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THE CHURCHWARDENS' ACCOUNTS OF 
PRESCOT, 1523 1607.

Contributed by F. A. Bailey, M.A.

PART ONE

THE remains of an ancient paper book of accounts of 
the churchwardens of Prescot, Lancashire, covering 

the period 1523 to 1607, were restored to the church in 
1938 through the kindness of Mrs. E. S. Weeks of Clitheroe, 
after having been, apparently, long lost and forgotten. 
The binding has gone, hence the leaves are loose, and some 
are missing. The pages are numbered, the surviving ones 
being 30 to 407, with a few short gaps. The loss of the 
first thirty pages, perhaps the most valuable portion, is 
a misfortune which may be borne with equanimity, in view 
of the remarkable circumstance of our having recovered 
so much of the remainder. The leaves were in considerable 
disorder, and many of the page-numbers had disappeared 
through the decay caused by damp ; difficulty was 
therefore experienced in assigning some of the leaves to 
their exact place in the series.

This newly-found series is unfortunately not continuous 
with that already in the possession of the church, as the 
latter begins in 1637, and there is therefore a gap of 
thirty years, during which the rebuilding of 1610 occurred. 
Fifteen odd sheets of sixteenth-century accounts were 
discovered in the church by the present writer, and 
published, a few years ago ; J these fall within the period 
of the newly-found series, and in some cases seem to fit into 
gaps, but their page-numbers, if any, have perished, and 
for the most part they appear to belong to the auxiliary

i Prescot Records 1447-1600, ed. F. A. Bailey (Record Soc. of Lanes. & 
Ches., Vol. 89) pp. 39-49.
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accounts known first as the " wax book," and later as the 
" book of burials," of which more will be said later.

The mere fact that these appear to be the earliest 
extant churchwardens' accounts of Lancashire1 is suffi­ 
cient to invest them with interest. When it is added, that 
they cover an exceptionally eventful period in the history 
of English parochial life, there need be no further justifi­ 
cation for publishing some account of their contents. 
My only apology, indeed, is for the incompleteness of such 
an article as this, of which the purpose is merely to draw 
attention to a selection of the more notable points. The 
accounts throughout are full of interesting detail, of both 
local and general interest, and it may be hoped that the 
full text will some day be put into print.

The parish of Prescot was of wide extent, covering over 
fifty-eight square miles, and including the townships of 
Prescot, Eccleston, Parr, Rainford, Rainhill, Sutton, 
Whiston, Windle, Bold, Cronton, Cuerdley, Ditton, 
Penketh, Great Sankey and Widnes. The first eight of 
these townships were known collectively as " Prescot side," 
and the remainder (the southern half of the parish) as 
" Farnworth side." The parochial chapel of Farnworth, 
in Widnes, was of ancient date, and, as will be seen, its 
relations with the mother church displayed the tendency 
to friction not uncommon in such cases. It had its own 
wardens, and kept a separate Register, which is extant 
from 1538 on. 2

The living of Prescot was a vicarage, the Rectory 
having been appropriated to King's College, Cambridge, 
in 1448. Both college and vicar, however, are but rarely 
mentioned in these accounts. The great tithes, and the 
profits of Prescot manor, were farmed out to the Stanleys, 
Earls of Derby, whose park of Knowsley was adjacent,

1 In the list published in 1913 by Dr. Cox, the earliest Lancashire accounts 
are those of Wigan, which begin in 1561 (Churchwardens' Accounts, p. 47).

' The first volume of Farnworth Register (1538-1612) has been transcribed 
by the present writer for publication by the Lancashire Parish Register Society, 
and is now in the press.
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and whose relations with Prescot were intimate. From 
other sources, we know that Lord Derby championed the 
privileges of Prescot men to exemption from tolls in 
Liverpool, 1 and allowed them preferential rates for 
" kye-gates " (pasture)-in Knowsley Park.2 It is inter­ 
esting to find that, though not actually resident in Prescot 
parish, the Earls of Derby were called upon to assist the 
churchwardens from time to time. In 1546-47 we find 
an item of one penny " payd when we went to Latham3 
to speake to my lorde for a clerke." In 1549 50 two of 
the wardens spent 5d. when they " went to Lathum to 
obteyne my lordes letter for the forthering of the free 
scolle." Requisition was even made upon his lordship's 
cellar in 1576-77, when a penny was spent " at suche 
tyme as there was no wyne, to one to goe to Knowsleye 
to gett wyne to serve folkes with."

There are references to the Earls of Derby also in their 
capacity as Commissioners for the Crown, and these will 
be noted in due course.

King's College was, as patron, responsible for the upkeep 
of the chancel, but the task at first was delegated to the 
Stanleys as farmers of the Rectory, and was by them 
passed on to the occupants of Prescot Hall, who received 
an annual allowance of £12, traditionally called the 
" Proctor's Fee," for this and other services. When the 
College took over the leasing of the Hall in 1569, this 
allowance was continued. 4 In the accounts of 1606-7 
there is a note as follows : " Mr. Malbon [Thomas Malbon 
of Prescot Hall] is to be demaunded and required for 
reparacion and triminge of the chansell, accordingly as 
he is allowed by the Kinges Colledge." However, Malbon

1 Liverpool Town Books, ed. J. A. Twemlow, Vol. 2, 1935, pp. 83, 356. 
" Prescot Records, p. 300.
* Probably Lathom House, then Lord Derby's principal seat. Lord Derby 

had, however, a second residence in Lathom, called New Park, and, in addition, 
Knowsley Hall near Prescot. (See Liverpool Town Books, Vol. I, p. 279 n.)

* For the leases of Prescot Rectory and Hall, see Prescot Records, pp. 1-23. 
The primary duty of the Proctor was, of course, the collection of the tithes or 
tithe-rents.
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seems to have been reluctant to admit the obligation, 
to judge from the following passage extracted from a 
manorial valuation of 1614 (translated) : 

" Thomas Malbon also receives from the lord a certain rent, 
profit, sum or payment of twelve pounds a year, called le Procters 
Fee, but they (the jurors) do not know what title or claim he now 
has to the same. Mr. Lay ton 1 and other predecessors of the said 
Thomas Malbon formerly enjoyed le Procters Fee in consideration 
of repairing the chancel of Prescot Church, and were accustomed 
to cany and settle the annual rent of the Rectory of Prescot 
at King's College in Cambridge." 2

The early accounts, to 1555, reveal that the parochial 
business arrangements underwent considerable develop­ 
ment. At first there were only two churchwardens, but 
from 1546 onward there were four, who (as later accounts 
explicitly state) represented the various townships of 
" Prescot side," namely, one for Prescot, Whiston and 
Rainhill, one for Sutton, one for Windle and Parr, and one 
for Eccleston and Rainford. The earliest accounts do not 
tell us on what date the wardens' year of office began. 
From 1546 until (apparently) 1553 the date was Easter, 
but from 1553 onward it was St. Catherine's Day (25 
November). In 1528 and 1529 we are told that the 
actual appointments were made on 15 October and ir 
November respectively, and it may be that St. Catherine's 
Day was the old-established date, which was abandoned 
for a few years only after 1546 in favour of Easter.

There is no indication of any rota or other method of 
denning the obligation to serve as churchwarden. As 
will be seen, the wardens were nominated at first by the 
gentry, then, from 1555 onward, by the " Eight Men." 
They seem to have been chosen from the body of profes­ 
sional men, yeomen, craftsmen and traders below the

1 John Layton, who died in 1569, and his sons Thomas, who died in 1581, 
and Philip, occupied Prescot Hall from 1558 until c. 1600 (Prescot Records, 
pp. 10-23).

* MS. roll in the possession of Mr. W. A. Cross, Deputy Steward of the 
Manor of Prescot.
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rank of " gentleman." In the earlier period (to about 
1550) they are quite frequently styled, here as elsewhere,1 
" church reeves." Men called upon to take office could 
not, normally, refuse without forfeiting a penalty, as in 
1534, when 2od. was " receuyd of William Sutton for to 
defend hym for beyng the churche reue," and 1577, when 
2s. was " receaved of George Bower because he refused 
to be churche warden according to custome." These 
penalties were, in comparison with places in other parts 
of the country, extremely moderate. 2

In the earliest years the appointment of the wardens, 
and the audit of their accounts, appear to have been 
practically under the control of the local gentry, as the 
following passages testify : 

1523. " Memorandum, that the secund day of Marche, anno 
domini millesimo quingentesimo vicesimo secundo [1522/3], 
before John Eccleston esquyer 3 and other gentilmen of the 
paroch of Prescote, ther is delyuerd to the handes of Henre 
Madok and Thurstan Lyon, chosen churchewardeyns of the 
said paroche for this yere cummyng, in parte of resayt of other 
summes folowying. . . ."

1527. " This accompte was made and takyn afore Mr Halsall 4 
and other the gentilmen of the paroch and . . . Brech, 5 Thomas 
Penket 6 and other of the gentilmen of Farnworth side, vppon 
saynt Edwardes daye [18 March] . . . anno xviijmo H. viij
[1526/7]."

1528. " Memorandum, that Mr Eccleston with the aduyse of 
the parysshe elected and chose Rauf Holland of Prescote, wright,

1 J. C. Cox, Churchwardens' Accounts, 1913, p. 3.
1 Cox, op. cit., pp. 5-6, gives examples of fines of IDS. and more in this 

period.
8 Lord of the manor of Eccleston-by-Knowsley, and the leading personage 

resident in Prescot side of the parish. He succeeded his grandfather, Ralph 
Eccleston, in 1522, and died in 1541 or 1542.

' Possibly Henry Halsall, fourth son of Sir Henry Halsall of Halsall (see 
Herald's Visitation of 1567, Chet. Soc., O.S., Vol. 81), to whom there are 
later references in this paper. He resided at Prescot Hall as Proctor for Lord 
Derby.

5 Possibly Richard Bruche of Bruche, who held land in Sankey. He 
succeeded his father Hamlet in 1509 at the age of six (Record Soc., Vol. 12, 
pp. 21, 25) and died in 1560.

8 Thomas Penketh, who held the manor of Penketh.

I
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and Alexandra Roughley churche \vai denes of the parysshe 
churche of Alhallowes of Prescote, the xv day of Octobre, the 
xx yere of the regne of Kyng Henre theght."

1543. " The contys of Robert Webster and Jarnys Watmought, 
churche wardens of Prescot, herd, alowyd and concleuded by Mr 
Thomas Eccleston, 1 Mr. Henre Halsall and other of the gentellmen 
of Prescott syde, and Thomas Salter and John Apulton, churche 
wardens of Farneworth syde, for iij yeres past, that ys to say, 
xlj, xlij and xliij yere of our Lord, etc. . . . [Signed] per me 
Henricum Halsall; per me Ricardum Lancaster." 2

The statement that in 1528 the churchwardens were 
" elected and chosen " by Mr. Eccleston " with the advice 
of the parish," suggests that the appointment was made 
at a public meeting of parishioners. The references to 
such meetings occur only occasionally, and nowhere is the 
actual meeting-place mentioned, though we may presume 
that here, as elsewhere, the vestry was used. The 
following incidental references to the vestry are found : 

1537-38. Item, for nayles to a bord [table] in the 
revestree j d

1555-56. Item, to the glaysers, for mendyng off ij 
windowys in the rewestrye xij*

1557-58. Item, for dyghtyng the leade over the 
revestrey . . .

Although the meetings were open to the public, it is 
probable that in practice only a number of the leading 
parishioners attended. As will be seen later, the accounts 
were audited in 1555 by " the gentlemen and other the 
parishioners," and in 1558 by four of the gentry, who are 
named, and " others of the honest of the parish."

The incidental reference in the 1528 extract to the 
dedication of the church is of interest, as in modern times 
the church has always been known as St. Mary's. There

1 Son and heir of John Eccleston, noted above. He succeeded in 1541 
or 1542, and died in 1558 or 1559. (Prescot court rolls.)

2 Richard Lancaster, esquire, of Rainhill Hall. He succeeded his father 
Richard in 1535, aged about 14, and died before 1567.
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is other evidence, however, that it was formerly dedicated 
to All Saints. 1

As to the character of the accounts themselves, there 
are several points of interest. During the earlier period, 
the receipts consist of the following various types : church 
rates, or " leys " as they are invariably called ; collections 
made on certain holy days during the winter months ; a 
special collection at Easter ; the sale of goods belonging 
to the church ; fees for burial within the church ; 
offertories placed in boxes ; and special donations in money 
or kind made by individuals. A few remarks may be 
made about each.

The first record of the imposition of leys occurs in the 
very first year, 1523-24. There is no evidence as to how 
long previously the practice may have been established. 
The levying of leys even at this date is, however, notable, 
as it disproves the statement of Dr. Cox that " in pre- 
Reformation days . . . enforced church rates were 
unknown." 2 There is no doubt that the leys of 1523-24, 
and later, were compulsory, as a certain fixed amount was 
due from each township of the parish. The total amount 
due from Prescot side was £4, the area being divided into 
four " quarters " each paying 203. The " quarters " 
were : Prescot, IDS., Whiston, 53. and Rainhill, 53. ; 
Rainford, zos. and Eccleston, IDS. ; Windle, IDS. and Parr, 
los. ; and Sutton, 2os. From various references it appears 
that the collection of the leys was made by the constables 
of the respective townships.

Farnworth side too was divided into " quarters," for 
we are told in 1539-40 that 195. had been received " for 
Bold quarter," and in 1555-56, after a reference to i6s. zod. 
received for two leys of Cuerdley, there is a note that the 
same amount was owing " in Cronton belongyng to the 
sayme quarter." A ley from the whole of Farnworth side

1 Record Soc., Vol. 30, p. 184 ; Prescot Records, p. 132. 
1 Cox, op. cit., p. 75.
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totalled £3 16s. The money was paid over by the 
churchwardens of Farnworth to those of Prescot, but there 
is abundant evidence that the payment was neither 
prompt nor willing. According to a memorandum in a 
sixteenth-century hand on a leaf of paper bound up with 
Farnworth Register, the amounts due from the individual 
townships were : Bold, i6s. iod., Widnes, i6s. iod., 
Cuerdley, 8s. gd., Cronton, 8s. id., Ditton, us. 2d., 
Penketh, 55. 8d. and Sankey, 8s. 8d. It is observable 
that the leys of Cuerdley and Cronton together, and those 
of Ditton and Penketh together, total in each case i6s. iod., 
which is the amount also paid by each of the townships 
of Bold and Widnes. It would seem, therefore, that each 
township or pair of townships contributing i6s. iod. 
formed a " quarter " : but what of Sankey, with its 
isolated payment of 8s. 8d. ?

The anomalous position of Great Sankey is the subject 
of an interesting early seventeenth-century manuscript 
published in 1882 in William Beamont's little-known 
pamphlet on Sankey.1 This tells us that

" The chapelry of Farneworth consistethe of four quarters, 
whereof Sonky is none. But the inhabitants of Sonky have for 
time past all memory of and whereof noe contrary proofe can 
be made . . . repaired to the church of Warington, being a parish 
church within a mile of Sonky, and for that liberty have payed 
the third sheafe of their tythe to Warington, and to the clarke 
every plow land iiijd., every half plow land ijd. and every cottage 
jd., but the inhabitants of Sonky never did pay or contribute 
in any taxation or ley or otherwise to the maintenance or use of 
the chappel of Farneworth. And the inhabitants of Sonky so 
repairing to Warington church have for tyme beyond all men's 
memory there received the sacrament of the Lord's Supper, 
baptised their children, buryed their dead, and the minister from 
W'arington upon such occasion hath come to Sonky to visite the 
sicke and to church their wives."

1 The Chapelry of Sankey in the Parish of Prescot, Lancashire, 1882. It was 
published anonymously, but it is stated to be by Beamont in the catalogue 
of the Athenaeum, Liverpool.
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The manuscript also states that " Sonky men have bene 
pulled forth of the formes in Farneworth chapel," and that
" The payment of the church dutyes out of the towne of Sonky 
to the mother church of Prescot be answerable to Prescot side 
and not to Farneworth side, for the inhabitants of Farneworth 
pay a peny for a plow land, which the inhabitants of Prescot and 
Sonky doe not."

It thus appears that the people of Farnworth side paid 
leys to their own chapel as well as to the mother church, 
excepting those of Sankey, who paid to Prescot and 
Warrington. Their irregular position was doubtless a 
source of controversy, and accounts for the erection of a 
separate chapel-of-ease in Sankey shortly before I65O. 1 
It appears also that the ley was assessed upon the basis 
of the ploughland, half ploughland and cottage.

Conclusive proof of the compulsory nature of the leys 
lies in the fact that compulsion had actually to be used 
time after time against the protesting inhabitants of 
Farnworth side. Only the threat of suspension of their 
chapel, and sometimes the actual enforcement of it, could 
make them pay. Rarely if ever was the money paid 
except after one or more of the wardens had journeyed 
several times to demand it. The following extracts 
from the accounts of 1523-24 will illustrate the state of 
affairs : 

Item, paid for costs of sir Ric' Potter [priest], Robert 
Bethum and Willyam Coney when they went to 
Chester for the decree iij 8 ij a

Item, for costs to Bewseey, Farnewurthe and Bold,
Frodsham and Weryngton xj d

Item, paid to Peres Bernes, for copyeng of bull and 
instrumente iiij d

Item, to sir Henre Sherdeley [priest], for his costes at ij
tymes to Farnewurth vij d

Item, paid and delyuerd to Edward Hetton and Robert
Bethum, for theyre costes to Lychfeld iiij 8 xj d ob.

1 Commonwealth Church Survey (Record Soc. of Lanes. & Ches., Vol. i), 
pp. 77-8.
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Item, paid to sir Henre Sherdeley, for his costs and a
cytation and suspension for Farnewurthe xiiij 11

Item, paid to Jamys Watmogh, to gif sir Henre
Sherdeley for costes to Chester to Mr Officiall ij a j d

Item, paid in cost to Farnewurthe to speke for the
gablerope 1 and the ley ij d

Item, paid in cost to Bold and Farnewurthe iiij tymes iiij d

The journeys to Chester and Lichfield were for procuring 
necessary powers from the diocesan authorities, as at that 
date the parish lay within the see of Lichfield and the 
archdeaconry of Chester. (The see of Chester was created 
on 4 August, 1541.) The visits to Bold were doubtless 
for the purpose of consulting Sir Richard Bold, of Bold 
Hall, an important personage interested in Farnworth, 
where he possessed a chantry chapel within the chapel-of- 
ease.

The leys were clearly unpopular, and in this period 
were only levied on special occasions to meet some 
particular expense. We are told that the ley of 1523-24 
was " for werkyng of the irne werk of the hengyng of the 
belles." A further ley was imposed in 1529, after a 
visitation held at Leigh, " when the churche wardenes 
were sited for the insumciense of the ornamentes of 
the churche, and for byyng and sellyng in the churche 
and yorde."2 More leys were levied in 1537 and 1539. 
A double ley was raised in 1555 to pay for extensive 
repairs to the fabric ; the circumstances of this case 
are treated in a later stage of the present article. Another 
double ley was exacted in 1558 for the same purpose, 
the church " being now in decaye." At least two years 
usually elapsed before the payments had all been received.

The source of income next to be considered, the collec­ 
tions on certain days, appear in all the early accounts. 
Between 1523 and 1539 collections were regularly made on

1 " Gablerope, a large thick rope, a cable " (Halliwell). It was required 
for hauling up the bells.

1 In this period the market at Prescot was held on Sundays (Prescot Records, 
p. 310).
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St. Catherine's Day (25 November), St. Stephen's Day 
(26 December), " New Year's Day " (i January, not 
25 March), 1 and St. Anthony's Day (17 January). In 
most of these years, they were also made on the Sunday 
after New Year's Day, on " the Twelfth Day " (Epiphany) 
and on the Sunday after St. Anthony's Day. More 
rarely, they were made on the Sunday after St. Catherine's 
Day, on Christmas Day, on the day after St. Stephen's, 
and on the Sunday after Twelfth Day. These receipts 
were, as is occasionally stated, " towards the light," that 
is, for provision of wax and making of candles. The 
money taken on the feasts of St. Catherine, St. Stephen 
and St. Anthony appears to have been for the benefit of 
those saints, presumably for lights to burn before their 
images or side altars. The collection on New Year's Day, 
always much the largest in amount, is described frequently 
as " our Lady's new year's gift."

No references to these collections appear between 
1539 and 1554, a period in which, as will be shown later, 
the finances of the parish became much disordered. 
Some of them were revived between 1554 and 1559, 
namely, that on New Year's Day (regularly) and those on 
Christmas Day, the Sunday after New Year's Day, 
Twelfth Day and St Anthony's Day (occasionally).

The gathering at Easter is first mentioned in the 
accounts of 1534-35. The proceeds are commonly 
referred to as " the wax money " or " wax silver ; " in 
1537-38 we find the fuller title of " the waxe silluer of 
Sanct Marye candyll." A payment of tenpence or (after 
1546) a shilling was annually made to a parishioner " for 
sitting at Easter " to receive this money. The employ­ 
ment of a paid collector differentiates it from the collections 
on other special days noted above ; it also differs from

1 Although, from the late twelfth century until 1752, the official beginning 
of the year in England was Lady Day (25 March), the date of commencement 
of the ancient Roman year, i January, was retained in popular estimation 
as the New Year, doubtless on account of the traditional festivities associated 
with it. (Handbook of British Chronology, ed. F. M. Powicke, 1939, pp. 374-6.)
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them in the fact that a contribution, fixed at twelve 
shillings, was received from Farnworth side. The amount 
for Prescot side varied usually between twenty and 
twenty-five shillings, an amount far larger than the other 
collections except that on New Year's Day, which realised 
about fifteen shillings. The money was probably taken 
at the church door, as is known to have been the case in 
some other parishes, 1 but it is not clear whether it was a 
levy or a voluntary offering. In 1556-57 we are told that 
the sitting at Easter, " to gether the waxce bocke and 
money," lasted for five days. This method of receiving 
the contributions, and the fact that Farnworth paid a 
fixed regular sum, suggest an obligatory character, as in 
the fifteenth-century case of the " paschal money " at 
St. Edmund's, Salisbury, which was " paid by all 
parishioners of houseling age." 2

A reference to a payment called " devotion money " 
occurs in 1523-24, running as follows : 

Item, receyued of devocion money of Raynhill town, 
by the hands of Henre Penketh and Thomas Johnson ij 9 xj d

Item, receyved of devocion money of Raynforthe, 
by the hands of Henre Roby iij 8 ix d

There are no further references to this as such. Although 
collected, like the leys, in the different townships, it appears 
to be quite distinct, as the ley of that year is fully 
accounted for elsewhere. It follows the statement of 
receipts from collections on holy days, where, later, the 
" wax money " taken at Easter would appear, and it seems 
not unlikely that the latter may have been a revival of the 
former, but whether there was any relationship or con­ 
tinuity between the one and the other is impossible on the 
evidence to say. At St. Edmund's, Salisbury, the special 
Hocktide collection was termed, in 1532-33, the 
" devocyon of the people." 3

1 Cox, op. cit., p. 24. z ibid., pp. 55, gg. 3 ibid., p. 64. 
K
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Of the occasional receipts from the sale of church goods, 
which were either surplus or discarded, the following are 
examples :  

1523-24. Item, the said wardeyrts haue sold to Miles
Hayward ix peces of the old tymbur of the bell
frame, the price 

I 53°~3 I - Item, resaywit of James Watmougth for
sparres 

Item, resaywyt for ij stone and a half of leyd, of Alles
Colley 

I 558~59- Item, resavid for the hold stepps1 of the
bellis

ij a 

vj ° 

xxd 

xij d

A notable case, which will be mentioned later in more 
detail, was the sale in 1548-49 of the iron, brass and 
pewter of the church, probably in anticipation of an order 
for its confiscation by the Crown.

The income in fees for burial within the church was in 
normal times a regular if somewhat variable feature. 
Its importance as a steady source of revenue evidently 
outweighed its dangers to public health, as the practice 
was continued throughout the sixteenth century. The 
charge made was 2s. only, although, as Dr. Cox says, " the 
usual fee for burial within the church was 6s. 8d. through­ 
out England,"2 and the latter amount was certainly 
charged at Liverpool in this period. 3 The term " laystall," 
used at Liverpool, does not appear in these accounts. 
The name of the person interred is stated in every case   a 
point of interest to the genealogist. An item of 1524-25 
records the " buryall of sir Rauff Denton prest afore the 
Rode."

The references to collecting-boxes appear only occasion­ 
ally, and may be cited in full :  

1525-26. Item, receyvyth owt of the box brokyn 
money wheche was sold for viij d

1 The steps were the fixed metal blocks on which the gudgeons rested.
1 Cox, op. cit., p. 169.
3 Liverpool Toivn Books, Vol. I, p. 430,
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1528-29. Item . . . resceyued in the churche boxe
the day and yere aboue said [u November, 1529] iij li.iij 8 vd 

In the boxe ij 8 j d 
Item, paied to James Watmought, for mendyng of the

boxe ob. 
1550-52. Receaved owt of the poure mans box xivd 
1553-54. In primys, of Sanct Nycolas bouxce xvj 8 . . . 
1556-57. Item, resauyd ... of Sant Nycolas bowxse xiiij . . .
1558-59. In primys, resavid . . . for Sanct Nycollas

money xiij s xd
1559-60. Item, gyuyn by Henry Lyon to the box ij d

There are hardly sufficient data here on which to base 
conjecture. The amount received from the church box 
in 1528-29 is astonishingly large, and the date (n Novem­ 
ber or Martinmas) precludes the theory that the money 
can be identified with the gatherings on special days, 
already noted, which all came at later dates. Nor is it 
possible to infer whether the " church box," the " poor 
man's box " and the " Saint Nicholas box " were all three, 
or two of them, the same.

By Act of Parliament in 1536 (27 Henry VIII, c. 25), 
churchwardens were directed to raise money for poor 
relief by " gathering . . . voluntary alms . . . with boxes 
every Sunday, holiday and other festival day, or other­ 
wise."1 It would, however, be unsafe to assume that 
church boxes for the benefit of the poor did not exist 
before this date. No payments for poor-relief are recorded 
in these sixteenth-century Prescot accounts, but, since 
the box-receipts are not usually recorded, it is possible 
that, then as now, the responsibility for alms-giving 
was held to rest on the clergy.

Special donations by individuals, both of money and 
in kind, were of fairly frequent occurrence. The very 
first surviving entry in the accounts affords an interesting 
instance, as follows : 

1 Statutes of tlie Realm, Vol. 3, p. 559. See also S. and B. Webb, English 
Local Government, Vol. 7, 1927, p. 46.
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" Thes ben the names of knyghtes and gentilmen of the paroch 
of Prescot that gaf trees towardes to (sic) the bellframe and 
floryng, anno millesimo quingentesimo vicesimo tercio [1523].

In primis, Sir Thomas Gerard, knyght, 1 a tree. Item, Sir 
Richard Bold, knyght, 2 a tree. Item, John Eccleston, esquyer, 
a tree. Item, John Eltonhed, gentilman, 3 a tree. Item, John 
Ogle, gentilman, 4 a tree. Item, Henry Trauers, gentilman, 5 a 
tree. Item, vxor Peter Wetherbe, 8 a tree. Item, Robt Lyon, 7 
a tree."

In the following year sums were paid " for fallynge and 
swarynge [sawing] a tree in Sutton gyff by Mr. Norres "8 
and " for saynge of a tree in hordes ... of the gyft of 
Mr Terbock,"8 both for the bellframe. Among the other 
gifts recorded are : 

1524-25. Item, receyvit of sir John Northman [priest]
towardes seyntus bell xd 

Item, receyvit for the price of an arke [chest] vj d
1536 37. Item, resyvyd for a gowne, of the gyfte of 

the wyffe of Raynold Autdelay viij 9
Item, resyvyd a chalys, of the gyfte of sir Perys Lan­ 

caster [priest]
1537-38. Item, gethert in the paryche to the payntyng

of Sanct George iiij 8 j d

1 Sir Thomas Gerard of Brynn held the manor of Windle in addition to that 
of Ashton. He succeeded his father Peter in 1494, aged 6, and after a 
" turbulent and lawless " career died at Berwick in 1523. (V.H.L. Vol. 4, 
P- J 43-)

2 The leading personage resident in the parish as a whole, Sir Richard had his 
seat at Bold Hall, and held lands in both Prescot and Farnworth side. He 
died in 1528.

3 John Eltonhead held the manor of Eltonhead in Sutton under Lord Derby. 
He died in 1526.

4 John Ogle appears to have held the manor of Whiston under Sir Richard 
Bold. The purchase of the manor was formally transacted by his grandson, 
John, c. 1600. He died in 1563.

" Henry Travers appears to have held the manors of Ridgate in Whiston 
and Hardshaw in Windle.

  The manor of Halsnead in Whiston appears to have been divided between 
the families of Pembertou and Wetherby. Biographical details are wanting.

' A Robert Lyon held lands in Eccleston at about this date. (V.H.L., 
Vol. 3, p. 367 n.)

8 This may refer to Henry Norris of Speke, who died in 1524, or his son 
William (later knighted), who died in 1568. They held lands in Sutton which 
were sold to John Ogle c. 1543. (Norris Deeds, Rec. Soc. of Lanes. & Ches., 
Vol. 93, p. 208.)

  Thomas Tarbock of Tarbock, who died in 1554. He held a messuage 
and six acres in Ridgate, Whiston. (V.H.L., Vol. 3, p. 180.)
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1546-47. Item, rec' of the gyfte of William Lawe
towardes the churche light i\ s iiij d

Item, payd for fetchyng a calfe gyven by Mestres 
Pemberton of Halsenett [Halsnead] towardes the light 
of the sepulcre ij d

Item, payd for fetchyng a tree gyvyn by Mr Eccleston 
to make lattes and an aysyng borde [gutter] to the 
porche vij d

1559-60. Item, gyuyn by Robart Qwyttlowe for suche 
thyng as is nedefull to the church vj d

The expenditure of the churchwardens covered a wide 
field, and is recorded in minute detail. It may be broadly 
separated into two classes : first, the maintenance of the 
church with its furniture and other accessories, and 
secondly, the personal costs of the wardens and others 
in the performance of " church business." The first 
includes repairs to the fabric walls, windows, roof, 
chapels, vestry, belfry and so on ; provision of " light ; " 
repair and replacement of vestments, banners and 
suchlike ceremonial requisites ; provision of sacramental 
and other vessels ; upkeep of bells, organs, clock, altars 
and other adjuncts to the fabric ; purchase of bread and 
wine ; and supply of essential books. The second class 
includes travelling expenses to answer citations and attend 
visitations, most commonly at Wigan but also at Warring- 
ton, Leigh, and other places, and to demand the leys due 
from Farnworth.

A feature of these accounts which calls for remark, is the 
complete absence of references to the " church ale," which 
has been described as being " by the end of the fifteenth 
century, the most universal churchwardens' resort for 
eliciting the bounty of the parish." 1 Whether this 
expedient had never been customary here, or whether it 
had been discarded with the introduction of the com­ 
pulsory ley, cannot be ascertained ; all that can be said 
with certainty is that its absence was due to no distaste

1 Bishop Hobhouse, cited by Cox, op. cit., p. 286.
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for ale. The item of 5d. paid in 1524-25 " for a potte of 
ale to the helpers and hevers of the tymbre in to the 
steple," is a characteristic entry bearing witness alike to 
the spirit of common service and to the medium regarded 
as most appropriate for its acknowledgment.

We cannot look to such a source as this for much insight 
into current religious ideas and feelings, but we can obtain 
evidence of changes in what may be called the externals 
of public worship, namely, altars, rood, lights, vessels 
and incense, vestments, images, books, the Easter sepulcre, 
and the chapels and chantries. It will be of interest first 
to compile a selection of extracts relating to each of these 
subjects before the end of the reign of Henry VIII, and then 
to examine the subsequent changes year by year. During 
Henry's reign, of course, important developments affecting 
the Church as a whole took place, notably the assertion 
of royal supremacy, the abolition of monasteries, and the 
swelling tide of theological controversy, which had no 
slight popular repercussions ; but there were few alter­ 
ations in the churches themselves, such as would be 
reflected in the churchwardens' accounts, before the reign 
of Edward VI.

ALTARS.
1523-24. Item, paid . . . for takyng down of the bell 

and mendyng of the rode awlter ixd
Item, paid to an Irych bisshoppe, for halowyng of 

foure superaltareis 1 iij 8
1529-30. Item, for the payntyng of a clothe 2 to the 

he auter xiiij d
1536-37. Item, for makyng a clothe afore the hey alter xx (1

The " Irish bishop" may be identified with the 
" suffragan " who, as will be noted presently, is mentioned 
as having consecrated some vestments in the same year.

1 Superaltar, a portable stone slab consecrated for use upon an uncon- 
secrated altar, a table, etc. (O.E.D.)

1 Painted cloths were used as hangings in lieu of tapestry.
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It was a common practice of English bishops (some of 
whom had other interests than their episcopal duties) to 
delegate some of their functions to suffragan bishops, 
frequently holders of Irish sees who preferred not to risk 
their lives beyond the Pale.1 Geoffrey Blyth, who was 
Bishop of Lichfield 1503-1530, held the office of Lord 
President of Wales 1512-1524, and therefore required a 
suffragan in this period. The identity of this suffragan is 
unknown : perhaps the bishop's kinsman Robert Blyth, 
who was Bishop of Down I52o-c. 1541, and who is known 
to have acted as suffragan in the diocese of Ely I53g-i54i,2 
had been given the appointment.

The cloth " afore the high altar " may have been the 
Lenten veil, which has been described as " a great curtain 
or sheet of stained (painted) linen or other material " 
used to shut off the high altar and its surroundings during 
Lent. 3 The rood altar, and other side altars, will be 
further considered in the section on Chantries.

ROOD.

References to the rood altar, which doubtless was 
situated in the rood loft,4 and to the burial of a priest 
" afore the rood," have been noted. Items concerning the 
provision of special candles for the rood, and " amending 
the rood light," are included in the next section. There 
remains : 

1524-25. Item, paid to John Halsall, for stoppyng the 
rode wyndowe, and for nailes to the same ijd

The " stopping" of the window was, perhaps, the 
provision of a wooden shutter for use in an unglazed 
aperture.

1 1 am indebted to Prof. J. A. Twemlow for pointing out this explanation.
* Handbook of British Chronology, pp. 191, 243.
3 J. C. Cox and A. Harvey, English Church Furniture, 1907, p. 83.
  ibid., pp. 96-7.


