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“There will never want in England men that will have care of their own 

salvation nor such as shall advance other men’s; neither shall this Church 

ever fail so long as priests and pastors shall be found for their sheep, rage 

man or devil never so much” 

Edmund Campion, 1580 
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Foreword by the Bishop of Lancaster 
 

It is a pleasure and privilege to welcome this splendid History of the parish 

of The Willows, Kirkham, written by one who is peculiarly well-equipped 

to write it. 

 

The author, Mr. F. J. Singleton, has already written a short History of the 

town of Kirkham (published in 1981), and has contributed learned articles to 

several historical journals. He is a native of Kirkham and a former 

Headmaster of the Catholic Primary School there. Since his retirement he 

has searched local, regional and even national records and sources for 

information and, as will be noticed, he has amply documented the book; 

what is here set down may be taken as fully accurate and factual. 

 

What makes this book specially valuable, too, is that the parish of The 

Willows is one of the richest of all parishes in North Lancashire in post-

Reformation Catholic history. There seems never to have been a time when 

Mass was not being said or when priests were not residing in some Catholic 

house, ministering to the considerable number of Catholics which always 

remained here. It is, therefore, greatly to be welcomed that this story has 

now been so fully and accurately told. 

 

The fact, too, that the Catholic Printing Company of Farnworth has 

undertaken publication is a guarantee that the book will be excellently 

produced. 

 

I recommend this book most warmly in the name of the priests and people 

of The Willows and predict that it will be very widely read. I congratulate 

Mr. Singleton most sincerely on this work. I am sure that all the people of 

the parish, and many people elsewhere who are interested in our Catholic 

past, will eagerly purchase it and study it. 

 

+ B. C. Foley, 

Bishop of Lancaster 
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Introduction 

 

The Beginnings 
 

We do not know just how and when Christianity came to what is now 

Lancashire. A cryptogram interpreted as “Pater Noster”, recently found in 

excavating the Roman fort at Manchester
1
 suggests that it may have been 

introduced by Roman soldiers and from them passed on to the native 

Britons who developed Christian communities after the Romans had left. 

There were certainly Christians in these parts long before Augustine came. 

St. Patrick, whose father was an official in Roman Britain, was born about 

the year 400 somewhere on this side of the Irish Sea and there are strong 

traditions and an ancient chapel associating him with Heysham. After 

Patrick had converted Ireland an Irish monk, Columba, sailed to Scotland 

and established a monastery on the island of Iona whence he sent 

missionaries to convert Scotland and northern Britain. One of these 

missionaries, Aidan, is .known to have many converts in Northumbria. 

These early Christians were mostly Celtic Britons. They are sometimes 

referred to as the Celtic Church but they were in communion with Rome 

until they were isolated by the Anglian invasions. 

 

From about 450 the pagan Angles and Saxons had begun their incursions 

into eastern and southern Britain and in 597 Pope Gregory sent St. 

Augustine to convert them. Augustine was mainly concerned with the 

south-east, but in 625 he sent to the north Paulinus who became the first 

Bishop of York. Paulinus and after him Wilfrid, sent out missionaries to 

convert the Northumbrian Angles who by this time were filtering across the 

Pennines. Indeed when they reached here some of them may already have 

become Christians and others were probably converted soon after their 

arrival. The same is true of the Norsemen who came to these parts via the 

Isle of Man and Ireland about the year 900. Anglian and Norse crosses have 

been found in the Lancaster area and at Whalley and some of them bear 

both Christian and pagan symbols. 

 

There were thus two Christian influences affecting northern Britain, the so-

called Celtic Church of Patrick, Columba and Aidan and the Augustine  

                                                           
1 Reproduced on the front panel of the altar at Heaton Park during the Papal visit of 

June, 1982. 



 10 

mission of Paulinus and Wilfrid based on York
1
. The latter was of particular 

importance to the lands north of the Ribble, including the Fylde, which 

formed part of Northumbria and were in the Archdiocese of York until the 

Reformation. 

 

We cannot say with certainty when the first church was built in Kirkham 

but there is a tradition that the Angles built a church on the site of the 

Roman fort at Carr Hill before 650 and that Paulinus visited it.
2
 However 

this may be there was definitely a church in Kirkham before 1086 when 

Doomsday Book was written. Of the three churches which it records in the 

Fylde, Kirkham must have been one for the very name means “church 

town”. The lands which now form Lancashire were given at the Norman 

conquest to Roger of Poitou who made his headquarters at Lancaster. Roger 

was banished for a time and during his absence his sheriff, Godfrey in 1093 

gave “the church of Kirkham, which he had in the Lordship of St. Michael, 

with the priests and the land belonging to them” to the Benedictine Abbey 

of Shrewsbury. It was quite usual at that time for noblemen to make gifts to 

an Abbey, the only condition being that the monks should pray for their 

souls, but in this case the gift was disputed by the monks of Lancaster 

Priory who claimed that Roger himself had given it to them. In the end 

Shrewsbury prevailed, but later the Church and Manor of Kirkham were 

given by Edward I to the Cistertian Abbey of Vale Royal in Cheshire whose 

Abbot appointed the Vicar and claimed the corn tithes of his large parish. 

When the abbeys were dissolved by Henry VIII, Kirkham was given to 

Christ Church, Oxford whose Dean and Chapter still hold the patronage of 

the church.
3
 

 

From the scanty evidence available it would seem that St. Michael’s 

Church, Kirkham, has stood on its present site from before the Norman 

conquest but it has been rebuilt at least twice since then. Before the 

Reformation it was, of course, a Catholic Church where Mass was said, and 

in this sense the history of the Catholic Church in Kirkham begins at St. 

Michael’s, but in the times of persecution which followed the Reformation 

we have to look elsewhere for the thread of continuity in the Catholic 

tradition. 

                                                           
1 Some differences which had arisen between the two missions were resolved at the 

Synod of Whitby in 664. 
2 About a mile N.W. of Kirkham is Bradkirk which means a board or wooden church 

and may have been the site of an early church. 
3 R.C. Shaw, Kirkham in Amounderness, p. 48 
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The Westby Family of Mowbreck 
 

It is abundantly clear from historical sources that in spite of the Reformation 

and the penal laws the Catholic faith never died out in Lancashire. It was 

kept alive mainly by the local gentry who not only retained the faith 

themselves, but often sent their sons to be trained for the priesthood in 

seminaries abroad and provided secret chapels in their halls for their tenants 

and neighbours. This can be clearly seen in the Kirkham area where the 

local gentry were the Westby and Clifton families. In 1669 for instance, 

Vicar Clegg of Kirkham, reporting to the Bishop of Chester on recusants
1 

and dissenters in his parish, had this to say: 

 
“Of the papists there are two conventicles very visible at Westby 

Hall rented by one Mr. Butler, the supposed priest, whither resort 

some hundreds. Another at Mowbreck where Mr. Hughson (alias 

Whaley) sojourneth with Mrs. Westby and is more than said 

officiates as priest there. At Gervase Clifton’s at Plumpton as is 

said, is set apart a place or chapel for the Romanists but since Mr. 

Hughson abode at Mowbreck is not so much used. At Salwick it’s 

said the Romanists out of Preston have their meetings. In Great 

Singleton they be generally papists but have not their conventicles 

so fixed but have two or three supposed priests.”
2
 

 

The nearest of these conventicles to Kirkham was Mowbreck, the home of 

the Westby family. 

 
The Westbys were seated at Mowbreck from about 1300, and they also 

owned Burn Hall near Thornton. They originated from Westby in the West 

Riding of Yorkshire and have no connection with Westby village in the 

Fylde, which was the seat of the Cliftons. Before the Reformation both 

these families worshipped at St. Michael’s Church in Kirkham, and each 

had a chantry chapel where they engaged priests to sing or say Mass for  

                                                           
1 Recusants are those who refused to attend the State Church. The term is usually 

applied to Catholics who are also called Papists, Romanists, etc. 
2 Quoted in Kirkham in Amounderness, p. 153. Of the places mentioned by Vicar 

Clegg, Westby produced two presidents of Ushaw (Gillow and Newsham), 

Mowbreck two rectors of Valladolid (Irving and Sherburne) and Salwick two 

Bishops (Brown and Gradwell) while from Singleton came Bishop Bilsborrow and 

some of the Ushaw Gillows. 
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their families and for their dead.
1 
The Westby chantry, dedicated to the Holy 

Cross, was in the north-east corner of the old St. Michael’s Church and 

many of the Westbys and their relatives lie buried beneath it. 

 

At the time of the Reformation the head of the family was William Westby 

who had married Elizabeth Rigmaiden of Wedacre near Garstang. When 

William died in 1556 the new religion had not made much headway in 

Lancashire — in fact Mary Tudor had restored Catholicism — but his children 

John, Elizabeth and Helen were all to play an important part in the survival 

of the faith in the Fylde during the reign of the first Elizabeth. 

 

JOHN WESTBY (1530-91), who succeeded his father at Mowbreck, was 

one of the staunchest of the Lancashire squires and according to a kinsman 

he was “willing to lose his blood” in defence of the faith. The Reformation 

had placed Lancashire in the new diocese of Chester, and in 1567 the Privy 

Council, angered by the slow progress of the reformed doctrines in these 

parts, ordered the Protestant Bishop Downham to visit all parts of his 

diocese and report to them. About the same time the Lord Lieutenant, Lord 

Derby, was required to arrest “all such persons as under the cloak of 

religion seduced people from allegiance to the throne.
2 

John Westby was 

one of those arrested and brought before the Ecclesiastical Commissioners 

at Derby’s house at Lathom. Westby confessed that he had not resorted to 

the Established Church as required by law nor received communion there. 

He also admitted that William Allen (the future Cardinal) had “divers times 

been at his house” but he thought it no offence as Allen was his kinsman. 

After being ordered to attend the State Church and forbidden to harbour 

Allen, he was released with the others on a surety of 300 marks, but in his 

report to the Privy Council Bishop Downham singled out John Westby as 

being the most intractable of all the accused.
3 

 

In 1562 William Allen had returned from Louvain to the family home at 

Rossall Grange for health reasons.  

                                                           
1 It is probable that Kirkham Grammar School, first mentioned in 1551, originated 

from a school run by one of the chantry priests. See Kirkham in Amounderness  

p. 46. 
2 Ibid. p. 635. 
3 T. E. Gibson, Lydiate Hall, 1876, p. 205, in which many State Papers of Elizabeth 

I. relating to recusants are printed. 
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He had been a professor at Oxford but because of the religious changes he 

had moved, along with other Oxford dons, to the University of Louvain. 

After returning to Lancashire, although not as yet ordained, he visited many 

Catholic squires in the Fylde and adjacent areas, strengthening them in their 

faith and laying down the Council of Trent’s verdict that attendance at the 

reformed services was not allowed (non licet). Allen headed the 

Government list of wanted recusants and in 1565 when his presence in 

England became too dangerous, he made his way via Oxford and Norfolk to 

the Continent whence he never returned. Soon afterwards he was ordained 

priest at Malines and in 1568 he founded the seminary at Douai in Flanders 

which supplied so many priests to the English mission.
1
 

 
Meanwhile John Westby refused to conform. He is said to have been 

instrumental in bringing to Lancashire the Papal Bull of 1570 by which Pius 

V excommunicated Elizabeth and in any case his connections with Allen 

made him a marked man. Mowbreck was closely watched and a note in the 

Douai Diaries informs us that “John Westby of Molbreck Esq. was glad to 

stand for a whole winter’s day in a pit of water up to the ears and often 

forced to duck under the water lest he should be espied of the persecutors.” 

But he did not always escape them. In the 1570s the Privy Council 

describing Lancashire as a “sink of popery” called Bishop Downham up to 

London and ordered Bishop Barnes of Carlisle to visit the Chester diocese, 

as a result of which fourteen Lancashire gentlemen were called before the 

High Commissioners at York. They included John Westby, his neighbour 

Cuthbert Clifton and his cousin John Rigmaiden.
2
 

 
John Westby was imprisoned at York in 1571 and again in 1573, after 

which he was forced in heavy bonds into the custody of the archdeacons of 

Chester on condition that he did not visit his house for more than two weeks 

in any half-year. How long this lasted is not known but in the 1580s the 

oppression of the Catholics became worse.  

                                                           
1 William (Cardinal) Allen may be said to have done more than any other man to 

preserve the Catholic faith in England. The seminary at Douai provided about 450 

secular priests for the English mission in the reign of Elizabeth alone. In all Douai 

sent well over 2000 priests to England and without priests, as the Government well 

knew, the Catholic faith could not have survived. (See T. F. Knox, Introduction to 

the Douai Diaries.) 
2 C. Haigh, Reformation and Resistance in Tudor Lancashire, 1975, p. 261. 
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Hitherto it had been expected that the Catholic faith would die out owing to 

the lack of priests but the arrival in England in 1580 of the Jesuits Campion 

and Parsons, together with increasing numbers of seminary priests from 

Douai and Rome, caused alarm in Government circles. There were plots and 

rumours of plots to depose Elizabeth in favour of Mary Stuart which 

eventually led to the execution of the Scottish Queen in 1587: there was 

rebellion in Ireland supported by the Pope: and above all, increasingly bad 

relations with Spain culminating in the Armada which Allen supported, 

caused the English Catholics to be identified, in most cases unjustly, with 

the national enemy. Not surprisingly by Acts of 1581 and 1585 the penal 

laws were tightened and extended. Priests were now guilty of high treason 

by their very presence in England, Catholic landowners were liable to 

forfeit two-thirds of their estates and their recusancy fines were increased to 

£20 a month for non-attendance at the State Church.
1
 

 

In 1588 John Westby had two-thirds of his lands seized and his household 

goods distrained. He was helped out by his brother-in-law Richard 

Mollineux who redeemed his goods and paid the crown £77 16s. 21/2d. 

annually for the lease of two-thirds of the demesne land at Mowbreck.
2 

Shortly afterwards John Westby petitioned for relief. He was sixty years 

old, he said, with a wife and four young children to support and despite 

having paid £10 a year in fines imposed on him for recusancy, had 

nevertheless had his lands and goods seized. In addition he had paid £25 for 

furnishing a light horseman and “divers other duties and gaulds” for the 

Queen’s service. He had but ancient rent and revenues to the sum of £42 

and he offered to pay £10 or 20 marks a year or whatever the Privy Council 

thought meet and convenient and trusted they would have an honourable 

consideration of the state of him, his wife and four infants.
3 

Nothing seems 

to have come of this appeal, and worn out by imprisonment, fines and worry 

John Westby died in the following year (1591) at the age of sixty-one. 

                                                           
1 For ordinary people the fine remained at one shilling per week. The Thirty Men of 

Kirkham who helped the Vicar to run his large parish recorded the following in 

1669: “Paid for a catalogue of recusants’ names to return to the J.P.’s for the 

gathering of Sunday shillings.” 
2 CRS (1965) Recusant Rolls, 1593-4, p. 53. 
3 Lydiate Hall, p. 235. Mowbreck is surprisingly omitted from Lord Burghley’s map 

of Lancashire, 1590, (CRS. Vol. IV. 1907). Whether this was the result of John 

Westby’s appeal or because of his age is uncertain as he was undoubtedly a leading 

recusant. 
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His death removed from the scene one of the staunchest and most 

uncompromising of the Lancashire recusants, but his resistance was not in 

vain for Mowbreck remained the centre of the Catholic faith in the Kirkham 

area until the establishment of the Willows. 

 

ELIZABETH WESTBY, the sister of John, married George Allen (brother of 

the future Cardinal) who succeeded to the family estates at Rossall and 

elsewhere. Rossall Hall was a grange belonging to Dieulacres Abbey in 

Staffordshire. At the dissolution of the monasteries in 1536 it reverted to the 

Crown and eventually passed to the Protestant Fleetwood family, but they 

could not gain possession until the long leases expired. After the death of 

George Allen in 1579 these leases went to Elizabeth, his wife, who with her 

daughters continued to live at the Grange where we are told “three or four 

masses were often said on the same day” and that “every year on the 

anniversary of her husband’s death twelve masses were said there.”
1
  

 

Elizabeth was suspected of acting as procurator to raise funds for Dr. Allen 

and in 1583 she was outlawed. In 1584 the Grange was seized and 

plundered by the Sherriff and his men, but they could not find Mrs. Allen 

who had retired to her “accustomed place of retreat” and eventually escaped 

with her daughters. After two months “wherein they were compelled at 

night time to accomplish long journeys and at day time to lurk in the woods 

and thickets” they reached Rheims (to which place owing to troubles in the 

Low Countries the Douai seminary had been transferred) and were 

welcomed by Dr. Allen. The Douai Diary records “1584, 9 Sept. Came from 

England Mrs. Allen, a little before despoiled of all her goods by the 

heretics, with her two daughters Elinora and Catherine.” These two 

daughters eventually entered a convent in Louvain. The third daughter, 

Mary, married Thomas Worthington of Blainscough near Wigan whose 

uncle was Dr. Worthington, the third president of Douai. They also escaped 

from England and of their four children two became priests and two became 

nuns.
2
 

                                                           
1 In a letter from Rheims to the Jesuit Rector in Rome Dr. Allen states that his 

brother Gabriel who had recently arrived from England had given him this 

information. 
2 A contemporary account of The Seizure and Plunder of Rossall Grange translated 

from the Latin by J. Gillow is printed in Fishwick, History of Poulton-le-Fylde, 

Chetham Society Vol. 8., N.S., 1885. 
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HELEN (or Ellen) WESTBY. John Westby’s other sister Helen married 

Evan (Vivian) Haydock of Cottam Hall. They had three sons, William, 

Richard and George. William succeeded his father at Cottam where, like his 

uncle John Westby, he had two-thirds of his lands seized and was heavily 

mulcted by fines. Richard went to Douai and Rome and after his ordination 

served for a time in Lancashire before being appointed chamberlain to 

Cardinal Allen. George, the youngest son, was also at Douai and was 

ordained at Rheims, but on his return to England he was taken, imprisoned 

in the Tower and martyred at Tyburn in 1584. The father, Evan Haydock, a 

widower since the death of his wife Helen in 1558, left Cottam Hall in the 

care of his son William and in 1573 went to Douai where he was ordained. 

On returning to England in 1575 he served the chapels of the Fylde squires, 

especially that at Mowbreck where he is said to have seen in a vision the 

“gory head” of his son George before his martyrdom and where shortly 

afterwards he died.
1
 

 

At this time Mowbreck was visited by several seminary priests - martyrs 

and saints among them. A State Paper of 1582 records that “Richard 

Haydock, priest, keepeth with his brother at Cottam Hall, two miles from 

Preston in Lancashire or with his uncle three miles from his brother’s house. 

His uncle’s name is John Westby and the house where he dwelleth is called 

Moorbridge (sic) Hall in Lancashire. Dr. Allen is uncle to the said Haydock 

and to George Haydock, prisoner in the Tower.”
2
 George Haydock must 

surely have been at Mowbreck before he went to Douai and it is quite 

possible that the Jesuit Edmund Campion visited the Hall during his 

northern tour in 1581. He had conversed with Dr. Allen before leaving the 

Continent and when he reached Lancashire he would know where to go. He 

is thought to have visited Rossall where Mrs. Allen was still living and to 

have called on the Heskeths at Mains, the Westbys at Mowbreck, the 

Rigmaidens at Wedacre, the Worthingtons at Blainscough, the Southworths 

at Samlesbury and others.
3
  

                                                           
1 For a fuller account of the “Gory Head of Mowbreck” see J. Gillow, Haydock 

Papers, p. 25. 
2 Printed in Lydiate Hall, p. 222. 
3 Immediately after the arrest, torture and interrogation of Edmund Campion in 1581 

the Privy Council issued an order requiring the heads of these families to appear 

before the Ecclesiastical Commissioners from which it is inferred that Campion had 

visited them. See J. S. Leatherbarrow, Lancashire E1izabethan Recusants, Chetham 

Society, 1947, p. 53. 
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Regarding the latter family, John Westby’s second wife was Catherine 

Southworth and it is probable that several priests in her family, including 

her nephew John Southworth the martyr, visited Mowbreck Hall. Before he 

was taken and put to death John Southworth is known to have worked in 

Lancashire. 

 

The Catholic tradition at Mowbreck continued right through to the 

nineteenth century. About 1630 John Westby’s son Thomas compounded 

for two-thirds of his estates liable to seizure by paying a composition rent of 

£100 a year but in spite of this he was able to buy Upper Rawcliffe Hall, 

later known as White Hall, which became the residence of the descendants 

of his second wife, Elizabeth Preston of Holker. During the Civil Wars the 

Westbys, like most of the Fylde gentry, were very staunch supporters of 

Charles I and six of them are said to have fought on the Royalist side. Being 

both recusants and royalists they forfeited their estates during the 

Cromwellian period but regained them at the restoration of Charles II in 

1660.
1
 During these troubled times the heir to Mowbreck was another John 

Westby. He died in 1662 but his wife Dorothy (the Mrs. Westby mentioned 

by Vicar Clegg on page 11) survived him and lived at Mowbreck Hall until 

her death in 1703. There being no children of this marriage the succession 

went to a nephew Thomas Westby who lived at Burn Hall while his aunt 

occupied Mowbreck. Thomas had married Bridget Clifton of Lytham and 

along with his brother-in-law Cuthbert Clifton was one of those suspected 

in the so-called Lancashire Plot of 1694 to restore James II. After this the 

Westbys seem to have steered clear of political involvement and to have 

taken no part in the Jacobite rebellions of 1715 and 1745 both of which 

affected the Preston area. Thomas’s sons, John, Thomas and Robert 

succeeded in turn to Mowbreck and Burn and in accordance with a law 

passed after the 1715 rebellion they registered their estates as papists. 

 

ROBERT WESTBY who succeeded to Mowbreck in 1729 was the last 

Catholic of the family to reside there. In 1731 he sold Burn Hall for the 

discharge of debts occasioned perhaps by the rebuilding of Mowbreck about 

this time. This included the construction of a permanent chapel in the Hall 

with residential quarters for the priest marking the beginning of a 

continuous Catholic mission in the Kirkham area.  

                                                           
1 B. G. Blackwood, The Catholic and Protestant Gentry of Lancashire during the 

Civil War Period. Trans. Hist. Soc. Lancs & Cheshire, Vol. 126, 1977, p. 7. 
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It was Robert Westby who began a Book of Anniversaries to commemorate, 

by masses and prayers, the benefactors of the Mowbreck Chapel. The 

foreword runs as follows: 

 

“Anniversary days to be kept at Mowbreck and to be told to the 

congregation on the Sunday preceding each of them. To these are 

to be added after their deaths the present Duke of Norfolk and 

Duchess, Mr. Charles Howard of Greystock, my three executors, 

Mrs. Margaret Westby and myself. 

R.W.” 

 

About a dozen benefactors were entered by Robert Westby and later entries 

were made by priests serving Mowbreck and the Willows. Against the name 

of Robert Westby is written “Hujus templi institutor” and not only was he 

the “institutor” of the chapel but, according to Father Bannister, he provided 

£1000 for the maintenance of the priests serving it. The original book is 

now lost but the information in it was recorded by later priests in their 

returns to the Bishops.
1
 

 

Robert Westby died in 1762 without issue and there being no male heir the 

Mowbreck estates were divided among the four daughters of his eldest 

brother John. The Hall itself went through one of these daughters to the 

White Hall branch of the family and after the death of Robert Westby it was 

unoccupied for about a hundred years except for a priest and a steward or 

tenant-farmer. But having a permanent chapel it continued to be the centre 

of the Catholic life of the district until 1809 when the first chapel was built 

at the Willows. About 1862 the Hall was again occupied by Jocelyn Tate 

Fazakerly-Westby, a descendant of the White Hall branch who had been 

brought up as a minor in the Church of England. After his death it was sold 

in 1893 to Lord Derby who used it as a residence for his agent. Later it 

became a country hotel and then stood empty and derelict for several years 

until it was finally demolished in 1981. In view of its rich Catholic 

associations it was sad to see it go. 

                                                           
1 Visitation Returns for the Willows, Kirkham, 1855 & 1865, LRO. RC.LV. For a 

complete list of benefactors see Appendix III. 
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The Priests at Mowbreck 
 

Apart from the Haydocks and possible visitors like Edmund Campion we do 

not know much about the priests at Mowbreck during the period following 

the Reformation. Because of the penal laws they had to work in secret and 

they often used false names. Indeed there were times - as during the Civil 

Wars - when there was no resident priest, but those we know of all seem to 

have been seculars whereas at neighbouring Westby they were often Jesuits 

or Benedictines. 

 

In early times Mowbreck was probably a half-timbered building surrounded 

by a moat and very different in appearance from what it later became. There 

is no record of a hiding hole but there must have been one, or at least some 

means of concealing a priest. The chapel would be a makeshift affair, a 

room with a portable altar, for as already noted there was not a permanent 

chapel until the time of Robert Westby. There is in Kirkham a persistent 

legend of a tunnel between Mowbreck Hall and St. Michael’s Church but 

there is no evidence for it. Indeed, apart from the difficulty of constructing 

such a tunnel under the low, marshy ground of the carrs, it is difficult to see 

what purpose it could have served. Before the Reformation there was no 

need for it and in penal times no priest at Mowbreck would have wished to 

escape to the Church of England. But as previously mentioned, the Westby 

family had a burial vault under their chapel in St. Michael’s which they 

continued to use after the Reformation and this, coupled with the secrecy 

surrounding Mowbreck, could account for the legend. There are also ghost 

stories connected with the Hall. The earliest of these occurred about 1580 

when Vivian Haydock is said to have seen the “gory head” of his son 

George who shortly afterwards was martyred, and in more recent times the 

dim and vanishing figures of priests and monks are supposed to have been 

seen in rooms adjoining the chapel.
1
 

 

The names of some of the priests at Mowbreck are known from historical 

records. In 1639, just before the Civil War, John Beesley (perhaps a relative 

of Ven. George Beesley, martyred 1591) was at the Hall
2
 and according to 

Vicar Clegg (page 11) Dorothy Westby had a priest called Hughson or 

Whaley living there in 1669. 

                                                           
1 For more details see R. C. Shaw, Kirkham in Amounderness, p. 640. 
2 G. Anstruther in Recusant History, Vol. 4. p. 43. 
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The Catholic historian Joseph Gillow has established that Rev. James Gaunt 

who belonged to a Singleton family, was at Mowbreck from 1716 to 1734 

and that he was succeeded by Rev. Simon George Bordeley who served 

both Mowbreck and Salwick until 1745 when possibly because of the 

Jacobite activity around Preston, he moved to Aughton. In the following 

year the Rev. John Davidson (or Debord) came to Mowbreck and in 1752 

Rev. William Gaunt (nephew of the above James Gaunt) was at the Hall. He 

was there in 1755 when Bishop Petre confirmed twenty-three persons and 

recorded the number of communicants as 120
1
 but his views not being 

considered satisfactory he was removed and he later apostatised. Gaunt’s 

successor in 1760 was Rev. John Jones, a Douai priest, during whose time 

the Mowbreck chapel was probably completed. He conducted the mission 

until 1775 when he was replaced by a remarkable man about whom we 

know a great deal. This was Father Robert Bannister, perhaps the most 

learned and able priest who served at Mowbreck though it must be 

conceded that he was helped by the existence of a permanent chapel and 

especially by the relaxation of the penal laws culminating in the Relief Acts 

of 1778 and 1791 which enabled him and his congregation to act more 

openly.
2
 

 

 

Father Robert Bannister at Mowbreck 

1775 - 1803 
 

Robert Bannister was born at Hesketh Bank across the ford from Freckleton 

in 1726. He began his education at Dame Alice’s School at Fernyhalgh and 

proceeded to Douai where he later became professor of Theology and Vice-

President. He used to say that he made his first journey as far as London on 

the back of a donkey. On returning to England he served at Thurnham 

before coming to Mowbreck in 1775 where he began a Baptismal register in 

a small notebook which is still preserved among the Willows archives in the 

County Record Office.
3
  

                                                           
1 LRO. RCV 2/7. 
2 J. Gillow, CRS Lancashire Registers, Vol. 15, Fylde I, 1913. There is an article on 

Rev. Simon George Bordeley in Recusant History, Vol. 13, 1975-76, P. 280. 
3 LRO.RCKi.1. This note-book register written in Latin, records the baptisms of 

William and Thomas Irving and of a child baptised by Dr. John Daniel when he 

visited Mowbreck. 
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Soon afterwards he opened a day and boarding school at the Hall where 

there was plenty of room as the Westby family was not in residence. The 

school was intended partly as a sort of Junior Seminary to prepare boys for 

the colleges abroad at Douai, Rome, Valladolid and Lisbon. The chapel was 

of course open to the Catholics of the neighbourhood and when Bishop 

Matthew Gibson visited the Hall in 1784 he confirmed 55 persons and the 

number of communicants was given as 180.
1
 

 

But Father Bannister’s activities were not confined to the Kirkham district. 

He was the doyen of the Lancashire clergy and Bishop Goss wrote that 

“there was no more honoured name than that of Robert Bannister.” He 

supported the Bishops in their disputes with the Catholic Committee of 

gentry over the terms of the Relief Act of 1791 and he was in fact 

recommended to succeed Bishop Matthew Gibson as Vicar Apostolic but 

the choice fell on Gibson’s brother William. Much was happening in the 

outside world. In 1793 Douai was occupied by the French revolutionary 

forces and had to close. Most of the dispersed professors and students 

straggled back to England. Many of them gathered at Old Hall Green which 

eventually became St. Edmund’s Seminary at Ware, but those from the 

north did not stay there. Before Ushaw was built they were temporarily 

accommodated at Crook Hall, Durham, and some of them visited 

Mowbreck including the last President of Douai, Dr. John Daniel, who 

came to stay with his brother Thomas, a clockmaker of Kirkham.
2
 About 

1795 Dr. Daniel was often at Mowbreck discussing the problems of Douai 

with Father Bannister. At first they favoured a temporary college in England 

in the hope that when the war was over the students could return to Douai 

but when it became evident that this would not happen they worked for a 

college in the north which eventually led to the establishment of Ushaw in 

1808. Other clergy who consulted Father Bannister were Bishop William 

Gibson and Father Barrow of Claughton, the outspoken “Old Tar” as he was 

called who was so intent on a college in the north that he offered a site at 

Claughton.
3
 

                                                           
1 LRO.RCV.2/6. 
2 In 1795 Father Bannister wrote: “Mr. Pres. Daniel is now staying and will stay 

with his brother, the time maker of Kirkham.” (LRO.2/7, p.171a.) 
3 D. Milburn, History of Ushaw College, p.64. Father John Barrow was a character. 

Born at Westby in 1735 he was educated at the English College, Rome, on his return 

from which he was press-ganged at Portsmouth and made to serve in the navy for 

seven years - hence his nickname “the Old Tar”. The Barrow Papers are in the LRO 

and there is an article about him in the LRO Report for 1958. 
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After 28 years at Mowbreck Father Bannister retired to Dodding Green in 

1803 and died there in 1812 at the age of 86. Among his pupils at 

Mowbreck were several who made their mark including Dr. G. H. Brown, 

first Bishop of Liverpool, George Leo Haydock of the Tag, Cottam, a 

distinguished biblical annotator and two Kirkham boys, William and 

Thomas Irving who carried on their tutor’s work by founding the Willows 

mission and who both served as rectors of Valladolid where they had been 

ordained. 

 

Father William Irving at Mowbreck 

and the Willows 1803-13 
 

William Irving, eldest son of Joseph Irving, linen draper of Kirkham, and 

his wife Alice, née Sherburne, was born in 1776. 

 

He was baptised by Father Bannister and attended his school at Mowbreck. 

Had it not been for the French Revolution he would probably have gone to 

Douai; instead he went to the English College at Valladolid in Spain in 

1792 and was ordained there in 1800. In 1802 he returned to England and in 

the following year he replaced Father Bannister at Mowbreck. By this time, 

following the Relief Act of 1791, the building of Catholic Churches was 

permitted and with financial help from William Cottam - a former tenant of 

Mowbreck who left nearly £400 - and others, he was able in 1809 to build a 

chapel and presbytery on land belonging to his family at the Willows.
1
 It 

was dedicated to the Holy Cross in memory of the Westby chapels in St. 

Michael’s and at Mowbreck but it was usually known as the Willows chapel 

after the willow trees which grew around it. A description of it was given by 

Hewitson in 1872 by which time the present church had been built and the 

old chapel was being used only for children’s services. Hewitson’s 

description is as follows: 

 

“It is a high, square, brick building, has no architectural beauty 

outside but is pretty tasteful and very capacious within. Its walls 

are hung round with old Spanish oil paintings. Some time ago a 

large painting which hung on the western wall of this chapel, was 

removed to Ushaw College and afterwards valued we believe, at 

one thousand guineas. A companion to it remains in the old chapel 

at the Willows but whether it is worth a thousand guineas or not 

                                                           
1 J. Gillow, CRS, Fylde I, Vol. 15, p. 225. 
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we can’t tell; we are afraid it is not. Along the centre of the chapel, 

resting upon some of the seats, there are three or four beehive 

stoves and they have to be sure, a rather whimsical look; but then 

experience has proved that they keep the chapel, which is a cold 

one, warmer than anything else, and as experience is not a bad 

thing to go by, the stoves must not be molested. The sanctuary is 

large and the altar which is one of the old-fashioned kind, is 

flanked with two strong circular pillars which support a heavy 

canopy. The Rev. Father Irving erected this chapel and in the 

south-western corner of it there is a white marble mural tablet to 

his memory. Services are held in the building for the children twice 

every Sunday. In front of the chapel is the old burial ground, now 

closed. Near the entrance is an aged, weather-beaten willow tree. 

At the far end there are several vaults with stone slabs placed over 

them. The place is very quiet and sequestered, is bordered with 

trees and has a venerable, half-contented, half-melancholy 

aspect.”
1
 

 

The presbytery adjoining the old chapel was also built in 1809 and is still in 

use. Along with the chapel it formed a single block of building which on the 

plan of 1865 is described as a chapel-house. One of the rooms next to the 

chapel was the vestry and although now used as an office it still contains the 

original holy-water stoup. There were two sources of water supply; a pump 

which supplied drinking water and a cistern which collected soft rain water 

from the roof for domestic purposes. Heating was by coal fires and lighting 

was by oil lamps or candles until gas was installed by Provost Hines. 

Behind the presbytery was a barn, cow house and stables while on the west 

side of the house was a large kitchen garden and a small vinery. All this, 

together with the fields behind, constituted a small farm to eke out the 

requirements of the household in milk, eggs, vegetables, etc., and to provide 

horse transport for the priests in what was then a scattered and far-flung 

parish. 

 

After four years at the Willows Father Irving was asked by the Vicars 

Apostolic to return to Valladolid as Rector of the English 

                                                           
1 A Hewitson, Our Country Churches and Chapels, 1872. The exterior of the chapel 

was necessarily plain because steeples and bells were not allowed before the 

Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829. 
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College of St. Alban where he had been educated. From 1807 to 1813 Spain 

had been occupied by Napoleon’s armies and when Father Irving arrived at 

the College it was in a dreadful state with French troops still billeted there 

and totally unfit for the reception of students. It was heavily in debt and the 

vineyards and farms which had formerly supported it were devastated. 

Father Irving worked hard to restore the buildings and revive the 

agriculture. He borrowed £1000 from the English Secular Clergy Fund and 

several hundreds from his brother Thomas (Father Sherburne). In the 

summer of 1818 he paid a short visit to England and in 1820 the first batch 

of seven students was admitted. But he did not enjoy the fruits of his 

labours for in 1822 he died at the early age of 46 and was buried in the 

College chapel.
1
 At the Willows the white marble memorial tablet referred 

to by Hewitson was placed in the old chapel to his memory. It is now in the 

present church on the wall above the baptistry. 

                                                           
1 Registers of the English College at Valladolid, 1589-1862, edited by Canon E. 

Hanson, CRS, 1930. 
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Father Thomas Irving (Father 

Sherburne), P.P. 1813-54 
 

When Father William Irving went to Valladolid in 1813 he was replaced at 

the Willows by his younger brother Thomas. 

 

Thomas Irving was born in Kirkham in 1779 and after a few years at the 

Mowbreck school under Father Bannister he joined his brother in 1792 as a 

student at Valladolid. At the time of his ordination in 1803 he took his 

mother’s maiden name and was henceforth known as Father Sherburne. On 

returning to England in 1806 he served at Claughton under the formidable 

Father Barrow where he used to say he was half starved, and later at 

Blackburn until 1813 when he replaced his brother at the Willows. The 

following year he opened the burial ground behind the old chapel which is 

still there but much overgrown.
1
 

 

After the death of his brother in 1822 Father Sherburne was asked by the 

Bishops to replace him at Valladolid as pro-Rector. He agreed to do so for 

three years and returned to the Willows in 1825. Having lent a large amount 

of money towards the restoration of the College he brought back to England 

“as a security” several Spanish paintings, sacristy plate, mantles for statues, 

documents, etc. These were for a time at the Willows and the paintings are 

mentioned by Hewitson as being in the old chapel. The largest painting 

went to Ushaw and the others appear to have gone to Upholland which was 

opened about the time the old chapel was demolished in 1883. The money 

lent by Father Sherburne was eventually repaid by Valladolid and most of 

the articles which he brought back have now been returned there except the 

large painting of St. Gregory which still hangs in the dining hall at Ushaw.
2
 

 

Soon after his return to the Willows, using money left by Thomas Daniel, a 

Kirkham clockmaker and his brother John Daniel, the last president of 

Douai, Father Sherburne built in 1826 what was for that time a large school 

with a school house at the corner of Bryn Fern Lane. In order to maintain it 

he formed the Thomas Daniel Trust which also paid the teachers, for at that 

time there was no government assistance of any kind. The school served 

many generations of Catholic children for 150 years and has only recently  

                                                           
1 J. Gillow, Biographica1 Dictionary of English Catholics. 
2 Valladolid Registers, CRS, 1930. 
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been demolished.
1
 But Father Sherburne’s greatest work for the Willows 

was the building in 1845 of the magnificent new church of St. John the 

Evangelist, said to have cost upwards of £10,000, a large sum at that time. It 

is obvious that the Catholics of the Kirkham district could never have raised 

this amount but the money was forthcoming from another source. 

 

We have already seen that before coming to the Willows Father Sherburne 

was at Blackburn. While there he was introduced by his brother to a wealthy 

Catholic squire William Heatley of Brindle Lodge whose deceased brother 

had been a priest and who himself had been educated for a time at Douai. 

They became close friends and often visited each other even after Father 

Sherburne came to the Willows. During his lifetime William Heatley, a 

bachelor, made many bequests to Catholic causes and when he died in 1840 

it was found that he had left the bulk of his fortune to Father Sherburne for 

Catholic charitable purposes. But the squire’s two nieces and their husbands 

contested the will on the grounds that their uncle was of weak mind and had 

been unduly influenced. The case went to the courts and to avoid scandal 

Father Sherburne gave up all claims to the Lodge itself and handed over a 

substantial sum of money. This, however, did not satisfy the contestants 

who eventually left the Church.
2
 

 

THE CHURCH OF ST. JOHN THE EVANGELIST, 1845 

In spite of the litigation and heavy legal costs there was still a large amount 

of money at Father Sherburne’s disposal and he used it for Catholic 

purposes. For his new church at the Willows he employed a leading 

architect of the day, Augustus Welby Pugin who favoured the Gothic style.
3
 

It was built of Longridge stone in a style prevalent about 1300 A.D. and 

                                                           
1 A History of the Willows School is in the Lancaster Diocesan Directory for 1971 

reprinted from Lancashire Education Centenary Edition, 1970. The Daniel brothers 

came from Durton, north of Preston, and went to school at Fernyhalgh. They both 

died in 1823 and Thomas left about £5,000 for the erection and endowment of a 

school at the Willows. Rev. John left £1,000 towards the school endowment and also 

a library consisting largely of theological works in French and Latin published in the 

17th and 18th centuries which may have come from Douai. In Father Sherburne’s 

time these books were kept in the presbytery but what became of them is not 

recorded. 
2 See D. Milburn, History of Ushaw College, p. 216, and the Willows archives, LRO 

RCKi. 
3 The Willows is the only church in the Fylde by the elder Pugin although there are 

others (e.g., Westby) by his sons or descendants. There is a book on A. W. Pugin by 

Phoebe M. Stanton of Johns Hopkins University, U.S.A. who visited the Willows 

with the original plans when writing it. 
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known as Early English, with a spire 110 ft high and a peal of bells said to 

be the first to ring out in a Catholic church since the Reformation. It was 

designed to accommodate five to six hundred people. The heating was by 

hot air from a furnace under the floor and the only lighting was by candles 

held in the hand. The exterior of the church is to-day much as Pugin 

designed it but many alterations were later made to the interior especially by 

Monsignor Gillow. To visitors entering the church after its opening the most 

striking feature was the rood screen of Caen stone fronting the sanctuary. 

Hewitson considered it a gem but being unsuitable for modern liturgical 

requirements it was later moved to the back of the church and the 

crucifixion scene which formerly surmounted it is now high up above the 

sanctuary arch. To the right of the rood screen was the pulpit, also of Caen 

stone as was the high altar with its reredos, behind which the stained glass 

remains as it was, depicting St. John and scenes from his life. The niches to 

the right of the altar were formerly sedilia or seats for the priest and deacons 

near to which was a shelf and piscina for the cruets. 

 

Alterations have also been made to the side-chapels. The Lady chapel had 

formerly a statue of Our Lady where the tabernacle now stands. It was 

covered with a mantle probably one of those brought back from Spain by 

Father Sherburne which covered the “Vulnerata” in the chapel at 

Valladolid.
1
 The stained glass behind is interesting but now barely visible. 

The centre light depicts Our Lord and Our Lady and on either side are the 

four “Williams”; St. William, Archbishop of York with William Irving 

kneeling, and St. William, Archbishop of Bourges with William Heatley 

kneeling. The altar table with its five panels depicting scenes from the life 

of Our Lady is the original one but a tabernacle and reredos have been 

added. Two brass plaques, formerly fixed on either side of the altar are now 

behind the arch on the left. They are to the memory of William Heatley 

whose bequests enabled the church to be built and Ann Lathom, Father 

Sherburne’s housekeeper for forty years who left £400 towards the new 

church. 

 

On the other side of the sanctuary the Sacred Heart chapel was formerly 

dedicated to the Holy Cross in the tradition of previous chapels in St. 

Michael’s, Mowbreck and the Willows.  

                                                           
1 The Vulnerata is a statue of the Virgin and Child mutilated by English soldiers in 

an attack on Cadiz in 1596. In reparation the students of the English College in 

Valladolid obtained the disfigured statue and gave it a place of honour over the high 

altar in the College chapel. 



 36 

The original altar,
1
 now replaced by the former high altar, had an angel with 

a cross in its centre panel and the stained glass behind it shows St. Helena 

with the true cross. To the right of the altar is a niche with a statue of St. 

John and behind the wall of the arch, on the right hand side are more 

plaques to the memory of Father Irving, Father Sherburne, and two 

members of the Billington family of Kirkham, a family which gave liberally 

not only to the Willows but later to the daughter churches of Westby and 

Wesham. 

 

At the rear of the church the organ, built by J. C. Bishop of London,
2
 is still 

in use but was formerly further back than at present as was the choir which 

was fronted by an open wooden screen. When the church was built the 

ceilings and walls were decorated with stars, roses fleurs-de-lys and 

emblems of St. John while the floors of all three altars were of figured tiles. 

These were later removed from the high altar when the church floor was 

lowered and those on the side altars appear to have been re-set. A few items 

of church furniture designed by Pugin are still in use including sedilia, 

credence table, prie-dieu and candlesticks. 

 

The new church was consecrated by Bishop Brown of Liverpool on April 

22, 1845 in a ceremony lasting from 7 a.m. till noon after which the Bishop 

said Mass and on the following day, the feast of St. George, the formal 

opening took place. It was a very grand affair attended by four Bishops and 

a host of clergy as well as by people from all over the district including 

about 200 brought by special train from Preston. The service began with a 

procession from the old chapel which entered the new church by the west 

door and proceeded up the nave to the high altar. The office of terce was 

sung by the priests and a choir from St. Augustine’s, Preston, sang a High 

Mass with music from Mozart and Haydn. The sermon was preached by the 

Scottish Bishop Murdock and the ceremony closed with the Te Deum. 

Afterwards there was a meal in the school attended by about 200 people and 

followed by the usual toasts and speeches.
3
 

                                                           
1 It is now in the presbytery cellar. 
2 For those interested in organs there are articles by G. Sumner entitled J. C. 

Bishop Ushaw College and the Lancashire Catholics in the journal of the British 

Institute of Organ Studies. Vol 4, 1980 and Vol 5, 1981. 
3 A detailed description of the church at its opening appeared in the Preston 

Chronicle and Lancashire Advertiser for April 26, 1845. There is also a very 

readable account in Hewitson‘s Our Country Churches and Chapels, 1872. 
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The building of the new church at the Willows did not exhaust the Heatley 

fortune. Between 1846 and 1853 Father Sherburne gave to his friend Dr. 

Newsham, President of Ushaw, nearly £15,000 which greatly assisted the 

building programme at the College including the construction of an 

Exhibition Hall and the completion of the chapel for which, as at the 

Willows, A. W. Pugin was the architect and J. C. Bishop the organ builder. 

About the same time, from the real estate left to him by William Heatley he 

founded the Sherburne-Heatley Trust which is still in existence, with 

himself as chairman and his nephew John Irving as one of the trustees. Its 

purpose was to augment the salaries of the professors at Ushaw and to assist 

charitable religious projects in Lancashire especially in regard to helping 

necessitous students to study for the priesthood. But even this was the 

subject of controversy for unfortunately the deed of trust did not specify 

Ushaw sufficiently clearly and the Bishop of Liverpool claimed some of the 

money for students at his seminary at St. Edward’s. Liverpool also claimed 

money left by William Heatley in the name of Dr. Youens (a former 

President of Ushaw who later moved to Liverpool) which Father Sherburne 

had been allowed to use for legal expenses and which had never been 

repaid. These disputes were referred to Rome and were not settled until 

1861 when Propaganda decreed that except for £100 for the professor’s 

salaries, the Sherburne-Heatley Trust moneys did not apply exclusively to 

Ushaw and further that the College, being considered the legal successor to 

Father Sherburne, must pay £8,000 plus interest to the executors of Dr. 

Youens. Thus, although it was the clear intention of Father Sherburne to 

assist Ushaw, the College ultimately suffered financially as a result of his 

bequests.
1
 

 

Father Sherburne, who in his later years had become Grand Vicar to Bishop 

Brown, died on December 17, 1854 at the age of 75. Despite having 

handled such large sums of money he left personal estate amounting to only 

£31 14s. Od. and debts of £1,346 which in view of his generosity to the 

College were liquidated by Ushaw. He was the founder of the Willows as 

we know it today and his grave is fittingly outside the west door of the 

church he built. The bequests of William Heatley involved him in much 

controversy but at heart his only desire was to promote the interests of the 

Church. Father Hines who was his assistant and who later succeeded him 

wrote: 

                                                           
1 D. Milburn, History of Ushaw College, pp. 233—246. Father Sherburne is 

commemorated in a stained glass window in the Exhibition Hall at Ushaw. 
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“He was a kind and generous friend. The familiar name of ‘Old 

Tommy’ by which he is still remembered by the older people 

shows that he had won for himself the respect and affection of the 

people. At the same time he was a man of stern resolve and very 

decided in his views. He was one who would have his own way 

and not easily moved out of his own course.”
1
 

 

Father James Swarbrick, P.P. 1855-57 
 

After the death of Father Sherburne his assistant Father Hines carried on for 

some months until the appointment of Father James Swarbrick as parish 

priest in 1855. Father Swarbrick was born at Nateby near Garstang and 

educated at Ushaw and Rome. He returned home for health reasons and was 

ordained at St. Edward’s, Liverpool, where he became a professor of 

Mathematics and Classics before coming to the Willows. He was a 

scholarly priest and his returns for the visitation of 1855 are detailed and 

meticulous as regards both church and school.
2
 Along with his assistant, 

Father Hines, he made a door-to-door census of the parish and the statistics 

(see Appendix Ic) show how the parish had grown since Bishop Gibson’s 

visitation at Mowbreck in 1784. But his health, never robust, broke down 

and in 1857 he was transferred to Thurnham where he engaged in 

agricultural pursuits and became an expert on shorthorn cattle. He retired to 

Grange-over-Sands in 1889 and died in 1898. 

 

About the time of Father Sherburne’s death the Willows was at the height of 

its importance serving as it did not only Kirkham but also the surrounding 

villages of the Fylde. Apart from Lea church, built in 1800 to replace 

Salwick Hall chapel, the only other nearby Catholic centre was at Westby 

Hall but in 1845 John Clifton, the owner, abandoned the Catholic tradition 

of his family, left the Church and closed the chapel. This forced the many 

Catholics of the Westby area to attend the Willows, a distance of five or six 

miles there and back. Wesham, too, was growing apace; after the 

construction of the railway in 1840 cotton mills and houses were built on 

what had been open fields. Kirkham itself with nearly 3000 inhabitants in 

1841 was the largest place in the Fylde - bigger at that date than  

                                                           
1 Notes relating to the Mission, kept at the Willows presbytery. 
2 LRO RCLV. 
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Blackpool - and in the 1850s its population was further increased by Irish 

immigrants who, following the famine of 1846, came to work in the flax 

mill and later in the cotton mills. In the ten years between 1846 and 1856 

the number of baptisms and communions at the Willows more than doubled 

which according to Father Hines was due to “the great influx of Irish into 

the congregation.”
1
 Even with a fine new church and two priests the 

Willows was under pressure. It was obvious that new churches were needed 

in the outlying districts and it was to this problem that Father Hines devoted 

much of his time and energy. 

 

Father Frederick Hines, P.P. 1857-95 
 

Father Hines was born in Durham in 1824. He was educated at Stonyhurst 

and taught for a time at St. Edward’s College, Liverpool, before going to 

Rome where he was ordained in 1853. In the following year he came to the 

Willows and was assistant first to Father Sherburne and then to Father 

Swarbrick. He had thus a good knowledge of the district when he took over 

as parish priest in 1857. His parish was a large one for in addition to 

Kirkham it included Ribby, Wesham, Greenhalgh, Esprick, Treales, 

Wharles Newton and Freckleton. At this date it also included Westby whose 

chapel at Westby Hall finally closed in 1845. 

 

St.  Anne’s Church, Westby 

Westby had a Catholic tradition even surpassing that of Mowbreck. The 

village and its environs were owned by the Clifton family who themselves 

had given many priests and nuns to the Church and had provided chapels at 

Salwick, Westby and Lytham which were all well attended by their largely 

Catholic tenantry. In 1784, for instance, there were 360 communicants at 

Westby as against 180 at Mowbreck. It was therefore a great blow to the 

people of the Westby area when their chapel was closed and they were 

obliged to attend the Willows. 

 

The plight of the Westby Catholics was fully understood by Father Hines 

who soon after taking over at the Willows, and with the encouragement of 

Bishop Goss, resolved to build them a new church. Money was the chief 

problem but benefactors were not wanting.  

                                                           
1 Notes relating to the Willows Mission, Appendix Ia 
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A site was purchased from the Cliftons on what had once been the main 

road to Blackpool but is now a cul-de-sac. The land was paid for by Miss 

Dalton of Thurnham and work began on the building of a church, 

presbytery and school. The church, dedicated to St. Anne, was designed by 

E. W. Pugin, son of the architect of the Willows and along with the 

presbytery cost about £3,000. The people of Westby collected what they 

could and gave freely of their services in carting bricks and digging 

foundations. There were also generous donations from further afield. The 

Orrels of Blackbrooke near St. Helens gave £600 through Bishop Goss; Mr. 

John Hodgson of Goosnargh gave £100 and the tabernacle, while Mr. W. 

Billington of Kirkham defrayed the expenses of the chancel. On May 31, 

1859 Bishop Goss laid the foundation stone and on August 26, 1860 the 

church was opened. It was served from the Willows until November 1861 

when Father W. Ball, who had been assistant to Father Hines, took charge.
1
 

 

Father Hines next turned his attention to the Willows School. With the 

growth of Kirkham and Wesham the numbers on roll had increased rapidly. 

A census of the parish taken in 1867 shows that there were 367 children of 

school age (123 boys, 168 girls and 76 infants). Had they all attended 

regularly they could not have been accommodated but attendance being 

voluntary the average number present is given as 261. When, therefore, in 

1870 the Government made education compulsory it was clear that 

something would have to he done and Father Hines decided to build a new 

school for the girls. It was opened in 1871 the money being raised by 

parochial efforts, collections, donations and especially by a large bazaar or 

sale-of-work.
2
 Even with this addition the school was overcrowded and in 

1889 two classrooms were built on the Bryn Fern Lane end of the old 

school. But after the building of a new school at St. Joseph’s Wesham in 

1890 and the return of many families to Ireland after the closing of the flax 

mill in 1895 the numbers fell. The girls’ school became redundant and after 

1900 it served as a social club for youths and men. In 1969 when a new club 

was built for adults the old building was retained as a youth club. 

 

Meanwhile in 1880 Father Hines with commendable foresight extended the 

burial ground, realising that in the not too distant future the so-called 

churchyard would be full. He bought a field called Parker’s Croft on the 

other side of Ribby Road for £300.  

                                                           
1 Westby Archives. LRO RCWe. 
2
 Preston Guardian, July 22, 1871. 
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CORRESPONDENCE RELATING TO THE DEMOLITION OF THE OLD 

CHAPEL AT THE WILLOWS (LRO. RCKi 21). 

 
The Willows, 

Kirkham. 

Mar. 24, 1883. 

My Dear Lord, 

Re Old Chapel at the Willows 

I have had the state of the above Chapel, which is attached to the Presbytery, 

examined from time to time by architects and builders. Until lately although they said it was in 

a very precarious state, yet it might last for some years. About 13 or 14 years ago one of the 

large beams in the roof broke. In order to support the building I had four large upright posts put 

inside the Chapel to support the roof. This was effectual. I had it examined again. The verdict 

now is that it is very unsafe and dangerous. Moreover there is a great fear that if a frost were to 

set in after rain the whole building would come down. Such being the case I ask your 

Lordship’s permission to take the whole building down before an accident should take place. 

I remain, my dear Lord, 

Your Lordship’s obedient servant, 

   FREDERICK HINES. 

 

 

The Willows, Kirkham. 

24 Nov. 1883 

My Dear Lord, 

Re New Sitting Room 

On further consideration and consultation with the Very Rev. Provost Walker and 

Rev. W. Johnson, I have concluded to ask your Lordship’s permission to build myself a new 

sitting room in the place where the present sanctuary of the old chapel is situated. It will be 

such an addition that will be no eyesore to the house but will rather be an ornament to it. For 

this purpose I intend to use the old materials as far as they can be used and to defray the 

expenses out of the sale of the remaining old materials. As there will be an abundance of slates 

I intend to slate the east side of the Presbytery (the chapel side which is covered with plaster) 

so as to make it correspond with the west side of the Presbytery. I therefore ask your 

Lordship’s permission for the above. 

I remain, my dear Lord, 

Your Lordship’s obedient servant, 

   FREDERICK HINES. 

 

 

Bishops House, 

Liverpool. 

28 Nov. 1883. 

Dear Father Hines, 

 

His Lordship desires me to say that he gives you leave to build on the site of the Old 

Chapel one or two rooms as you think best. He thinks it might perhaps be well to build one 

room and another over it which would make a good sitting or bedroom. 

I am yours very truly. 

CHARLES V. GREEN, 

  Secretary. 
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The new cemetery as it was called was consecrated on February 1, 1880.
1
 A 

few years later Father Hines turned his attention to the presbytery. For some 

time the old chapel had been deteriorating and was becoming dangerous so 

he wrote to the Bishop of Liverpool for permission to demolish it and 

enlarge the presbytery. This was granted and the sanctuary of the old chapel 

now forms the sitting room of the parish priest with bedrooms above. The 

Spanish paintings in the old chapel seen by Hewitson in 1872 went to 

Upholland College which was built about this time and they remained there 

until 1924 when they were returned to Valladolid. After re-organising the 

presbytery Father Hines built four houses on Ribby Road for the benefit of 

the mission and acquired the field on which the new school has recently 

been built.
2
 He also had the church and presbytery illuminated by gas which 

made it possible, especially in winter, to hold services in the evenings. 

 

St. Joseph ‘s Church, Wesham 

There was, however, one problem which Father Hines had yet to solve - 

namely the provision of a Catholic Church at Wesham. When he first came 

to the Willows to assist Father Sherburne, Wesham was a small village 

centred on Mowbreck Lane. As he later remarked “About thirty years ago 

there were only two cottages on the north side of the railway; now there is a 

little town.” The rapid growth of Wesham was due to the building of cotton 

mills and workers’ houses which followed the construction of the railway in 

1840. There were many Catholics among the workpeople as well as among 

the farmers around Mowbreck and with his usual thoroughness Father Hines 

made a census in 1883 which shows that in Wesham there were 108 

Catholic families giving a total of 525 Catholic people of whom 137 were 

children. At that time most of these were attending the Willows church and 

school and there was clearly a need for a Catholic centre at Wesham. Again 

money was the chief problem and again generous benefactors were found. 

The Billington family of Kirkham who had given freely to the Willows and 

Westby were the chief contributors.  

                                                           
1 See Notes relating to the Willows Mission, Appendix Ia. 
2 Deeds relating to this field and the new cemetery field are kept at the Willows. The 

four houses were built on the west side of Willows Lane on the site of an older 

house. The former Convent house was built by the Duckett family who left it to the 

church and also sold the present school field to Father Hines. Foundation Masses are 

still said for them and for one of the Billingtons. 



 44 

The Rev. Thomas Billington and his sister Mrs. Ann Gibson both died in 

1880 and both left money towards the new church; the former £742 and the 

latter the large sum of £5,270 making a total of £6,012. This enabled Father 

Hines to proceed. A site was bought from Lord Derby at Wesham Cross 

(where formerly an ancient cross had stood at the crossroads). Here at the 

end of the lane leading to Mowbreck Hall where the mission had begun, a 

church and presbytery were built at a contract cost of £4,070 but so many 

extras were added that the final cost was over £6,000. The people of 

Wesham contributed what they could especially towards the cost of 

furnishing the church. Many bought benches while others helped to pay for 

vestments, stained glass, candlesticks, etc.
1
 

 

The foundation stone of the new church was laid on July 13, 1884 by 

Bishop O’Reilly of Liverpool in a ceremony preceded by a long procession 

from the Willows organised by the Catholic Brethren and involving 

hundreds of children and many confraternities with banners and bands. 

Nearly two years later the church, dedicated to St. Joseph and with 

accommodation for 4-500 people was completed. It was consecrated on 

Thursday, March 18, 1886 and opened on the following Sunday by the 

Bishop of Leeds in the presence of Bishop Q’Reilly, a host of clergy and a 

large congregation. In the afternoon Father Bilsborrow (later Bishop of 

Salford) preached an eloquent sermon. Himself a native of the Fylde (born 

at Singleton) he spoke of the contribution made during penal times by the 

Catholics of Lancashire to the survival of the faith in England. 

“Lancashire”, he said, “was the backbone of Catholicity in England in those 

days as it is now and the Fylde was the backbone - the cream - of 

Catholicity in Lancashire.” The first parish priest of St. Joseph’s was Father 

W. Wrennall, D.D. who came from Ushaw. Under his direction a school 

was built in 1890 and a cemetery consecrated in 1895.
2
 

 

The Catholics of Westby and Wesham as well as of the Willows have 

reason to be grateful to Father Hines, a wonderfully energetic and far-seeing 

priest who in spite of all his building activities did not neglect his pastoral 

duties. With the help of his curates he made several door-to-door censuses 

of his people and provided ample facilities for their spiritual needs. 

                                                           
1 Wesham R.C. Archives, LRO RC Wh. 
2 For the foundation, consecration and opening of St. Joseph’s, see Lancashire Daily 

Post for July 13, 1884, and March 8 and 21, 1886. (Cuttings from these are in the 

Willows Mission notes.) 
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There were Sunday Masses at 7.45, 9, and 10.30 a.m. attended on average 

by about 900 people and followed by an afternoon service at 2.30 p.m. and 

evening Benediction at 6 p.m. There were morning Masses at 7.15 and 7.45 

a.m. and confessions on Thursdays from 6 to 7 p.m. and on Saturdays from 

3 to 5 and 6 to 8.30 p.m. During his term at the Willows the Club Days were 

organised by the Friendly Societies or Clubs, the one at the Willows known 

as the Willows Sick Club, being under the control of the Catholic Brethren. 

 

Hewitson described Father Hines as “a robust, well-developed, cheerful-

featured gentleman, has healthy, smiling, agricultural-looking cheeks, a 

clear, smooth forehead, thin, spare hair, a penetrating humorous eye; likes 

snuff, books and little children, is clear headed and active, has a lively stock 

of anecdotes ranging from metaphysics to tame ferrets, makes himself 

comfortable all round, looks after his mission very industriously and enjoys 

the respect and esteem of all about him.” In 1870 he was made Dean, 

became a Canon of the Liverpool Chapter in 1888 and Provost in 1894. But 

in 1895, feeling the burden of his missionary work he retired to Preston 

where he died on December 10, 1906, at the age of 82. He is buried at the 

Willows where he spent fifty-four years of his active life and his grave faces 

the west door of the church. 

 

Father Francis John Gillow, P.P. 

1895-1927 
 

Of the many Lancashire families who retained their Catholic faith none has 

been more constant or given more priests to the Church than the Gillow 

family. During the Middle Ages they were associated with York and 

Durham but at the time of the Reformation some of them were seated in the 

Fylde. George Gillow of Bryning married Anne Allen, a younger sister of 

the Cardinal and from their son, John Allen Gillow, the subsequent 

Lancashire Gillows are descended. About 1650 the Gillows resided at Little 

Eccleston and from there they spread to other parts of the Fylde. There were 

Gillows at Singleton where part of their house was used as a chapel and also 

at Westby, Elswick Grange, Salwick Hall and Preston.
1
 

                                                           
1 Joseph Gillow. J.P.. who lived at the Tag, Cottam, was a prominent man in 

Preston’s civic affairs. His son Joseph was the notable Catholic historian often 

quoted in these pages 
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Another branch moved north to Ellel Grange and Lancaster where they 

prospered in the cabinet-making and furniture industry (Waring and Gillow) 

based, it is said, on hardwoods imported into Lancaster from the West 

Indies. Richard Gillow, a member of this branch, designed the Custom 

House which still stands on St. George’s Quay, Lancaster, and his son (also 

Richard) bought Leighton Hall near Carnforth from his cousin in 1823.
1
 All 

these Gillows kept the faith and made a notable contribution to the Church 

especially during the nineteenth century when many of the old gentry 

families fell away. They were remarkable for their support of the 

seminaries, particularly Ushaw whose President, the late Monsignor Paul 

Grant wrote: “In all there have been thirty-six members of the Gillow 

family at Douai, Crook Hall, and Ushaw; and of these fifteen were priests. 

They provided Ushaw with a President, a Vice-President, a Procurator, a 

Prefect, several professors and a greater number of minor professors.”
2
 Both 

the Fylde and the Lancaster branches of the family provided these priests 

and both branches have connections with the Willows. Some of the Fylde 

Gillows are buried in a vault near the west door of the Willows church 

where their names and those of their relatives and descendants are inscribed 

on a large tombstone while the Ushaw Gillows are commemorated on a 

stone tablet adjacent to it on the wall of the church. The Lancaster 

(Leighton) branch are buried elsewhere but one of their number, Francis 

John Gillow, succeeded Father Hines and was parish priest at the Willows 

for over thirty years. 

 

Francis John Gillow was the youngest son of Richard Gillow of Leighton 

Hall and Mary Eyston, a direct descendant of St. Thomas More. He was 

born in 1852 and after being educated and ordained at Ushaw he served as a 

curate in Liverpool and as parish priest at Cottam before coming to the 

Willows in 1895. The first two years of his incumbency were spent in 

extensive alterations - largely at his own expense - to the interior of the 

church. The thirteenth-century-style sanctuary as designed by Pugin with its 

rood screen and tiled floors was hardly suitable for modern liturgical 

requirements while Hewitson had remarked that the ceilings of the side 

aisles were rather low and that the organ and choir, tucked away above the 

porch, “needed fresh air”. After consulting a representative of the Pugin 

family Father Gillow decided on a complete re-organisation of the interior.  

                                                           
1 Leighton Hall is still in Catholic hands. The present occupant is Mr. Reynolds 

whose mother was a Gillow. 
2 Ushaw Magazine XLVII (1937) p. 119. 
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He had the floor lowered by about two feet and the entrance steps at the 

west door removed. At the same time the rood screen was moved to the 

back of the church to support the organ and choir which were pulled 

forward. He also altered, extended and re-furnished the sacristy and made 

many improvements to the presbytery including the addition of a porch 

outside the front door. Some years later (about 1906) he installed a new 

pulpit and altar rails and followed this by erecting a new high altar in 

matching Carrara marble. The old high altar was placed in the Sacred Heart 

Chapel and a reredos and tabernacle were added to the Lady altar, outside 

which a beautiful statue of Our Lady was placed. New benches and stations 

of the cross were also provided leaving the interior of the church much as it 

is today - in Father Alcock’s words - ”a lasting memorial to him who gifted 

with no mean patrimony, was pleased to expend his worldly goods in the 

cause of religion and the adornment of the House of God.”
1
 

 

Besides beautifying his own church Father Gillow also continued the work 

of his predecessor in the surrounding district. Father Hines had organised 

the building of new churches at Westby and Wesham but the Freckleton 

Catholics had still to attend the Willows while those from Warton usually 

went to Lytham. To remedy this Father Gillow joined with Canon Taylor of 

Lytham in the building of a new church/school near the Freckleton-Warton 

boundary to accommodate about 150 people. It was dedicated to the Holy 

Family and opened on September 30, 1900 by Bishop Whiteside of 

Liverpool. There was a procession from the village and so many people 

attended that the church could not accommodate them and in the afternoon 

Bishop Bilsborrow of Salford preached from the church door so that all 

could hear. The new church was at first served from the Willows and 

Lytham but a few years later Father Gillow, entirely at his own expense, 

built and endowed a commodious presbytery and in 1907 the first priest, 

Father Roche, took charge. 

 

In 1911 Monsignor Gillow (as he now was)
2
 completed his building work at 

the Willows by erecting a parish hall, known as St. John’s Hall, on a field 

adjoining the old girls’ school.  

                                                           
1 See article on the Willows contributed by Father Alcock in Blundell’s Old Catholic 

Lancashire, Vol. II, p. 180. 
2 In 1907 the dignity of Camerieri d’Onore was conferred upon Father Gillow in 

Rome by Pope Pius X. Henceforth he became Very Rev. Monsignor Gillow. 
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During his time and later it was used for plays, dances, sales-of-work and 

other social events, and for some years before the new school was built it 

served during the daytime for school meals, assemblies and the like. The 

First World War and increasing age inevitably slowed down the 

Monsignor’s activities. For most of his life he managed without a curate but 

in his declining years he engaged Franciscan priests from Gorton, 

Manchester, to help out at week-ends. Some of them were excellent 

preachers and one of them gave a notable sermon at the unveiling of the 

War Memorial erected near the west door of the church in the 1920s. 

 

Monsignor Gillow was highly respected in Kirkham by Catholics and non-

Catholics alike. He was a good pastoral priest often to be seen walking 

along the streets of Kirkham wearing a bowler hat and carrying a walking 

stick, visiting the school, the sick and his parishioners in general. He took 

parties on outings and pilgrimages to Rome, Scotland and to his home at 

Leighton Hall. His generosity to the poor of all denominations was 

unbounded and when in 1907 he returned from Rome after being honoured 

by the Pope the streets were lined with people and the bells rang out not 

only at the Willows but also at St. Michael’s. His death in 1927 cast a 

shadow over the whole town and it is said that the first person to call at the 

presbytery to offer his condolences was a Church of England minister. He 

was buried outside the west door of the church alongside his great 

predecessor Father Sherburne. 

 

Later Priests at the Willows 
 

The death of Monsignor Gillow marked the end of an era of building and 

expansion which had lasted for over a century. Henceforth the task of the 

parish priests was to maintain, to consolidate and to renew the work of their 

predecessors both spiritually and materially. For the older people of the 

parish these priests are within living memory and many have their own 

personal recollections of them but for the benefit of the younger generation 

and newcomers to the parish a few notes about them may not be out of 

place. 

 

Monsignor Gillow was succeeded by Father James Lowry (1927-33) who 

came to the Willows from Claughton-on-Brock. Soon after his arrival he 

was made a Canon of the Chapter of the new Diocese of Lancaster formed 

in 1924. 
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He contributed regularly to the “Parishioner”, a monthly magazine which 

circulated among Catholic parishes at that time and which gives us a 

homely picture of events at the Willows from births, deaths and marriages 

to the success of the club at billiards and of the school at the swimming 

gala.
1
 After the country parish of Claughton Canon Lowry, a holy and 

humble little priest, found the work at the Willows very strenuous and he 

was given an assistant, the newly ordained Father McGarvy from Ireland. 

He was also assisted by a parochial committee. During his time the church 

and presbytery were first lit by electricity, the cross on the steeple was 

renewed and the stained glass windows repaired. Improvements were also 

made to the school, the farm behind the presbytery was let out to a tenant 

and Mr. F. Fenton who had for some time assisted in the gardens was made 

sexton and gardener, a position which he held until his death in 1966. But 

the Canon found his responsibilities a strain and at his own request he was 

moved in 1933 to a smaller parish at Grange-over-Sands where he died in 

1944. 

 

Canon Lowry was replaced at the Willows by Father Wilfrid Alcock (1933-

42) from the Sacred Heart Church, Barrow, a well-respected priest whose 

interest in history enabled him to contribute an article on the Willows to 

Father Blundell’s Old Catholic Lancashire. During his incumbency the old 

school house was demolished enabling new windows to be fitted at the rear 

of the school to give more light and the old Girls’ School, hitherto mainly 

used by the youth of the parish was converted into a men’s club with a bar. 

The parish property was also enlarged by the purchase of a field next to the 

Grammar School. After the outbreak of war in 1939 a detachment of Polish 

troops stationed in the area attended Mass at the Willows and gave to the 

church in 1940 a picture of Our Lady of Czestochowa, consecrated by the 

Bishop of the Polish army, which now hangs before the Lady altar. Father 

Alcock who was assisted by Father L. Wilkinson and afterwards by Father 

T. Marsden, died in 1942 and was buried at the Willows. 

 

Father Alcock’s successor was Father Herbert Parker (1942-50) from St. 

Joseph’s, Preston, who was made a Canon of the Chapter in 1944. He came 

to the Willows during the darkest days of the war and he organised dances 

in the parish hall which were much patronised by the troops in the area. 

                                                           
1 Cuttings from these are in Notes on the Willows Mission. 
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The proceeds were intended for the building of new schools but meanwhile 

he. improved the old schools by installing electric light and resurfacing the 

playground with the help of volunteers. He was also concerned about the 

youth of the parish, many of whose fathers were in the forces and whose 

club had been taken over by the men so he established a youth club in 

Poulton Street, under the care of his assistant Father D. O’Neill. After the 

war he served for some years on the Kirkham Urban District Council. At the 

Willows he held a mission to revive the spiritual tone of the parish, but for 

many years he had been in poor health and he died in 1950. He was buried 

next to Father Alcock near the west door of the church. 

 

The next priest at the Willows was the Vicar General, Monsignor Thomas 

Eaton (1951-63) from the English Martyrs, Preston. He was a just and 

saintly man, much respected by the clergy of the diocese and assisted in turn 

by Fathers Boulton, Cookson and Kendall. His duties as Vicar General 

often took him away from the parish but he was always glad to return and 

could often be seen helping in the gardens. He made improvements to the 

presbytery, especially to the old-fashioned kitchens and in the church he 

electrified the bells which owing to a dearth of bell ringers were not often in 

use. He also railed-in the baptistry and removed the pinnacle from the high 

altar to reveal in the stained glass the figure of St. John to whom he had a 

great devotion. At the same time the altar table was pulled forward and 

steps built behind it to give access to the throne. In 1954 Monsignor Eaton 

was made a Proto-Notary Apostolic which entitled him to have a private 

chapel for which an upstairs room in the presbytery was used. He died at the 

Willows in 1963 and is buried alongside his predecessors. 

 

The present parish priest, Monsignor S. Monaghan succeeded Monsignor 

Eaton in 1963 and for a time took his place as Vicar General. He is now a 

Canon of the Chapter and head of the Deanery. When he came to the 

Willows much of the parish property, especially the school, was old, 

dilapidated and in need of repair or renewal. He therefore pressed for a new 

Junior and Infant School which was built in two phases between 1971 and 

1976 on a field adjoining the presbytery. The old school which had served 

the parish for 150 years was demolished in 1981 except for the girls school 

which was retained as a youth club and along with the parish hall has 

recently been renovated. The disused farm buildings behind the presbytery 

were also pulled down when the roof collapsed and several houses which 

had become a liability to the parish have been sold. 
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The presbytery itself has been renovated and improved by the alteration of 

rooms and provision of garages, and some of the outlying land has been 

sold for building. 

 

Monsignor Monaghan has been assisted in his parochial work by Fathers 

Kendall, Diskin and Hawkins and for a time by a small community of nuns 

for whom he provided a house near the presbytery. His incumbency has 

covered the liturgical changes following the Second Vatican Council some 

of which have been received with mixed feelings though the Mass in 

English has been generally welcomed. Ecumencial services have been held 

at the Willows and other churches while at Kirkham Open Prison a new 

Catholic chapel has been opened, served from the Willows and dedicated to 

the Holy Cross thus continuing a tradition which goes back to the chantry 

chapel of the Westby family in St. Michael’s church before the 

Reformation. 

 

Burial Grounds at the Willows 
 

In penal times Catholics were usually buried in the graveyards of the 

Established Church because Catholic burial grounds were not permitted. We 

have seen that the Westby and Clifton families continued to bury their dead 

in their vaults in St. Michael’s church in Kirkham, and many of their 

Catholic tenants and neighbours were also buried in the churchyard there. 

Some of the Lancashire gentry tried to get round this prohibition. The 

Daltons of Thurnham, for instance, used the old chapter house of the nearby 

Cockersand Abbey for their family burials and in 1611 William Blundell of 

Crosby actually opened a Catholic burial ground on one of his fields called 

the Harkirke. When this was discovered he was fined £2,000 but in spite of 

this a total of 131 people, including 26 priests, were buried there. Many of 

them came from other parts of Lancashire and they were often buried 

secretly at night. When as usually happened, Catholics had to be buried in a 

Protestant graveyard the reformed burial rites were avoided as is shown by 

the State Paper quoted below. After the Relief Act of 1791 it became 

possible under the licence for Catholics to have their own chapels and 

graveyards. There was apparently no burial ground at Mowbreck but soon 

after the building of the old chapel one was opened at the Willows in 1814 

to which two more were added later. 
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1. The Chapel Burial Ground 

 

When Father Sherburne opened this graveyard in 1814 it was the only 

Catholic cemetery in the district and many Catholics from the surrounding 

villages are buried there. Twenty of the graves were vaults, for instance the 

Blacow family of Mowbreck had vault No. 2, but some are marked in the 

registers as “variorum” in which people of different families were buried. It 

was in one of these “variorum” vaults that Thomas Daniel, the clockmaker 

who left money for the old school was buried on September 24, 1823. A 

note written by Father Sherburne shows that people paid £7 for a vault 

which entitled them to burial there but did not give them the freehold of the 

plot nor did it exempt them from the accustomed remuneration to the priest. 

According to the records 528 people (including infants) were buried in this 

graveyard between 1814 and 1839.
1
 The total must be more than this for the 

so called churchyard was not opened until 1845 and even after that people 

who had vaults continued to use them. The old chapel burial ground is now 

much overgrown and many of the graves have subsided but the plain stone 

foundation cross may still be seen. 

 

2. The Churchyard 

 

This is the name usually given to the burial ground adjacent to the church 

and it was consecrated when the church was opened in 1845. The 

foundation cross, now somewhat worn, was almost certainly designed by 

Pugin and is elaborately carved with the signs of the four Evangelists.
2
 On 

the west side is an area without headstones which is marked on a plan as the 

“common burial ground” where poor people who could not afford private 

graves were buried. They included some of the early Irish immigrants who 

according to Father Swarbrick often held “wakes” before burials. Near the 

west door of the church many priests are buried, not only those who died at 

the Willows but others from further afield. 

                                                           
1 CRS, Lancs. Reg. Fylde I. p 298. 
2 These signs are taken from the visions of St. John in the Apocalypse Chapter IV. 

They were identified by early Christian writers with the four Evangelists as follows; 

an angel with a book (Matthew), a lion (Mark), an ox (Luke) and an eagle (John). 

Pugin incorporated these signs on the corners of the church tower where it joins the 

steeple and on the baptismal font. According to Hewitson they also appeared on the 

stained glass in the south window of the sanctuary but this window is now mostly 

plain leaded lights. The eagle of St. John, however, can be seen in the stained glass 

behind the high altar. 
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Here also is the Gillow vault already mentioned and opposite the south door 

is the grave of Mrs. Ann Gibson (née Billington) whose legacy made 

possible the building of St. Joseph’s, Wesham. Many of the graves being 

over one hundred years old are neglected, but recently volunteers from the 

parish have removed the kerbs, leveled and re-sowed the ground, making it 

possible to mow between the headstones. 

 

3. The New Cemetery 

 

In 1880 Father Hines, realising that the churchyard was getting full, bought 

a field on the other side of Ribby Road to extend the burial space. The new 

cemetery as it was called was consecrated by Bishop O’Reilly of Liverpool 

on February 1, 1880 during his visitation to the Willows. Five crosses were 

erected in the field, one at each corner and one in the centre, to the latter of 

which the Bishop proceeded on entering the field at the head of a long 

procession from the church. He then made a circuit of the field sprinkling 

holy water as he passed along. A feature of this cemetery was the 

construction of underground vaults (sometimes called catacombs) in the 

centre of the field surmounted by the foundation cross. These vaults were 

entered by a flight of steps on the south side leading to a passage on either 

side of which were spaces for coffins. They were presumably intended as a 

common burial ground for poor people who had hitherto been buried on the 

west side of the churchyard but they were never used and the entrance was 

later filled in. There are a few old graves in this cemetery but most of them 

are fairly new, the most recent ones being without kerbs to facilitate 

mowing. 

    

 

Catholic burials in the time of Elizabeth I 

 

(from a State Paper Domestic, Eliz. I. quoted in Lydiate Hall p. 

266, spelling modernised.) 

 

1. Some use the Popish rites of burial towards the dead corpse at home, as it 

were burying it before it comes to church. 

2. After that they set forth the corpse in their houses all garnished with 

crosses and set round about with tapers and candles burning night and day 

till it be carried to the church. At which time the neighbours used to visit the 

corpse and every one to say a Pater Noster or De Profundis for the soul; the 

bells all the while being rung with many a solemn peal.  
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After which they are made partakers of the dead man’s “dowle” or banquet 

of charity. 

3. Thus all things being accomplished in right popish order at home, at 

length they carry the corpse towards the church, all garnished with crosses 

which they set down by the way at every cross and there all of them 

devoutly on their knees make prayers for the dead.
1
 

4. And when in this superstitious sort they have brought the corpse to the 

church some with haste prevent the minister and bury the corpse themselves 

because they will not be partakers of the service said at the burial; some 

overtreat the minister to omit the service and sometimes obtain their 

purpose; and when the minister is ready to accomplish the order of service 

appointed for the burial many of those that come with the corpse will 

depart; for the recusants refuse not to bring it to the church though they will 

not partake of the service of the church. 

 

 

Club Day 

 
Club Day began in Kirkham before 1850 as the annual festival of the 

Friendly Societies or Sick Clubs. Most of these clubs such as the 

Mechanics, the Oddfellows, the Free Gardeners and the Shepherds were 

attached to the Church of England and on Club Day they attended a service 

in St. Michael’s Church at 10 a.m. after which they walked in procession 

round the town. They were accompanied by a large number of children 

from St. Michael’s Sunday School and also by the girls of the Charity 

School (now the Savings Bank) in their straw bonnets trimmed with blue 

ribbon, white pinafores and cotton frocks. Boys from Newton Blue School 

in their blue coats and knee breeches also took part as did the Wesleyan 

scholars but the Congregationalists usually walked in the afternoon. 

 

The Catholic Sick Club or Catholic Brethren wearing green sashes 

sometimes walked with the other clubs but the Willows children had a 

procession of their own. After an early Mass in the old chapel they walked 

through the streets while the rest were attending the service at St. Michael’s.  

                                                           
1 This custom survived until recent times at Catholic funerals in the Fylde where 

there were many wayside crosses at crossroads and boundaries. A few may still be 

seen in the Kirkham area and they (or at least their bases) are very old. Here, within 

living memory, the coffin bearers stopped to rest and pray. 
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The following is an extract from the Preston Guardian for July 7, 1860. 

 

“At 7 a.m. there was a Missa Cantata by the Rev. F. Hines with music by 

the children to the accompaniment of the harmonium and the Willows brass 

band. Afterwards nearly 200 children received Holy Communion. At ten the 

procession started from the Willows headed by the Willows fife and drum 

band who appeared in uniform for the first time. Then followed the priests 

with Mr. Brindle and Mr. R. Bilsborrow Junr., and after them the boys, then 

the brass band followed by the girls. They marched down Moor Street up 

Poulton Street, Preston Street and Freckleton Street and returned by 

Marsden Street and Moor Street to the Willows.” 

 

In the afternoon there was Benediction at 3 p.m. followed by a tea party and 

a field day on one of the Willows fields. Food was provided by the 

parishioners as shown by a notice read out in church by Father Hines. 

 

“June 20, 1875. Thursday, July 1st will be Club Day this year. It has been 

customary for the good members of the congregation to supply articles of 

consumption (such as currant buns, currant loaves, cakes, pies, tarts, coffee, 

sugar and milk) for a treat for the school children who attend school 

regularly. All are requested to continue this act of kindness and 

encouragement. Those who prefer it can give money instead early on in the 

week for that purpose to either of the priests of the mission.” (LRO. RCKi 

17.) 

 

The other denominations also had field days; the C. of E. on Birley’s 

grounds at Carr Hill, the Wesleyans on a field near Guild farm and the 

Congregationalists in the grounds of the manse. There was no fair on the 

Recreation Ground but there were amusements such as shooting galleries 

and hobby horses on the Market Place and stalls selling sweets and toys. 

 

During the course of its history the date and day of Club Day have been 

changed several times. At first it was held on the first Tuesday in July but in 

1875 it was changed to the first Thursday to coincide with the Kirkham 

three-day holiday when the mills closed on Wednesday evening for the rest 

of the week. 
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When the holiday was extended to one week Club Day was held on the 

Monday
1
 and finally when the mills began to close on Friday night it was 

changed to the second Saturday in June. But in spite of all these changes 

and apart from interruptions caused by the World Wars, Club Day has 

continued until the present day. In later years the processions were 

organised by committees of the various churches and became religious in 

character. For a long time the old procession order was continued; the 

Willows (joined after 1886 by St. Joseph’s, Wesham) walked in the 

morning before the Church of England procession started and the 

Congregationalists kept to the afternoon but after the Second World War all 

the churches decided to walk together with a space between each 

denomination and for a time a joint field day was held on the Cricket Field. 

 

In the olden days, when people worked long hours with few holidays or 

entertainments, Club Day was a highlight in their lives. There were Club 

Days not only in Kirkham but in most of the Fylde towns and villages and 

many of them have survived to the present day. 

 

Postscript 
 

The history of the Catholic community in Kirkham is by no means unique; a 

similar story can be told of many other missions, particularly in Lancashire 

which was the heartland of the Catholic resistance, described by the Privy 

Council in 1570 as “the very sink of popery where more unlawful acts have 

been committed and more persons holden secret than in any other part of 

the realm.” There was, of course, opposition to the Reformation in many 

other parts of England and Wales, and the martyrs are not confined to the 

one area. But in Lancashire more than anywhere else, widespread resistance 

to reformed doctrines continued right through to the nineteenth century 

(Appendix Id) when it was strengthened by the arrival of immigrants from 

the Continent and later from Ireland. In many parts of the country these 

immigrants had to start from scratch in building up Catholic communities 

whereas in Lancashire - as at the Willows - Catholic churches were already 

well established. 

 

It is unquestionably true that the faith in Lancashire, especially in the Fylde  

                                                           
1 When Club Day was changed to the first Monday in July in 1907 the event was 

marred by a terrible accident. The horse-drawn fire engine which was part of the 

procession. got out of control on Preston Street hill and plunged into the market 

place, killing two people and injuring many others. 
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the Ribble Valley and the Lancashire plain, was preserved by the gentry and 

the yeomen farmers who not only provided Mass centres for their tenantry 

and neighbours but also sent their sons to seminaries abroad to ensure a 

steady supply of priests. But this does not explain why the gentry 

themselves were so steadfast in their faith. To say that they were remote 

from London and the centre of Government is only part of the reason for so 

were other areas where the faith almost died out. It is true that in Tudor 

times people like Lord Derby, the Lord Lieutenant, and Dr. Downham, 

Bishop of Chester, were not as ruthless as some of their contemporaries and 

had to be constantly prodded by the Privy Council to take action against 

recusants, but even so the Lancashire gentry suffered much in fines, 

imprisonment, torture and even death. The main reason for their 

steadfastness must surely be their deep faith and commitment exemplified 

in people like John Westby of Mowbreck and reinforced by their spiritual 

leaders such as Cardinal Allen and the seminary priests. The Lancashire 

gentry were a closely-knit recusant community, much intermarried and in 

constant touch with seminaries and convents abroad particularly in the Low 

Countries and in Rome.
1
 They remained steadfast throughout the dark days 

of persecution and when about 1800 their influence began to wane and 

some of them fell away, the Catholic communities which they had 

preserved were strengthened by refugees from the French Revolution such 

as the St. Omer Jesuits who settled at Stonyhurst and became influential in 

the Preston area, and later by Irish immigrants who settled in large numbers 

in the Lancashire towns especially around Merseyside. To-day, when 

Lancashire still leads in Catholic population and vocations to the 

priesthood, its people can surely look back with pride and gratitude to the 

faith of their fathers, and be. thankful that a more charitable and ecumenical 

spirit now prevails. 

                                                           
1 The contribution of the nuns in convents abroad to the survival of the faith is 

sometimes overlooked. Many of them were daughters of the Lancashire gentry and 

names such as Clifton, Blundell, Worthington, Hesketh and Westby are prominent 

among them. There were many Lancashire nuns, including two Westbys, in the Poor 

Clare convent in Gravelines and at the Willows a chalice dated 1701 and inscribed 

“ad usum Clarissarum Galviensium” may have come from there. It is known to have 

been at the Willows since Father Sherburne’s time when the convent in Gravelines 

finally closed (18399) and may have been brought back by the last nun, Jane 

Lathom, who was from Lancashire and possibly a relative of Ann Lathom, Father 

Sherburne’s housekeeper. (For Lancashire names in these convents abroad see 

Blundell’s Old Catholic Lancashire, Vol. III, Chapter XVI.) 
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Appendix I 
 

A. The Growth of the Catholic Population in the Kirkham District 

 
Baptisms    Communicants 

1776 – 13 Mowbreck   1755 – 120 Mowbreck 

1786 – 17        “    1784 – 180        “ 

1973 – 13        “   1807 – 270        “ 

1806 – 16        “   1824 – 402 

1816 – 16    1834 – 524 

1826 – 29    1844 – 522 

1834 – 24    1851 – 621 

1846 – 31    1855 – 1,016 

1856 – 64    1865 – 1,369 

1866 – 86    1875 – 1,157 

    1885 – 1,359 

 
The sudden increase after 1851 is attributed by Father Hines to “the great influx of 

Irish into the congregations”. 

(From Notes relating to the Willows Mission.) 

 

B. The Growth of the Total Population in Kirkham and Wesham 

 
The population of Kirkham in 1694 was given as 405 but by 1790 it had reached 

1449 mainly owing to the development of the flax industry after 1750. The official 

census returns begin in 1801 and are as follows: 

 

 
1801 1811 1821 1831 1841 1851 1861 1871 1881 1891 1901 

Kirkham 

 

1561 2214 2735 2469 2903 2799 3380 3593 3840 4003 3693 

Wesham 

 

261 230 215 242 209 170 563 860 1035 1563 1826 

 

 

Again there is a jump after 1851 caused by the influx of Irish and also (especially in 

Wesham) by the coming of the railway in 1840 after which cotton factories were 

built. 

 

In comparing A and B above it should be borne in mind that the Catholic population 

included a good many people from outside Kirkham and Wesham, for example from 

the Freckleton area and from 1845-60 from the Westby area. 
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C. Census made by Father Swarbrick for Visitation Returns, 1855 

 
Catholic Families   326 

Catholic people   1655  Kirkham 852, Country 

Easter Communions   1016        (including Wesham) 803. 

Communion after Easter   66  

Communion on Conversion  8 The return states that during 

First Communions    the year there had been 89 

   (Corpus Christi)   59 mixed marriages but that in 45 

    ------ cases the non-Catholic had 

Total communions   1149 been converted. 

    ------ 

 

Communions each week  150 on average. 

Out of Church   63 

Confirmed 1855   391 

 

Numbers at Sunday Mass. 

   First Mass, 8 a.m.   331 

   Second Mass, 10.15   634 These numbers were for the 

----- Sunday previous to the day when 

965 returns were sent to the Bishop. 

----- 

 

D. Number of Catholics and Missioners in the Northern District in 1787 
 

(Compiled by the Vicar Apostolic, Bishop Matthew Gibson, January 8, 1787 and 

preserved at Ushaw. A transcript is in the LRO, RCV 2/6.) 

 
   Communicants  Clergy 

   (Easter) 

 

 Cheshire  340   3 

 Lancashire  23000   62 

 Yorks  4812   41 

 Northumberland 3130   21 

 Cumberland 300   3 

 Westmorland 400   2 

 Durham  1676   9 

 Isle of Man 27   - 

   --------   ---- 

   33685   142 

   --------   ----- 

This document, which was drawn up before immigration began to confuse the issue, 

confirms the overwhelming superiority in numbers of the Lancashire Catholics and 

must be reasonably accurate. Tudor and Stuart recusant statistics are, as Father 

Anstruther has pointed out, unreliable because many recusants were undetected. But 

in this case Bishop Gibson, as Vicar Apostolic, had visited most of the missions in 

the Northern District (including Mowbreck) and was in constant touch with the 

clergy. 
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Appendix II 
 

Priests at Mowbreck 

 

1580   About this date Vivian Haydock and Richard Haydock are known to have  

            been at the Hall and Edmund Campion is said to have visited it. 

1639   Rev. John Beesley 

1669   Rev. Hughson (or Whaley) 

1716-34   Rev. James Gaunt 

1734-45   Rev. Simon G. Bordeley 

1745-52   Rev. John Davidson (or Debord) 

1752-59   Rev. William Gaunt  1755 Bishop Petre’s Visitation 

1760-75   Rev. John Jones 

1775-1803   Rev. Robert Bannister  1784 Bishop Matthew Gibson’s 

1803-1809   Rev. William Irving   Visitation 

 

Priests and Curates at the Willows 

 

 Priests    Curates 

1809-1813   Rev. William Irving  None 

1813-1854   Rev. Thomas Sherburne  1850-54 Rev. Charles Teebay 

1855-1857   Rev. James Swarbrick  1854-57   Rev. Frederick Hines 

1857-1895   Rev. Frederick Hines  1857-61   Rev. William Ball 

     1861-62   Rev. DJ Mulkerns 

     1862-67   Rev. Richard Doyle 

     1867-70   Rev. John O’Meara 

     1870-74   Rev. Roger Taylor 

     1874-76   Rev. James Dawber 

     1877-80   Rev. Andrew O’Riordan 

     1880-87   Rev. MJ McCarthy 

     1887-95   Rev. Edmund Kearney 

1985-1927   V. Rev. Monsignor Gillow  None 

1927-1933   V. Rev. Canon James Lowry 1928-34   Rev. F McGarvy 

1933-1942   Rev. Wilfrid Alcock  1934-36   Rev. L Wilkinson 

     1936-40   Rev. T Marsden 

1942-1950   V. Rev. Canon Herbert  Parker 1940-49   Rev. D O’Neill 

1950-1963   Rt. Rev. Monsignor Thomas Eaton 1949-55   Rev. W Boulton 

     1955-61   Rev. F Cookson 

1963….       Rt. Rev. Monsignor  1961-68   Rev. J Kendall 

  Shaun Monaghan, DCL 1968-78   Rev. MJ Diskin 

     1978-       Rev. J. Hawkins 
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Appendix III 
 

Benefactors of the Mowbreck Chapel and of the Willows Mission 

 

 

 
Date Name    Remarks 

 

Jan 3 Thomas, Duke of Norfolk 

Feb 4 Hon. Philip Howard of Norfolk 

Feb 7 Mr. Ralph Kemp 

Mar 12 W Harrison   Relative of the Daniels. Left £173 10s 

Mar 18 Thomas Westby (died 1728)  Brother of Robert Westby. 

Apr 7 Rev. DT Penswick (died 1791)  Left £25 

Apr13 John Irving (died 1791)  Half-brother of Wm. and Thos. Irving. 

Apr 19 Mr. Henry Dinmore   Father ? of Anne Dinmore. 

Apr 27 Mr. John Coleman 

May 1 W. Crook    Entered by Fr. Jones before 1775. 

June 2 John Billington   Gave £100 

June 10 Mr. Thomas Westby (of White Hall) Executor of Robert Westby. 

June 17 Thomas and Barbara Hesketh 

June 23 Robert Westby (Hujus Templi Institutor) Founder of the Mowbreck Chapel. 

July 4 George Wilmot   Executor of Robert Westby. 

July 6 John Jauncy 

July 31 Dorothy Parker   Prob’ly John Westby’s younger sister. 

Aug 2 Rev. William Irving   Built old chapel at the Willows. 

Aug 25 Mrs. Anne Westby (died 1772)  Nee Anne Dinmore, wife and executrix 

     of Robert Westby. 

Aug 31 Charles Howard of Greystock, 

  Duke of Norfolk 

Sept 13 Mrs. Margaret Dinmore  Mother ? of Anne Dinmore. 

Sept 20 Edward Howard, Duke of Norfolk (died 1777) 

Oct 1 Mary Howard, Duchess of Norfolk (died 1773) 

Nov 9 Mary Eccleston (of Plumpton)  Gave £20. 

Nov 10 Roger Parker (died 1798)  Faithful servant of Westby family, 

     left £20. 

Dec 23 Lady Mary Howard 

Dec 31 Mrs. Margaret Westby  Probably niece of Robert Westby. 

 

 

 

 

All the above have one annual Mass except W. Harrison, who has ten. 
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Benefactors to be recommended only (i.e. to the prayers of the Congregation) 

 

 

 
Feb 6 Anne Lathom   Housekeeper to Fr. Sherburne. Left 

     £400 towards the new church. 

Feb 8 W. Catterall 

Feb 15 William Cottam   Formerly tenant farmer at Mowbreck. 

     Left £391 towards building old chapel. 

Sept 10 Alice Hodgkisson (of Ballam)  Gave £100 to Fr. Sherburne. 

Sept 21 Rev. John Daniel   Last president of Douai. Left money 

     For school and part of a library. 

Sept 23 Thomas Daniel   His brother. Clockmaker of Kirkham. 

     Left money to build and endow the 

     school. 

Nov 12 Robert Catterall (of Eccleston)  Left £2 10s 

Dec 17 Rev. Thomas Sherburne  Builder of Willows Church. 

 

 

 

This list was drawn up by Father Hines from the Book of Anniversaries (now lost). 

The remarks are mainly those of Father Bannister entered in returns of Father 

Swarbrick for the visitation of 1855 (LRO RCKi and RCV). 

 

Over a dozen of these names (including the Howards of Norfolk) were entered by, or 

at the request of, Robert Westby who began the Book of Anniversaries at Mowbreck 

before his death in 1762. 
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Appendix IV 
 

The Vicars Apostolic and the Hierarchy 

 

 

In the dark days following the Reformation the seminary priests from Douai, Rome, 

Valladolid and Lisbon had to act largely on their own account once they reached 

England for there were no Catholic Bishops to direct them. They were helped and 

directed by the Catholic gentry in whose houses they were given food, shelter and 

facilities for Mass and the Sacraments. 

In 1688 Bishops called Vicars Apostolic (i.e. appointed directly from Rome) were 

instituted to serve the four districts into which the Catholics of England and Wales 

were divided. Kirkham was in the Northern District and some of the Bishops in the 

list below visited Mowbreck to administer Confirmation or to consult with the priest 

there. 

 

Vicars Apostolic of the Northern District 

 
1688-1711   James Smith 

1713-1714   Sylvester Jenks 

1716-1725   George Witham 

1725-1740   George Williams O.P. 

1740-1750   Edward Dicconson 

1752-1775   Francis Petre (at Mowbreck 1755) 

1775-1780   William Walton 

1780-1790   Matthew Gibson (at Mowbreck 1784) 

1790-1821   William Gibson (in the 1790s consulted Fr. Bannister at Mowbreck) 

1821-1836   Thomas Penswick 

1836-1840   John Briggs 

 

In 1840 the districts were sub-divided and the number increased to eight. Kirkham 

came within the Lancashire District whose Vicar Apostolic was George Brown who 

was born at Clifton and attended Father Bannister’s school at Mowbreck. 

 

In 1850 the Hierarchy was restored and Kirkham came under the Diocese of 

Liverpool whose Bishops were: 

 
1850-1856   George Brown 

1856-1872   Alexander Goss 

1873-1894   Bernard O’Reilly 

1894-1921   Thomas Whiteside (Liverpool became an Archdiocese in 1911) 

1921-1928   FW Keating 
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In 1924 the Diocese of Lancaster was created consisting of part of Lancashire north 

of the Ribble and including the Fylde together with what is now Cumbria. Its 

Bishops were: 

 
1924-1938   Thomas Wulstan Pearson, O.S.B. 

1938-1961   Thomas Edward Flynn 

1962-           Brian Charles Foley (Auxiliary – Thomas Bernard Pearson) 

 

Until the Relief Acts of 1778 and 1791, followed by the Catholic Emancipation Act 

of 1829, the Catholic community in England was largely dependant on the gentry. 

By 1850 it was under the control of its clergy and the restoration of the Hierarchy in 

that year was an expression and confirmation of the change. (See J Bossy, The 

English Catholic Community, 1570-1850 (1975)). 
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