
THE HALMOTE ROLES OF GREAT CROSBY

REAT CROSBY is not named in the Domesday record, 
v_J but, almost certainly it was then one of the six berewicks 
of the royal manor of West Derby. This direct association with 
the crown continued until 1625 when the manor of Great 
Crosby was sold by Charles 1 to trustees acting on behalf of 
the then lord of Sefton, whose ancestor, Sir Richard Molyneux, 
had in 1446, been granted by Henry V\, amongst other heredi 
tary offices, the stewardship of the wapentake of West Derby, 
which of course included Great Crosby. In 1798 the manor 
was purchased by Thomas Ryan, a trustee of the Blundells of 
Crosby, and the successive heads of that family have since held 
the manor down to the present day.

In our first extant record on the subject, the manor of Great 
Crosby is assessed on the basis of four carucates, i.e. thirty-two 
bovates or oxgangs, and a document of 1348 states that of this 
total no less than twenty-one were held by tenants in bondage, 
later to become customary tenants, holding their property by 
copy of court roll and responsible for the payment of annual 
customary rents to the lord of the manor. The remaining 
oxgangs were held by free tenants. All transactions affecting 
the copyhold oxgangs, or any portion of them, had to be 
reported to, and approved by, the steward and the jury of the 
townsfolk on behalf of the lord of the manor. This regulation 
no doubt is largely responsible for the fact that a large number 
of the Halmote rolls covering courts held between 1452 and 
1885 (over 450 so far) have been located.

My interest in these rolls was first aroused by the note in 
Volume 111 of the Victoria County History of Lancashire, which 
states that court rolls of the manor, dating from the time of 
Henry VIII, were kept in a box in the gallery of St. Euke's 
Church in Great Crosby, and that a few earlier ones were at 
Croxteth, the seat of the earl of Sefton. By the courtesy of the 
then incumbent of St. Euke's, the Rev. Canon Paul Nichols, 
I was allowed to examine the contents of the chest which it was 
stated had not been opened for many years. There were indeed 
many rolls in it, but the earliest one was dated 2 February 1603. 
There were no Tudor rolls. The roll of 25 August 1856 explains 
why the chest was found in St. Euke's:
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"We present the insecurity of the building [formerly Great Crosby Chapel] in 
which the Court Rolls have been and are now kept and the Steward having 
applied to the Rev. Joseph Clark the Incumbent of the New Church and Mr. 
William King and Mr. Charles Challis the present churchwardens of the town 
ship for an appropriate place in the said New Church in which the Chest 
containing the said Court Rolls could be deposited and the said Incumbent and 
the churchwardens having agreed thereto we order the said Chest to be removed 
forthwith & placed in the said New Church & request the Steward to see that 
this our Order is immediately carried out".

The rolls which were at Croxteth Hall early this century have 
been lodged, with other Molyneux muniments, in the Lanca 
shire Record Office. So have many others which were preserved 
in the muniments of the Blundell of Crosby family. The late 
Major F. Sadler located four rolls of the reign of Henry VIII 
in the Public Record Office. Photostats of these have been 
obtained and are now in the Crosby Public Library. When the 
marquess of Salisbury deposited his muniments covering the 
Liverpool area in the Liverpool Record Office a few years ago, 
it was found that they included over one hundred and fifty 
Great Crosby rolls, all prior to 1580. The library committee of 
the borough of Crosby arranged to obtain photostats of these. 
There are still some gaps in the sequence, but in view of the 
success achieved so far. hope has not been abandoned that 
some day such rolls as are still missing may come to light 
somewhere.

All the earlier rolls are written in Latin. Not until the time 
of Elizabeth did the scribes begin to use English, and then only 
for such items as Orders of the Jury, obviously to ensure that 
tenants and others would know precisely what they were 
required to do. Some of the rolls have been damaged or stained. 
Parts of the script are illegible, and here and there the hand 
writing and the abbreviations make transcription difficult. But 
in transcribing the rolls, I have summarised the contents when 
the original is in Latin, and given full particulars of the follow 
ing when it is in English:

(a) The names of the jurors, the stewards and the presenters 
when surrenders made out of court were reported to the 
Halmote for confirmation. This was often the case.

(b) Presentments of individuals for offences against the 
customs of the manor and against other persons; also 
orders made by the jurors to correct negligence, and to 
ensure that the agricultural economy of the manor was 
conducted in the best interests of all concerned.

(c) In the earlier years covered by the rolls, the number of 
manorial offices was usually restricted to those of the 
reeve, constable, tasters of ale or ale founders, byelawmen 
and the four sworn men. As the years went by, additional
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officers were appointed, such as fence and watercourse 
lookers, supervisors of wreck of the sea, reeves of the 
chapel &c. Full information of all these elected manorial 
officials has been included throughout. 

The rolls are invaluable in tracing the changes that were 
constantly taking place in the holdings of the copyhold pro 
perties, and in seeking information about the inquisitions which 
took place on the death of a customary tenant and of the heir 
who succeeded to his land in accordance with the custom of the 
manor. Of these transactions, abstracts only have been included, 
but they include the names of the persons involved, the property 
at issue with the annual customary rent due when shown, 
together with any restrictive conditions attached at any time. 
Very few references occur in the rolls to the freeholders' lands 
within the manor, because the Halmote had little concern with 
these apart from any contraventions of the customary byelaws 
which may have taken place. Of course, as the years went by, 
the proportion of copyhold land in relation to the whole tended 
to decrease. For instance, when Sir Richard Molyneux pur 
chased the manorial rights in 1625, the considerable holding of 
copyhold land then held by him became freehold automatically, 
and the same thing occurred again when the Blundells of 
Crosby acquired the manor late in the eighteenth century.

It need hardly be mentioned how informative the rolls are 
about field names, or about the manner in which the open 
fields tenanted in common in the earlier years gradually de 
veloped into the closes of modern times. One can also appreciate 
from the details how, as early as the eighteenth century, Great 
Crosby began to develop as a suburb of Liverpool. A number 
of Liverpool merchants acquired quite considerable holdings 
of lands in Crosby to supplement the country residences which 
they already occupied.

A complete set of the Transcripts, in typescript, has been 
placed in the Lancashire Record Office, Preston. Two other 
copies, presented to Crosby and Bootle Historical Societies, 
are available to students in the Crosby and Bootle Public 
Reference Libraries.

THOMAS WILLIAMS




