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Page 41, line 12, for ‘ Thomas Stanley' read ‘ John Stanley.’

LIICIT vdlllage ground over tne wiae exient or 10wer
country which lay between them and Rivington
Pike, they saw, when the day was clear enough, in
the middle distance the borough of Wigan, with its
church standing in its midst. That far-away church
was their parish church, to which their children had
to be taken for baptism and their dead for burial.
Thither, also, they had to travel for all the other
ordinances of the Church. Billinge was then part
and parcel of the vast parish of Wigan, and then,
as now, sometimes within the reach of the wind-

borne sound of its beautiful bells. But the very
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OR more than a thousand years, in all proba-

bility, Billinge has stood upon its pleasant
uplands. It seems to have taken its name from,
and to have been the first English settlement of|
a family of Anglo-Saxon nobles, whose earliest
records are said to be ‘“mythological rather than
historical.” The first undoubtedly historical Billing
died in A.p. 967 (Isaac Taylor, Words and Places,
p- 129, note 1). Forlong centuries after that, when
the scattered farmer-folk of Billinge looked out from
their vantage ground over the wide extent of lower
country which lay between them and Rivington
Pike, they saw, when the day was clear enough, in
the middle distance the borough of Wigan, with its
church standing in its midst. That far-away church
was their parish church, to which their children had
to be taken for baptism and their dead for burial.
Thither, also, they had to travel for all the other
ordinances of the Church. Billinge was then part
and parcel of the vast parish of Wigan, and then,
as now, sometimes within the reach of the wind-
borne sound of its beautiful bells. But the very
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2 Some Notes on Billinge

sweetness of that quiet bell-music, on the rare occa-
sions when it could be heard, told the people afresh
how far away from them was their House of God.
In the earlier half of the fifteenth century the
population of Billinge had probably increased. At
any rate, in some year soon after 1534 ' the need
was felt of a chapel here.? None but the strongest
could regularly travel the four or five miles to
Wigan for divine service. And so, with the due
permission of the then Rector of Wigan (Richard
Kyghley, 1534-43), and “for the ease of the people
then adjoyninge,” a chapel was built at the cost of
the inhabitants, “ as well gentylmen as others the
yeomen and comonaltie,” and their well-disposed
neighbours.  This chapel was probably a small
one,® similar to that built, e.g., at Rivington, or at
Langho, about the same time. It is doubtful if it
ever was consecrated. At any rate Bishop Bridge-

! The date of the Valor Ecclesiasticus of King Henry VIII, in
which Billinge Chapel is not mentioned, as it would have been had
it been in existence.

? A somewhat similar case was that of Rossendale, in the parish of
Clitheroe, but twelve miles away from the parish church, the way
between being “ very foule, painfull and Hillous, and the country in
the winter season is so extreamly and vehemently cold, that the
Children and young Infants in that time of the year, being borne to
the Church to be Christened are in great peril of their lives and almost
starved with cold; the aged and impotent persons, and women great
with child, are not able to travail so far to hear the word of God . . .
and the dead corpses there like to Lye and remain unburied, at such
time as any that doth die and depart this world, for lack of carriage,
untill such time as great annoyance do grow to the King’s subjects
there . . . and whereas also, before this time the Inhabitants of the
said forrest, about the space of 38 years past or thereabouts [7z.e.
in 1511—the chapel was rebuilt in 1560] at their own proper costs
and charges, made a Chapel of Ease . . . [and provided] an honest
minister. . . . Also the said Chapel and the said minister hath been
sustained and maintained by and with the good devotions and chari-
table rewards of the well-disposed Inhabitants . . . and every of the
said Inhabitants have given several sums of money some more, some
less—some money, some chattell, and some of ’em such other gifts
and rewards as hath been meet, &c.” Decree of Chancellor of Duchy
of Lancaster, 4th year of Edward VI. Qu. Newbigging, History of
Forest of Rossendale, p. 114.

3 There is no trace of any dedication. The restored church is now
dedicated to St. Aidan.




Some Notes on Billinge 3

man in 1625 records in the Wigan Ledger (fol.
103) that after looking over the deeds he does not
find that the chapel was ever consecrated, but thinks
that the reader had only some toleration allowed
him to read there. It is interesting to note that in
the action in the Court of Common Pleas at Lan-
caster in 1765 (see postea), the feoffees contended
that the chapel was never consecrated. On the
other hand, the Bishop and Rector contended that,
since the Curates of Billinge had always been
licensed by the Bishop, and the Sacraments always
administered, the Act of Consecration may well be
presumed. (See Bruef for Defendants, pp. 6 and 7,
preserved in Parish Chest.) The chapel was prob-
ably but poorly furnished, for when in 1552 the
King’s Commissioners visited it, they found, of
things which could be plundered, only “j littil belle,”
though of course it is quite possible, indeed not at
all unlikely, that other things may have been pre-
viously removed. This chapel was placed upon
“a certain parcel of waste ground.” Where was
this? The presumption has been that the old
chapel stood upon the site of the present one. This
was considerably strengthened by the careful orien-
tation (2° 5 S. of E.) of the latter. But in the
course of the recent restoration a discovery was
made which goes far to prove that the present
church was built on the site of the old one. It was
found that the nave space was covered with graves,
placed east and west. Now it is practically certain
that those graves were made before the old oak
seats were put into the church in 1718. Hence
there was, at least, a graveyard here before that
date. Corroborative evidence of this is afforded
by the fact that just outside the western door there
is a gravestone dated 1713, five years before the
building of the church. Moreover, in the action
of 1765 (see postea) the plaintiffs spoke of *the
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Chapel of Billinge afores?, and also a Certain parcel
of Land thereto adjoining Called the Chapel yard,
now are and immemorially have been an ancient
Chapel and Chapel yard” ; and the defendants said
that the ancient chapel was in 1717 and 1718
“ pulled down, and the present Chapel Built upon
the Scite thereof by Contribution.” Putting, then,
everything together, we may feel sure that the present
church was built upon the site of the earlier .
chapel, and that the Billinge people have wor-
shipped God upon this very spot for close upon
370 years.

The building of the original chapel is of great
interest as being the first attempt (with the possible
exception of Up-Holland Priory in the fourteenth
century) at church extension in the great parish of
Wigan. And it seems to have been made rather
by the Billinge people themselves than by outsiders,
though outsiders helped. The effort was made,
moreover, at a time of great religious unrest.
Local difficulties seem to have arisen soon after
the building of the chapel. Even then the Billinge
people seem to have been, what at the recent
Consecration the Bishop told them they are now,
“ sturdy, independent, clannish, who never did any-
thing by halves,” though the root 47/ in their name
“ signifies gentleness ” (Taylor, dc. cz2.). When the
chapel was built they “found one preest att their
own proper costs and charges to say and sing Mass,
Matens, and oyr devyne Service and to minister the
Sacraments.” The congregation numbered about
200. But there were some turbulent spirits amongst
them, and the first curate had anything but a bed
of roses. In 1539-40 he had to bring an action
against James Roby, the churchwarden, and
others. The churchwarden had collected £% from
the worshippers, and handed it over to one
Wm. Heyton, Esq., who wrongfully detained it,
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and there seems for a time to have been no
service ‘“for lake of payment of ye p’st’s wages
ministrynge.” !

Later on, again, the same persons were sued for
detaining money collected for the repairing of the
ways to Billinge Chapel.

But much worse was to come a dozen years later,
at the beginning of Queen Mary’s reign. When
the chapel was built, England was still under the
Roman obedience. But warning of what was coming
had already been loudly given in the dissolution of
the neighbouring Priory at Up-Holland in 1536.
When Edward VI. came to the throne in 1547
great changes ensued, and these would, doubtless, be
more or less felt in the little out-of-the-way chapel
at Billinge. But when Edward died and Mary
succeeded in 1553, there was change back again,
and some of the Billinge people did not approve of
it, and these malcontents showed their disapproval
in an outrageous way. Their leader was a turbulent
and militant “ Protestant” named James Wynstand-
ley of Windstandley, who may have been the then
squire, and he, with some twenty others (unnamed),
to show his contempt for the Queen’s proclamation
restoring the Roman religion, broke into the chapel,
stole everything which was worth stealing, including
the newly-provided vestments, chalice and patten,
&ec. &c., turned out the seats, took the glass out
of the windows, and stopped them up with boughs
of trees, and then turned the place into a barn and
filled it with his corn and hay ; in this way effectually
stopping for a time the holding of any service what-
soever. This high-handed but irreligious reformer
had to be taken into the Law Courts, where, no
doubt, he duly learnt his lesson, though of this there
is no record. The building would, no doubt, soon

2 Bridgeman, History of the Church and Manor of Wigan, for
some of this earlier information. He gives sundry documents.
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be fitted again for service, though of this also we
are not told.

Forty-five years later (1598) Queen Elizabeth
had nearly finished her reign. Popery had gone
never to return, and the Reformed state of things
had been established some forty years. But church
matters at Billinge could scarcely be described as
very satisfactory. Most of the gentry seem to have
been inclined to the Roman religion. The chapel
was out of repair; there were no books save one
large Bible ; the legal fines for absence from church
were not levied, neither was the poor rate collected.
Warning was, indeed, generally given of the Cele-
bration of the Holy Communion, but very few
received it thrice yearly. Those who did could
not say their Catechism ; indeed many could not
even say the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and Ten
Commandments. The curate was ‘““no minister,”
but only a ‘reader,” ze. either a layman, or a
priest unlicensed to preach. Whether this sad state
of things was mended we cannot say, but for six-
teen years, during the greater part of the reign of
James I., the services were still conducted by the
same ‘‘ Reader ” Bolton (1609-25),! which is scarcely
hopeful. Yet a small endowment was provided
about 1614, and the chapel seems to have been en-
larged about this time, for in a deed quoted in Brzef
Jor Defendants, p. 4 (see postea), a proviso is con-
tained that certain persons shall continue to ““ Hold
their Seats and Forms in the New Out Heiling*®

1 In the Wigan Marriage Register of 1610 there occurs this entry :
“William Boulton Reade® at billing and his wyfe [sic, no name],
June 11.”

Canon Bridgeman, following Raines, calls him Richard (op. czz. 273).

? This word is also spelt “outelmg ” In the Liverpool Church
Records the word “outaisle” occurs in 1697 (Peet, /nventory, p. 105),

when the north aisle was added to the old St. Nicholas’ Chapel. But
in spite of the fact that “ outheiling” and “outaisle ” are evidently
synonymous, Mr. A. L. Mayhew, of Oxford, is of opinion that there
is no etymological connection between them He believes that
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adjoining to the South side of the Chapel. . . .”
The date of the deed is 1603. In 1625 Bishop
Bridgeman, who was also Rector of Wigan, who did
much to raise the status of the parochial clergy,
sent his curate, Tempest, to take the service at
Billinge, and the trustees of the chapel refused his
ministrations. But before the week was out they
were on their knees before the bishop at Wigan, and
Mr. Tempest vent on with his work amongst them.

In the vestry is preserved a little painted glass,
bearing the date 1637. It was taken from one of
the windows at the recent restoration. It consists
of a shield of arms, surrounded by arabesques and
flowers. The armsare apparently those of a member
of the Bankes family ;' this glass is probably evi-
dence rather of the squire’s idea of the importance
of his family than of zeal for the House of God ;
and yet that it was put into the church then seems
to tell us that it was by no means a neglected place
on the eve of the great change.

Then came the Great Rebellion, when the Non-
conformists got the upper hand, and the bishop and
clergy were turned out of their charges and most
cruelly harried. Billinge suffered like other places,
though it was proposed to make of it a separate
parish. Of those dark days we will say no more
than that they came to an end in 1662, when the
intruded Puritan minister® was ejected, and the
church services were restored.

“heiling” or “eling” means a roofing or covering, and is the same
word as “heling” (see Murray, New English Dictionary, spelt also
“healing 7).

1 Though the cross is engrailed instead of plain (Bankes). The

. coat of Ashhurst of Ashhurst is like that shown in the Billinge glass,

but the tincture of the field is gules, and not sable. The mullet for
difference in the centre of the cross should denote a third son. We
may note that one Ellen Ashhurst of Billinge, widow, had a will proved
at Chester in 1640.

? The intruded minister was John Wright, described by his party
as “a very honest, godly minister and of good lyffe and conversacon.”
For his pay he received from the intruded minister of Wigan £s5o.
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Of the state of things between then and the
rebuilding of the chapel in 1718 we have but little
account.

In his list of the curates and incumbents of
Billinge, Canon Bridgeman (Hstory of Church and
Manor of Wigan, p. 757), gives

1646-1662. John Wright, minister of Billinge.
. . . Goulburn.
1685-1699. Humphrey Tudor.

But in Roger Lowe's Diary (1663-1678) there are
several references to a Mr. John Blakeburne, who
was taking the services at Billinge Chappell. He
heard him there on Feb. 3 and Nov. 5, 1665, and
on June 3, 1666, “lords day I went to Billinge
Chappel to hear Mr. Blakeburne and he was glad
to see me recovered, he tooke me into Humphrey
Cowlays and spent 6% on me and then I walked
downe to Blackley hurst and so parted.”

He heard him again at Billinge Chappel on
Aug. 3. On Oct. 13 he “went . . . to the ffuneral
of old Mr. Bankes of Winstanley who was interred
at Wiggan. Mr. Blakeburne preached.” He heard
him again at Billinge on Dec. 2, “it was a cold
day and at noone Humphry Cowlys house was
so thronged that we could not ataine a fire to sit by
but we sacrificed ourselves ore the twopenny flagon
in a cold chamber, att noone there was Henry
Birchall with us the younger, we had each of us a
messe of pottage, we spent 3¢ a piece.”

The next entry in the printed Dzary is ““ Dec. 15.
Saturday. I went to the dolefull funerall of the
reverend Mr. John Blakeburne at Winwick. Mr.
Potter [the curate] preached in a very patheticall
maner . . . he in the close of his sermon spoke

Also a donation, given [about 1614] by Thomas Billing, of 46 shillings
8d. per ann., and likewise £4 per annum, a donative given by the
inhabitants of Billinge and Winstanley.

e

——a



Some Notes on Billinge 9

excellentlie truly tho’ mournfullie in comendation of
Mr. John and indeed the neighbourhood sustain
great losse by his death.”

This Mr. John Blakeburne was living at Blackley
Hurst, and he seems to have had spiritual charge of
Billinge at this time. Mr. ]J. Brownbill informs
me that he matriculated at B.N.C., Oxford, in
1640 (aged 18), a year after his elder brother
Thomas. He proceeded B.D. in 1662. His
brother had taken the same degree in 1661, lived at
Blackley Hurst, and was buried at Winwick in 1664
(Feb. 9), aged 43. John was buried, as Lowe
relates, at Winwick in 1666 (Dec. 15), aged 44.
Mr. Brownbill adds: “I think the Blackburnes
would be clergymen and conformists, judging by
the time when they took the B.D. degree, but
nonconformists were sometimes allowed to preach
the funeral sermon of a deceased friend. 1 think
you will find several instances of this (e.g. the Rector
of North Meols).”

But Bishop George Hall, then Rector of Wigan,
was scarcely the man to allow a Nonconformist to
occupy his pulpit, still less to act as his curate at
Billinge. In the Winwick Register John Blake-
borne is styled “/M7.,” as is also his brother
Thomas. In the same register Richard Sherlock
has no handle before his name, but is styled * Doctor
of Divinity and Rector of Winwick.”

No information respecting John Blakeburne can
be obtained from the Chester Registry. ¢ Chester
Records are practically a blank from 1661 to 1668.”
His brother Thomas was incumbent of Rivington.
He was ordained by the Bishop of Chester (Bridge-
man) in 1644 or 1645, and was of Royalist leanings.

e was ejected from Rivington in 1647, but in 1650
was incumbent of Newton in the Hundred of West
Derby, and was described in the Church Survey
as a “godly preaching minister, and supplieth the
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cure diligently upon the Lords Dayes.” He *“did
not keep the Fast (Thursday, June 13, 1650), and
did come into the said place by ye consent of the
whole chapelrie.” Cf. Record Society, vol. i. p. 48 ;
vol. xv. p. 30; Chetham Society, N.S., vol. xli.
pp. 21314 ; also vols. xxxvi. and xli. (Mznutes of
the Bury Presbytevian Classics, 1647-57); Walker,

Sufferings of Clergy, pp. 40, 413.

During the recent restoration one thing came to _

light, which would lead us to suppose that Billinge
shared to some extent in the revival of, at any rate,
external religion, which took place in the latter half
of the seventeenth century. When the old oak
pews were taken to pieces, it was found that the
carpenters of 1718 had used up, when they could,
some oak work of earlier date, and this was prob-
ably 1687 (James II.), which was found cut upon
some of it, so that in all probability something
had been done in that year to make the old
chapel more comely and convenient. This is but
a straw, but it may show which way the stream
was flowing.

Now we come to the rebuilding of the chapel in
1718, during the long incumbency® of Humphrey
Walley (1708-1749). Francis Gastrell, of Notitia
fame, was Bishop of the Diocese (1714-25), and the
Rector of Wigan was Samuel Aldersley (1714-41),
in whose time various works were executed in
Wigan Parish Church. George 1. was King.
Convocation had just been finally silenced, and,
with the accession of what the Dissenting historian
Calamy calls the “amiable and illustrious House of
Hanover,” a period of spiritual torpor set in, which
is probably without equal in the history of the
English Church. Billinge Church was rebuilt at

1 Many of the other incumbents also stayed long—e.g. Rd. Carr,
1776-1813 ; Samuel Hall, 1813-33 ; John Bromilow, 1833-53; and,
longest of all, the revered Canon Howard St. George, 1853-93.
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the beginning of this sad period, and whilst the
energy of the foregoing time was as yet unexpended.
A little earlier there had been a good deal of
church building in the diocese as well as elsewhere,
e.g. Liverpool, St. Peter (1704); Warrington, Holy
Trinity (1709); Manchester, St. Ann (1712); Ash-
ton, St. Thomas (1714 rebuilt). Prescot Tower was
built in 1729, and Lowton Church in 1732. Sefton
reredos was made in 1730. The work at Billinge
compares most favourably with any that was done
elsewhere in the neighbourhood at this period. In
fact there is nothing which will really compare
with it. It is unique. The building speaks for
itself, and it tells us that the work was certainly the
result of zeal for the House of God. Those who
built it desired to build well, and to build a thing of
beauty. They evidently gave of their best. There
is no record of the name of the architect.

The church is of a mixed style of architecture.
Generally, it belongs to the Renaissance, and, more
particularly, to the Roman Doric, though there is
a touch of Corinthian in the fluted pilasters within
the apse.r It is an oblong building, measuring
internally about 57 feet by 37 feet. The west front
rather reminds one, longo wntervallo, of the west
front of the Duomo at Rimini. At the east end
is a small apse lighted by two windows at the
side, but without an east window. The parapet
round this apse is broken by several sets of
balusters. The south side (as well as the north)
is divided into four bays by pilasters, in which
the entasis is very apparent. The simple mould-
ings also are carefully and correctly designed. The
work is quite as good in its way as the chapel of
Queen’s College, Oxford, built about the same time
by Sir Christopher Wren. The Doric details are
very similar, but at Queen’s there is nothing else

! This description was written before the recent restoration,
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but Doric. In each bay is an ordinary round-headed
window of the period with keystone. But within

#:°2 85°

2/ in.

A

the window opening the architect has introduced
mullions—thus making the window three light—
and tracery which is a distinct reminiscence (though
again longo intervallo) of the beautiful reticulated
tracery of the Decorated period, such as may be seen
in great perfection at Up-Holland, three miles away.

The pilasters are connected at the bottom by a
plain base, and at the top by an entablature with
well-moulded cornice, above which again comes an
embattled parapet, such as might very well have
been built in the Perpendicular period, except that
urns have taken the place of pinnacles. There
is also a quasi-Perpendicular window in the west
front over the door. This mixture of Classical and
Gothic is very noteworthy, and the recurrence of
Gothic forms, many years after Gothic was gene-
rally disused, and many years also before it began
again to be in vogue, gives Billinge Church con-
siderable architectural interest.

The building much reminds one of work done
many years earlier, when the struggle between
Gothic and Renaissance was still going on (¢f.
Gotch, Early Renaissance in England). Only then

~{
i |

Section of Jamb and Base of Window (not to scale)
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the building itself would have been late Gothic,
with touches of Renaissance work; whereas at
Billinge the building is Renaissance, with touches
.: of Gothic in the nave battlements and the window
E tracery. It has been suggested that the architect
; may possibly have copied the tracery of the old

chapel windows. But this could not be, for the

chapel was built, as we have seen, about 1534,
| and its tracery would be of the late Perpendicular

(without any cusps), which was in vogue in
Lancashire at that time. The Billinge tracery was
clearly inspired by the reticulated.

The proportions of the church are admirable;
there is evidence at every turn of care and even of
affection ; of a desire to build a church which, while
modest in size and on plan, should nevertheless be
as worthy of its sacred purpose as its builders could
make it. They built (so far as they knew how)
a suaviter as well as fortiter, sweetly as well as strongly
(¢f. Bishop Sanderson, Works, vol. i. p. 318). There
was not merely “building ” but * architecture” as
well (¢f. Ruskin, Seven Lamps, chap. i. 1), and
the “lamp of sacrifice” burnt brightly. Good
dressed stone was used for the exterior work,
and within the church the pews are of oak, to
which age has given a delightful colour. There
was also an oak altar table (now in the vestry),
very similar to the one made about the same
time for Aughton Church. Both are excellent
examples of the best sort of furniture of the
period. A lovely brass candelabrum, similar to
those at Up-Holland and elsewhere, hangs in the
centre. The interior, when it was fresh from the
builders hands, must have been very effective,
and well-adapted for the needs of the small con-
gregation for whom it was intended. About a
dozen of the pews are double ones, and belonged
to the “quality.” In these kneeling must always
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