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/COALMINING in the St. Helens and Prescot area one of the 
V^ five colliery districts of the Lancashire-Cheshire coalfield, 
as defined by Nef J dates back almost certainly into the middle 
ages. There is, indeed, a possibility that coal was mined locally 
even in Roman times, for excavations on Roman sites elsewhere 
have revealed that coal was then extensively used in Britain, 
and Nef has stated that mining took place " in all the chief 
coalfields of England, South Wales and Southern Scotland." 
The Roman workings, however, were forgotten during the subse 
quent " dark ages," when fuel needs were sufficiently met by 
charcoal, timber and peat.

When coalmining revived, it was mainly for the benefit of 
industrial workers, such as lime-burners, in furnaces and kilns. 
The foul fumes of coal prevented its use on the domestic hearth 
before the introduction of chimneys. Early coalmining, in this 
district, presumably took the form of quarrying in " delfs " at 
places where coal outcropped. Very possibly coal was used in 
the pottery kilns or " ovens " which certainly existed at Prescot 
in the sixteenth century.

The township of Prescot is of course only one of a considerable 
number of townships in the district where coal has been mined, 
and no attempt will be made to claim that the Prescot mines 
were of particular importance, save, perhaps, as a factor in the 
early development of the port of Liverpool, and, in another aspect, 
as the means of contributing some interesting points to our 
knowledge of coalmining history. It is the wealth of the available 
records in the case of Prescot, in the sixteenth and later centuries, 
which imparts a special value to the study of the growth of the 
industry in this particular township. The survival of such 
records has been due largely to the possession of the manorial

1 J. U. Nef, The #»s« of the Brittsfc Coal Industry (1932), a fine work which forms the 
main background to the study of local manuscripts presented in this paper.
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lordship by King's College, Cambridge, whose muniments the 
writer has been privileged to explore.

Medieval records relating to Prescot are, however, scarce, and 
it is not until the mid-sixteenth century that we can begin our 
story. By this date, it is certain that coalmining had developed 
in the district, for in a list of the possessions of the Earl of Derby, 
in 1521, there is reference to a payment of 243. for the lease of 
coal mines in the adjacent township of Whiston. 1 A still earlier 
reference occurs in a manuscript 2 of 1510 concerning repairs to 
Walton parish church, which reads : " Item, paide for viij lode 
of colis ijs., and viijd. for the carters to drinke, and iiijd. to Thomas 
Mosse for his day labor goinge afore the cards." It seems reason 
able to assume that this relates to coal, not charcoal, and it reveals 
a price then obtaining locally of 36.. a load. It reveals, incident 
ally, that the carts reached Walton after an obviously slow and 
difficult day's journey by road. Prescot, some eight miles distant, 
was perhaps the most likely place of origin.

Leland in his Itinerary (c. 1540) noted the existence of " canale 
and cole pittes in divers partes of Darbyshire," i.e., West Derby 
Hundred. He referred also to the prevalent practice of burning 
turf. The only colliery which he mentioned by name was " the 
great myne of canale " at Haigh, near Wigan. We must not 
infer from this that coalmining in the Wigan district was then 
much more advanced than in the Prescot-St. Helens district ; 
in fact, Nef suggests that the early output in the latter was greater, 
because it was nearer the coast, although the Wigan mines 
attracted more attention on account of the spectacular qualities 
of the " cannel " coal found there.

In 1552, a case was heard at Prescot court, in which one Evan 
Garnet of Prescot recovered 35. 6d. owing to him for seven cart 
loads of coal. 3 Coal was therefore valued at 6d. per cartload, 
the load being equivalent to a ton, as is shown by later similar 
entries in the court rolls. During the reign of Elizabeth the 
timber supply generally was felt to be in critical danger of deple 
tion, and the demand for coal increased enormously. This is

1 Victoria History of Lanes., vol. 3, p. i6in.
2 County Record Office, Preston, DDK/1542/2
sPrescot Records, 1447-1600, edited by the present writer, being vol. 89 in the series of 

the Record Society of Lanes. & Ches. (1937). This contains most of the sixteenth-century 
references relating to Prescot cited in this paper.
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reflected in the increase of the price, for the court rolls reveal 
that from about 1570 onward coal was valued at is. or is. 2d. 
the load.

The common measure for coal in this district was the " work," 
containing three tons, which was reckoned to be a collier's daily 
output. References to " works " of coal, valued at 33. each, 
occur at Prescot from 1577 onward.

Nef quotes the prices of coal in many places during this period, 
and it is apparent that the price at Prescot was considerably 
lower than elsewhere. It is of interest to note that at London 
it sold for 55. per ton in 1537, and IDS. per ton in 1570, the price 
in London being therefore ten times that in Lancashire, the differ 
ence being due mainly to the cost of transporting the " sea coal " 
from the Tyne to the Thames, as London's supplies had to be 
shipped from Newcastle.

In the will of Richard Halsall of Whiston (1557) we read that he 
bequeathed to his son " all my tacke of the delffe of coles . . . 
my wyffe having coles free so longe as she lyvetht." 1 Here 
" tacke " certainly means lease, and " delffe " apparently means 
" digging " or " working " or " mine." The latter word is still 
in local use with reference to stone-quarries. From the sense of 
digging, it seems to have been extended to apply also to the 
substance dug, i.e. the seam of coal itself. Among the names of 
seams mined at Prescot in later times we find the following : 
Flaggy Delf, Quarr Delf , Hard Delf, Little Delf, Earthy Delf and 
Main Delf.

The Liverpool Town Books record the following order made 
in 1564 : 
" That noe maner of person or persons by [i.e. buy] wythin this towne and 
[the] liberties thereof, any canell, cooles, turfe or other fuell comyng 
wythin the liberties, ayther by waynes, cartes or horsseback, intendyng 
to shipp or shippyng the same awther into Ireland or eny other places, 
in payne of forfeiture of everie tonne buying, iijs. iiijd." 2

This reveals that the export of coal from Liverpool, to Ireland and 
other places, had become a feature of the trade of the port by 
1564. The order appears to mean that exporters of fuel must 
not buy up supplies brought into the town for the use of the in-

1 Record Society of Lanes. & Ches., vol. 30, p. 184.
8 Liverpool Town Books, ed. J. A. Twemlow, vol. I (1918), p. 246.
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habitants. The use of " wains and carts," as well as pack-horses, 
is notable in view of the oft-repeated legend that Liverpool used 
to be inaccessible to wheeled traffic. 1

It should be remarked that there were hardly any coal deposits 
in the immediate vicinity of Liverpool itself. Apart from small 
deposits at Croxteth, the nearest were in Whiston (at what is now 
called Huyton Quarry), six or seven miles distant. Prescot, at 
eight miles' distance, had the advantage of being the nearest 
source of coal along the Liverpool-Warrington highway. Beyond 
Prescot, coal was dug in Eccleston, Windle, Sutton, Haydock, 
etc., but the transport difficulties and costs gave a great competi 
tive advantage to the nearest source of supply.

Nef has calculated, from the Port Books of the Exchequer 
King's Remembrancer, that the amount of coal exported from 
Liverpool in the twelve months from Michaelmas, 1565, to Michael 
mas, 1566, was 311 tons. This may be contrasted with the 
amount of nearly 33,000 tons over 100 times as much exported 
from Newcastle in the same year. From 1569 onward, the amount 
exported from Liverpool dropped considerably, and this drop 
coincided (as we shall see) with the prohibition of mining for the 
market at Prescot. Liverpool exports, on the other hand, in 
creased greatly from 1592 onward, and again this coincided with 
the removal of the restrictions at Prescot. There is no proof 
that these facts are related, but there is every likelihood that the 
case is not one of mere coincidence.

Several seams of coal outcropped at Prescot, as is shown in the 
diagram published in G. H. Motion's Geology of the Country 
round Liverpool (1891), in which four seams, named Little Delf, 
Rushy Park, Prescot Main and Sir John, are shown. The writer 
was informed by the late F. V. Driffield that the seams around 
Prescot and St. Helens appear to belong to the same series as those 
around Wigan, but the latter are bigger and of better quality. 
It would appear that the seams tend to become thinner, and there 
fore somewhat poorer, as they go westward. The Sir John coal 
was the poorest; eighteenth-century Prescot records refer to it 
as too poor for use as domestic fuel, and suitable only for the glass 
and soap works.

The earliest references to the actual mining of coal in Prescot
1 Instances are cited in vol. 88 of these TRANSACTIONS, p. i64n.
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occur in connexion with the Prescot Hall estate, which lay to the 
south of the town, on ground occupied today by the extensive 
works of British Insulated Callenders Cables. The estate was then 
tenanted by a nominee of Lord Derby, the lessee of the rectory 
and manorial rights from King's College. The earliest lease of 
the Hall estate actually preserved, so far as we know, is that of 
1558.* This was in favour of one John Layton, " servant to 
Dr. Brassey," and was for ten years. The tenant was to perform 
certain services, and to pay a yearly rent of £5 193. 8d. for the hall, 
demesne lands and windmill, with all profits and advantages as 
enjoyed by previous tenants. Coalmining is not specifically 
mentioned, and this indicates, in all probability, that the tenants 
were at liberty to get coals if they so desired.

Although this lease of 1558 was granted by Lord Derby, a copy 
of it was entered into the ledger at King's College ; it is the first 
lease of the Hall estate to be so recorded. This was due, no doubt, 
to the fact that Layton, the lessee, was the nephew of Dr. Robert 
Brassey, the Provost of King's. It is significant that Dr. Brassey 
was Vicar of Prescot as well as Provost. He became Vicar in 
1541 and Provost in 1556, and died in 1558, three months after 
the date of the lease. As Vicar, he had become well acquainted 
with the estate and its coal. In inducing Lord Derby to give the 
tenancy to his nephew, and in entering the lease into the College 
ledger, he was apparently taking the first steps towards the 
assumption of direct control of the estate by the College. The 
next step was taken four years later, in 1562, when Brassey's 
successor as Provost gave an undertaking to Layton, that he and 
his successors or assigns would be permitted to enjoy a fifty-year 
tenancy in consideration of his rebuilding Prescot Hall. Finally, 
in 1568, the College actually took over the leasing of the estate, 
granting to Layton a lease for ten years, with a promise of further 
ten-yearly leases up to a total period of fifty years.

It is in this lease of 1568 that we find the first specific reference 
to the coal. In the words of the document, the College granted to 
Layton, along with the estate, " all that theire coale myne or 
mynes, or diggyng of coales in the sayd glebe landes, for the onelie 
fuell and fyre of the said Jhon Laton, to be spent onelie in the 
sayd mansion howse, if any coales can there be founde." In

1 For this and other leases of the Hall estate, see Prescot Records, 1447-1600.
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other words, Layton was to be allowed to get coal for his own 
domestic use, but was forbidden to dispose of it on the market.

The phrasing of this provision is somewhat surprising. The 
words "all that their coal mine or mines, or digging of coals" 
imply that coalmining was already developed on the estate, 
whilst the words " if any coals can there be found " suggest the 
contrary. It is probable, however, that the latter are due merely 
to legal caution in the drafting of the lease, and mean no more 
than that the college could not guarantee an inexhaustible supply.

The lease made a distinction between the estate as a whole, 
on the one hand, and the coalmining on the other. The coal, 
together with the mills, was leased for the full period of fifty years, 
at an annual rent of 303., whilst the estate, together with the tithe 
corn of Whiston, was leased for ten years at £7 IDS. od. yearly, 
with promise of renewal up to fifty years.

The lease referred incidentally to a right of passage for the 
townspeople to and from the watermill, by way of a certain portion 
of the estate called the Delves. There are references to the Delves 
in later sources, including the Survey of Prescot in 1592,* which 
leave no doubt as to its exact position. It lay between the 
copyhold land of the townspeople along " Hall Lane " (today 
Sewell Street), to the east, and the " Wood " to the west; and 
between the " Vicar's Close," to the north, and " Rye Field," 
to the south. The Delves was, as its name shows, a place where 
there were a number of diggings, and as it is certain that coal 
outcropped here, there can be little doubt that the diggings were 
for coal. These were, presumably, the " coal mine or mines, 
or digging of coals" referred to in the lease. It was here, 
probably, that the earliest mining of coal at Prescot on any 
extensive scale took place.

One might well ask, why did the College grant Layton a lease 
of the coals for so long a period as fifty years, and at the same time 
restrain him from mining for the market ? Quite possibly it was 
due merely to inability to agree upon terms satisfactory to both 
parties. The College would of course be able to make a separate 
agreement in respect of the mining of coals for the market, and, 
as we shall see, this was actually done twenty-four years later.

It would be interesting to know what Layton's intentions
1 Published in Prescot Records 1447-1600, pp. 32-48.
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may have been regarding the coal. When Dr. Brassey 
procured the lease for him, did the mineral wealth enter at all 
into his calculations ? Was the action of Brassey's successor, in 
prohibiting the sale of coal, a serious disappointment to Layton ? 
We do not know. It may, however, be suggested that had Brassey 
remained Provost, the prohibition might not have been inserted ; 
and further, that if Layton had not been selling coal during his 
earlier lease, from 1558 to 1568, there would have been no occasion 
to insert the prohibition into the lease of 1568.

It is of interest to note that the prohibition of the sale of coal 
was made two years after the famous case of the Queen v. the 
Earl of Northumberland, tried before the Court of the Exchequer, 
when the point at issue was the ownership of minerals. Up to 
that date the law had not been clearly denned, and the rights of 
the landlord, as against the Crown, were not absolutely certain. 
Possession had, in practice, been nine points of the law, and 
people who occupied land having coal deposits had taken what they 
wanted without reference to any theoretical claims of the Crown. 
The judges in 1566 ruled that the Crown was entitled only to 
minerals which contained an appreciable quantity of gold or silver. 
This meant, in effect, that the landlord could assert his ownership 
and this, as we have seen, is what King's College did in 1568 in 
respect of Prescot Hall estate. We shall see that the College 
tried to do the same in respect of the copyhold land, but without 
success.

It is worth noting, by the way, that Britain was the only country 
in Europe where the right of the landlord to the ownership of all 
minerals (except gold and silver) was made absolute ; whilst 
Prescot was the only place in Britain where the copyholders 
secured absolute control over their minerals.

Prescot Hall estate was of course not copyhold but demesne. 
The tenant, John Layton, died on I January 1569, only a few 
weeks after his new lease. He left three children, Thomas, aged 
seven, Philip, aged five, and an infant daughter. If Layton 
had had any plans for taking out a more comprehensive lease of 
the coals, his untimely death caused them to fall through.

Much information about the Layton family during the next 
thirty years has been preserved, chiefly in manuscripts at King's 
College ar^d in the records of law-suits. The present paper will
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refer only to such of it as bears directly upon our subject. A 
series of quarrels and controversies went on for many years, the 
chief bone of contention being the possession of the Hall estate. 
Of John Layton's two sons, the elder, Thomas, died in 1582 at 
the age of twenty, leaving two infant daughters. The Hall estate 
then passed to Philip or, more correctly, it should have done, 
but in fact his brother's widow appropriated the deeds. 1 Philip 
then decided to outwit his sister-in-law by making an offer to the 
College to release them from their obligations for the remainder 
of the fifty-year period, if they would grant a new lease to him, 
personally, for ten years. The College lost no time in fulfilling 
his desire (1583). Philip then proceeded to eject his sister-in-law, 
and she retaliated by bringing an action against him in the Duchy 
Chancery. The matter was however settled out of court by 
Philip's consenting to pay substantial compensation for the 
benefit of the widow and her daughters. He then of course 
regretted his haste in releasing the obligations of the College, 
and petitioned for the fifty-year covenant to be restored. On 
discovering that Philip was only seventeen years old when he made 
the release, and therefore under age, the College felt obliged to 
acquiesce (1584).

Family troubles of this sort were by no means rare in Elizabethan 
days, and there is no direct evidence that the mineral wealth of 
the estate was a factor in the proceedings. It is certain, however, 
as we shall see, that Philip Layton was keenly alive to the possi 
bilities of exploiting the coal. His lands adjoined, on the south, 
those of Mr. John Ogle, lord of the manor of Whist on, and he 
must have been galled to see the flourishing coal-works of his 
neighbour, and to realise that he was debarred from similar 
enterprises.

There was a further fact connected with Mr. Ogle which Layton 
found very unpalatable, namely, his claim that most of Prescot 
Hall estate lay within Whiston. On the Ogle Roll a register 
of deeds and memoranda concerning the manor of Whiston, 
compiled by Ogle about 1603 there is a copy of a presentment 
by the Whiston Manor Court in 1523, defining the boundary 
between Whiston and Prescot to embody the Whiston claim. 
The reasons for this extraordinary claim, and the main facts of

1 Allegation in Duchy of Lane. Pleas., P.R.O., 126, L, 5 (unpublished).
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the contention, which was not finally settled until 1843, have 
been stated elsewhere. 1 Suffice it to say that the coal deposits 
were certainly a factor in causing the Whiston claim to be revived 
at a later date, and it is a fair presumption that in the I58o's, 
if not in 1523, they were recognised as an important asset. For if 
the bulk of the Hall estate were really part of Whiston, then Ogle, 
not the College, would possess the mineral rights.

This was a period when the demand for coal was rapidly in 
creasing, and when the price was mounting. Beneath his soil, 
Layton believed, there was abundance of coal, for which there 
would be a ready sale to the Liverpool shipmasters. He therefore 
made up his mind to urge the College to grant him leave to mine 
coals for sale, and to urge also that a formal Survey of the manor 
of Prescot be taken, in order that the pretensions of Mr. Ogle 
might be nipped in the bud.

The following illuminating commentary was penned by the 
Vicar of Prescot, Thomas Meade, in a letter to Dr. Roger Goad, 
the Provost, dated 26 May, 1586 : 

" As I understand, Mr. Phillipe Laton hathe made sute vnto your 
w[orship] for ij thinges ; the one, that ther may be a survey made of the 
glebe lande here, whiche I thinke is nedles, and the yonge man, havinge a 
runninge hedd, wold busie himselfe about somethinge, althoughe to noe 
purpose ; the other, that whearas he hathe libertie to gett coale in his 
grownde that he hathe in lease for his owne burninge, he might gett 
[licence] to make his best commoditie therof. I cannot tell what answere 
your w[orship] hathe made him ; but if I may give you counsell, be not 
over hastie in grantinge him his requeste. And yett, if he wilbe reasonable, 
it weare good to make a profit of that whiche, lyinge hid in the grownd, 
as yett doth no bodie good. I knowe, before he will leve it, he wilbe 
brought to give you bothe a fine, and yearlie rente, and also to give provision 
of that he hathe alredie, although in right you cannot have it, this thirtie 
yeares ; whiche wilbe a good commoditie to the Colledge."

The College was certainly not blind to the existence of coal 
resources, although, as the Vicar's letter suggests, they may not 
have appreciated their full value. Dr. Goad's notes on the 
value of Prescot Rectory, made in that very year (1586), include 
the following : 

" Coale myne. Not yet dimised, viz. in the lo-acres wood a good coale 
myne wilbe wurth in time £100, beside other places within the mannor,

1 Prescot Records 1447-1600, Appendix E, " The Whiston claim to Prescot Hall."
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all which maye yeld to the Coll. hereafter, by such ordre as male be taken, 
£6 per annum."

The words " not yet demised " confirm the impression that the 
College had every intention of granting an unrestricted lease if 
suitable terms could be arranged.

The Provost's allusion to " other places within the manor " 
almost certainly has reference to the copyhold land, for he had been 
warned three years previously that mining was going on there. 
A visitor to the town, named Andrew Trollope, who for certain 
reasons was anxious to win Dr. Goad's favour, had written to 
him in 1583, disclosing what he held to be a scandalous state of 
affairs there. His account includes the statement " that one 
Fletcher hath gotten coles, to the value of xx li., in a pece 
of copyhould grounde, which I thinke wast."

The word " waste " was used by Trollope in the legal sense of 
" wastage," and not as meaning that the ground was " waste 
land " of the manor, for he stated definitely that it was copyhold. 
A copyholder was customarily entitled if lucky enough to 
have coal on his holding to take what he needed for his own 
burning ; but for Fletcher to have taken £20 worth was a clear 
case of " wastage."

A little calculation will tell us how much coal Fletcher's £20 
worth amounted to, for, as we have seen, coal was then valued at 
Prescot at is. per ton. Fletcher therefore had extracted 400 
tons, which was (for the times) no trifle, since the total amount 
exported annually from Liverpool at that time was on an average 
only three-quarters of that amount.

From the Survey of 1592 we can say definitely that Fletcher's 
coal mine was on land adjacent to Prescot Wood, on the south 
side of the highway to Liverpool. It was then known as " Wood 
Hey," but for centuries afterwards it went by the name of 
" Fletcher's Field." As will presently be noticed, it became 
the scene of the earliest-known colliery railway.

In 1592 an important development took place. Although, in 
view of the lease to Lord Derby, the College authorities made 
no regular visitation of Prescot (they came, on an average, once a 
century), Dr. Goad decided to make a personal investigation of 
the many " abuses " alleged to exist there. His list of matters 
to be inquired into, which is still preserved, included the following
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item: " Cole mines diged by copie holders in theyr copie holds." 
He presided at the annual court leet, of which the roll is extant, as 
also are the private notes which he made on the spot, and a list 
of matters requiring attention which he left with Lord Derby. 
None of these contains any record of a decision on the question 
of coalmining, and in the light of later events we are almost forced 
to the conclusion that Goad tacitly consented to the copyholders' 
claims in this respect. The copyhold land was, after all, not very 
extensive, and in the Provost's view there were far more important 
matters at stake. He was a theologian, a leading champion of 
the reformed faith, and was concerned more with the spiritual 
condition of Prescot than its industrial activities ; 1 with souls 
rather than coals. In return for concessions on the part of the 
inhabitants, on matters which Goad deemed vital, he was evidently 
prepared, albeit reluctantly, to " wink the other eye " as regards 
the copyholders' coal.

There can be no doubt that the Provost failed to have things 
all his own way at this court. Three prominent townsmen, 
including two jurors of the court, were heavily fined for " mis 
demeanour in the face of the court." The jurors took the 
opportunity to " present " both the Vicar and Mr. Layton for the 
following offences : 

" Mr. Thomas Meade, his servants and workemen, for falling of trees in 
Prescott woode to cover cole pitts and make stakes for hedges."

" Mr. Philip Layton, his colliers, for fallinge of trees in Prescotte woode 
for timberinge of cole pitts, propps and stakes."

Both offenders were punished with the (for Prescot) exceptionally 
severe amercement of 6s. 8d. each.

In studying these presentments, we are struck by the facts, 
first, that the Vicar had apparently been sinking coal pits on his 
own account, thus putting into practice his own precept that 
" it were good to make a profit of that which, lying hid in the 
ground, as yet doth nobody good," and, secondly, that in both 
cases the term " coal pit " is used in the plural, giving the impres 
sion that both Meade and Layton had been mining more than was 
required for their own domestic use. Since the Vicar's land 
ranked as freehold, he was of course quite in order in doing this ;

1 See " Prescot Grammar School in Elizabethan Times," by the present writer, in vol. 
86 of these TRANSACTIONS.
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but in Layton's case, unless the colliers had been hired, and the 
timber taken, in anticipation of a licence from the College (an 
unlikely supposition), there appears to have been some infringe 
ment of the restriction in his lease.

It is notable also that the charge against Layton refers to " his 
colliers " as having committed the actual offence. There is no 
implication that they were acting on Layton's own instructions, 
although Layton was held responsible for their offence. The 
statement, as far as it goes, is consistent with the practice, which 
was common at this early date, of entrusting the entire manage 
ment of the colliery operations to a " gang " of working colliers 
or " charterers " led by a " charter master," on terms that they 
should be paid so much for every " work " extracted.

The reference to the " covering " of coal pits by the Vicar's 
workmen may indicate the provision of the raised open-sided 
" hovels " or coverings which protected the pit shaft from the 
weather.

Prior to Dr. Goad's journey to Prescot, he had received an offer 
from Philip Layton of an annual rent of 405. " for licence to sell 
sea coale out of the myne." The time had come for the renewal 
of Layton's lease, and the Provost brought the document up 
with him for sealing at Prescot. In consequence, the lease was 
not entered into the College ledger, and we are not certain of the 
terms which Layton secured. During the following century, the 
lessees of the Hall estate paid £3 6s. 8d. annually for the coal 
mining, and we may infer that this was the figure agreed upon 
by Goad and Layton, although it was more than half as much 
again as the amount which Layton had offered. It is observable 
that there was no provision for the levying of a " royalty," a 
practice which did not become general until a later date.

We may note also that the Provost took this opportunity to 
satisfy Layton's desire for the taking of a Survey. Layton 
himself served as foreman of the jury, and it is not surprising that 
the whole of Prescot Hall Estate was " found " to lie within the 
manor of Prescot. No copy of the Survey was kept at Prescot, and 
when, in the eighteenth century, Mr. Ogle's descendant, Jonathan 
Case, revived the Whiston claim, the taking of this Survey had 
been completely forgotten by local people.

On the strength of his new lease, Philip Layton set about the
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mining of coals in real earnest. An interesting sidelight on his 
activities is afforded by the court roll of May, 1594, which records 
that he was presented and amerced 33. 4d. for felling trees in the 
Wood and with them making " rayles " in Ralph Fletcher's field. 
We are not told explicitly what kind of rails these were, but the 
circumstances point unmistakably to their having been part of a 
" rail-way " or " wagon-way " for the transport of his coal. 
It is a well-known fact that the modern public railway has evolved 
from the old private wagon-way used at collieries. According 
to Nef, the earliest-known reference to such a wagon-way occurs 
in connexion with Wollaton colliery in Nottinghamshire, in 1597, 
when " railes " appear as an item in the account-book. The refer 
ence to " rayles " at Prescot has therefore the added interest 
that it occurs three years earlier still.

For Lay ton to have made " rails " in Fletcher's field implies 
that he had come to terms with Fletcher for a right of passage. 
Such rights, known as " way-leaves," were common in connexion 
with collieries. A glance at the map will show the convenience 
of a way through this field (the " Wood Hey ") for conveying coal 
on to the Liverpool road; this is still more obvious when the 
steepness of the incline up Trap Lane or Hall Lane and the Market 
Place is considered. Long afterwards, in 1770, a way-leave rent 
of £2 a year was still being paid by the proprietors of Prescot 
Hall Colliery for the use of " Fletcher's Field."

It may appear surprising that the technical side of coalmining 
was then so far advanced. Intensive coalmining had, however, 
been going on in the Newcastle area, and elsewhere, for centuries. 
We must reject the old idea of the Elizabethan collier labouring 
with the most primitive tools only where the coal outcropped. 
There were of course surface workings (the " delves "), but there 
were also well-constructed pits with underground headways, 
ventilation-shafts and adits (known locally as " soughs ") for 
drainage.

The reference to the " timbering of coal pits " and to " props " 
in 1592, already noted, is evidence of the care bestowed upon 
construction. The practice of timbering the shafts from the 
surface down to where solid rock began was alluded to by Adam 
Martindale in his autobiography, when relating an adventure 
which befell him in 1629, at tne aSe °f nve > as follows : 
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" As I was going one Lord's-day with some company to St. Hellen's 
chappell, we had the curiosity to peep downe into an old coale-pit that had 
a great deal of water in. It was timbered neare the top to keepe the earth 
from falling in, as is usuall, for the security of the workmen; but on the 
outside of the timber, the earth was chapt and fallen in, so as to make a 
little hoale that went a little sloaping into the pit."

Martindale related how he nearly precipitated himself into this 
watery grave, being saved (as he says) " by the gracious guidance 
of God," manifested in the prompt assistance of his brother 
Henry. 1

Further light on Philip Layton's coalmining is contained in a 
lengthy complaint which he made to the Duchy Chancery in 
1597. z Shorn of its wearisome masses of verbiage, the document 
informs us that in January, 1594-5, Layton made an agreement 
with Henry Blundell and Edward Ledbetter of Prescot, husband 
men, by which they were to account to him from time to time for 
all the coals dug on the Hall estate, at the rate of 35. a ton, since 
which time Blundell and Ledbetter had caused seven or eight 
thousand tons, or more, to be dug and sold, to the value of about 
1,000 marks (£666), and had refused to give a satisfactory account 
of the sums they had received; furthermore, they had forcibly 
made a way through Layton's ground into the Wood, and had 
felled and carried away more than £10 worth of timber.

This was, of course, Layton's own version of the affair, and we 
do not know what Blundell and Ledbetter may have had to say 
in reply, nor do we know the outcome. Layton was a difficult 
man to deal with, and it is likely enough that there were faults on 
both sides.

By 1598, Philip Layton had evidently had enough of coalmining, 
for he transferred his rights to one Michael Doughty of Roby, 
" gentleman." In the following year, Doughty was presented at 
the court leet for felling trees without licence, so he had definitely 
begun operations. The same court ordered " that Philippe 
Layton gentleman shalle fille vpp his coalpyte eyes in Prescotte 
Woode, which are in the heighwayes," before I August, on pain 
of 135. 4d. The " eye " of a coalpit, according to Nef, was the 
foot of the shaft, but as used in Prescot records the word clearly

1 Chetham Society, O.S., vol. 4 (1845). 
* P.R.O., D.L. 1/183 (unpublished).
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refers to the whole of the shaft. The dangerous practice of leaving 
disused coal-pits unfilled-in has been already exemplified. The 
leases of the coal on Prescot Hall estate included a clause providing 
that disused pits be filled up within twelve months, but the 
following quaintly-worded verdict at an inquest in iSiy-S1 
suggests that this was not invariably obeyed : 

" ... the said Lawrence Harrison, the seaventh day of this instant 
January 1617, att Prescott afforesayd, in a certayne wood called Prescott 
wood, about viij of the clock in the afternoone, 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 misfortune and agaynst his will, was 
drowned."

We are not definitely informed that this pit had been worked out 
and abandoned, though apparently it was waterlogged. As the 
accident happened in January, when colliery operations had 
ceased for the winter season, it might be supposed that the pit 
would have been drained, and work resumed, in the spring. 
The prevalent practice, however, even in the eighteenth century, 
was to sink a fresh pit each year, as, owing to difficulties of 
ventilation, the workings were not extended for more than about 
a hundred yards from the shaft.

In 1627, when the Hall estate was occupied by Thomas Malbon, 
the court roll records : 

" Wee present that Mr. Malbon, by his colliers, hath digged coales and made 
falles in the Falle lane leadinge towards Bakers Green, 2 to the hurt of the 
heigh way and danger of passengers, which falles have not beene sufficiently 
mended agayne by neither him nor them."

Malbon was ordered to have the lane (now Derby Street) properly 
amended, on pain of 405.

Ten years later, the estate was in the hands of Henry Ogle, 
grandson of the John Ogle of Whiston mentioned earlier. The 
court roll of 1637 records : 

" Whereas the fall lane is very dangerous for passengers by reason of 
falles in the lane and colepitt eyes which are yett unfilled up, which eyes 
and falles have beene made by Mr. Ogles or his colliers, and we now order 
that the same falles and eyes shalbe sufficiently amended " by Mr. Ogle 
or his workmen, before Michaelmas, on pain of 403.

1 Extracts from court rolls and other local records after 1600 are from unpublished 
manuscripts in the custody of King's College and of W. A. Cross, Esq. 

* Now Longview in Huyton.
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This Mr. Henry Ogle distinguished himself a few years later 
as one of the captains who defended Lathom House against the 
Roundheads. He held the manor of Whist on, and took a lease 
of Prescot Hall estate, with the coalmining, from 1632 onwards. 
In 1646 he informed the College that " the coal mine " included 
in the lease was worth " nothing above the rent he pays for it," 
i.e. £3 6s. 8d. per annum, a statement which is hard to believe, 
unless we conclude that the more easily accessible coals, near the 
surface, had all been dug, and that mining at greater depth was 
impracticable owing to drainage difficulties. On the other hand 
Ogle, like other lessees both before and after him, may have been 
merely throwing dust (shall we say " coal dust " ?) in the eyes of 
the Cambridge authorities.

In 1640 John Alden, Vicar of Prescot, alluding to the poverty 
of " Prescot side " of the Parish, wrote that it " is heathy ground, 
full of mosses and very barren, yielding little commodity except 
coales, and that with a great deale of manuringe." The people, 
he said, were " very poore, a great parte of them liveinge in 
summer tyme by digging and winding coals, in the winter tyme 
by beggeing." This interesting reference reveals that the practice 
of suspending colliery operations during the winter still prevailed 
at that date.

From time to time we find further references to coalmining on 
copyhold land. For instance, the court roll of 1606 records the 
surrender by John Goodicar, yeoman, to Henry Blundell, yeoman, 
of a close called Clay Pit Hey, Goodicar reserving the right to mine 
coals there for three years. It is stipulated that he is to sink 
not more than three pits that is, presumably, one each year  
and is to have sufficient space for stacking and a right of passage 
by way of Sparrow Lane only. He undertook to present two 
works of coal each year to Blundell " towards his fire."

In 1620 there was a presentment at the court leet that " Raph 
Fletcher hath caried into his close a pece of tymber fallen in 
Prescott wood, and converted the same to props for his cole pitt." 
In 1629 a man was amerced 2s. for felling a " pole " and selling 
it for 8d. to Thomas Pyke, " to be imployed at his coale pitts."

Copyholders with no pits of their own might be tempted to help 
themselves from the pits of their neighbours. Thus the court 
roll of 1627 records that " wee present William Rose, for takinge

1
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coales from Ralph Fletchers pitt to the quantity of two baskett 
fulls."

That the coalmining in the copyhold land had reached con 
siderable proportions is shown by a letter from Mr. Ogle to the 
College, dated 27 October, 1637, stating that " there are likewise 
diverse of the College tenants which digge coales in their tene 
ments, and sell the said coales into Ireland and into the County 
of Chester and other remote places, and take the money to 
themselves." He suggested that the College ought to take legal 
advice about it, and added : " The names of such as have digged 
coales since I have been the Colledge tenant: William Blundell 
gent. John Alcocke sen. Jane Pyke widdow. Ralph Fletcher. 
Edward Stockley."

To this letter was added, in another hand, this memorandum : 
" The issue of this was that Blundell acknowledged his trespass 
and payd 53. for his digging coales which was entered into the 
Colledge accompts." The entry in the College Mundum Book 
reads: "Receptum a Mro Blundell pro transgressione facta in 
sinking le Coal Mine sine Licentia Collegii in terris quibusdam 
apud Prescot  o. 5. o." This is the only instance of a pay 
ment by a Prescot copyholder for the extraction of coals, and is a 
good instance of " the exception proving the rule " the rule 
being that Prescot copyholders exercised mineral rights without 
any licence or restriction. This became in due course one of the 
recognised customs of the manor. At a Survey of the manor 
taken in 1721, the jurors made the following declaration : " And 
that the Tennants of the said Manner have time out of minde gott 
Coales, Clay and Stone within their Copy hold tenements in the 
said Mannor." On this occasion the College took exception to the 
claim respecting clay and stone, but made no reference to the coal.

A statement of the Customs of Prescot, entered into the Court 
Leet Memorandum Book in 1759, included the following : 

" That the Copyholders so seized of their Lands within this Manor in 
Fee may use and enjoy the same in like manner as if the same were Free 
hold Land of Inheritance, the same being inheritable either with respect to 
building thereon or otherwise improving the same without any Lycence 
or Consent to be had first from the Lords of the Manor or any other person 
whatsoever, or by falling Timber and getting and digging for any Mines 
or Mineralls therein of any kind whatsoever without such Lycence as 
aforesaid, as they have heretofore time immemorially done."
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These customary rights of the Prescot copyholders were very 
exceptional, if not unique. Elsewhere, the lord of the manor 
secured complete ownership of minerals within copyhold as well 
as demesne and waste land. Copyholders were as a rule unable 
to prevent the lord or his concessionaire mining on their holdings, 
receiving only very inadequate compensation. " Seldom," states 
Nef, " did a copyholder succeed in retaining, after the sixteenth 
or seventeenth century, the privilege of digging in his holding . . . 
The trend of legal opinion throughout Lancashire and Yorkshire 
was against permitting a copyholder to break the soil without 
special licence from the lord . . . Copyholders lived in constant 
fear of the discovery of coal under their land."

According to Nef, the greatest freedom of all prevailed within 
the manor of Eckington (N. Derbyshire), where the copyholders 
were free to sink pits and sell coal in any copyholds " soe that it 
be no hindrance to the lord's sale." The Prescot copyholders, 
however, had even greater freedom than those of Eckington, 
because their mining was subject to no conditions whatever. 
References to their activities occur throughout the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries and the first half of the nineteenth, and 
there are few parts of the town where coals have not been mined 
at some period. James Aikin in 1795 wrote that " the town 
may be said almost to be built over coal-pits." 1 One may 
imagine a state of affairs comparable with that at Wigan, where, 
according to a traveller in 1792, " many families have a cannel-pit 
in their back-yard, and when they are in want of coals they send 
down a collier who will dig as many in a few hours as will serve 
the family many months. The pit is then shut up." 2

In recent years, when copyhold land became converted to free 
hold under the Law of Property Act of 1925, the rights of Prescot 
copyholders in respect of their minerals were fully admitted, and 
today there is no reservation of minerals to the College in respect 
of any of the old copyhold property.

There was a great development of coalmining on Prescot Hall 
estate in the eighteenth century, when the use of steam-engines 
for pumping enabled pits to be sunk to greater depths, and many

1 Aikin, Description of the Country round Manchester, 1795, p. 210.
* Walker's Tour from London to the Lakes, cited by H. T. Crofton in " Lancashire and 

Cheshire Coalmining Records," in vol. 7 of the Lanes. & Ches. Antiquarian Society's 
Transactions (1889). Mr. Crofton's article contains no references to Prescot.
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records are preserved which afford much insight into the condi 
tions then prevailing. This is, however, beyond the limits designed 
for the present paper, and it might well be made the subject 
of a separate study. In conclusion, the writer tenders his thanks 
to the Provost and Fellows of King's College, for the use he has 
made of the manuscripts preserved at Cambridge, and to W. A. 
Cross, Esq., M.B.E., deputy steward of the manor, for the use of 
those at Prescot.


