
THE PLANS OF MORETON OLD HALL.

A COMMUNICATION.

Some years since, when collecting materials fjr his work, The 
Old Halls of Lancashire and Cheshire, Mr. Henry Taylor, then 
of Manchester, Architect, had measured plans made of this 
building. They did not appear in the book, and have never 
been published. Ry his kind permission they are here 
reproduced, together with a description of the Hall, reprinted 
from the above-named work, which is now a scarce book.

EDITOR.

" Moreton Old Hall, or Little Moreton Hall, as 
it is often called, to distinguish it from a more 
pretentious house in the neighbourhood, is one of 
the most remarkable specimens of the half-timbered 
style of buildings with which Cheshire abounds. 
It has been little touched by the hand of the 
modern restorer ; indeed, unless some measures are 
promptly taken for its preservation, this beautiful 
old house will fall into absolute ruin.

" The hall stands in the midst of beautiful 
scenery, near the base of the Mow Cop range of 
hills, and is about four miles distant in a southerly 
direction from the quaint old town of Congleton.

" The building is still almost entirely half- 
timbered or ' black and white,' and scarcely any
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part of it has been rebuilt in other materials, as is 
the case in so many other old halls. The roofs 
are covered with the old ' grey' or stone slates, 
and are now of a beautiful colour.

" In Nash's Mansions of the Olden Time, and in 
numerous other works, interesting views are given 
of portions of this building, such as the gatehouse, 
the interior of the courtyard, and the bay window 
of the great hall. Looking across the courtyard 
to the north we see the great hall, with its fine 
porch and bay window. The easterly wing con­ 
tains family apartments and the domestic chapel.

" The house is built in the form of an irregular 
quadrangle. It is built fairly four-square with the 
points of the compass, so that the chancel of the 
chapel faces east. The gatehouse was doubtless 
intended to be built at right angles with the family 
wing, but the builders of these old halls seem to 
have had very hazy ideas of geometry, and the 
corner in question forms a very decided acute 
angle. The site being level, the usual means of 
defence under such conditions was adopted, and 
so we find here a rectangular moat, measuring 
externally about ninety yards by eighty yards. 1 
It is still quite complete and full of water.

" The gatehouse is of unusual size, and is a 
singular agglomeration of apartments. It is 
detached from the rest of the house, except at 
the south-east corner of the quadrangle, where 
the junction is just wide enough to allow of a 
narrow door of communication on the bedroom 
floor. An examination of the architectural features 
of this block of buildings leads us to the conclu­ 
sion that it is of later date than the great hall and 
contiguous apartments, and it seems not impro­ 
bable that this south side of the quadrangle was

' This is a common size for the moats of the Counties Palatine, though 
they are often quite square on plan.
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built as an after-thought, so as to enable the 
Moretons to entertain their guests in the lordly 
and hospitable style which prevailed during the 
Elizabethan epoch. The great hall, indeed, would 
have proved quite inadequate for the magnificent 
scale of the banquets of this period. In all 
probability this composite structure replaced an 
earlier and more humble gatehouse.

" Flanking the boldly projecting main entrance 
porch on the left hand is the two-storied garderobe ; 
on the right-hand side is a strong wall. These 
erections were manifestly contrived to protect the 
main entrance to the house from those attacking 
it, who might have crossed the moat unobserved. 
Passing through the porch, which is richly carved, 
and contains an old stone mounting block, we enter 
a passage, on the right hand of which is the porter's 
room ; on the other side of the passage is an 
ante-room leading to the garderobe. Beyond the 
ante-room, at the west end of this block of 
buildings, is a good-sized kitchen, containing a 
fireplace of large dimensions, and in connection 
is a scullery or pantry. The probable use of these 
apartments was to provide refreshments for the 
guests in the rooms above, the older kitchens being 
so far away.

" The first or middle floor of the gatehouse is 
reached from the courtyard by a staircase with 
winding steps attached to a central newel-post. 
This staircase is carved out of the ante-room 
referred to above, and lands us in a similar ante­ 
room with garderobes connected with it. To the 
east of the ante-room on the first floor is a fine 
apartment, thirty-one feet long and nineteen feet 
wide, which may have been used as a supper-room. 
It is lighted by a square oriel window looking into 
the courtyard, and by another similar one looking 
out to the east. The ceiling is divided into
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twenty-eight compartments by nine ceiling beams. 
A little room over the porch communicates with 
this apartment.

" The two secret apartments or hiding-rooms 
are in the little wing at the back of the gatehouse 
at its north-west corner. They are each about 
nine feet square, and in all probability served, one 
as the sitting-room and the other as the bedroom 
of the unfortunate priest or other fugitive who had 
to be concealed from his pursuers. The only 
access to these two rooms is by a sliding panel in 
the north wall of the apartment over the kitchen ; 
but some pressure must have been applied to a 
stout priest to get him through this narrow 
aperture. Of such neat manufacture is the panel­ 
ling, that much time might be spent by the pursuer 
in discovering that any part of it was moveable, or 
that anything like a door existed in it. In the 
westernmost of these secret rooms is a black- 
looking abyss or shaft, about four feet by three 
feet, and down this hole the fugitive is said to have 
descended to the subterranean passage under the 
moat. Mr. Myott, the agent of the property, 
informs me that this underground passage, passing 
under the moat, has been followed up for some 
distance, a chimney sweep having been employed 
for the purpose. This passage leads in the direc­ 
tion of a mound which stands not many yards 
from the south-west corner of the moat. I have 
not personally investigated the facts relating to 
this underground passage, but in the nature of 
things it is not improbable that such a means of 
escape did once exist. On the ground floor a 
bricked-up doorway suggests that at one time 
there was a means of escape from the dark shaft 
into the garden. It is a noticeable fact that there 
are small doorways in the walls of all the rooms 
in the eastern wing and in the rooms of the
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Moreton Hall, Cheshire.

gatehouse, so that a fugitive could escape to the 
secret apartments from the furthest extremity of 
the bulletin"'.

" Ascending by the same spiral staircase in the 
gatehouse, we reach the long gallery, measuring 
about seventy-five feet in length, and twelve feet 
six inches in width. Some doubt exists as to the 
uses of the long galleries which are to be found 
in houses of this date, but there can be little doubt 
that they were used for the country dances which 
were so popular with our ancestors. Certain it 
is that this apartment could not have been used 
as a picture gallery, for, with the exception of a 
few feet, the whole of the wall space is occupied 
by windows, both at the sides and ends. Its roof 
is open-timbered, and supported by five pairs 
principals. From this long gallery a narrow do 
leads us into the uppermost room over the porch. 
It is about eighteen feet long and eleven feet 
wide.

" The great hall is of the early type, with 
open-timbered roof, and is in its usual place at the 
opposite side of the quadrangle to the gatehouse. 
It is about thirty-four feet long and twenty-three 
feet wide. The roof is divided into two long bays, 
and supported in the middle by a strong central 
principal. The kitchens and butteries, with sym­ 
metrically arranged doors, are at the west end of 
the hall. The kitchen fireplace is large enough 
to roast an ox. It is eleven feet wide and five 
feet deep. The posts of the screens supported 
the musicians' gallery, from which there is access 
to three bedrooms over the kitchens and butteries. 
The through passage of the hall is protected from 
draughts by porches at both ends of it. In the 
north porch is a most ingeniously contrived 
circular staircase, which leads to the musicians' 
gallery, and to the three bedrooms just referred to. 

c
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The fireplace of the hall is in a somewhat unusual 
position, being at the north end of the high table, 
and there are indications of afterthought in its 
construction, as in so many other instances. The 
bay window also, by its plan no less than by the 
date which it bears, was manifestly added as an 
improvement many years after the erection of the 
great hall itself. This bay window, with the 
contiguous bay of the drawing-room, in their upper 
parts are joined together in a very unique manner. 
The picture of the courtyard, given in Nash's 
Mansions of the Olden Time, gives a clear idea of 
this remarkable architectural construction, which, 
according to the inscription given elsewhere, dates 
from the year 1559.

" These two bays terminate hexagonally on plan. 
The south porch of the hall, which like the two 
bay windows is richly ornamented and carved, 
appears to have been added at the same time. 
Passing out of the great hall by the usual door at 
the back of the high table, we enter the eastern 
wing of the building. In front of us is a winding 
staircase leading to the bedrooms. On our left 
hand is the smaller hall, or lord's chamber. On 
our right is the withdrawing room, the ceiling of 
which is divided into twelve square compartments 
by fine ceiling beams. These compartments are 
enriched with moulded floor joists, the direction 
of which is changed in each compartment, thus 
imparting an interlacing effect resembling that 
which is so much favoured by Japanese artists. 
The ceilings at Samlesbury Hall are of similar 
construction. The work is all executed in oak. 
There is an interesting Elizabethan chimney-piece 
in this apartment. The chapel is at the south end 
of this east side of the quadrangle. Its chancel, 
which is about twelve feet long and eight feet wide, 
projects beyond the line of the main buildings.
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The nave, or body of the chapel, is about eighteen 
feet square on plan. It is lit by a five-light south 
window, and an oak screen divides it from the 
chancel. A small apartment on its north side may 
perhaps have been the priest's room. Over this 
little room and the nave of the chapel is a long 
apartment which may have formed a dormitory 
for the servants. It has an open-timbered roof, 
and is reached by a circular staircase, the only 
entrance to which is from the courtyard. The 
two oriel windows of this room look into the 
quadrangle, and their rich ornamentation has often 
been represented in the sketch-hooks of artists.

" The chief bedroom is over the withdrawing- 
room. It was enlarged in the year 1559 by the 
great two-storied bay window which William 
Moreton then built. A narrow door on the 
northerlv side of this bay leads us into the upper 
story of the bay of the great hall, and thus a large 
cupboard or dressing-room is most ingeniously 
formed.

" The quadrangle measures internally about 
sixty feet from north to south, and forty feet from 
cast to west. The break in it on the west side 
is defended by a brick wall.

" There is an entire absence of corridors in this 
house, and we have in consequence four separate 
staircases. In fine weather the access to the 
bedrooms may have been from the quadrangle, or, 
in bad weather, by the narrow doors which lead 
from bedroom to bedroom.

"Amongst the details worthy of note is the 
ancient leaclwork in the windows, particularly in 
the long gallery and the bay windows of the great 
hall and withdrawing-room. It is arranged in 
ingenious geometrical patterns, somewhat similar 
to those of the glazing at Bramhall Hall. We 
may also note that the walls of some of the
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earlier parts of the house, which now look so 
bare, appear to have been originally hung with 
tapestry, whilst some of the rooms of more modern 
date are enriched with handsome oak panelling.

" The coat of arms of the Moretons is to be 
seen on the fireplace in the small room leading 
out of the long gallery, and also in the windows 
of the great hall and withdrawing-room."


