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INTRODUCTION.

e L EVIOUS to the Reformatipn the two counties
N i of Lancaster and Chester were included in the
) B diocese of Lichfield and Coventry, and it was
— not till the year 1541 that the bishopric of
Chester was created by Henry VIIL and endowed with
some of the spoils of the dissolved monasteries. The
diocese of Chester, as then created, comprised the whole
of Lancashire and Cheshire, that portion of Yorkshire
known as Richmondshire, with some other parishes in that
county, part of Cumberland and Westmoreland adjacent
to the north of Lancashire, and some parishes in Flintshire
and Denbighshire lying near the borders of Cheshire. The
early Lancashire and Cheshire wills were almost certainly
proved at Lichfield* but enquirers are informed that no
early wills relating to these two counties are now to be
found there, and it is suggested that they were taken away
when the new diocese of Chester was created. I am, how-
ever, inclined to think that this is a mistake, and that a
careful search in the Registry at Lichfield would bring to

* Some early Lancashire and Cheshire wills were proved at the Prerogative
Court of Canterbury, and are pow to be found at Somerset House, London, as
the old diocese of Lichfield and Coventry was under the jarisdiction of the
Archbi of A few sbstmacts of these early wills made by
Roger D are to be found in vol xx. of his MS5., in the Bodleian
Library, Oxford, and the Lancashire ones have been transcribed hg[H’t. G.T.
Piccope inte vel. i of his MSS., now in the Chetham Li , Manchester,
A complete list of these sarly wi{ls will probably be drawn up for this Society
smrandﬂ‘i;_c MéhmﬂmmWﬂag;ﬁ:mﬁ?ﬁmi!g
mouniments, &¢., shou as 500n a8 possible, ns uently contain
most valoable local information.

]



vi Introduction.

light much of great interest to the two counties, and 1
hope the day is not far distant when this work will be
undertaken by this Society. After the creation of the
new bishopric the wills were proved at Chester, with the
exception of those in the north of Lancashire, Richmond-
shire, and the parts of Cumberland and Westmoreland
included in the diocese of Chester, which were proved at
Richmond in Yorkshire. Hence persons seeking for the
wills of persons living in those districts will rarely if ever
find them amongst those proved at Chester. The Rich-
mond wills were a few years ago removed to Somerset
House, London, and arrangements are in progress by
which it is hoped that the list of the Lancashire wills
there preserved will shortly be printed by this Society.
The wills at Chester were originally proved in the
Bishop's Court there, and were preserved in the Bishop's
Registry down to comparatively modern times, The * Old
Registry,” as it was called, was taken down more than a
century ago, and the wills were then transferred to the
present Bishop’s Registry, over the Abbey Square Gate-
way. From here they were taken in 1847 to what is now
the house of the Head Master of the King's School, and
in 1861 they were removed to the newly-established Court
of Probate in White Friars. Here they remained till, in
the autumn of 1880, they were transferred to the present
Probate Court, also in White Friars, but on the opposite
(southern) side of the street. It was not customary at
Chester to transcribe the wills (as was the case elsewhere)
into large folio volumes, and consequently when a will before
1833 is required the original has always to be produced,
These original wills appear to have been cared for at
Chester in pretty much the same sort of way as they
were in most of the other Bishops’ Courts throughout the
country., They were packed away in most unsuitable
places—in garrets where the rain coming in spoiled very
many, whilst others were nibbled by rats or mice; or in
cellars where they were slowly but surely destroyed by
damp. Considering how they were treated, it seems almost
wonderful to find so many still in existence. Indices were
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made from time to time, and a comparison of the entries
in them with those in the modern Indices show a great
many wills to have disappeared.

But nothing shows the number of the lost wills so
much as an examination of what are known as the Act
Boors. These books, which commence in 1596, contain
entries of all the wills proved before the surrogates, who,
throughout the two counties, were appointed by the Chan-
cellor as his representatives. Each entry occupies from
three to five lines, giving the date, the name, and place of
abode of the testator, and the name of the person or
persons, who as executors or representatives proved the
will, or took out letters of administration. These Act
Books, therefore, give a great deal of useful information,
and in all genealogical enguiries they have to be con-
sulted ; for in the many cases where the will there stated
to have been proved is not now extant, they afford evidence
of a person's death, and may supply the name of his wife,
son, daughter, or other relation who proved the will. The
earliest of these books commences with September, 1596,
and goes down to 1608 ;* the second commences in !450-_:,-
and so on down to 1858. The series is, however, not’ quite
consecutive, one or more volumes being missing. The value
of these Act Books is very great, and they well deserve to
be indexed, so that they might be far more frequently
referred to than they are now.

When the wills were removed from the Bishop's Registry
in 1847, the Record Keeper was at the trouble to make an
Index to them, so as to enable any will to be the more
readily found. This Index was not based on any of the
older ones,} nor copied from them, but was an entirely
independent one, being an Index to those wills only, which
were then and are now preserved in the Probate Court.

*In this volome after 18 Sept., 1602, come several pages, 11 Tuly, 1608,
to 6 July, 1609, which have been ingerted there in error when the volume was

re-bound. These pages should come at the end of the volume,

+ The enrly original lndnntlllﬁrw-ed gives the wills arranged under
the Chrirtfan name, that is to say all the Roberts, the Johns, &c, together
under each year, and without any description of the testator’s place of abode
or of his rank in life.



