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The river Alt flows through a low-lying area or level in south 
west Lancashire, where its influence on life and livelihood was 
formerly much greater than its size would suggest. Its 
shortcomings as an agent of land drainage led to an Act of 
Parliament being obtained in 1779 for 'draining, improving 
and preserving the lowlands in the parishes of Altcar, Sefton, 
Halsall and Walton-on-the-Hill in the county palatine of 
Lancaster', hereafter referred to as the Alt Drainage Act. 1 
Written references to management of the river and its level 
have tended to gloss over any activity before this date, 
sometimes indeed perpetuating woolly ideas such as those 
printed in the souvenir guide produced for the opening of 
Altmouth pumping station in 1972:

Just when this lowland area was won from the sea is not known, but it 
is believed that works were carried out by local monks in the 13th 
century and by the Dutch in the 17th century. The earliest written 
records are dated 1779 . . .-

19 Geo. Ill, c. 33. For the subsequent activities of the drainage 
commissioners see William Stanistreet (continued by Edward Litdedale), 
Abstract of an Act of Parliament for draining, improving and preserving the lowlands in 
the parishes qfAllcar, Sefton, Ha/sal/ and Walton-on-the-Hill in the count}' palatine of 
Lancastn and some facts taken principally from the minute books of the proceedings of 
the commissioners, showing the commencement and progress of the works up to the 
present period (Liverpool, 1850) [hereafter Proceedings of commissioners]. 
Mersey and Weaver River Authority, Altmouth pumping station (1972), p. 5.
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While intervention by the monastic houses is certainly 
documented, there is no evidence to suggest that Dutch 
engineers and adventurers ever saw potential profit in this small 
corner of Lancashire. Much effort and expense was invested in 
the problem by local inhabitants, however, as this study of the 
pre-1779 records which do survive will show. Among the 
interesting attempts at management which have come to light in 
this hitherto neglected period are the bodies known as 
commissions of sewers, more familiar as a feature of the Fens, 
London, and Kent. A variety of other home-made arrangements 
are also documented but, as will be shown, it became apparent 
by the later 1770s that a statute for the area would be needed to 
strengthen the powers of the drainage authority.

For most of its lower meandering course from Aintree to 
the sea, the Alt follows a north-westerly direction, before 
turning south and flowing along the shore into the Mersey 
estuary near Hightown, south of Formby (Fig. 7). This 
southward deflection, probably caused by wind-blown sand 
blocking the estuary during a period of active dune formation, 
is not pronounced on early maps such as Saxton's, owing to 
their scale, imperfect surveying, and failure to include the 
stretch along the shore. It is therefore not safe to use such 
maps as hard evidence for coastal configuration in the 
sixteenth century, though the deflection seems to be suggested 
on William Smith's 1598 map of Lancashire. 3 Until 1797, 
when construction of a bank to protect the shore channel from 
drifting sand led to the conversion of Altcar Sands into dry 
land (Wignall's Bank), the coast was reached near Alt Grange 
(National Grid Reference SD 293049), now well inland. 4 
Several parts of the river's course have also been altered and

For example, as redrawn in the frontispiece to John Harland, Portfolio of 
fragments relative to the history and antiquities of the county palatine and duchy of 
Lancaster, ed. Matthew Gregson (3rd edn, London, 1869). Opinions as 
to when the deflection occurred range from prehistory to the sixteenth 
century. For surface geology' providing evidence relating to the Alt and 
its tributaries see The sand dunes of the Seflon coast, ed. David Atkinson 
and John Houston (Liverpool, 1993), p. 27.
All the map references in this paper are to be found on O.S. Map 
1/25,000, sheet SD 20/30 (Formby and MaghuU).
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Figure 7 The Alt level: principal locations referred to in the study.

re-altered by human intervention over the centuries, and this 
is even more true of its tributaries, as successive landowners or 
authorities tinkered with the drainage pattern.

Today's river authority does not use the term 'level', but the 
word occurs frequently in documents of the period to denote 
the flood-endangered hinterland of the Alt, and usefully 
conveys the flat terrain, lying close to sea-level, criss-crossed 
by drainage ditches, and always at risk from both land and sea 
floods. Peat shrinkage has further reduced the land surface in 
many places, to below the level of the river, and the whole of 
the lower catchment is now controlled by pumping. People 
with land in the level were known as 'levellers', the earliest 
such usage found in this study being in a list of jurors relating
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to the sewer commission dated 1608. 5 It seems doubtful that 
the level always constituted a clear administrative area such as 
occurred in the Fens, and each authority charged with control 
of the river has worked within different limits of jurisdiction 
(Table 1). However, the level must have been a recognized 
entity for the purposes of assessing for rates and taxes when 
these were levied upon the occupiers of land within it. For 
example, in 1697 nearly 2,833 acres (1,338 acres and 3 roods 
customary) was judged to be within the level and taxable for 
flood prevention, while the Drainage Act of 1779 defined 
about 4,843 statute acres of lowlands subject to its provisions 
(the eventual total being slightly higher). In the 1970s the 
water authority considered that as much as 12,800 statute 
acres of agricultural land in the Alt catchment as a whole 
required protection by active drainage measures.'1

Most of the material presented here relates to the townships 
from just above the old Dunnings Bridges (SD 372005), which 
carried the Liverpool to Ormskirk road at the northern end of 
the stretch called Arnold Reanes, down to the river's mouth. 
These townships are: on the right or north bank, Melling and 
Maghull in Halsall parish, Altcar, and Formby in Walton on 
the Hill parish (including the old manor of Ravenmeols); on 
the left or south bank, Aintree, Netherton, Sefton, Lunt, 
Thornton, Ince Blundell, and Little Crosby, all in Sefton 
parish. Little Crosby's notional river frontage was a section of 
coast in the 'High Town', where the Alt flows in its shore 
channel below high water mark. Neighbouring Great Crosby, 
Downholland, and Lydiate also contribute to the picture.

Some early records call the river Great or Mickle Alt, while 
another stream is Dirt Alt or simply Alt. Saxton's map of 
Lancashire dated 1577 shows the latter as an unnamed stream 
flowing past Aughton and converging with the Alt between 
Altcar and Lydiate. On Lord Burghley's map of 1590 (Fig. 8, 
p. 64) this is labelled 'dirt Alt'. It is identifiable as Sudell brook,

5 Lanes. R.O., DDC1 1044, 13 Sept. 1608 (Clifton of Lytham papers).
6 Lanes. R.O., DDB1 24/43, 13 Oct. 1697 (transcript of verdict of court 

of sewers jury); Alt Drainage Act, 19 Geo. Ill, c. 33; Altmouth pumping 
station. All acreages quoted hereafter are customary (multiply by 2.116 
to arrive at statute acres).



Alt Level, 1589-1779 63

TABLE 1 Summary of known orders, agreements, and authorities for the management of 
the river Alt in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries

Date

1608
(great seal 8 Feb.,
duchy seal 12 Feb.)

1647

I(i60
(great seal 11 Aug.,
duchy seal 30 Aug.)

1677
(great seal 25 July,
duchy seal 23 Aug.)

11)95
(great seal 23/28
May, palatinate
seal 26 June)

1709

c. 1760

1771
(petition 30Jan.,
versions with all
3 seals)

1779
(royal assent 1 Apr.)

Type

commission of
sewers

order by J.P.s in
quarter sessions

commission oi
sewers

commission of
sewers

commission of
sewers

local agreement

local agreement

commission of
sewers

Alt Drainage
Act Commissioners

Area

from Furmosspooi
up the Alt to
Sefton Bridge

river Alt from the
sea to Arnold Reanes

river Alt from Huylon
to Altmouth and 4 miles
either side

rivers Alt. Douglas, and
'Barrow' (PYarrow)

rivers Mersey, Alt,
and Douglas

river Alt

river Alt

river Alt from Hu\ton
to Altmouth and 4 miles
either side

designated lowlands
around the river Alt from
Bull Bridge. Ainlree,
to Grange Landmark. Ince
ISlundcll

Remarks

duration
unknown

duration
unknown;
referred to in
petition for
1771 commission

duration
unknown

in being 1 700
but probably
ceased shortly
thereafter

known in draft
only

known in draft
only. Inn refers
back to previous
agreements in
operation

refers back to 1 660
commission;
superseded bv
drainage
commissioners
under 1779 Act

jurisdiction also
over certain
tributaries;
continued in
being until 1920s

Notes: As il is not known whether the 1633 Lancashire commission of sewers exercised jurisdiction 
over the Alt, this is omitted. For references see text footnotes.
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Figure 8 Extract from Lord Burghley's map of Lancashire, 1590, 
showing the river Alt and the stream 'dirt Alt' flowing into it between 
Lydiate and Altcar ('Anker)

which originally turned south at approximately SD 356062, 
formed the now 'dry' boundary running along Acres Lane 
between Altcar and Lydiate, and joined Alt at the present 
Maghull brook confluence. By the later sixteenth century, as 
indicated by these maps, SudelTs waters apparently ran direct 
to Alt via Lydiate brook. This straight watercourse can be
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identified in medieval grants and may be artificial, at least in 
part. 7 Its later use as a short-cut for Sudell or Dirt Alt could 
have been to speed the discharge of the extra flow from a moss 
drainage channel which now joined Sudell upstream. (Modern 
drainage and railway work have since altered the course of both 
brooks once again.) A sketch map of the river made in 1762 
refers to the confluence of Lydiate (Monks Carr) brook and Alt 
as 'the Meeting of the Brooks', suggesting the former probably 
carried a significant volume of water at that time.8

In the period of this study there were two main streams of 
Alt between Dunnings Bridges and a point below Sefton 
church, one of them the mill stream of Sefton watermill, but 
both probably artificial and replaced by a single cut in the 
twentieth century. A third channel, now the minor streams 
Dover's brook and Old Alt brook, forms the boundary between 
Maghull and Netherton/Sefton and probably represents the 
original course. The mill diversion is said by Thomas Ashcroft 
to have been made in 1595, but alterations for a mill here had 
also been made earlier, witness an exchange dated 1431 which 
mentions a mill dam, the Old Alt, and a new dyke.' 1 Dunnings 
Bridges spanned all three channels, and there were important 
crossing points down river at Sefton and at Alt Bridge, located 
where the coastal road from Liverpool turned inland from the 
sandhills to cross the river between Ince Blundell and Altcar, 
near Formby. An old bridle bridge here was replaced in 1677 
by a new stone one a little upstream at or near the site of the 
present Alt Bridge (SD 308056). 10 There were also at least two

7 e.g. Lanes. R.O., DDM 19/1 (Molyneux papers).
8 Lanes. R.O., pasted on dorse of DDB1 24/25 (Blundell of Crosby 

papers, copy of Fearon's chart of the sea coast).
9 Thomas Ashcroft, A brief historical account of Sefton church (Liverpool, 

1819), p. 41; Lanes. R.O., DDM 46/51, 10 Apr. 1431. There do not 
appear to have been any other watermills in operation on the lower 
part of the Alt in the study period, though there was one just above 
Bull Bridge in Aintree, one on the 'other' Alt at Eggergate, and one on 
Downholland brook: Lanes. R.O., DDM 14/9; DDM 14/16; DDIn 
56/92 (Blundell of Ince Blundell papers). A mill on the Great Alt 
associated with Alt Grange features in several medieval grants.

10 Lanes. R.O., QSP 243/46, 4 May 1663 (quarter sessions papers); 
DDIn 4/1, 30 Apr. 1677.
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minor crossings." The main tributary in addition to those 
already noted was Downholland (Fleam) brook, flowing in 
from the north near Formby. The bridges and confluences 
with brooks were used as fixed points in reports and orders 
concerning the state of the Alt.

The problem presented by the river Alt was not just that its 
low level and insufficient fall rendered it inadequate for 
drainage, but that its bed lay below the level of high tides for 
several miles inland, and when flow was increased by heavy 
rain such tides backed up the fresh water and spilled it over 
the land. Before the use of floodgates, the Alt may well have 
been tidal at least to Showrick, whose name seems to derive 
from the medieval 'Schollerwyck', identifiable as the Maghull 
brook section of Dirt Alt. 12 The wyke ('creek') element of this 
name could well reflect tidal conditions. How far up river 
boats could once navigate is not clear: some ships engaged in 
the coastal trade were described as of Alt, or Altcar, in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but would not need to 
navigate up river to be so designated. 13 The date of the first 
floodgates, which would restrict this, is also uncertain, as 
discussed below.

Sefton and Altcar townships were renowned for their floods 
until comparatively recently. The diary of Nicholas Blundell of 
Little Crosby Hall has several references to the disruption to 
travel caused by what he terms Sefton waters. Ashcroft's 
description of the sheet of water stretching for many miles and 
appearing like an arm of the sea was repeated by later writers, 
as were word-of-mouth stories about villagers boating to 
church and hay being floated to higher ground on barn

11 At BlundelTs or Harry's Carr (later Baines) Bridge (SD 337039), see 
for example Lanes. R.O., PR 2468, 1724 (Altcar surveyors' account for 
repair); and Showrick Bridge (SD 353025), providing access to 
Showrick Meadow for Sefton tenants of Lord Molyneux: Lanes. R.O., 
DDM 14/9, f. 73, 1696-7 (Altcar rental). Both bridges have recently 
been reinstated, respectively in 1993 and 1998.

12 A. Cottam, 'An Altcar tithe dispute in the fourteenth century', 
T.H.S.L.C. LXXXII (1930), p. 151.

13 Liverpool town books 1550-1862, ed. J. A. Twemlow (Liverpool, 1935), 
II, pp. 33, 110; C. Northcote Parkinson, The rise of the port of Liverpool 
(Liverpool, 1952), p. 42. .
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doors. 14 Field names with 'salt' in Altcar may suggest sea 
rather than land floods. The documents used in this study 
contain a wealth of descriptions of the hardship brought by 
such flooding.

The floods were of course not entirely disastrous. Thanks to 
the river, the Sefton district was famous for hay production. 
Thomas Pennant described 'a vast range of fine meadows that 
reach almost to the sea'. Some of these were still held in 
common and divided into doles in the eighteenth century, such 
as Thornton Hestholm (Estham) and Altcar's Showrick 
Meadow. There was, or had been, another important area of 
meadow along the river in Ince, shared with other townships 
and protected by cops (embankments) raised downstream of 
the present Alt Bridge. 1 ' The wetness and deposition of silt 
occasioned by a certain amount of flooding promoted a rich 
hay crop, but this needed to be under control and not to 
continue for many months at a time. Mention in manorial 
records of constructions called 'trunks', which elsewhere occur 
in the context of deliberate flooding of fields, probably indicate 
the controlled watering of local hay meadows."' Disruption to 
the hay crop had a serious impact on neighbouring town 
customers, particularly in Liverpool, so that the Alt's influence 
stretched well beyond its immediate flood plain.

This flat, wet country had much in common with the Fens 
of eastern England. Even the fen-dweller's fabled 'pole- 
vaulting' method of crossing dykes may have been practised 
here, as hinted in a report of the river becoming so narrow 
that 'men leape over it without a staffe'. 1 ' Drainage and flood

14 The greal diurnal of Nicholas Blundeil (1702-1728), ed. Frank Tyrer and 
J. J. Bagley, 3 vols, R.S.L.C. CX, CXII, CXIV (1968-72), entries for 
8 Dec. 1705, 18 Sept. 1706, and weather summary for Sept. 1724; 
Ashcroft, Sefton church, p. 6; William Warburton, 'Notes on Altcar 
parish', T.H.S.LC. XLVII (1896), p. 185.

15 Thomas Pennant, A tour from Downing to Alston Moor fin 1773] (London, 
1801), p. 47; Lanes. R.O., DDB1 54/3, 1604, and various Molyneux 
estate plans at DDM 14 and court records at DDM 7.

16 Another aspect was the popularity of skating on Sefton Meadows, for 
which water was deliberately admitted as recently as the 1920s.

17 Lanes. R.O. ; QSP 35/43, 5 June 1650.
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defence were constant preoccupations. They were chiefly 
accomplished by keeping the watercourses scoured to 
maintain their fall and carrying capacity, building up 
embankments to retain floodwaters or protect from the sea, 
and cutting new ditches or drainage channels. Each field was 
usually surrounded by ditching, and many of the lines can be 
matched between the Molyneux estate plans of 1769, for 
example, and a modern map.

Medieval drainage engineering under the auspices of the 
monastic houses in the Fens and Somerset levels is well 
known, so it is no surprise that records confirm such 
intervention in the Alt level. Dyking, embanking, and sluice 
construction were carried out from at least the thirteenth 
century for Stanlow (later Whalley) abbey, which held Alt 
Grange in Ince Blundell, and Merevale abbey (Warws.), which 
held Altcar. l!! Embanking of the river to contain it is implicit 
in many of the records used in this study, and by 1769 was 
extensive. 1 "

There is also evidence for some early straightening of river 
channels to speed the discharge of water. Two parcels of land 
called the Corsage and the Lamber Hook enclosed by 
meanders of Downholland brook were by the eighteenth 
century cut off from their parent townships (respectively 
Formby and Altcar) by straightening of that stream, the 
meanders remaining as ghosts on the map where boundaries 
still follow them. References in manor court and other records 
are inconclusive, but it appears likely that at least some of the 
straightening had been accomplished a considerable time 
before. There are indications, for example, that the Corsage 
work pre-dates the 'Hamilton map' off. 1559.-° At least one 
section of Alt had been similarly straightened at some

18 See for example The coucher book or chartulary of \\lialley abbey, ed. W A. Hulton. 
II, C.S. [old ser.] XI (1847), pp. 498, 513 (the"latter concerning flood 
control and the size and operation of sluices); Lanes. R.O., DDM 19/5.

19 See, for example, Lanes. R.O., DDM 14/21 and 14/31, 1769 (plans of 
Altcar and Ince Blundell).

20 P.R.O., MR 2, redrawn in Edward Turner, 'A Tudor map from 
Lancashire: Downholland, Altcar and Formby', Lancashire Local 
Historian, VII (1992), p. 20.
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unspecified date before 1697, leaving an outlier of Ince 
Blundcll on the Altcar side of the river near its confluence 
with Lydiate brook 'cut thorow to strighten the Course of the 
River alt'.- 1 Quite possibly these works and other 'new' 
drainage cuts date from the sixteenth century, which as has 
already been indicated seems to have been a time of 
adjustment to local watercourses. Such alteration would 
appear to have been at the instigation of local landowners and 
not carried out by sewer commissions.

What has not yet become fully clear is how management 
of the Alt customarily related to that of the other 
watercourses and cops in the level. Tenants' obligations 
relating to the latter appear abundantly in township (manor 
court) records before the 1779 Drainage Act, but scouring of 
the river channel itself does not, which may help explain why 
so many attempts were made to organize an overall co 
ordinating authority. With the lack of overlap of dates 
between surviving manorial records and commissions of 
sewers, it has also proved difficult to discern what if any 
relationship existed between these two tiers of authority. 
After the Act, the drainage commissioners had power to 
order people in the lowlands to scour their lesser 
watercourses and maintain their clows (sluices) and other 
structures. 22 Sewer commissioners on the other hand do not 
appear to have exercised such jurisdiction beyond the river 
other than to collect rates. In Lincolnshire, parochial officers 
called dyke-reeves acted under the direction of the 
commissioners, but such organization was not found in 
Lancashire during this study. 2:i

In this locality the authority for the township was quite 
routinely the manor court, with supposedly parish officers 
being chosen there even before the 1662 Poor Law Act

21 Lanes. R.O., DDM 14/9, p. 85, 1697 (Ince Blundell rental).
22 A short glossary of locally used terms, not all of which can be 

tracked down in the Oxford English Dictionary, is attempted in the 
Appendix, below, pp. 92 4.

23 Records of the commissioners of sewers in the Parts of Holland 1547-1603, ed. 
A. M. Kirkus and A. E. B. Owen. 2 vols, Lincoln Record Society, LFV, 
LXXI (1959-77).
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allowed delegation to townships. 24 Orders by the jury for 
inhabitants to scour 'their' watercourses, that is the lengths 
through or alongside their ground, and presentments for 
neglecting to do so, feature in the court records alongside 
other measures to regulate communal life and agriculture. 
Ditches had to be maintained, banks raised, goates and clows 
controlling flow repaired and operated, plats raised or opened 
to allow free passage, and water was to be kept in its proper 
course and not diverted.

In the seventeenth century supervision of these tasks usually 
fell to the burleymen. A typical annual order by the court 
would be for 'all fleames to be reasonablie clensed and 
scowred yerelie att the appoyntment of the Barlowmen' with a 
deadline of the following Midsummer or Lammas. New works 
would also be ordered, such as a new fleam, each person to 
make the section passing through his 'dowle'. Formby court 
has an order to make a goate on Downholland brook at the 
cost of 'all that have ground lying under that Level!', with a 
10s. fine for anyone 'perswaiding others against the worke or 
refusing to pay what they shall be Lawfully assessed in towards 
building the same'. 2 ' Other orders and presentments concern 
named individuals who have failed to maintain watercourses 
and cops.

Surviving court records are patchy and their preoccupations 
vary from place to place, but there does seem to have been a 
steady growth in the importance of watercourse management 
in the townships' daily life. In the later eighteenth century it 
comes to form as much as half or two thirds of court business 
in several of the manors for which records exist. Coupled with 
this is a proliferation of the unpaid officers, presumably to 
spread the load between the inhabitants as the obligations 
became more onerous. Among the designations added are

24 For example highway surveyors/supervisors in Little Crosby from at 
least 1617 and in Great Crosby and Thornton in the eighteenth 
century, chapelwardens in Great Crosby in the early seventeenth 
century, overseers of the poor in the latter in the eighteenth century- 
Lanes. R.O., DDX 109; DDM 7.

25 Lanes. R.O., DDX 109/36 (transcript of Little Crosby court 
proceedings), pp. 28 (1604), 55 (1628); DDFo 15/8, 5 Apr. 1715 
(Formby of Formby papers).
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'lookers to copps and goats' (Thornton and Sefton) and long 
lists for Formby and Altcar, which were split into 
subdivisions. Dealing with land drainage were, for example, 
in Formby 'lookers that the Fleam Bridge Clow be duly 
attended', referring to Downholland brook (this may be the 
goate ordered to be made above), and in Altcar 'goat lookers 
to see the goat put up and down and well repaired' and 
'lookers to see Showrick Clough repaired'. The goates and 
clows probably controlled outfall of ditches into brooks and 
brooks into the river, and kept out tidal floods. Altcar also 
had cop lookers for several locations including 'betwixt Rye 
Hey and the River Alt', and 'betwixt great Goat and rail 
Bridge and to see the Brook well clensed and scoured', 
referring respectively to Lydiate brook's embankment and to 
Downholland brook. Other officers could also become 
involved. Records of Sefton's highway surveyors show 'letting 
water off the road' to be a frequent preoccupation. Lanes 
and artificial drainage watercourses were closely connected, 
as the former often followed the banks. Orders to 
inhabitants to scour ditches, throw them into the lane, and 
raise their slacks probably mean that the dredgings from the 
ditches should be used to raise embankments, fill potholes, 
and so on.-' 1

Such examples, though probably reflecting practices in 
existence for many decades, take us well into the eighteenth 
century. For evidence of attempts to co-ordinate control of 
the river itself, however, the present study took as its starting 
point a Duchy of Lancaster commission of February 1589, set 
up under Sir Richard Shireburne to enquire into the danger 
from 'the breakinge oute of the sea banckes called 
Altemouthe'. A report on all lands liable to flooding, with 
particular attention to those held by the Crown, the earl of 
Derby, or Sir Richard Molyneux was required, and an 
estimate of the nature and cost of works to strengthen the

26 See for example Lanes. R.O., DDFo 15/1, 23 Nov. 1762 (Formby); 
DDM 7/5, 11 May 1784 (Altcar ); DDM 7/278, 7 Sept. 1785 (Sefton); 
DDM 7/415, 16 Sept. 1773 (Thornton); PR 2824/1, 1718 onwards 
(Sefton parish records).
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banks, with recommendations on how the money should be 
raised.- 7

This enquiry was evidently occasioned by fear of sea floods 
breaking through the coastal banks (possibly including in this 
the banks containing the river further inland where it 
remained tidal the documents are catalogued as referring to 
floods of the river Alt). Whether the commission followed a 
particular storm or coastal changes, or was perhaps part of 
the wider interest in maximizing land use for food production 
as the population rose steeply, is not known.- 8

Depositions taken at Altmouth warned of the great dearth 
which floods would bring, extravagantly claiming that 
Liverpool, Ormskirk, Preston, Warrington, and even, in times 
of necessity, Ireland were 'manteyned chiefly by the corne 
groweing' in the low lands in danger of flooding. Witnesses 
variously swore that they had 'taken a perfecte level' or, while 
on regular sailing trips to Ireland, could see no high ground 
between the coast and Rivington Pike. The commissioners 
duly produced a somewhat fantastic estimate of the 
endangered lowlands, listing thirty-three manors and their 
owners in an area extending to Halewood, Warrington, Parr 
(St Helens), and Croston, and recommended the banks be 
strengthened by a 10-foot stone wall. With 132 roods ('after 8 
yardes to the powle', i.e. 1,056 yards) at £5 each, this would 
cost £660, which ought to be met by a rate on the whole 
county, like county bridges.

Though no direct mention of construction work on the wall 
has been found, there is a surviving record of an 'imposicion 
for the Reparacion of Altemoughe' to the tune of £330, 
representing half the sum required, laid upon the entire

27 P.R.O., DL 44/447, commission 22 Feb. 1589, depositions and 
certificate 1 Apr. 1589 (duchy of Lancaster special commissions and 
returns). There is no hard evidence that Altmouth was a settlement 
rather than just the name of a geographical location, despite much 
early twentieth-century speculation about a 'lost village'.

28 Only one serious breach of coastal defences during the period of study 
was found unambiguously recorded: the storm and inundation of Dec. 
1720, which was more seriously felt further north: Joan Beck, 'The 
church brief for the inundation of the Lancashire coast in 1720', 
T.H.S.LC. CV(1953).
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county in 1590.--' Baines quotes a letter from the justices of 
Salford hundred dated October of that year, asking the earl of 
Derby to 'move the lordes of the Privy Counsell to excuse 
their non-payment of parte of a summe of money . . . toward 
the repayre of the Bancks of Altemouthe, which was but a 
private Cause', 'w and one would expect some of the other 
more distant hundreds to feel the same. A 230-foot stretch of 
6-foot wide rubble wall uncovered (and removed) during 
dredging below Alt Grange in 1908-9 could have been part of 
these sea defences, though it could also have been the remains 
of a quay, as the engineers thought at the time. 31

The first sewer commission for the Alt of which evidence 
has been found came into being in 1608. 32 If there had been 
problems with implementing the earlier commission's 
recommendations, this may have been an attempt to deal with 
the situation in a more rational way. Commissions of sewers 
originated in the Middle Ages and such a commission could 
be the statutory land drainage authority until 1930. The law 
of sewers, derived from earlier legislation and custom such as 
the ancient communal organization of Romney Marsh in 
Kent, was codified in 1531-2, with some subsequent 
amendments. 33 The wording of commission documents, right 
up to the last one for the Alt (1771) remains couched in Tudor 
terminology and centres on what had been an early 
preoccupation, the impediments (to flow or more importantly 
to navigation) which the commissioners had power to remove 
or amend, such as mills and fish-traps. Extracts from the 
standard clauses of the original commission sometimes appear

29 Copy of the imposition for each hundred in a 'Book of loans, taxations, 
subsidies and musters': Lanes. R.O., DDF 2440, no. 80 (Farington 
papers).

30 Edward Baines (revised John Harland), The history of the county palatine 
and duchy of Lancaster (Manchester. 1868), II, p. 389, quoting B.L., 
Harleian MS. 1926, f. 105b.

31 Lanes. R.O., CSA 2, minutes of Alt Drainage Commissioners, 
surveyor's report Feb. 1910.

32 P.R.O., C 181/2 (entry books of commissions), p. 57, 8 Feb. 1608, 
actually indexed under 'Formosspool', the commission's geographical 
starting point, not under Alt.

33 Statute of Sewers, 23 Hen. VIII, c. 5: Statutes of the realm, III, pp. 368-72.
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in surviving records of the courts. A commission's introductory 
words:

For as much as the walls, ditches, banks, fences, gutters, sewers, gotes, 
calcies, bridges, streams and other defences by the coasts of the sea 
and marshgrouiids in [the commission's specified area] be so disrupt 
lacerate and broken by rage of the sea flowing and reflowing and 
fresh waters descending and having course by divers ways to the sea

do not necessarily describe local conditions, but reflect that 
commissions were strictly speaking concerned only with tidal 
rivers or those navigated by boats, where public interest 
existed. In practice this seems to have become extended to 
any low-lying land susceptible to sea or land floods, and a 
commission's chief activities were keeping rivers clear and 
banks repaired.

In the case of the Alt, the geographical area of jurisdiction 
varied from one commission to another. In 1608, the limits 
were

from a place called Formerspoole . . . followinge the Sea banck wales 
[walls] and copps northward unto a place called Alte Grannge . . . 
and from the said Grannge following alonge the banks and copps 
Eastwarde on both sides the River called Alte unto a Bridge lyiiige in 
the parrishe of Sefton called Alt bridge.

Farmosspool gutter flowed into the Alt on the shore between 
Great and Little Crosby. The upper limit stated here is 
presumed to be Sefton Bridge, not the one downstream now 
called Alt Bridge.

Commissioners had similar status to, and often actually 
were, justices of the peace. LikeJ.P.s, some of them were 
designated as 'of the quorum', and they presided over a court 
and jury of sewers with both administrative and judicial 
powers. It was a court of record, with records in English. 
Commissions were generally headed by substantial 
landowners, often from the nobility or greater gentry and not 
necessarily local, but not debarred if they had an interest in 
the lowlands under their jurisdiction. In 1608 the 
commissioners were the earl of Derby, Lord Gerard, seven 
knights, and fourteen esquires. The biggest landholders in the 
level were actually the families of Molyneux of Sefton and 
Croxteth, and Blundell of Ince Blundell. Second in local
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importance only to the earl of Derby, the head of the 
Molyneux family (Viscount Molyneux after 1628) nevertheless 
appears only once among the early commissioners. 34 The 
family's Roman Catholicism may have prevented their 
taking the oath; Viscount Molyneux heads the list of 
commissioners in 1771, shortly after conformity to the 
Established Church.

The above details of the 1608 commissioners and their area 
of jurisdiction come from central government records where 
information about the setting up of commissions can be 
found. 3 ' In theory, local records should have passed to 
modern successor bodies, and can include minutes, jury 
verdicts, accounts, lists of acreages for rating purposes, copies 
of the commission itself, and orders or 'laws', which were local 
regulations emanating from the sewer court. In some areas, 
notably Kent, Lincolnshire, and the metropolitan area, these 
are extensive. In Lancashire they are almost all lost, surviving 
only as occasional copies chiefly among estate papers, kept as 
evidence of some dispute or local arrangement. Continuity of 
commissions of sewers over long periods has been generally 
taken as the norm, based on the long runs of records which 
survive for certain parts of England. It is possible, however, 
that they present a misleading picture. Discontinuous and 
sporadic commissions like those for the Alt may have been 
more common than has been supposed, but have been 
overlooked because traces remain only in scattered documents.

The only local trace of the first sewer commission which 
has been found dates from one of the court's first meetings, 
held at Ormskirk in September 1608, and includes a 
summary of its remit as set out in the original commission. 36 It

34 In the county-wide commission of 1633, see below.
35 In addition to P.R.O., C 181 (entry books of commissions), records of 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century commissions of sewers at the 
P.R.O. can be found in C 191 (petitions and fiats for commissions of 
sewers), C 231 (Crown Office doquet books), and DL 17 (duchy of 
Lancaster drafts of warrants and commissions). Not all dates are 
covered in each class. C 225-6 contain enrolments of laws and 
ordinances produced by sewer commissioners, but none for 
Lancashire.

36 Lanes. R.O., DDC1 1044, 13 Sept. 1608.
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is clear that at this date the banks and sea wall were its chief 
concern, not the scouring of the river. Commissioners had the 
power to levy a rate on the owners and occupiers of land in 
the level liable to flood, or anyone else with an interest (such 
as common of pasture or fishery) judged likely to benefit 
from their activities. The rate was usually calculated 
according to acreage, and the money raised was to be used 
for materials and paying workmen. At this meeting, the 
court ordered that the upkeep of the embankments was to be 
'at the generall & proportionable chardge of all suche landes, 
tenementes and hereditamentes, ratablie as lye within the 
dammage, levell or daunger of the sea', and that until 
assessment and collection was completed, Sir Richard 
Molyneux had agreed to meet all the necessary costs himself. 
This supports the likelihood that there had been no earlier 
such commission or assessment relating to this more limited 
definition of the level's extent. The Alt cops ('stone walls' is 
struck through) had been viewed, and three surveyors and 
two bailiffs were sworn in to supervise the continuation of 
work on the defences already begun by Sir Richard. Other 
officers who could be appointed under a commission, some 
of them paid, included clerk, expenditor (treasurer), and 
collectors of rates.

Sewer juries in their verdicts and presentments determined 
who was liable to be taxed, or who was negligent in meeting 
their responsibilities for upkeep, and reported on the state of 
the river and its banks. The 1608 jurymen were instructed to 
meet at Altmouth and deliver their report to the next quarter 
sessions at Wigan. This seems an unusual procedure, as 
courts of sewers normally acted independently, and may 
result from the earlier taxation arrangements or be due to the 
novelty of proceedings by the new authority. In practice, of 
course, commissioners andJ.P.s were likely to be the same 
people, so the arrangement may simply have been one of 
expediency.

Under the statute, a commission of sewers ran for ten years 
or until the death of the monarch unless ended by writ of 
supersedeas, though, as will be seen, those for the Alt do not 
seem to follow a regular pattern. The term of the 1608 
commission has not been discovered. The next one instituted 
in Lancashire was in 1633, and seems to have been for the
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whole county. 3 ' Elsewhere such county- or region-wide 
commissions were not unusual, often splitting and meeting as 
divisional courts. No local records relating to it have been 
seen, and it is clear that no commission with responsibility for 
the Alt was in being when some particularly wet weather, and 
neglect due to the upheaval of the Civil War and 
Interregnum, led to a series of floods in the mid-seventeenth 
century. At this time it was the justices in quarter sessions who 
attempted to set up a framework for managing the river in the 
face of accusations of neglect between the townships of the 
level and petitions for alleviation of hardship.

One such petition asserted that the 'four sworne men' of 
Altcar had anciently collected 'all leyes and taxations . . . for 
making up the Sea-Coppe and scoureing the ditches' as well 
as repairing the highways. It is not clear whether this 
statement refers to manorial impositions or payments levied 
by an outside authority such as the 1589 commission or a 
subsequent sewer commission. Was the 'sea-coppe' actually 
at the coast, and so in another parish, or so-called because it 
prevented sea floods from the tidal river within Altcar itself? 
Were there really leys to pay for scouring ditches, which one 
would have expected to be the duty of occupiers to carry out 
themselves, or could they have been for cleansing of the 
river? Whatever the explanation, by 1647 people were 
defaulting on their payments to the detriment of the 
neighbourhood because no manor court had been held 
following the sequestration of Lord Molyneux's estates. A 
hundred acres of arable and sixty of meadow then lay under 
water. Courts were also in abeyance in Ince Blundell, where 
burleymen and overseers of the cops had failed to be 
appointed. In both cases, appeal was made to quarter 
sessions to force action. 38

The resulting order made by the justices in 1647 refers to 
earlier presentments, petitions, and attempts to enforce river 
maintenance:

37 Commission of sewers for the county palatine of Lancaster: P.R.O., 
C 231/5; C 181/4, p. 130, 16 Feb. 1633.

38 Lanes. R.O., Q_SB 1/288/24. 1647; QSB 1/284/34, 18 Jan. 1647 
(quarter sessions papers).
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but as yett the same river is not opened but the whole Countie neare 
there aboutes are not only verie much impo\ Terished by reason of the 
water lyinge upon & over theire arrable groundes pastures & 
medowinge which hath soe perished the Corne haye & grasse 
growing thereupon that for the most part of thousands acres are now 
verie litle worth but the Inhabitantes are daylie exposed to the perill 
and hazard of their lives and goocles upon the fall of anie sudden welt 
and it is much feared that a great part of the Countie aboute if a 
breack bee made in the Cops will bee whollie lost by letlinge in of the 
saltwater . . . :i 'J

The order was intended as a holding operation until a 'full 
and perfect course may be taken for the amendments 
thereof. Perhaps they had the setting up of a new commission 
of sewers in mind. Under the order, owners or occupiers of 
land adjoining the river from 'the sea markes or banckes' right 
up to 'Arnold Raynes' were to scour and clear the river of 
mud and rubbish to encourage free flow of water. High and 
petty constables were to collect fines of 405. for every rood not 
cleared, and the proceeds were to be applied to the work by 
named supervisors. The customary obligations of what are 
later referred to as 'frontagers' are clearly recognized here.

By the following year, however, the high constables had 
done nothing to enforce the order. Joseph Thomson, then 
rector of Sefton, wrote in despair after months of exertion on 
behalf of his parishioners that 'many of our neighbours are 
driven out of theire grounds by water most part of this yeare, 
& have neither meddow ground, nor pasture for theire Cattle 
but have driven them to the Commons, to eate heath or 
starve'. Though Sefton, Maghull, Lunt, Thornton, and part of 
Altcar had met their obligations, the work was frustrated by 
the neglect of others. He told his brother Alexander, who was 
clerk of the peace at Prescot, that 'we must make complaints 
to superiour Courts, & if the times turne to a little ebb of 
trebles, we will acquant the Parliament with our floods and 
the neglectors of remedie'.40

As the situation deteriorated further, the rector evidently 
took soundings about petitioning for a new sewer commission

39 Lanes. R.O., QSO 2/20, 1647 (quarter sessions order books).
40 Lanes. R.O., QSP 3/10,16 July 1648.
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and, having consulted the Statute of Sewers 'and Mr Callis 
reedeing upon it'41 put the problem before Robert Blundell of 
Ince Blundell Hall. The latter favoured a legal solution and 
insisted that, despite the cost of 'sueing out' a commission, to 
which many objected, this was the only way forward. It would 
give firm basis to assessments made on grounds in the level 
(evidently already made, but challenged), and force those with 
'newe Inclosures above in the mosses which hath greatly 
increased the fresh waters and low grounds' to contribute. If 
all the levellers would not pay their share of the costs of 
getting a new commission he, Blundell, would join with two or 
three others to meet the full cost, recouping from the rates 
later. He scorned those who said the money could be better 
spent on providing work for the poor neither rich nor poor 
would do anything unless ordered by the commissioners. 42

Commissions were initiated by the petition of local 
gentlemen to the Lord Chancellor and here also to the 
chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. They were issued out of 
Chancery under the great seal by the Lord Chancellor, the 
Lord Treasurer, and Chief Justices, often naming the 
petitioners as commissioners. In the duchy a duplicate 
commission under the duchy seal was required: records of 
sewer court sittings often quote the dates of both. All this cost 
money.

Despite Blundell's stance, Ince itself was one of the 
townships blamed for the neglect which caused highways and 
lands to be flooded. The river was at this time scoured and 
opened to eight yards wide as far down as the Ince-Thornton 
boundary, but below this was reduced to as little as two yards, 
and was much worse than when the 1647 order was made. 
'Pyles and windeings are pitched . . . near the midst of the 
watercourse in manner of a gripyard.' The reason for the 
presence of this problematic structure to confine the river is 
unclear. 43

41 Reading of the famous and learned Robert Callis esquire, upon the Statute of 
Sewers, first published in 1647, and long considered the authoritative 
work on the subject.

42 Lanes. R.O., DDIn 14/6, 15 Mar. 1650.
43 Lanes. R.O., QSP 35/43-4, 5 June 1650. For 'gripyard' see Appendix.



80 A/won Maddock

The inhabitants of Altcar petitioned for relief from 'his 
Highnes the Lord Protector' for the effects of 'inundacion into 
their Grounds & houses . . . occasioned by the Breach of 
Certaine Copps or Fenders' in 1655, 1657, and 1659, which 
they claimed had caused damage to the value of over £4,000. 
They were 'utterly deprived of all hopes of aseeding or 
reapeing any benefit! from their Lands, All their Arable Land 
& meadow being at present Overflowed, to their utter 
undoeing'. Despite the usual petitioners' exaggeration, their 
losses were recognized and subsequently certified at £3,000, 
with recommendation that £500 was needed to secure them 
from future floods. 14

Despite the serious situation, no trace of a new commission 
has been found until 1660. Headed by Sir William Gerard 
and Sir Edward Stanley and including many local families 
among the lesser names, forty-one commissioners were to 
have jurisdiction over the limits of the river Alt, defined 
generously as 'from the Towne of Huyton and includeing all 
Parishes and places within four miles of the said River on both 
sides thereof and soe downe the River to the sea commonly 
called Altmouth'. lfl Again only one local record from the 
court, sitting at Sefton in November 1661, has been found. 
One of the collectors 'for the division' (suggesting possible 
area meetings by commissioners) required a ruling upon 
liability to pay tax of 2s. per acre, in a case probably arising 
from sub-tenure. Six local commissioners the minimum legal 
requirement signed the order. 4 ' 1

In 1677 there was a new commission, combining the Alt 
with the rivers Douglas and 'Barrow' (Yarrow?), while in 1695 
the combination had changed to Mersey, Alt, and Douglas. 
The petition for this commission exists, but gives no helpful 
details of the circumstances beyond that 'there is an absolute 
necessity' for it, and no boundaries for its jurisdiction.47 The 
Alt was not, as might be expected from its small size in the

44 Lanes. R.O., QSP 171/6; QSP 171/16, 1658-9.
45 P.R.O., C 181/7, p. 34, 22 Aug. 1660; DL 17/83, 30 Aug. 1660.
46 Lanes. R.O., DDFo 23/2, 8 Nov. 1661.
47 P.R.O., DL 17/84, 23 Aug. 1677; C 231/8, p. 334, 23 May 1695; 

C 191/I, p. 14, undated.
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context of Lancashire, one among many subject to 
commissions: entries for only four sewer commissions not 
including the Alt were noted in central government records 
for the period. 4"

The 1695 commissioners for the Alt usually a group of six 
to ten (out of the total of fifty) meeting at Sefton on a 
divisional basis ran into some serious opposition to their 
authority when their legal powers were challenged. The 
dispute, outlined below, ran for several years and its 
ramifications may well have caused the subsequent seventy- 
year absence of sewer commissions for the area. The papers 
connected with the dispute contain mention of officials such 
as the clerk to the commissioners (Daniel Lawton), the 
expenditor (Richard Goore), collectors, and surveyors, the first 
two actually being commissioners themselves. Also given are 
the 'ancient breadth and depth' supposedly to be achieved in 
each stretch of the river, ranging from eight yards wide and 
two yards deep at Bull Bridge in Aintree (so this commission's 
limits must have extended above Arnold Reanes), through ten 
yards wide at Blundells Bridge, to thirteen yards wide below 
Alt Bridge/ 1 "

It was a basic but never satisfactorily established aspect of 
the powers invested in a sewer commission that was 
challenged in 1696. Could the commissioners order owners 
and occupiers with land adjoining the river to 'scour and 
cleanse' their sections, supposedly reimbursing their costs at 
the general charge of the level but fining them the customary 
13.s. \d. per rood for default, or should they tax the frontagers 
along with the rest of the level and hire workmen to do the 
work? The sewer jury held the former to be the custom time

48 In addition to the county of Lancaster commission of 1633, the 
following were noted among the P.R.O. classes listed at note 35: joint 
commission for the Ribble, Calder, Hodder, Invell, Irk, and Mersey 
(1674, copy commission and estreats from divisional sittings at 
Whalley in 1678-9 are at Lanes. R.O., CSV 1-3); Mersey and Tame 
(and Irwell?) (1706); Wyre (1712); and Old and New Brock (1739).

49 Lanes. R.O., DDIn 4/2-7, consisting of twenty-two documents, 
including contemporary copies of extracts of court proceedings, an 
arbitration award, lawyers' opinions and accounts, and a later 
summary of the stages of the case, 1696 1700.
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out of mind, and when Henry Blundell of Ince Blundell and a 
group of neighbouring farmers neglected to act, the surveyors 
had the work done and the commissioners attempted to 
charge the frontagers not only for the work but also for the 
surveyors' attendance and the value of 'slutch' (an excellent 
fertilizer) left on their land. They refused to pay, and the 
collectors were ordered to levy the sums by distress.

Courts of sewers had considerable powers, even sometimes 
of imprisonment, and their juries could present, find guilty, 
and amerce or fine. 50 The Ince frontagers traversed the 
accusations and considered various procedural failings on 
which to challenge the validity of the commission itself, 
including the allegation that meetings of commissioners had 
not always been correctly notified and the fact that there were 
commission documents under the great and palatinate seals 
but none issued by the duchy."1 ' A petition was submitted on 
their behalf to the Lord Chancellor for a new commission to 
supersede the existing one, based chiefly on the grounds that 
the orders were being issued by interested commissioners with 
land in the level. Pending the outcome, no work was done by 
the commissioners, and a rival camp of 'levellers' led by Lord 
Molyneux (the third viscount) counter-petitioned, claiming 
that their failure to act, and the neglect of the frontagers, had 
negated the levellers' own efforts and caused serious flood 
damage. The Lord Chancellor's response (July 1697) was to 
order the commissioners to continue with their work, subject 
to their avoiding action in cases where they had a specific 
interest. By 1698, outstanding fines against seven Ince 
Blundell men for failing to comply with orders totalled £273, 
only part of which was ever collected and placed in the 
sheriff's hands. The matter went to the court of Duchy 
Chamber where the seven attempted to get their fines 
discharged, and threatened to be brought into King's Bench.

50 The peculiarities of sewer juries are discussed in Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb, English local government: statutory authorities for special purposes 
(London, 1922), pp. 25-6. Lists of jurors numbering between fourteen 
and twenty-two occur in this case.

51 This alleged omission is borne out by the lack of a warrant in P.R.O., 
DL17.
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A settlement reached in 1700 left them with a smaller sum to 
pay, but had enriched several lawyers in the process.

Meanwhile the leveller-frontager dispute continued, 
necessitating arbitration by a group of commissioners. Under 
their 1698 award, scouring of the whole river was to be 
completed under the surveyors as soon as the season 
permitted; the level would be taxed in equal proportion for 
the cost, and any who had already laid out for the work would 
be reimbursed. In future (and this was later taken by some to 
mean after the commission had expired), frontagers should 
Trom time to time' keep the river scoured and the banks 
repaired at their own costs, receiving help from the level in 
exceptional circumstances or hardship. Unfortunately, 
differences in the interpretation of the ambiguous wording of 
the arbitration award caused difficulties for many years 
afterwards. In September 1700 (the last record found of this 
commission), frontagers were again ordered to scour and 
repair, the wording 'as occasion shall require' being 
provocatively followed by a Midsummer deadline and threat 
of the usual penalty.

A separate copy of the verdict of the 1697 jury is of great 
interest for including a long schedule of rateable lands in the 
level, with the names of their occupying tenants or owners. 52 
The rate was \2d. per acre and the total acreages were: 280 
acres 3 roods in Ince Blundell including 'lands betweene the 
Great Copp and the River Alt'; 671 acres 3 roods in Altcar; 
191 acres 1 rood in Sefton, Thornton, and Lunt; 84 acres 1 
rood in Maghull; 16 acres in Melling; 34 acres 2 roods in 
Aintree and Netherton; and 60 acres 1 rood in Formby, 
including 20 acres 'new enclosed' in Ravenmcols. 5:!

The controversial 1695 commission, which if still in being 
should legally have lapsed with the death of William III in

52 Modern transcript of original formerly at St Luke's church, Crosby, 
dated 13 Oct. 1697: copies at Lanes. R.O., DDB1 24/43, and Liv. 
R.O., Ace. 1802. There are variations of wording between the part of 
the verdict referring to the Ince Blundell presentments and its 
equivalent in Lanes. R.O., DDIn 4/5.

53 Customary acres, figures adjusted to allow for discrepancies in 
presentation.
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1702, was probably not renewed. Laws decreed by 
commissioners normally lapsed with their commission unless 
certified in the court of Chancery, though J.P.s could enforce 
them for up to a year. In a document of 1713 apparently 
referring back to the above-mentioned award, it was claimed 
that an order was in force whereby only the frontagers or 
those with land close to the river could be compelled to scour 
or pay for scouring. 34 Whether or not they had in fact done so, 
by 1709 the Alt had 'become foule and soe stopped up with 
Mudd [and] Slime' that the level was suffering serious floods 
again, according to a draft management agreement drawn up 
for Lord Molyneux. This was aimed at legally committing 
local 'owners and proprietors' and their heirs to any necessary 
scouring during a term of years, appointing overseers, and 
paying for the work according to the acreage of land they held 
within the level. The obligations of tenants are not clear from 
this, nor is upkeep of cops mentioned. 55

Nicholas Blundell attended a meeting at Sefton about the 
proposal, subsequently also having discussions with Lord 
Molyneux's steward. In 1711 Blundell was at another meeting 
'about scouring Alt without a Commission of Suars'. During 
these years, whether under the draft terms or not, part of the 
river had certainly been scoured under Lord Molyneux's 
direction and was in good order. Blundell records watching 
twenty-five men at work scouring the river at Alt Bridge in 
May 1713. 5( > Lord Molyneux wanted him to persuade his 
Moorhouses tenants whose land lay under the level to help 
with the river. (Moorhouses was in the High Town district of 
Little Crosby, and often operated almost as a separate 
township.) Blundell drew up a list of their objections to this, 
from which we learn that a local rate to pay for scouring had 
been imposed, though it is not clear under what authority, for 
the first time since the expiry of the commission. They 
objected to paying the same rate for their poor land worth less 
than 20s. an acre as was levied on rich meadowland worth

54 See note 57.
55 Lanes. R.O., DDB1 31 /6, 1709.
56 Great diurnal, ed. Tyrer and Bagley, entries for 21 Feb. and 24 Mar. 

1709, 19 Nov. 1711, 15 and 17 May 1713.
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over 40.?., and feared that once accepted it would become 
enshrined in custom. Taxation by land value rather than 
acreage would be fairer. Many said their section of the river 
did not need scouring and they did not suffer from 
overflowing, so they could not benefit from the slutch, which 
elsewhere might be of greater value than the payment 
demanded. 1 '

From time to time in the 1720s BlundelFs diary notes 
meetings about scouring the river 'as usual', at the instigation 
of Lord Molyneux (by now the fifth viscount). Evidently 
arrangements were on a proper footing, with accounts and 
officials acting as successors to those of the commission. 1 " 
Another draft agreement, probably dating from c. 1760, states 
that there have been years of neglect but that the river was 
'formerly scoured and widened at the End of every seven or 
eight Years ... at the joint Expence of the Possessors of Earicl 
under the . . . Level'. 59 So it would seem that local 
management agreements held sway through much of the 
eighteenth century.

In 1720 some floodgates, assumed to be on the river, were 
'thrownc downe by the great inundation' and needed 
expenditure of £25 on repairs. 1 '" No earlier mention of 
floodgates has been found yet, nor any indication as to which 
(or whether) one of the previous commissions was responsible 
for their erection. However, during the building of Alt Bridge 
in 1676-7 stone brought by sea from the Toxteth quarry was 
landed two miles downstream and carted the rest of the way. 
This distance is approximately (a bit less than) the distance 
from the eighteenth-century floodgates near the Grange. M

57 Lanes. R.O., DDB1 31/7. 1713 ('Some Reasons why the Inhabitants of 
the Morehouses . . . do not think it Reasonable they should pay 
towards the Scouring of Alt according to the Proportion each Person 
in the said Township is now laved in for the same').

58 Great diurnal, ed. Tyrer and Bagley, entries for 10 Apr. 1723, 6 May 
1724, 28 Nov. 1726.

59 'Scheme for scowering Alt': Croxteth Hall, DDM 84/5 (river Alt 
papers), undated but probably post-dating the accession of the eighth 
Viscount Molyneux in 1759.

60 Lanes. R.O., QSP 1175/5, 1721.
61 Lanes. R.O., DDIn 4/1.
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Furthermore, some sort of structure at the seaward end of the 
river in 1628 may be indicated by the accusation in Little 
Crosby manor court that 'John Bushell took woode or hedging 
forth of the Weayre in Alt to the great hurt of the country'. 1 ' 2

The purpose of later floodgates, which were opened and 
closed twice a day, was to keep out (or, where there were land 
gates as well, hold) high tides and use the impounded or 
backed-up water to strengthen the scour of the river's channel 
below the gates. The floodgates present in 1769, located at 
about SD 293052 where the river entered onto the shore near 
the Grange shipping landmark, are represented on Molyneux 
estate plans as an embankment crossing at a point where the 
river has been split into two channels for a short distance. 
They may have taken the form of a dam provided with sluice 
gates. 1 '3 John Golborne said that the winter floods of early 
1773 were ameliorated by 'a cut about 16 feet wide . . . made 
through the Bank between the Sluices'. 1 ' 4 Replacement gates 
about 800 yards downstream were completed by the drainage 
commissioners in 1780 when a new inshore cut was made. 1' 3

During most of the first seventy years of the eighteenth 
century, when there was no commission of sewers for the Alt 
but structured local measures seem, at least intermittently, to 
have been in effect for the river's management, formal inter- 
township agreements were also being set up to deal with other 
drainage problems in the level.

Nicholas Blundell and Little Crosby were engaged in 
protracted disputes with Great Crosby and Ince Blundell 
about watercourses (1703-13). Gfi A small change made by a 
landowner or tenant for his own purposes could affect the 
drainage of the whole area. Blundell's original trouble with 
Great Crosby concerned the natural stream which ran out of

62 Lanes. R.O., DDK 109/36, p. 54, 2 Apr. 1628.
63 e.g. Lanes. R.O., DDM 14/31, 1769. Floodgates here are also 

indicated on the 1762 plan on the dorse of DDB1 24/25.
64 Croxteth Hall, DDM 84/5, 12 Apr. 1773.
65 Shown on a plan of the Grange Marsh rabbit warren: Lanes. R.O., 

DDM 9/11, undated.
66 Great diurnal, ed. Tyrer and Bagley, numerous entries, e.g. Mar. 1711, 

14Jan. and 21 July 1712, 10 Feb. 1713.
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Farmosspool in Great Crosby sandhills and flowed along his 
boundary onto the shore to join the Alt. 67 The pool received 
water from both townships and Blundell's stretch of the 
stream was repeatedly blocked by blown sand, causing the 
backed-up water to overflow. On one occasion Blundell was 
employing thirty-two hands to scour it. Parts of Ince town 
were evidently deleteriously affected by the Farmosspool 
problem too, bringing additional ill-feeling from that quarter. 
Ince men seem to have been particularly litigious in 
watercourse matters: Blundell's opponents included two of the 
same men who had stood out against the commissioners in 
1696. The main falling-out with the Ince men, however, 
concerned the Division Ditch (now Kays Cut) along their 
mutual boundary. Little Crosby water was repeatedly alleged 
to be running into it where 'headbolts' were supposed to 
direct it away, and there was also a plat which was blamed for 
causing flooding. Stopping of ditches so that water did not 
flow from Little Crosby into the Division Ditch at certain 
times of year had indeed been the subject of a manor court 
order as early as 1617. fiii

In both these disputes, allegation and counter-allegation 
were levelled as the township jurymen held site meetings or 
spied on their neighbours' activities. After considerable 
acrimony formal articles of agreement were drawn up in the 
two disputes. A new landward sluice already started on his 
land by Blundell was to be completed at Great Crosby's cost, 
so bypassing the sand-threatened stretch of Farmosspool 
gutter with a cut protected by a cop. Ince and Little Crosby 
agreed to adjustments to plats and headbolts and their 
inhabitants were ordered to repair cops and scour under the 
supervision of the highway surveyors. 69 Another inter-

67 The artificial watercourse now bearing the name Farmosspool is 
located substantially further inland, probably displaced by works for 
the railway.

68 Lanes. R.O., DDX 109/36, p. 40, 9 Dec. 1617.
69 Lanes. R.O., DDB1 46/30, 21 Apr. 1712; DDIn 53/100, 10 Apr. 1713; 

DDIn53/101,24Apr. 1713; DDX 109/36, p. 99, 4 Nov. 1713 and 24 
Jan. 1714. The new cut for Farmosspool is shown on Eyes' plan of 
Little Crosby and Moorhouses: Lanes. R.O., DDB1 48/42, 1741.
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township agreement, formal or informal and of unknown 
date, seems to have existed between Altcar and Formby 
concerning the mutual drainage of Altcar Moss, the 'Hundred 
Acres', and the Corsage. In 1795 the drainage commissioners 
declined to intervene in enforcing action under this 
agreement. 7 "

The demise of manor court control in Ince Blundell led to a 
different sort of formal agreement in 1758, between 
'proprietors and owners' within the township. To avoid legal 
costs while providing a basis of enforcement, they covenanted 
to keep their own watercourses and plats in repair and jointly 
pay for an officer with powers to inspect and notify 
compulsory remedial works. Meetings would be held and 
orders issued, with written records, and prosecution, if 
necessary, carried out at their joint expense. 71 It is not known 
how long the arrangement persisted, but much of Ince fell 
outside the jurisdiction of the 1779 Drainage Act, and Ince 
people continued to make their own arrangements for 
draining the township.

After mid-century, with the population again increasing and 
the demands of growing towns necessitating improvements in 
agricultural productivity, efforts to rid the level of its 
detrimental floods intensified. As the canal-building era 
advanced, ideas proliferated for new cuts aimed at eliminating 
the Alt's problematic curve and south-flowing channel. One 
proposal was apparently a cut of over 2,000 yards from the 
'Meeting of the Brooks' to the river's channel along the 
shore. 72 In 1763 eight men from Little Crosby, Ince, and 
Altcar cut a 400-yard sluice without permission through 
Henry Pippard's sandhills. Driving stakes into the Alt, they 
diverted it through the new channel, presumably hoping a 
straight course to the sea would save their farmland from 
flooding. Faced with an action in King's Bench, however, they 
filled it in again the following year."

70 Proceedings of commissioners, p. 53.
71 Lanes. R.O., DDIn 53/103, 29 Sept. 1758.
72 Lanes. R.O., DDB1 24/25 (dorse), 1762.
73 Lanes. R.O., DDB1 50/85, 19 Dec. 1764. Pippard, Nicholas BlundeU's 

son-in-law, was now lord of the manor.
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In 1769 the engineer John Longbotham, at the suggestion 
or direction of James Brindley, did some surveying and 
mapping for the eighth Viscount Molyneux (soon to become 
earl of Sefton). He was particularly investigating lines for a cut 
to improve the drainage of Altcar. He proposed a line from 
the Alt through Ince Blundell and Little Crosby to discharge 
at the Farmosspool watercourse, at an estimated cost of 
£4,403, an estimate later challenged as far too low. 74 The cut 
may have been intended to run from a point at SD 317050, 
where his name is pencilled on the 1769 Ince estate plan.

It is not known if the draft scouring agreement of c. 1 760 
mentioned above was implemented. The document called for 
owners of ground under the level of the river's banks to bear 
the cost of a one-off scouring operation, according to the rules 
previously followed. Money would be collected and held by a 
treasurer or purser, and paid to stewards or overseers to hire 
men for carrying out the work. It may have been intended to 
renew the agreement each time scouring was thought 
necessary. By 1770, insufficient powers, individual 
intransigence, or inability to raise enough money must have 
led local landowners to see a new commission of sewers as the 
only answer. Viscount Molyneux, Henry Blundell of Ince 
Blundell, Blundell Pippard of Little Crosby, and a number of 
other 'justices, owners and occupiers' with an interest in the 
level became commissioners early in 1771, after petitioning 
for a repeat of the commission of 1660, 'long since expired' 
(no mention being made of intervening ones), which had had 
the widest geographical limits in relation to the Alt. 7 "'

At about this time, the river was reported to be reduced to 
17 feet wide near Alt Bridge, where it was practically stagnant 
due to the imperceptible fall, and clogged with weeds above 
Showrick Bridge. Here islands had formed because farmers 
deepened only at the sides, enough to 'keep fence' (i.e. confine 
livestock). Drainage of 1,000 acres of mossland north of the

74 Croxteth Hall, DDM 84/5, 'Mr Longbothams Bill and receipt for 
Altcar drains', paid 8 Mar. 1780 but referring to work done in 1769, 
and a report by Henry Berry, 5 Dec. 1778.

75 P.R.O., C 191/4, 30 Jan. 1771. Commissions bearing great, palatinate, 
and duchy seals at Lanes. R.O., DDM 2/la-b.
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river was greatly increasing water flowing into the lower river 
from there. 76 Engineers and surveyors continued to study the 
river, take levels, observe flooding, and propose expensive new 
cuts to allow the water to discharge more quickly to seaward. 
Among them were John Golborne and Henry Berry, the latter 
better known for his work on the Liverpool docks, Weaver 
navigation, and Sankey canal.

Golborne's line ran from Hills Lane End, near the present 
Alt Bridge, to a point on the shore below the outfall of Ince 
Cut. The latter watercourse, presumably man-made at an 
earlier date, drained Ince Blundell township and, having a 
good fall to seaward, kept Ince free of the worst floods. 77 Any 
short-cut for the Alt which passed through Ince, the 
inhabitants feared, would simply transfer to them the floods 
which afflicted others. Like other proposals, it remained on 
the drawing board. In 1777 John Watkinson and Robert 
Goore of Altcar (later respectively manager and rate collector 
to the Alt drainage works) proposed a scheme to Lord Sefton 
for draining Altcar by a relief channel also running from Hills 
Lane to Farmosspool. They themselves would make the cut 
through Ince and part of Little Crosby if Lord Sefton would 
give them 'a Contract of the tythes and the Demesne-Estate in 
Altcarr at their present rent for 21 years' as well as advancing 
themaloanof£200. 78

By now the interested parties must have realized a serious 
drawback in the constitution of sewer commissions, namely 
that their powers to carry out new works of construction were 
doubtful. Local Acts of Parliament to overcome this were 
common in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, setting 
up drainage commissions or trusts. Survey work for such an 
Alt commission was under way in 1778. Henry Berry, 
manager of the works 1779 83, and John Webster, who 
worked for Lord Sefton and was later treasurer, favoured 
making a cut across Lords Marsh and Ravenmeols, taking the

76 Croxteth Hall, DDM 84/5, 12 Apr. 1773 (John Golborne's 
observations and estimate).

77 Part of its line inland can still be identified but the outiall was moved 
in later works.

78 Croxteth Hall, DDM 84/5, 2 Aug. 1777.
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river straight out to sea below Formby Point. 79 This new 
channel, with other straightening and deepening work, 
became the main proposal contained in the 1779 Act.

The interested parties were not only the levellers 
themselves, but also other landowners around the Alt, as well 
as Liverpool businessmen all were suffering the effect on 
their pockets of habitual flooding. The petition of Lord 
Sefton, Mr Wilbraham Bootle (landowner in Melling), and 
others was read in the Commons on 20 January 1779, and 
centred on the loss of value to their land. A week later a 
supporting petition was heard from Liverpool's mayor, 
aldermen, and common council:

saving the Produce [of the lowlands] from Loss by frequent 
Inundation would tend not only to the Prevention of very great 
Damages to the Land Owners and Proprietors, but would be of 
public Utility, as the same Lands lie in the Vicinity of Liverpool, and 
such Casualties have the greatest Effect to raise the Markets thereof, 
more especially the Price of Hay. ao

The Act, which received the royal assent nine weeks later, 
gave jurisdiction to the new drainage commissioners over the 
Alt and parts of its major tributaries. The eleven 
commissioners were new men including William Halladay 
of the Breck, William Gregson of Liverpool, merchant, and 
the rector of Walton on the Hill since they must not have 
direct interest in land in the level. The commission had no 
court, acting through quarter sessions when necessary, but it 
could levy a rate based on yearly value on the designated 
lowlands, according to the benefit they would receive. The last 
commission of sewers was in practice superseded by the Act, 
being barred from operating within the designated area. 81

Nineteenth-century writers praised the achievements of the 
drainage commissioners under the 1779 Act in bringing 
previously useless land into cultivation. There are certainly

79 Croxteth Hall, DDM 84/5, 5 Dec. 1778 (Henry Berry's report).
80 Journal of the House of Commons, XXXVII (27 Jan. 1779), p. 84.
81 Provisions contained in the Act, 19 Geo. Ill, c. 33. Residents of the 

catchment area still contribute to flood prevention through today's 
equivalent of the rates.
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indications of rising land values by the 1790s, apparently a 
result of the measures taken. 82 It must be remembered, 
however, that the main thrust of the Act the ambitious but 
ultimately too expensive Formby cut never materialized. 
Even the straightening works completed were modest: almost 
all the meanders shown on the 1769 plans still exist, barring 
some twentieth-century changes. Improvements were achieved 
largely through scouring, embanking, new floodgates, upkeep 
of subsidiary sluice gates, and attention to the tributary 
watercourses; the reclamation of WignalFs Bank was an 
unintentional by-product. Indeed, as much if not more may- 
have been done before the Act as was accomplished under its 
auspices, though at all dates works have proved of variable 
effectiveness. It is hoped that this study will enable the 
drainage and improvement of the level since 1779 to be seen 
in a broader perspective and chronology.

APPENDIX

Glossary of some dialect words and local usage

The Oxford English Dictionary (O.E.D.) is not always able to help with terms 
found in the local records, even allowing for variations of spelling, and only 
one or two appear in Nodal & Milner, so an attempt to deduce meaning 
from context has sometimes to be made. Abbreviated references are to the 
following: Robert Callis, The reading upon the Statute of 23 H. 8 cap. 5 of sewers 
(2nd edn. 1685), p. 91, quoted in Kirkus, p. Ixxxvi; A. M. Kirkus, Records of 
the commissioners of sewers in the Paris oj'Holland, 1547-1603, Lincoln Record 
Society, LIV (1959), pp. Ixxxv-lxxxviii; J. H. Nodal and G. Milner, Glossary 
of the Lancashire dialect (Manchester, 1875).
Note that dyke is almost never found in local use at this period; the most 
frequent word employed in the records is not dialect or local at all, but is 
simply watercourse.

Calcy, calsy. Causeway; in standard clauses of sewer commission documents, 
along with such archaic terms as hecks (gratings to stop passage of fish) 
and hebbing wears (ebbing weirs, to trap fish at ebb tide). 
Clow, dough (pronounced clow). In Kirkus, described as a tidal flap in the 
gates of a lock, allowing water out but not in, i.e. to stop fioodwater rising 
back up watercourses at high tide. In Nodal & Milner, a floodgate in a 
watercourse. Locally used for a sluice gate (sometimes one of a pair) which 
can be raised. Seems to be generally similar to, or a smaller version of, the

82 A. J. Gritt, personal comment (1998).
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goate, and perhaps used on lesser watercourses. Some clows may have 
controlled flooding onto the meadows, but see also trunk. 
Cop. An embankment, such as those along watercourses to contain 
floodwater, or along the coast to protect from the sea. Both are sometimes 
called walls or occasionally fenders. In the cop seems to refer to land enclosed 
or protected by embankments, often in loops of the river, such as the 
'marshes' used for hay crops or grazing. Sandy cops are the coastal 
sandhills. Coping or copping is the participle for repairing or raising banks. 
Ditch. Has no permanent standing water or current. Local mentions make 
clear that the direction of flow when drawing off the water can be varied. 
Constructed for both drainage and containment of livestock. The word is 
used as verb and noun in court orders to inhabitants to 'ditch their 
ditches'. 
Fender. See cop.
Fleam. A stream, often used for natural watercourses, and specifically as an 
alternative name for Downholland brook, but instances of its use for man- 
made drainage channels also occur. Can be used as a verb in orders 'to 
fleam their fleams'.
Goate, gate. Callis says 'Goates be the usual Engines erected and built with 
Percullesses and Dores of Timber, Stone or Brick . . . for draining the 
Waters out of the Land into the Sea'. Usage in the local records confirms it 
is a structure of wood and sometimes stone acting as a sluice gate or gates, 
but it can be located on any of the larger tributary watercourses and 
probably can also act as a tidal barrier.
Gnpyard. In Nodal & Milner (O.E.D.'s only source for this word), 'a platting 
of stakes and twisted boughs filled with earth, usually to confine a 
watercourse'.
Gutter. A small drain or watercourse, often used for natural streams. 
Headboit. Not in O.E.D. Evidently some kind of baulk for stopping or 
directing water in a ditch or drain. Usage is almost confined to Little 
Crosby, where mentions are numerous in the manor court records. 
Plat. A small bridge, e.g. a plank or stone laid flat, over a ditch or 
watercourse. These were either liable to become blocked, or possibly 
deliberately closed at certain times of year, as there are frequent manorial 
court orders to 'lay open plats' into the fields so that drainage is not 
impeded.
Pump. Only one or two examples found, in context suggesting a sough or 
conduit.
Seicer. A small river with banks; usage mainly confined to legal documents. 
Sluice. Probably specific to man-made channels for carrying off surplus 
water. Almost always seems to be used for the watercourse itself rather than 
the gates etc. with which it may be supplied.
Slulch. The mud dredged up when scouring the river bed, presumably as in 
sludge. It was used as fertilizer.
Sit'alloii 1 . The opening (width of channel) under a plat, which had to be 
sufficient to allow unimpeded flow of water.
Trunk. Term in widespread use in south-west Lancashire but the nearest 
O.E.D. definition is from the United States: 'a floodgate or sluice controlling 
water in or out of rice fields'. Local usage includes orders such as to 'pull up
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their trunks and not turn any water thai way'. Examples do suggest use for 
watering the meadows, but since 'pulling them up' stops rather than admits 
water, they may have operated differently from ordinary sluice gates. 
Alternatively they may have been wooden soughs or channels removed in 
winter, but see also pump. 
Wall. See cop.


