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PRESCOT WATCH-MAKING IN THE XVlll
CENTURY.
By James Hoult.
Read 12 November, 1925.

HE Watch Industry until about 25 years ago was the
staple of Prescot. In dozens of small workshops it
had provided employment for the inhabitants of the town
and the adjacent villages for at least two hundred years.
Matthew Gregson in his Fragments supposes the watch
trade sprang from the inhabitants around Prescot at an
early period having held their lands by feudal tenure of
making armour and weapons for the barons of Halton
Castle.
As the armour was largely chain armour the idea is
interesting, for wire and tine chain work seem to have
settled at Sankey and Warrington and the more delicate
metal work for the making of clocks and watches in the
villages between Widnes and Prescot.
A very ancient inn (recently rebuilt) between Cronton
and Hough Green is called Hammer and Pincers, locally
pronounced Thommer and Pincers. The sign is said to be
that of the original Armourers' motto. If this is so, it is
of interest to know that the Armourers' Company was
incorporated in 142; with headquarters in London.
If we could go back a century and a half and see the
villages of south-west Lancashire we should find that the
watchmakers or watch-part makers were most numerous
in the neighbourhoods of Cronton and Rainhill; almost
every old house to-day shows the windows of the little
workshop. The barony of Haiti>n included tin: manors of
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Crouton, Widnes, Appleton, Sutton, Kainhill, Eccleston,
Tarbock, Prescot, Huyton ami Knowsley, in tlic ijth
century.
Unfortunately for the theory I have not been able to
find any authentic references to armour-making in the
district.
Thepeuplrof Lancashire in early days were for the most
part a pastoral and agricultural and not a manufacturing
people. How were trades introduced here ? In the ijth
and i-jth centuries most articles of clothing, excepting
such as were produced by ordinary domestic industry, were
imported from Flanders, France and Germany; the great
staple of England was wool, which was sent abroad in
large quantities. " The ribs of all people throughout the
world," wrote Matthew Paris, " are kept warm by fleeces
of English wool." The wool and its growers were on one
side of the English Channel, and the skilled workmen who
dyed and wove it into cloth were on the other. When
war broke out,and communications between the two shores
were interrupted, great distress was occasioned in Flanders
by the stoppage of the supply of English wool. On one
occasion, when the export of wool from England was
prohibited, the effect was to reduce the manufacturing
populations throughout the Low Countries to destitution
and despair. " Then might be seen throughout Flanders."
says the local historian, " weavers, fullers, and others
living by the woollen manufacture, either begging, or,
driven by debt, tilling the soil."
At the same time, the English wool-growers lost the
usual market for their produce. It naturally occurred to
the English kings that it would be of great advantage to
the country to have the wool made into cloth by the hands
of their own people, instead of sending it abroad for the
purpose. They accordingly sent out invitations to the
distressed Flemish artisans to come over and settle in
England, where they would find abundant employment at
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remunerative wages; and as early as the reign of Edward
III a large number of Flemings came over and settled in
London, Norfolk, Yorkshire, Lancashire and Westmorland.
The same policy was pursued down to the reign of
Henry VIII, who encouraged artisans of all kinds to settle
in England as armourers, cutlers, miners, brewers, and
shipbuilders; the principal craftsmen employed by the
court being Flemings.
The immigration of foreign Protestants began in the
reign of his successor Edward VI. In the north we find
them establishing themselves at Manchester, Bolton, and
Halifax, and S.W. Lancashire.
There are some authorities on the history of South-West
Lancashire who think that the watch and clock industries
were introduced by Huguenot refugees, but it seems
impossible to obtain exact information. One named
Woolrick is particularly mentioned, but any information
on such things as Christian name or even anything
personal is lacking. We only know that he settled at
Copped Holt, which is mentioned in the manor court-roll
of the Ogle family, who held the manor of Whiston. It
was situated on the borders of Eccleston and Whiston, and
in 1526 there was a dispute about its ownership. There
was much local sympathy with the French Protestants,
and at Prescot the church-wardens' records show that
collections were made for them. It is of interest to know
that in 1554 the celebrated John Bradford wrote to his
friend Erkenwalde Rawlins (a Fleming), advising him to
leave his country and come and settle here.
Historians of the once famous Watch Industry of
Prescot and neighbourhood have repeated the same story
over and over again. Thus Baines in his History of
Lancashire says that it was introduced by a John Millar,
who came from Yorkshire about 1730; Mannox's History
says exactly the same thing; and G. Hemingway, a
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Fresco tian, repeats the tale. Yet that its Yorkshire
origin is incorrect is proved from references in the manor
court-roll of Prescot and from wills of watchmakers
proved in the r/th century.
Among these wills is that of Christopher Horrocks of
Warrington, watchmaker, proved in 1663. In Liverpool
there were two watchmakers, Henry Higginson and Peter
Lewis, whose wills were proved in 1694 and 1699 respectively. A Charles Ratcliffe, watchmaker of Liverpool
died and his will was proved in 1700. Executors may have
designated as watchmakers, men who had hcen makers of
watch parts.
The trade appeared in Prescot in the earliest days as
departmental watch tool makers, watch motion makers,
watch hand makers, watch wheels, finishers. Watch
hand makers were there early in the i8th century. The
first local will of a watchmaker to be proved was in 1765,
but after that date watchmaking and the allied industries
occur in many wills of deceased Prescotians. There was
a watch tool maker in Sutton in 1760. I tried, but without
success, to trace the will, hoping to find the name Wyke.
The earliest authentic records I have been able to find date
back to 1673 and 1680; in the manor court roll of Prescot, a
Henry Darbishire is mentioned as a clock-smith in 1673,
and a Thomas Darbishiiv in 1680 is designated watchmaker.
The first watch-mounts were ma.de at Prescot in 1730,
nearly a century after tlie arrival of the Huguenot refugees.
There was evidently progress, as the original big Dutch
watch was being superseded by the smaller English
timekeeper. An old watchmaker told me that English
people liked a fair-sized watch and that he had heard a
gentleman complain, that although his watch was a
splendid timekeeper, it was too small, too much like a
woman's!
The eighteenth century was the period of progress and
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development in the watch-making industry. Indentures
of apprentices show that it was usual for the " masters "
in their shops to specialise in parts. One indenture
names the trade of watch motion maker, another watch
pinion maker, another balance maker, and another gold
hand maker. This last gives the following particulars:
John, son of Elizabeth Forber of Prescot, widow, was at the age
of 15 put and placed apprentice to David Darrow of Prescot, gold
hand watch maker, to learn the art, trade, and mystery of gold
hand watch making. He had to serve until 21 years of age.
David Darrow received £2 from the church-wardens to take him,
he being a poor boy, and there was no obligation from the
employer to give the lad any remuneration in money; he needed
only to clothe, feed and lodge him.

There are people still living in Prescot who remember
Gold Hand Court. Dated Jan 15, 1797, we have an indenture binding James Tyrer for a term of 9 years to
Thomas Jones, a watch motion maker, Prescot. The boy
was then n years old, the son of a husbandman, who
appears to have died or been ill, for the boy was on the
parish; in this case no consideration money was paid with
him.
In an indenture dated 1809, the overseers of Sutton
agreed to pay £3 to apprentice an orphan, Peter Bromelow, to the trade of watch pinion making, his master to be
Henry Rowson of Prescot. He had to serve from 14
years of age to 21 at the usual terms. On the back of the
indenture there is written an account of gross misdemeanour by the youth against his master, who is
described as watch-maker, and the apprenticeship was
dissolved by order of two magistrates James Fraser and
Michael Hughes. Another watch pinion maker of 1809
mentioned in an indenture is Joseph Hewitt. J. \Vycherley was one of his apprentices. A James Ashton, son of
Sarah Ashton, a widow, was bound apprentice for i^years ;
303. was paid, one of the magistrates signed himself
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Stanley, and on the deed he was described as " the Right
Honorable Smith Stanley."
The great impulse to the industry was given by the invention of the lever escapement in 1765, and John Wyke's
wheel-cutting engine, as it was called. This John Wyke
was born at Sutton in 1729, died in Liverpool in 1787 and
was buried at Prescot. He had his first workshop at
Prescot and always considered himself to be a son of the
old town. I have seen his signature as a juryman at an
inquest held in Prescot in 1747. He was then a leading
man, being associated with John Chorley, John Case and
Thomas Parr, local magnates .having interests not
only at Prescot but in Liverpool. In the first account
of John Wyke's life, which appeared in our Transactions
for 1853-4, l Wyke was described as " of the parish
of Prescot." Me was, in fact, born at Sutton within
the old parish.
He was not christened at Prescot,
neither was he married there, but I have seen the entry
of his burial in the church register. It reads " Sept.
I4th, 1787, John Wyke, Gent., Liverpool." No name of
Wyke appears in the baptismal book for the years 1718 to
1722, so that his parents were either Nonconformists (who
were numerous at Sutton in the early i8th century) or
attended the chapel of St. Helens or Farnworth. Neither
of his two marriages took place at Prescot, no record being
found in the register for the years 1735 to 1745.
The Wyke family seem to have been yeomen, settled in
the neighbourhood of Cronton, .Sutton, and Bold. In
1540 we find a George Wyke in the latter place; in 1594
and 1608 there were Wykes at Cronton; and in 1611 a
Thomas Wyke held lands at Bold. In 1628 a Wyke
family paid subsidy for lands at Cronton.
The Moat-house, Sutton, near Bold, is the spot generally
accepted as having been the residence of Nehemiah Wyke
1 A view of his house in Dale Street (on the police court site) and a sketch of
his tomb at Prescot are given.
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and the birthplace of John Wyke. 1 The place is most
easily reached from Lea Green Station, or if by road from
the Warrington Road a little beyond Kainhill. There is
a legend to the effect that a quantity of silver was found
buried in the garden. A portion of the moat is still there.
The building has evidence of many alterations, stone base,
hand-made bricks, stone roof, many passages inside and a
tine staircase. These are the usual characteristics of ifilh
century dwellings in Lancashire and Cheshire.
In Wyke's day Prescot was the market of England for
watches, and Wyke, himself a watchmaker, found that
everything in the trade was regulated by rules and conservatism of the worst kind. Machinery was objected to.
John Wyke, however, was a man of courage, and of brains
withal, and he invented and made for sale a machine (or
engine, as it was called) to cut out wheels of all sizes
suitable for watches. He had ambitions, and became not
only a watch and clock maker, but a manufacturer of
watch tools. Prescot watchmakers were not friendly to
him and his progressive ideas, and he removed to Liverpool, and bought land off Dale Street, where he built for
himself a residence, coach-house, stables, garden, manufactory, warehouse, and other buildings all grouped about
a large rectangular courtyard. The entrance was through
an archway from Dale-Street, and his garden extended in
Tithebarn Street. He became famous for his tools and
machinery, and excelled in the quality of his motion work,
chains, main-springs, and pinion wire. He had fifty
drawings showing every size of every part of watch and
clock. He ever preached the value of time, and on thr
dials of his clocks we find the following mottoes:
" O, time ! than gold more sacred."
" On time's uncertain date man's eternal hours depend."
" Time wasted is existence, used is life."
1 A stone in the cellar has the following initials: I.I,., M.L., I.L., and date
1688. The initials are obviously not of the Wyke family.
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Successful in his business life, John Wyke showed, as
soon as his means allowed him, the kind of character that
he possessed, as it affected the public life of the day. The
historians of Liverpool (Brooke, Stonehouse, and Picton)
all speak well of him, and the more light that has been shed
upon his career, the more we find that as a patron of art,
of education and of religion lie stood high, but as a
philanthropist he was a true nobleman. He was not only
a good citizen, but lived a useful life, and exercised a
beneficial influence upon the growing town. He was one of
the first Liverpool bankers.
As to his private life, his first marriage was unhappy,
his wife eloping with another man. As compensation,
his second was very happy, the pair being congenial
spirits, agreeing in religion, philanthropy and artistic
tastes.
A Liverpool newspaper announced the wedding thus:
" Mr. Wyke, famous for instruments in the watch way, to
Miss Green."
\Vlien lie made his will, his friend \Vm. Roscoe drew it
up, and he had his wife as one of the executors. He left
bequests to his clerk and the workmen employed in his
watch factory, also to charities in his native town of
Prescot.
The evening of his days was spent in privacy, cheered
by the society of those intellectual friends with whom he
had enjoyed his favourite pursuits. In 1787, after adding
a codicil to his will (which was attested by his friend, Dr.
Matthew Turner, who was one of his coadjutors in the
formation of the first academy), he expired at his residence
in Wyke's Court, on the loth September, his remains
being interred in Prescot churchyard. His funeral was
attended by a long train of relations and friends. The
boys of the Bluecoat Hospital preceded the cortege to the
foot of Low Hill, singing a funeral anthem; and, on its
entrance into the town of Prescot, the children of the school
met and preceded it to the church, singing on the way.
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The altar tomb of the Wyke family at Prescot is falling
to decay, but the inscription on the top is still legible.
It reads:
In hope of a resurrection of glory through the mediation of
Jesus Christ. Nehemiah Wyke of Sutton B. 1670. D. 1733.
Hester Wainwright wife of Nehemiah Wyke.
Wife of John Wyke.
John Wyke died September 10, 1787, aged 67. A man of
great abilities, industry, and a patronizer of the arts. 1

In panels on the side of the tomb are sculptured the
arms (Or a chevron between 3 crosses fleury gules) and
crest.
Every dwelling-house in Eccleston Street, and Atherton
Street in Prescot had, at one period, a workshop at the
rear. The small factory or workshop now occupied by
Mr. Harry Pybus, in a yard reached by a passage from
Eccleston Street, was originally part of premises which
had a front on Eccleston Street. The business was
founded a hundred years or more ago (J. Preston and Sons)
the grandfather working at the trade of watchmaking at
the same shop as his son, and later his grandson after him.
"Pybus's," as it is usually called, is a building of two
stories, with a length of about 50 ft. The front has the
usual double row of windows filled with small panes, the
height of the rooms being about 8 ft. The lower was used
as a shop for the making of watch movements, the upper
chamber being used for the most delicate of all work, that
of chronometer making. Inside the two rooms benches are
fixed to the walls and run the full length on a level with
the bottom sills of the windows, the idea being to give the
workmen at the benches the maximum light for the fine
and minute parts and tools. The benches are strong and
about three feet in breadth, every yard or so having its
vice. There are the bow and throw wheels, with modern
improvements; but for the finest skilled workmanship the
1 The latter epitaph was that written by his friend William Koscoe.
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old-fashioned bow, made of cane and hemp, is preferred.
To one, not of the trade, the beautiful brass wheels, the
piles of brass filings, and the brass wheel-cutter, worked
with a treadle by the foot, are a revelation, telling of a
trade which was aesthetic, as artistic as that of the painter
on canvas. The upper and lower rooms of the workshop
of Harry Pybus were for different workmen and different
work. Watch movements were needed as a normal
requirement for the making and repair of watches, but it
was different with the upper room work, for chronometers
were not wanted by the gross. T. P. Hewitt, the founder of
the Watch Company, who knew something about the allied
trades, said that the worst thing about the chronometer
was that it lasted too long. He pinned his faith to watches
as money-getters. It was almost a necessity for old-time
tradesmen to be able to turn their hand to other work than
chronometer making.
The watch and chronometer makers of a century ago in
the little town of Prescot did work as praiseworthy as any
done by the craft guilds of the middle ages. Pride in
their work was the keynote of workers. Not merely for
money did they work; they strove to enrich the world with
things of use and beauty, made as accurate and perfect in
every detail as humanly possible. The Clock-makers
Guild of London were anxious to cultivate the same spirit
and among their laws they decreed that a man who
systematically turned out inferior work was to be driven
out of tin; trade ruined if needs be and that a secondrate clock or watch could be seized and destroyed by the
officials.
At Prescot great was the rivalry among watch and
chronometer makers as to who could turn out the best
articles. To break metal to see that it was sound was a
usual thing. The cutting by hack-saw was not popular,
for it might pass a faulty part. The result was that the
finest chronometers in the world were of English make,
and the best of these came from Prescot.
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Although there was no guild of watchmakers at Prescot,
there was a friendly society, one of the oldest in the
country, designated " The Old Watchmakers' Club."
Its meetings were held at the White Horse, in Eccleston
Street, and eventually the society became merged in the
Oddfellows. It was in existence in 1810.
The most notable examples of local makers of chronometers and chronometer parts (for some specialised in the
latter) were Richard Doke, wheelcutter, and Jonathan
Welsby, pinion maker, who were never surpassed. Other
firms to be remembered with honourable mention are
L. and C. Webster, Hewitt Bros., Taylor Bros., and
Joseph Preston and Sons, each of whom was skilled and
employed a small staff.
The chronometer makers, as separate from the ordinary
watch movement makers, had a trades union, and a
document containing the rules and constitution has been
closely studied by the writer. The list of masters and workmen would not be of general interest, but the regulations
in the light of to-day's conditions are. For example we
have the following: "If any master bring a workman into
any shop who shall work for less prices than what have
been agreed to, the men in that shop shall stop work
until such workman receives the proper prices, or be
discharged." The resolution fixing the men's working
hours is interesting: Day-workers' time agreed upon;
Mondays, from 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. Tuesdays, Wednesdays,
Thursdays and Fridays, from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. Saturdays,
7 a.m. to i p.m. The scale of pay fixed upon was for
piece work.
Outside of Prescot some of the terms used for parts
would not be understood, but they are interesting, as
indicating how employer and employed were mutually
dependent upon each other. They are as follows:
Two days fuzees, 6s. 6d. each, two days barrels 45. $d. each
(the master to find the material), two-day dittants, is. lod. per
set, circular springs is. each, wire springs id. each (the workman
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to find the material), eight days fuzees, 105. each, eight-days
barrels js. fid. each (the master to find the materials), frames
l6s. each, dittants 3s. each (the master to find the material for
springs and delants), polishing up two-day frames is. each,
polishing up eight-day frames, is. lod. each.

As all know, the chronometer is the most delicate of
machines. No instrument needs more careful handling
than a ship's chronometer. Every chronometer is tested
for three years before it is placed on sale. Every extreme
of temperature is tried on it.
The year 1854 would appear to belong to modern history
but that date 71 years ago, in the Directory published
by Mannox and Co., there are the names of firms which
were then in the trade, so that it is possible to ascertain
the extent of the watch making industry of the district,
and it is worthy of noting because to-day the trade is
practically extinct. The figures are:
Chronometer makers 17; file makers 25; watch and clock
makers 5 only; watch balance makers 20; watch escapement
makers 4; watch hand makers 14; watch movement makers 120;
watch pinion makers 31; watch tool makers 43; watch wheels
makers 28; watch material makers 4; wire drawers 2.

Off Derby Street, there is a court called Golden Court.
Its name a century ago was Gold Hand Court. In it the
little colony of gold hand makers carried on their work.
There is a legend in Prescot to the effect that hundreds of
pounds worth of gold dust ought to have been gathered
from the chimney flues and from the floors.
All the older people know Gold Hand Court the name
is quite out of keeping with the place but it reminds those
interested in the meaning or words, that in the watch
business a finger is designated " a hand "; we can hardly
think of a gold hand as we ordinarily understand a hand.
There is the minute hand and the hour hand, and the
fixing of these constitute some of the most delicate work of
the watchmaker.
A friend of the writer, \Vm. Morton, who is nearly 90
years of age, wrote the following, which is characteristic of
the feelings of many old watch-makers of the town.
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Old times have changed, old customs gone. 'Pin- Hi
shops that were once the abodes of the industry and the training
schools of the apprentices, are, many of them, still standing, but
their pitiable silence tells the story of their change. With the
memory of the old days still alive, how strange it seems to see the
curtains drawn across the windows and to miss the old familiar
sights and sounds ! The panes are brighter now. Gone is the
straight upward line formed of the myriad of specks thrown off the
whirring lathe, and, where that simply constructed but indispensable mechanical power, the bow, was hung, is stretched the
curtain rod; and, fill ing the bottom panes, where a file, a blow-pipe
or some tool that is not in regular use, made a transverse, we see
the pots of window plants.
The neatness of it all fails to satisfy for what we miss, and but
intensifies the sense of change.
In some of the older shops, the still hanging shutters remind you
of '' lighting-up time," and in fancy you can again hear the creak
of the tightening ropes as you hoist them into place to shut the
night air out and keep you nice and warm and out of mischief on
your stool till the eight o'clock bell rings out its welcome notes 1
But, if you are getting on in your trade, and things are brisk, why
you may add to your pocket money by making two hours more of
overtime.
Homely workshops! Within many of your walls the wellthatched head of the apprentice has bent to its daily task until the
numbering years have nearly summed life's limit and left him with
hair thinned to the scant grey covering of the old man. Homely
workshops ! Many of you have seen the beginning and watched
the passing away of more than one generation of watchmakers.
The steps of your ladders will never again bear the print of the
snowy clogs that have hurried through the darkness of the winter
mornings, to make the half-past five fire that will drive the night
damp from the vices, the benches, and the fileund graven handles,
before the men come, and dispel the chill air that took possession
soon after the trap-door was closed last night.
Poor old workshops ! One feels, while looking at you, that you
too are conscious of the change, and that some spirit within your
walls would respond to the tink of the hammer, the sound of the
file or the whirr of the wheel, and laugh again at the old-time jokes
and tricks that marked the " gaffer's " absence.
If the passing of the old had left clearer skies and brighter
prospects, some of us would still have kept alive, down in the
better part of ourselves, the memory of those old days. Call it
sentiment if vou will, and smile.
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I have been writing only of the deserted workshops. Once they
were full of life, and in the summer time from the open window,
mingled with the sound of work, might be heard the lively song and
the hearty laugh that followed the recital of some personal adventure, or as a result of some practical joke played on a shop-mate.
So the long hours were robbed of monotony. In others, the time
must be passed in silence, unbroken, if it could be called breaking
it by the whispered instruction of the journeyman to the apprentice
or by a sharp reprimand from the " gaffer." The ship's captain
could not exercise greater authority, or command a more
complete obedience, than did some of our masters. It was the
personal superintendence and the discipline practised in the
numerous workshops that trained the men who gave to Prescot its
unassailable position as the seat of English watch movementmaking. Unassailable it undoubtedly was at one time, and a
combination of the employers many years since would have
secured a much higher price for the movements, without any risk
of limiting the orders demand.

This remark, made by the elderly gentleman who is
depressed at the passing of the staple trade of Prescot
reminds us of the conditions in the town when there was no
union of masters to keep up prices; nothing but a friendly
rivalry in the excellence of their respective work.
A cousin industry to watch parts making, was that of
small file making. There were ever a few workshops of
the latter in Prescot and district. It was usual to bind
boys to file cutters just as it was usual to bind them to
watch movement makers. An old Prescot worthy told the
writer that he was bound apprentice at the age of eight
years to serve until the age of 21 as a file maker. During
all that period he did not receive a penny for spending
money. His hours were from six o'clock in the morning
until eight o'clock in the evening, with -i hour for breakfast, i hour for dinner, 81 hours for bed exactly 12
working hours. Progress, however, had been made from
earlier days, for on Saturdays they only worked from
6 o'clock to 5 o'clock. His comment on the life of
apprentices of his day was " It was mostly hell."
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In some iif the indentures, it was stipulated " that the
apprentice or servant (the two words are in conjunction)
is to obey his or her master and mistress, also the family."
It. requires but little imagination to picture the life of the
drudge, at the beck and call of every member of (he
family.
The excellence of Prescot tile-cutters was appreciated at
one time, and that not so many years since, almost to the
exclusion of other files, by both watchmakers, dentists and
other trades of delicate parts in our own country and in
America. In Prescot, and in the neighbouring Holt,
were cut the files that Warrington would get credit for,
or a great number of them. The file-cutters were once
too numerous, or their hours of labour, as in other Prescot
trades, too long. They were not organised so that they
might put a proper limit on the number of apprentices
employed. Those evils resulted in very low wages for the
workmen. Low wages and the incessant use of the
hammer gained for these skilled cutters the local nickname, not meant offensively, of " poverty knockers."
Their " ridge-backs " and " half-rounds," their " venges "
and " pottances " have carried the name of Prescot into
many a distant settlement where western civilisation was
young.
Other industries closely related to watch making were
also carried on. The Prescot-made lathe in the watchmaking days was used by every watch finisher and watchfinishing firm in the country. There were also the makers
of wheel-cutting engines and of that mathematical
instrument for finding exact proportions, the sextant,
the callipers, compasses, nippers, pliers, sliding tongues,
saw-frames, saw-blades, screw-plates, stocks and dies,
engraver's tools, broaches, hammers, vices and all the
tools that were used for drilling and turning purposes,
where the operation is on a small scale.

