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THE LANCASHIRE SESSIONS ACT, 1798,

By 

R. Sharpe France, F.R.Hist.S.

I. INTKODUCTION .

The Webbs, in discussing the time and place of meeting of 
Quarter Sessions in the years between 1689 and 1835, tell us that 
" though, by law, every Court of Quarter Sessions was held for the 
entire county, and the entire county was summoned to attend, the 
practice was, in many shires, exactly the opposite. In the absence 
of speedy means of communication, it was neither easy nor cheap 
to travel to the county town, and many counties fell into the habit 
of holding the four quarterly gatherings at different towns in the 
county, so as to give the different parts of it equal opportunities 
of attending." 1 This was certainly the case in Lancashire, for from 
the time of the earliest recorded meetings (1583) the Sessions had 
been held at Lancaster for the hundred of Lonsdale, Preston for 
the hundreds of Amounderness and Blackburn, Wigan at Epiphany 
and Michaelmas and Ormskirk at Easter and Midsummer for the 
hundreds of Leyland and West Derby, and Manchester for the 
hundred of Salford.

The Webbs go on to tell us that " the inefficiency resulting 
from the practical division of the county was sometimes mitigated 
by an understanding that all questions of general county policy, 
and especially matters of county finance, should be dealt with 
only at Easter, or at some other Quarter Sessions, held always 
at the county town. ... In the extensive county of Lancashire, 
where the four Quarter Sessions . . . were multiplied . . 
into sixteen . . . separate meetings in the course of the year, 
it had been the custom, so it was asserted near the end of the 
eighteenth century, ' in ancient times and down to a very late 
period, for the Justices to assemble at the General Sessions of 
Assize held at Lancaster, at a meeting convened by the Sheriff, 
called the Sheriff's Board, for the special purpose of communing 
together and transacting all business relating to the county at 
large, and particularly that of nominating public officers ; and 
where, with the advice and assistance of the Gentlemen of the 
Grand Jury and others of the county, they have almost invariably

1. S. and B. Webb : The Parish and the County, 425.



been nominated so long as such meetings continued to be held.' 
From the middle of the eighteenth century onward, the business of 
the Assizes gradually became so heavy and, as we may infer, 
the work so much more strenuous, that it interfered with these 
pleasant gatherings of Justices and Grand Jury. It ' became 
difficult during the hurry of an Assizes to apportion sufficient 
time to the above purposes, and the Sheriff's Board was very ill 
attended, and at last so totally neglected ' that, as we infer, some­ 
where about 1785, it ceased to be held. But the evil results of 
divided counsels soon made themselves felt. In 1787 the Lancashire 
Quarter Sessions declared it to be ' the unanimous sentiment of 
this Court ' that an annual General Sessions should be held at 
' Preston, a central place in the county . . . for the purpose of 
transacting ' all business relating to the county at large. This 
resolution did not, however, meet with the unanimous approval 
of the Justices. The rival claims of Lancaster were strenuously 
upheld. In spite of a general understanding to regard the Preston 
meeting as the principal one, the Justices who met at Lancaster 
took it upon themselves, in 1795, summarily to dismiss so important 
an officer as the County Treasurer, and to appoint a successor 
without communicating with the Justices for the other Divisions of 
the county an act which the Preston Quarter Sessions promptly 
declared to be ' highly improper, and its legality also questionable.' 
For a couple of years the Lancashire justices continued to quarrel 
furiously over the point. Those who belonged to the Hundred of 
Lonsdale stood out in flat rebellion against all the rest of the county. 
They refused to meet anywhere but at Lancaster. They would 
have nothing to do with the ' innovation upon the ancient usages 
of the county ' proposed by the others. Backed up by the local 
municipal corporation, they denied the validity of any General 
Sessions of the Peace summoned in any other town than Lancaster. 
Finally, the rest of the county found itself driven to apply to 
Parliament for a Local Act establishing an Annual General Sessions 
at Preston, at which alone certain county business could be trans­ 
acted (an Act which has remained unique). The Justices of the 
Lonsdale Hundred, stubborn to the last, opposed this bill in Parlia­ 
ment, and put the county to an expense of £2,124 before it could 
be carried into law." 1

The discovery of a large parcel of miscellaneous papers and 
letters concerning the Sessions Act of 1798 has shown that interesting 
detail can be provided to the outline story which the Webbs obtained 
from the Sessions Order Books.

1. S. and B. Webb : The Parish and the County, 431 ff.



II. THE FIRST ATTEMPT.

What may fairly be called the first shot in an eleven years' 
struggle by the magistrates of the hundred of Lonsdale to assert 
their pre-eminence over the other hundreds of the county was 
fired at the Quarter Sessions held at Lancaster on 9 January, 1787. 
The treasurer of the county, William Butterfield, had lately died, 
and three candidates for the office had come forward George 
Postlethwaite of Lancaster, gentleman ; Thomas Myers of Preston, 
gentleman; and Isaac Rawlinson of Lancaster, woollondraper. 
The Court'' esteeming a Residence at Lancaster essentially necessary 
to the due execution of the said office " and " conceiving that 
however respectable the other candidates may be, Mr. Postlethwaite 
is the person most eligible to the said office " duly appointed him, 
he giving surety to the extent of £3,000.

When the Preston Sessions took place two days later, 11 
January, immediate exception was taken to the action of the 
Lonsdale Justices. A resolution was passed that " this Court, 
conceiving that the office of Treasurer ... is a place of very 
Important Trust of great Consequence to the Inhabitants . . 
and that the appointment is in the Magistrates of the county at 
large, is Unanimously of opinion that some mode ought to be 
adopted by which the Sentiments of the Magistrates in General 
might be taken upon the subject, and therefore that the above 
mentioned appointment of Mr. Postlethwaite ... is improper 
and premature." It was therefore recommended to the magistrates 
at Wigan and Manchester that an adjournment be made to a central 
place for the election of a person agreeable to all. They suggested 
further, " except Mr. Cunliffe Shawe," that the office could be best 
served by a person residing in a central place, "for the following 
among many other obvious reasons, viz., he will be more easy 
of access to those who have money to pay at his office, 
his accounts may be annually inspected and settled by a 
Meeting of the Magistrates . . . from their respective 
Quarters, . . . for which purpose . . . it is submitted to 
the consideration of the Magistrates . . . whether it would not 
be advisable to have a Special Adjournment of the Sessions annually 
at which time all business relating to the County at large might be 
investigated." The Court, " except Mr. Cunliffe Shawe," further 
recommended that if their proposed adjournment should be held, 
'' Mr. Thomas Myers, attorney-at-law, now residing in Preston, a 
central place in the County, shall be nominated and elected to the 
said office, and Mr. Cunliffe Shawe recommends Mr. Isaac Rawlinson 
of Lancaster." The justices at Wigan, 15 January, and Manchester, 
18 January, uniting " in Sentiments with the Bench at Preston,



and thinking the Order made at Lancaster improper and premature," 
accepted the recommendation of Thomas Myers, and fixed a meeting 
to be held at Preston on 8 February.

This meeting was duly held and it was ordered that as the 
proceedings at Lancaster were irregular, owing to the intentions 
not having previously been communicated to the magistrates of 
the rest of the county '' as has been heretofore the Custom in all 
business relating to the whole County," George Postlethwaite was 
discharged from the office of Treasurer and Thomas Myers appointed 
thereto. It was further ordered that he should present his accounts 
to the Easter Sessions annually, and that he was to receive a salary 
of £20 a year. The magistrates expressed their unanimous sentiment 
that a special adjournment should be made to Preston on the 
first Wednesday in July for the purpose of transacting all business 
relating to the county as a whole.

These special meetings were duly held for a few years, but 
they were not acceptable to the magistrates of the hundred of 
Lonsdale. The first hint that all was not well occurs in the record 
of the Special Sessions at Preston, 4 July, 1792, when it was resolved 
" after due Consideration of the Circumstances of the County, this 
Court fully approves of the Conduct of the Magistrates at the last 
Easter Sessions at Preston in issuing a Boll for raising £1,000 for 
the defraying the Necessary Expenditure of the County, and that 
this annual Sessions being an Adjournment of the Easter Sessions 
from Manchester, at which all the Magistrates for the County are 
by public Advertisement particularly desired to attend, is most 
Competent to transact all the General Business of the County, 
which requires Publicity and general Communication, such as the 
Audit of the Treasurer's Accounts, the Calculation of future Expenses, 
the ordering of the annual Rolls, the election of Public officers, the 
improvement of Public Works, etc."

There was present at this meeting only one of the justices of 
Lonsdale Hundred, Edmund Bigby of Ellel, but he was sufficient 
to return to his fellows with a full account of the proceedings. 
They reacted immediately, and at the unusually well attended 
Lancaster Sessions in the following week, 10 July, precipitated 
another crisis by stating their unanimous opinion " that the Treasurer 
of the County Stock ought to attend the several Courts of Quarter 
Session here to be holden " and ordered him to attend accordingly 
and have his accounts ready for production there. They further 
resolved " that the Conduct of the Treasurer . . . after having 
stated to the Magistrates assembled at the last Easter Sessions here 
holden his accounts, and being informed that no further sums were 
necessary to be raised on the County, the Balance in his hands



appearing to the said Court to be sufficient to answer all exigencies 
of demands, and consequently that no Rolls would be issued from 
the said Sessions, and the said Court refusing to sign them, and his 
having afterwards applied to the adjourned Sessions at Preston 
upon a ground that appears from a Letter of his own addressed to 
the Reverend Mr. Whitehead dated 30 April  a false statement and 
directly contrary to what he laid before the Bench at Lancaster, 
and to which Letter this Court refers, obtained from the same 
Court Rolls to issue on the County for £1,000, is reprehensible, and 
the said Treasurer is reprehended accordingly."

The gauntlet thus thrown down was picked up by the justices 
at Preston two days later, 12 July, and they stated their opinion, 
after the " maturest consideration under all the circumstances," 
that the conduct of the Treasurer, so far from being reprehensible, 
had their fullest approbation. It was their further opinion " that 
the Resolution direct to be entered in the Order Book by the 
Magistrates at Lancaster respecting the said Treasurer, is intended 
as an indirect attack upon the Conduct of the Magistrates assembled 
at ... Preston on 4 July instant, and as such upon the whole 
Magistracy of the County." They therefore recommended to the 
justices at Ormskirk and Manchester that a special meeting be held 
at Lancaster during the Assize week " for the purpose of Deliberating 
on some measures necessary to be taken in consequence of this 
Order." This suggestion was approved of, and a meeting was held 
at the King's Arms in Lancaster, on 22 August. Unfortunately 
no minute of the proceedings at this meeting survives, but it appears 
that the Rev. Robert Master, D.D., Rector of Croston and a justice 
in Leyland Hundred, was asked to consider the whole question, 
for at an adjourned meeting in Preston, 28 August, it was ordered 
that the Deputy Clerk of the Peace, James Taylor of Leigh, should 
furnish the Rev. Robert Master " with Office Copies of all the 
Orders made respecting the Appointment of the present Treasurer 
to his Office, also the several Orders that have been made regarding 
the Execution of his Duty, and also with all Orders and Proceedings 
that have been had at the General Quarter Sessions . . . holden 
for transacting County business by virtue of an annual adjournment 
of the Easter Sessions ... to Preston, together with the 
names of the Magistrates that have on these Occasions . . 
annually there assembled."

Again, we have no record of what came of Dr. Master's con­ 
sideration of the papers, but at the next Lancaster Sessions, 2 
October, 1792, the justices of Lonsdale Hundred tried fresh tactics, 
for they stated that as it had been reported to them by the magis­ 
trates acting on the north side of the Sands that a House of



Correction would be of great utility and a convenience to that 
Division, and a saving to the County at large, and that a suitable 
building was to be purchased at small expense, they approved 
of the suggestion and thought it should be done at the expense of 
the county. The Deputy Clerk of the Peace was ordered to report 
this to the justices at Preston, Wigan and Manchester.

At Preston, 4 October, it was " the unanimous Judgment of 
this Court that it cannot give any encouragement to such an 
Application " ; but the magistrates at Wigan, 8 October, went 
further as far, probably, as those of Preston really wanted to 
go and stated that they could not " consent to any proposal 
for such purpose without the Concurrence and Directions of the 
Magistrates . . . assembled . . . by Special Adjournment 
for transacting business relating to and affecting the . . . County 
at large, and communicated to them by Advertisement." They 
further ordered the Deputy Clerk of the Peace to propose to the 
justices at the several Sessions after Christmas, " that an Adjourn­ 
ment ... be made to ... Preston ... as the most 
Central place on some convenient day previous to the next Easter 
Sessions, and the Magistrates of the County be requested by an 
advertisement ... to attend there to audit the Treasurer's 
Accounts, to consider of the powers given by the Act of Parliament 

. . for paying the Salaries of the Corn Inspectors, and for 
transacting all other matters of Business relating to ... the 
County at large, with a view that the Magistrates being so assembled 
from the different parts of the County may communicate their 
Sentiments to each other and in the Execution of their Duty have 
regard to the Welfare and Interest of the Inhabitants of the 
County." With these orders the magistrates at Manchester, 11 
October, concurred.

On 15 January, 1793, the Deputy Clerk of the Peace followed 
his instructions and proposed to the justices at Lancaster that the 
adjournment be made to Preston as suggested ; but they would 
have none of it and stated their opinion that they could not " agree 
to any Order respecting the above Business that does not originate 
at Lancaster." At the Preston, Wigan and Manchester adjourn­ 
ments that month, nothing was recorded resulting from this state­ 
ment from Lancaster, but it may be assumed that a great deal of 
discussion took place and that someone gave the good advice to 
' gang warily,' for at the Easter meeting at Preston, 5 April, it 
was " ordered that the Deputy Clerk of the Peace do recommend 
to the Magistrates assembled at Lancaster at the next Epiphany 
Sessions the propriety of holding an Adjournment . . . for 
auditing the Treasurer's Accounts, calculating the Public Expenses



and settling the General Business relating to the County at large, 
and that the same shall be held at a place generally agreed upon by 
the Magistrates, or at different places in rotation."

Probably to general surprise the Lonsdale Hundred justices at 
Lancaster, 9 April, agreed to the principle of holding an adjournment 
for the special purpose, giving their opinion " that the same will 
be productive of beneficial Consequences to the County." But 
further than this they would not go, stating " that an adjournment 
of the next Epiphany Sessions for the General transaction of 
County Business be recommended to be held at Lancaster on a day 
hereafter to be agreed upon." Lonsdale Hundred justices were 
then to receive a surprise for at Preston, 11 April, Ormskirk, L5 
April and Manchester, 18 April, the magistrates concurred.

This general concurrence was not to their liking, for when the 
next Epiphany Sessions came round, 14 January, 1794, the justices 
at Lancaster showed that their bluff had been called they ordered 
" that this Court declines making any Adjournment." This 
attitude called for action. At Preston, 16 January, it was " ordered 
that this Court approves of the said Orders of the fifth and ninth 
days of April and refers the Consideration of the Measure of the 
Adjournment to the Subsequent Adjournments of this Session." 
Approval was expressed at Wigan, 20 January; and at Manchester, 
22 January, it was ordered " that an Adjournment of this Sessions 
be held at the Black Bull Inn, in Preston, on Wednesday, 23 April."

The special adjournment was duly held, resulting in a resolution 
" that it is the unanimous opinion of this Court that an Adjournment 
of the Quarter Sessions for the transaction of County Business to 
be held as heretofore before Easter Sessions at Preston is highly 
necessary and proper and conducive to the Interests of the County 
at large, and that this Court requests the attendance of the rest 
of the Magistrates."

On the Thursday of the following week, 29 April, the Easter 
Sessions opened at Lancaster and at last the justices of the Hundred 
of Lonsdale came out into the open as the champions of tradition 
against the attack of efficiency and convenience. They recorded 
that " this Court (apprehensive of the dangerous Tendency of 
Innovation under the specious pretext of Reform) cannot avoid 
repeating its Dissent to the propriety of resuming the recently 
adopted and afterwards discontinued annual Adjournments. . . 
it being the Opinion of this Court that the same would be injurious 
even if not illegal; And that all measures necessary for the general 
good of the County ought as heretofore to originate in the Sessions 
first holden pursuant to Royal Patent and Judicial confirmation 
at Lancaster, and to be from thence circulated through the other
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parts of the County by Reference to the usual Adjourned Courts. . . . 
And that if a general Annual or quarterly meeting of the Magistrates 
resident within the different Hundreds . . . should seem expe­ 
dient the same may be best effected by their appearing at the 
opening Sessions at Lancaster, to which this Court does accordingly 
invite them. This Court at the same time doth Certify its Opinion 
that Special Adjournments . . . may with propriety take place 
pursuant to ancient practice when . . . the Necessity . . . 
shall occur, of which the purport ought to be explicitly stated and 
published in the London and provincial Newspapers."

The justices at Preston, 1 May, very properly declined to 
make any order in consequence of the Lancaster resolution ; but 
at Ormskirk, 5 May, it was stated that " this Court is unanimously 
of opinion that an Annual Meeting . . . will continue to be of 
very essential Benefit . . . and that Preston is the most 
Central and Convenient Place." With this the magistrates at 
Manchester, 7 May, agreed.

Once more, at Lancaster, 15 July, the justices went off on a 
somewhat different tack. Firstly, they " ordered that in future 
the Treasurer do produce his Accounts during the Sitting of the 
Court in the Morning." They went on to state that " having viewed 
the Works done and now carrying on ... at the Castle of 
Lancaster . . . this Court requests the Committee nominated 
to transact this Business ... to meet at Lancaster . . .to 
proceed in and give Directions as to the Improvements as they 
. . . shall think proper . . ." This refers to a large and 
expensive scheme for the partial rebuilding of the castle, towards 
the cost of which the whole county paid; and, by the way in which 
the justices at the other sessions reacted, shows that the Lonsdale 
justices were trying to control activities. At Preston, 17 July, 
a resolution was passed that the " Court doth agree in Sentiment 
with the Court at Lancaster except, that inasmuch as it is an heavy 
County business, it is desirable that a full Meeting, not only of the 
Committee, but also of the Magistrates and Gentlemen of the 
County, should be had, and as the state of the Castle is pretty well 
known, and may be communicated to all, and as the hurry of the 
Assizes seldom allows time or opportunity of transacting any 
Business that does not immediately relate thereto, it is better in 
Order to procure full Attendance that a meeting should be had at 
Preston as the most Central place in the County previously to the 
Assizes, and the Deputy Clerk of the Peace is directed to communi­ 
cate these Sentiments by Letter to the Magistrates of Lonsdale 
Hundred and to the Courts ... at their respective Adjourn­ 
ments, and to give effect hereto to request the Magistrates at 
Manchester to appoint a day ..."



11

At Ormskirk, 21 July, and Manchester, 23 July, agreement 
was expressed, and the Session was adjourned to Preston on Wed­ 
nesday, 20 August, at 10 a.m. When this meeting took place the 
only representative of the Lonsdale justices was again Edmund 
Bigby of Ellel. Certain orders were made with regard to Lancaster 
Castle, as well as an order concerning the reimbursement by the 
Collector of Customs to the County Treasurer of sums laid out for 
payment of returns made by Corn Inspectors. Finally, " a letter 
having been presented and read signed J. F. Cawthorne, Thos. 
Bateman, R. Fletcher and John Bradshaw, and addressed to the 
Chairman of the adjourned Sessions at Preston," it was ordered 
" that the Deputy Clerk of the Peace send to each of the above 
named Gentlemen a copy of the Orders made this Day."

So far the question of the holding of a special Session at Preston 
had been something of a domestic problem of the Lancashire 
justices, nothing having occurred which could bring their disputes 
into contact with the wider field of the law. But early in March, 
1795, was passed an Act for raising men for the Navy (35 Geo. III. 
c. 5), and among its provisions was one by which the Justices were 
to assemble at some convenient place where the General Quarter 
Sessions had usually been held, for the purpose of putting into 
execution their powers under the Act. Further, the Clerk of the 
Peace, with the assent of two Justices, was directed to appoint 
the time and place of the holding of the first Court to be held by 
virtue of the Act.

The Clerk of the Peace duly appointed 24 March, at Preston, 
but then some doubts arose and it was '' suggested that the appoint­ 
ment is wrong, that by some ancient grant and by a decree in 
Chancery, but whether in the High Court . . . or in the 
Chancery of Lancashire cannot be stated, the Sessions ought to 
have been held at Lancaster." The Attorney-General of the 
County Palatine then being at Lancaster, it was determined to seek 
his opinion, submitting " that if such grant or decree subsist they 
must be confined ... to the General Quarter Sessions of the 
Peace, and not to this General Session specially directed to be held 
'by an Act only passed 5 March instant." On 20 March, the 
Attorney-General, Edward Law, later Lord Ellenborough, wrote : 
" I think the appointment is valid." There is no record to show 
whether this special meeting took place or not, but when the Annual 
Session was held at Preston, 8 April, only four magistrates were 
present, and they felt behoven to order the Clerk of the Peace to 
" communicate to the Magistrates assembled at the next April 
Sessions and the different adjournments thereof, that the Magistrates 
met here at this Sessions request their Attendance at the General
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Adjourned Sessions for County Business, that the Gentlemen 
assembled here cannot take upon themselves the Responsibility 
of such Meetings in future unless supported by the rest of the 
of the Magistrates, and that they signify their sentiments respecting 
this."

On 14 April, 1795, the Easter Quarter Sessions opened at 
Lancaster, and the justices there signified their sentiments by 
dropping a bombshell; they ordered " that Thomas Myers, gentle­ 
man, Treasurer of the County Stock, be and he is hereby accordingly 
removed from his Office of Treasurer," and appointed Richard 
Johnson 1 , of Lancaster, in his place. The fat was now well and 
truly in the fire, and the magistrates at Preston and Ormskirk 
recorded no opinion, while those at Manchester decided that a 
special meeting be held at Wigan, 18 May.

In the meantime it was decided to get a more detailed opinion 
from the Attorney-General of the Duchy as to the legality of holding 
the Special Session under the Navy Act at Preston. On 12 May, 
he stated that " the appointment ... of Preston . . . 
undoubtedly a good and valid appointment . . . would have 
been valid if it had been made for . . . Lancaster, Wigan, 
Ormskirk or Manchester. The Decree . . . nothing to the 
purpose . . . can extend no further than to the holding of 
Sessions of the Peace . . . and not to the holding of a Court 

for purposes of a new and extraordinary nature, and which 
have no relation whatever to the ordinary business of a Court of 
Quarter Sessions,."

The special meeting at Wigan was particularly well attended, 
but none came from Lonsdale. A detailed survey of the whole 
affair was drawn up :

" Upon having Recourse to the Records of the Court of Quarter 
Sessions ... it will appear that in ancient Times and down to 
a very late period the Magistrates . . . have been accustomed 
to assemble at the General Sessions of Assize held at Lancaster at a 
meeting convened by the Sheriff called the Sheriff's Board, for the 
special purpose of communing together and transacting all Business 
relating to the County at large, and particularly that of nominating 
Public Officers, and where with the Advice and Assistance of the 
Gentlemen of the Grand Jury and others of the County they have 
almost invariably been nominated so long as such Meetings continued 
to be held.

1. Mayor of Lancaster, 1795 1796.
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That from the Increase of the Business of the Assizes and of the 
Affairs of the County, it some years ago became difficult during 
the hurry of an Assizes to apportion sufficient time to the above 
purposes, and the Sheriff's Board was very ill attended, and at 
last so totally neglected that it has for some years been discontinued.

That in consequence of the several Acts of Parliament made 
requiring the Amendments of the Gaols, Houses of Correction, and 
Penitentiary Houses, with the heavy Burden of several large County 
Bridges, and other incidental Circumstances, the Rates of the 
County advanced considerably, and the Business concerning the 
same became so great and important it was found impossible to 
investigate the same during the time of transacting the Business 
of the General Quarter Sessions, and expedient and necessary for 
the Magistrates of the County to assemble together at some 
convenient time of the Year in a central part of the County for the 
special purpose of hearing, investigating, arranging and settling 
all Accounts, Matters, and Things concerning the County at large, 
and to give efficacy to such Proceedings ... it was accordingly 
at a very large general Public Meeting of the Magistrates, moved 
and agreed that the Epiphany Sessions should annually be adjourned 
to Preston . . . and the same have been held accordingly.

That the said . . . Sessions so annually holden at Preston 
. . . with a very few Exceptions hath met with the unanimous 
approbation of the . . . Inhabitants of the County, and by their 
communing together the County hath derived many Advantages 
which they must otherwise have been deprived of.

That the Treasurer of the County being resident in a central 
part of the County is a great convenience to Persons who have 
occasion to apply to his Office, and the Business of the County is 
transacted with much greater facility than it otherwise would be.

That the Concerns of the Inhabitants dependent on the County 
Rates are become considerable and of the utmost Importance to 
their Estates and Interests, and the Office of Treasurer most 
responsible.

That it is acknowledged that the ordinary Business of the . . 
Sessions ... at the four usual . . . times of the year . . 
at Lancaster, Preston . . . Ormskirk . . . Wigan . . . 
and at Manchester ... is attended with great convenience 
and Justice is by this Means distributed . . . and whatever 
may be the authority of any of the Courts of Adjournments to 
interfere with the Judgments ... at Lancaster,, or one 
Adjournment with . . . another, it would be highly improper, 
big with much Mischief, and in such Cases has not been done. But



in respect of the Business of nominating Public Officers, of auditing 
the Treasurer's Accounts, and of transacting all other matters 
concerning the . . . County at large, it is insisted upon, the 
same is better done at a General Annual Assembly of the Magistrates 
holden at a central place . . . than it can be at any other Time.

That the Appointment of a Treasurer in an opulent County like 
the County of Lancaster is of such General concern . . . that it 
ought always to have the Approbation of the Magistrates of the 
whole County.

That it is the unanimous Opinion of the Magistrates that the 
appointment of Mr. Johnson, at ... Lancaster under all the 
Circumstances of the Case, without any previous examination of 
. . . Mr. Myers, or Communication with the rest of the Magis­ 
trates of the County, was highly improper and its Legality also 
questionable. . . Nevertheless that the Magistrates present 
think it most prudent and conciliatory to defer the rescinding the 
appointment of Mr. Johnson . . . until the sentiments of 
Lord Hawkesbury and Lord Kenyon on this subject shall be known.

That it is the Opinion of this Court . . . that the Annual 
. . . Session ought to be continued, and if the Laws for this 
purpose are inadequate to effect the desirable purposes of it, that 
Application ought to be made to Parliament for proper relief.

That they have to lament that the Annual . . . Sessions 
. . . does not meet with the approbation of ... some of 
the Magistrates in the Hundred of Lonsdale only, and it is believed 
from none of the others.

That it is extremely the wish of the Magistrates here assembled 
that Unanimity of Opinion shall prevail . . . and therefore 
these proceedings be laid before the Chancellor of the Duchy . . . 
and Lord Chief Justice Kenyon . . . and their Sentiments 
humbly requested for the Government and Direction of the 
Magistrates.

It is ordered . . . that a Case be stated by the Deputy 
Clerk of the Peace of the Proceedings had respecting the dismissal 
of Mr. Myers . . . and the appointment of Mr. Johnson, and 
that he lay the same before the Attorney-General of the County."

The case was prepared, and Francis Russell, Clerk of the 
Council of the Duchy, wrote from Somerset Place, 9 June, 1795, to 
James Taylor, the Deputy Clerk of the Peace, that he had " seen 
Lord Kenyon, and having first prepared him to receive the papers, 
delivered them to him, and he seemed much pleased at the manner 
in which the papers were put into his hands, and the mark of 
attention paid him by the Magistracy ... he thought he
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should recommend an immediate application to Parliament to 
confirm what had been done at the Central Meetings and to establish 
the prevailing usage . . ."

The case presented to the Lord Chief Justice set out the 
resolutions of 14 April and 18 May, then proceeded to observe that 
" the Magistrates acting at Lancaster . . . claim and contend 
that upon all occasions of holding general Courts of Quarter Sessions 
they ought to originate at the Town of Lancaster, and cannot 
legally originate or begin at any other place. Under the statute 
. . . for raising Men for the . . . Navy, the Court of 
General Session was agreeably thereto for the accommodation 
of the Magistrates for the County . . . appointed to be holden 
at Preston. It has been contended at Lancaster that this Session 
ought to have originated at Lancaster, and for want of which all the 
proceedings had . . . under the said Act were . . . void.

There is only one Commission of the Peace for the County . . . 
In the year 1592 it appears from the Records of the Sessions that the 
Sessions . . . began at Manchester and was adjourned from 
thence to Wigan, from thence to Preston, and last to Lancaster.

In 1601 and from thence uniformly to the present time the 
four annual General Courts of Quarter Sessions have originated 
at Lancaster.

Four separate writs have always been issued ... to the 
Sheriff to summon a separate Jury for each place, all being held 
for the County at large.

There is only one rate made for the County at large.
The Magistrates and Gentlemen of Property in the County 

taking into their consideration the great burthen of the 
Rates of the County and their increase by the building of Houses 
of Correction, the Improvements of Gaols, the building of Bridges, 
and other incidental expenses within a few years past, imposed by 
several Acts of Parliament on the County Rates, are extremely 
desirous of having a general annual Sessions at a convenient central 
place ...

An annual Session has been holden . . . the legality . . . 
of which is doubted and in some instances counteracted at Lancaster.

The Magistrates of the other parts of the County . . . have 
cautiously avoided interfering with the orders made at Lancaster.

That the Magistrates and Gentlemen of the County resident 
40, 50 and many upwards of 60 miles from Lancaster, and who 
from their situations in life are frequently called to attend their 
duty at Lancaster at the Assizes, feel it a grievous hardship upon
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them to be called on to attend at Lancaster on any County Business, 
and submit that if any exclusive or original right attaches to the 
Town of Lancaster . . . some provision should be made to 
effect the desirable purpose of an annual . . . session . . 
at a central place.

It may not be improper to remark that the further you proceed 
Northwards in the County the less populous it grows."

Copies of the case were sent also to Lord Hawkesbury, Chan­ 
cellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, and to John Blackburne of 
Orford, and Thomas Stanley of Cross Hall, the two M.P's for the 
County.

A few days later Russell wrote officially to Taylor stating 
that the Chancellor wished the affair to be determined as speedily 
as possible and had directed the Duchy Records to be searched 
for the purpose of discovering if the Duchy Court had ever interposed 
its authority. This having been done, a case had been prepared 
and referred to Messrs. Plumer, Parke and Law, following which 
it had been laid before the Duchy Coiirt. Taylor was directed to 
place the case before the Justices of the whole county and " express 
the hopes . . . that the Magistrates . . . will, by agree­ 
ment, settle this Business amongst themselves, and that those who 
reside . . . near Lancaster will not resist an opinion so highly 
respectable." It was indicated that if the matter could not be 
settled by agreement the opinion pointed out the mode by which 
it could be brought to a legal decision, failing which " the Lord 
Chancellor . . . may be reduced to the necessity (tho' very 
unwillingly) ... to propose a Bill in Parliament."

Together with this official letter Russell sent a private one in 
which he wrote " As to your two members . . . it can hardly be 
expected that they will wish to enter the lists on either side in a 
Controversy like this." In reply to which Taylor on 26 June 
wrote that "as to our two worthy members for the County, they 
acted with their usual discretion. The papers were transmitted 
to them in Compliment to their situations as Magistrates . . 
and not with a view or expectation of their interfering until the 
matter should be brought into Parliament." At the same time 
he expressed himself at a loss as to how best to communicate the 
Opinion to the justices as a whole, but inclined to an adjournment 
from Manchester to Preston on a day prior to the Assizes.

Russell replied on 1 July with some good advice " But from 
the present temper of the Magistrates in the Neighbourhood of 
Lonsdale, I must confess I am led to think that the postponing the 
Communication ... to any Adjourned Centrical place, may


