
136

AN ALTCAR TITHES DISPUTE IN THE 
FOURTEENTH CENTURY. 1

By Annie Cottam, B.A.
Read n December 1930.

AT the present day the large-scale maps of the 
Ordnance Survey mark with a high degree of 

accuracy the parish boundaries of this country, but in 
the fourteenth century there was no such clear definition. 
It was owing to confusion as to boundaries, coupled 
with the jealousy shown towards the Cistercians because 
of their privilege of exemption from tithes, that in the 
fourteenth century there was a long-drawn-out lawsuit 
about the tithes of Altcar.

The dispute concerned places in the manor of Altcar 
from which Richard, rector of Halsall, claimed tithes. 
He was engaged in a lawsuit on this question in the 
court of the Archdeacon of Chester, against Adam, 2 
rector of North Meols, and Ralph Bykerstath, Thomas de 
Aghtoun, and Thomas Blangrum, laymen. But the abbot

1 This paper is based on three documents which, for reference, may be 
distinguished as A, B and C. Their contents are as follows :

A. Proceedings in the Consistory court of Lichfield, held before Robert, 
Bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, in the appeal cause between the abbot 
and convent of Merevale, appellant, and Richard, rector of Halsall, defendant.

B. The depositions of the rector of Halsall's witnesses, upon the inter 
rogatories submitted by the abbot and convent of Merevale, in the above 
appeal cause, taken at Halsall, n Nov., 1367.

C. The depositions of witnesses concerning the parochial rights of Hal 
sall, taken on three separate occasions.

(1) The opening lines of this record, which probably stated the date and 
object of the enquiry, are missing.

(2) Examination of the witnesses of Richard, rector of Halsall, in the 
cause of usurpation of parochial rights between the said rector and Thomas 
de Scheyntoun, monk of Merevale, and custodian of Altcar grange, held in 
Lichfield cathedral, 21 Sept., 1367.

(3) Examination of the witnesses of Thomas de Scheyntoun, monk of 
Merevale, in the same cause, held 12 Feb., 1367/8.

1 Became rector of North Meols on 3 May, 1358. Died in 1369. V.C.H. 
Lanes., Ill, 227.
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and convent of the Cistercian Abbey of Merevale, 1 in War 
wickshire, as the holders of Altcar Manor, were interested 
parties and appealed to the Bishop of Coventry and Lich- 
field, alleging collusion between the rector of Halsall and 
the four defendants. As a result, on 30 June, 1365, John de 
Bellerby, vicar of Prestbury and John Kenyon, chaplain, 
were commissioned by the Bishop to inhibit the rector of 
Halsall from persecuting the abbot and convent, and two 
days later the rector was summoned to the consistory 
court to be held at Lichfield on 29 July. Thus began 
the appeal cause which was not finally settled till 
29 February, 1367/8.

The next nine months were fully occupied in legal 
altercation. Thomas de Scheyntoun, monk of Merevale 
and proctor of the abbot and convent, related how the 
archdeacon's official had refused to admit Merevale to 
the defence ; the rector answered the libel of the abbot 
and convent in an elaborate " justification " ; in the 
new year the arguments of both sides were thoroughly 
examined; finally,on 23 March, the convent's appeal was 
pronounced good. The rector made a last attempt to 
keep the cause within the sphere of the archdeacon, but 
the process had already been transmitted to Lichfield 
where the bishop's official, on 21 April, 1366, formally 
admitted the abbot and convent.

These preliminaries settled, the two parties solemnly 
stated their cases before Richard de Byrmingham, the 
bishop's official.

The substance of the statement of the abbot and con 
vent was as follows : 

" In the causes . . . concerning the tithes arising from the 
place commonly called Altekar, 2 I, Geoffrey de Heyford, 3 proctor

1 Founded in 1148 by Robert de Ferrers, second earl of Derby as a filiation 
of Bordesley Abbey in Worcestershire. V.(' .H. Warwickshire, II, 75.

z " Super decimis de loco de Altekar vulgariter nuncupato provenientibus." 
3 First appointed proctor-substitute for the abbot and convent and made 

proctor on 4 July, 1366.
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of the religious men, the abbot and convent of the Cistercian 
monastery of Merevale, in the diocese of Coventry and Lichfield 
. . . declare and propone that the same religious, by both privi 
lege and ancient custom . . . have been free and immune from 
the payment or presentment of any tithes whatsoever arising 
from the said places in their possession . . . from time im 
memorial and that they have received and had tithes arising from 
places well known to be outside the parish of the said church 
of Halsall and places of the same tithing, which places were 
either in their own hands or in the hands of farmers, purchasers 
or tenants, and have peacefully and quietly disposed of the same 
at all times up to the lawsuit on this matter moved by the 
aforesaid Richard, the rector of Halsall."

The proposition of the rector, brought forward a 
month later, was longer and even more emphatic.

" I, John Cristiltoun, junior, proctor of the said Richard, 
rector, . . . declare and propone that the receipt of tithes aris 
ing from the places named and expressed in the libel . . . which 
places have been held by the aforesaid Adam, Ralph, Thomas 
and Thomas, and which have been and are within the boundaries 
and limits of the parish of the church of Halsale aforesaid and 
places titheable to the same, does and ought to belong to 
Richard, rector, in the name of his church by right and ancient 
custom . . . that the said Richard . . . and his predecessors 
have been in possession of the right of receiving tithes arising 
from the said places, and especially when the said places have 
been and are in the hands of farmers and tenants of the said 
abbot and convent ... or of the custodian of the grange or 
manor, called Altekar ; . . . and if the said abbot and convent 
or custodian . . . have had possession of the aforesaid tithes 
. . . such possession was clandestine and usurped . . . ; and if 
the said abbot and convent have had or have any privilege of 
not paying tithes arising from the said places when the said 
places have been or are in the hands of their tenants or farmers, 
which I do not admit, I ... seek to prove that that privilege 
has been and is renounced by the payment of the said tithes 
... to the said Richard and his predecessors as many times 
and as often as made, so that the privilege alleged by the said 
abbot and convent cannot help them in this matter."

At no point in the records of the lawsuit are the places
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in dispute named. They are referred to as " the places 
from which the rector of Halsale seeks tithes," or as 
" the places named and expressed in the libel," as in the 
above proposition. This is the more surprising con 
sidering the careful legal language usually employed ; 
but in the absence of the original libel no exact state 
ment is possible to-day.

The rector's proctor, however, was quite definite in 
his statement that the places in dispute were situated 
within the boundaries of Halsall parish and places tithe- 
able to the same, and that the receipt of tithes from them 
belonged to the rector of Halsall. Geoffrey de Heyford's 1 
statement is less clear. He speaks first of the tithes of 
the " place commonly called Altekar," and later claims 
that the convent is immune from the payment of tithes 
arising from the " said places." He complicates the 
issue still further by his assertion that the monks received 
tithes from places " well-known to be outside the parish 
of Halsall and places of the tithing of the same." The 
actual words here are ipsasqiic decinias de locis qiii extra 
parochiam dicte ecclesie de Halsale ac loca dcciniacionis 
ciusdcm notorie et omnino consistimt. The insertion of 
die/is or prcdictis before locis would have helped the 
present-day enquirer considerably, by making it clear 
that the monks considered the places in dispute to be 
outside Halsall parish and places of the tithing of the 
same. The difficulty would not be apparent to those 
present at the consistory, as they had heard the actual 
names of the places as set forth in the libel.

On the whole it seems clear that the rector wished to 
prove that the places were in Halsall parish or tithing 
and therefore were titheable to him, and that any exemp 
tion which the monks claimed was null and void. The 
abbot and convent, whilst not ignoring the question of 
whether the places were in Halsall parish or not, aimed

1 Proctor of Merevale, as mentioned above, p. 137.
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at proving that the places were in Altcar manor, that 
Altcar manor belonged to them, and that they, as Cister 
cians, were exempt from the payment of tithes.

The first business of the court was to assign the places 
to their proper parish or parishes. Accordingly in July 
Master Robert Primme, 1 rector of Plemstall (Pleymunde- 
stowe), was appointed to examine witnesses and to receive 
articles of both sides. He was to summon the witnesses 
of the abbot and convent to Altcar and those of the 
rector to Halsall and make his report at the consistory 
on 22 September next.

The examination of witnesses proved to be a more 
complicated business than was at first expected. In the 
meantime the attention of the court was directed to the 
convent's title to Altcar.

On the occasion of a writ of Quo Warmnto in 1292 2 
an earlier abbot of Merevale summarised the convent's 
title deeds to Altcar. He showed that Altcar formed 
part of the lordship between the Kibble and Mersey 
which King John had given to Ranulf, earl of Chester; 
that after Ranulf s death 3 the land had passed to his 
sister and heiress Agnes, that her husband, William de 
Ferrers, earl of Derby, had granted it to the abbot and 
convent of Merevale, and that the grant had been con 
firmed by Agnes in her widowhood. The two most 
important deeds comprising this grant were now exhibited 
by the abbot and convent before the consistory court. 
Both grants were made by " William de Ferrers, earl of 
Derby, with the consent of Agnes, his wife." The first 
granted to Merevale the parcel of pasture and wood in 
Altcar within the following bounds :

" as the Musterepul descends in a direct line from the moss 
through the Wythyns to the Althe, thence following the Althe

1 Elsewhere referred to as " examiner-general " and " president of the 
consistory court, commissary of the bishop's official."

' V.C.H. Lanes., Ill, 223. 3 1232. Ibid., Ill, 221.
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to Alepul, following Alepul to Wildmarepul and thence by the 
divisions of the hey to the aforesaid Musterepul."

The second granted the hey of Altemers extending 
from the middle of the River Althe to Merpul, thence 
by Ferspul, Rudipul and Bartonpul, thence by the 
divisions of the hey to Londlache, thence by the divisions 
of the hey to Musterpul as it descends from the moss and 
the Withyns and so to the Althe, following the Althe to 
the aforesaid Musterpul.

There is a district in Altcar to-day known as the 
Withins, with Monks Carr Bridge and Monks Carr Lane 
as reminders of the former owners. The writer of the 
Victoria County History in the section on Altcar 1 identifies 
Musterpul with the present Lydiate Brook. Thus it 
appears that the two deeds referred respectively to the 
eastern and western portions of Altcar, extending on 
either side of Musterpul to Maghull in one direction and 
Formby in the other.

In addition the abbot and convent exhibited proofs 
of right of way in Altcar. The first was an indenture 
drawn up in the sheriff's tourn at [West] Derby on n June, 
1311, between the abbot and convent, plaintiffs, and 
Gilbert de Halsall and Benedict, son of William de 
Lideyate, defendants, whereby for five marks of silver 
and the prayers of the abbot and convent, the said 
Gilbert and Benedict granted them and their servants 
a way forty feet wide in Altcar from the bounds of 
Altcar beyond Holbekforde to the high road near the 
corner of the field of Adam, son of Elota, in Lydiate. 
The other was an undated grant by Robert dc Halsall 
to the abbot and convent of a right of way along the 
road called Holbeckegate from Altcar to the highway 
and back, and all other common ways and paths in 
Lydiate.

From the absence of comment on these deeds we may
1 Jbitl., Ill, 222, Note y.
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conclude that the convent's title to Altcar manor was not 
disputed by the opposing side, and the next documents 
recorded in the roll refer to the claim of the Cistercians 
to exemption from the payment of tithes.

The Cistercian Order dates from the opening years of 
the twelfth century and from its inception the monks 
could claim exemption from payment of tithe. Paschal 
II (1099-1118) exempted all religious from paying tithes 
of lands in their own hands. His successor, Hadrian IV, 
restricted the exemption to Cistercians, Templars and 
Hospitallers, to whom Innocent III added the Premon- 
stratensians. 1 It is easy to understand how greatly the 
exemption of the four privileged orders was resented, 
and the Cistercians considered it necessary to have the 
exemption renewed by almost every succeeding pope. 
Alexander III 2 (1159-1181) exempted the Cistercians 
from the payment of tithes on lands cultivated by them 
selves or at their own expense. His successor Lucius III 
found it necessary to address a special bull to all prelates 
enjoining a full observance of the privileges granted to 
the Cistercian Order in regard to the non-payment of 
tithes, pointedly referring to the perverse interpretation 
of the papal decree made by both cleric and lay, and 
enacting penalties for any further infringement.

After the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215 Honorius III 
issued a special injunction on the tithes question. He 
stated that tithes were to be paid by Cistercians 
on lands acquired since the General Council if tithes 
had been paid before the lands passed to the Order. 
In a later bull Honorius referred to the ingenious 
way in which this clause had been interpreted. Certain 
rectors, disregarding the true meaning of the words, 
had presumed to exact tithes from land newly broken

1 Phillimorc, Ecclesiastical Law, pp. 1152 3.
* For the bulls of Alexander III, Lucius III, Honorius III and Innocent IV, 

I have used the text given in The Coucher Book of Furness Abbey, Vol. I, 
Part III, cd. Rev. J. C. Atlanson (Chetham Society, M.S. 14).
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up and cultivated by the monks. As the Cistercians 
were justly famed for their development of hitherto 
unproductive land, the Pope had to step in to prevent this 
unfair treatment. Pope Innocent IV (1243-1254), in 
a bull to the Cistercians in England, described another 
practice which he forbade as contrary to the privileges 
granted to the Order. Certain rectors of churches in 
whose parishes the monks pastured sheep had en 
deavoured to extort tithes of wool, milk and lambs. 
This complaint has a special interest in the Altcar 
dispute since the rector of Halsall claimed tithes in 
similar circumstances. 1

Urban V was Pope whilst the Altcar tithes dispute 
was in progress, and the monks based their claim to 
exemption upon bulls issued to the Cistercian Order by 
two of his predecessors. They exhibited first the bull, 
In ecclesie firmamcnto, of Boniface VIII dated at the 
Lateran 18 December, 1302, and stated to be granted 
at the petition of Robert, Cardinal priest of St. Puden- 
ziana's, himself a Cistercian. The gist of the bull is 
contained in the following sentence :

" From lands cultivated or uncultivated, belonging to your 
Order, which you have granted, or in the future shall have 
granted, to be cultivated by others, from which no one has taken 
tithes or first-fruits, we grant that no one may presume to demand 
or extort tithes or first-fruits from you or the cultivators of the 
lands or from anyone."

It will be seen that this clause covers the payment of 
tithes by the abbey's tenants (except in the case of lands 
where tithes had originally been paid), about which there 
is very careful examination of the witnesses both of the 
rector and of the abbot and convent at Halsall and Altcar 
respectively. The other bull, Pro rcverencia gloriose, 
which the monks exhibited, was issued to the Cistercian 
Order in England and Ireland by Alexander IV (1254-

1 See below, pp. 154, 155.
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1261), and granted exemption from payment of tithes in 
respect of grass and hay from their meadows, groves and 
lands acquired before or after the General Council. 1

Whilst the consistory court at Lichfield was thus 
engaged, the examination of witnesses was proceeding 
slowly. Master Robert Primme was originally appointed 
to hear the witnesses of both the convent and the rector, 
but when his official mandate, dated 4 July, 1366, was 
actually sent from Lichfield it was thought sufficient for 
him to confine his attention to the witnesses of the abbot 
and convent. He was therefore ordered to summon 
them to Altcar, and examine them on the interroga 
tories prepared by the rector. He was then to forward 
the witnesses' depositions, together with the articles 
and interrogatories, to the bishop's official at the con 
sistory on Tuesday next after St. Matthew's, i.e. 22

1 Professor Twemlow has collated for me the text of Boniface VIII's bull 
as given in the Altcar roll with that given in Louis Mechet Privileges de 
VOrdre de Cisteaux, Paris, 1713, and the wording is identical. The only 
difference is that after the date, 15 Kal. Jan. anno 8, Mechet adds in brackets, 
18 Dec. 1301, a slip for 1302, which correct date is also given by Potthast.

The text of Alexander IV's bull, as given in the Altcar roll, has no date. 
I am indebted to Professor Twemlow for the following information. Although 
eight bulls of Alexander IV are given in Mechet (pp. 43-52) none of them 
deals with tithes, but Garampi's Schedario, in the Vatican archives, Vol. 97, 
fol. 167, notes a bull of Alexander IV dated 6 Id. July, anno 3 [1258], grant 
ing to the Cistercian Order exemption from tithes from meadows, etc., and 
refers to a bull in the register of Urban V, anno 2. Professor Twemlow 
obtained a photograph of the bull of Urban V in the Vatican registers, addressed 
to the abbots and convents of the Cistercian monasteries in England and 
Ireland and dated 16 Kal. April, anno 2 (17 March, 1363/4). It renews the 
above exemption, Pro reverencia gloriose, granted to them by Alexander IV 
and dated at Viterbo, 6 Id. July, anno 3, from the payment of tithes of grass 
and hay from their meadows, woods and lands; acquired before or after the 
General Council. The Altcar roll omits the last three lines which give the 
date. Apart from this the text in the roll is identical with that given in 
Urban V's bull, and there is little doubt that this bull of Alexander IV is 
the one exhibited by Merevale.

The lines omitted in the roll are as follows : [Nulli ergo omnino hominum 
liceat hanc paginam nostre concessionis] ac inhibicionis et constitucionis in- 
fringere vel ei ausu temerario contraire. Si quis autem hoc attemptare presump- 
serit indignacionem omnipotentis Dei et beatorum Pctri et Pauli apostolorum 
eius se noverit incursurum. Datum Viterbii vi. Id. Julii pontificates nostri anno 
tercio. (See photograph.)
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September. Similarly the examination of the rector's 
witnesses on the interrogatories of the abbot and con 
vent was committed to Master Ralph de Smethwyk, 
rector of Plemstall, to be completed before 12 January 
next. 1 He was also to admit the rector's witnesses 
against Adam del Egge, rector of North Meols, in 
respect of the parochial right of Halsall, and examine 
them on the articles of the libel on the rector's behalf 
and on any interrogatories which might be handed to 
him by Adam. The several parties were notified by the 
rural dean of Warrington that the examination was to 
be held on Tuesday after Martinmas, i.e. 17 November, 
1366, and following days, but only the rector appeared. 
Ralph waited for the arrival of the abbot or his repre 
sentative and Adam del Egge, but finally adjudged them 
contumacious and began his work.

Thus the witnesses on both sides were examined before 
the consistory court which met on 12 January, but 
another month's delay was caused because it was con 
sidered that the seal of Master Ralph's certificate was 
not authentic, and Ralph had to come in person to the 
consistory on 16 February to prove his seal. Then the 
abbot and convent at once impugned the examination 
conducted by Ralph, and thus began the discussion of 
the witnesses and their depositions which lasted till the 
end of September, 1367.

No record remains of the depositions taken at either 
of these examinations at Altcar and Halsall, but there 
is abundant evidence that the abbot and convent were 
dissatisfied with the enquiries conducted by both com 
missaries. In a public instrument 3 drawn up by John 
de Bellerby the abbot and convent produced evidence 
that one of the rector's witnesses, Simon Gatknave by 
name, had been terrorised into committing perjury. 
Simon, who was a servant of Oto de Halsale, complained

1 I.e. 12 Jan., 1366/7. * Dated 8 Sept., 1366.
L
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before Robert Primme that his master, together with the 
rector, and Richard de Litherlonde, John, son of Gilbert, 
Richard Baret, chaplain, and John the clerk, had com 
pelled him to give certain evidence under threat of 
imprisonment " where he would not be able to see his 
feet for a long time." The evidence which he was com 
pelled to give is interesting as showing the type of state 
ment that the rector considered valuable for his case. 
Under compulsion, Simon had said that he had been a 
servant at Altcar for some time, that he had paid tithes 
of calves, etc., to the rector of Halsall, and had received 
the sacraments at Halsall church for many years. In 
the presence of the notary and several other witnesses 
with his hand on the gospel he now denied that these 
things were so and added that having spoken the truth 
he no longer dared to go near his master Oto or go to 
Halsall church or even dwell in the county of Lancaster. 

This was only one example of dissatisfaction with the 
examination of witnesses, and before the consistory 
court of ii May, 1367, both parties had reduced to 
writing their " exceptions " against the witnesses and 
their evidence. A marginal note in the roll says that the 
exceptions of the rector were omitted because they were 
rejected by the decree of the judge. The proctor * of 
the abbot and convent in criticising the rector's witnesses 
mentioned by name Oto de Halsale, John de Acres, 
Richard Baret, chaplain, and Adam Tyrehare, chaplain, 
as being interested parties, and men of " light esteem and 
evil reputation " who, for a small consideration, would 
give false testimony in any causes. On this occasion it 
was to their interest to give false evidence in regard to 
boundaries. 2

1 Name not stated.
2 The alleged false evidence was that Rudipull and Duanpull divided the 

parish of Halsall from the parish of Walton. The proctor of the abbot and 
convent denied this, stating that Rudipull was well within the parish of Walton 
and that Duanpull was in Altcar grange, between Altcar mill and Halsall 
parish.
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From impugning the witnesses the abbot and convent 
proceeded to an attack on the examiner himself. Geoffrey 
de Heyford, their proctor, alleged that Master Ralph, to 
the no small prejudice of the abbot and convent, had 
refused to admit their interrogatories and examine the 
rector's witnesses thereon, although his expenses had 
been offered him. This article was substantiated by a 
public instrument 1 drawn up by John de Bellerby after 
he had received formal complaint at his house in Prescot 
from Thomas de Scheyntoun. It had been Thomas' 
duty to take to Ralph the interrogatories upon which 
the abbot and convent wished the rector's witnesses to 
be examined. But because of threats he had not been 
able to approach Halsall parish church to see the wit 
nesses, and when he had offered Ralph a gold noble and 
the schedule, Ralph had refused to receive them.

The result of this disagreement was that when the 
consistory met on 28 September, 1367, a new commission 
was given to Master Ralph. He was empowered to 
examine certain witnesses at Altcar on the exceptions 
of the abbot and convent and re-summon to Halsall all 
the rector's witnesses 2 and examine them on the interro 
gatories of the abbot and convent.

In accordance with these instructions 3 he carried out 
the first examination at the Gore, in Altcar, on Tuesday 
after the feast of St. Leonard, i.e. 9 November. The 
rector and abbot and convent appeared by proxy, and, 
having read his commission, Ralph handed a copy of the 
articles to the rector. As the latter made no protest 
against the interrogatories, Ralph examined the witnesses, 
ten in all, including Adam del Egge. Yet next day at 
three o'clock, after the witnesses had departed, John the 
clerk, on behalf of the rector, proposed certain other

1 Dated 16 Nov., 1366.
2 Except one, John de Aghtoun, who would be examined at Chester.
3 Mandate dated 21 Oct., 1367.
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questions upon which he desired the witnesses to be 
examined. Of necessity no consideration could be given 
to these new interrogatories, and on the next two days, 
Thursday and Friday (November II and 12), Ralph was 
busy in Halsall parish church examining thirty-one 
witnesses on the convent's interrogatories, the same that 
Master Thomas de Scheyntoun had unsuccessfully tried 
to hand over to him in the previous November. During 
this examination the rector came into the church to 
present Ralph with a " protest written in a schedule." 
Much of the court's time must have been taken up with 
such protests and counter-protests. There is an inter 
esting marginal note added in the roll at this point.

" The replies of the rector against the exceptions of the abbot 
and convent, and the exceptions of the excommunication of the 
abbot against Adam del' Egge, together with the exceptions 
of the abbot and convent against the rector's witnesses in 
this same proposition, are here left out because they were not 
admitted."

Two rolls of witnesses' depositions are preserved. 1 
One, roll B, is the report of the examination just referred 
to, held by Ralph de Smethwyk at Halsall, and the 
information given by the witnesses appears to have been 
recorded verbatim. The other, roll C, contains equally 
full depositions concerning the parochial rights of Halsall, 
taken on three separate occasions.

At Halsall Master Ralph had to examine thirty-one 
witnesses on nine different interrogatories prepared by 
the abbot and convent. The witnesses, elderly local 
men, varied considerably in the length of their answers. 
John the clerk could give detailed information in answer to 
almost all the questions, whilst Adam le Tasker could give 
no information on the first four interrogatories, and in the 
other five he merely stated that he agreed with a certain 
previous witness. Some witnesses could give most details

1 See Note I, p. 136, above.
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about boundaries, whilst others knew more about the 
payment of tithes. Moreover the value of the depositions 
is greatly lessened by the astonishing number of direct 
contradictions in the evidence given.

The first three questions addressed to the rector's 
witnesses referred to boundaries and were as follows : 

Have they a clear knowledge of the place of Altekar 
and its true bounds and limits ?

Is Altekar within the parish of Halsale or without ?
Are the places mentioned in the libel and in the articles 

set forth by the rector within the said parish or without ? 
If they say within, how do they know this ? If they 
give certain bounds as enclosing the said parish or manor 
of Altekar, how do they know that they are the true 
bounds, how do they distinguish them, and how are 
the places within such boundaries called, especially the 
boundaries adjacent to Altekar ?

It was of great importance in the case to have the 
boundaries of Altcar manor and Halsall parish stated 
clearly, but it proved to be impossible. In a low-lying 
country with few natural landmarks besides streams, 
many of which were mere ditches, this is not surprising. 
It is significant that of the thirty-one witnesses twenty- 
seven declared that they had no knowledge of the bounds 
of Altcar, and the remaining four gave varying informa 
tion, whilst John the clerk was the only one witness who 
stated the boundaries of Halsall parish.

The one thing that all were agreed upon was that the 
river Alt, usually referred to as Gretehalt, was the southern 
boundary of Halsall parish, separating it from Sefton. 
Halsall parish extended as far north as the village of 
Snape ; on the west were the parishes of Walton and 
North Meols, on the east those of Ormskirk, Aughton and 
Walton. John the clerk gave the boundaries of Halsall 
parish as follows :

" A certain water called Gretehalt divides the parishes of
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Halsale and Ceftoun, then following this water to Duanpull 
which divides the parishes of Halsale and Waltoun and from 
Duanpull to Bartonpull and Tipull as far as Hangelou where 
begins the division between the parishes of Halsale and North- 
meles and crossing the moss between the parishes of Northmeles 
and Halsale to the village of Snape, of which village the rector 
of Halsale receives one moiety of the tithes of hay and the church 
of Ormeskirke the other. Leaving Snape the boundary follows 
a certain ditch as far as Mudeldych, thence by a way beyond 
Northmore which divides the parishes of Halsale and Ormeskirke, 
thence along a ditch dividing the parishes of Halsale and 
Aghtoun to Walscroftebroke, following the ' broke ' through the 
middle of Adam de Walscrofte's garden to Mereholt, following 
the boundary to Halsalemoss and Serildespull, then through the 
middle of the manor of Brokfeld between the hall and the grange 
and along the room of the said hall to Drithalte, thence to Cun- 
schowbrigg between the moss of Cunschow to Witesych, thence 
to Thorpusbroke between Melling and Kirkeby and thus back 
to Gretehalt."

On the second roll there was one other witness who 
could state the bounds of Halsall parish. His deposition 
was taken on a different occasion and corresponds pretty 
closely with the above. Several place-names can be 
identified with those of to-day, e.g., Snape, North Moor, 
Brookfields and Cunscough. The greatest difficulty 
arises in the names of streams. Bartonpull, on the west, 
is probably the modern Downholland Brook, 1 whilst the 
direction of Duanpull and Tipull has no doubt been altered 
beyond recognition by subsequent draining schemes. 
On the east the reference to Brookfields and Cunscough 
Bridge helps to place Drithalt.

With the details available it is impossible to do more 
than suggest the boundaries of Altcar Manor. The Alt 
was the southern boundary, but only a rough idea can 
be gained of the other boundaries. Three witnesses only 
deposed any knowledge of the bounds. Simon le Gat- 
knave, who had previously given false evidence under 
compulsion, made the following statement :

1 V.C.H. Lanes., Ill, 224, Note i.
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" There is a certain place called the Horsehoke where begins 
the division between the parish of Halsale and Altekar and from 
that place to frythstoun, thence to Drythalt and so next to the 
Gore by Schollerwyk to Mekelhalt [Gretehalt] following Mukel- 
halte to Melesgote and so to Barrecrosse, thence to Frythpull 
by Altekar mill and so following a ditch by Bartonpull to the 
Horsehoke where it began."

Simon de Maghull said the boundary, starting from 
Gretehalt, passed through Schollurwyk, 1 Ravensmeles, 
Slytturhok, Frithpull, Melescurmers, the Horsehoke, 
Frythstoun, 2 Wildemarepull, Drythalt, the Gore, Longe- 
hous, between Maghull and Schollurwyk, and so returned 
to Gretehalt. John Gibbesoun of Aghtoun, also begin 
ning at Grethalt, said the boundary went along a large 
ditch to a certain cross placed for a boundary between 
Altekar and Forneby, then passed through Hangelou, 
Typull and Holonde, left Holonde on the east as far as 
Frithstoun, and passing through Hyndeford reached 
Grethalt again.

From this information it is possible to gain some idea 
of the eastern boundary. From Frythpull and Barton- 
pull the dividing line was in an easterly or south-easterly 
direction to the Frythstoun and the Gore, and there 
inclined southwards towards the Alt. There is more 
diversity of information about the western boundary 
between the Alt and Bartonpull. It is noteworthy that 
when the abbot and convent complained about the false 
testimony given by certain witnesses 3 it was to the 
western boundary that they referred. Comparing these 
bounds given in 1367 with those mentioned in the deeds 
of gift about 1238 the Alt, Wildemarepull, and Bartonpull 
are the only names common to both. The two original 
grants refer to " the divisions of the hey " as marking

1 Probably the same as Showrick of the Altcar tithe-map, and Sherwick 
in the Sherwick Bridge of to-day.

2 Perhaps near the present Warril House. The Altcar tithe-map shows 
" Frith " as a common field name in that district, e.g. Long Frith, Frith Moss.

3 See above, p. 146, note 2.
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the boundary and these in all probability had been 
altered during the lapse of a hundred years. Certainly 
the examination of the rector's witnesses resulted in no 
definite information on the subject.

When only three witnesses had any knowledge of the 
bounds of Altcar, it is not surprising that there was vary 
ing information given in reply to the second question which 
asked whether Altcar was within Halsall parish or with 
out. Four stated that Altcar was within, six that it 
was without, John the Clerk did not answer the question, 
and the remaining thirteen said that certain places in 
Altcar were within and certain places without. In 
answer to the third question, twenty witnesses said that 
the places mentioned in the libel were in Halsall parish, 
five that they were without, one that they were within 
Altcar. From such diverse information it would seem 
impossible for the consistory court to come to any definite 
conclusion about the boundaries. Eventually, as we 
shall see, the bishop's official was persuaded to visit the 
places himself.

The latter part of the rector's interrogatories referred 
to tithes. The questions were as follows : 

1. Are the places within the said boundaries titheable 
to any other church than Halsall ?

2. Whose are the lands from which the rector of Halsall 
seeks tithes ? If they say they belong to the abbot and 
convent, who granted them and how long has the abbot 
been in possession ? If they say they belong to the said 
church, which are the places and how do they know ?

3. Have the abbot and convent as lords of Altcar 
always peaceably received the entire fruits arising from 
Altcar, or the whole farm and more on account of the 
non-payment of tithes, without deduction of any tithe 
until the molestation by the present rector. If they 
depose concerning molestation by any [other] rector, 
who was he and how do they know of it ?
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4. Has any rector received tithes of the said places ? 
If so, who was he and for how long have they known 
it?

5. Who paid tithes, where did they live, what sort and 
how much tithe was paid, in what year and who were 
present ?

6. Were any tithes of Altcar paid to any rector of 
Halsall with the knowledge of the custodian of Altcar ? 
If so, how do they know this and why ?

7. They shall be questioned on all circumstances 
which bear on the case.

The examiner, Ralph de Smethwyk, received slightly 
more satisfactory replies to some of these interrogatories. 
All 1 were agreed that the lands in question belonged to 
the abbot and convent of Merevale Abbey. No one 
could state how long the abbot and convent had been 
in possession, but tradition was strong enough to enable 
two-thirds of the witnesses to name the grantors. There 
is mention of " William le Ferrys," " an earl Ralph," 
" Lord de Ferrys " or "a certain earl," so that although 
the grant of Altekar had been made well over a century 
ago the Ferrers family were remembered as the donors.

Unfortunately, this is the end of any approach to 
unanimity. When asked whether the places were tithe- 
able to any church other than Halsall seven witnesses 
answered with a decided negative, three asserted that the 
places were within Walton 2 parish and titheable to the 
same, whilst the rest had no information. All who could 
give information on question five agreed that the abbot and 
convent as lords of Altcar were in the habit of receiving the 
entire fruits arising from Altcar and the entire farm, but 
only six agreed with Simon Gatknave that the convent 
received more on account of the non-payment of tithes by

1 Except one witness, who could give no information.
2 Cf. Valor Eccl. Hen. VIII, Vol. V, p. 221 (Record Commission), which 

stated that the abbot of Merevale had the lordship of Altrar' (? rede Altcar) 
in the parish of Walton of the annual value of £40.
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their tenants. 1 One witness was emphatic that he had never 
known a rector of Halsall receive tithes from Altcar and 
with the exception of one rector, Henry de Lee, who in 
one particular case had secured tithes of hay, no one had 
heard of any molestation by the rector of Halsall except 
since the lawsuit began.

This would appear to be contradictory when seven 
witnesses in answer to the previous interrogatory had 
stated that the places in dispute were titheable to Halsall 
only. Further, the answers to the next question indicate 
that the rector did receive tithes in certain circumstances. 
According to several witnesses the rector of Halsall in 
recent years had received tithes from men who had 
animals pasturing in Altcar but whose dwellings were 
elsewhere. John the clerk mentioned Benedict de Gilde- 
house, John le Souter, Robert Lovelady and others living 
in Lydiate, who paid to the rector tithes of milk, calves, 
foals, lambs and wool, whilst Richard Scheperde living 
in Lydiate and Margery Mosok living at the Gore, had 
paid tithes in Easter offerings. Other witnesses spoke 
of men who for the last twenty years had pastured their 
animals in Altcar by day and returned to their dwellings 
in Lydiate in the evening, presumably taking their 
animals with them as is usual in certain continental 
countries to-day. Several witnesses deposed that since 
the lawsuit began two of the original defendants, Adam, 
rector of North Meols, and Thomas de Aghtoun, had 
paid tithes to Halsall. In the enquiry on parochial 
rights Adam himself said that he had paid seven calves 
to the rector of Halsall as tithes for his cattle pasturing 
in Altcar and one mark as tithes of hay. Adam was a 
tenant of Altcar manor, and the cattle in question would 
doubtless be housed at Altcar. Thomas de Aughton 2

1 integros fructus de dicto loco provenientes et integram firmam et majorem 
propter non solucionem decirnarum de firmariis suis.

2 Aughton was a separate parish. The roll does not state the location of 
Thomas' farm.
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had agreed to pay the rector ten marks as tithes for cattle 
pasturing in Altcar, and two years previously he had 
been seen to give the rector 405. in Ormskirk cemetery 
as part payment. Seven witnesses only could depose 
that these tithes were paid with the knowledge of the 
custodian of Altcar grange, and their statements were 
based on " common report " only.

If, as the rector maintained, Altcar was in Halsall 
parish, his claim to the above tithes would be justifiable 
according to the ruling, quoted by Cardinal Gasquet, 1 
that in the case of cattle pasturing in different parishes, 
tithes were to be paid in the parish where the permanent 
sheds of the cattle were situated. But the convent's 
position was covered by the bulls of Boniface VIII and 
Alexander IV referred to above. 2

The question of payment of tithes is closely bound up 
with that of parochial rights which is dealt with in roll C, 
recording depositions in the case of usurpation of parochial 
rights between Richard, rector of Halsall, and Thomas de 
Scheyntoun, custodian of Altcar grange. The depositions 
in this roll show that there had been a chapel at Altcar for 
many years, for how long no one could state, but the 
chapel and an adjacent plot of ground were consecrated, 
during Brother Scheyntoun's period of office as custodian, 
by a certain Thomas Magnatien., suffragan bishop of 
Roger, bishop of Coventry and Lichfield. 3 Less than 
thirty years ago a baptistery had been added. Thomas, 
chaplain of Formby, had seen in Sefton cemetery the

1 Medieval Parish Life, p. 12. 2 Pp. 143, 144.
3 I am indebted to Professor Twemlow for the following note : Thomas 

[episcopus] Magnatiensis [ecclesie], O.S.B., acted as suffragan bishop in the 
diocese of Coventry and Lichfield in 1360 (K. Eubel, Hierarchia Catholica 
Medii Aevi, 1198-1431, 2nd ed. Miinstcr, 1913, p. 550; from Stubbs, 
Registrum Sacrum Anglicanum (Oxford, 1858), p. 143). In Stubbs's second 
edition (1897), p. 196, the information is repeated, with the additional fact 
that Thomas " Magnatiensis " was a monk of Merevale. Eubel mentions 
the see of Magnatien (p. 321), but knows nothing of its whereabouts, nor of 
any other bishop except the foregoing " Thomas, O.S.B."
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shaping of the stones which were afterwards taken to 
Altcar and used in the building of the baptistery.

No one could say whether the chapel was in Halsall 
parish or whether it had been built with the diocesan 
licence, but it is evident that since the consecration the 
services in the chapel had met many of the parochial 
needs of Altcar people. One witness, named John 
Blundel, had seen Brother Thomas and other chaplains 
celebrate masses in the chapel. He himself had been 
godfather to a boy baptised there by Adam del Egge, 
rector of North Meols. He had heard of other baptisms 
in the chapel and of women churched there. Thomas, 
chaplain of Formby, spoke of a marriage celebrated 
there and gave instances of burials in the cemetery. 
John Blundel had been present at the funeral of Brother 
Thomas' father and had noticed that oblations were 
made on the day of burial. Adam, rector of North 
Meols, said that the abbot and convent did not receive 
oblations until Brother Thomas became custodian.

The case, as stated by the rector's witnesses, was that 
Altcar was in Halsall parish and that the right of giving 
the sacraments to the people of Altcar belonged to the 
rector of Halsall. Adam de Kirkeby, when acting as 
the rector's chaplain in Maghull chapel, which was 
annexed to Halsall church, had received oblations from 
Thomas Blangrum 1 (one of the defendants), and his 
wife, had baptised their children, churched his wife, heard 
their confessions and given them communion at Easter. 
He did not know if Thomas Blangrum had a dwelling 
outside the grange but he had heard that Richard le 
Scheperd, 2 John de Wolverton and Margery le Frensch, 
who did not have dwellings outside Altcar grange, had 
received the sacraments in Halsall church. He men 
tioned also that a certain Adam, called the " Grete-

1 His dwelling-place is not stated.
2 Cf. p. 154 above. " Richard Scheperde living in Lydiate."
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priest," who was a chaplain at Altcar and lived there, 
died in Altcar, but was buried at Halsall.

Judging from the witnesses on both sides it would 
seem that the inhabitants of Altcar had been buried in 
different parishes, at Sefton, Walton and Formby, as 
well as Halsall. Altcar manor in the fourteenth century 
would be little better than a marsh for a great part of the 
year, and its inhabitants must always have been widely 
scattered. In consequence, it is probable that, all in 
good faith, the Altcar people regarded the nearest church 
or chapel as their parish church or its equivalent, whether 
it was at Halsall, Sefton, Walton, Formby or Altcar 
grange.

The case for the monks was well stated by their first 
witness Robert Lovelady, aged eighty-two. He main 
tained that Altcar was outside the tithing of Halsall 
church, and gave boundaries to substantiate his state 
ment. The chapel had been there as long as he could 
remember, and even before that, as he had heard from his 
elders. The inhabitants of Altcar heard the Divine 
Office and received the sacraments there. He knew of 
no baptisms or marriages, but had seen the children 
of Thomas Blangrum buried " in the garden of the 
said chapel." 1 His statements were confirmed by other 
witnesses. Asked whether the sacraments were adminis 
tered by stipendiaries and not by regulars, the two 
witnesses who could give information said that the 
sacraments were administered by stipendiaries. Accord 
ing to the first witness they did this " by ancient custom," 
according to the second, with the approval of the chapter 
of Lichfield and the rectors of Halsall, " as the neighbour 
hood knew." The monks also received the oblations by 
ancient custom, such as a candle on the feast of Purifi 
cation, silver on Easter Day, and Lenten tithes of a pound 
or half a pound of wax.

1 " In gardino dicte capelle."
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To return to the progress of the case in the consistory 
court at Lichfield. At the court held on 18 November, 
1367, the report of Master Ralph's second examination 
of the witnesses was made public. Both the parties 
declared their intention of putting forward " exceptions " 
against the witnesses and their depositions, and it looked 
as though the case would never reach a settlement. But 
before the consistory met again, Geoffrey de Heyford, on 
behalf of the abbot and convent, addressed a petition to 
the bishop's official. He said that as in the depositions 
of the witnesses there was " very great diversity, falsity 
and obscurity in the defining of boundaries," the truth 
was hidden and was likely to remain so ; wherefore he 
begged that before further prejudicial acts took place the 
official would inspect the boundaries in person.

The closing stages of the suit are described in the roll 
as follows :

" Consistory held in the cathedral church of Lichfield, 
Friday after the feast of the Conception of the Blessed Mary, 
in the year of the Lord aforesaid. 1 The said parties appearing, 
publication having been made of the attestations of the witnesses 
produced on behalf of the abbot and convent against the wit 
nesses of the rector and their depositions, and the same having 
been renounced on condition that the said official, Master Richard 
de Birmyncham, should see the places in person if necessary, 
and the cause having been concluded with the consent of the 
parties on that condition, Tuesday next after the feast of St. 
Hilary next coming was appointed for the aforesaid parties to 
hear the sentence.

[1367/8. Jan. 18.] On which Tuesday, the said parties appear 
ing, day was given, Tuesday after St. Agatha's, to do the same.

[1367/8. Feb. 8.] On which Tuesday, the said parties appear 
ing, day was given, Tuesday in the first week of Lent, to do 
the same.

[1367/8. Feb. 29.] On which Tuesday, sentence was pro 
nounced for the abbot and convent by Master Richard, the 
official aforesaid." 2

1 I.e. 10 Dec., 1367.
2 These postponements during a period of nearly three months were prob 

ably made in order to allow time lor the Bishop's official to visit Altcar.
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From this we conclude that the abbot and convent 
were henceforward free from the payment of tithe to 
the rector of Halsall. In the Taxatio of 1291 Halsall 
church was assessed at ^lo. 1 If its value had not 
increased by 1367 the loss of the Altcar tithes would be 
a serious item. In 1557 2 the Altcar tithes were valued 
at £6 135. ^d.

A study of the witnesses' depositions leads one to 
suppose that a more general question than that of tithes 
was involved in the lawsuit. The abbot and convent 
would seem to be aiming at establishing the manor as a 
separate parish free from any control but their own. In 
the Cistercian Order the desire to appropriate churches 
and assume parochial rights was much less common 
than in some other orders, notably those of canons regular. 
Chapels at the Cistercian granges were usually reserved 
for the community and it was a rule that no churchyards 
were to be made, or burials to take place there. 3 That 
Merevale had infringed this regulation is clear from the 
references to baptisms, funerals, etc., made by the witnesses 
in their depositions. 4

Yet apart from the witnesses' depositions, which prove 
nothing more than the existence of a private chapel of 
the grange, the first reference to a church there is in a 
deed of 1429. 5 In that year the manor of Altcar, with 
its mills, etc., and goods contained in a schedule was 
leased for the life of the abbot, John Ruggeley, to 
Edmund, Lord de Ferrers, Thomas Mollesley and William 
Donyngton. It was stipulated that the abbot was to 
provide a monk to celebrate divine service in the manor

1 Taxatio of 1291 (Old Record Commission), p. 249.
2 For Altcar in the Taxatio of 1291, see below, p. 160.
3 See Cambridge Medieval History, V, 676.
4 It is interesting to note that as early as 1220 the monks of Merevale 

held service three times a week in Weston chapel, Leicestershire (V.C.H. 
Leicestershire, I, 360, Note 47).

5 One of the Croxteth deeds. See below, p. 160, note 6.
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chapel of St. Mary at the cost of the lessees. 1 In later 
leases the monk's stipend was stated to be £5 a year.2

From 1429 onwards it is clear that services were cele 
brated regularly at Altcar, although there is no evidence 
to indicate that the officiating monk enjoyed parochial 
authority. According to the Taxatio of 1291 there was 
no separate Altcar parish at that date, 3 and in the Valor 
Ecclesiasticus of 1535 * Altcar is placed under Walton 
parish. Evidently up to the time when the manor was 
leased in 1429 the convent had not succeeded in what 
seems clearly their ultimate aim at the time of the tithes 
cause, namely, to establish Altcar for practical purposes 
as a separate parish. When Altcar did become a separate 
parish is not clear, but at the Commonwealth Survey in 
1650 it was found

" that there was a church but no parsonage or glebe lands ; the 
tithes, worth £jo a year, were farmed by Lord Molyneux under 
a lease for ten thousand years. The church was well situated 
within the parish and there was no need for any other." 5

The history of the lordship of Altcar and the control 
of its tithes subsequent to the tithes suit of 1367 is 
told in the deeds preserved at Croxteth Hall. 6 Refer 
ence has already been made to the lease of the manor 
in 1429. In 1537, just before the dissolution of the 
greater monasteries, the manor and lordship of Altcar was 
leased to Robert Molyneux of Hawton, Nottinghamshire, 
and William, his son, for eighty years at a yearly rent

1 In all probability this was the private chapel of the grange. For the 
early history of Altcar Church, see Rev. W. Warburton's Notes on Altcar 
Parish. Lanes, and Ches. Hist. Soc. Trans., 47, 157 (1895).

2 There is no reference to the tithes in the lease of 1429.
3 See V.C.H. Lanes., II, p. 99. The deanery of Warrington was divided 

into thirteen parishes, including Halsall, Sefton, Walton-on-the-Hill, Aughton, 
North Meols and Ormskirk.

4 Vol. V, 221 (Record Commission).
6 V.C.H. Lanes., Ill, 225. This church was burnt down and a new one 

consecrated in 1747. The present church, dedicated to St. Michael, was 
built in 1879.

8 The most important details of these deeds are given, ibid., 222-5.
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of £46 135. 4^. ; the lessees were to maintain a monk for 
the celebration of divine service at Altcar at a yearly 
salary of £15. This lease was confirmed by the Court of 
Augmentations after the Dissolution. In the letters patent 
of Henry VIII (10 February, 1538/9) exemplifying this 
confirmation it was provided that every fourth year 
twelve, thirteen or fourteen tenants were to perambulate 
the boundaries. In 1557 the rectors of Wigan, Garstang 
and Kirkham, and three other commissioners appointed 
by order of Philip and Mary, estimated that the spirit 
ualities and temporalities of Altcar manor were worth 
£6 135. 4d., and £40 respectively. In the following year, 
by letters patent of Philip and Mary, the manor and 
grange of Altcar were granted by the Crown to Sir Richard 
Molyneux of Sefton for £1,000, to be held by him and his 
heirs as one-twentieth part of a knight's fee. On 4 August, 
1559, Francis Molyneux of Hawton, in Nottinghamshire, 
who had succeeded to the eighty years' lease of 1537 
granted to William Molyneux, son and heir of Sir Richard 
Molyneux, for 500 marks, the reversion of the lease of the 
manor and grange of Altcar with their appurtenances which 
included " all manner tythes." Thus the Sefton family 
came into full possession of the manor which they have re 
tained to the present day. In 1609, Sir Richard Molyneux 
purchased the spiritualities of Altcar, previously held by 
Robert Molyneux and his son William, for an annual 
payment of £6 135. /\d. the stipulation being made for the 
sum of loos, to be paid each year to a chaplain for the 
celebration of divine service at Altcar church, as in the 
lease of 1537. The last reference to the Altcar tithes in 
the Croxteth deeds is in an indenture dated 28 February, 
1648/9, which stated that the tithes had been worth 
£80 for the last twenty-one years. By this indenture, 
Lord Richard Molyneux arranged to compound for the 
tithes for himself and his heirs by paying £70 per annum 
to the minister officiating there.
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The writing of this paper was made possible by the 
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Its preparation has been greatly facilitated by the 
kind permission given me by Miss Silvia Roxburgh, B.A., 
to use her very careful and painstaking transcription of 
the tithe suit rolls. I am deeply indebted to Professor 
J. A. Twemlow, B.A. for his help with regard to refer 
ence books and for his assistance throughout.

My thanks are also due to the Rev. F. 0. Blundell, 
O.S.B., at whose suggestion I began work on the Croxteth 
deeds, and to the Rev. J. Angell Jones, Vicar of Altcar, 
for his courtesy in allowing me to see the tithe-map of 
Altcar parish.


