
REVIEWS

Michael J. Bennett, Community, Class and Careerism. Cheshire and 
Lancashire Society in the Age of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight'. 
Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought, Third 
Series, vol. 18, Cambridge University Press, 1983, xii + 286 
pp. £28.50.

The past few years have seen a welcome increase in the 
number of studies of the medieval north-west. The book under 
review, the latest to see the light, constitutes an important 
analysis of Lancashire and Cheshire society (perhaps the 
weighting is a little heavier on the side of the second) between 
c. 1375 and c. 1425. It thus covers the reigns of Richard II, the 
effects of whose attachment to Cheshire is, naturally, discus­ 
sed, and those of Henry IV and his son, who brought the 
patrimony 01 Lancaster into royal hands. These three 
monarchs, as is already well known, were of unusual import­ 
ance to the history of this part of England.

Significant characteristics of the region were that it had few 
who might be regarded as real aristocrats, whether secular or 
religious; that, with the notable exception of Chester, its towns 
were small and few in number; that it had no cathedral; and 
that it was out on a limb, a frontier area bordering on Wales 
and the uncertain country of Cumbria, while being hemmed 
in by the sea on one side and the Pennines on the other. Only 
the contacts with Ireland (or, under the Stanleys, the Isle of 
Man) and the economic links with continental Europe 
through the port of Chester, together with the fnain road 
running southwards, kept the region 'open'. In fact, it was a 
closely-knit area. In the absence of an aristocracy, marriages 
between local families and the active participation of the 
gentry in county government and administration (this point 
underlined for the second half of the fifteenth century in the 
thesis of Dr. Dorothy Clayton) formed the basis of political 
power and life in the region.

It was not a rich part of England, not an area in which the 
able, or ambitious, or well-connected might wish to stay. 
Opportunities for advancement in the church were limited.
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Many clergy left to pursue their 'careers' elsewhere; some, 
notably Robert Hallum and Thomas Langley, did very well as 
bishops. Traditionally, the region had long provided soldiers 
to defend the marches, to both north and west. With the war 
with France in full flood, the country's great commanders, 
notably the Black Prince, turned to Cheshire (as Dr. Philip 
Morgan has recently shown in both article and thesis), while 
the Lancastrian kings relied very heavily on men from north of 
the Mersey, many of them encouraged to go to war partly out 
of local tradition, partly out of a need to seek extra work in a 
world of relatively static returns from the farming of land and 
little development in the towns.

With limited prospects at home, Dr. Bennett argues, men 
from the north-west left their region and were to be found in 
other parts of the country, notably in London near the court 
with which they had close links. As they were promoted, in 
business, in the church, in the law, and in the army, so these 
'Lancestrians' found positions for their 'compatriots', in the 
capital, for example, in proportionately rather larger numbers 
than their contribution to the total population of England 
merited. To the south they took some of the finer examples of 
their local culture (for the world of the Gawain-poet was 
probably set in south-east Cheshire), and they returned 
bringing with them the material profits of war and 'career- 
ism'. In this way the traffic between the north-west and the 
remainder of the country was developed and maintained.

Dr. Bennett has written a most interesting book. His 
emphasis is on the social history of the region; he is much 
concerned with structures and social mobility. He has made 
excellent use of the many local archive collections but they are 
sometimes a little 'bitty' in the information they bring to his 
study. In a work of this kind one might have expected more 
tables, more comparative analysis, more conclusions express­ 
ed in quantitative terms (although there are some interesting 
'revisions' on the population of the region to be noted in 
chapter 4). Perhaps a different use of some of the sources from 
the Public Record Office might have made the reaching of 
such conclusions possible. But let us not quibble too much. It 
is better to be thankful for what we have - a good book.

University of Liverpool Christopher Allmand

Barry Coward, The Stanleys, Lords Stanley and Earls of Derby, 
1385^1672, Chetham Society, 3rd ser. XXX. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1983. xvi + 252 pp. Price £23.
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It is appropriate that the Chetham Society should publish this 
book on the eve of the quincentenary of the elevation of 
Thomas, Lord Stanley, to the title and dignity of the Earldom 
of Derby. That elevation   Baron Stanley's reward for his last 
minute decision to support his stepson, Henry Tudor, against 
Richard III at Bosworth - was upheld by the acquisition of 
rich estates chiefly in Lancashire and Cheshire. Consequently, 
from the last years of the fifteenth century, the Stanleys 
exercised unrivalled power throughout North-Western Eng­ 
land. Despite such severe crises as the sequestration of many 
of the Earl's estates during and after the Civil Wars, and the 
division of the inheritance between the new Earl and the heirs 
general after the deaths of the fifth and tenth Earls, the Earls 
of Derby have maintained their dominant social supremacy 
throughout Lancashire and in many parts of Cheshire to the 
present day. Dr. Coward demonstrates that the sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Earls built up their power not by sup­ 
pressing their local landed neighbours, but by leading and 
co-operating with them. The history of the Stanley family 
lends little support to R.H. Tawney's hypothesis that, from 
Henry VIII's reign onwards, wealth and influence tended to 
shift from the established aristocracy to the gentry, and still 
less support to Lawrence Stone's argument that during the 
century which divided the accession of Elizabeth I from that 
of Charles II, the aristocracy 'suffered an economic crisis' and 
'lost its hold upon the nation'.

Dr. Coward has divided his book into two main sections. In 
the first he tells the story of the Stanleys' varied fortunes from 
1386, when Sir John Stanley married Isobel Lathom, to the 
death of Charles, 8th Earl of Derby, in 1672. He concentrates 
on such economic and financial matters as gains and losses of 
estates, the balance of income and expenditure derived from 
various offices held by the Earls, and the style and efficiency of 
the administration of the Stanley possessions. In his second 
section, Barry Coward develops the following themes: the 
Stanley household; the family's relationship with the gentry 
and the towns of Lancashire and Cheshire; the Stanley's 
attitude to the crown, and finally the limits of the family's 
influence in the North-West. No one has attempted anything 
like so detailed an analysis before. By comparison such 
standard histories as Seacome's Genealogical and Historical 
Account of the House of Stanley or Draper's The House of Stanley are 
slight.

This splendid book will certainly inspire other Lancashire 
and Cheshire historians to investigate further particular
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points which it raises. Fortunately for them, Dr. Coward has 
given his readers a full list of all his primary and secondary 
sources, and, both in the text and in two appendices, has 
printed detailed lists of estates held, acquired, sold or alien­ 
ated by different Earls. Appendix B, for example, transcribes 
four lists of Stanley possessions. The first refers to the 1520s 
when Cardinal Wolsey administered the estates during the 
minority of Edward, the 3rd Earl. The second is dated 1600 
when William, the 6th Earl, was still in the toils of legal 
argument with the Dowager Countess Alice and her three 
daughters; the third 1649 when Earl James was vainly trying 
to strike a bargain with the Commonwealth government, and 
the fourth 1677 when William the 9th Earl was still en­ 
deavouring to make good the losses which the family had 
suffered during the Civil Wars and Interregnum. But before 
using any one of these 'valors' as a basis for further investiga­ 
tion, the reader would be well advised to digest the wise words 
of the last chapter of the book, 'Conclusion', in which the 
author discusses the difficulties involved in trying to extract 
from these lists and figures a correct valuation of the Stanley 
estates.

The book ends somewhat abitrarily in 1672 with a forward 
glance to some of the problems facing the 9th Earl, William. 
Ahead more difficult days awaited the Stanleys, but the family 
weathered them so successfully that in the reigns of George 
III and George IV the influence of the 12th Earl in the 
North-West was certainly no less than that of any of his 
distinguished predecessors. Perhaps Dr. Coward will now go 
on to analyse the later Stanleys' wealth and power and give us 
the results in a second volume. It is in our interest to 
encourage him to do so.

Southport J.J. Bagley

Peter J. Aspinall and Daphne M. Hudson, Ellesmere Port: The 
Making of an Industrial Borough, published by the Borough 
Council of Ellesmere Port, (4, Civic Way, Ellesmere Port), 
1982, 328 pp. Price £8.75.

This book is not only the product of a laudable piece of civic 
enterprise, but is also good value for money. One would wish 
to see more ventures of the same kind. It is a pioneering work, 
in that it embodies substantial tracts of contemporary history, 
ending its narrative in approximately 1974, having opened the 
story, of necessity, with the promotion and building of the
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Ellesmere Canal in 1791-6. It is thereby a splendid corrective 
to the, by now, utterly philistine notion that local history does 
not belong to the recent past.

Unfortunately, the book is revolutionary in few other 
respects. It is, indeed, admirably thorough, and misses hardly 
a visible detail of industrial development, business enterprise 
or municipal administration. The writing itself is businesslike, 
rather flat, and unwilling to risk too many excursions into the 
type of interpretation that might provide more than purely 
factual insights. Professor Lawton, who plays a part both as 
editor and contributor, observes in his introduction that 'the 
amount of information available on the contribution of indi­ 
viduals ... is limited', and this means that the working out of 
fundamental or serious business decisions affecting the town is 
rarely explored satisfactorily, or at all, notwithstanding a list 
of sources that is both impressive and extensive. One is thus 
left with a sense of inevitability, of the working of some 
deterministic deus ex mackina, as one thing follows another, and 
as the familiar forces and factors are invoked   advantages of 
location and cost, convenience of transport, and the working 
of a more distant economic world, and its price movements 
and supplies of entrepreneurs, which is rarely linked forcefully 
or illuminatingly with the narrative. Have geographer col­ 
leagues, notwithstanding some vigorous debates in their own 
ranks, really conquered this deterministic monster? One 
wonders.

Nor is this the only problem that besets the writers of such a 
work. Their story is one of the growth of an urban organism 
from very elementary beginnings to 'maturity', in both the 
industrial and the civic senses. But maturity is not really 
defined, and growth implies 'progress' as well as development 
into stages of greater complexity, with the result that a 
half-hidden form of Whiggish urban history is noticeable in 
the book as a whole. But, in fairness to the authors, they do 
not indulge themselves in the vulgar pieties that mar too many 
civic histories, and they rightly concern themselves with the 
evolution of Ellesmere Port from its early status as a 'frontier' 
settlement into a much more complex set of 'communities', 
with varied and civilised amenities and institutions. Even if 
this is hardly an original approach, it is both useful and 
defensible, and there is a plenitude of information for students 
of a wide range of topics.

Yet another problem faced by the business, civic or admi­ 
nistrative historian working in these circumstances - and the 
ambitious urbanist has to learn to wear all of these hats - is
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that of identifying and characterising the stresses and strains 
that lead to change, in economic development, institutions 
and movements. Sometimes, indeed, the authors do this 
adequately, especially in tracing the pressures that led to the 
growth of the town and its boundaries. In other matters, no 
less important from a human point of view, dictionary-listing 
takes over, and the chance to illuminate is lost. Hence, we are 
told (pp. 197-8) about the foundation of the local cottage 
hospital in 1919 - after the subject of the need for such an 
institution had been first broached in 1896! - and, linked to 
this item of information, we find that an impressive list of 
business notables, who actually 'co-operated', is given full 
credit, whilst the fate of members of the public, some of whom 
were presumably injured in the service of these same em­ 
ployers, passes without recognition. Such history may have 
been acceptable in the 1950s, when (e.g.) Barker and Harris 
were demonstrating the potentialities of the business-oriented 
approach in their own Merseyside study, but it is now 
recognised that the study of institutions without full reference 
to the people within them is fundamentally sterilising, and it 
will not do for Professor Lawton to say that the book is 'rather 
less concerned with the townspeople'. For whom, then, were 
the civic institutions designed? These comments are apposite 
for another reason; Professor Harris was one of the progeni­ 
tors of the project that led to this book, and the business 
history that he has done so much to promote will have to 
change much of its nature and application if it is to produce 
good local and regional material.

Weaknesses, fully expected in the light of what has been 
said, also appear when the authors attempt some social 
analysis. We are told about 'social leaders', in the spirit of the 
work of J.M. Lee, in Chapters Five and Six, and there is, 
indeed, useful and well-documented material on political 
movements, but little appears about the people who were led, 
except in terms of statistics and demographic or occupational 
data. There is some thoroughly valuable and fascinating 
material on social structure (p.97), which, incidentally, 
provides parallels with other 'boom towns' like Barrow, 
Middlesbrough or West Hartlepool, but the book very rarely 
invokes comparisons from outside, with the result that what 
could be stimulating is made decidedly less so. And, in one of 
the rare instances where the authors discuss political conflict 
(p. 110), are they so naif as to believe that citizens' leagues 
and independents in local politics are 'non-partisan', except in 
the most narrowly literal of terms?
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Notwithstanding these criticisms, this is a valuable book. It 
may not contain many of those speculations which can 
challenge further research, or provoke the production of 
missing diaries or letter files, but it does demonstrate the vast 
but varying effects of technology and transport. Ellesmere 
Port's 'real' industrial revolution arrived not as a consequence 
of the opening of the original waterway, but with the arrival of 
the Manchester Ship Canal, which, for reasons which could 
still call for deeper research, attracted a variety of industries to 
the town - ship repair, flour milling, cement and dyestuff 
manufacture. The authors, whose hearts are plainly with the 
rather conventional but worthy planners of a few years ago, 
draw attention to the degradation of the environment which 
followed this economic upsurge. But the dragon was of course 
conquered, and one would, one day, like to learn more about 
the people who did the conquering. A.J.P. Taylor once 
stigmatised a well-known series of volumes of historical 
documents as 'compiled by bureaucrats for bureaucrats'. This 
book is too palpably written for local government officers and 
representatives, notwithstanding its scholarly integrity.

But it is a thoroughly useful addition to the growing and 
decidedly variable collection of town studies.

University of Lancaster J.D. Marshall


