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PRESCOT IN TUDOR TIMES.

By James Hoult, F.R.Hist.S., F.S.A., Scot., F.R.S.A.,
Ireland,

Read 10 February, 1927.

THE stranger who visits Prescot and has been told 
that it is a very old town, will expect to find more 

evidence of its antiquity than actually exists. Sixty 
years ago there were buildings of undoubted antiquity 
for all to see ; but it is probable that in the next sixty 
years, at the present rate of change, there will be only 
the Church and the frame of the old house in Eccleston 
Street to remind the people of the future of the antiquity 
of the town. The site of the Watch Factory was a few 
years ago, comparatively speaking, occupied by three 
very old thatched cottages of one story ; a hedge separ 
ated them from the old saw-pit. Why " old " we don't 
know but it was called " the old saw pit " in the same 
way as the smithy at the rear of the Eagle and Child was 
called "the old smithy." Near here, on the Warrington 
road stood, seventy-four years ago, an old farmhouse 
with a porched entrance and big double doors. Its 
orchard extended to James' Lane and it was occupied by 
Peter and Peggy Tilly, who came here from Billinge. 
By the way, it was from Billinge that the rush-bottomed 
chairs (so popular in Prescot) came. There are chairs in 
the town so strongly made that after use by three or four 
generations they are still serviceable ; some of them will 
be 150 years old.

The passing of the ancient inns, with their great yards 
and stabling and mounting-stones for horsemen and 
horsewomen, has been a most striking feature of this 
decade. It is impossible to discover the age of the old
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inns of Prescot, but among those which have passed 
there would be some which dated from Tudor days, for 
example, The Old Buck and Dog, The Bear's Paw, and 
The Ring o' Bells ; these had to be pulled down, being 
decayed through old age.

One of Prescot's oldest inhabitants writes : " Of the 
old buildings standing in my time, was Chorlcy House. 
The old part stood on the right of the Hillock Street end 
of Scotch Lane. It was a long low building, its pebbled 
walls and roof buried in ivy, its mullionecl and leaded 
windows nearly covered by the ancient growth. Its 
protection from the lane was a wide stone-paved path 
inside a long spiked iron rail, these barbarous projections 
being set at short intervals and running round the whole 
length of the rail." The Chorley family have memorials 
in Prescot Church, and as the family was settled here in 
the sixteenth century we can only assume that the old 
house goes back to Tudor days.

The ancient school of Prescot was founded and endowed 
in 1544 by Gilbert Lathum and it takes rank among the 
earliest grammar schools of Lancashire. The following 
is an extract from the will of Gilbert Lathum, dated 
October ioth, 1544, lodged in Somerset House : " Item 
I will a free gramcr scole to be foundyt at Preskott the 
Master to have ycrely for his stypend vii'V The original 
buildings were situated in Church Street, and consisted 
of the school and the headmaster's house. It is not 
known how these buildings were obtained; but the 
school was formerly supported by voluntary gifts, mulcts 
and fines, rents reserved on houses built on the wastes 
of the manors of Prescot, Whiston and Rainhill, and by 
interest of moneys called the " Stocks." The benefit of 
the school formerly extended to the whole of Prescot 
parish side, viz. the townships of Prescot, Whiston, Rain- 
hill, Sutton, Rainford, Eccleston, Windle and Parr ; but 
for many years now the freedom thereto has been con-
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sidered as confined to the township of Prescot. At an 
annual parish meeting on St. Luke's Day, four wardens, 
called " School wardens," were chosen to elect a master 
and to do the other necessary business. Parochial 
support ceased at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, and the funds at that time consisted of : 

Old Stock .. .. .. .. ^50 o o
Mr. Green's Gift . . . . . . 313

which arising together, with about £4 per annum from 
several properties and the above-mentioned school and 
dwelling-house constituted the whole endowment; worth 
about £40.

There are still local families whose ancestors were in 
Prescot in Tudor days. The Athertons are an old 
family. Between 1443-1446 Thos. Atherton, of Hals- 
nead near Prescot, was charged with " not paying debts, 
and waylaying travellers." In 1459-60, one Thos. 
Atherton of Prescot, a chaplain of St. Stephen's Church, 
Westminster, was in trouble for rebellion against Church 
discipline. The family is one of the best known in 
Prescot, a principal thoroughfare bearing the name. 
One of the most eminent of our county families which 
rose to wealth and influence was that of the Ogles in 
Whiston. In the middle of the fifteenth century they 
were hereditary stewards of Prescot manor. One Hum 
phrey Ogle became a prebendary of Hereford, and at 
Brasenose College, Oxford, he founded two scholarships, 
with preference to candidates from Prescot. A John 
Ogle in 1525 left in his will instructions to be buried in 
Prescot church, and bequeathed his gold seal to his son 
and heir John.

The industries of Prescot in Tudor times were Potteries, 
Coal Mining, Tanning, Mercery and Farming. We find 
evidence of Potteries in licences being granted to dig clay, 
complaints about potsherds being on the roads and the
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old ditty about " Prescot for mugs." Of coal-digging 
there are many notes, particularly regarding the filling 
up of coal-pit eyes. In 1592 the Vicar, the Rev. Thomas 
Meade, was fined 6s. 8d. for cutting down trees in " The 
Wood " for the purpose of covering some pits in which 
he had an interest. The principal Tanners were Ralph 
Parr, Richard Shaw, John Worsley, and George Lyon. 
Leather in those days was used not only for shoes and 
harness but also for jugs, buckets, bookbindings, etc. 
The Mercers of the town were named Bowers, Syme, 
Fletcher and Glover ; they were the tailors and drapers 
of the town. Weaving and watchmaking came in a later 
century.

Agriculture was the chief industry and Prescot was the 
market town for the district. The Fairs and Markets 
brought many traders to the place. We can see how 
important the business was by the way in which the 
manor court dealt with it by appointing officials to look 
after things. In Lancashire in the days of Henry VIII 
and Queen Elizabeth the most extensively cultivated 
cereal was rye. The flour from the ground grain furnished 
nearly the whole bread supply of the labouring classes. 
Cakes of rye flour would keep for six months, becoming 
hard and dry, and made a convenient food supply and a 
reserve for an emergency, especially in winter. For a 
campaign they were invaluable and, as sustaining food, 
proved superior to the porridge of the Scot.

The life of the people in Tudor times was, according to 
our ideas, hard. It is true that in the dwellings there 
was more comfort than formerly ; open fireplaces and 
chimneys and windows had come, and beds with home 
spun sheets were found in every house. The work of a 
farmer's wife included brewing, baking, washing, milking 
cows, looking after the hens and chickens, making butter 
and cheese, cultivating the garden, making clothes and 
in spare time spinning at the distaff.
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THE CHARTERS.

In the office of the deputy steward of the manor of 
Prescot (Mr. W. A. Cross) in Feb. 1927 there was found 
behind a safe a leather-bound book which was falling to 
pieces through age, having printed on the outer cover : 
" Charities and other business relating to the Township 
of Prescot." Dated 1755. It contained copies of older 
books and documents, some of them being of the early 
sixteenth century. As however we are dealing with the 
Tudor period, we will take one, which records the terms 
of the charter granted by King Henry VIII.

AN ABSTRACT OF PRESCOT PRIVILEGES.

1. By an Act of Parliament in the 23 and 24 Henry VI, the king 
by advice of Parliament granted to the Provost and Scholars of 
the King's College of the Blessed Virgin and St. Nicholas at 
Cambridge that their goods and chattels of their farmers or 
tenants, whether holding under them in the whole or in part, 
resident or non-resident, or the residents on their lands whatso 
ever, should not be taken by the purveyors of the king's house 
hold or any of his nobles of their successors.
2. And that they should be free from all fifteens and other taxes 
as then due or thereafter to become due.
3. And that they should be free from the lodging of the king's 
stewards.
4. And that they should have the chattels of felons, fugitives 
and outlaws, &c. of their tenants convicted.
5. And that the said Provost and Scholars and their tenants, 
and all manner of residents upon their lands and tenements, 
should be for ever quit of toll, pavage, pontage, keyage, murage, 
passage, payage, lastage, stallage, tallage, carriage, pesage, 
piccage, terrage, Scot and geld, hidage, scutage, and of works 
on castles, parks and bridges, enclosures and building of royal 
houses, and also of suits of the county, hundred, wapentakes, 
and of the justices of the King's Bench and itinerant or any 
other justices, officers or ministers.
6. That there was granted unto them court leets, waifs, strays, 
and treasure trove, etc. -within all their manors and lands and 
wreck of sea.
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7. And that they should have the returns of all writs within 
their manors and lands.
8. And that they should be free from all forest laws.
9. And that they should be free from the admiralty laws, but 
that they should have plea of admiralty causes within their lands.
10. And that they should have wreck and deodands within their 
lands without disturbance of the king's officers or almoners.
11. And that they should have the execution of all attachments 
and warrants by bailiffs of their own, but that they should be 
commanded to execute the said warrants, etc.
12. And that they should have all fines for trespasses, offences 
and misprisions and all other faults and all fines upon alienation 
and other amercements and gains and all other things which 
belonged to the king in all his courts, with power to levy the 
same in full manner as the king had if they had not been granted.
13. And that they should have power to appoint coroners with 
power thereunto belonging.
14. And that they should have warren in all their lands without 
disturbance by the king's foresters or other officers.
15. And have all wardships and custodyships of the king's 
tenants on their lands, and the profits thereunto belonging.
16. And that upon producing the said Act or showing any letters 
patents, exemplification or confirmation or enrolment thereof 
either in the Chancery or in the Picas of the Exchequer or before 
any other justices or commissioner either in any court or place 
of record or in any other place or court in England concerning 
anything in the said Act contained, these should presently and 
immediately be allowed and that they should be allowed to depart 
without delay or process thereupon be made.

All which for the greater security Henry VIII confirmed by 
his charter bearing date the 7th day c\f April in the 5th year of 
his reign.

2jth Hen. VIII. A confirmation of the said charter and privi 
leges.

12 James I. Another confirmation of the same.

Prescot, being one of the manors of King's College, 
shared in the privileges here granted and confirmed.

In the history of Prescot we can note the evolution of 
local government. Sydney and Beatrice Webb in The 
Manor and Borough tell how the manor courts in other 
parts of the country declined in Tudor days and the
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parish and borough took their place. At Prescot, how 
ever, the court leet and court baron remained and the 
town was well governed by them.

The court leet is still in being ; the writer on one 
occasion was the invited guest at the leet and dinner. At 
the court leet the jury and their foreman are sworn in 
the usual way on the Bible. The business of the court 
leet at Prescot, from time immemorial, has commenced 
with the ringing of the bell, at the Town Hall. It was 
rung at eight o'clock in the morning to summon the 
tenants to their lord's court. The day was that following 
Corpus Christi Day. Of late years the tenants or copy 
holders have met at noon, that hour being more con 
venient, but one copyholder, fearful of not keeping the 
letter of the law of the manor, has for twenty years been 
at the Town Hall at the original time of eight o'clock a.m. 
A nominal fine of 2d. per year is paid by the tenants, 
which is pooled, and at the conclusion of the court is 
thrown out of the windows to an eager crowd of children. 
It is great fun to see the way in which they tumble over 
each other in the scramble for the coppers.

The link with the past which the court leet perpetuates 
is real, for to-day it appoints the coroner for the town. 
Its copyholders cannot be compelled to serve upon a 
jury and they are free from toll in Liverpool markets.

The manor rights and privileges belong to the Provost 
and Fellows of King's College, Cambridge. The court 
leet and court baron are the administrative part of the 
manorial system. The lands are all copyhold, paying 
quit rents to the lords of the manor. 1

1 The recent change in the law has altered all this.


