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ONCE a year, on the day following the feast of Corpus 
Christi, a small company of gentlemen gathers at 

noon in the Court Room in Derby Street, Prescot, in 
obedience to a personal summons to appear as jurors at 
the Court of the Manor of Prescot, " there to enquire 
into such matters and things as shall be given you in 
charge and as to the same Courts do appertain." The 
meeting is presided over by the Deputy Steward, Mr. YV. A. 
Cross, who opens the proceedings with the following 
proclamation :

" Oyez, Oyez, Oyez,
" All manner of persons that owe suit and service t<> the View 

of Frank Pledge and Court Baron ol the Mannr of Present, answer 
to your names as you shall be called.

" God save the Kinjj and the Lords ol the Manor."

The Bailiff then calls the names, after which the jurors 
are solemnly sworn. The Deputy Steward proceeds to 
deliver his Charge to the Jury, nowadays of an informal 
character, and the meeting then elects from amongst 
its number certain officers, namely the Coroner, Treasurer 
of the Charities, the Four Men (two of whom are 
appointed solely by the Deputy Steward), two Hurley- 
men, two Aletasters, two Street Lookers, two Assessors 
of Fines, and two Superintendents of the Fire Brigade. 

When the meeting has been formally closed, the com 
pany makes its way to the old Town Hall in the Market 
Place, from the windows of which numerous pennies are
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" perried," that is, thrown out to be scrambled for by a 
crowd of children below. In former days this money 
represented a levy of twopence on each copyholder who 
wished to be " essoined " or excused from attendance 
at the Court. " Ferrying " used to be done with the 
pennies heated on a shovel. The members of the Court 
finally sit down with their invited guests to a dinner 
served in the Deane's House Hotel.

Such is the Court Leet of Prescot as it exists to-day, 
in its language and ceremony breathing the spirit of a 
bygone age, reflecting, though faintly, its former im 
portance and departed glory. Down to 1925, the Court 
met at 8 a.m. at the Town Hall, where the bell was rung, 
the roll of copyholders called, and the " essoin " money 
collected by the Bailiff ; the Court then adjourned until 
noon, when the business included the calling over of 
transfers of copyhold property and the admission of new 
tenants after due proclamation. The Law of Property 
Act of 1922, which came into operation in 1926, took 
away this side of its functions.

The principal records of this Court are first, an original 
copy of Letters Close issued in 1447 ; secondly, the 
original Court Rolls, commencing in 1510 and con 
tinuing, with a few gaps in the early period, to the present 
day ; thirdly, an Abstract Book of the Court Rolls from 
1510 to 1681 ; fourthly, a large quantity of miscellaneous 
documents and papers preserved at King's College, 
Cambridge ; fifthly, the Memorandum Book of the Court 
from 1754 to 1815. Some of the most important of these, 
namely, the Letters Close, the Memorandum Book, and 
over one hundred Court Rolls of the sixteenth and seven 
teenth centuries, have been discovered within the last 
few years.

(i) The Letters Close of 1447, a length}' document 
containing eighty lines of writing and approximately 
five thousand six hundred words, is an injunction to all
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royal officials to allow certain privileges bestowed by 
Act of Parliament upon the Provost and Scholars of 
King's College, Cambridge, their tenants and all inhabit 
ants upon their lands. The Act in question, dated 
March ioth, 1445/6, is printed in the Parliament Rolls. 
The Letters Close are substantially a copy of that section 
of the Act which enumerates the privileges, except that 
certain passages which apply only to the College are 
omitted. The privileges include the right to be exempt 
from purveyance, taxes and tolls ; to take the chattels 
of all felons who are tenants or inhabitants of the College 
lands ; to hold view of frankpledge with all that apper 
tains to it ; to have wail and stray, wreck of sea, deodands, 
fines for trespasses and other offences, fines for escape 
of felons, wardships, reliefs, escheats and other feudal 
incidents ; to have free warren and chase ; to be exempt 
from the jurisdiction of Forest, Admiralty and House 
hold Courts ; to have the return and execution of all 
writs on their lands by means of their own bailiffs ; and 
to appoint their own Coroners. These privileges were, 
of course, designed to increase the revenues of King's 
College by way of endowment.

By the Act of Parliament referred to above, King's 
College obtained the lucrative- right of exercising leet 
jurisdiction within its manors. 1 By the same Act, King's 
College had confirmation of the grant made in 1445 of 
the advowson of Prescot Church, of which the Rector 
was also Lord of the Manor of Prescot. By appropriating 
the Rectory in 1447, King's College became Lord of the 
Manor. Prescot thus became entitled to share in the 
privileges, and the Letters Close preserved there enabled 
the people to have their rights allowed.

(2) The early rolls, down to 1590, consist of untrimmed 
folio leaves of paper tiled at the head, and are apparently 
intended to be final copies. From 1596 on, the rolls

1 I'f. Hcarnsliaw, I.fit /iirivi/ii/rmi in A.'III;/<III</, p. I *
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fall into two classes, of paper and parchment respectively, 
the former being made up by the clerk on the day of the 
court, the latter being fair copies made afterwards of 
those matters requiring permanent record. The amount 
entered into the parchment rolls seems to have varied 
with different clerks ; most of them contain only par 
ticulars of surrenders of property and admittances. As 
historical documents the paper rolls are preferable in 
every way ; they contain not only a first-hand record of 
the activities of the court, but in many cases subsidiary 
documents, such as call-books of the suitors, chits on 
which particular officers have written out offences for 
presentment, accounts of constables, bailiffs and toll- 
takers, letters, coroners' inquests, records of civil actions, 
and interesting memoranda.

Fortunately, large numbers of paper rolls have been 
preserved in addition to the parchment rolls ; seventy- 
one years of the seventeenth century, and fifty-two of 
the eighteenth, are represented by rolls of both types. 
In addition, there are many separate rolls of special 
Courts Baron held at other times of the year.

Occasional entries relate to the rolls themselves. In 
1597 the following order occurs :

" The Jurie with the consent of the Stewarde doe Order that 
before the feaste day of Saincte Michaele thnrkan^i'll nexte ther 
shalbe provided one sufficient clieste bounde with I rone with 
fyve lockes upon the same to be placed in some convenient place 
in the Towne by the consent of the Steward & Tenants to keepe 
the Courte Koules & privilidije in . . ."

The " privilidge " is without doubt the Letters Close of 
1447, to which had been added a confirmation granted 
by Henry VIII in 1534. In 1614 another confirmation 
was obtained from James I, the cost of which was met 
by means of a special levy or " ley " on the inhabitants. 
Both continuations were found with the original Letters
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Close recently at Prescot, but the old chest, packed with 
court rolls, is now at King's College. 

An order made in 1042 runs :

" Whearas the Court Ruwles & Records of the Court have 
heartofore beene kept in a Chest, made att the Charges of the 
Copyholders, with severall Lockes & Keyes kept by the Steward, 
the Mower men & the Clarke, and whearas of late tyine the Chest 
& Rowles have beene in the keepinge of Edward Stockley, Clarke 
of this Court, whoe hath not only well preserved them, Butt also 
hath by his care & endevours obtayned & gotten the originalls 
of severall Rowles which had beene neglected & nott engrossed 
into parchment by former Clarks. . . . Now the Jurie & homag- 
ers of this Court doe humbly desyre the steward of this Court, 
that hee will be pleased to ioyne with them to entreat the said 
Mr. Stockley, Clarke of this Courte, That he will make a eatolodge 
& Collecion not onely of the Surrenders & meteriall orders & 
Customes now usefull & in force, contayned in the Rowles & 
Records that are in the Chest, Butt also of those original! paper 
Records which by his mcanes & endevours have beene Recovered 
& wcare in danger to have beene lost. . . . And the Copie- 
holders of this manner will willingly satislie Mr. Stockley & his 
Clarke for writinge of the said Catolouge & Rental! soe as shall 
content him & Mr. Steward shall thinke iitt."

(j) In accordance with this order the Abstract Hook 
was compiled from the then extant rolls. It was kept 
up by succeeding clerks till 1716. It is still preserved 
at Prescot, having acquired in modern times a handsome 
leather binding, and is important as containing an 
abstract of a number of rolls not now extant. As now 
preserved it stops at 1681, but a smaller abstract of the 
original Abstract Book, compiled in 1755, contains items 
relating to the period 1681 1716.

The Court met annually on the Friday after Corpus 
Christi, a movable feast falling in May or June. Thus 
it was held in conjunction with the Corpus Christi fair 
originally granted by royal charter in 1333. In 1510 it 
met twice, at the beginning of April and at the end of 
Mav : the first roll is entitled " Curia cum Visit l: nnici-
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1'legii," that is, Court with View of Frankpledge, signi 
fying a court exercising leet jurisdiction ; the second is 
entitled " Curia Nundinarum " or Court of the Fair, a 
title which does not recur. In all the later rolls of 
Henry VIII's reign it is styled " Curia de Prescott " or 
" Curia Legalis." Throughout the reign of Elizabeth it 
is entitled " ]'isns Franci Plegii cum Curia Leta" or 
View of 1'Yankpledge with Court Leet. This redundant 
title was modified in 1617 to the more satisfactory one of

Visus Franci P/egii cum Curia tie Prescott," and some 
what later it was further improved to " Visus Franci 
Plegii cum Curia Baronia de Prescott," and in this form 
it remained fixed. It is incidentally referred to through 
out by the popular name of Court Leet.

In the seventeenth century the business of the court 
became too great to be dealt with at one session, so 
adjournments' were made usually for three weeks or a 
multiple of three weeks. In i(> ;(>, and again in 1638, the 
court was adjourned as many as live times. This was 
after an attempt had apparently been made in Eliza 
bethan times to hold the Court Leet twice a year, for in 
J 5^5 separate rolls were made of two courts held on 
June nth and October ^^nd respectively ; the following 
letter from the Deputy Steward to the Provost of King's 
College three years later shows the unpopularity of such 
an innovation :

Right harti and due Salutations vnto your \vorshipp pre 
supposed : may it please the same to bee advertized That whereas 
I Intended (being thereunto deputed by my lord and Master The 
Krlo of Derby) to kepe a leet Court according to your Charter 
now at Michelmas last past, and to that end gaue comaundmcnt 
vnto the buylifve to Somon the copihouldcrs and others to giue 
their Attendance : So it is that being sett in Court and the copi 
houldcrs being Solemplie called Soni of the colledge Tenants 
would not be swhorne being returned to bee of That homadge :

1 For the rarity and doubtful K'gality of this expedient, v. Hearnshaw,
.'/>. Cil., p. .'40.
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which gret abvsc I thought good to certify your worship thereof : 
And the rather my lord being not in the cuntrie : craning hereof 
Som speedi remedi and of other cawses which my cosin 1'hillip 
Layton can vtter vnto you : And thus comitting your worship 
to the Tuition of thalmighti I end this xxiiii of October 1588,

Yours most Assured
(signed) EDWARD SUTTON.

The title of the court is followed in the rolls by the 
date and the name of the presiding officer, a local gentle 
man who, down to about 1(135, acted as Deputy Steward 
under the successive Earls of Derby. King's College 
Ledger Books show that the Rectory, shortly after its 
appropriation, had been fanned out by the College to 
Sir Thomas Stanley ami other lessees, the lease being 
renewed in favour of Sir Thomas's descendants, the Earls 
of Derby, down to i(>4<). The revenues of the Rectory, 
to which the Earls became thus entitled, included the 
profits of Prescot manor, of which they were stewards.

This arrangement w.ts very favourable to the copy 
holders of Prescot, for it ensured a minimum of inter 
ference from the College, while the Earls seem to have been 
too important and busy to pay much attention to the 
place. There is ample confirmation of the impression 
that the Stanleys were indulgent landlords. The copy 
holders were left very much to themselves, reaping 
advantage on the one hand from the privilege's they 
enjoyed as tenants of the College, and from the laxity 
with which the rights of the lord were exercised in the 
other. In consequence, the tenants acquired certain 
exceptional rights which became permanently established 
in practice, such as control of the mineral rights beneath 
their copyholds, and freedom from the common obliga 
tion to pay fines to the lord upon the conveyance or 
inheritance of copyhold property.

(4) Many papers preserved at King's College bear witness 
to the dissatisfaction felt by the College with this state
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of affairs, and from time to time in the sixteenth century 
indignant Provosts tried in the face of many practical 
difficulties to secure redress, with but indifferent success. 
The Earls were influential at Court and must not be 
offended ; the copyholders were obstinate ; and the 
Deputy Stewards were not disposed to quarrel with the 
tenants.

Matters steadily drifted from bad to worse until in 
1592 Provost Goade determined to assert his authority 
by presiding over the court and investigating abuses in 
person. Three prominent townsmen were amerced 35. 4</. 
each for " misdemanor in the face of the Courte." Specific 
grievances of the Provost were the sub-letting of copy 
holds to numerous undertenants 'paying no rent to the 
College, non-payment of fines for conveyances, usurpa 
tion of powers over the lord's wood and waste, refusal 
of " customary woorks at the tyme of sheering," ale 
houses excessive in number and unlicensed, " cole mines 
diged bi copic holders in theyr copic holds," " breaches 
of the Sabath," non-repair of College tenements, and 
encroachments.

In a letter of 1598, of which a copy is preserved in the 
Memorandum Book of 1754, the Provost again protested 
against excessive alehouses and breaches of the Sabbath, 
declaring that

" the Colleges priviledges arc greatly abused to be a shadow for 
such Evils to the Colleges Slaundcr, which would not be so 
suffered in other places, nor may not be any longer there. If 
they will not be order'd by the Colleges officer the Steward, their 
then must be other remedy, less to their liking, to leave them to 
the Authority of the Justices in the County &. the strict Law."

But these threats do not seem to have had much lasting 
effect. In 1626, for instance, occurs a list of " the names 
of all the Alehowses in Prescott," to the number of forty- 
three ; and they were all presented for having broken 
the Assize of Ale. It was one of the privileged customs
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of Prescot that ale-house licences should be granted by 
the Steward ; in 1648 people were condemned for having 
obtained them from Justices of the Peace.

The roll of 1540, and many later rolls, contain lists of 
the suitors whose names were called at the opening of the 
court, with a mark against those who answered their 
names, and an appropriate note against those who were 
" essoined." The others were presented as defaulters 
and amerced, the penalty varying in different years from 
yi. to I2ci. The suitors are arranged in two lists, one of 
tenants holding directly from the College, the other of 
the numerous undertenants. A considerable proportion 
of the tenants were non-resident, being local gentry and 
others who leased property in the town in order, as we 
are told in the roll of 1545, to be " fro to by & sell within 
the towne of Prescott by Reson of howr privelethe." 
These non-resident suitors were presented from time to 
time for not keeping their property in repair ; all were 
expected to attend the court.

The original lists of jurors are often to be found, as 
prepared beforehand for nomination at the court. 
Although the number legally required was twelve, at 
least twenty were always nominated, and of these at 
least fourteen were sworn. Nevertheless, the Jury is 
constantly referred to as " the xii " ; it is also styled the 
Inquest, Homage and " Jury for the Lord." In 1647, 
out of a list of twenty-three names, fourteen are noted 
as " Juratus," two as " perdonatus," one as " noe fenant," 
one is designated " doorekeeper," and four are amerced 
6s. 8rf. each for refusing to serve. It is notable that the 
Jury consisted of tenants, both resident and non-resident, 
but not undertenants. In 1648 the nominated Jurors 
included men of Cronton, Kainhill, Windle, Widnes, 
Whiston, Knowsley, Tarbock, Kirkby and Huyton.

This Jury, with the presiding Steward or Deputy Stew 
ard, essentially constituted the court. They attended
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to the necessary formalities in connection with surrenders 
and admittances. They received from the officers their 
lists of offences committed during the previous twelve 
months, and made " presentments " of them, together 
with any other offences of which they had knowledge. 
They also made orders and by-laws on almost all matters, 
general and particular, relating to the government of the 
town. In making presentments, the Jviry were under no 
obligation to hold a trial or prove the guilt of the accused, 
and their presentments were practically binding verdicts. 
The offenders were held to be " in misericordia " to the 
lord, but in practice this was mitigated to a definite 
monetary amercement assessed by special officers known 
as Ailerons, who up to about idio numbered two, and 
thereafter four, and who were themselves among the 
leading jurors. The system was obviously rather oli 
garchic, and though doubtless suited to the times, was 
apt to bear harshly upon humble individuals who fell 
under its ban.

One instance must suffice. In 1619

" Elizabeth Woosey dwellinge in a cottage under Henry 
Blundell hath taken to keepe 3 poore children : and no meanes 
known how the towne may be discharged of them ; And we order 
that she discharge the towne of the children before the feast of 
All Saynts next, otherwyst' we desyre you Mr Steward will cause 
her (to be) sent to the House of Correccon, and the children dis- 
I'nscd of to the parents or (trends."

Apparently Mr. Steward declined to send her to the House 
of Correction at Wigan, and in the following year the 
woman, a widow, was amerced 6s. 8d. for having retained 
the children " chargeable to the towne," and was ordered 
to get rid of them. Next year the order was repeated, 
in default of which

" wee doe further order that the same Elizabeth shall foure 
severall markett dayes bee sett in the stocks by the Constable 
for the space of viii howers in the mydle of every daye and upon
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taking her out of the stocks the Constable to cause the same 
Elizabeth to bee \vhypped through the to\vne everye of the said 
foure severall markett daycs."

Such were the measures taken to exclude from the town 
all persons who might become chargeable for poor relief.

The infliction of corporal punishment, by flogging or 
the stocks, was not a common remedy of the court, which 
as a rule imposed an amercement. Though a cuckstool 
was maintained, its use is very rarely mentioned ; in i(>i<) 
the Constables were directed, whenever a certain woman 
used unseemly language in the streets, to " afflict punysh- 
ment upon her by Cartinge Coockstoole or such other 
punishment as Mr Steward shall appoynt." As a rule 
women presented for such offences as scolding, eaves 
dropping and quarrelling were amerced, with occasionally 
the alternative of whipping or the stocks. Men and 
women of very disreputable character were ordered to 
" avoyde the towne."

In 1621 a man who uttered scandalous words was 
ordered " for everye severall offence (to) bee putt in 
dongeon for the space of twoe nights and a daye with 
one meales meate and noe more." This is notable in 
view of Lord Chief Justice Coke's assertion at this very 
time that Courts Leet had no authority to imprison. 1

A second Jury was appointed at the same court to deal 
with another important branch of business, the disputes 
or civil actions. This consisted of fourteen or more 
" Juratores inter Partes," as they were called, rrost of 
whom were usually undertenants. 2 They heard and 
determined pleas of debt, damages, trespass, breach of 
covenant, etc. It was a privilege of Prescot Court that 
debts could be recovered to any amount, despite the 
statutory limitation of forty shillings. By an order of

1 Webb, English Local Government, Bk. Ill, 2.(.
' Undertenants also shared in all offices except those of the Tour Men, 

Afferors and Coroner.
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154(1, six clays' notice of an action had to be given to the 
Bailiff ; the latter was forbidden in 1553 to exact sum 
moning pence.

Cases of disputed ownership of lands and tenements 
were not uncommon, and were tried by the Steward and 
Homage or major Jury. While the functions of the 
Jury " inter partes " were what the legal theorists would 
have placed within the sphere of a Court Baron, it must 
not be supposed that the major Jury was distinctively a

Leet " Jury, as its functions were mixed. From time 
to time numbers of persons were amerced for taking their 
suits into " foreign courts," special mention being made 
of Lancaster and Liverpool.

In the earliest rolls the list of officers contains two 
Constables, four Houselookers, two Aletasters, two Bur- 
ley men and two Afferors. The Houselookers are also 
denoted by a variety of other titles, such as Woodlookers, 
Evelookers, Appreciators for the king and the lord, and 
most commonly of all, the Four Men. From the start 
they appear to be endowed with wide responsibilities, 
and unlike the other officers, their personnel does not 
greatly alter from year to year. During the twenty-two 
years of the reign of James I, for instance, the office was 
shared amongst only twelve individuals, all leading 
townsmen. They were appointed annually like the other 
officers, two by the Steward and two by the Jury, and 
were responsible for matters such as the use of wood and 
waste, in which the interests of both lord and tenants 
were involved. As time went on their authority increased 
until in the eighteenth century they directed the general 
government of the town. One is tempted to recognise in 
these officials the " four best men " who in earlier times 
represented the town in the Wapentake or Hundred Court 
of West Derby.

They presented persons who took timber from the 
Wood, admitted undertenants and inmates, converted
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buildings into dwelling-houses, or erected buildings, bark 
stacks or middens on the waste, without their licence ; 
also those who did not scour their ditches.

From 1577 on the list of officers always includes a 
Coroner, the same man being annually reappointed for a 
number of years. Not infrequently the Coroner was also 
one of the Four Men. His Jury was quite distinct from 
the Juries of the court. Copies of several inquests are 
contained in the rolls, one of which relates how

" the said Lawrence Harrison the seaventh day of this instant 
January 1617 att Prescott aiioresayd in a certayne wood called 
I'rescott wood about viii of the clock in the aftcrnoonc beinge in 
the night tyme going on his way by misfortune and agaynst his 
will fell into a pytt there called a cole pytt and there by misfor 
tune and agaynst his will was drowned."

This illustrates the value of the rolls for incidental 
references to local industries and places ; for instance, the 
antiquity of Prescot clockmaking is considerably length 
ened by references to a clockmaker named Richard Berry 
who lived here in the reign of Elizabeth.

The responsible office of Constable seems to have been 
imposed, in a rough rotation, on all who were fitted to 
discharge its onerous duties ; and evidence shows that 
an individual was usually called upon to serve for a 
second time after an interval of from eight to twelve years. 
Refusal to serve entailed an amercement of 405. in the 
first instance, and £5 in the second.

The inhabitants were expected to assist the Constable 
when required, as in the hue and cry, or when guards were 
needed to conduct a prisoner to the Justices, the House 
of Correction or to Lancaster Castle. The Constables 
also called upon householders, both men and women, to 
serve on the watch or hire a substitute on pain of for 
feiting I2d. In 1637 a man was amerced los. for refusing 
to aid the Constables in preserving the peace ; another 5s. 
in 1623 for refusing to go with prisoners to Lancaster.



76 The ('A)urt Led of Prescot.

In 1625 a man and his wife were amerced os. &/. for 
" abusinge the Cunstables with theirc tong," and in 1620 
a woman forfeited 2s. for " skowllinge egainst the Cun 
stables without cause."

By far the commonest offences which they presented 
were breaches of the peace, from affrays with shedding 
of blood, down to tussles and " humble shoves," for which 
the penalties usually prescribed ranged from &/. to 35. <\d. 
If committed in the fair time or on the Sabbath, the 
penalty was greater. The offender was required either 
to find a pledge for his appearance at court, or be lodged 
in the gaol, in which case the Constable could demand a 
fee of 4^. before releasing him. They also presented 
people for quarrelling and scolding, unlawful gaming, 
keeping unlicensed or ill-regulated alehouses, receiving 
stolen goods, cutting down the maypoles (1624), obstruct 
ing the watch, neglecting to repair the highway and 
fouling wells. They presented those too who procured 
warrants from Justices for trifling offences, whereby 
(being obliged to execute them and deliver up the 
accused) they were put to unnecessary trouble and 
expense. In 1617 the court ordered that those who took 
out warrants without consent of the Steward or Four 
Men must pay the charges of the Constable and his 
assistants or forfeit (>.v. W.

At every court the Constables were expected to deliver 
an account of the money raised and disbursed by them 
during their year of office. Some of the accounts have 
been preserved, the earliest belonging to 1579, the fullest 
to 1617. The latter contains interesting details of 
journeys with prisoners to local Justices, to the House of 
Correction, and with a murderer to Lancaster Castle. 
In 1085 the Constables were presented for having neglected 
to take a man to the Common Gaol, " being thereto 
ordered by a Mittimus from a Justice of Peace," in 
consequence of which the town had forfeited 255. The
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Constables of Prescot were exceptionally privileged in 
being free from the obligation to attend Quarter Sessions. 

It may be of interest at this point to put together some 
particulars of financial matters connected with the court. 
The amercements went to the lessee of the Rectory ; the 
total amounts varied from about £2 to £25 in the seven 
teenth century. The Constables' expenses were defrayed 
by means of " leys " levied on the houses and lands, and 
paid by the overtenants. The Constables had to distrain 
for leys unpaid, just as the Bailiff distrained for defaults 
of rent. The assessments were made by the Four Men, 
and in connection with the making of the chest in 1597, 
for which a special ley was levied, it was ordered that

" if anie over Tenaunts dot1 refues to paye the some whiche shall 
he impossecl uppon them . . . then the Cunstables shall levie 
the same uppon the K ()( '<ls & cattelles of the undre Tenaunts of 
such persones so refusinge and the undr tents, to stoppe it in 
their rents."

A complete list of the houses and their occupiers, both 
tenants and undertenants, and their assessments, is 
preserved in connection with the special ley raised in 
1614 for the confirmation of the privileges. This reveals 
the total number of houses and shops as about one hun 
dred and thirty, and shows that for a single town ley each 
was assessed at from \d. to $d. according to si/.e. Usually 
a double or multiple ley was collected. In 1579 the 
Constables managed on a single ley totalling 155. J\d., out 
of which a church ley of lo.s. was paid over to the Church 
wardens. In 1017 two church leys and two town leys 
were raised, which together with a surplus from the 
preceding year made up £5 4*. io</., but tin- year's expen 
diture caused a deficit of 8s.

The expenditure of Constables in the seventeenth cen 
tury included, besides the execution of magistrates' 
warrants, the repair of butts, stocks, armour, cuckstool, 
market cross, market bell, pinfold, penniless bench, wells,
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etc., for the town, the repair of highways and bridges by 
order of the Justices, relief of the poor, and contributions 
to county and national expenditure such as ox money, 
subsidies, the relief of Manchester in 1606, a " gratuity 
to the Palatinate " in 1622, and the repair of the House 
of Correction in 1618.

By an order of 1638 the Four Men, in addition to 
assessing the leys, were authorised to prescribe the uses 
to which the money was to be put. In 1647 the Con 
stables were amerced £5 for neglecting to present their 
accounts to the Four Men. In 1680 it was ordered that 
no leys were to be collected unless the ley book had been 
signed by at least two of the Four Men. In 1685 the 
Constables were ordered to give no more money to 
" passingers " without the Four Men's consent. In 1703 
it was ordered that " noe person whatsoever who receives 
reliefe from the Towne shall be excused or abated of 
their Leys." '

For the repair of highways the Supervisors were 
authorised by statute to call upon the inhabitants to 
assist witli teams or hand labour. In 1621, however, it 
was ordered that, in view of the difficulty of maintaining 
the statute labour, the Supervisors were to raise leys for 
the purpose, with consent of the Four Men, and that 
those appointed to perform the work were not to be 
assessed that year for the ley. A highway ley raised in 
1669 amounted to £2 8s. j,d. ; many people were from 
time to time presented for refusing to pay. The Super 
visors worked under the direction of the Court Leet 
and accounted to the Four Men for their use of the 
town's money. The Overseers of the Poor - also had to

1 According to Webb, /-.'/i^'/i's/i l.iiail Goi'frnmcnl. I!k. Ill, p. in-,, the raising 
(if leys, levied on houses and land, was very uncommon in the case of manorial 
courts ; however, the usage in Prescot may be compared witli that of Man 
chester.

* The Supervisors of Highways and Overseers of the Poor were nominated 
at the Court I.eet after the middle of the eighteenth century, and it is doubtful 
whether this was the ease at an earlier date.
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submit their accounts to the court. Money for poor relief 
was obtained not only by leys, but also from charity funds. 
Lawrence Webster, who founded his charity in 1608, 
placed the fund in the care of trustees with instructions 
to account each year to the Court Leet ; subsequently 
the management of charity funds became an important 
side of its business. Money for repair of highways was 
obtained also from the sale of dung, which was deposited 
on common middens on the waste and allotted by the 
Four Men.

Of other officers appointed by the court, the Burley- 
men presented those who neglected to set up and main 
tain fences and hedges, allowed swine to go unringed, 
made encroachments, broke the rules respecting the 
pasture of beasts, or carried sods, clay and soil off the 
Moss. The Aletasters presented the many habitual 
offenders who broke the assizes of bread and ale. Two 
Street Lookers, appointed from 1580 on, presented those 
who neglected to clean the street before their houses as 
far as the channel which ran down the middle, kept 
middens and swine troughs in the streets, riddled ashes 
or winnowed chaff there, or fouled the water of the wells 
and watering-pool.

The Sealers of Leather, appointed from 1585 on, con 
fiscated leather brought to the market unsealed ; of the 
proceeds a third went to the lord, the poor, and the 
Sealers themselves respectively. They presented those 
who made goods from inferior leather, or curried leather 
without belonging to the trade.

In 1587 a Clerk of the Market was appointed, and from 
1628 on the number was increased to two. They pre 
sented engrossers and forestallers, butchers guilty of 
beating, opening, blowing or rubbing meat, butchers who 
sold meat " not fit for man's body " or killed bulls 
unbaited, or tradesmen who used unsealed or inaccurate 
measures. In 1621 it was ordered that all corn measures
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were to be sealed by the Bailiff, who was to receive a fee 
of ^d. each time.

Other offices were tried for a time and then dis 
continued ; for example, Overseers of the Watering 
Pool and the Wells for some years from 1609 on, and 
Leygatherers for a few years after 1637.

The original chits handed in by the officers have in 
many cases been preserved in the paper rolls. In the 
early eighteenth century they are commonly very brief; 
for instance, the Sealers of Leather in 1705 state simply,

You gentlemen Juriers of this Court this is to lett you 
understand that we have no presentments at all." Up to 
this period, however, the system of presentment seems to 
have worked well. Each man in turn exposed his 
neighbours' offences with exemplary zeal, for the town's 
good and the lord's profit. Occasionally officers even 
presented their colleagues, and in 1714 the Burleymen 
presented the Steward himself.

These records reveal an imdifferentiated manorial court 
exercising the general administrative functions of the 
manor, and also certain exceptional powers conferred 
by Parliament upon the lord, tenants and inhabitants. 
Bearing in mind also that the copyholders had attained 
a position of unusual independence as against their lord, 
it is not surprising that Prescot Court Leet went on flour 
ishing long after other such courts had fallen into decay. 
While one by one the citadels of manorial privilege sur 
rendered to the County Justices, the defenders of Prescot 
rights made a long and gallant stand.

At some uncertain period the inhabitants had begun 
to signalise their sense of importance and independence 
by electing a mock mayor. 1 This became the occasion

1 Mr. Robert Gladstone suggests that Prescot was at some time a seignorial 
borough. The court rolls, and the Terrier of ijijj, describe many properties 
ia the town as burgustts. The appointment of a mock mayor may well have 
liecn the survival of a once serious rite. Further, the independent spirit of 
the Prescot copyholders, with their denial of common manorial obligations,
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of a popular carnival on November 5th in the Market 
Place, where a large bonhre was kindled. An order of 
1702 forbade the Constables to spend more than IDS. on 
this occasion, " for drinke, fire, Gunpowder, etc."

An address to King James II on his accession in 1685 
contains the following :

" Wee the Tenants to your Majesties most royal foundation of 
Kings College in Cambridge, inhabitants of Prescot in the County 
Pallatine of Lancaster, having long enjoyed the benefit of a 
Charter from your Majesties royal Progenitors so great that 
sometimes wee wave the claiming of all its rights . . . know 
not how better to manifest our gratitude for your Majesties most 
kind declaration upon this your Accession to the Throne, than 
by prostrating ourselves at your royal feet, & entirely confideing 
in your princely word, which when we cease to do, we forfeit 
that which is dearer to us than our lives, the tytle of

" Your Majesties ever loyall & obedient Subjects."

(5) This is quoted from a copy preserved in the fifth 
of our sources, the Memorandum Book of 1754-1815. 
This was found in 1927 in a condition of great decay, and 
is inscribed " The Charities and other publick affairs 
concerning the township of Prescott 1754." Its commence 
ment marks a new departure in the history of the court.

A letter dated 2() December, 1754, addressed to Peter 
Bold, Esq., who was then lessee of the Rectory, and 
signed by twenty-four jurymen and officers, refers to 
difficulties in collecting the amercements :

" The Indulgence which hath lately been shown in that matter 
tends to render the Authority of our Court contemptible & makes 
it difficult nay impossible to preserve good government here. 
We see by the records kept among us that the bussiness of this 
Manor & Government of this Town was formerly conducted with 
more regurality [sic] & a. due obedience to the Court exacted by 
fines. We are endeavouring to put these things again upon a

may also have boon in some degree a heritage from days when their forefathers 
had enjoyed the position of " freemen." (For other examples of Lancashire 
seignorial boroughs, see article by Mary liateson, English Historical Kevifw, 
v, 17.)

G
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right and reasonable footing consistent with the antient Customs 
of the Manor & in which we hope for your Concurrence."

Mr. Bold replied on 2 January, 1755, that he would 
give directions for the levy of all outstanding amerce 
ments and endeavour to prevent any neglect of the same 
kind in the future. " 1 hope," he says, " we shall be 
able to give as good an Account of the Hussiness of this 
Manor, etc., as has appeared at any time heretofore." 

In a resolution made in 1754 we are told

" That the inhabitants of I'rescott arc entitled to sonic valuable 
exemptions and privileges but have not lately made a right use 
thereof. That their exemptions from appearance or serving on 
Juries at any other Courts but those held in and for this Manor 
is a privilege that hath and ought to be supported and preserved. 
That such exemption alone ought to forbid them from bringing 
any suits differences or disputes further than to their own Courts. 
. . . That the Government of the Town as well as determining 
all Matters that may arrise therein either of a publick or private 
nature was originally intended to be settled and determined in 
the Town and which the appointment of the Coroner andKourmen 
with their antiquity use and authority serve as undeniable 
proofs of.

" That the Jury of the Copyhold Court only, have always 
determined the rights of the Copyhold Lands within this Manor 
and also have taken under their cognizance all matters relating 
to the breach of the peace, offences committed by Neighbour 
against Neighbour or against the Lords or the publick, and have 
from time to time since the year 1509 made such rules and orders 
for the administring of Justice and preserving the peace harmony 
and good Government of the Town as to them has seemed con 
sistent with their oaths Duty and Customs of the Manor.

That the Court for recovery of debts without Limitation 
of the sum to be sued for, and in which Court actions may he 
brought either by the Inhabitants or others for debts owing 
within the Manor is another privilege worthy to be observed and 
preserved and ought to be preferred before 1'oreign Courts by the 
Inhabitants particularly.

" That it is to be presumed the said exemptions and privileges 
were originally procured by and through the Interest of the then 
Lords of this Manor, and that the Coroners Court, the Court for
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Actions on debt, as well as the Court for determining the rights 
to Copyhold Lands and for the Government of the Town, were 
all established by them tor the ease and security of themselves 
as well as the inhabitants of Prescott in General.

" That the Lords of thisMannor neither are nor have heretofore 
been further interested in the said Courts or the proceedings 
therein than to preserve their old and Customary rents upon the 
Copyhold Lands subject to the payment of them, and to the 
Fines and Fees arising in and from the Common business of the 
Manor and which Fines when duly and speedily Levied tends 
greatly to the better Government thereof."

A further resolution made in 1759 sets forth the rights 
and privileges of the Provost and Scholars and copyholders 
" from many old records and other papers and Hooks of 
Antiquity and Authority." We are told that the Pro 
vost and Scholars are entitled to royalties and wastes 
within the manor, right of calling courts, tines and amerce 
ments of those courts, estrays and escheats, tolls at the 
fair, stallage upon the wastes, right to appoint a Steward 
who shall hold the courts, pass surrenders, take inquisi 
tions and grant admittances. The Steward fixes the 
Jury for the courts, and appoints his own Bailiff to 
summon the Jury, levy the fines and collect the tolls. 
Particular officers for the manor are chosen by the Jury. 
The Four Men are chosen, two by the Steward on behalf 
of the lords, and two by the Jury on behalf of the copy 
holders. Copyholders hold their lands by copy of court 
roll " in fee simple descendible," and such lauds are 
alienable by surrender without payment of any aliena 
tion fees except those for " Drawing, Ingrossing, Inrolling 
and Copying." Such lands may also be entailed and the 
entail " barred by recovery." Copyholders may treat 
their lands as " freehold Land of Inheritance," and build 
on them, improve them, fell timber, or dig for minerals 
without licence.

In 1754 a determined effort was made to reorganise the 
court, bring it up to date, reassert its authority and
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privileges, and make it the organ of an independent 
municipal government. For a generation this brilliant 
experiment was maintained with great success, and the 
records abundantly testify to the enlightenment, capacity 
and public spirit of those who guided it. In an age of 
prevailing oligarchy, Prescot was ruled on the democratic 
basis of the General Meeting of ley-payers, voting by 
ballot.

Instead of one annual court requiring adjournment, a 
system of eight courts or Common Halls, meeting at fixed 
dates and dealing with special business, was instituted. 
The principal court continued to be held on the day after 
Corpus Christi, and the others were still theoretically 
adjournments. An important new office, that of Treas 
urer of the Charities, was created in view of the rapid 
accumulation of charity funds for which the court was 
responsible. Superintendents of the Fire Brigade also 
began to be appointed. Doctors were paid to give free 
treatment to the poor.

Urgent business between meetings was to be settled 
by the Steward, Four Men, Coroner and Treasurer of the 
Charities, or a majority of them. Any person with a 
grievance could have it dealt with at the next court if 
he wrote it down and placed the paper in a box kept for 
that purpose. The ancient court house was rebuilt in 
1775 as a Town Hall, which still stands. In the same 
year the office of mock mayor was abolished as a 
" ridiculous mockery." Exemption from tolls in Liver 
pool, a right which had been allowed to lapse long before, 
was successfully reasserted.

In the nineteenth century the activities of the 
court were curtailed through sweeping changes in local 
government, notably the institution of paid police in 
place of the old constables, revision of the poor laws, the 
establishment of County Courts, and the creation of new 
Public Health authorities. To-day the " free and custo-
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mary tenants " l of Prescot still enjoy tlie rights of 
exemption from jury service outside the manor, from 
the jurisdiction of the county Coroner, and from the 
payment of mineral royalties and Liverpool market tolls.

1 This expression occurs in sixteenth-century rolls.
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