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I

The contribution of the larger and best documented 
eighteenth-century academies to the development of English 
education has received some attention from historians. 1 In 
Lancashire and Cheshire, institutions such as Warrington 
academy and the earlier Blue Coat foundations at Liverpool 
and Chester, to name but three, have been examined in detail. 2 
In contrast, the role of smaller, less well documented academies 
in providing education for the emerging middle classes has 
largely been neglected. Such institutions were often short-lived 
and not infrequently subject to changes of location. Their 
proprietors in most cases left few records by which their 
contribution to education can be assessed.

Woolton academy, a small-scale institution which flourished 
at Woolton Hall near Liverpool from 1766 to 1772, is a prime 
example of such neglect. Its very existence has hitherto 
completely escaped the notice of historians. It is not mentioned 
in any published work of local history and apart from a very few 
passing references in print to the brief ownership of Woolton 
Hall by the academy's proprietor, the Revd Bartholomew Booth 
(1732-1785), the career of this Anglican clergyman- 
schoolmaster has been equally neglected. 3 The reason for his 
neglect doubtless lies partly in the fact that he emigrated to
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Figure 2 Portrait of the Reverend Bartholomew Booth (1732-85) by an 
unknown English artist, c. 1760. Oil on canvas, 30" X 25" Reproduced 
by kind permission of the Washington County Museum of Fine Arts, 
Hagerstown, Maryland, U. S. A.

Maryland in 1773. There, during the last twelve years of his life, 
he played a prominent role in educating the sons of a significant 
number of the leaders of the American Revolution, including 
numerous nephews of George Washington. Yet a study of 
Booth's second and arguably more significant American career
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as a schoolmaster (which lies outside the scope of this article) 
has also still to be written.

Though, in common with so many eighteenth-century 
schoolmasters and schoolmistresses, Bartholomew Booth left 
few personal papers and no published writings by which his 
work in England and Maryland can be fully assessed, there 
remain widely scattered in a number of archives on both sides 
of the Atlantic sufficient fragments of evidence to permit his 
career to be traced in some detail. Drawing on those limited 
sources, this article will attempt to outline and evaluate Booth's 
English career prior to emigration, with particular emphasis on 
his work at Woolton academy from 1766 to 1772.

n
Bartholomew Booth, the son of Bartholomew Booth senior, 
schoolmaster, and his wife Helen, was born at Mellor in 
Derbyshire and baptized there on 7 October 1732. 4 The 
Booths had been established as yeoman farmers in the 
neighbouring Cheshire hamlets of Werneth and Beacom, across 
the valley from Mellor, from at latest the second half of the 
seventeenth century. 5 Where Bartholomew Booth senior 
received his education is not known, but in July 1713 he was 
appointed to the mastership of Mellor school. 6 After marrying 
in the 1720s, he continued living at Beacom. A daughter, 
Helen, was born in 1727 but died in infancy and a second 
daughter, also named Helen, was born in 1730, both children 
being baptized at Marple. 7 By the time of the birth of their 
second child, Bartholomew, in 1732, the Booths were living at 
Mellor, close to the schoolhouse adjoining the village church.

The young Bartholomew Booth grew up in the village, 
almost certainly receiving his early education from his father. 
During the winter of 1749-50 Booth senior died intestate and 
was buried at Stockport on 10 January 1750. 8 His son was 
evidently a promising student and Booth's widow, though of 
limited means, determined to allow the young Bartholomew to 
continue his education. On 3 March 1750, less than two 
months after his father's death, the seventeen-year-old youth 
was admitted to Manchester grammar school as a pupil. 9 There 
he doubtless availed himself both of some of the extra-
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curricular instruction available in French, Italian, and 
mathematics, as well as the facilities for study afforded by 
Chetham's Library, which was frequented by senior students 
from the nearby grammar school. Indeed it may well be that 
the scientific and astronomical apparatus maintained in the 
library awakened in Booth an early interest in science and 
astronomy, subjects that he later offered in the curriculum of his 
own schools. 10

Booth remained at Manchester grammar school until about 
1751. Even if at that stage he was entertaining the idea of 
following the example of a number of his fellow pupils by 
continuing his education at Oxford, his stay there of less than 
three years prevented his applying for one of the scholarships 
available to pupils from the school. If he wished to pursue his 
studies further he would first have to secure his own funds. 
Probably with that end in view he obtained temporary 
employment as an assistant or usher to the schoolmaster at 
Marple, across the River Goyt from his home at Mellor." At 
this stage of his life, or earlier, he met Mary Chatterton of 
Marple and the young couple were married by licence at St 
Mary's, Cheadle, on 6 March 1753. 12 Booth was just twenty 
years old. For reasons which will become apparent, the step he 
had taken was one he was soon to regret and to continue 
regretting for the remaining thirty-two years of his life.

The arrival of the Booths' first child, William, baptized at 
Marple on 8 January 1754, 13 did not hinder Bartholomew from 
completing his education. He was now determined to follow a 
career as a schoolmaster and had decided that his future work 
would best be done as a clergyman. Inspired by his experience 
of having seen numerous senior fellow pupils at Manchester 
grammar school continue their studies at Oxford, particularly 
at Brasenose College, with which the school enjoyed close links, 
Booth successfully sought admission to that college. Leaving his 
wife and infant son in Marple, he arrived in Oxford about 
24 June 1754 and matriculated at Brasenose four days later. 14 
After less than eight months at Oxford, Booth was ordained 
deacon by the bishop of Chester, Edmund Keene, at St 
Margaret's, Westminster, on 23 February 1755, 15 returning to 
Brasenose shortly afterwards to continue his studies for a 
further year, though not to graduation. In the mid eighteenth 
century it was not uncommon for undergraduates at Oxford
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and Cambridge to finish their studies without graduating, a 
university education without the award of a degree nevertheless 
giving them status as 'literati' or 'literate persons'. 16

On 22 May 1756 Booth left Brasenose and returned home to 
Mellor. 17 Within a short time he was working as a deacon at the 
chapel in the nearby village of Disley, across the county 
boundary in Cheshire, gaining pastoral experience before 
ordination as a priest. It seems likely that he also undertook 
some teaching at Disley school, a charity school on the edge of 
Lyme Park patronized by the Legh family. Certainly assistance 
would have been needed at the school then: the schoolmaster, 
Peter Wood, an associate of Booth's father, had died just a few- 
months earlier in February 1756. 18 Disley was the home of the 
Booth family for the next four years and Bartholomew's 
domestic links with Mellor were soon severed. His mother died 
in the spring of 1757 and the family home was broken up. He 
did, however, inherit two small parcels of land in Mellor, called 
Lane Head and Tardin, which had formerly belonged to his 
parents. 19

By the summer of 1758, with two years' experience as a 
deacon in Disley, Booth was ready to undertake a full ministry. 
He was ordained priest at Chester cathedral on 2 July20 and was 
immediately licensed to both Disley and Macclesfield chapels as 
an assistant 'at the yearly sum of Thirty Pounds, together with 
the profits arising from the Seats and Surplice Fees'. 21 The 
stipend and supplementary fees were needed to feed and clothe 
the growing Booth family. A second son, Robert, was born 
about 1757 and a third, John, two years later. 22 Their father's 
pastoral work in Disley did not continue for long, however. In 
the early months of 1760 he was nominated schoolmaster of 
Disley by Peter Legh of Lyme, who was a feoffee or trustee of 
Manchester grammar school and an alumnus of Brasenose 
College, Oxford. Booth's appointment was soon ratified by the 
bishop of Chester who, at the same time, gave him new pastoral 
responsibility as curate of Marple chapel, two miles from 
Disley. 23

The education received and experience gained by 
Bartholomew Booth thus far was typical of that of the 125 or so 
Oxford men ordained annually in the mid eighteenth century. 
In an age of clerical patronage, the nobility and gentry had the 
presentation of a significant proportion of livings, particularly
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the richest benefices. Consequently, less well connected Oxford 
men like Booth had limited opportunities of preferment and 
initially could not hope to earn more than £20 or £30 per 
annum as country curates, perhaps supplementing their income 
as schoolmasters.

Booth's life, however, did not follow a typical course 
thereafter. Soon after beginning his new work in Disley and 
Marple, Booth began to notice the first signs of mental 
instability in his wife Mary. The strain on the young curate 
caused by her abnormal behaviour evidently grew, but he 
nevertheless continued his work in Marple chapelry. By the end 
of 1760 Mary's mental health had deteriorated to such an 
extent that the pressure on her husband became intolerable. 
Notwithstanding his marriage vows, Bartholomew took what 
must have been a painful decision to separate from his wife and 
attempt to regain some balance in his own life and in that of his 
young sons. Settling an annuity on his wife, possibly by allowing 
her the income from his inherited lands in Mellor, he resigned 
both his teaching post at Disley and his living at Marple during 
the autumn of 1761 and left the area, taking with him his eldest 
two sons, William, aged seven, and Robert, aged about four; the 
youngest son John, aged two, remained in Marple with his 
mother, who was evidently still sufficiently mentally balanced to 
continue caring for him. 24

The next four years were a period of intense turmoil for 
Booth and his two older sons. Though no record has been 
found to indicate how and where they spent the winter of 1761 
and the early months of the following year, Bartholomew Booth 
throughout that period was evidently seeking another living. 
Despite the fact that his new personal circumstances must have 
rendered his search immensely difficult, he was eventually 
successful in his quest, securing a new position as a curate at St 
Alkmund's, Derby, by August 1762. 25

If Booth's personal life was in turmoil, the parish of St 
Alkmund was equally in a state of upheaval. The vicar, the 
Revd Henry Cantrell, had just died and been replaced by the 
Revd Thomas Manlove (1730-1802), a Cambridge graduate 
two years Booth's senior. Manlove was appointed vicar only one 
day before Booth's appointment as his curate. 26 A difficult man 
to live with, Manlove was described by a fellow clergyman 
thirty years later as 'a shrewd talking respectable-looking old
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Parson but deeply tainted with what ought to be an anti- 
Parsonical vice, Meanness'. 27 That trait in his character may 
have caused at least some of the friction which soon developed 
between Manlove and Booth. In 1763, a few months after his 
arrival in Derby, Manlove was appointed headmaster of Derby 
grammar school. By the end of that year Bartholomew Booth 
was nominated second master of the same school by the mayor 
and burgesses of Derby, in whose gift the nomination lay, at an 
annual salary of £20. 28 Surviving records suggest that he served 
a period of probation in his new post until July 1764, when the 
bishop of Lichfield issued an official licence vouching for 
Booth's 'probity and goodness of life as likewise for [his] skill in 
the instruction of Youth in Grammar and other useful parts of 
school learning'. 29

To supplement his income, Booth successfully sought an 
additional living and was nominated to the perpetual curacy of 
Brassington, near Wirksworth, in June 1764. 30 The 
appointment was short-lived. Soon after taking up his living at 
Brassington, for reasons which are far from clear, Booth's 
licence as second master at Derby grammar school was 
withdrawn by the bishop of Lichfield. 31 In the absence of 
evidence in the episcopal records of Lichfield and owing to the 
loss of the relevant municipal records of Derby, one can only 
speculate as to the reason for the bishop's action. Perhaps 
Thomas Manlove deemed Booth's pastoral obligations, 
together with his considerable domestic responsibilities, 
incompatible with his duties as a schoolmaster. Whatever the 
cause may have been, Booth suddenly and unexpectedly found 
himself without the principal means of gaining his livelihood 
and supporting his young sons. Apparently unable to remain in 
the diocese of Lichfield and wishing to avoid his estranged wife 
in Cheshire, Booth fled for a second time from the scene of his 
labours and set off towards Liverpool in an attempt to rebuild 
his shattered life.

Once he arrived in Liverpool with his two sons in the 
autumn of 1 764, Bartholomew Booth threw himself with 
energy into planning a new enterprise of his own. The rapidly 
expanding town was an ideal place in which to build on his 
varied experience as a schoolmaster by opening a private 
academy for the sons and daughters of the growing merchant 
class. Hiring 'a large and convenient room' in the Old Church
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Yard adjoining the parish church of St Nicholas on the 
quayside, Booth announced the opening of his new educational 
venture to the public of Liverpool in Williamson's Advertiser for 
Monday 7 January 1765:

On Monday, 7th inst., at a large and convenient room near the Old 
Church Liverpool will be opened an Academy for the Instruction of 
Youth in the following useful and polite branches of learning viz. the 
English Grammar, the Latin, Greek, French & German Languages, 
Writing in all the different hands, Geometry, Perspective, Arithmetic, 
the Use of the Globes, Geography, Navigation, the Italian Method of 
Bookkeeping, Drawing & Music in the Spring, Summer & Autumn 
Ojjarters. The Art of Fencing between the hours of twelve and one 
(during which time Gentlemen will not be permitted to stay in the 
Rooms). Ladies may be taught Drawing, Writing, Arithmetic & 
Geography.

REV. MR. BOOTH32

The wide curriculum offered reflected the breadth of Booth's 
personal interests and is testimony to the broadly based 
education he had received both from his father at Mellor and at 
Manchester grammar school.

Booth's new school was both an important addition to the 
educational opportunities available in Liverpool and a 
distinctive institution. In the mid eighteenth century, in spite of 
borderline cases, the main types of proprietory school (classical 
and modern) may be distinguished by two features in addition 
to their curricula. The modern schools, with their emphasis on 
mathematical and technical or vocational subjects, were 
generally called 'academies', and their masters in the majority 
were laymen and did not possess a university degree. The 
classical schools, on the other hand, very seldom used the term 
'academy', their masters almost invariably being ordained 
priests of the Church of England. Booth's academy, with its 
curriculum firmly based in the 'modern' mode, was therefore 
unusual in that its master had received a classical university 
education and was a clerk in Anglican orders. 33

Surviving records do not indicate either how many assistants 
Booth employed initially or how many pupils at first enrolled in 
the new academy. However, his two eldest sons, William, then 
aged eleven, and Robert, aged about seven, both remained in 
his charge and attended the fledgling school. They were joined
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by their cousin Booth Hibbert (1755-1818), son of the 
schoolmaster's sister Helen Hibbert, who lived at Marple, and 
by George Hibbert (1757-1837), a future member of 
parliament and Fellow of the Royal Society, who may have been 
a more distant relative.

The Booth family settled in a house in Chapel Street, close to 
the schoolroom, Booth's name appearing at that location in the 
first Liverpool directory of 1766. In the same directory his 
name also appeared as one of the four curates attached to the 
two churches of St Nicholas and St Peter in the town. Evidence 
in the marriage registers of two other Liverpool churches, St 
George's and St Thomas's, shows that he also officiated 
regularly at the former from November 1764 and at both until 
mid October 1766. 3+ No doubt Booth's status as a prominent 
clergyman, combining pastoral duties with his work as a 
schoolmaster, helped to promote the development of the 
academy. He soon became acquainted with the leading families 
of the town, including those of Ralph Peters (1728-1807), the 
deputy recorder of Liverpool, and Joseph Valens, clerk to the 
dockmaster, Alderman Thomas Shaw. Though members of 
both the Peters and Valens families, who were intimately 
acquainted with one another, were destined to play a part in the 
future course of Bartholomew Booth's life and educational 
work, the two daughters of Joseph Valens, Mary (1740-1810) 
and her elder and recently widowed sister Anne Bardsley 
(1733-1781), had by far the greater influence on him. 35

The two young women, both evidently highly educated, took 
pity on the hapless clergyman-schoolmaster who had recently 
arrived in their midst, struggling both to raise his two sons 
single-handed and to launch his new academy. Not seeking 
remuneration, they volunteered their assistance in running the 
new school, possibly to the extent of sharing some of the 
elementary teaching. Their offer was soon taken up by Booth. 
By the New Year of 1766 the academy was prospering, despite 
competition from the handful of private educational 
establishments in the town,36 and the schoolroom in the Old 
Church Yard was full to capacity. Unable to find suitable larger 
accommodation to house his academy, Booth determined to 
have a new schoolroom built on the edge of the town in Park 
Lane, on the borders of Toxteth Park. On 15 March 1766 he 
entered into an agreement with a Liverpool builder and cabinet
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maker, Cuthbert Bisbrowne of Paradise Street, for the 
construction of a brick 'dwelling house and school' to cost 
between £700 and £1,000. Booth pledged himself to rent the 
new building from Bisbrowne for a period of fourteen years in 
the first instance, at an annual rental of 7% of the total cost of 
construction. 37

Within a month the agreement with Bisbrowne was 
rescinded, following an unexpected turn of events. On 
19 March 1766, four days after the signing of the contract, the 
86-year-old dowager Viscountess Molyneux died at her seat at 
Woolton Hall, five miles outside Liverpool. Three weeks later a 
notice in Williamson's Advertiser announced that the Hall was to 
be let. 38 Booth lost no time in going to view the property. The 
spacious house, built in the classical style by Richard Molyneux 
in 1704, was set in thickly wooded grounds on the edge of 
Woolton village, at the end of the high ridge, 200 feet above 
sea-level, running southwards from Childwall. The property 
enjoyed commanding views of the Mersey and the Welsh hills 
in one direction and the town of Prescot and the rural 
hinterland of south-west Lancashire in the other. A 
contemporary description of the Hall's surroundings gives 
some idea of what Bartholomew Booth found on his visit to 
Woolton:

In the skirts of this [Childwall] hill are several small villages, with 
gentlemen's seats scattered about, well covered and for the most part 
delightfully situated. The most remarkable of these is the dwelling- 
house of lord Molyneux, which is small and neat, constructed of a rude 
iron coloured stone, and in appearance about two hundred years old. 
Belonging thereto is a pleasant garden, laid out in the old style, with a 
bowling green in the middle; variety of grass-plats, high hedges of yew 
and holly, forming different alleys, ornamented with figures cut in box, 
holly etc. The whole is terminated by a grand terrace, exhibiting a 
noble view of a country finely cultivated, and interspersed with variety 
of charming villages. 39

With its fine grounds, stables, coach house, brewhouse, and 
granary, the setting and location of Woolton Hall was ideally 
suited to Booth's purposes, less than an hour's ride from 
Liverpool and in a healthy environment in which his growing 
number of pupils might prosper physically as well as 
intellectually. Furthermore, the Hall was immediately available
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for occupation, unlike the proposed new school at Park Lane, 
which would have taken time to construct. With a firm offer of 
continuing domestic assistance from the Valens sisters, Booth 
could now think seriously in terms of taking boarders, and, in 
consequence, made the necessary arrangements with the 
executors of Lady Molyneux to rent Woolton Hall from the 
summer of 1 766. During the course of that summer the Booth 
family vacated their home in Chapel Street and the schoolroom 
in the Old Church Yard and removed to Woolton Hall, where 
Anne Bardsley and Mary Valens also took up residence.

In seeking new pupils for his Woolton academy Booth 
intended to cast his net as widely as possible and was not 
content to confine his publicity to the north west of England. 
Given Liverpool's growing commerce with north America, he 
even hoped to attract pupils from the ranks of the sons of 
prosperous Virginia merchants, anxious to provide their 
offspring with a modern education in England. Accordingly, he 
swiftly dispatched the following advertisement, which duly 
appeared in the Virginia Gazette on 27 November 1766:40

At the Rev. B. BOOTH'* ACADEMY, the seat of the late Lady 
MOLLINEUX'i at Woolton, five miles from Liverpool, young GENTLEMEN 
are educated on the following terms:

For Board, and learning English, Latin, Greek, Writing, 
Arithmetick, Merchants Accounts, Geography, 
Navigation, Astronomy, Surveying, Mathematicks in [ 
general, Drawing and Perspective, I per Ann.

Entrance for do. 110 
Musick, per quarter, 1 1 0 
Entrance for do. 0 10 6 
Dancing, per quarter, 0 15 0 
Entrance for do. 050 
Fencing, per quarter, 1 1 0 
Entrance for do. 0 10 6 
Fire, per annum, 050 
Washing, according to their age, from 7s. 6d. to 10s. per quarter. 
Particulars, relating to those who do not board in tlte Academy, may be had from the master.

The addition of surveying to the curriculum is not without 
significance. Two strands of circumstantial evidence   Booth's 
friendship with the Lancashire surveyor and cartographer
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William Yates, an officer in the Liverpool Custom House, and 
the strong support given twenty years later by several of Booth's 
former pupils to Yates's cartographical work together suggest 
that Yates may have contributed to the specialist teaching of 
surveying at Woolton academy.41

Other specialist assistance to enhance the breadth of the 
curriculum was soon sought. In a mercantile environment 
such as Liverpool, enjoying a growing trade with continental 
Europe, Africa, and the Americas, a knowledge of one or 
more modern European languages would be an asset to the 
sons of local merchants. Fortuitously, Booth found an ideal 
young assistant to teach French in Peter Newby (1745-1827), 
a native of Westmorland, who had recently arrived in 
Liverpool seeking employment. In an already unusual 
academy the appointment of Newby was a further unorthodox 
step on the part of Booth.

Newby, a Roman Catholic, had received the major part of 
his education from 1757 to 1764 at the English College at 
Douai in Flanders, having originally intended to study to 
become a priest. His seminary training had provided him with 
a thoroughly classical education as he had progressed year by 
year through the traditional classes of figures, grammar, syntax, 
poetry, rhetoric, and philosophy. During his studies in the last 
class, he had determined that he did not, after all, wish to 
pursue an ecclesiastical career. Rejected by his family in Kendal 
on his return to England in 1764, the nineteen-year-old Newby 
had been obliged to find temporary employment on a slaving 
vessel, visiting the west coast of Africa and Jamaica during the 
course of 1765. Returning to Liverpool early in 1766, having 
seen all the horror of the slave trade, Newby hoped not to have 
to return to sea and began to look for alternative employment. 
His seven-year sojourn at Douai had resulted in his learning 
French thoroughly and, given appropriate guidance and a 
suitable environment, it was a subject he might be able to 
teach.42 Peter Newby and Bartholomew Booth first made each 
other's acquaintance in the summer of 1766. Booth evidently 
appreciated the potential of the young Newby as a teacher of 
French and, undeterred by the latter's religious affiliation, he 
engaged him as an usher, or assistant teacher, at his new 
academy at Woolton on 8 October 1766. 43

Despite the dearth of records for the early period of the
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academy's existence, it is clear that the school prospered in its 
new setting. Mary Valens and Anne Bardsley provided essential 
support in overseeing the smooth running of the domestic side 
of the academy, while Booth and his new assistant concentrated 
on their teaching. By the summer of 1767 Newby was at home 
in his new environment, organized in his work, and beginning 
to write poetry, a passion which he continued to develop. He 
was also able to undertake extra teaching in Liverpool in his 
free time, as an advertisement in Williamson's Advertiser 
announced:

PETER NEWBY, Teacher of the French Language, at the Revd. Mr. 
Booth's Academy, Woolton, begs leave to acquaint the Ladies and 
Gentlemen of Liverpool that he intends opening a school for the 
education of youth in the French language at Mr. William Lightfoot's, 
Grocer, in James's Street, on Monday the 6th of July next, and to give 
private attendance at any house in town. He would likewise be glad to 
wait upon merchants who have French letters to translate; and perform 
their business with the greatest secrecy and care, acknowledging their 
favours in the most grateful manner. The hours of attendance will be 
from two to four in the afternoon. For further particulars please to 
enquire at Mr. William Lightfoot's. 44

Bartholomew Booth, too, must have been satisfied with his 
change of fortune and with the growth of his academy. The 
broad curriculum he was able to offer appealed to the 
prosperous middle classes and Booth's tolerance and breadth of 
vision attracted a small number of Roman Catholic pupils: 
besides the name of Peter Newby, 'Under Master', aged 22, the 
names of Felix Doran, 'School Boy', aged 11, and Edward 
Dease, 'School Boy', aged 10 years, were recorded in the 
Childwall parish section of the 1767 papist returns for the 
diocese of Chester.45

Locally, Booth played a leading role in the community, 
combining his teaching with pastoral duties as curate of 
Childwall. 46 He was also on excellent terms with his neighbour 
at Childwall Hall, Bamber Gascoyne (1725-1791), who 
entrusted the education of his sons to Booth. By the close of 
1767 the growing academy needed the services of an additional 
usher and Booth was obliged to advertise in the Liverpool 
Chronicle:
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Wanted, at Woolton Academy, near Liverpool, an Assistant in the 
English Language, of sober character, and a temper that will bear with 
the little foibles of children. Salary 50 1. per annum. 47

That the academy was prospering is evidenced by the salary, 
which was generous for the period; and Booth's largeness of 
educational vision was reflected in his interest in seeking a 
tolerant usher genuinely interested in education and not 
content to resort to physical chastisement as the first means of 
correction. How successful Booth was in securing the services of 
a suitable assistant is not clear.

In May 1768 Peter Newby married Elizabeth Gant of 
Prescot, who may have belonged to Booth's domestic staff and 
who had certainly been in service at Woolton Hall in Lady 
Molyneux's time.48 The marriage proved a happy one, unlike 
Booth's own, which was causing him increasing pain and 
suffering. Bartholomew Booth had by then been separated from 
his wife, who was still living in Marple, for nearly ten years. 
During that time her mental condition had continued to 
deteriorate. By 1769 the situation had become intolerable for 
her husband. Though he had not seen his wife during their 
long years of separation, Booth was regularly troubled by 
disturbing news of her condition. A second major worry was 
that Lady Molyneux's executors had recently declared their 
intention of selling Woolton Hall. The future of the academy 
was suddenly in jeopardy.

Desperate to find relief from his pressing problems, Booth 
began to consider the possibility of emigrating to north 
America and finding a living as a clergyman there. For help he 
turned in utmost confidence to the Revd Richard Peters 
(1704-1776) of Philadelphia, the Liverpool-born uncle of 
Ralph Peters, the deputy recorder. In 1765 Booth had met 
Richard Peters, then visiting his family in Liverpool, at about 
the time he was setting up his first academy in the Old Church 
Yard. 49 A friend of the Valens family, Peters had unwittingly 
contracted a bigamous marriage in 1730. The scandal caused 
by the unfortunate experience had forced him to abandon his 
living at Lathom chapel, near Ormskirk in Lancashire, and flee 
to Pennsylvania. There he had obtained an important position 
as secretary of the Land Office of Pennsylvania, a post he held 
from 1737 until resuming pastoral work as rector of Christ
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Church, Philadelphia, in 1762. Richard Peters was an ideal 
person to whom Booth could turn in his distress. As a fellow 
clergyman, he had himself experienced painful matrimonial 
difficulties; as a founder-trustee of Benjamin Franklin's 
pioneering Philadelphia academy, opened in 1751, he had a 
keen interest in education; and as a result of his high public 
office held before resuming his ministry, he still enjoyed 
considerable power and influence in the north American 
colonies. 50

Writing from Woolton Academy on 18 May 1769, Booth 
addressed two letters to Peters. The first, personal and private 
and meant for Peters's eyes only, is worth quoting in some detail 
for the light it throws on Booth and his plight:

Dear Sir,

In the inclosed I have taken the liberty of soliciting your interest for the 
procurement of a living in North America, and since you may, perhaps, 
be inclined to shew the contents to some of your friends I have not 
signed my name nor given reasons for such a request. I must here beg 
leave, therefore, to acquaint you in great openness of heart with my 
circumstances and situation of mind. I should make an apology for 
giving you so much trouble did I not know that you are never more 
happy than when employed in the service of your fellow creatures. 
Possibly you may not have forgot that when you was in England I had 
undertaken a seminary of learning which was then in its infancy. You 
had not been gone long before I engaged the house of the late Lord 
Molineux at Woolton and have established there an Academy not 
inferiour to any in this part of our kingdom. My great misfortune is that 
this house is to be sold for more thousands than it would be prudent in 
me to give.

The extent to which Woolton Academy was a thriving 
enterprise whose smooth running was threatened by reports of 
Mary Booth's mental disorder is clear from the schoolmaster's 
further remarks to Peters:

There is no other [house] in the neighbourhood of Liverpool proper for 
my business. To build a large pile for the reception of so numerous a 
family would be plunging myself into much debt and engaging to be a 
slave for life, which I am willing to abord. But the greatest of all 
inducements which I have to leave this kingdom is my unhappy 
marriage. 'Tis true I have not been shocked with a sight of the 
imprudent cause of all my misfortunes for these ten years past, yet still I 
am too [word illegible: ? often] hurt with accounts of her behaviour
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which is blameable in the highest degree. When we paned, I settled an 
estate upon her. It is an ample provision. I cannot, then, be disturbed 
by the apprehensions of her being in want, and I would willingly fly to 
those regions where I cannot be stabbed by the reports of her folly.

Pray oblige me with your sentiments and believe me to be with the 
most affectionate esteem your very much obliged and obedient and 
humble servant

B. Booth

Woolton Academy 
near Prescott 
May 18th 1769. 5 '

The second letter, unsigned and intended for the eyes of 
Peters's friends and acquaintances, reveals the nature of Booth's 
predicament:

I have been for many years inclined, and am now fully determined, if 
possible, to spend the remaining part of life in some of your 
[? provinces]. The only difficulty I labour under is that of being 
certained of a support for my dependents before I leave Europe. 
Having three sons to bring up, I cannot think myself at liberty7 to make 
any attempt for the increase of my own happiness at the hazard of their 
bread . . . May I, therefore, entreat you to represent me as I am (but 
not by name) to the gentlemen of your world, and to assure them that if 
they will be pleased to ascertain me of a living in the Protestant church 
not less in value than an [? hundred] pounds sterling per annum, I will, 
as soon as [? my] affairs can be settled in a proper manner, set sail for 
North America. With such a living I could subsist and maintain my 
family.

Booth went on to consider the possibility of continuing to 
combine teaching with pastoral work:

As an instructor of youth I should not choose to engage myself before I 
arrive. This employment would be altogether consistent with the 
discharge of my duty in the Church and I should be [? ready] to exert 
all my endeavours in the service of the community ... If you think I 
could be as useful to the world by residing in country as town a retired 
situation would be more agreeable to my present turn of mind than a 
public. 52

In writing such letters to the Revd Richard Peters in 
Philadelphia, Booth cannot have hoped for a swift response,
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even if a positive outcome were to be forthcoming. In the 
meantime the pressing problem of the relocation of Woolton 
academy had to be met. During the summer of 1769 
Bartholomew Booth underwent a complete change of heart 
with regard to the possible purchase of Woolton Hall. Despite 
extensive research, it has not yet proved possible to determine 
beyond doubt the reason for the change, but circumstantial 
evidence strongly suggests that Joseph Valens, the father of 
Booth's voluntary housekeepers, Mary Valens and Anne 
Bardsley, died about then, leaving his daughters a large fortune, 
part of which they were ready and willing to use in assisting 
Booth in his educational work. 53

Lady Molyneux's two executors, her grandson Thomas 
Clifton of Lytham, Lancashire, and John Stanley Massey of 
Puddington, Cheshire, were anxious to sell Woolton Hall as 
rapidly as possible, and Ralph Watt, Clifton's steward at 
Lytham, was instructed to attend to the sale. Watt had a 
valuation and survey made of the Woolton estate, which was 
calculated as being forty-five acres in extent. On 14 October 
1769 Watt wrote to Booth informing him that the executors 
had studied the valuation and survey and were willing to give 
Booth the first option of purchasing the property for £6,100. 
Booth was warned that as Nicholas Ashton, the prosperous 
young proprietor of a salt works at nearby Hale, on the banks of 
the Mersey, was also interested in purchasing the property, he 
should come to a firm decision without delay. 54

Booth, who had had his own independent valuation and 
survey undertaken by the Lancashire surveyor William 
Hawkshead, did not waste a moment and arranged to visit 
Lytham the following week to sign a contract for the purchase 
of Woolton Hall. It was duly done on 21 October 1769, when 
Booth agreed to pay the asking price of £6,100 by 1 June 
1770. 55 For reasons which are far from clear, there was a long 
delay in completing the conveyance, which was not signed until 
8 May 1771. The Woolton Hall estate was conveyed both to 
Bartholomew Booth and to Henry Park, surgeon, of Liverpool, 
'upon trust that he will hold it to any use to be indicated by 
Bartholomew Booth'. 56 It is to be assumed that Henry Park 
acted as a trustee for Mary Valens and Anne Bardsley, who 
must have contributed substantially to the purchase of the 
property. The signing of the conveyance was not the end of the



36 Maurice \Vhitehead

matter. A law of 1717 required papist estates to be enrolled and 
as the Molyneux family had been Roman Catholic, Booth had 
to appear at the Lancashire quarter sessions held at Ormskirk 
on 22 July 1771 in order to have the conveyance duly 
recorded. 57

Despite the financial assistance he most probably received 
from the Valens sisters, Booth still needed ready cash to 
maintain his educational work and pay his ushers, servants, and 
farm labourers on the estate. The completion of the conveyance 
in May 1771 appears to have drained his resources for a time 
and necessitated his taking out a loan of £600 on 10 May 1771 
from Diana Starkie, daughter and coheiress of Thomas Starkie 
of Preston. 58

No documentary evidence on the educational progress of 
Woolton academy during the period 1769-1771 has come to 
light, but for the last few months of its existence a series of 
letters survives from Thomas Langton, a Lancashire flax- 
merchant, of Kirkham in the Fylde, to his two sons, William 
and Jack, both pupils of Bartholomew Booth at Woolton. 59 
Taken together, the letters provide valuable insights both into 
life at the academy and into the expectations of a merchant for 
his sons' education.

The correspondence reveals that die school year at Woolton 
academy did not include a break at Christmas. Thomas 
Langton, in a letter to his son William dated 11 January 1772,60 
sent via one of his servants visiting Liverpool, explained that he 
was including with it

a small box for you and your brother . . . [containing] a bun such as 
your mother used to make for you in Lent, a dozen minced pyes, being 
Christmastime, and also some rolls of chocolate for you and your 
particular acquaintance to regale yourselves with.

The gifts came with a warning, however:

But pray take care not to use it in such a manner as may give any 
umbrage to Mr. Booth or any of the family, by which means you may 
cause him to be offended at you, which I beg you will always avoid as 
much as possible. How you intend to use the chocolate I can not say, 
but I hope you will not go to any publick house to have it made as it 
will bring you to other unnecessary expenses and likewise be 
disagreeable to Mr. Boom.
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Langton senior lost no opportunity in giving his sons advice 
in his every letter. When Booth appointed a new writing master 
to the academy early in 1772, Langton wrote: 51

I find you have got another writing master, which will call your 
attention to that part of your duty again, and as good and correct 
writing is very commendable in business of any kind, I beg you will 
both of you exert your endeavours to improve in it.

Nor were the boys to neglect their work in 'Accompts':

Whatever your Accompts Master recommends to you I would have you 
adhere to, and you may buy the Book you mention to set down any 
rules in any branch of that science you find requisite.

The steady work of the pupils and ushers at the academy 
received a sudden jolt in February 1772 with the unexpected 
announcement by Bartholomew Booth that the school was to 
close within three months and remove to Essex. Discreetly, 
throughout the two years that he had been busy purchasing 
Woolton Hall, Booth had been pursuing his resolution to seek, 
ultimately, a living in north America. Unbeknown to his staff 
and students at this juncture, the proposed move to Essex was 
to be Booth's first step towards emigration. Understandably, the 
sudden announcement, coming so soon after the purchase of 
the Hall, caused consternation among the pupils' parents: 
Thomas Langton wrote to his sons expressing his sorrow at the 
news 'as I was very well satisfied with your situation'. 62

The Langton brothers had already clearly expressed a keen 
desire to join Booth in Essex, as their father's letter continued:

I find you have an inclination to go along with him but it is at a very 
great distance from home, which is not so eligible. However I should be 
glad to know Mr. Booth's proposals, as well as the place he fixes on and 
the mode he proposes to adopt... in as full a manner as you can, and I 
will immediately write back to you. I would have you also mention the 
names of his present scholars that propose to go along with him.

A week later Thomas Langton wrote again to his son 
William informing him that he had also received a report of the 
impending move from Mrs Anne Bardsley, with the additional 
news that Booth intended taking only twenty boys at 40 guineas 
a year and proposed 'to give preference to any of his present
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pupils who incline to go along with him'. 63 He noted his son's 
continuing eagerness to stay with Booth and the fact that he 
was only just fourteen years old and too young 'to be put to 
business'. With so many factors to consider, he found it difficult 
to come to a clear decision, not least in the light of the French 
teaching William had received from Peter Newby. As Langton 
informed his son:

I should rather chuse to put you under a master where you would have 
the opportunity of making a further proficiency in the French 
Language as well as writing and accounts, though these last are what is 
chiefly to be regarded. If Mr. Booth only takes twenty pupils I can 
hardly think he will have the different masters for instruction which he 
now has at Woolton.

Health considerations were another factor to be borne in 
mind. Woolton Hall was in a salubrious location, but what of 
the new academy? He urged William to give him as quickly as 
possible

a particular account both of the place Mr. Booth proposes to live and of 
whether the situation be good and healthy, as some parts of Essex are 
reputed to be far otherways.

By mid April 1772, a matter of weeks before the closure of 
Woolton academy, Langton came to a final decision which he 
announced to his sons:

You would learn from Mr. Booth that I had wrote to him to signify my 
consent that you should both go along with him into the South to 
perfect your education under his care, as it seems to coincide so much 
with your intentions and earnest sollicitations. And although it will be 
attended by a very heavy expence, yet I hope you will sufficiently repay 
it by your diligent attention to your studies, and utmost endeavours for 
improvement therein. 64

By now it had been revealed that Bartholomew Booth had 
sold Woolton Hall to Nicholas Ashton and that the 
schoolmaster's two elder sons, together with Anne Bardsley and 
Mary Valens, were intending to settle in a large house in the 
hamlet of High Beach in Epping Forest, near Waltham Abbey. 60 
They were assisted in finding the new location through the 
good offices of their neighbour and patron Bamber Gascoyne,
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who resided both at his Lancashire seat, Childwall Hall, and at 
his Essex estate of Bifrons at Barking.

Gascoyne, in his local role in Essex as a verderer of Epping 
Forest and in his national and international roles as a Eord of 
Trade and Plantations first from 1763 to 1765, and again from 
1772 to 1779, was in a position to call upon the services of 
merchants whom he knew to help Booth in his plans for 
emigration. One of those men was William Molleson, who in 
the early 1770s was the foremost London merchant trading 
with Maryland. 66 Molleson, with powerful family and business 
connections in the Chesapeake Bay area of north America, was 
ideally placed to help Booth emigrate; and the schoolmaster's 
intention to live close to the merchant's country residence was 
an important factor in finalizing his plans to set sail across the 
Atlantic.

Back at Woolton, plans for the closure of the academy 
advanced quickly. By the end of May 1772 all the pupils were 
dismissed for the summer vacation and the sons of those 
parents who so wished were invited to rejoin Booth in Essex by 
the following August. 67 Like the parents of other pupils, 
Thomas Langton made suitable arrangements for the 
departure of his sons from Woolton and their return home to 
Kirkham in Lancashire for the summer. Typically for Langton, 
no detail was lost sight of as he wrote to his sons for the final 
time at Woolton:

I find . . . that Mr. Booth has already had a sale of his horses, cattle etc., 
and that he is intending to sell his household goods next week and 
expects his boys to leave Woolton today or tomorrow. On this account 
I send horses off for you this morning and expect they will get to 
Woolton in good time ... I am glad to find that you have sent your 
desk and boxes to Liverpool and they must be forwarded from thence 
hither by a sloop ... I send you by Thomas Brewer two guineas which 
I fancy will serve you to pay ofT all your exigencies, and you must give 
the servants something on leaving Woolton. You may either give it 
yourselves or leave half a guinea with Mr. Booth for that purpose. 68

Bartholomew Booth spent the months of June and early July 
busily attending to affairs at Woolton. The sale of Woolton Hall 
was eventually concluded by a release, dated 31 July 1772, 
between John Atherton of Walton-on-the-Hill, Bartholomew 
Booth, Dr Henry Park, Nicholas Ashton, William Gregson of


