, Smith wrote to him 
giving details of his proposals for a new staircase hall. 25 The 
staircase was not built before the end of the year, for at the end of
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November, 1730, Sir Verney evidently sent Chesshyre a new 
estimate of its cost. He was clearly still dependent on Chesshyre, who 
added a note to the covering letter from Smith on 1 December:

On Saturday night at my comeinghome, Lady Chess dd mee the above wch 
came by post and wch she had opened, I have read, and should be pleased that 
every thing necessary should be done to pfect ye furnishing yr house in the best 
and most lasting creditable mannr . I'm not build r enough clearly to 
understand many things menconed in this disigne, you may betf on ye spot, 
as it may be explayned to you. as it is proposed it comes to a round sufne of 
money, you have my 500' or so much as you have not ordr out I could wish 
y' what is here proposed, and the stone stayrs into ye gardens, and what you 
have drawn out, would be done wlh in the compass of my 500'. you are 
welcome to it, and you have my good wishes. I hope you get well done & found 
my La: yr Sister & all well, my Service to ym all I am theyr & S r

V faithrull & affect>e 
Jo: Chesshyre26

So there is good reason to believe that Chesshyre was familiar with 
what was happening at Stanford just when he himself was thinking 
about his little library. It is clear from Robert Chesshyre's letters 
and accounts that Smith can have had nothing to do with its building; 
but one feature strongly suggests a connexion with its design   the 
doorcase with its curious pediment. This pediment consists of an 
ordinary triangle broken near the top to admit a semicircle into which 
is fitted the dedicatory tablet. That the designer knew his classical 
orders is shown by the perfectly correct Ionic doorcase below; and 
though the bedmould of the pediment projects from a continuous 
cornice, it is provided with a supporting frieze: it is thus quite unlike 
the illiterate pediments on the Hallwood barn. And the pediment 
itself, far from being an ignorant mismatching of classical forms, 
is in fact a version of a highly sophisticated baroque pediment deriving 
ultimately from a design by Borromini for the Oratory in Rome and 
illustrated in Rossi's Studio d'Architetture Civile? 1 Smith was certainly 
familiar with this design and had indeed used it in a form close to 
the original (in which the two arms of the triangle hold a complete 
circle) for the south doorcase at Chicheley Hall, Bucks, built for 
Chesshyre's near-namesake Sir John Chester in 1719-21. Butitwas 
hardly common currency among provincial builders and, in fact, 
no other English architect is known to have used it. Since Chesshyre 
certainly knew Smith by correspondence by 1730 and in all likelihood 
had met him personally, the probability is high that it was Smith who 
gave him the design for the library which Robert Chesshyre then 
had to engage local men to interpret.

Finally we can return to the lost south range of Hallwood. All the 
details are in Smith's baroque manner and within his now well- 
established vocabulary, with numerous parallels in documented
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buildings.'* Chesshyre's connexion with Smith having been 
ascertained, there is no reason to doubt that Smith designed and built 
the principal eighteenth-century addition to his house. If indeed it 
cost £2,500, it must have been very lavishly decorated; but the sum 
could of course have covered worked in more than one building and 
conceivably also money paid out on behalf of the Caves.

NOTES

1 A. D.Jones, St. Mary's Church, Halton ((Halton), 1976), p. 13.
2 W. D. Axon, Cheshire Gleanings (Manchester, 1884), p. 76; Burke, Landed 

Gentry (18th edn.), vol. iii, p. 186. William Beamont, History of the Castle of 
Halton (Warrington, 1873), p. 136, gives 1661, but all other authorities agree 
on 11 November, 1662. For more information on Chesshyre, see D.N.B. 
and Woolrych, Lives of the Eminent Serjeants (1869), vol. ii, pp. 504ff.

3 Gentleman's Magazine, vol. viii (1738), p. 277: he is there said to have died 
'worth above 100,000 /., all acquired by the Law'.

4 Most directly perhaps: Thomas Chesshyre, Robert's eldest son, who died 
in 1712, was described as' of Hallwood'; so was his brother William, but that 
evidently refers to a period after their uncle's death (see below). Robert 
himself, who became vicar of Runcorn in 1680, before his father's death, 
never seems to have lived there on his own account: on his marriage in 1674, 
his father gave him 'ould MrChesshire's house in Halton', (BrookeMSS, 
Cheshire C. R. O.)   evidently the family house which preceded Hallwood.

5 The builder seems to have tried to cover up the mismatch by placing the 
pediment's one window neither quite in the middle of the pediment nor 
directly above the window below but in a compromise position. Well tried! 
but it doesn't quite work.

6 The staircase, however, might be of a piece with the south range.
7 The drawings are now in the Cheshire Record Office DBN/C/9C/5-10; 9C/4 

is an alternative ground-floor plan. Another set, with alternatives and 
apparently in more than one hand but with similar features, 9C/1 -3, shows 
a more thorough-going recasting though leading to a smaller house. It is not 
easy to reconcile with the plan of Hallwood; and the drawings may represent 
a proposal for a totally new house or be connected with a receipt for £ 100 from 
one Samuel Dodd, dated 15 March 1800, towards payment of £900 for the 
completion of a house in Norton (DBN/C/7A/12).

8 Halton thus became one of the first villages in England to be endowed with 
a free library; but it has never been a public library in any of the familiar senses. 
Chesshyre's intentions in founding it can be gauged from this extract from 
the rules:

For improvement of learning and that learned man may be encouraged 
to advance their knowledge by a friendly communication in their studies 
and labours, it is desired and intended that any divine or divines of the 
Church of England, or other gentlemen, or persons of letters, desiring 
the same, and particularly that William Chesshyre, of Hallwood, near 
Halton, and his heirs, and the owner and inheritor of Hallwood for the 
time being and his successors, may, on application to, and with the consent 
of the Curate for the time being at any reasonable and convenient time 
or times, on every Tuesday and Thursday in the year, in the daytime, 
have access and resort into the said library and to take note or notes out 
of the same for the better security of such person or person's memory, 
or for his, her, or their future service or recollection.



58 A. H. Gomme

(Quoted in Axon, op.cit., pp. 78f. The rules are kept at the library.) It is 
striking that Chesshyre made a specific point of including the possibility of 
women's using the library. Though a few romances were included and have 
been observed to be among the best-thumbed in the collection, the library 
was thought of from the start as, first of all, a working library for the curate 
and is therefore overwhelmingly theological. Axon remarked drily in 1884 
that' it is very likely that this library is now but seldom resorted to by divines 
of the Church of England or other gentlemen or persons of letters "for the 
improvement of learning and . . . friendly communication in their studies 
and labours", and it would probably be difficult to select five hundred 
volumes that would present fewer attractions to the villagers of Halton.' Ibid., 
p. 81.

9 E. 1.5: the main items used in this paper are in box no. 1, which contains a 
group of MS leaves sewn together and paginated in reverse order and with 
little care for chronology.

10 Nikolaus Pevsner & Edward Hubbard, The Buildings of England: Cheshire 
(Harmondsworth, 1971), p. 232.

11 The much simpler frames of the upper windows are similarly divided, but 
not linked.

12 Public Record Office, DL 41/67/16A. This bundle contains all ten items 
connected with the building of the courthouse, numbered consecutively but 
in haphazard order.

13 The sentence has been inserted later in the same hand.
14 This document, or some abstract of it, had evidently been seen by Beamont, 

op.cit., p. 139, who lists the commissioners as L. S. Gotten, J. Lee, H. Legh, 
R. Leicester, P. Davenport and W. Tongue, Esqs, the Hon. James 
Cholmondeley as Lord of the Manor, T. Pickering Esq. as steward, W. 
Middlehurst deputy and H. SephtonandJ. Orme undertakers. Heobserves 
with surprise the absence of Chesshyre's name as seneschal: in fact his name 
appears on none of the documents.

15 There are minor discrepancies between elevations and plans over the placing 
of the windows in the central section. Neither elevation takes account of the 
fall of land from west to east across the actual site.

16 Ormerod, History of Cheshire, vol. i,p. 710. The medieval gatehouse is shown 
in Buck's print included in Ormerod at p. 690. Axon, op. cit., p. 75, remarks 
that' it is difficult to say whether the castle stands in the grounds of the hotel 
or whether the hotel is built in the grounds of the castle.' By 1884, then, it 
was already an inn.

1 1 Loc. cit.
\ 8 Francis Smith's courthouse at Warwick (1725-30) is, despite its name, really 

a town hall, though it incorporated a court room on the ground floor.
19 The building with which Halton courthouse most invites comparison is, 

curiously, a country house in America   Stratford Hall, Virginia, which 
shares the principle of one storey over a basement plus a prominent hipped 
roof, the deep central recess and some Gibbsian ornamentation: in fact the 
facade of Halton is a reduced paraphrase of that of the American house, which 
was built in 1724 for Thomas Lee by an unknown architect. Unless 
conceivably we can posit some connexion between the Lees or Leghs in 
Virginia and Cheshire, it is difficult to see how the similarity, striking though 
it is, can be anything but coincidence. Stratford is illustrated, with apian, 
in Wayne Andrews, Architecture, Ambition and Americans, 2ndedn. (1964), pp. 
xxi, 10-12, and by Nicholas Cooper in Country Life, cxlv, pp. 118-21 (16January, 
1968).

20 For all that is currently known about Sephton, the leading Liverpool mason 
of his time, see H. M. Colvin, Biographical Dictionary oj British Architects 
1600-1840(1978), p. 726.
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21 Hoare's Bank archives.
22 Gibbs, MS Memoir, p. 88. The client is identified as 'Srjohn Chester'. Chester 

was the owner and builder of Chicheley House, Bucks: there is no reason 
to suppose that he had any connexion either with Isleworth or with Gibbs. 
Other similar mistakes appear elsewhere in the Memoir.

23 In the Wakefield collection at Guildhall Library, London. A copy is in 
Hounslow Public Library, whose local studies librarian, Miss Andrea 
Cameron kindly gave me details of the evidence of new occupancy. Colonel 
Laws, from whom Chesshyre bought Somerset House, paid only £1.10s. 
rates p. a., as did Chesshyre until 1722 when payment increased to £4.10s., 
and in 1723 to £5. Somerset House was demolished in 1803.

24 Chetham's Library, Chesshyre papers, E. 1.5/C4.22-4.
25 Verney archives, Claydon House, Bucks.
26 Cave papers, Leicestershire Record Office, 23057/1644.
27 Domenicode Rossi, Studio d'Architettura Civile (Rome 1702-1721), vol. i, pi. 

83;cf. also pi. 80.
28 The stern rectangular silhouette is of a type he favoured for both houses and 

public buildings, and the proportions of the main facade call to mind the 
Warwick court house. By comparison of particular details the confirmation 
of Smith's authorship of this work at Hallwood helps to strengthen the case 
for his hand in two so far inadequately documented houses in his own 
Warwickshire   Foxcote and Studley Manor.


