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I. DID ST. CUTHBERT'S BODY REST THERE ?

fTlHE churches of North Meols and Halsall are both 
JL dedicated to St. Cuthbert. It has sometimes been 
supposed that Halsall was one of the resting places of the 
saint's body during its seven years' wanderings while the 
Danes were ravaging Northumbria (875-883), 1 and the 
same supposition, sometimes dignified by the name of 
" tradition," has been advanced as regards North Mcols. 
Of recent years local historians have made much of this 
belief and, not satisfied with mere " tradition," have 
ended by turning it into historical fact. 2 Others, less bold, 
have adopted a half-way course. Thus the late bishop of 
Sodor and Man, Dr. James Denton Thompson, in 1904, 
when rector of North Meols, wrote: 

There can be little doubt that the foundation of the church must 
be traced to the time of the Danish invasion A.D. 875. . . . 
During that period, with a view to preserving the body of their 
patron St. Cuthbert from unholy hands, the monks of Lindisfarne 
carried the corpse from place to place for about seven years.

1 See V.C.H. Lanes., iii, 188.
2 Notes on Southport and District, 1908, by the Rev. W. T. Bulpit, p. 53; 

The Spires, Towers, etc., of Southporl, 1922, by Joseph Pearce. In every 
Anglican church in Southport is exhibited a framed list of the rectors of North 
Meols, with notes on outstanding events in the ecclesiastical life of the parish. 
One of these reads: " St. Cuthbert's body brought to North Meols, c. 880." 
In 1905 a proposal was put forward for the erection of a memorial cross at 
Churchtown and a design was prepared embodying an inscription which began, 
" Near this spot, about the year 880, rested the body of St. Cuthbert, Bishop 
of Lindisfarne." The scheme was commended by the bishop of the diocese, 
but fortunately, was not carried out.
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Wherever the body was laid a prayer-house was erected and 
dedicated to his memory both as a shelter and a sanctuary. In 
the records we find twelve such places in Lancashire alone, and 
between Lytham on the north and Halsall on the south there 
appears ' Meler,' all three bearing the invocation of St. Cuthbert. 
There is therefore reasonable ground for believing that the present 
site of the church preserves the hallowed spot where the great 
Northumbrian saint rested, and from where the inhabitants of the 
district received the spiritual ministrations of the clergy in those 
far-off times. 1

This passage is quoted at length because it contains a 
reference to certain " records" which would seem to 
afford " reasonable ground" for believing that St. 
Cuthbert's body was actually brought to North Meols and 
rested on the spot where the church now stands.

What are these records, and do they in reality afford 
solid ground for such a belief ?

St. Cuthbert died in 687 and was buried at Lindisfarne. 
During the first Danish invasion (793) his body remained 
undisturbed, but in that of 875 the abbot of Lindisfarne 
and his monks fled before the storm, carrying with them 
the body of the saint. Their journeyings lasted about 
seven years and can be roughly traced from the traditions 
given by Symeon of Durham, who nourished in the early 
part of the twelfth century, and by Reginald of Durham, 
who wrote some seventy years later. 2 Symeon says that 
the bearers of the body " wandered all over the districts of 
the Northumbrians with never any fixed resting-place." 
It has been held by some that these words are wide enough 
to cover what is now south Lancashire. It would appear, 
indeed, that the Mersey was one boundary of Northumbria 
until Edward the Elder in 923 took possession of " Man 
chester in Northumbria." But neither Symeon nor

1 Liverpool Diocesan Gazette, May 1904, p. 56. Subsequently Dr. Denton 
Thompson, in a sermon preached at North Meols, March 18, 1923, said, " The 
followers of St. Cuthbert on this very spot laid the body of their leader and 
bea;an to preach over the wide expanse of sandhills called Meols."

2 Symeon died c. 1135, Reginald c. 1205.
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Reginald provides any help in elucidating the question as 
to whether St. Cuthbert's body rested at North Meols. 
Their writings are not the " records " referred to.

There is no direct reference in cither Symeon or Reginald 
to what is now South Lancashire. For that we have to go 
to John Wessington, or Washington, prior of Durham 
from 1416 to 1446. Wessington was the author of five 
works which are said to be extant in MS. in the Treasury 
at Durham. The MS. with which we are concerned was

North Meols: See note 2, p. 73.
Since this paper was in print, the original MS. attributed to 

Prior Wessington, but written in more than one hand, has been 
identified among the muniments in the Treasury at Durham, where i 
it is now numbered Misc. Charter 5673. Professor Hamilton 
Thompson has kindly permitted me to see his transcript of this 
document, which is obviously nothing more than an incomplete 
list of churches dedicated to St. Cuthbert, which it was intended 
to fill up with further information. It is in no sense an itinerary 
of the wanderings, and there is no sign that it was intended to be 
so. The names under ' Lancastreschire ' in the MS. are as 
follows: Kirkby Ireleth in Fornesse, Haxheved, Aldyngham, 
Lethom in Aundrenesse, Melus, Halsall, Binsale in Cravyn', 
Emmyldon in Coupland, Lorton, Kelett in Lonsdale, and Midd- 
elton juxta Manchester.

F.H.C. I

comparing it with Raine's " accurate transcript " given 
below. It was evidently made by one not familiar with 
fifteenth century Latin script. But at least it preserves 
the Latin, whereas Raine translates into English. The 
Hunter transcript, therefore, in the absence of the original, 2

1 Issued by the Surtees Society (vol. xv) in 1842; but Wessington's list of 
churches is not included in this volume.

2 The original MS. of Wessington I have unfortunately as yet been unable to 
trace. Raine in 1828 stated that it was then preserved in Locellus zdus of the 
Treasury of Durham. Attempts on my behalf to find this particular document 
in 1914 and 1924, however, yielded no result. The documents in Locellus II 
are catalogued on strips, mostly in Raine's handwriting, with some additions
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Reginald provides any help in elucidating the question as- 
to whether St. Cuthbert's body rested at North Meols. 
Their writings are not the " records " referred to.

There is no direct reference in either Symeon or Reginald 
to what is now South Lancashire. For that we have to go 
to John Wessington, or Washington, prior of Durham 
from 1416 to 1446. Wessington was the author of five 
works which are said to be extant in MS. in the Treasury 
at Durham. The MS. with which we are concerned was 
made use of in 1733 by Dr. Hunter in his edition of what is 
now known shortly as The Rites of Durham? published in 
that year, where, in an appendix, he printed various 
documents. One of these is entitled " A note of Churches 
dedicated to St. Cuthbert," and purports to be copied 
from a list drawn up by Wessington during his priorate. 
In this " note " the churches are grouped in districts, or 
counties, in the following order: Durham, Cleveland, 
Richmondshire, Yorkshire, Northumberland, Cumberland, 
Westmorland and Lancashire. The ' Lancashire ' list of 
churches is as follows: 

Ecclesiae dc Kirkby Perit in Fornesse, de Haxham, de Alding- 
ham, de Lethom in Andcrnesse, do Mellor Hassets dc Middleton 
juxta Manchester, Capella de Emmyldon, Capella de Lorton, 
Capella de Kellet in Lonsdale, Capella cle S'. Cuthberto.

The complete list is printed by Hunter without note or 
comment and is very imperfectly given, as will be seen in 
comparing it with Raine's " accurate transcript " given 
below. It was evidently made by one not familiar with 
fifteenth century Latin script. But at least it preserves 
the Latin, whereas Raine translates into English. The 
Hunter transcript, therefore, in the absence of the original, 2

1 Issued by the Surtees Society (vol. xv) in 1842; but Wessington's list of 
churches is not included in this volume.

2 The original MS. of Wessington I have unfortunately as yet been unable to 
trace. Raine in 1828 stated that it was then preserved in Locellus 2dus of the 
Treasury of Durham. Attempts on my behalf to find this particular document 
in 1914 and 1924, however, yielded no result. The documents in Locellus II 
are catalogued on strips, mostly in Raine's handwriting, with some additions
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has a certain value. There was a second edition of 
Hunter's book in 1743, in which the list of churches
 dedicated to St. Cuthbert is again given, but after that the 
Wessington document does not appear to have been made 
use of until Raine wrote his book on St. Cuthbert shortly 
after the opening of the tomb in Durham Cathedral in 
1827.

Describing the wanderings of the monks with the 
saint's body Raine says: " Upon the authority of Prior 
Wessington the temporary residences of the monks may 
be in many instances ascertained," and he goes on to 
quote (in English) from the prior's work as follows: 

While these things were going on (i.e. during the wanderings of 
monks) St. Cuthbert ceased not from performing miracles; for 
which reason, in those parts, at a distance from the eastern coast
 (in partibus occidentalibus) where the said bishop and abbot for 
a while sojourned through fear of the Danes, many churches and 
chapels were afterwards built in honour of St. Cuthbert, the 
names of which are elsewhere contained. 1

By " elsewhere," says Raine, Wessington referred to a 
list of churches and chapels dedicated to St. Cuthbert 
which he himself had compiled and had placed over the 
choir door of his church of Durham. This list is given by 
Raine in what he states to be an " accurate transcript 
from the original compilation in the handwriting of the 
Prior," in which the counties, or districts, appear in the 
following order: Lancastrieschire, Cleyveland, Rych- 
mondeschir, Yorke, Duremschir, Westmerlande, Commer- 
lande and Northumberlande.

Raine draws his reader's attention to the fact that 
Wessington " occasionally placed a church in a wrong

by the late Canon Greenvvell, but there is no trace of the MS. referred to.
 (Ex inf. A.H.T.) The documents were apparently rearranged when Canon 
Greenwell made them up into parcels. The MS. in question is probably still 
in the Treasury, but to find it would take a long time. This present paper, 
therefore, is based, not on the MS. itself, but on Raine's transcript and the 
earlier text printed by Hunter. 

1 Raine, St. Cuthbert, 4311.
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county," and that he enumerated some, such as Xorham, 
which owe their origin to an earlier period " or other 
circumstances." Nevertheless he goes on to say: 

Assumi-ng that Prior Wcssington is correct 1 in stating that, in 
general, wherever a church was in after days dedicated to St. 
Cuthbert, the bishop and his clergy had, in their wanderings 
visited that very place with the body of the Saint. .... it 
becomes, in my opinion, an easy matter, with the assistance of the 
list of churches, and the few notices contained in Symeon, to trace 
their route during their seven years of uncertain peregrination. 2

The complete list of churches as printed by Raine 
contains the names of thirty-eight or thirty-nine places, 
twelve3 of which are given as in Lancashire, five in Cleve 
land, four in Richmondshire, three in York, four in 
Durham, one in Westmorland, four in Cumberland, and 
six in Northumberland.

The places in " Lancastrieschire " arc named in the 
following order: Furnes, Kirkby Ireleth, Haxheved, 
Aldynham, Lethom in Amundrenesse, Meler, Halsall, 
Birnsale in Craven, Emmyldon in Coupeland, Lorton, 
Kelett in Lonsdall, Middleton near Manchester. 4

When Raine attempts to trace the route of the monks, 
however, he is not very explicit. Bringing them by the 
Roman wall to Bewcastle, he says: " Afterwards they 
went in a southern direction to Salkeld, thence to Edenhall, 
and thence to Plumbland, and afterwards into Lancashire, 
to the places above enumerated " whether in the order 
given he does not venture to say.

A good deal, however, has been made of the order in 
which the three names Lethom, Meler and Halsall appear, 
and on it has been founded the belief that the bearers of 
St. Cuthbert's body crossed the Ribble estuary from

1 Italics mine.
2 Raine, op. cit. 44n.
3 Or eleven, if Furnes is interpreted as a district.
4 Raine, op. cit. 44n. Haxheved (Haxham in Hunter) is Hawkshead, 

Lethom is Lytham, Meler is probably a misreading for Meles (Meols), Emmyldon 
is Embleton.
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Lytham to North Meols and then proceeded to Halsall, 
causing a chapel to be built at each place.

But if we accept Wessington's order of the names as 
that of the actual itinerary we must believe that the body- 
bearing monks indulged in something very like a game of 
" general post," for immediately after Halsall comes 
Burnsall in the West Riding of Yorkshire, then two places 
in Cumberland, then Over Kellet near Carnforth, followed 
by Middleton near Manchester.

Clearly the order of the " Lancashire " churches in 
Wessington's list had no sort of relation to a possible line 
of march of the monks. In drawing up the full list the 
prior's real purpose would seem to have been to note down 
a series of places connected with St. Cuthbert, whether by 
dedications of churches and chapels or by traditions of 
which the source is now obscure, and he apparently 
arranged these locally in wide districts upon a logical plan, 
which shows, as one would expect, more knowledge of 
ecclesiastical than of civil geography. The inclusion of 
such places as Embleton, Lorton and Burnsall under 
Lancashire can be explained in no other way.

Too much importance, however, should not be attached 
to the heading " Lancastrieschire." Embleton and 
Lorton, though in Cumberland, were, like Lytham, in the 
archdeaconry of Richmond and their ecclesiastical 
relations would be with Lancashire north of the Ribble 
rather than with Cumberland north of the Derwent. To 
explain the presence in the list of Burnsall, however, is 
more difficult, as it is on the other side of the watershed 
and the church was not dedicated to St. Cuthbert. 1 The 
chapels at both Embleton and Lorton2 were dedicated to 
St. Cuthbert, but the church at Hawkshead has always

1 The dedication was to St. Wilfrid. On this Prof. Hamilton Thompson 
writes: " It is worth noting that the priory founded at Embsay and translated 
to Boltoii was from the beginning dedicated to St. Mary and St. Cuthbert. 
It was however not in Burnsall parish, but in the adjoining parish of Skipton."

2 In the parish of Brigham.



Notes on North Meols. 77

been dedicated to St. Michael. Its inclusion in the list is 
therefore difficult to explain except on the supposition of 
Wessington's having been wrongly informed.

The word " Furnes," though printed by Raine as that of 
a place must refer to a district1 (as given in the 1733 
version). Wessington's Lancashire list, therefore, as 
interpreted by modern spelling and punctuation, might 
more properly read thus: 

In Furness Kirkby Ireleth, Hawkshead, Aldingham; 
Lytham in Amounderness; Meols, Halsall; Burnsall in 
Craven; Embleton and Lorton in Coupland; Kellet in 
Lonsdale; and Middleton near Manchester.

The order is a reasonable one from an ecclesiastical 
point of view, the places in each rural deanery being 
arranged together. North Meols and Halsall were in the 
deanery of Warrington, 2 and Manchester gave its name to 
the deanery in which Middleton was. The other district 
names are those of old rural deaneries, Craven being in the 
archdeaconry of York, and the other four in that of 
Richmond.

The inclusion of Middleton near Manchester in Wessing 
ton's list shows that no reliance can be placed upon it so 
far as the antiquity of the churches and chapels is con 
cerned. Middleton church is dedicated to St. Leonard, and 
that has been the invocation at least since the thirteenth 
century. But a chantry in the church dedicated to St. 
Mary and St. Cuthbert was endowed by Thomas Langley, 
cardinal bishop of Durham, 3 about 1412, and it was that, 
no doubt, which Wessington had in mind when he drew 
up his list. The dedication to St. Cuthbert at Middleton 
is explained by Langley's connection with Durham. 
The addition of Middleton to the list may well have been 
a compliment to the native district of the reigning bishop

1 Furness Abbey was dedicated to St. Mary and has no secondary dedication 
to St. Cuthbert. It was known as ' St. Mary's in Furness.*

2 Archdeaconry of Chester, diocese of Coventry and Lichfield.
3 Born in Middleton parish, bishop of Durham, 1406-37.
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of Durham, whose foundation of the chantry would be 
perfectly well known to Wessington and the convent 
generally.

There is no reason to suppose that every church dedi 
cated to St. Cuthbert in the north of England had its 
origin in the ninth century journeyings of the saint's body. 
Some of them may have had a relic of St. Cuthbert, and if 
so, that would be enough to fix the name. But Cuthbert 
was famous enough to be venerated at any place in the 
north without resort to the notion that his body rested 
there in the course of its wanderings. Many of these 
dedications are, in all probability, simply from interest in 
the saint's fame, which lasted long and was quite sufficient 
to make mediaeval votaries attach themselves to his cult; 
and in the twelfth century it seems to have been the policy 
of the Church to cultivate local sentiment by giving people 
what they believed to be local associations.

If the inclusion of Middleton in Wessington's list shows 
that no reliance can be placed upon it for the purpose of 
our enquiry, so, to some extent, does the omission of 
Heaton, on the north bank of the Lune estuary below 
Lancaster, where a chapel dedicated to St. Cuthbert, 
existed in the thirteenth century. 1 But this chapel had 
apparently ceased to exist before Wessington's time  
at any rate, nothing is known of it after the end of the 
thirteenth century, and Wessington appears never to have 
heard of it, unless indeed it be the " capella de Sancto 
Cuthberto " named in Hunter's version, but not in 
Raine's.

The Prior seems simply to have made a list of all the 
churches and chapels in the northern part of the kingdom 
dedicated to St. Cuthbert with which he was acquainted.

1 Grant of the land of the grange at Heaton. Controversy between the prior 
of Lancaster, Ralph de Truno (1266-90) and Sir William de Heaton concerning 
the boundaries of the chapel of St. Cuthbert at Heaton. See Roper's Church 
of'Lancaster, ii, 278 (Chet. Soc. 31, 1894), and V.C.H. Lanes, viii, 72.
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His list is systematic1 from an ecclesiastical point of view, 
but is of little value, except in a general way, as affording 
a guide to an exact itinerary of the monks. Putting on 
one side the groups of churches near York, in Cleveland 
and in county Durham, the Cuthbert dedications may, 
perhaps, be held to imply a possible geographical route 
from east to west and again from west to east, 2 but that is 
about as much as can be said for them in this respect.

That Wessington had any purpose of tracing the wander 
ings of St. Cuthbert's body is unlikely, but that his order 
happens to coincide at points with those wanderings is not 
improbable. The mistake is to attempt to prove an actual 
itinerary from the order in Wessington's list. There is, 
of course, nothing impossible in the supposition that 
St. Cuthbert's body rested in what is now North Meols,. 
but the "records" certainly do not prove it. Symeon 
and Reginald, who were nearer to St. Cuthbert than 
Wessington, have nothing to say about the body's coming 
so far south. Wessington alone can be pressed into service 
to support belief in the story.

There is another point. If the evidence of place-names 
proves anything it would indicate that there was no such 
place as Meols (or North Meols) in the ninth century. 
The name is Scandinavian in origin, and all competent 
Scandinavian scholars are now agreed that the Norsemen 
came into what is now Lancashire from the west that is

1 For example in Lancashire (as given by Raine) Wessington first names 
seven parish churches, then three chapels dependent on parish churches, and 
concludes with a chantry chapel in a parish church. Furthermore, he thinks 
from north to south, first arranging his parish churches and then going back to 
the northermost chapels. The different order in Hunter's text (1733), putting 
Middleton before the chapels, argues in favour of the accuracy of Raine.- 
Raine's list, being a translation, cannot be an ' accurate transcript,' but it is 
clearly much nearer the original than Hunter's.

2 It might be claimed that the York and Cleveland groups belong to the 
period of the second flight (995) and migration to Durham, but the dedications in 
county Durham and at places in its detached portions like Bedlington and 
Norham can only be explained on grounds that have nothing to do with the 
migrations.
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from Ireland in the tenth century, beginning probably 
soon after the year 900. That is to say, there were no 
Norsemen in these parts at the time of the journeyings of 
St. Cuthbert's body and therefore no places with Scandi 
navian names. That, of course, makes an end of the story, 
told by a local historian, that the monks in their wander 
ings in Lancashire were harassed by " pagan Danes " who 
were then ravaging the district. It was from such 
ravaging on the east coast that the monks had fled, and 
they came west to find quiet. The refugees would go to 
any place where they thought they would receive a 
welcome, distance being less an object than safety. 
There was plenty of time for rest in a tour of seven years. 
The journey was not conducted in feverish haste and the 
monks most likely remained considerable lengths of time 
at certain places. They would have to rest somewhere 
on the way to such places and it is always arguable that 
a chapel may have been erected at one or other of these 
spots, but there is no evidence that every resting place was 
thus marked. Wessington, who lived more than five 
centuries after the event, is the first to suggest it.

That no place named Meols existed in the ninth century 
does not prove conclusively that the body of the saint did 
not rest on the site on which Meols now stands. But it 
makes the supposition less likely, and when the physical 
condition and remoteness of the locality in the ninth 
century are taken into consideration, and the lack of 
anything like contemporary evidence is realised, it seems 
to the present writer that the only answer to the question 
set out at the head of this paper is " Not proven."

I am indebted to Professor A. Hamilton Thompson, 
M.A., D.Litt., F.S.A., for much valuable information and 
for many helpful suggestions in the preparation of this 
paper, and to Mr. W. G. Collingwood, M.A., F.S.A., for 
kindly reading over the preliminary draft and for criticism 
thereon.
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II. THE DOVE-HOUSE AT MEOLS HALL.
To the south-east of Meols Hall, Churchtown, at a 

distance of about 30 yards, are the remains of a brick 
dove-house, or columbarium,1 apparently of seventeenth, 
or possibly late sixteenth century date, which are 
deserving of a more detailed description than has yet been 
given them.

Until 1923, when Meols Hall was restored, the dove- 
house stood isolated in the midst of a pasture, but it 
is now included in the extended garden on that side of the 
house.

The dove-house has long been in a state of ruin but some 
years ago Major C. H. Fleetwood-Hesketh, the present 
owner, had it temporarily strengthened with iron ties and 
effected certain repairs, and later on, when the end gable 
appeared to be in danger of collapse, took further steps, 
by means of timber shoring, to keep it from falling.

The dove-house is rectangular in plan, and before the 
destruction of its northern2 end measured externally 30 ft. 
long from north to south, by 18 ft. in width. It is built of 
2j in. red bricks, with outer walls 2 ft. thick. It comprised 
two compartments each measuring internally 14 ft. by 
12 ft., divided by a brick wall pierced in the middle by a 
round-headed opening; the entrance was in all probability 
at the north end. Only the south compartment remains 
in its entirety, the walls of the other being almost wholly 
destroyed, but. sufficient brickwork remains above ground 
to show its extent. The building has long been roofless, 
but the south and middle gables (above the cross wall) 
still stand their full height.

Whether the existing remains are those of the dove- 
house mentioned in the inquisition taken at Preston on

1 Known also as dove-cote, and pigeon-house.
2 Meols Hall and the dove-house have their main axes running N.N.E. to 

S.S.W., and their longer sides facing E.S.E. and W.N.W. For the sake of 
brevity and clearness the longer sides are here described as facing east and 
west, and the shorter north and south.
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September 10, 1604, after the death of Barnaby Kitchen, 
it is impossible to say. 1 In general appearance the 
structure appears to be rather late, and brickwork in this 
part of Lancashire does not appear to have been common 
till well into the seventeenth century. Still, it is possible 
that the existing structure, and indeed the older part of 
the Hall, may belong to the latter years of the reign of 
Queen Elizabeth, and be the work of Barnaby Kitchen 
himself. I should, however, be inclined to put them to 
rather later date, though not necessarily as late as the end 
of the seventeenth century. 2

The Meols Hall dove-house is the only one in Lancashire 
mentioned by Mr. A. O. Cooke in his Book of Dove-cotes, 
published in 1920, though several others still exist in the 
county. 3 Describing a tour through England in search 
of dove-cotes Mr. Cooke says: 

A pause must be made in Lancashire to notice a dove-cote at 
North Meols, Churchtown, near Southport. It is of interest to 
us being one of those oblong buildings containing two compart 
ments, a specimen of which we have already noticed in North 
amptonshire and which we shall find common in Scotland. Of 
the Meols dovecote one compartment is in ruins and the roof of the 
whole building has fallen. The compartment still standing has 
an internal measurement of 14 feet by 12 and contains nearly 400 
L-shaped nest holes. Its age is not definitely known.

Mr. Cooke's book is not meant to be exhaustive, but 
rather to touch lightly on the general subject of dove-cotes, 
or dove-houses, in Great Britain. He mentions only 184 
examples in England, 47 in Scotland and u in Wales (242

1 Farrer, Hist, of N. Meols, 44. Barnaby Kitchen died July 7, 1603, at North 
Meols. He had married Ann Aughton,one of the co-heirs of her brother John 
Aughton (who died childless in 1550)and thus became lord of one moiety of the 
manor of North Meols. His daughter Alice married Hugh Hesketh, from whom 
the Heskeths of North Meols descend.

2 Sec Farrer, op. cit., who assigns the erection of the hall to this period. 
The original position of the stone dated 1695, for long in a blocked window in 
the great barn, and recently placed on the east front of the Hall, is not known.

3 E.g., at Formby Hall, Kenyon Peel Hall, and Mains Hall; the two former, 
square with pointed roofs, the last-named octagonal and now roofless. All 
are of brick,
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in all) whereas 167 have been recorded in Worcestershire 
and Herefordshire alone. 1 But his book is one of much 
interest and well fulfils its purpose of drawing attention to 
a little-worked subject. A complete list of all the remain- 
ing dove-houses in Lancashire and Cheshire, with notes on 
those destroyed within living memory, would well repay 
the making.

The accompanying plan and illustrations2 render a 
lengthy description of the North Meols dove-house 
unnecessary, but a few words must be said. The walls of 
the south compartment stand their full height of 13 feet 
above the ground and the gables 8 feet higher, making 
the total height of the latter 21 ft. The south gable is a 
good deal out of the perpendicular and is only kept from 
falling inwards by the timber shoring. It could, however, 
easily be rebuilt with the old bricks without detracting 
materially from the antiquarian value of the fabric. In 
the gable is a small square-headed opening, below which a 
partial reconstruction of the brickwork has resulted in the 
destruction of some of the nesting-holes. In the ac 
companying plan the walls are shown solid for the sake of 
clearness, the nesting-holes being omitted, but the method 
of construction of these is indicated separately to a larger 
scale. The openings to the nests are 6 ins. high by 5| ins. 
in width and they reach 15 ins. into the substance of the 
wall, enlarging right or left into a cavity3 10 ins. in width 
by 9 ins. high.

The existing compartment contained 394 nesting-holes, 
but the other would have rather less say about 350  
owing to the space taken up by the doorway. The whole 
building may therefore be assumed to have provided for

1 By the Hon. Mrs. Berkeley and Mr. H.Watkins. Northamptonshire and 
Cumberland too have been more or less systematically worked, but, except 
in these counties, little has been done in recording English pigeon-houses.

2 From photographs taken in 1924.
3 Half of the L-shaped holes turn to the right and half to the left on each 

side.
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over 700 pigeons a fair average, the capacity of pigeon- 
houses in other parts of the country varying considerably. 
The number of nesting-holes in the existing compartment 
is made up as follows: twelve rows of nine holes in each 
of the side (east and west) walls; twelve rows of eleven 
holes in the end (south) wall ; l four rows of three holes on 
each side of the opening in the middle wall, and two rows 
of eleven nests above the opening. 2

Except in the cross wall, where the rows are some 
distance apart, the nests are close together, occupying 
practically the whole of the wall space and starting only 
10 ins. from the ground. 3 Each row has an alighting- 
ledge of brick on end, projecting i\ ins. and stopping six 
or eight ins. from the end walls. 4

The right to erect and maintain dove-houses was 
strictly limited in the middle ages, and the Normans, who 
are believed to have introduced them into England, 
restricted them to the lords of manors. This privilege is 
generally said to have been abolished during the rign of 
Elizabeth, though no authentic evidence of this appears to 
be forthcoming. However that may be, there was a 
great addition to the number of dove-houses in England in 
the seventeenth century, and Samuel Hartlib, writing in 
1651, states that there were then no less than 26,000. 5 
Whether the existing structure at North Meols takes the 
place of a still older one is a matter of surmise, but in all 
probability the lord of the manor would have a pigeon- 
house attached to the dwelling which stood on or close to

1 Below the gable ten nesting holes have been destroyed by the reconstruction 
of the brick-work already referred to probably about fifty years ago. The 
actual number of nests is therefore 384.

2 108 nests in each of the side walls, 132 in the end wall and 46 in the middle 
wall.

3 In the cross wall the height of the bottom row from the ground in the south 
compartment is 24ins.

4 In the cross wall the ledges stop i6ins. from the end. In some dove-cotes 
there are ledges only to every second or third row.

5 Legacy of Husbandry, 1651; 3rd. ed., 1655.
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the site of the present house after the end of the twelfth 
century. When, after 1550, the inheritance was shared 
between two co-heiresses, and John Boldbecame lord of one 
moiety of the manor a second manor-house1 was erected 
in another part of the village and to this too a dove-cote 
was attached. This dove-cote was pulled down about 
thirty-five years ago but no record of it seems to have been 
kept.

Whatever the nature of the change in Elizabeth's time, 
the building of a dove-house continued to remain a 
privilege enjoyed by rich men without question, and by 
men of moderate means with permission. Pigeon-houses 
were built primarily with a view to providing food for the 
winter months, before the introduction of root crops in the 
eighteenth century solved the problem of maintaining 
sheep and cattle through the winter. With the coming of 
swedes and turnips, and later of oil-cake, the need for 
pigeons decreased, and when the growing precision of 
fire-arms made the preservation of game possible, and 
pheasants and partridges could be obtained, the pigeon 
as an article of food became less necessary. The dove- 
houses began to fall into disrepair and ruin. Their 
destruction followed in the nineteenth century and still 
continues. Those who desire further information may 
consult the following book: Columbarium: or, the 
Pigeon-Rouse. Being an Introduction to a Natural 
History of Tame Pigeons, giving an account of the several 
Species known in England, with the method of breeding 
them, their Distempers and Cures. By John Moore, 
London, 1735. (Reprinted in 1879.)

Of Meols Hall itself not very much can be said. It was 
described by the late Dr. William Farrer in 1903 as " a 
brick building erected in the latter part of the seventeenth 
century which has since undergone frequent alterations

1 The residence of the Bolds till about 1612. Then used for long as a farm- 
bouse. Rebuilt about 1802, when it was called Bold House.
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and some additions," and the extensive farm buildings as 
apparently erected towards the close of the same century 
by Roger and Mary Hesketh," as appears by an inscription 
in stone on the northern gable of the long line of shippons 
and granaries." 1 This stone, however, was set in the 
brickwork forming the rilling of a window and therefore 
formed no part of the original gable, or probably of any 
part of the granary range. This range forms the west

side of a great quadrangle, open to the north, formed by 
the farm-buildings, which lie to the south-west of the Hall. 
The south and east ranges are of later date. The great 
barn, which forms part of the west range, is of six bays and 
20 ft. in width, with a transeptal entrance from the 
courtyard between the shippons on either side. The 
building is constructed of 2j in. red bricks and had good 
brick-mullioned windows (now mostly filled in), which

1 History of the Parish of North Meols, p. 2.
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gives it a certain architectural distinction. It may very 
well belong to the early rather than the late years of the 
seventeenth century, and the older parts of the Hall too, 
may be early in the century, rather than late, though 
nothing positive can be stated on this point. The original 
position of the dated stone is unfortunately unknown. 
During the recent restoration it was transferred to the 
reconstructed garden front of the Hall, where it may now 
be seen in an admirable setting above the doorway. 1

It is somewhat puzzling to find trie initials of Roger and 
Mary Hesketh at Meols Hall in the year 1695. Barnaby 
Hesketh, who had been lord of the manor since 1675, died 
in September, 1695 and was succeeed by his son William, 
then a boy of thirteen. Roger Hesketh was Barnaby's 
younger brother and succeeded his nephew in the estates 
at the latter's death in 1703. The statement that Roger 
" appears to have lived at Meols Hall " 2 is, no doubt, based 
on the evidence of the dated panel bearing his initials. 
The assumption is not at all unlikely, and it is quite 
possible that Roger built some portions of the existing 
Hall. The older parts externally are mainly the south 
wing with its gables east and west and parts of the west 
or entrance front., which preserve architectural features in 
diapered and moulded brickwork. It would perhaps, not 
be far wrong to say that the house to-day is but a fragment 
of a larger structure rebuilt sometime in the seventeenth 
century, but so altered and added to at various times 
that all traces of its original plan and appearance have 
been lost. The greater part of the garden front north 
of the old gable belongs to one of these additions, built 
against an old outer wall 2 ft. thick, which now forms an

1 The type of brickwork that prevailed in south-west Lancashire throughout 
the 17th century did not vary to any great extent. It is therefore not im 
possible that the older parts of the Hall may be as late as 1695, and if so the 
panel, though in a later addition, is as historically true in its setting as it was in 
the farm buildings.

2 See pedigree at end of Farrer's History.
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internal feature. This later wing was of three low storeys 
till 1890, when the three were made into two without 
reducing the total height, and in the recent restoration the 
whole has been refrented with old 2\ in. bricks from the 
orchard wall, which are said to have been taken from an 
older, or destroyed part of the building.

Meols Hall, as Dr. Farrer says, has been the seat of tne 
Heskeths of Meols since the beginning of the seventeenth 
century,1 but has not been the residence of the family, till 
recently, since about the third decade of the eighteenth, 2 
when Roger Hesketh went to reside at Tulketh and after 
wards at Rossall. His grandson Bold Fleetwood Hesketh, 
who succeeded him in 1791 and resided chiefly at Rossall, 
moved back to Meols Hall in 1797 when he was High 
Sheriff of the county, but his stay was short, and the Hall 
was subsequently occupied by the agent of the estate and 
afterwards by a farmer till 1876. The late Colonel 
E. Fleetwood Hesketh then took possession with the 
intention of living there, and in 1882 added a porch 
(since removed) to the entrance front. Colonel Hesketh, 
however, occupied the Hall very intermittently, and after 
his death in 1886 it was let as a residence. During the war 
it was used as a hospital, but in 1919 Major C. H. Fleet- 
wood-Hesketh resumed possession and took up his 
residence there in 1921. In 1923 he effected a careful and 
judicious restoration, which successfully harmonized the 
later with the older portions of the building.

On the lawn in front of the house is a sundial, recently 
set up, the plate of which, dated 1595, 3 is fixed to a slab 
resting on a square stone bearing the initials of Roger and 
Mary Hesketh and their son Robert, and the date 1701, on

1 Hugh Hesketh succeeded his father-in-law Barnaby Kitchen in 1603. The 
Hall had of course, been the residence of many generations of Aughtons for 
long years before.

2 Farrer says 1750, but Roger Hesketh appears to have gone to Tulketh 
sometime before 1727.

3 The gnomon is missing.
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its four faces. Below this is a short circular stone 
pedestal on a square base and two steps. The dated 
stone has the appearance of having been a domestic 
mortar, but its top being effectually covered, it is im 
possible now to substantiate this. 1 The various parts 
were put together to form an architectural, if unhistorical 
composition. 2

The wrought-iron gates recently erected by Major 
Fleetwood-Hesketh came from Bold Hall, near Farnworth, 
the seat of the Bold family, a fine mansion erected about 
1732 from designs by Leoni, and pulled down in 1899.

1 The Rev. W. T. Bulpit stated that he found this stone embedded in the 
floor of the Hesketh Arms Inn, Churchtown, and supposed it to have formed 
part of a column supporting a wheatsheaf, the crest of the Heskeths. But this 
seems unlikely.

2 The bottom step is 3ft. loin, square and at one time formed the landing or 
threshold at the top of the external stone stairs to the upper floor of the west 
range of the farm buildings. The circular shaft is iSins. high, and was found 
lying about in the grounds of the Hall.




