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II. An ACCOUNT OF THE ANCIENT HALL OF SAMLESBOBY, 

NEAR PRESTON,

By Alfred Rimmer, Esq.

Samlesbury Hall is situated on the highway between Preston and Black 
burn, and is almost equally distant from each town. It was formerly 
surrounded by a moat, but this has been filled up since the formation of the 
new road, which now passes close by the entrance door. The south front, 
which faces the road, is built of brick, with stone dressings and basement, 
it is broken by three bold chimney stacks, and the flues in each are gathered 
into a single brick shaft, which terminates in a stone capping. On one of 
the chimneys is a shield, with the armorial bearings of the Southworths, 
the founders of the mansion. The windows are square-headed, with cinque- 
foiled lights, and one is filled with rich tracery, of the style which prevailed 
in Henry VII. s reign ; it is said to have been brought from Whalley Abbey. 
This front, extending for 105 feet in length, has enrichments of blue brick 
diamonds, and is surmounted with what was not an uncommon feature in 
Henry VIII.'s time, a coved cornice of lath and plaster. The remainder 
of the mansion and the dining-hall which, though it now appears a back 
wing, was formerly the centre of a quadrangle are built of timber and 
plaster, on a stone basement; the timbers, excepting those in the wing, 
are arranged in quatrefoils, and have not suffered in the slightest degree 
from exposure. This dining-hall is lighted by a noble oriel window, and 
four others besides; it is also built of timber and plaster, but of a totally 
different character from the rest of the mansion, and probably much earlier. 
The entrance-hall is 12 feet 10 inches in height, and has a black oak ceil 
ing, with moulded beams, and a Tudor arched fire-place. To the right is a 
parlour, which has been somewhat modernised, but still retains its oak 
ceiling and latticed window; to the right of this parlour again is the 
ancient domestic chapel, which is lighted by the Gothic window above 
mentioned, and has an oak ceiling, which is plastered under.

On the left of the entrance-hall is a large parlour, which retains more of 
its ancient character than any room yet noticed. The ceiling is similar to 
that of the other rooms, but the fire-place is entire. It measures 9 feet by 4 
feet 6 inches, and is enriched on the frieze with six Gothic panels, and two



34

shields. There is also an inscription " Thomas Sothworth, Knight," and 
the date 1555.

The dining-hall is one of the most ancient and interesting rooms in the 
county. The open principals which support the roof are of oak, and of 
great strength, measuring in some parts 12 by 18 inches. One quarter of 
this strength of pine would he sufficient, and more would not probahly now 
be used. The king posts are crossbraced and intersected by horizontal 
ties, so that there are four pieces of wood where one would suffice. The 
whole house is timbered in this prodigal manner; some of the pieces it 
would be now almost impossible to equal in Lancashire.

Dr. Whitaker considers this room to be as early as the reign of Edward 
III., and as his short essay on Domestic Architecture is probably one of 
the most masterly ever written, I shall quote his own words. In speaking 
of the peculiar marks by which the oldest specimens may be known, he
says " The whole structure has been originally a framework of wood inde 
pendent of walls, the principals consisting of deep flat beams of massy 
oak naturally curved, and of which each pair seems to have been sawed 
ovit of the same trunk. These spring from the ground and form a bold 
gothic arch overhead ; the spars rest upon a wall plate, and that is again 
sustained by horizontal spars grooved into the principals. It was then of 
no importance that such erections consumed great quantities of the finest 
ship timber, and indeed the appearance of one of these rooms is precisely 
that of the hull of a great ship inverted and seen from within. Specimens 
of this most ancient style in perfection are the old manor house at Samles- 
bury, and the Lawsing Stedes barn at Whalley. In the reign of Henry 
the Fourth we have a deviation from this primitive mode; there the 
principals have two springers, one from the ground, another from a rude 
capital about 8 ft. from the ground, but the square of the building is con 
siderably raised, and the arch encroaches less upon the appartment within. 
The style of architecture in wood evidently kept pace with that in stone, 
and when in the time of Henry VII. the arch became broader and more 
depressed in the centre, we have a corresponding change in our ancient 
timber buildings. Wooden posterns still descended to the ground, but 
they were now become perpendicular and square and fluted. From the top 
of these, elegant and ornamental springers received horizontal roof-beams, 
while all was still open to the roof above, and the rafters continued to rest 
on a wall-plate. Thus the idea of a complete frame independently of the 
walls was still preserved ; but the low basement storey of stone may still 
be observed in some of our most ancient buildings, advanced to the square 
though the cross-pikes are generally of wood. This precisely describes the 
Hall of Little Mitton and another noble specimen of somewhat later date, 
the west wing of Samlesbury Hall, built by Sir Thos. Southworth, in 1532, 
of which the outer wall, however, is of brick. The wood employed in the
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construction of this last mansion, must almost have laid prostrate a forest, 
and while the principal timbers are carved with great elegance, and the 
compartments of the roof painted with figures of saints, while the outsides 
of the building are adorned with profile heads of wood, cut in bold relief 
within huge medallions, it is curious to observe that the inner doors are 
without lock or panel, and have always opened like modern cottages with a 
latch and a string. It is moated round, and has contained three sides of a 
quadrangle, the centre oue of which, containing the great hall, a noble 
specimen of most rude and massy woodwork. Though repaired by Sir 
Thomas Southworth, in 1832, whose name it bears, it is of high antiquity, 
probably not later than Edward III."

It may almost be doubted whether this room is of such high antiquity as 
the time of Edward III. It is somewhat similar in its character, and perhaps 
scarcely so rude as one formerly standing at Radcliffe Hall, and engraved 
in Whittaker's Whalley, and this was built in the reign of Henry IV. 
This hall is 35 feet in length, and rather more than 96 broad ; at one end is 
a gallery for minstrels, as was usually the case in ancient dining halls, sepa 
rated by a screen, and raised about 10 feet to the ground. The timbers of 
the screen are carved with great beauty and richness ; there is an inscription, 
in Old English characters, which has always been read, " Thomas South- 
worth, Baronete," but as the word which was read Baronete occurs before 
Thomas Southworth's name, and knight is writen very distinctly after, it is 
not probable that this reading is correct; moreover, it is not like Baronet, 
except in the number of the letters, and the initial. As this inscription is 
later than the room, and as various other parts of the house are of the 
same age, it might be read thus : Anno Domini Mccccc xxxii, Bono Statu, 
Thomas Southworth xx. The next panel, which contained the remainder, 
has been destroyed, and when complete the inscription may have stated 
that Sir Thomas restored the hall, in 1632, to a good condition, which 
both Baines and Whitaker state to have been the case.

The fire-place in this room is arched, and very large, measuring 6 feet 9 
inches in height, and 14 feet 9 inches in breadth. The passage under the 
screen is now blocked up ; it must at one time have led to the kitchens 
and buttery hatch, in accordance with the usual arrangement of houses of 
that period.

The staircase is remarkably mean for so large a mansion. It leads to a 
room with a hexagonal ceiling, corresponding with which, and divided by a 
partition, is a similar apartment, which appears to have been a continuation 
of the same room; this was probably the gallery. Each chamber has a
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fire-place, but two fire-places were not uncommon in large galleries. The 
spandrils which support the ceiling rise from the ground on upright posts, 
and are enriched with Gothic tracery, of various devices, and most exquisite 
beauty. Though this room is only a menial's bed-room, it contains some 
of the old oak furniture, with its quaintly carved panels, and brass handles. 
The length was upwards of 50 feet.

The flooring boards run parallel to the joists, " disdaining," as Whitaker 
says, " to be indebted to them for support," though the doors have now, in 
most instances, been furnished with handles and locks, and the figures of 
saints, before spoken of, have disappeared.

Samlesbury Hall is in a state of high preservation, and the timber, even 
in the most ancient part, is as sound as it ever was. The walls are per 
fectly true, and the glass in most of the windows is entire. The doors do 
not even need re-hanging, nor does the brick-work require to be pointed ; 
and in all probability, if the Southworth family existed to the present day, 
it would still be their family residence; but at present it presents a sad 
picture of the mutability of human affairs, and is now occupied as a road 
side inn of the meanest description, and a great part of it lies useless. 
The entrance hall, with its lofty ceiling and mullioned windows, is a bar 
parlour; and the ancient dining hall, which has so often rung with the 
revelry of the first gentlemen of the county, is quite deserted, modern 
partitions divide some of its finest rooms, so as to render it difficult, in 
many instances, to discover the original plan of the mansion.

It has been asked why ancient houses endure so much better than 
modern ones; and the cause is well worthy of consideration ; for the same 
principle which prevented the mansion from decay often preserved its 
inhabitants from disease. It now appears to be the great object to 
exclude the air from habitations, and the consequence is that dry rot is a 
common visitant; and where that fatal disease has once set in, the whole 
building must soon fall to decay. A nobleman in the south of England 
not long ago added a wing to his house, but owing to the timber being too 
confined it was attacked with dry rot, and in a short time property to the 
amount of £30,000 was destroyed. Our ancestors were always careful that 
their houses should be well ventilated; currents of air were admitted in 
the broad space between the wainscot and wall, and the ample fire-place 
always afforded a ventilating shaft for the room. Oak is more durable than
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pine, it is true; but even pine, if properly used, will last for centuries. 
In some of the ancient Scotch castles, the fir which was used for the roof 
is quite sound, and when such a building is pulled down the timber ia 
frequently made into articles of furniture. The roof of old St. Peter's, at 
Rome, which was also constructed of pine, and had stood for nearly ten 
centuries, was quite sound and entire

Samlesbury derives its principal notoriety from having been the seat of 
one of those tragedies of superstition, which so often sully the pages of 
Lancashire history. In the year 1612, three females were taken at Sam 
lesbury to be tried before Sir Ed. Bromley, Knt., for witchcraft; their 
names were Jane and Ellen Byerly and Jane Southworth. No fewer than 
eleven others were taken up at the same time, on a similar charge. The 
chief of the company with whom they were supposed to be allied was 
Elizabeth Southerns, widow, alias Dame Demdike. She appears to have 
been a most dangerous neighbour, and to have held repeated communications 
with the evil one ; indeed, she had placed her residence at his disposal for 
a fete, at which an initiation took place. As this was considered a sort of 
model, by Gaule and other authorities on witchcraft at that time, and as 
they have left us an account of the proceedings, it will perhaps be interest 
ing to learn what took place.

The president was the author of evil, sitting on a throne of infernal 
majesty in the form of man, and incessantly trying to hide his cloven feet 
with his gown, but unsuccessfully. The new candidate was presented to 
him, and after doing him homage by kissing him, prayed to be admitted to 
the order. She was then rebaptized in the name of the devil, who, while 
this part of the ceremony was going on, assiduously scratched with his long 
nails, that part of the forehead which had received the sign of the cross in 
baptism, and inserted a mark of his own. He then taught them to make 
an ointment out of live infants, stolen from the cradle, which were to be 
boiled to jelly. Half of this preparation they were to drink, and with the 
other they were to besmear themselves. They then renounced all former 
vows, and devoted themselves entirely to his service, attended all his con 
venticles, nocturnal meetings, and sacrifices. Besides this, there are other 
charges of equal weight and probability against Demdike. She was con 
victed of murder by witchcraft on one or two occasions, and her case seemed 
quite hopeless, when death put a timely end to the poor creature's sufferings,
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and saved her from the hands of the executioner. Her compeer and rival, 
Dame Cattox, or Chatterbox, had been guilty of the unnatural crime of 
chattering in her walk. Considering that she was a woman of four-score, 
she could hardly expect pardon; for in those times, it was no uncom 
mon thing to punish with death what we should now pity as the in 
firmity of old age. But the clerk of the court considered her personal 
appearance to be against her, and she, with nine others, were condemned 
by Sir E. Bromley, and executed at Lancaster. In passing sentence, he 
gravely told them that they were indebted to the court for the care with 
 which each case had been investigated, and that nothing had been adduced 
against them but matters of fact! With regard to the Samlesbury witches, 
they had a happier fate ; the only material evidence being that of Grace 
Sowerbutts, who, it afterwards appeared, had been induced by a Eomish 
priest to make false charges.

For the following information concerning the manor of Samlesbury, 
I am indebted to Baines' Lancashire: 

" Gospatrick de Samsbury, the first known Lord of this Manor, was livini 
at the latter end of the reign of Henry II. His descendant, William, 1 
three coheiresses, by whose marriages the estate was conveyed into three 
families; Margery married to Robert Haunton, and Cecily to Sir John 
D'Ewyas, who became Lord of Samlesbury. Both were married in 43 
Henry III. when a charter of free warren in Samlesbyrie was granted to 
them and their husbands, and to their sister Elizabeth. This was the 
youngest daughter, who married Sir Robert de Holland, Knight, 10 Ed 
ward I. Sir Robert, their son, was founder of the priory of Holland, and 
was for a time involved in the ruin of his patron, Thomas, Earl of Lancaster. 
The estates of all the partisans of that nobleman were confiscated, and 
among the rest the manors of Samlesbury, Holland and others. In 1 Ed 
ward III. Feb. 14, the Sheriffs were directed to seize into the King's hands 
all the confiscated estates, in order that they might be restored to their 
owners. In the same year Robert de Holland and Matilda his wife com 
plain, by petition, that the King's writ of 2nd Dec. has not been obeyed 
by the Sheriffs, and they pray for an Exchequer certification of their pro 
perty now in the King's hand. The certificate was granted, on which Sir 
Robert was opposed in council by Henry, Earl of Lancaster, who alleged 
that the writs directed to the Sheriffs for livery of lands in his possession 
were contrary to form and law, and he prayed that they might be revoked. 
The proceedings in this case are at great length ; but Sir Robert was finally 
reinstated : and the inquisition on the death of his son, Sir Robert, enu 
merates half the manor of Samlesbury, one-sixth of the manor of Hare- 
wood, and one-fourth of the manor of Over Derwent. This property was 
inherited by Matilda de Holland, who married Sir John Lovell, of Thorp 
Water, to whom livery of her lands was made in 47 Edward III. on the
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death of her grandfather, whose sole heiress she was. On the death of 
their son, Sir John Lovell, William, Lord Lovell, of Bariiel, had livery of 
the lands of his inheritance, both by the father and his grandmother 
Matilda, in 1 Henry VI. This baron occurs in a manuscript feodary as 
holding with Richard Sotheworth the Manor of Samleshury of the Duke 
of Lancaster, by soccage and the service of 38s. 8d. per annum at the 
feast of-St. Egidius of Giles. The descent of the Manor of Samlesbury, 
thus far, is exhibited in a scheme of alliances in Lord Luffield's manuscript 
volume of pedigrees."

The pedigree of the Southworths can hardly possess sufficient general 
interest for the Society, and as it may be found in Baines, vol. iii, page 
351, beyond which I possess no information, it has not been transcribed.

From the Southworths, Samlesbury Hall and half of the manor passed 
into the hands of the Braddylls, who purchased it in 1677 for about £3000 ; 
and in 1851 it became the property of John Cooper, Esq., of the Oaks, 
Penwortham, an opulent spinner.

It would be useless, in a society like the present, to enlarge upon the 
propriety of preserving all these old mansions with care : they are living 
monuments of the past; and when one black and white farm-house is 
destroyed, a national record is lost that can never be restored.
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