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I. THE FOUNDATION OF THE SCHOOL

ON 1 August 1588, three days after Philip of Spain's Armada 
had been routed off Gravelines, six prominent men of the 

parish of Winwick in Lancashire met to put into permanent legal 
form a promise they had made some days before to Robert Birchall, 
a fellow parishioner and a yeoman of Ashton-in-Makerfield, as he 
lay on his death-bed. The indenture entered into by these six 
related how Birchall had called them before him and told them 
that, because of the "great abundance of poor persons and of 
youth and young children resident and daily increasing in the 
lordship of Ashton-in-Makerfield and other towns there adjoining, 
altogether destitute of good discipline or school of learning for 
their good education", he intended to give them £74 in trust, £60 
of which was to "provide a sufficient person to teach all such 
youth and young children within Ashton and other places adjoining, 
as should from time to time be willing to repair to the said school- 
house, gratis, without taking any stipend, wages, etc., except the 
interest and profits arising from the sum of £60 above mentioned, 
if the same interest would suffice to satisfy the salary and wages 
of such schoolmaster, and that if the same should not suffice, they 
should give, in, for and after such a rate, manner and form, as 
should be thought best, at the discretion of the said parties and 
their successors . . .". (1) Thus Ashton Grammar School was 
born to take its place amongst other Lancashire schools of sixteenth 
century foundation, in the same parish as Winwick Grammar 
School, and geographically rather more than half-way between 
Boteler Grammar School, Warrington, already founded in 1544, 
and Wigan Grammar School, which was to be founded a few years 
later, in 1597.

Tudor England saw the foundation and re-foundation of a con 
siderable number of our old-established English grammar schools. 
This educational zeal was due partly to the interest in secular 
learning aroused by the Renaissance, and also to the increasing 
recognition by the rising middle class of the social and material 
value of education. But the wording of BirchalFs bequest also 
suggests that other motives helped to convince the founder of 
Ashton's particular needs. The more responsible sections of 
Elizabethan society were greatly disturbed by the problem of

'" Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, Vol. XVI, Lancashire, 1815-1839, Hundred o.' 
West Derby, p. 202 el seq.
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pauperism, and they gave much thought to expedients which might 
reduce the number of "sturdy beggars" who were a menace to law 
and order. The enclosure movement, the spread of industry to 
the country and the consequent unemployment in some towns, the 
dissolution of the monasteries, and steadily rising prices, all con 
tributed to swell the ranks of the paupers. Social discipline was 
necessary if society were to function smoothly. The young, at all 
costs, had to be brought up in an atmosphere conducive to respect 
for the law, and this would appear to be echoed in Birchall's con 
cern at the "great abundance of poor persons and of youth and 
young children resident and daily increasing in the lordship of 
Ashton-in-Makerfield and other towns there adjoining, altogether 
destitute of good discipline or school of learning for their good 
education". No matter how much Birchall may have valued 
education for its own sake, there can be little doubt that he was 
aware of its disciplinary value.

It would also appear from his concern for the district's lack of 
a "school of learning" that the nearby Winwick Grammar School, 
whose origins and condition in the sixteenth century are not clear, 
may not have been functioning at all, or at best functioning inade 
quately, in 1588. l21 But whatever motive predominated in Birchall's 
mind, clearly he intended that the School should meet an obvious 
public need.

Of Birchall himself little can be said except that which can be 
deduced from his will. 131 Even the exact date of his death is not 
known, for the relevant page in the Winwick Parish Register is 
missing, but he must have died some time between 21 June 1588, 
the date on which he describes himself in his will as "sicke in bodie 
but of good and perfect memory", and 1 August 1588, when he is 
described in the indenture as "Robert Birchall, deceased". It 
would appear from his will that he had only one child, his daughter 
Mary, to whose husband, Thomas Eden, he left two-thirds of his 
landed estate, the other third going to his wife Margaret for the 
period of her life and then reverting to Eden. He left numerous 
other small monetary bequests to people of the name of Birchall. 
All these appear to have been brothers and nephews for, although 
(for the most part) the relationship is not stated, he is hardly likely 
to have left his own sons without land in an age when land owner 
ship was not only the principal source of income but also the 
hallmark of social prestige.

Although little is known of Birchall personally, his rank  
yeoman conveys a wealth of meaning. The fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries had seen the rise of this prosperous farmer class, who 
were lauded by contemporary writers as the backbone of English 
society. Bishop Latimer, in one of his best-known sermons before 
Edward VI, has left us a classical description of yeoman status:

'" See V. C. H. Lancashire, Vol. IV, p. 130, and compare with account of its early history in 
William Beamont, Winwick, its history and antiquities, Wigan Reference Library.

'" A copy of Robert Birchall's will is in the Bishop's Enrolment Book, Diocesan Registry, 
Chester.
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"My father was a yeoman, and had no lands of his own, only he had a farm 
of three or four pound by year at the uttermost, and hereupon he tilled so 
much as kept half a dozen men. He had walk for a hundred sheep; and my 
mother milked thirty kine. He was able, and did find the king a harness, 
with himself and his horse, while he came to the place that he should receive 
the king's wages. I can remember that I buckled his harness when he went 
unto Blackheath field. He kept me to school, or else I had not been able to 
have preached before the king's majesty now. He married my sisters with 
five pound, or twenty nobles apiece; so that he brought them up in godliness 
and fear of God. He kept hospitality for his poor neighbours, and some alms 
he gave to the poor. And all this he did of the same farm. . . ." I4)

Thus the foundation of Ashton Grammar School may be inter 
preted as a local instance of yeoman prosperity, social responsi 
bility, and educational awareness, crystallised in the not unnatural 
desire to be respected by and to serve contemporaries, and to be 
remembered by posterity. Birchall's public-spirit and his concern 
for the condition of the poor are further shown by the fact that he 
not only gave £60 as an educational endowment, but a further £10 
"for the relief of the most poor and needy persons in Ashton, and 
places adjoining, with shirts and smocks and other necessaries" 
(the origin of the present-day Linen Stock Charity in Ashton) and 
£4 "for the repairing of the most needful foul ways [roads] or 
relieving of the poor". 151

The six men to whom all three sums were entrusted agreed 
amongst themselves "that there should be a convenient school 
house erected with all convenient speed in Ashton, in a place 
called Philidore Steele, near to Sineley Green", provided that the 
necessary land could be obtained from Sir Thomas Gerard of 
Bryn, who was lord of the manor, a leading Lancashire gentleman, 
and senior representative of the Gerard family, which had been 
established in the district since the fourteenth century. The 
apparent reason for the choice of the School's situation Seneley 
Green which is almost two miles from the centre of Ashton, 
seems to have been that Birchall wished it to be built there, as the 
words "that according to the intent of the said Robert Birchall, 
a school-house was erected at the place pointed out by him" occur 
in the abstract made by the Charity Commissioners in 1828 of an 
indenture dated 1614 relating to the School. Why Birchall desired 
the School to be built at Seneley Green can only be a matter for 
speculation, as he himself is described as being "of Ashton", 
although from which neighbourhood is not known; nor is there 
any evidence extant to show that the Seneley Green district may 
have been more thickly populated than Ashton or a more central 
point for the area which the School was intended to serve.

Sir Thomas Gerard, and, for that matter, the majority of the 
gentry in West Derby hundred, were at this time in disfavour both 
with the Queen and her Privy Council for their adherence to the 
old religion. Catholicism had become identified with treason,

"> Latimer's Sermons, Parker Society Publications (Cambridge, 1844), p. 101. 
lsl Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit.
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owing to the invasion plans of Philip of Spain in particular, and the 
vigorous fight back of the forces of the Counter Reformation in 
general. Yet much of Lancashire still remained Catholic in 
sympathy, and Elizabeth's Church Settlement, as personified by the 
local Anglican clergy, was as yet a poor substitute for the traditional 
faith. In Winwick parish in 1590 the rector, John Caldwell, was 
non-resident, while at Newton and Ashton, the two chapels of ease 
in the parish, there were said to be "no preachers". A few years 
previously an ecclesiastical commission had been sent to the north 
to deal with recusants, as those adherents to Catholicism who 
refused to attend Anglican service were called. In 1584 Bishop 
Chadderton, writing to Sir Francis Walsingham, recommended the 
Commissioners to "Kepe some Sessyons about Preston, Wigan 
and Preskotte, where the people are most obstynate and con 
temptuous, and to dele severely and roundly with them, other- 
wayes there can be no reformac'on (for the Temporall Magestrats 
will doe nothinge) neither can the country long contynew in quyet 
and safety". The "Temporall Magestrats", or Justices of the Peace, 
would "doe nothynge" because they had a lively sympathy with 
the religious faith of the "obstynate and contemptuous". (6) A 
"Vewe of the State of the Countie Palatine of Lancaster, both for 
Religion and Civil Gover[n]me[n]t", compiled for the Bishop of 
Chester in 1590, Lancashire then being included in the See of 
Chester, states that Sir Thomas Gerard was amongst the many 
prominent gentry who were excluded from the commission for 
the peace. He is said, however, to have "made showe of con- 
formitie in our countrie [county]", but together with his son, 
Thomas Gerard, he is included, in spite of his "showe of con- 
formitie", under the list of gentry headed: "In general note, of evil 
affection in religion, not communicants, and the wives of the most 
of them recusants".'" This description is not surprising, con 
sidering that Sir Thomas had been sent to the Tower in 1571, 
suspected of a share in the 1569 rising and for sympathy with 
Mary, Queen of Scots, and "was again committed to the Tower in 
1586 and liberated about three years later, having been induced 
to give evidence against Philip, Earl of Arundel, then in the Tower 
also, to the effect that he had prayed for the success of the 
Spaniards". (8) His younger son, John, wrote the Latin Auto 
biography, which has recently been translated and published by 
Longmans, Green and Company under the title John Gerard: the 
Autobiography of an Elizabethan. John, like many other Lanca 
shire Catholic sons, was educated abroad, first at Rheims, then at 
Paris and Rome. He was admitted to the Society of Jesus in 
1588, worked in the English mission field until Gunpowder Plot 
made conditions too hazardous, and later became chief agent in 
the foundation of the English College at Liege.

lfll Thomas Gibson, Lydiate Hall and its Associations, p. 222 et seq.
"> Ibid., p. 244.
181 V. C. H. Lancashire, Vol. IV, p. 144.
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In spite of their religious troubles, Sir Thomas Gerard and his 
son Thomas Gerard granted by deed poll of 24 September 1589, 
a plot of land, forty-four feet long and thirty feet wide, on which 
to erect the School. (9) Their generosity, like that of the Catholic 
benefactors of Upholland Grammar School in the seventeenth 
century, was praiseworthy, as they must have realised that religious 
education in the School would be an Anglican monopoly. The 
Gerards' gift is an interesting example of the sense of public respon 
sibility of the Elizabethan gentry, which in this case was strong 
enough to overcome religious prejudice.

One of the trustees who received the land, a Garswood man, 
bore the same name as its donor, and while Sir Thomas was cen 
sured in the bishop's survey of 1590 as being "of evil affection in 
religion", his namesake Thomas Gerard of Garswood, listed under 
"gentlemen of the better sort", was one of the few to receive com 
mendation for being "soundly affected in religion". (10) Of the 
other five foundation governors, James Birchall of Ashton, his son 
William, William and Henry Knowell, and William Slynehead, 
there is very little information-' 111 . James Birchall, a yeoman, was 
probably the same James Birchall to whom Robert Birchall referred 
in his will as his brother-in-law, while Slynehead, who is ranked as 
a gentleman in the list of Lancashire freeholders in 1600, (12) appears 
to have been a close friend of Robert Birchall, witnessing his will 
and receiving in it Birchall's best cow "one excepted", and his 
best hat, coat and doublet. Henry Knowell seems to have died 
without leaving any recorded evidence of his rank, while the only 
inkling of William Knowell's status is in the fact that he was sworn 
in the juries in the early Stuart Inquisitions Post Mortem, an indica 
tion that he himself must have been a man of some substance. (13) 
In general, one may say that the original trustees belonged to the 
lesser gentry or yeoman class, and were men of means and local 
repute who shared Robert Birchall's concern and who could be 
safely relied upon to see his wishes materialise. Some of them 
may possibly have been the fathers of intending pupils.

From the indenture of 1 August 1588, it is evident that the 
master's income was to be provided by the interest on the £60 
given by Birchall. Furthermore, the governors agreed that "upon 
good cause and deep consideration", both they and their successors 
should have the power to remove or change the master. They 
also decided that when one of their number died, the survivors 
should appoint "one or more" substantial persons to fill the vacancy. 
The governing body was thus given the power of co-option, and 
this explains the means by which the School had acquired twelve 
governors by 1614. (14)

(9) Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit. 
1101 Gibson, op. cit., p. 246.
1111 Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit.
'"' Miscellanies I, Lancashire and Cheshire Record Society, Vol. XII, 1885, p. 239. 
1131 Lancashire Inquisitions, Stuart Period, Pan I, Lancashire and Cheshire Record Society, 

Vol. Ill, 1880, pp. 101, 111, 199.
i14 ' Reports oj the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit.
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The date of the actual erection is not known. In view of the 
trustees' mutual agreement "that there should be a convenient 
school-house erected with all convenient speed", one can only 
presume that it was probably built within a year or so of Sir Thomas 
Gerard's gift of land in 1589, although the first known recorded 
reference which shows the School to have been erected occurs in 
1610, in the will of Thurstan Birchall of Burtonwood, (15) who left 
forty shillings to "John Birchall the auditor, and the rest of the 
feoffees of the free school in Ashton-in-Makerfield which my 
cousin, Robert Birchall, caused to be builded". The will also 
mentions Richard Birchall and Thomas Eden, the founder's son- 
in-law, as being trustees, indicating that in the early years of the 
School at any rate, the Birchall family still maintained a lively 
interest in their kinsman's foundation.

There is no clear evidence of how the actual building costs were 
paid. Birchall's gift was not used for this purpose, as it was 
included in the School stock or endowment fund, which in 1629 
stood at £112. What possibly happened was that the foundation 
governors either advanced the money or pledged their credit to 
pay for the erection of the building, as appears to have happened 
in the case of the neighbouring Upholland Grammar School in 
the seventeenth century,' 16 ' and then set up a separate building 
fund to pay off the building costs. At Upholland, however, the 
endowment fund itself was used to repay the building costs, but 
Ashton possibly had a separate building fund, as the endowment 
fund appears to have survived the building period intact and was 
later used to buy the School farm in 1629. (17) The will of Thomas 
Gerard, an Ashton yeoman, dated 27 April 1677, supports the view 
that this was the case. 1181 Amongst the debts owed by Gerard 
was "Two pounds to the free schoole of Ashton for augmentation 
of the Schoolmr. wages". The £2 was probably an annual gift 
charged on the family land by either Gerard's father or grand 
father, and which, originally intended to help pay off the building 
costs, had come to be regarded as an annual contribution to the 
schoolmaster's income, as the building costs presumably had been 
paid off long before 1677. To support this theory, it should be 
added that Gerard's £2 is not included in the records of the endow 
ment fund. 1191 The financing of Upholland Grammar School lends 
further support to this suggestion, for there the local yeomen 
bound themselves and their heirs by deed to give an agreed sum 
to the school stock and to pay 6 % interest until that sum had been 
paid. Some of them continued to pay annual interest on their 
gifts even after the promised sums had been paid in full. 

As the father of a seventeenth century pupil, Gerard had the

1 ls) Wills proved at Chester, Lancashire Record Office, Preston.
ll(> J. J. Bagley, "The foundation and financing of Upholland Grammar School," TRANS 

ACTIONS, Vol. 101, 1949.
1171 Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit.
(isi wills proved at Chester, Lancashire Record Office, Preston.
tl>) Reports of the Commissioners of Charities, op. cit., and the records of the endowment fund 

on the stone tablets in Ashton Grammar School.
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interests of the School at heart. In addition to remembering his 
debt to the School, he gave "unto the free schoole at Ashton in 
Makerfield the sum of twenty schillings for augmentation of the 
schoolmaster's wages in lieu of that custome of dealing peny dole 
to the poor". He also remembered amongst his debts the four 
shillings which he owed as "entrance money at the said schoole". 
Although his debt refers to the late seventeenth century and not 
the foundation period, it would appear possible that from the 
beginning the School was not a "free school" in the sense that it 
was free to all. It will be remembered that Robert Birchall stipu 
lated that if the interest on his £60 would not suffice to pay the 
master "they [the pupils] should give in, for, and after such a rate, 
manner and form as should be thought best" by the governors. 
Upholland is referred to as a "free grammar school", yet after its 
re-foundation in the seventeenth century, all parents who were 
worth more than £6 . 13 .4 a year paid fees which were graduated 
according to their financial circumstances in order to contribute 
a total of £10 annually to the school fund. <20) It is thus possible 
that a similar scheme was in operation at Ashton from the beginning.

Ideally, the curriculum of the sixteenth century grammar school 
was essentially classical. In theory, boys were supposed to be 
able to read English before being admitted to a grammar school, 
but many a small school had to recognize their inability to read in 
any language and to give them a grounding in the three R's before 
introducing them to Latin grammar. Hence many a country 
grammar school had its "petty school" in which the rudiments of 
both English and Latin were taught, and this division of the school 
into two parts, later termed the lower and upper school, persisted 
into the nineteenth century.

Apart from the convention that endowed schools at this period 
were grammar schools, there is no contemporary evidence to show 
whether Birchall intended his School to be a grammar school or a 
primary school, but the School certainly developed into a grammar 
school. The term "grammar school" does not appear in the 
indenture of 1588, nor is there any mention of the curriculum. 
Bishop Gastrell, writing in the early eighteenth century, says that 
the School was founded to teach English and Latin, 121) but this is 
probably more indicative of the eighteenth century curriculum 
than that of the original school. In the sixteenth and early seven 
teenth centuries, at any rate, it is possible that the School's curri 
culum was more primary than secondary, especially when compared 
with the thriving Winwick Grammar School of the seventeenth 
century, but this would doubtless depend upon the quality of the 
master, the ability of the individual pupils, and the length of time 
they stayed at the School.

1301 Bagley, op. dr.
ls " Gastrell, " Notitia Cestriensis," edited by Raines, Vol. II, Part II, Chetham Society Publi 

cations, Vol. XXI, 1850, p. 268.
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IT. THE SCHOOL IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

Little is known of the School itself in the seventeenth century, 
but there is fragmentary evidence of a succession of masters. As 
was common in other schools of similar size, one master sufficed. 
In some schools an assistant master, or usher, was employed at 
the master's discretion and expense, but there is no evidence that 
there was an usher at Ashton until the nineteenth century. Further 
more, in times which did not entertain the notion of religious 
toleration, all schoolmasters were required by canon law to be 
licensed by the bishop of the diocese, and the necessity of obtaining 
a licence was not formally abolished until the passing of the Endowed 
Schools Act in 1869, although from time to time there was laxity 
in the enforcement of the bishop's licence, as will be seen in Ashton's 
case in the eighteenth century. The Anglican monopoly, which 
was reinforced by statutory authority after the Restoration, was 
not limited to control over the master. Anglican doctrine was 
taught to all who attended the School, and the governing body 
was restricted to communicant members of the established church. 
At Upholland the local vicar had the right of entry into the school 
to see how the boys "profit in learning and of the grounds in 
Religion according to their several! capacities".

The evidence relating to a Mr. Ford who was probably the first 
known Ashton schoolmaster is not conclusive. On 30 October 
1632, a vagrant feltmaker named Arnold Werrall of Staffordshire 
was examined before Henry Ashurst of Ashurst Hall, Dalton, 
whose account of the examination went thus:

"The sayd Arnold Werrall examined sayth that heartofore hee went abrod to 
dres felts, and that aboute halfe yeare since hee this examinat left that trade, 
and gott one of these Counterfeate Breefes mad by one Mr. Chumley dwelling 
at Skipton in Yorkeshire, whoe had of this examinat for the Writinge and the 
scales five shillings, and that this examinat had this other breefe made by Mr. 
Ford of Ashton, Scolemaster, whoe had for the writinge thereof sixpence, and 
that under Coller of these Counterfeate Breefes hee this examinat hath had 
Colections in dyvers Churches, and gotten money of dyvers persons att severall 
tymes." 111

The briefs referred to were mandates issued by national, local or 
ecclesiastical authorities for collections towards some supposedly 
deserving cause. They were taken around the country by an 
authorised travelling collector, who collected contributions from 
the churches in the parishes he visited. Any Lancashire person, 
and particularly any Ashtonian, whether of Ashton-in-Makerfield, 
Ashton-under-Lyne, or Ashton-on-Mersey, knows the confusion 
which can arise from an unqualified "Ashton", but it will be seen 
that whereas Henry Ashurst, to whom "Ashton" would almost 
certainly be Ashton-in-Makerfield, the nearest "Ashton" to Ashurst 
Hall, speaks of "one Mr. Chumley dwelling at Skipton in York-

111 QSB/l/l 14(52), Lancashire Record Office, Preston.
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shire", he merely speaks of "Mr. Ford of Ashton, Scolemaster", 
as though any reader of his report would know the "Ashton" to 
which he referred.

There can be no doubt, however, that John Birch, the next 
schoolmaster of whom there is evidence, was the Seneley Green 
master, in spite of the claims of Wigan and Winwick, for there are 
several conclusive references to both Birch and his wife in con 
temporary writings. In the records of Gonville and Caius College, 
Cambridge, there is the entry:

"Thomas Potter, son of John Potter, gent. Born at Ashton, Lanes. At 
school there under Mr. Birch 5 years and at Winwick under Mr. Pickering 
8 years. Age 19. Admitted Scholar May 7, 1646, Surety Mr. Moore. B.A. 
1649. M.A. 1653." 12 '

As Winwick School held such a high reputation at this period it is 
certain that Potter would go from Ashton to Winwick and not 
vice versa, which meant that he attended the Seneley Green School 
from c. 1633 to c. 1638 under Birch. Furthermore, we know that 
Birch was not at Ashton after 1638, because he died in that year. 
The Winwick parish register records the burial of "John Birch, 
schoolmaster" on 8 September 1638, and if Ford were the master 
until 1632, then it would appear likely that Birch was the master 
from 1633 to 1638. Possibly his appointment followed upon what 
may have been Ford's dismissal. Birch also appears to have been 
an Oxford graduate, as there is an entry in the Alumni Oxoniensis 
which refers to:

"Birche John (Byrche) of co. Lancaster pleb. Brasenose Coll. matric. 13th 
June 1589, aged 19; B.A. from St. Mary's Hall 18th Nov. 1598."

If this John Birch were the Seneley Green schoolmaster, he would 
have been about sixty-eight when he died, which is not unreasonable 
even in an age when relatively few reached their allotted span. The 
only other reference to Birch himself is as a litigant in 1636, when he 
successfully sued Thomas Gerrard of Ashton, gentleman, for £5, 
and in 1640, when he sued Edward Lloyd, gentleman, for 2/6, and 
Peter Greene, yeoman, for 20/-<3) neither of which later cases was 
pursued because Birch was already dead. The suits had probably 
been begun some years earlier, but had not come up for considera 
tion until 1640.

Mrs. Birch appears to have been either a good neighbour or the 
wife of an impecunious husband, for on 25 April 1638, she is quoted 
in a bastardy case at Warrington Quarter Sessions as "Jane Birch, 
wife of John Birch of Ashton Schoolmaister . . . midwife unto 
the said Elizabeth Ormeston".' 41 It is not certain that she acted 
professionally as a midwife, but we do know that she outlived her 
husband by a considerable number of years. Roger Lowe, the

121 Ernest Axon, " Lancashire and Cheshire Admissions to Gonville and Caius, 1558-1678," 
Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society, Vol. VI, 1888, p. 91.

csl Typescript Calendar of Pleas of the Crown, Vol. I, pp. 394 and 612, Wigan Reference Library. 
'" QSB/1/202, Lancashire Record Office, Preston.



SENELEY GREEN GRAMMAR SCHOOL 11

Ashton diarist, records that "on 19 Jan. 1665 (66) was interr'd old 
Mrs. Birch, her husband was a reader and schoolmaster at 
Ashton". (5) The Winwick Parish Register records the burial on 
the same day of "Margret Birchall, widow". This variation in 
name is probably due to a mistranscription by the clerk, for not 
infrequently clerks copied the entries into the register from scraps 
of paper once a month.

Of the School itself in the seventeenth century, its pupils, curri 
culum and discipline, there is little or no evidence, but school life 
in Ashton was probably in appearance if not in quality not unlike 
that of other neighbouring schools of which there is direct evidence. 
There can be little doubt that the Seneley Green School compared 
unfavourably with Winwick School, to which Adam Martindale, 
a local seventeenth century diarist, teacher and divine, refers as: 
"the then famous schoole of Winwicke, whence multitudes were 
almost yearly sent to the University". <6) The records of Gonville 
and Caius College, Cambridge, show that nineteen boys went from 
Winwick to that college alone between 1558 and 1678. (7) More 
over, some Ashton boys attended Winwick School, perhaps because 
they lived as near to Winwick as to Seneley Green, but more 
probably because they would receive a better education at Winwick. 
Examples of this are James and George Sorrocold, sons of George 
Sorrocold, of Ashton, gentleman, and Henry Taylor, son of Walter 
Taylor of Ashton, who were all pupils at Winwick before going up 
to Cambridge. (8)

By comparison with modern educational standards, seventeenth 
century school hours were long, methods of teaching were dreary, 
and the ability to memorise was fundamental. In 1612 was pub 
lished John Brinsley's "Ludus Literarius; or The Grammar 
Schoole", (9) a dialogue between Philoponus and Spoudeus in the 
course of which Philoponus recommends that school should begin 
at six o'clock in the morning, when the scholars were to do their 
"duties appointed" under the usher's supervision, "although if the 
master be present at seven, it may suffice". Preparation was to 
go on until nine o'clock, when there was to be a break of a quarter 
of an hour, followed by work until eleven o'clock "or somewhat 
after, to countervail the time of the intermission at nine". After 
noon school was to begin at one o'clock, with a break in the after 
noon, and to continue until "half an hour after five thereby in that 
half hour to countervail the time at three". Then there was to 
follow a short religious service. Modern pupils may be interested 
to know that Spoudeus, to whom Philoponus is expounding his 
views on education, objects to these morning and afternoon breaks,

(SJ Obituary Notes in " The Diary of Roger Lowe, 1663-1678," reprinted from " Local Glean 
ings" in the Manchester Courier, 1878. This is a better edition than the Sachse edition, in which 
obituary notes are omitted.

'" See Life of Adam Martindale, ed. Parkinson, Chetham Society O.S., Vol. IV, 1845, p. 11 
et seq.

171 See E. Axon, op. cit.
'" Ibid., p. 92.
lB> John Brinsley, Ludus Literarius: or. The Grammar Schoole, edited by E. T. Catnpagnac, 

p. 296, et seq.



12 SENELEY GREEN GRAMMAR SCHOOL

saying, "But these intermissions at nine and three may be offensive. 
They who know not the manner of them may reproach the school, 
thinking that they do nothing but play". Philoponus, however, 
produces cogent reasons to prove their value.

So argued the educational theorist, but a more intimate picture 
of school life is painted by Adam Martindale, who went to school 
at both St. Helens and Rainford in the 1630's, from the age of 
seven to sixteen, before going to University. Martindale says of 
the vicissitudes of his schooling:

"My hindrances were many, as, First, many teachers (five in fewer years), 
Secondly, These none of the best. Thirdly, a tedious long method then and 
there used. Fourthly, Dullards in the same class with me having power to 
confine me to their pace. . . . My first master was a young ingenious sparke, 
having a good full schoole, but so bad an husbande, that he quickly spoiled 
all, and left us. A worse followed him, viz. an old humdrum curate that had 
almost no scholars, nor deserved any, for he was both a simpleton, and a tipler. 
He and I parted when I was learning my accidence [grammar] without booke." 111"

Another of his masters was "brought up at the then famous schoole 
of Winwicke . . . and had the Winwick method right enough", 
which was "very long". But even this master, although he was

"... scholar sufficient for me then . . . was a very silly and unconstant man, 
always making new laws, in so much that if a boy had beene absent a day or 
two he knew not how to behave himself for fear of transgressing some new 
ridiculous order or other. Nor was [this] the worst, but being a married man 
with a charge, and very popre, he lay open to impressions from such as could 
fee him well, to carrie partially [partiality] among his scholars so as the whole 
schoole could not but be aware of the grosseness of it."

Because of his master's partiality, Martindale left him and went to 
school at Rainford, where the master, who was also Winwick 
trained, was "... a man of farre better parts, both natural and 
acquired. . . . His worst fault while he stayed there was that he 
was humorous (capricious] and passionate, and sometimes in these 
moods he would whip boys unmercifully for small or no faults 
at all".

The curriculum in the grammar school of this period was based 
upon the classical languages, and Martindale gives a detailed 
description of his studies, which ranged from Ovid, Virgil and 
Horace to the Greek Testament. It is doubtful if the curriculum 
at Seneley Green would aspire to Greek, the study of which was 
an indication that the influence of the Renaissance had really 
penetrated to a school, but Latin was no doubt being taught to 
some of the boys by such masters as John Birch, who, as he was 
probably a graduate, would be qualified to teach it.

The income of the seventeenth century master was dependent 
in the main on the size of the School stock and the wisdom, or 
otherwise, with which it had been invested. The School appears 
to have been in the financial doldrums in the 1620's, for it is recorded 
in an indenture of 1629 that, as the "sums of money having been

uo> Adam Martindale, op. cil.
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lent out at interest were subject to loss," the trustees bought from 
the Sixsmith family their farm in Arch Lane, Garswood, for the 
sum of £101 . 18. Od, leaving £10.2.0 in hand.' 11 ' Thus the 
School acquired its farm; and the farm rent, which brought in £8 
per annum when Bishop Gastrell visited the School about 1723, 
was intended as a steady source of income for the master. 1121 
Assuming the rent to have been at least the same in the seventeenth 
century, the schoolmaster's income would not appear to have 
compared unfavourably with that of the Upholland master, whose 
total income of £24 including fees had to support both himself 
and his usher. <13) This would be especially so if the Ashton master 
had no usher, and in addition to fees received contributions from 
other yeomen as well as from Gerrard, who, it will be remembered, 
in his will of 1688 owed £2 to augment the master's wages.

Nothing definite is known of the fortunes of the School during 
the Civil War or under the Commonwealth and Protectorate, but 
such incidents as Cromwell's pursuit of the Scots through Ashton 
in 1648, or Derby's rebellion which reached a climax in 1651 at 
the battle of Wigan Lane must have stirred the young, whether at 
school or not. War may have inflicted on the School nothing 
worse than temporary closing, but an outbreak of the plague in 
1649 can hardly have failed to cause severe disturbance in the 
School's life. In September of that year the local inhabitants 
appealed to the Judges of Assize at Lancaster for financial assist 
ance, saying that:

"The Township of Ashton in Makerfield hath beene for these eight months 
last past and as yet doth ly under gods heavy hand of the plague, and the poor 
people therein in these sad and heavy tymes of dearth and scarcity consisting 
to the number of four hundred persons that dayly have releeffe, and that for 
there present support and releeffe yor peticioner and some others with him 
have disbursed of there owne money, and stand ingaged for meale and other 
necessary provision for them the some of £363.14s.2d. and upward over and 
besides the moneys that have beene given and charged upon and payed by the 
Cuntry, and unlesse some Course bee taken they are likely to bee sued and 
the poore people therein exposed to meare famishment, and the adjacent townes 
and places neare adjacent much indangered by there wandring abroad to seeke 
releeffe". 1141

Certainly the School was back to normal by the 1660's, for 
that valuable source of information on seventeenth century Ashton, 
Roger Lowe, makes several references in his diary to the Ashton 
schoolmasters of this period. Lowe, who began his obituary 
notes in 1660-1, and his diary in 1662-3, was a mercer's apprentice 
and a Puritan. His ability to read and write caused him to be in 
great demand at deathbeds, to write the wills of the departing, 
subsequently attending their funerals, and leaving to posterity a 
valuable list of obituary notices as well as a diary which is most

ul) Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit., p. 202 et seq. 
'"' Gastrell, op. cit., Vol. XXI, 1850, p. 268. 
1131 Bagley, up. cit., p. 90.
1141 R. Sharpe France, "A History of Plague in Lancashire", TRANSACTIONS, Vol. 90 (1938), 

p. 102.
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illuminating on both the position of local Nonconformity during 
the Restoration period and on the fluctuating state of his own 
conscience. In these obituary notes, Lowe records that on "3 
July, 1661, dyed Mr. Charnley, Ashton Schoolemaster". The 
Winwick parish register confirms this by the entry, "Thomas 
Charnley of Newton, buried 4th July, 1661". How long Charnley 
had been at the School, and whether or not he was Birch's successor, 
is unknown, but assuming that he had been at the School for a few 
years prior to his death, it would then appear very probable that 
the School was functioning during the latter part of the Protectorate, 
at least. On 17 May 1665, Lowe says that he was drinking with 
David Pendlebury and Mr. Leigh, the "Schoole Master of Ashton" 
at "Skenneing John's". This is the only reference to Leigh by 
name in the diary; we are not told when he came to or left the 
School, but it is not unlikely that he succeeded Charnley upon the 
latter's death in 1661, and it seems possible that he left the School 
about 1666, for on 1 July 1666, Lowe states that he was requested 
by the Ashton schoolmaster, whom he does not name, to use his 
influence to get him a school near Presto;;. Perhaps it is mere 
coincidence that about 1667 a John Leigh became the headmaster 
of Prescot Grammar School, (15) but Leigh had definitely left Ashton 
by 11 February 1668-9, for on that day Lowe tells how he went to 
"Senelly Green" to collect a debt which was owed to him by the 
schoolmaster, Mr. Gerard.

The dates of Gerard's headmastership are even more uncertain. 
Assuming that he was appointed on Leigh's departure about 1667, 
he could not have stayed at the School for more than seven or 
eight years, for on the occasion of the bishop's visitation of 23 June 
1674 to Winwick, there appeared before him, amongst others, 
"Roger Holt, schoolmaster of Ashton". 1161 In addition to being 
licensed by the bishop, schoolmasters were also supposed to obtain 
sacrament certificates annually, to prove themselves communicant 
members of the Church, although the necessity of obtaining these 
certificates was often ignored. Moreover, when the bishop toured 
his diocese the schoolmasters, as well as the clergy of each parish, 
were expected to appear before him for examination, but although 
the records of the Bishop's Visitation Book for Chester diocese go 
back to the late sixteenth century, the first appearance of an Ashton 
schoolmaster was made by Holt. Perhaps the bishop felt that a 
tightening up of his administration was necessary, for in 1686 he 
came to Ashton itself, an unusual occurrence indeed, for those 
appearing before him normally went to Winwick. On this occasion 
Christopher Charnley appeared before him and exhibited his 
licence to teach, which was dated 12 June 1684. (17) It is thus 
tempting to regard 1684 as the year of Charnley's appointment to 
Ashton, but unfortunately there are later examples at Ashton of

1151 See R. S. Briggs, Prescot Grammar School, p. 45.
"" William Farrer's Transcript of the Bishop's Visitation Book, Manchester Reference Library.
'"' Ibid.
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men who taught there for many years before going to the trouble 
of getting a licence. Charnley is the first Ashton master known 
to have been licensed, but his predecessors must also have been 
licensed, although their licences have not come to light. While 
Charnley was licensed in 1684, and possibly taught at Ashton 
prior to that year, in 1686, the same year as the bishop's visitation, 
he appears to have intended to take a degree at a rather late age, 
for in Alumni Ccmtabrigiensis there is the entry:

"Charnley Christopher, Adm. sizar (age 26) at St. John's July 2, 1686. S. of 
Robert, husbandman. B. at Winwick, Lanes. School Winwick. Matric. 
1686."

However, he obviously did not pursue his degree course, and the 
bishop's visit to Ashton may perhaps have been connected with 
this.

The incident does show, however, that Charnley had at least 
some academic pretensions, due perhaps to his Winwick training. 
None of the other seventeenth century masters appears to have 
been a graduate, except possibly Birch, as a search for their names 
in the two Alumni has been fruitless. Charnley is also the only 
master known to have attended Winwick School, although others 
may, of course, have been educated there, as Winwick (vide Mar- 
tindale's masters) seems to have acted as a kind of training college 
for local schoolmasters. One can but hope that education gained 
at Seneley Green in the seventeenth century was, if no better, at 
least no worse than that gained at neighbouring schools such as 
Upholland, Prescot and St. Helens.

III. THE SCHOOL IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

The eighteenth century is essentially a century of contrast. A 
complacent aristocracy, a Latitudinarian church, and a happy 
belief that society had reached the apogee of perfection, were 
assailed by demands for Parliamentary reform, the crusading 
zeal of Wesleyan Methodism, and the revelations of the humani 
tarians. The same paradoxical tendencies are apparent in educa 
tion. While mass elementary education began in the charity and 
Sunday schools, and the dissenting academies gave a broad educa 
tion of university standard (including modern languages and the 
sciences) the old endowed grammar schools and the universities 
sank into decline. The age which produced Gibbon, Burke and 
Dr. Johnson tolerated undergraduates who regarded attendance 
at a university merely as a social necessity, and who, at Oxford 
at any rate, were awarded degrees on the result of an examination 
which was little more than a farce. Many grammar schools were 
inefficient; their headmasters remained content to draw their 
salaries irrespective of whether they had eight or eighty boys on
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the school roll. The deeper its roots, the more likelihood there 
was that a school would decay. As G. M. Trevelyan has said, 
"It was indeed a general feature of the age that, while private 
enterprise and philanthropic zeal opened new paths, chartered 
institutions grew lazy and corrupt". (1) No serious misdemeanours 
in the running of Ashton Grammar School in the eighteenth century 
have come to light, but a certain administrative slackness on the 
one hand countered by the "philanthropic zeal" of the School's 
benefactors on the other suggests that here was no great exception 
to the general rule.

This century witnessed the gradual industrialisation of the dis 
trict which is reflected in the growth of Ashton's population. 
Gastrell, who was Bishop of Chester from 1714 to 1725, estimated 
the population of Ashton in his day as 200 families, while the 
1801 census figures gave the population as 3,696 a considerable 
increase even allowing for the difficulty of assessing Gastrell's 
estimate in numbers of persons.' 2 ' Thus one is inclined to assume 
that the numbers of pupils at the School would grow during the 
eighteenth century, until one remembers the increasing value and 
use of children in mines and industry in the latter part of the cen 
tury. Unfortunately, there are no attendance figures available for 
the eighteenth century to clinch the matter.

The first of Ashton's schoolmasters in the eighteenth century, 
and probably Charnley's successor, was Samuel Jenkinson who, 
in 1706, having taught at the School for some years, deemed it 
time to apply to the bishop for a licence for permission to teach 
there. For this purpose he received testimonials from four of 
the governors, Henry Lowe, James Orrell, Thomas Gerard and 
Joseph Birchall, from Thomas Waring, the curate of Ashton 
Chapel, and at a later date, from Henry Finch, Rector of Winwick. 
Waring's testimonial reads as follows:

August the 10th, 1706. 
"My Lord,

The bearer hereof, Samuel Jenkinson of Ashton elected Schoolmaster of 
the Free School of Ashton by the Feoffees of the said School, being desirous 
(as by Canon oblig'd) to take Licence for the same. 1 presume, in the absence 
of the Honble & Reverend Rector of our Parish to acquaint your Lordsp that 
the above said Sam. Jenkinson has for several years taught the said Free Gramr. 
School of Ashton in the Parish of Winwick to the Satisfaction of the Neighbr- 
hood, that he is of a sober Life and Conversation, in the Communion of our 
Church, and diligently instructeth the children committed to his charge in the 
Chatechism of the Church of England;

I am 
Your Lordships most humble & obedient Servant,

Tho. Waring.
To the Reverend Father in God, 
Nicholas Lord Bishop of Chester." 131

111 G. M. Trevelyan, English Social History, pp. 364-365.
'" Gastrell's estimate and the 1801 census figures are given in Baines, History of County Palatine 

and Duchy of Lancashire (1867), Div. Ill, pp. 146 and 287. 
111 Papers in the Liverpool Diocesan Registry.
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During Jenkinson's tenure of the headship the School stock 
received the welcome addition of a legacy of £100 from John Lowe, 
who had already given the School £20 in 1693. (4) Lowe, in his 
own words, left the money on condition that:

"... the said schoolmaster shall out of the said increase Yearly pay Five 
shillings every Morning on the Fourth day of July (being my birthday) with 
which he shall buy and give Ale and Cakes to his scholars in the said school 
about Ten of the Clock and then give them that day for a play day. And 
when the Fourth day of July falls to be on a Sonday then that Five shillings 
shall be paid and spent on the Scholars on a Monday morning following about 
Ten of the clock in the said school with the like play day. . . ."' 5I

This custom survived until the end of the nineteenth century and 
then unfortunately lapsed. Lowe, who was buried on 29 February 
1707-8, (6) described himself in his will as a gentleman of the "Parish 
of St. Margarett's in Westminster". In his lifetime he had been 
a deputy chamberlain of the Exchequer Court, 171 but his connection 
with Ashton and the School is not known, although, of course, 
the name "Lowe" is frequently found in the district. It is clear 
from his will that he was a man of substance, for his estate, the 
bulk of which he left to his grandsons John and William consisted 
of a manor in Bishops Stortford, Hertfordshire, land in Essex and 
Buckinghamshire, and about £1,000 in cash, a sizeable sum at 
that time. Lowe's grandson, on whose inheritance the School's 
legacy was charged, appears to have kept in touch with the School 
and its needs, for it is recorded on the stone tablets in the present 
School that when the School was rebuilt in 1728 at a cost of 
£65 . 17 . 0, the money was raised by subscriptions from Ashton, 
Haydock, Newton, Winwick, Billinge, Winstanley and London, 
the London subscription presumably coming from him. This 
building, which still stands to-day, housed the Seneley Green 
Grammar School until the new Grammar School in Wigan Road, 
Ashton, was opened in January, 1893.

During the eighteenth century, at any rate, the nomenclature of 
the School was not fixed, for in the testimonials of eighteenth- 
century masters it is referred to as "the Grammar free Schoole of 
Ashton", "the Free school of Ashton", "Ashton free school", 
"the free school of Ashton, in Mackerfield", and only once as the 
"Free Grammar School at Senelow Green in Ashton", although 
John Lowe refers to it in his will as "Senelow Green School in 
Ashton Liberty". It was not until the late nineteenth century that 
the name "Seneley Green Grammar School" became generally 
accepted.

The dates of Jenkinson's headmastership cannot be fixed. The 
next person known to have held the office was William Ashton, 
who is described, in a testimonial of 18 January 1749-50 sent by 
the governors to the bishop requesting the latter to license Ashton,

l " Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. oil., p. 202 et seq.
'" John Lowe's will, Principal Probate Registry, Somerset House, London. "
(BI Parish Register of St. Margaret's, Westminster.
1:1 Information from the College of Arms, London.
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as having "for many years past officiated as Master of our School 
with an unexceptionable Character both as to his Sobriety and 
industry". (8) A remark in a testimonial dated 4 November 1749, 
relating to Richard Guest, who aspired to the headmastership of 
Wigan Grammar School, goes further than this. The writer says, 
"P.S. I am informed that Willm. Ashton, master of a free Grammar 
School in Ashton has taught there near twenty years unlicensed". 191 
Such a state of affairs well illustrates the general slackness in the 
administration of established institutions in the eighteenth century. 
It would thus seem likely that William Ashton was appointed about 
1730, possibly following Jenkinson, although if this were so, Jen- 
kinson must have held the post for nearly thirty years. Such a 
long tenure does not seem quite so improbable when one learns 
that Ashton held the post until his death in 1772. (10) On 26 July 
of the same year the governors appointed "James Ashton to succeed 
his Father".

James Ashton had gained some experience of teaching before 
he came to Seneley Green, for in a testimonial to the bishop dated 
5 December 1772, he is described as "late Assistant to the Revd. 
Mr. Ashcroft of Prescot". (11) This Mr. Ashcroft was the curate 
at Prescot and also headmaster of Prescot Grammar School from 
c. 1759-85. (12) The signatories of the testimonial, who included a 
William Worthington, a Richard Lunt, and an "A. Ashcroft", as 
well as the Ashton curate, commended James to the bishop as 
warmly as their caution would permit, saying that he: ". . . hath, 
ever since He has been engaged in the Education of Youth, behaved 
himself piously, soberly and regularly, neither has He (that we know 
of, or believe), advanced, written, or taught anything repugnant 
to or inconsistent with, the Tenets and Doctrine of the Church of 
England". Perhaps they felt that such haste in applying for a 
licence was unseemly, in view of the fact that the applicant's father 
had managed without one for nearly twenty years. However, 
their testimonials received speedy attention at Chester, and James 
was licensed on 29 December 1772, only four months after his 
application. (13)

The School received a further major increase to its stock in 1748 
in the form of £100 from John Ashton of Liverpool who, in a letter 
dated 2 January 1748, and directed to the schoolmaster at Ashton, 
stated that he proposed to give to the trustees of Ashton School 
£100, on condition that the then and every succeeding schoolmaster 
should be obliged "to employ the whole time of school-hours of 
the first day of teaching in every week in the best manner they 
could, to instruct all the children sent there in the principles of 
religion, virtue and morality, as far as their several understandings

18) Papers in the Liverpool Diocesan Registry.'" Ibid.
'"" His will, proved at Chester in 1772, is in the Lancashire Record Office, Preston.
ul) Liverpool Diocesan Registry, op. cit.
1121 Briggs, op. cit., p. 45.
'"' Liverpool Diocesan Registry.
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should be capable of receiving such instructions". (14) The trustees 
accepted Ashton's conditions, but we are left without information 
as to their execution in the eighteenth century, for the next reference 
to them is in the nineteenth century. John Ashton, who was born 
in 1711, was the only son of Nicholas Ashton and Margaret Orrell, 
both of Ashton-in-Makerfield. He was probably an Old Boy of 
the School. He became a merchant of considerable importance 
in Liverpool, as a result of his numerous business activities. He 
owned the saltworks at the Dungeon in Hale and was a member 
of the Company of African Merchants. His wealth and enterprise 
are clearly shown in his financing of the Sankey Navigation, Britain's 
first real canal, to the extent of nearly £9,000. His son Nicholas, 
who was high sheriff of Lancashire at the age of 28, eventually 
became the owner of Woolton Hall. When John Ashton died in 
1759 at the age of forty-eight his obituary notice in Williamson's 
Liverpool Advertiser described him as "an eminent merchant" 
renowned for his "probity, charity and abilities". <15)

The interest on Ashton's gift was, no doubt, a very welcome 
addition to the master's salary. Gastrell stated that about 1720 
the annual rent of the School farm was £8, and the School stock, 
which he says was £200, brought in an annual interest of £10 . 6 . O. (16) 
The accuracy of GastrelPs information as to the School stock is, 
however, doubtful, for the tablets in the School give the stock as 
being £156 in his day, while an endorsement on William Ashton's 
testimonial of January 1749-50 reads, "Endowmt. for some years 
abt. £15 or 16 p. Ann. from Charitable Contributions from sevl. 
persons [plus] the interest of £100 lately given to it by Mr. Jno. 
Ashton Cheesemonger in Liverpool". Assuming that the rent of 
the farm was still about £8 in 1750, and the stock invested at 5%, 
the amount coming in from investment would be about £7.10. 0, 
which corresponds with the capital sum of £161 recorded as the 
School stock on the tablets prior to Ashton's gift in 1748. Thus, 
if Ashton's gift were also invested at 5%, making a total of £261 
invested at 5%, the gross income of the schoolmaster, including 
the farm rent, in the latter half of the eighteenth century, would be 
about £21 per annum, plus fees. Even assuming that fees were 
charged, which seems to have been the case in the seventeenth 
century, the master does not appear to have shared the financial 
bliss of Goldsmith's village preacher, who was "passing rich with 
forty pounds a year", especially when one considers that all repairs 
to the School and the £2 per annum, which Gastrell says were due 
as "Taxes to [the] Church, and Poor, and Lord's Rent", would 
have to come out of the School income.

James Ashton, the first master really to benefit from his name 
sake's gift, appears to have held the post at Seneley Green until

(14) Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit.
"" See T. C. Barker, "The Sankey Navigation", TRANSACTIONS, Vol. 100 (1948), p. 135; S. A. 

Harris, "Robert Adam (1728-1792) Architect and Woolton Hall, Liverpool", TRANSACTIONS, 
Vol. 102 (1950), p. 165; John Ashton's will, Lancashire Record Office, Preston.

"" Gastrell, op (it., p. 268.
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1790, for on 17 May of that year the Governors appointed William 
Boardman to the School. His licence was granted on 4 January 
1792-3.' 17 '

Amongst the feoffees or trustees, as the governors were then 
called, who appointed Boardman, were Thomas Downall and 
Richard Derbyshire, men whose surnames, as well as the surnames 
of Naylor, Birchall, Latham and others which occur less frequently, 
appear as governors from the beginning of the eighteenth century 
to well on into the nineteenth century. A name which appears for 
the first time as a governor in 1772 is that of Richard Hatton, who 
was by trade a well-to-do chapman and by religion a staunch 
dissenter, a fact which, in view of his being a governor of the School, 
indicates the broad toleration of the eighteenth century and the 
lax application of the laws against the holding of public office by 
dissenters. Hatton left £10 to the Ashton Apprentice Stock 
Charity and £50 to the local Nonconformist Chapel at Park Lane, 
". . . the Interest thereof to go to the Protestant Desenting Minister 
officiating at that place, But shod, the Laws of the Land not suffer 
such a minister there that is at Parklane, then it is my will that the 
Interest of the money be given to the poor at the Descretion of the 
Trustees that was in being at the time that worship in the old way 
was not suffered to be".

He also gave to his Executors: ". . . in Trust thirty pounds, the 
Interest to go to a master or mistress [sic!] that teaches a School 
within half a mile of Parklane Chapell". (18)

As the distance between the Chapel and the Seneley Green School 
is at least a mile and a half, it is doubtful if Hatton intended his 
bequest to be for that School. He probably intended it as an 
inducement for someone hence "master or mistress" to set 
up a school in the Park Lane area. However, the money did go 
to the Seneley Green School and it must have been invested in land, 
for the Charity Commissioners reported in 1828 that,

"... a rentcharge of 1L was paid for some time out of an estate in Halton, 
in aid of the funds of the school. We are informed, however, that the payment 
arose under the will of Richard Hatton, bearing date in 1782 [it is actually 
dated 1783] and the gift was consequently void under the statute of 9 Geo. 2, 
c. 36."

This Act enabled heirs to reclaim money left for charitable purposes 
unless the testator had expressed his wishes in a formal deed before 
two witnesses six months before his death. Under this act Hatton's 
heirs also reclaimed the £50 which he had left to Park Lane Chapel. 

Of the pupils themselves in the eighteenth century, their numbers, 
age, and sex, their opinions of School and schoolmaster, and how 
well they "had learned to trace The day's disasters in his morning 
face", one must rely on imagination, and on the conditions known 
to have existed in similar schools. Their curriculum is unlikely 
to have been much different from that of their predecessors of the

1171 Liverpool Diocesan Registry. 
1(1 Lancashire Record Office, Preston.   .  
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seventeenth century, except that Latin was possibly given more 
attention. Their attitude to their work was doubtless the same as 
it is in every generation.

IV. THE SCHOOL IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

After the relative calm of the "classical" century, the nineteenth 
century appears like an era of ceaseless change. The old rulers 
of the countryside continued to hope that God would

". . . bless the Squire and his relations, 
And keep us in our proper stations",

but this could be but a pious aspiration on their part after the 
equalitarian appeal of the French Revolution. Added to this, the 
rapidly increasing industrialisation of the country brought new 
classes to power, created an industrial working class, and shattered 
the old functional, hierarchical view of society which had persisted 
in a sublimated form from the middle ages into the eighteenth 
century. Owing to the increasing complexity of life, more respon 
sibility was thrust upon the state, which found itself compelled to 
take notice of affairs which previously had been regarded as out of 
its sphere. The demand for a literate working class forced it to 
assume responsibility for public elementary education. Official 
interest in secondary education was slower to manifest itself, but 
public concern over the condition of the grammar schools com 
pelled the government to investigate their condition, to draw up 
piecemeal schemes for their reform without the aid of public funds, 
and finally, at the turn of the century, to permit county councils 
to assume financial responsibility for them.

The reports of the various commissions appointed to enquire 
into the condition of secondary education in the nineteenth century 
provide an authoritative picture of secondary education as a whole 
and individual schools in particular. In addition there is at Ashton 
the Minute Book of the Trustees of the Ashton Charities. (1) By 
the early nineteenth century the same men, or a nucleus of the 
more influential among them, were trustees of all the Ashton 
charities, including the Seneley Green School, and hence they 
transacted the business of several charities at one meeting and 
used a common minute book, which dates from 1819.

Judging from the minutes of the meeting of 29 July 1819, the 
governors must have been far from happy about the School in 
their charge. Since May 1818, when the Reverend John Sedgwick 
resigned from his mastership, there had been at the school three 
further masters, Robinson, Holt and Whalley, but the governors' 
concern was not expressed, nor were positive steps taken to remedy 
the situation until September 1820, at a meeting called to discuss

111 The Minute Book of the Trustees of the Ashton Charities, 1819-1879, is in the possession 
of the Trustees of the Linen and Woollen Stock Charity and is kept in the Town Hall, Ashton.



22 SENELEY GREEN GRAMMAR SCHOOL

Francis Whalley's resignation after only seven days' previous 
notice. The governors then resolved that future masters were 
to give a bond of £100 as surety that they would not resign without 
having given three calendar months' notice in writing, and would 
likewise surrender the School to the trustees if given six calendar 
months' notice in writing. The governors' minutes suggest no 
reasons for the School changing hands three times, in 1819, but a 
possible clue is to be found in the minutes of the Ashton Vestry,' 2 ' 
which show the great concern there was in 1819 about an outbreak 
of typhus in the district. At a Select Vestry Meeting of 24 July 
1819, it was ". . . ordered that the Overseers call a Public Town 
Meeting for Thursday next at 10 o'clock in the forenoon for the 
purpose of taking into consideration the propriety of ordering the 
Overseers to get the Cottages at Seneley Green whitewashed which 
are inhabited by poor persons infected or likely from their situation 
to become infected with the Typhus Fever and for adopting such 
orders as appear best calculated for preventing the contagion from 
spreading". In such circumstances it would doubtless be difficult 
to retain a master.

However, other resolutions passed by the governors at their 
meeting in September 1820 suggest that typhus alone was not the 
cause of the staff changes in 1819, for they not only resolved that 
the income of the School until the appointment of the new master 
should be used to repair the School, but that in the future one of 
their number should survey the School and farm annually and 
also on the resignation or removal of any master, so that necessary 
repairs could be carried out and the expenses deducted from the 
School income before the master's salary was paid out of it. An 
attempt may have been made in 1819 to bring pressure to bear 
on the various masters of the School to expend part of their income 
on repairs, and this, coupled with the outbreak of typhus, may have 
determined them to seek posts at schools in more salutary areas.

On 9 November 1820 at a meeting held at the house of Abel 
Pennington, the governors unanimously appointed James Forshaw, 
Junior, of Ormskirk, to the vacant mastership, making a choice 
which they were equally unanimous in regretting some seven years 
later. No further meeting »ith regard to School affairs took place 
until 1826, when they considered building a house for the master, 
a proposal which must have fallen through, as there are no further 
references to it.

The link between governors and masters for the transaction of 
routine business was one of the governors named Henry Shaw, 
who was known as the acting trustee, and whose function was 
similar to that of a modern chairman rather than that of 
clerk to the governors. Shaw was also the acting trustee or 
manager, as he is sometimes called, of the other Ashton charities, 
and served in this capacity from 1819 to 1852. One of his most

121 Three minute and account books of the Ashton Vestry from 1799-1816, 1816-1819, and 
1819-1826, are in the possession of the Trustees of the Linen and Woollen Stock Charity and are 
kept in the Town Hall, Ashton.
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unpleasant and, indeed, most difficult duties arose from Forshaw's 
resignation and subsequent refusal to leave the School after what 
must have been a heated quarrel with the trustees. On 23 March 
1827, Forshaw had given the necessary three months' notice, saying 
that he intended "to quit the said school on the 31st day of June 
following". Whether or not Forshaw deliberately selected 31 June, 
a non-existent date, is not clear, but he later took every advantage 
of it. His main grievance was over the rent of the School farm, 
which the governors had reduced by 10% (£3 . 6. 0) on condition 
that the tenant spent this sum on manure. As the rent of the 
School farm formed a major part of his income, Forshaw met the 
governors' action with what they described as a "positive refusal", 
and claimed that the letting and receiving of this rent should be 
under his control. He also claimed that the governors acted "most 
tyranically" in compelling him to let the children belonging to the 
Ashton Sunday schools be taught there on Sundays.

The governors' reply to this was that "they had been taught 
there long before he was appointed master of the said school and 
which was mentioned to him at the time of his appointment". 
Judging from later troubles with the Sunday schools, Forshaw's 
objection was due to the breakage of windows by their pupils on 
Sundays.

From the governors' point of view, Forshaw was an unsatis 
factory master because he neglected the School building in spite 
of the agreement made upon his appointment. A deadlock was 
reached between master and governors at a meeting held in the 
School on 18 June, when Forshaw declared that ". . . he would 
take every advantage that lay in his power, and that as the 31st 
day of June would never happen, the notice he had given was good 
for nothing and therefore he would claim the endowment and lock 
up the said school if he chose for the ensuing six months being the 
time conditioned for in his Bond for a notice from the said trustees 
to him in case of their wishing to put him away from the said 
school". A few days later, however, on 23 June, Forshaw made 
a written agreement with Shaw that he would hand over the School 
on 25 June and that the endowment of the School from 12 May to 
25 June should be used to repair the School on condition that he 
was discharged from all future liability in respect of repairs. But 
Forshaw did not give up the School on 25 June, the governors were 
compelled to seek legal advice, and it was not until 10 July that 
he surrendered the School. Indeed, the potential weakness of the 
governors' legal position was pointed out to them by their solicitor, 
who stated that if the notice given by Forshaw had been correct 
in every respect he could have refused to go, because the Bond 
merely provided that a master should not go without having given 
three months' notice, and not that he had to go, having given three 
months' notice.

The struggle between master and governors for control of the 
School is not an isolated incident, but one which was repeated in
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many grammar schools. It was a symptom of the decay which 
had begun in the eighteenth century and had continued into the 
early and middle years of the nineteenth century, when most 
English grammar schools reached the nadir of their fortunes. In 
many cases, the precise functions and powers of both headmaster 
and governors were not laid down, and attempts by governors to 
dismiss unsatisfactory headmasters and to gain control of the 
school income failed, owing to the uncertain and unsatisfactory 
state of the law on such matters. But many a grammar school at 
this time attempted to hide its internal strife and to present a facade 
which would appeal to the empty snobbery of the new manufac 
turing classes. The term "grammar school", associated as it was 
with charitable endowments, was dropped and the more urbane 
term "Academy" was discreetly assumed. Seneley Green Grammar 
School passed under the euphemistic title of Classical Academy 
mPigofs Directory for 1824-5.

When the Charity Commissioners visited Winwick Grammar 
School in 1828 they found that the school had been closed for 
several weeks and that the headmaster, a clergyman who lived 
twenty miles away, never visited Winwick except when taking 
Divine Service at Burtonwood. Yet the classic instance of nine 
teenth century decline is surely that of the Whitgift Grammar 
School, Croydon, whose headmaster had received the school 
endowment for thirty years but who had no pupils.

Their experience with Forshaw appears to have taught the 
governors a lesson, for upon securing the School they rescinded 
their rules of September 1820, and approved a new set drawn up 
by Shaw, which attempted to lay down precisely their own rights 
and the master's duties. Each future master was to give a bond 
of £100 as surety that he would obey all the School rules. The 
master could be removed after six calendar months' notice in 
writing by the trustees, and was to give three calendar months' 
notice if he wished to resign and ". . . should quit the said school 
accordingly at the end of three calendar months . . . notwith 
standing any informality or error on the face of such notice". 
If a master left without giving the necessary three months' notice 
he was to pay £10 to the governors. Rule Number Five bears 
witness not only to their own experience but to the general inse 
curity of governors' powers of appointment and control at this 
period. It states that ". . . the master shall not apply for or obtain 
or attempt to obtain any licence or authority to the said school 
otherwise than what shall be granted to him by the Trustees of the 
said school". Religious instruction was to be carried out in 
accordance with John Ashton's wishes, especially on Mondays, 
when the children were to be instructed in "the Bible and Testa 
ments and in the Catechism of the Established Church". If any 
future master "shut up the said school" and did not teach, not 
only was he liable to forfeit his bond but he was to receive no pay 
for the period in question. Masters were not to make any charge
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for the teaching of English, Latin and Greek, and were to teach 
five days every week with the exception of four weeks at Christmas 
and two weeks at Midsummer. The master was to repair both 
the School and farm at his own expense when so instructed by the 
acting trustee, while the governors were to have full control of the 
School endowment fund and the letting of the School farm.

Having approved what they doubtless considered to be a fool 
proof set of rules, the governors on 4 August 1827, appointed 
Thomas Hardy of High Hesket, Cumberland, to the vacancy, and 
ensured that his agreement to the new rules was duly recorded in 
the Minute Book. The School had scarcely settled down to normal 
routine under its new master when, in 1828, it was visited by the 
first of those commissions whose investigations helped to lay bare 
the shortcomings of the English educational system at that time. (3) 
The Charity Commissioners only visited endowed schools. They 
were empowered to enquire into all charitable trusts and primarily 
concerned to see that charitable funds were being used correctly. 
They were therefore more interested in the financial basis of endowed 
schools than in their educational function. Nevertheless, their 
descriptions of and comments on endowed schools are of consider 
able value.

The Charity Commissioners reported that the School at Seneley 
Green was open to all boys and girls of the township of Ashton, 
and that children from neighbouring areas were admitted as fee 
payers. At the time of their visit about seventy pupils attended. 
They were taught English, Latin and Greek, if required, free of 
charge, but they paid the master for instruction in Writing and 
Arithmetic. No other subject is mentioned, and it would appear 
that, apart from the three R's, the Classics still monopolized the 
education of those who aspired to academic study. Unfortunately 
there is no indication in the Report of the number of pupils who 
were learning Latin at Seneley Green, nor is it stated if Greek was 
being taught or not.

The School income was £42 . 15.0, made up of £29 .14.0 annual 
rent from the farm and £13.1.0 interest on the School stock of 
£261 which was on loan to the Apprentice Stock Charity at 5 %. Of 
the income, £40 a year was paid to the master, the remainder being 
used to pay the annual chief-rent of 7/6d. for the farm, and to pay 
off the balance of a debt of £35 incurred by the recent repairs to 
the School and farm buildings, due no doubt to the cumulative 
effect of the neglect of Forshaw and his predecessors. Part of the 
debt had already been paid out of the School income, which had 
become available during two periods when the School was vacant. 
One of these periods was obviously due to Whalley's sudden 
resignation in 1820, and the other probably occurred in 1819, the 
year of such frequent changes of master.

The visit of the Charity Commissioners does not appear to have 
stirred the governors in any way, for there is no reference to it in

131 Reports of the Commissioners on Charities, op. cit., p. 202 et seq.
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the Minute Book. Indeed, having appointed Hardy and armed 
themselves with new rules, they were content to leave the School 
in his charge, meeting only four times to discuss School business 
between his appointment in 1827 and his resignation in 1854. 
Even allowing for the fact that they may have discussed School 
affairs informally at meetings of the other charities, one cannot 
avoid the conclusion that they were very slack in the discharge of 
their duties. At their meeting in 1834, the first since Hardy's 
appointment, they decided that the cost of repairing broken windows 
and painting new shutters should be borne equally by themselves, 
by Hardy, and by the committee of the Ashton Sunday schools. A 
more interesting resolution, however, is one in which they decided 
that in the future all damage done to the upper school and lower 
school by Sunday school pupils should be the responsibility of the 
Sunday school committee. This is the first use of the terms "upper 
school" and "lower school" by the governors, and their use pre 
supposes not only the physical division of a two-storey building, 
but in most cases the employment of an assistant master or usher 
who taught the three R's and the rudiments of Latin in the lower 
school before passing the pupils on to more advanced classical 
study in the upper school under the headmaster's tuition. How 
ever, neither the governors nor the Charity Commissioners make 
any mention of an usher, but as the employment and pay of an 
assistant was usually the master's private concern, and in view of 
the fact that there were seventy pupils in 1828, it is quite feasible 
that there was an usher in the School in the early and mid nine 
teenth century, although there is no direct evidence of the employ 
ment of one until the 1890's.

The sole business transacted by the governors after their 1834 
meeting was the repair of the farm buildings in 1843, the re-letting 
of the farm in 1852 to Samuel Stock at an annual rent of £30, 
and the appointment of James Billinge as acting manager of the 
Ashton charities following Shaw's resignation in 1852. They met 
again in April 1854, upon Hardy's resignation, and decided to 
advertise for a new master as follows:
"Free Grammar School, Seneley Green, Ashton, near Wigan. Master wanted. 
The endowment is at present £40 per annum exclusive of extras. Greek, 
Latin and English are required to be taught free, Writing, Arithmetic and the 
Modern Languages will be paid for; and the master may take Boarders or 
Private Pupils. The neighbourhood is extensive and presents many induce 
ments to a clergyman of small income. Candidates not in Holy Orders must 
be members of the Church of England. Applications, with testimonials, to 
be addressed to Mr. James Billinge, Ashton, near Wigan, the Acting Trustee, 
on or before the 1st May next". 141

Modern Languages appear to be the only addition to the curri 
culum since the visit of the Charity Commissioners in 1828. The 
advertisement must, in its own words, have presented "many 
inducements", for there were twenty-one applications, but only 
five candidates sent testimonials, "the others principally asking

'" Minute Book of the Trustees of the Ashton Charities.
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general questions respecting the school house, etc". These five 
were invited to attend for interview, but on the appointed day only 
one, the Reverend I. L. Jones, B.A., of Thorne, near Doncaster, 
appeared. Mr. Jones agreed to accept the usual conditions of 
appointment, but, on being requested to undergo an examination 
in Latin and Greek by the local vicar, a procedure which had been 
customary before previous appointments had been made, he 
declined to debase his cloth and "refused to undergo such an 
examination, upon the principle of its being an indignity unusual 
and unnecessary". It was replied that ". . . it could not be 
unusual as it was a mere matter of form which had been complied 
with on such previous occasions". Mr. Jones, however, persisted 
in his refusal, and the meeting broke up without any appointment 
being made.

This impasse left the School without a master until January 
1855, when Edward Aldridge of Bonchurch College, Isle of Wight, 
was appointed. A new rule agreed to by Aldridge was that the 
minimum fee for each pupil was to be 7/6d. per quarter, but the 
master could charge as much more as he chose. The School, 
however, would not appear to have been to Aldridge's liking, for 
on 26 September 1856, a new master, the Reverend Richard Thistle- 
thwaite of Farnworth, was appointed. These frequent changes of 
master compelled the governors to meet more often than had been 
their custom in the previous twenty years, but they were still content 
to limit their general responsibility to the appointment of masters. 
James Billinge, in his dual capacity as chairman and treasurer had, 
of course, a more intimate connection with the School.

Thistlethwaite's resignation in 1858 occasioned another meeting, 
at which Robert Holt of the Wigan Adult School was appointed 
master at a salary of £40 per annum plus fees. Holt's appointment 
after such an unsettled period was unfortunate, for although he 
stayed until 1863 he was not the man to give a vigorous lead to the 
School, and under him the number of pupils fell considerably.' 5 '

The importance of their decision in 1863 to appoint Ebenezer 
Leigh, an Old Boy of the School, was certainly not appreciated by 
the governors. Leigh's appointment coincided with the period 
when the public gaze was officially focussed on secondary education 
for the first time. Growing concern over the defects of the educa 
tional system had already resulted in an official investigation of 
elementary education and the public schools by the Newcastle and 
Clarendon Commissions. In 1864 the Taunton or Schools Inquiry 
Commission was set up to examine secondary education, and 
following its report in 1868 came the Endowed Schools Act of 1869, 
which, while it ignored the main recommendations of the Taunton 
Report, constituted the first measure of public control over grammar 
schools. The creation of a central authority to supervise all 
secondary education and the inspection of grammar schools did 
not come into being, but under the Act three Endowed School

"' Schools Inquiry Commission, Vol. XVII (1869), p. 157 el seij.
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Commissioners, whose authority was later transferred to the 
Charity Commissioners, were appointed, with powers to apply 
existing endowments to better use. The inefficient grammar school 
was to be reformed, or its finances were to be transferred elsewhere. 
Where a grammar school was not fulfilling its proper function and 
would serve a district more appropriately as an elementary school, 
its status was changed accordingly, as happened in the case of the 
Standish and Bispham Grammar Schools. Winwick Grammar 
School, which by this time was virtually a small private boarding 
school, was allowed to continue its existence until 1890, when its 
endowments were used to help set up exhibitions tenable at secon 
dary or technical schools. State action had at last provided a 
means of reform from without and some incentive to improve 
from within. A combination of local circumstance and hard 
work by Ebenezer Leigh maintained Seneley Green School's status 
as a grammar school, but could not save it from compulsory reform 
under the Endowed Schools Act by a scheme approved in 1886, in 
the time of Leigh's successor.

James Bryce, who inspected the School in 1865 on behalf of the 
Taunton Commission, and who was later to act as chairman of 
the Bryce Commission on Secondary Education in the 1890's, has 
left a very clear picture of the School under Leigh's guidance. 16 ' 
While he was impressed by the care with which Billinge managed 
the School finances, the most he could say of the self-electing 
governors in general was that "they seem to take an interest in 
the school", and "do not interfere with the educational arrange 
ments, and leave the master to impose what fees he pleases". Fees 
were low £1 to £2 a year according to age at least for some of 
the people whose children attended. Leigh was afraid to raise the 
fees abruptly because the number of pupils had fallen greatly under 
his predecessor and because of competition from the two local 
elementary schools, one Anglican and the other Roman Catholic, 
where the maximum fees were 3d. a week. The pupils were mainly 
the sons of colliers and hingemakers, although some were the 
children of mine overseers and works foremen. The former left 
at a very early age, and while the latter seldom remained after the 
age of thirteen or fourteen, the master usually managed to form a 
Latin class out of them.

There were sixty pupils on the roll when Bryce visited, and by 
1867 there were eighty. Girls were admitted to the School as well 
as boys, but only one was present on the day of Bryce's visit. In 
the past they had attended the School in considerable numbers, 
but by this time were attending a private school in Ashton kept 
by Leigh's sister. All the pupils were taught Scripture, Arithmetic, 
Reading and Writing, and the majority also learned Geography 
and English Grammar. Latin, French, Book-keeping, Surveying, 
History and Drawing were taught to smaller groups as required. 
Bryce said of the standards achieved, "In Arithmetic 12 (average

111 Ibid.
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age 12f) did creditable papers, showing by the methods they 
employed and their power of understanding questions stated in 
some other than the usual way, that they have been taught intelli 
gently. One boy was reading Lucan and did very fairly, five others 
were learning Latin Grammar. Geography and [English] Grammar 
were passably good ".

Bryce's main criticism was of the building itself, for by this time 
only the ground floor was in use as a single classroom (due to the 
neglect of previous masters) and in view of the numbers attending, 
Bryce considered the room to be "unwholesome". He recom 
mended its enlargement and also the building of a house for the 
master.

The master received a fixed salary of £40 from the School income, 
plus the School fees, which were £70 in 1865 and had reached £100 
by 1867, when the numbers had risen to eighty. By 1867 Leigh 
also received the profits of a night school which he held on three 
nights a week. Out of his income, however, Leigh paid an assistant 
master who, according to the Endowed Charities Report of 1908, 
was "his own father, a grocer, aged 69, who was said a year later 
to be stone deaf".'" Bryce, however, made no comment of any 
kind about the usher, except to mention that one was employed, 
and he was generally satisfied with everything except the premises. 
Of School and master he said, "On the whole, the school gave me 
the impression of being well handled by the master, who is an 
earnest and sensible teacher doing his best under considerable 
difficulties. He was educated in this school himself, which was 
then, it appears, a place of little but classical instruction, and 
would be glad to teach more Latin and Mathematics if the parents 
would let him. ... It is an instance of the benefits which are 
sometimes derived from the union in the same school of elementary 
and superior instruction, or, in other words, from the presence of 
a teacher who is competent to teach something more than the 
elementary subjects".

As a result of litigation during Leigh's headmastership, the 
School stock received a major increase which helped later to defray 
the cost of building the present School. Sir John Gerard had 
leased the mineral rights under the School farm to Samuel Stock 
of Billinge, a local colliery proprietor, under the mistaken belief 
that such rights had been originally reserved by his ancestor when 
he had granted the land to the Sixsmith family, who had later 
conveyed it to the School trustees in the seventeenth century. In 
the ensuing lawsuit in 1875 against Stock, the trustees gained 
£2,211 .3.4, which was invested in consols to the value of 
£2,259 . 2 . 5, (8) while in the same year Stock was appointed a 
trustee of all the Ashton charities!

In 1877 the governors met to appoint Mark Rowe of Wrexham, 
who was the last master of the old Seneley Green School. Rowe,

171 Endowed Charities, Administrative County of Lancaster. Vol. Ill (1908), p. 717. 
111 Ibid.
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whose last years at the School were spent in the knowledge that a 
new grammar school was to be built, to which he was very unlikely 
to be appointed, is still spoken of with affection and respect by 
those Old Ashtonians whom he taught, as "Old Mark Rowe", and 
School tales about this firm but just master are still to be heard. In 
addition to teaching a School of fifty boys, Rowe in 1879 became 
clerk to the trustees of the Ashton charities, the same men having 
been appointed in 1875 to all four chanties, Linen Stock, Woollen 
Stock, Apprentice Stock and School. 19 '

Rowe's appointment coincided with a troubled period for the 
charities, during which they were completely reorganised by the 
Charity Commissioners. For some time the inhabitants of Ashton 
and, indeed, some of the trustees, had felt much dissatisfaction 
with the administration of the Apprentice Stock charity, and 
finally the Charity Commissioners were asked to hold a public 
inquiry into all the charities. This inquiry was conducted by a 
Mr. Skirrow in 1879, and as a result of his report the Charity 
Commissioners wrote to the trustees informing them of their dis 
satisfaction. They criticised the practice of entrusting the manage 
ment of each charity to one trustee and permitting him to retain 
large balances in his own hands, the practical failure of the trusts 
of the apprenticing charity, and the failure of the trustees to publish 
accounts. They called upon the trustees to apply for a scheme for 
all the charities. The trustees repudiated or explained away these 
charges, but they did apply for a scheme. At the same time they 
informed the Commissioners that they were themselves preparing 
schemes for the management of each charity which they would, 
and in fact did, submit. Furthermore, they invested the funds in 
their charge, including the £2,211 .3.4 gained in the action against 
Stock, in consols in the names of three of their number. But the 
Charity Commissioners were adamant, and in 1881 they produced 
their own scheme, which, even after the acceptance of some local 
amendments, transferred the control of the charities to themselves. 
All the real estate and funds of the charities were placed in the 
hands of the Official Trustees of Charity Lands and Charitable 
Funds and the management of all the charities was vested in twenty 
trustees, of whom six were ex-officio trustees and the remaining 
fourteen subject to the approval of the Charity Commissioners. 
Detailed regulations as to the method of managing the charities 
and disposing of their funds were also specified. But the existing 
trustees were determined to fight the new scheme. Mark Rowe, 
their clerk, refused to surrender the books to his successor whom 
the new trustees had appointed, and the existing treasurer refused 
to hand over the money in his charge. An order of the Charity 
Commissioners failed to subdue them, and the new trustees did 
not enter into full possession until action had been taken against 
their predecessors in the Chancery Court in 1882.' 10)

"> Ibid., p. 723.
'"' Ibid., p. 723 el seq.
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The new governors of the School next engaged in an involved 
dispute with Rowe over his salary. According to the Endowed 
Charities Report of 1 908 Rowe, who became headmaster in October 
1877, was appointed by the old trustees on terms that he should 
receive the whole income of the endowment plus fees. There is, 
however, no mention of these terms in the Trustees' Minute Book, 
and they are certainly a departure from the normal salary conditions 
on appointment. Moreover, in May 1877, judgment had been 
given in the School's favour in the action against Stock, and 
although the trustees had probably not actually received their 
unexpected windfall, it seems unlikely that they would be willing 
to grant the entire existing endowment together with the future 
interest on the £2,211.3.4, later invested in consols. They may, 
however, have intended to pay Rowe a higher salary than his pre 
decessor had received by granting him the entire income of the 
existing endowment, that is, before they received the money from 
the Stock case. This seems possible because in 1879, when the 
£2,211 .3.4 was in their possession, the Trustees' Minute Book 
records a resolution ". . . that a sum of fifteen pounds be pre 
sented to Mr. Rowe, Master of the Seneley Green Grammar School, 
as an augmentation grant to the end of the year 1879, but that 
this must not be considered a permanent arrangement". Perhaps 
this was the master's share of the windfall.

After stating the terms of his appointment, the Endowed Charities 
Report of 1908 goes on to say that, "After the establishment of the 
new scheme of 1881 (i.e., the reorganisation of all the Charities 
and appointment of new trustees), Mr. Rowe claimed the whole 
income of the school although under a scheme drafted by himself 
in 1880 his salary was fixed at £50 a year . . . and on reference 
to the Charity Commissioners it was held that he was entitled to 
no more than £50. The trustees thereupon in April 1883 raised 
his salary to £60, to take effect as from March 1881. They shortly 
afterwards requested him to resign with a view to his re-appoint 
ment on the terms customary before 1880, and on his refusal 
applied to the Commissioners for an Order removing him from 
office". It seems possible that to clarify the situation Rowe agreed 
to accept £50 a year as salary from the old governors, namely the 
whole income prior to the addition of the £2,211 .3.4, and then, 
after the appointment of the new governors, claimed the interest 
on the £2,211 . 3 . 4 as well as the £50. The new governors seem 
to have recognised that there was some justice in his claim, and 
then to have acted incomprehensibly, for after being assured by 
the Charity Commissioners that he was entitled to no more than 
£50 per annum, they raised his salary to £60, and then tried to 
lower it.

The dispute, however, sealed the fate of the Seneley Green 
Grammar School. The time had passed when headmasters and 
governors could engage with impunity in protracted wrangles 
over terms of appointment, and so reveal that all was not well in
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a school. Hence, when the Charity Commissioners received the 
governors' request for an order removing Rowe from office, they 
decided, no doubt in the light of their previous experience with 
the Ashton charities, to deal with the School under the Endowed 
Schools Act of 1869. After a conference between Mr. Durnford, 
one of their assistant commissioners, and the trustees, a scheme 
for a new grammar school was drawn up and was published in 
May 1885 and officially approved in March 1886. (11)

Under the new scheme the funds of the Apprentice Stock Charity 
were appropriated entirely to educational purposes and amalgamated 
with those of the Seneley Green Grammar School, under the name 
of the Ashton-in-Makerfield Grammar School. A body of twelve 
governors was constituted, of whom six were representative, one 
being appointed by the lord of the manor of Ashton, one by the 
Local Board of Ashton, one by Liverpool University College, and 
three by the trustees of the Linen and Woollen Stock charities, 
each to hold office for five years. The other six trustees were co- 
optative, each holding office for eight years. Future appointments 
of co-opted governors were to be subject to the approval of the 
Charity commissioners. The Seneley Green School site and 
buildings were to be sold and a new day school for seventy day 
pupils was to be built. If the governors so desired, the School 
could take boy boarders, but they never acted on this permissive 
clause.

The headmaster, who was tc live in the residence assigned to him, 
was to sign a declaration before taking office acquiescing in the 
governors' powers to dismiss him subject to certain formalities. He 
was to be consulted by the governors on such matters as the syllabus, 
School terms and holidays, fees, the number of assistants employed, 
and the amount to be assigned yearly out of income for their 
salaries, but final control rested with the governors. On the other 
hand, the headmaster alone was to control the whole internal 
organisation, management, and discipline of the School, including 
the powers of expulsion and suspension of pupils and the appoint 
ment and dismissal of assistants. His salary was to be not more 
than £70 a year plus a capitation fee of from £2 to £5 for each 
pupil.

Tuition fees were to be fixed by the governors at not less than 
£4 and not more than £8 per year. The age of admission was 
fixed at eight years and no pupil was to remain in the School after 
the age of sixteen without the headmaster's recommendation and 
the governors' permission. It seems to have been assumed that 
only boys would attend the School, for the scheme speaks of "boys" 
and not "pupils", but nothing was said to preclude the admission 
of girls as day pupils, and in 1901, a relatively short time after the 
opening of the new School, girls began to attend.

Before admission, every applicant was to pass an entrance 
examination in the three R's. Once admitted, pupils were to be

"" Ibid., p. 718.
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instructed in Scripture (with provision for exemption), the three 
R's, Geography and History, English Grammar, Composition, 
Literature, Mathematics, Latin, at least one modern foreign lan 
guage, Natural Science, Drawing, Drill, and Vocal Music. To 
ensure efficiency, there was to be an annual examination conducted 
by an external examiner. A yearly sum of £50 was to be applied 
in maintaining foundation scholarships tenable in the School, to 
be awarded to local elementary school pupils. The governors 
were also empowered to award exhibitions of the yearly value of 
£220 tenable elsewhere at a place of higher education by pupils 
who had attended the Grammar School. Furthermore, provision 
was to be made for the formation of a headmaster's pension fund.

This new scheme was not immediately put into operation, except 
for the appointment of a new governing body. Mark Rowe 
remained in office at Seneley Green until 1892, after signing a 
declaration that if dismissed he would relinquish all claims to the 
headmastership, endowments, School premises and property. (12) 
It was not until 1888 that steps towards the erection of a new School 
building were taken, when the new governors, under the chairman 
ship of the Reverend J. Melville, Rector of Ashton, approached 
Lord Gerard with a view to obtaining a site for the new School. 
In September 1890 a transaction was completed whereby Lord 
Gerard gave a site of 3,400 square yards fronting Wigan Road, 
Ashton, in exchange for the site and premises at Seneley Green, 
but later allowed the governors to retain the Seneley Green School 
at a nominal rent until the new School had been built.

Meanwhile, the governors had appointed an architect who drew 
up plans for a school to accommodate 130 pupils, instead of the 
minimum of 70 laid down in the scheme. When the Charity Com 
missioners queried this the governors pointed out the growth of 
the township since the establishment of the scheme, and the possi 
bility of providing technical education in the School and so receiving 
a county council grant under the Technical Instruction Act of 1889. 
The Charity Commissioners eventually accepted this, but delayed 
the authorisation of expenditure for building purposes so long that 
the builder who had been appointed threatened to withdraw his 
tender. In December 1891, the necessary authority was given 
and the building of the School and headmaster's house began. 
The building costs, which were £2,678 .1.3, were paid partly by 
£1,000 of unexpended income and partly by the sale of Consols 
which the School held to the value of £4,544 .8.8 owing to the 
amalgamation of the School and Apprentice Stock Charities.

Mark Rowe had been given six months' notice in July 1890, 
but on account of the various delays encountered, the governors' 
action proved to be rather premature, and his tenure of office had 
to be extended several times, finally expiring in 1892. In October 
1892 the governors advertised for a headmaster, stipulating that 
they required a university graduate, and from one hundred and

U2) Minute Book of the Governors of Ashton Grammar School, 1886-1930.
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fifteen applicants they selected a short list of three, one of whom, 
Edward Burnet, B.A., of King William's College, Isle of Man, 
they appointed in November 1892 as the first headmaster of the 
new School.* 13 ' But the Seneley Green Grammar School, which 
had served the district for three centuries, was not to fade out of 
existence immediately. After the opening of the new School it 
continued to exist for some time as a private school under Mark 
Rowe. The Seneley Green building then took on a new lease of 
life as the Garswood Roman Catholic Infant School, and is still 
used as such to-day.

1131 Ibid.


