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THE " CHILD OF HALE " (JOHN MIDDLETON) ; 
SOME PORTRAITS.

By R. Stewart-Brown, M.A., F.S.A.

Read 8 November, 1934.

THE story of the " Child of Hale " is well known. 
He was famous as a giant of 9 feet 3 inches in 

height and was born at Hale in Lancashire in 1578, where 
he died and was buried in 1623. Something about him 
has been written in a very great number of books on 
Lancashire history and traditions which I do not intend 
to repeat. What I set out to do was to trace and to 
show such portraits of him as could be found. There 
may be others of which I do not know, but, so far as 
I can discover, those which I show are all which have 
any credentials either as originals or copies. We shall 
find that there has been a good deal of confusion and 
misunderstanding about some of them.

Though Matthew Gregson was not the first writer to 
mention the Child of Hale, I shall begin by quoting what 
he states in the first edition (1817) of his Portfolio of 
Fragments relative to Lancashire. 1

" John Middleton, Child of Hale, was born A.D. 1578 and 
buried in Hale Churchyard, 1628 [sic but correctly 1623]. He 
was of prodigious size. Sir Gilbert Ireland Knt. about 1617 
took him up to the court of James I where he wrestled with the 
King's wrestler and put out his thumb, by which awkwardness 
he disobliged the courtiers and was sent back, the King giving 
him, as it is said, £20. He returned by Brazenose College, Oxford, 
which was full of Lancashire students, and where his picture 
was taken and now exists. A likeness of this English giant is 
also preserved at High Leigh and one at Hale."

1 P. 212 ; 1869 ed., p. 206.
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Gregson then gives an extract from Plot's Natural 
History of Staffordshire with reference to the size of the 
giant which I give more accurately below, and proceeds :

" On comparing these dimensions with the picture now at Hale, 
they were found to be an exact measurement. Some years ago 
when the late Mr. Bushell was parish clerk and school-master, 
the thigh bones or os femoris were taken up from the earth and 
were observed to reach from the hip of a man of common size 
to his foot. There was only one place in which he could stand 
upright in the cottage which he inhabited at Hale. The cottage 
now remains ; and his bed-posts, of very uncommon size, were 
very lately to be seen. A descendant of his, Charles Chadwick, 
was living in 1804 and was above 6 feet high."

This account, with various additions and variations, 
has been the basis of all later writers' stories.

I have not been able to trace the source of Gregson's 
statements about the visit to Court. Possibly he had 
heard of it as traditional in the family of the Ireland- 
Blackburnes of Hale Hall or from the descendants of the 
giant. Sir Gilbert Ireland matriculated at Brasenose 
College in 1578, the year of the Child's birth, and his 
brother Thomas was member for Liverpool in 1614. 
James I visited Lancashire in 1617 and stayed on 15- 
18 August at Hoghton Tower. On 20 August he was 
at Lathom, where Gilbert Ireland was created a knight. 
Possibly it was on this occasion that he told the King 
about his local giant at Hale and arranged to bring him 
up to London to show the Court, where the wrestling 
match mentioned by Gregson took place. It would be 
natural for Ireland to exhibit the Child, when passing 
through Oxford, at his old college, which was full of 
Lancashire men.

An unnoticed reference to Middlemen's visit to Court 
occurs long before Gregson's time but without all the 
details which he gives. In 1705 Joseph Taylor, of the 
Inner Temple, Esquire, with two friends, travelled from

:
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London to Scotland and wrote a diary of his journey, 
published only in 1903, under the title of A Journey to 
Edenborough in Scotland. On his return he visited 
Liverpool on 14 September, 1705, and in the course of 
his notes on his stay at an unnamed inn, he says :

" In the room we din'd, was the picture of one John Midleton 
generally call'd by the inhabitants the Child of Hall [sic], he was 
born in 1578 and dyed 1628, he was 9 foot 3 inches high to which 
stature he grew in one night, for we were inform'd that he 
dream't he should be the greatest man in England, when he 
wak't, he began to meditate on what had so much disturb'd his 
sleep, and to have an opinion that he should grow to be a very 
bigg man in size, whereupon his buttons immediately flew off 
and he was transformed into a giant, whereas if he had inter 
preted his dream aright, the people told us he would have been 
great in riches and honour, for he was to be great in whatever 
he imagined. This man afterwards going up to London to wait 
on King James the ist, he gave him a smaller gratuity than he 
expected, which very much disturb'd him and as he was coming 
down again into the country, his comrades rob'd him of what 
he had, so that he was oblig'd to follow the plow to his dying 
day. The story is certainly true that there was such a fellow 
born at a town call'd Hall near Leverpoole, the wonder of the 
age." 1

The earliest reference in print to the Child of Hale 
which I have noted is one made by Samuel Pepys. On 
9 June, 1668, he visited Oxford and his Diary has this 
entry : " After coming home from the schools, I went

1 An interleaved copy of Gregson's book, formerly in the possession of 
John Foster, of Liverpool, and now in the John Rylands Library, Manchester, 
has the two following manuscript notes in Gregson's writing, opposite his 
reference to the Child on p. 212 :

(1) " There was formerly a picture of the Childe of Hale naild up on the 
ceiling of a public-house called the Folley abt. 7 storeys high which stood 
near Christ Church, Liverpool ; and a copy was also at Warrington at the 
Red Lyon Inn, Bridge St."

(2) " buried in the year 1628 the size of his hand is in the Buttery at 
Brazennose College, Oxford, and another copy of the Portraiture was at the 
Red Lion Inn, Warrington. I remember one at the Folley in Liverpool 
where Christ Church now stands. M.G."

The Folly was probably demolished about 1785 (Herdman, Pictorial Relics 
of Liverpool (1843), i., 86-7).
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with the landlord to Brazen-nose College; to the 
butteries, and in the cellar find the hand of the Child of 
Hales [sic] . . . long." 1 Pepys says nothing about any 
portrait.

In 1686 Robert Plot, who had been keeper of the 
Ashmolean Museum at Oxford, published his Natural 
History of Staffordshire, in which, at page 295, under the 
subject of giants, he makes the following reference :

"... John Middleton, commonly call'd the Child of Hale in 
the County of Lane : whose hand from the carpus to the end of 
his middle finger was 17 inches long, his palm 8 inches and ^ 
broad, and his whole height 9 foot 3 inches, wanting but six 
inches of the height of Goliah, if that in Brasen-Nose College 
Library, (drawn at length, as 'tis said, in his just proportion) be 
a true piece of him."

It may be due to a misunderstanding of what Plot 
meant that it has been stated by many writers that there 
was at Brasenose College a contemporary and life-sized 
portrait of the giant. At first reading one would think 
that Plot meant his readers so to understand, but I have 
come to think that his words " if that in Brasen-Nose 
College Library (drawn at length, as 'tis said in his just 
proportion) be a true piece of him " were not intended 
to refer to his height or to a life-sized portrait, but to 
a life-sized drawing of the giant's hand. For there is 
no good evidence that the College ever possessed any full- 
length painting of the Child until, comparatively recently, 
in 1924 when Hale Hall was dismantled, they were given 
by Colonel Ireland Blackburne the portrait which, as is 
well known, had long been in Hale Hall. No such earlier 
life-sized portrait is now known at Brasenose, or recorded 
in the inventory of the College pictures made in 1909. 
It is not likely that the College would have accepted

1 Diary, ed. Wheatley, viii, 40. Lord Braybrooke's footnote embodies 
mos tof the usual account of the Child. See also footnote i, p. 77. The blank 
in Pepys's note was evidently intended for the dimensions of the hand.
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another if they already possessed one. What they had 
before 1924 were two small pictures which I describe 
below, one of which certainly is not contemporary with 
the visit to Oxford, being a copy of the Hale picture 
made in 1842, and the other is perhaps eighteenth century. 
It would thus appear that not only had the College no 
life-sized picture, but that no contemporary portrait was 
painted for them at all. If one was, it has disappeared 
which, in the circumstances, does not seem very likely.

But it is certain that the College has not only long 
possessed, and still possesses, life-size drawings of both 
the giant's hands, but that, according to Mr. Falconer 
Madan of Brasenose College, Librarian of Bodley's 
Library, until about 1886 or so there was an outline of 
a hand, on a gilt background, on one of the doorposts 
of the cellar door under the south side of the hall at the 
foot of a flight of stone steps. 1 This outline has pre 
sumably disappeared. It must have been what Pepys 
saw in 1668.

In one of the Brasenose College Quatercentenary Mono 
graphs, published in 1909 as volume 52 of the Oxford 
Historical Society, 2 the same authority, Mr. Falconer 
Madan, after mentioning the pictures of the Child of Hale 
in the College (to which we refer below), states :

" In the Buttery are also two separate paintings of a hand of 
the Childe of Hale. The large [left] hand on thin panel measures 
16 inches in length from the joint of the wrist to the top of the 
middle finger. The other [right] hand is on a panel nearly l£ 
inches thick. This painting is said to record an actual impression 
of the hand made on a beam in the cellar against which is the 
fact that it is the palm and not the back of the hand which is 
depicted. The length of this hand is nj inches and the sketch 
is certainly much older than the larger hand and much more 
lifelike. Indeed the larger hand is probably a fancy painting 
of a later period while this is perhaps seventeenth century."

1 Information supplied by Mr. Madan for Wheatley's edition of Pepys's 
Diary (1896), vol. 8, p. 40. 

- Monograph vii, p. 28.
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I show photographs of both of these hands which, being 
without any comparative object, do not give the impres 
sion of great size which the dimensions of the originals 
reveal. The size of the panel showing the right hand is 
19" x I2|" and of the other 20" x 12 f".

We now turn to the portraits. These are four, namely :

1. The Hale Hall full-length painting, presented in 1924 
to Brasenose College where it now is in the 
Bursar's Office.

2. The High Legh Hall full-length portrait, in the 
possession of the late C. H. G. Cornwall Legh, 
Esq., of High Legh Hall, near Knutsford.

3. A small copy in oil of the Hale Portrait, made in 
1842, now in the Bursar's Office at Brasenose 
College.

4. A small water-colour drawing of the Child now in 
the Bursar's Office at Brasenose College.

No. I was possibly painted for Sir Gilbert Ireland. 
The artist is unknown. This portrait is by no means a 
good painting. The figure looks stiff, and is clumsy and 
ill proportioned. It is just possible that it was a copy 
of the High Legh Portrait (No. 2). The flowers upon 
the breeches are the fleurs de lys which occur in the arms 
of the Irelands of Hale. The size of this canvas is 
9' 9" X 5' 5|". There is no inscription upon it, but it 
seems likely that there had been one or more, perhaps 
upon a tablet or medallion now lost. For Nichols, in 
The Progresses of James I (1828), vol. 3, p. 404, states :

"... At Hale Hall is still preserved a full length portrait 
of a prodigy in stature, . . . whom Sir Gilbert is traditionally 
reported to have introduced to James I in the very dress in which 
he is there depicted. The painting is inscribed ' John Middleton, 
Child of Hale, was born in the year 1572 (sic], died in 1628 [sic] 
aged 56, buried in Hale Churchyard : stands nine feet high. 
From his elbow to his middle finger three feet. From his wrist 
to the end of his middle finger nine inches and a half.' "
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Other versions of this last inscription are given by 
E. M. Pye, The Village of Hale,1 and several other writers. 
In Poole's Old Widnes (1906), a long account of the Child 
includes a very poor and cut-down photograph of the 
Hale picture, and photographs of the tomb and inscrip 
tion on the grave.

No. 2, the High Legh Portrait, is, as we see from the 
reproduction, a much better and more life-like picture. 
The following description was given by Helsby in his 
edition (1882) of Ormerod's History of Cheshire, when 
dealing with the Legh family :

" There is a large, life-size portrait in the [East] Hall of John 
Middleton, the ' Child of Hale ' (near Liverpool), dressed as 
stated to be in the year 1617, when Sir Gilbert Ireland took him 
to the Court of James I, in a somewhat fantastic costume com 
posed of large lace ruffles about his neck and hands, a striped 
doublet round his waist, a blue girdle embroidered with gold, 
large white plush breeches adorned with blue flowers, green 
stockings, shoes, with red heels, tied with red ribbon, and wearing 
at his side a sword suspended by a broad blue belt over his 
shoulder, embroidered like the girdle. He was nine feet three 
inches high and his hand was seventeen inches long. He was 
well proportioned and powerful. He was born at Hale in 1578 
and buried there in 1623, where his tombstone still exists. Three 
portraits were taken of him, the two others being at Hale Hall 
and Brazenose College. The East Hall portrait was probably 
obtained by Thos. Legh who addressed a letter, dated 12 March, 
1617 (about the time of Middleton's exhibition to the King) 
' to his uncle Tho8 . Marbury, Esquior, at Yorke House.' A 
further notice is given in the Pall Mall Gazette, 20 May, 1875.  
H[elsby]." 2

In the Catalogue of the pictures at High Legh, re-done 
in 1884, this portrait is attributed to M. Gheeraerts 
(1561-1635), a Belgian painter at Court who executed

1 Liverpool, F. Dunsford, Printer, 26 South Castle Street, 1851 ; a small 
12-page pamphlet.

2 Ormerod, History of Cheshire, ed. Helsby, i, 460 ». The original edition 
does not mention the picture. I have not seen the Pall Mall Gazette notice.
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several portraits of Queen Elizabeth. The canvas 
measures 10' 3" X 5'. Mr. Cornwall Legh told me he 
doubted the accuracy of the attribution and also pointed 
out that Sir Gilbert Ireland and Thomas Legh of the 
East Hall were brothers-in-law, which he thought pro 
bably accounted for there being a portrait at High Legh. 
According to one writer 1 this portrait once had an 
inscription, perhaps on a tablet. There is none now. 
At High Legh is also preserved one of John Middle- 
ton's reputed walking-sticks, 5 feet i\ inches in height. 
Another stick 4 feet 7 inches and perhaps others used 
to be at Hale Hall, as in 1924 one Hale Hall stick was 
given to the proprietor of the " Childe of Hale " Inn 
there z and another is said to have gone with the portrait 
to Brasenose.

Picture No. 3, the small oil portrait at Brasenose 
College, is 26^" X 19!". In addition to the lettering 
round the picture which is clearly shown in the repro 
duction, and is " This is the true Portraiture of John 
Middleton the Childe of Hale Who was borne at Hale 
1578 and dyede 1623, Height 9 feet 3 inches," there are 
with the portrait two oval tablets, one at the top and 
one at the bottom. Upon the top one is " Copied from 
the original picture in Hale Hall, by T. B. Banner, Schol. 
,EN. NAS. 1842." The bottom tablet has the inscrip 
tion on the tomb in Hale Churchyard, " Here lyeth the 
bodye of John Middleton the Childe. Born 1578, Dyede 
1623." 3

Thomas Bowdon Banner was third son of Harmood 
Banner of Liverpool, and matriculated at B.N.C. in 1841, 
aged 18, B.A. 1844, M.A. 1847, becoming Perpetual 
Curate of Holy Innocents' Chapel, Liverpool, in 1854.

1 Hale Hall (1881), p. 52.
a This stick was exhibited at the meeting when this paper was read.
3 After the word " Childe," the words " nine feet three " appear on the 

grave according to the copy printed in Trans. L. & C. Antiq. Soc., vi, 212, 
and the photograph in Poole, Old Widnes.

L
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In his inventory of the College pictures in 1909, Mr. 
Madan remarked that this copy did not correspond very 
closely with Pye's description of the Hale picture as 
regards costume in point of colour, and [incorrectly] that 
the frame, of pronounced Renaissance character, was 
probably a copy in composition of the original. This 
painting is a very poor effort and appears to depict a 
dwarf rather than a giant.

No. 4 is a small water-colour sketch at Brasenose which 
Mr. Madan thought dated from about 1745. " Here the 
scarf [called a girdle by Pye] is coloured blue." The 
sketch measures 8J" x 4!", and the inscription is legible 
in the reproduction. It is " The Childe of Hale. Born 
1578. Height 9 ft. 3 in. Died 1623." The painting is 
poor and again hardly suggests a giant at all.

This ends my list of existing portraits. In 1876, a 
correspondent, " E," wrote in Local Gleanings relating to 
Lancashire and Cheshire, vol. i, p. 222, that he had found 
the following note among some miscellaneous Lancashire 
and Cheshire collections of the middle eighteenth century :

" At the Red Lion Inn in Bridge Street, Warrington, is a 
painting as large as life of the person called the Child of Hale 
who was 9 ft. high. On the picture is wrote ' The true portraiture 
of John Middleton, Child of Hale, who was born in the year 
1578 and was buried at Hale in the year 1628 [sic].' There is 
another painting of the same person in Brasenose College I ibrary, 
Oxford, and the form and size of his hand in the Buttery there." 1

" E " asked where this picture was, but received no reply. 
Recently Mr. John Me Adam, the Chief Librarian of the 
Warrington Municipal Library, kindly made enquiries 
for me about this picture but without result. The Inn 
is now known as the Lion Hotel. Mr. Johnson, of 
Walker-Cains, the owners, had known it intimately for 
the past fifty years, and has never heard of the portrait. 
Mr. McAdam points out that the Ireland Blackburnes

1 Gregson knew of the picture at the Red Lion. See footnote p. 75.
G
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were lords of the manor of Warrington and ground land 
lords of the site of the Inn.

The sign of the Inn, " The Childe of Hale," at Hale 
is a portrait of the Giant. In Hird's Lancashire Stones 
(published in 1912), vol. i, page 40, there is given a 
sketch " from a photograph of the portrait at Brasenose 
College." As this sketch shows the Giant with the King's 
wrestler standing by his side and looking up at him, it 
is evident that some draughtsman's licence has been 
exercised. No such portrait showing the two figures is 
known, and certainly not at the College.

According to Notes & Queries, 5th Ser., V, p. 38, there 
was in the Guard Chamber at Hampton Court in 1875, 
a picture by F. Zucchero, described in the contemporary 
guide book as Queen Elizabeth's Porter in a Spanish 
dress. He was 7 feet 6 inches in height. A note identified 
him with the Childe of Hale. The Curator of the Palace 
informs me that the Official Catalogue now describes this 
picture as really one of Walter Parsons, James I's giant 
porter, and as probably painted by Cornelius Ketel.

The B.N.C. boat is always called " The Childe of Hale " 
and the College possesses an engraving dated 1824, show 
ing the boat coming in where the rivers Cherwell and 
Isis meet. The boat was then 41 feet 8 inches long and 
4 feet 8 inches wide.

The Child was buried at Hale on 23 August, 1623, and 
therefore the will of John Middleton of Stockton in 
Appleton, made on 23 November, 1623, cannot be his. 
This mentions a brother, Thomas Middleton, and William, 
the eldest son of a brother William, and small debts due 
from Margaret Blackburne, her son John, and Gilbert 
Middleton. Richard and Thomas Middleton were wit 
nesses and the latter proved the will at Chester on 3 
December, 1623. 1

1 The allegation for John Middleton, of Great Budworth, 1623, listed in the 
Calendar of Wills, etc., in the Diocesan Registry, Chester, cannot now be found.
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