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Prescot Market Place - Statement of Significance 

This document attempts to summarise the historical development and changes at 
Market Place based on the information at hand in the time available.  It is by no 
means exhaustive and is not intended to provide an authoritative or complete history. 

It is impossible to discuss the town’s market without also discussing the history of the 
wider town, its Parish and its links to both Knowsley Hall and King’s College 
Cambridge.  This exploration of the significance of Market Place therefore provides 
an overview of the wider town where there are clear associations with Market Place.   

Prescot Origins and Early History 

The site of Prescot could well have been an Iron Age settlement – Iron Age people 
were settled all over the country, but locations where there are wide open views to 
long distance horizons and large expanses of night sky were seemingly of social or 
spiritual importance to Iron Age communities given that the location, design and 
orientation of the monuments they have left behind overwhelmingly appear to have 
been influenced by the relative positions of the sun, moon and stars. From the high 
ground by the Parish Church on Market Place it is possible to see on a clear day 
across the Mersey and Dee estuaries to the hills of northern Wales, and across the 
Cheshire Plain to Jodrell Bank, and hence a large expanse of sky.   

Such Iron Age centres often became the location for Christian centres and Prescot is 
certainly a Pre-Conquest settlement.  Indeed the town’s Anglo-Saxon place name 
‘Prestecota’ means ‘dwelling of the priest(s)’ which implies a community already 
occupied the hilltop that is the core of the present-day town by the time of the Saxon 
settlement of the northwest.  The circular plan of the churchyard (which survived 
more or less until the late nineteenth century) could potentially indicate Christian 
worship supplanting a circular Iron Age enclosure or monument on the land that now 
forms the churchyard. 

In any event there appears to have been a long-established settlement in Prescot 
with a place of worship as its focal point prior to the Norman Conquest.  The older 
font within the church today is believed to be Anglo-Saxon.  When the system of 
parishes was established in England over the ninth and tenth centuries, the church 
at Prescot became the place of worship for a large parish covering some 58 square 
miles containing 15 townships as far north as Rainford and as far south as Great 
Sankey and Widnes on the north bank of the Mersey.  The Parish Church itself 
though was very close to the western edge of the Parish (Knowsley, Huyton and 
Tarbock were all within Huyton Parish).  The Parish was one of the largest and 
wealthiest in Lancashire. 

Despite this there is no mention of Prescot in the Domesday Book, but the 
Domesday records for Lancashire in general are very patchy in places, with the area 
treated as little more than short notes following on from the records for Cheshire.  
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Prescot is within a large area between Huyton/Tarbock and Winwick / Warrington 
and the north bank of the Mersey to Skelmersdale where nothing is recorded in the 
Domesday survey.  Wigan, a town of historically similar stature to Prescot, is in the 
centre of a similarly-sized area of land where there are no entries in the Domesday 
Book.  The lack of mention of Prescot in the Domesday Book must therefore be 
treated with caution. 

The earliest mention of Prescot itself is in the Pipe Rolls of 1178, though curiously 
there appears to have been another hamlet very close to Prescot called Churchley.  
This Anglo-Saxon name which means ‘meadow by the church’ can only reasonably 
imply the church at Prescot is an indicator of there being a place of worship in 
Prescot long before the Norman Conquest.  The woods at ‘Churchlegh’ were granted 
to the Rector of Prescot Parish Church in 1387, and not long after all references to 
Churchley cease, with the settlement presumably becoming part and parcel of 
Prescot town.  The survival of a field name ‘Churchley Field’ well into the nineteenth 
century suggests Churchley was at the eastern end of Eccleston Street. 

The establishment of a market in Prescot 

With the Church drawing a congregation of people from as far as ten miles away, 
Prescot became the natural or default place for traders, vendors, hawkers to sell.  
This sort of informal trading outside churches was an occurrence at parish churches 
across the country.   

A charter for a market was granted in 1333 to William de Dacre, Rector and Lord of 
Prescot Manor, but this would have simply formalised and regulated a long-standing 
practice, and, importantly, allowed de Dacre to levy charges on the traders within the 
market.  The charter allowed for a weekly market on Mondays and an annual fair of 
three days at Corpus Christi.   

Fairs in a historical sense were greatly expanded versions of the regular market 
featuring goods that were not otherwise available locally the rest of the year, or were 
unobtainable by people with limited ability or opportunity to travel to larger towns and 
cities (or other fairs).  As a result the fair would have been a key event in the town’s 
calendar, drawing people from across the parish and beyond.  With all of the people 
attending the fair and staying in the town for a day or more, entertainment, food and 
drink and amusements were also provided.  While the nation’s shopping habits and 
mobility have changed over time, the existence of travelling fairs (with the emphasis 
on entertainment, gambling and amusement rather than shopping) are a living 
remnant of the fairs that took place in towns all over the country.   

As with many medieval markets in English towns, the location of the market was very 
close to the church, in this case below the church within the broad triangular junction 
formed by the modern day Sewell Street, Kemble Street, Eccleston Street and 
Church Street.  The market would have been indicated by its own stone or wooden 
cross, and would have consisted of stalls and tents that were erected and dismantled 
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each market day.  Within Market Place, close to the cross, were a well, and the 
town’s stocks which added humiliation to the punishment of being locked up. 

The market at Prescot must have been a success, for in 1355 the Rector of Wigan 
petitioned the King to close the market at Prescot because it was impacting his own 
market at Wigan, some twelve miles away.  Prescot’s stature in the medieval period 
is also reflected by its inclusion in the ‘Gough’ map of circa 1350, the oldest surviving 
map of Britain, along with Liverpool, Ormskirk, Warrington and Wigan as the only 
other settlements in this corner of Lancashire that were included on the map.   

Kings College, Prescot’s unique governance and new market days 

In 1391 Prescot Manor was sold to John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster and third 
surviving son of King Edward III.  When John of Gaunt died the Manor passed to his 
son Henry who was later crowned King Henry IV.   

In 1445 Henry VI, grandson of Henry IV, established the University College of Saint 
Mary and Saint Nicholas, Cambridge (later known as Kings College).  Among the 
gifts he gave to the newly-founded college was the Manor and Rectory of Prescot.  
The College would therefore be supported by the rents and rates due to the Rector 
and Lord of the Manor of this prosperous parish.  With the College being so far away 
from Prescot, Lord Derby, his Steward and four local men (known as ‘the Four Men’) 
governed the affairs of the town.   

This arrangement was unique in England.  Rather than have control exercised by a 
member of the gentry as in most manors with control inherited rather than earned, in 
Prescot most of the governance was carried out by the ‘Four Men’ who were 
deemed worthy of the role, overseen by the Steward of Lord Derby’s estate who was 
in turn overseen by Lord Derby.  This meant the town’s affairs could be and were run 
in a manner that favoured business and prosperity.   

This form of governance could presumably react more quickly to changes in 
circumstance or events that transpired than a lord of the manor who was socially and 
economically (and more often than not, geographically) removed from the people 
who lived and worked within the manor.  While not perfect, as the Four Men were 
effectively an oligarchy, this arrangement was far more democratic than elsewhere in 
the country at the time – Prescot men were unique in that they had the opportunity to 
govern their town as well as buy and sell land and buildings among other rights that 
were unique to Prescot. 

Owners of land or property in Prescot also benefited from the peculiarities of 
Prescot’s governance: they were exempt from jury service outside of town, exempt 
from tolls at Prescot and any other markets, were exempt from inheritance tax and 
had the right to obtain minerals from their land (i.e. to dig for coal, quarry for stone 
etc).  There were far more freedoms within Prescot township than elsewhere in the 
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country, and this can only have encouraged more trade and industry in the town 
itself. 

Prescot’s governance included a Court Leet.  There were numerous Court Leets all 
over the country and their role was to ensure justice was served, as well as fulfil 
important roles such as appointing constables, bailiffs, the coroner, the overseer of 
roads, and officers who would regularly inspect the quality or important items sold in 
the town like ale, bread, meat and leather to ensure weights and measures were 
correct and quality was acceptable and take action where appropriate.  In short the 
Court Leet was a forerunner of our modern day court and police services, highways 
maintenance, trading standards and environmental health among other things.   

The Court Leet was based in Market Place, quite possibly in a purpose-built 
structure that will have included a court room.  In 1551 a replacement courthouse 
was built in Market Place, suggesting there must have been an earlier building 
performing this function.  Across England medieval court rooms were typically at first 
floor level with an external staircase leading into the court room.  The ground floor 
would be let for commercial uses or put to other uses.  In 1953 local historian F 
Bailey speculated that the courthouse in Prescot may have had stood on pillars, with 
an open space underneath for the tollbooth and market stalls.   

This new administration of the town appears to have petitioned a no-doubt all-to-
willing Henry VI for a further market charter in 1458 to allow Fridays to be a market 
day in addition to the Monday market held since 1333.  This was granted will have 
certainly enhanced the prosperity of Prescot and the revenues it brought to its Lord 
of the Manor and Rector, i.e. Kings College.  The Friday market apparently did not 
last long, as it seemingly migrated to Saturdays.   

A further charter granted by James I for a Tuesday market in 1587 did generate a 
longer legacy, as the Tuesday market persisted for centuries.  It is unclear whether 
there were for a time markets on Saturdays, Mondays and Tuesdays or whether the 
Tuesday market replaced the Monday one.  Curiously trading on a Sunday in 
Prescot was abolished at the same time the Tuesday market charter was granted in 
1587.  From this it can be inferred that the regular informal trading on Sundays that 
preceded the 1333 charter was still going on over 150 years later! 

It appears that this charter for the additional market day in 1587 also allowed for 
more fairs: a fortnightly cattle fair every fortnight from Shrove Tuesday to the first 
Tuesday in May; an annual fair on Ash Wednesday, another fair on 24-25 August, 
one on October 21st and a final one on November 1st.  These were of course in 
addition to the three-day fair granted back in 1333.  These fairs all suggest that 
Prescot was growing in importance as a place for trade and commerce and with it 
the ‘side-shows’ of entertainment, amusements and gambling.  The income raised by 
the Parish from the fairs of course benefited both local people and Kings College, 
Lord of the Manor and Rector. 
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1592 Survey of Prescot for Kings College 

With Prescot’s Lord and Rector being in Cambridge, periodic surveys were 
undertaken of Prescot to give Kings College an idea of how Prescot was fairing and 
whether the College was receiving the income due to it.  The earliest comprehensive 
survey that survives is from 1592 and from later records and maps, its entries have 
been transposed by local historians to create a ‘map’ of Prescot as it was in 1592. 

In 1592 Market Place was bounded by 23 different properties that range in size from 
the bay of a building or a shop to a house and croft on an acre of land.  13 of these 
plots were on the arc that links the junction of Market Place and Church Street down 
to the western tip of the car park to Greenall Court.  Six of these 13 plots are 
described as shops – these six shops are the only ones identified in the entire survey 
of Prescot.  From this it can be concluded that the small south-east facing plots 
between the churchyard and the market place were the first examples in the town of 
retailing moving from the outdoors into purpose-built buildings or huts.  Of course 
‘shop’ can imply an element of manufacturing or preparation rather than these being 
used solely for retail purposes.  Making and/or selling would be logical uses of this 
sliver of land, seeing as it adjoined the market and unlike the other sides of Market 
Place there was room for little else.   

It is also worth noting that one of these shops was part of a building that also 
contained the town’s courthouse and ‘tollbooth’.  It can only be assumed the 
courthouse, where the Court Leet would be held, was at first floor level and the shop 
and ‘tollbooth’ were underneath.  The ‘tollbooth’ was an office or room used by the 
collector of tolls from traders at the market or fair.  A tollbooth for this purpose would 
have been required since the founding of the market in 1333.  Records suggest the 
tollbooth was rebuilt in 1551, so perhaps the entire courthouse building was from this 
date also.  This early multi-use civic building stood on the site later occupied by the 
Town Hall. 

Four of the 13 plots on the arc from Church Street to the present Greenall Court car 
park are parts of buildings (one, two or three bays of a larger building), three are 
cottages (one of which had a saw pit), one is an almshouse owned by the lord of the 
manor and one is a house with yard.  It could be speculated that the subdivided 
buildings could have had an element of retail use as could the other dwellings – the 
cottage with saw pit must surely have had a commercial element to it! 

In 1592 the south, east and north sides of Market Place contained between them ten 
plots and these did not contain a single shop and were by and large houses, 
cottages, burgages and crofts – a less intensive uses than the side of Market Place 
adjoining the Church.  The plot on the north side of Market Place (now the entrance 
to the bus station) contained a house and a pottery kiln. 

This snapshot of Market Place in 1592, as England moved from the middle ages to 
the Early Modern period shows synchronicities of activity – the market and adjacent 
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shops forming a retail and trading element; the church, almshouse, courthouse, 
tollbooth and stocks indicating the spiritual, moral and legal requirements of the 
‘powers that be’, the shops, kiln and saw pit all suggest making and processing; the 
crofts and burgages agriculture or market gardening.  The number of cottages, 
houses and subdivided buildings shows that Market Place was also a place to live. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the 1592 survey is the emergence of shops 
alongside the market.  Climate and convenience were the drivers of the shift from 
open market trading to more permanent structures in markets all over England and 
there appears to be a gradual shift of traders and retailers moving from temporary 
structures to lock-up units or full-blown shops.   

Another interesting aspect of the 1592 survey is how the eastern and southern sides 
of Market Place were not apparently that commercial in character.  Apart from the 
corner with Eccleston Street, the plots around Market Place were still relatively large.   

What appears to have happened after 1592 is a more intensive use of the plots 
around Market Place, and the subdivision of pieces of land that existed in 1592 into 
smaller plots.  If we take the 1848 OS as a guide, the number of plots around Market 
Place had risen to from 23 in 1592 to 38 in 1848 (or 46 if we include the cluster at 
Butcher’s Nook), not including any lock-up shops under the Town Hall.   

The success of Prescot market and the cultural shift of shopping from an outdoor to 
an indoor activity plus the fact that landlords (and the lord of the manor and rector) 
could derive more income from renting out more numerous but smaller plots all 
contributed to the space gaining a more urban character, with all sides of Market 
Place becoming closely lined by rows of buildings that stood hard up against the 
back edge of the market place itself.  The four plots of land that existed on the south 
side of Market Place in 1592 had been split into 12 by 1848; the five plots on the 
east side of Market Place in 1592 had been split into 11 by 1848.  The number of 
plots on the church side of Market Place did not appear to change, but then again 
this side was already made up of small units in 1592. 

The Lock-up and Fishstones 

Against the increasingly urban backdrop of the seventeenth and particularly 
eighteenth centuries, the space within Market Place began to change, reflecting the 
needs of the town’s Court Leet and governance.  At some point, possibly in the mid-
seventeenth century or later a lock-up was built in the middle of the Market Place.  
This small building might have have provided a stone-floored shelter for traders 
(which presumably they would have to pay to occupy), but its key function was as 
the town’s lock-up or prison cell, directly opposite the court house. 

It seems that prior to this, anyone who was being detained in Prescot was held in the 
courthouse.  However, an account from 1622 describes how a drunkard was “being 



Market Place, Prescot – Statement of Significance 
Owen Barton, Townscape Heritage Initiative Officer, April 2017 

Page 7 of 14 
 

by the Constable putt into the Court howse, who hee likewise did most egregiously 
abuse, brake all the glass windows therein.”   

A second detainee in 1628 was “put in the towne hall” where he “broke the same 
hall, tables, seates, and all therein, and threw them into the oppen streetes.” (Bailey, 
1953).  It was presumably not long after the latter incident that the Four Men and 
Court Leet sought a better place for detainees and prisoners! 

The ‘Edge Map’ of Prescot of 1743 clearly shows a detached building standing in the 
centre of Market Place.  It can only be assumed that this is the lock-up/ 

An undated and unattributed painting of Market Place (possibly mid-eighteenth 
century) shows what might have been the lock-up as a tall single storey structure 
with a shallow conical roof with the statue of Lady Bountiful at its apex.  It is carried 
by eight(?) square masonry posts from which very shallow arches spring.  The lock-
up is suggested by a shaded mass under the roof.  People are shown sat on the 
steps leading up to the covered area and it is possible that some goods are being 
displayed under its cover, opposite a striped tent. 

Around the time the lock-up made its appearance in Market Place, fishstones may 
have been erected around it.  Displaying meat and fish in the open air would 
accelerate the speed at which it spoiled, and so butchers tended to be the first type 
of trader to erect sheltered huts that were open at the front.  The ‘butcher’s nook’ that 
appeared on historic maps at the western end of Market Place could well have been 
a tightly packed grouping of small buildings or huts used by butchers.   

Fishmongers (and butchers?) would make use of ‘fish stones’, basic stone slab 
tables that would keep cooler for longer and so preserve the freshness of produce.  
Fish stones appear to have been a northwestern phenomenon, they are known to 
have existed in Prescot, Wigan, Bury, Preston, Garstang, Poulton-Le-Fylde (here 
they survive and are Grade II Listed Buildings) and Cumbrian market towns like 
Kirkham and Dalton-in-Furness.   

The mention of Prescot’s fishstones is fleeting: around 1770 a travelling Wesleyan 
preacher gave a sermon stood on the fishstones “which were around the prison in 
the Market Place”.  This ‘prison’ must surely have been the lock-up.  The presence 
(or absence) of the fishstones cannot be discerned in the crowded scene in the 
undated painting of Market Place, while they are clearly not there in the empty 
Market Place that was painted in 1811-12 (or on the 1848 Ordnance Survey), but 
again did the painter simply omit them?  Perhaps fishstones became less important 
as more fresh produce was sold in shops rather than out in the open.  To give an 
example where the dates are known, Preston’s fishstones were erected in 1605, but 
dismantled in 1850.  It seems that Prescot’s fishstones were in situ from the 
seventeenth century through to the very early nineteenth century. 

The Town Hall, the Court Leet and Prescot Local Board 
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As well as change to the buildings in general around Market Place, the erection of 
the lock-up and the possible erection of fishstones, the eighteenth century brought 
with it one of the most significant buildings of the town’s long history: the Town Hall.   

As explained above the 1592 survey infers that there was a combined tollbooth, 
shop and courthouse on what became the site of the Town Hall.  Based on known 
medieval courtrooms elsewhere in northern England it is likely that the court at 
Prescot was on an upper floor with the shop and tollbooth below.  It would seem that 
this building was erected in 1551 as a replacement for an earlier building.   

By the mid-eighteenth century, the self-governing town needed a larger and more fit 
for purpose building from with to run its affairs.  The courthouse was seemingly torn 
down in 1754-5 and the foundation stones were laid on 29 May 1755 (a day on 
which the annual fair took place) in a public ceremony.  Two foundation stones were 
laid, one by the Prescot branch of the Freemasons, the other by the Steward and 
Foreman on behalf of the lord of the manor.  The Steward then gave a speech 
explaining that the building would be used as a court and for public meetings.  Its 
main funders were the charity established by the estate of Joshua Marrow to assist 
the poor of the township, and Mr Bold of Bold Hall.  However, funds were still 
required and the remainder of the funds were put out to public subscription with the 
Steward persuasively stating in his speech: 

“...it is hoped that all who have the credit and prosperity of this town at heart, and are 
desirous to see all its public affairs conducted with regularity, decency and strict 
justice, will not only concur therein, but testify the same by making the contributions 
as equal as possible to each one’s ability.” 

The Joshua Marrow Charity had been administered by the Court Leet.  When he 
died in 1709 Joshua Marrow left £400 for the binding of poor children of the town as 
apprentices.  The funds were in fact used to purchase the buildings that would form 
the site of the Town Hall (and possibly neighbouring buildings on this side of Market 
Place) which would in turn provide a form of income for the charity to help it 
perpetuate and carry on its work into the future.  It would seem the income from the 
new Town Hall and the shops below it would provide the charity with a return on its 
investment. 

The town hall building itself consisted of four ground-level shops opening onto 
Market Place, above this was a mezzanine level of sorts that provided upper floor 
accommodation (referred to as ‘apartments’) to each of the four shops – whether 
these were simply storage space or living accommodation is unclear.  One 
stipulation of the building’s construction was that at the southern end (i.e. under the 
apse) that this space would be used as a leather market.  Finally the tall top floor 
contained a large open courtroom that was also used for public meetings.   

It seems that the contribution of the Joshua Marrow Charity and Mr Bold paid for the 
shops and leather market, while the courtroom was paid for by public subscription.   
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A resolution in 1759, perhaps an acknowledgement that the public subscription had 
not raised all necessary funds, stated that the Town Hall was just that - a hall that 
could be used by the town’s people, a precedent that appears to have existed in the 
time of the courthouse: 

“the copyholders of this manor have always upon any publick business of the Town 
mett and assembled themselves in the old Court Room so long as the building would 
permitt, for time whereof the memory of man is not to the contrary, as well as that the 
Steward has held his Courts therein, therefore they apprehend they have a right to 
use the New Court House in like manner, and that they have an equal right thereto, 
nay more so, as they have been at great Expense by subscription in Rebuilding the 
same, and for that reason aforesaid, as well as by purchase, they had a good right 
the material of the old Court Rooms; And the new Court Room is vested in the Four 
Men for the benefit of the Lords of the Manor and the Copyholders equally transact 
their business therein.” 

In 1761, two separate taxes were levied for “compleating the Town Hall and other 
publick uses.” – perhaps this was to fit out the incomplete shell of the upper floor?  
The building was swiftly completed, including the crest of Kings College / Prescot 
over the door to the Town Hall and downspouts dated 1755 and bearing the image of 
a griffin, part of Mr Bold’s coat of arms.   

Bailey (1953) speculated that the hall would be used for balls or ‘assemblies’ that 
were fashionable at the time, as well as theatrical performances, given that this 
would have been the largest indoor venue in the town, and the town’s playhouse of 
the 1590s was a distant memory by the mid-eighteenth century.  Bailey speculates 
that the Town Hall was probably where Roger Kemble and his company of players 
were performing in 1757 when his son John Kemble was baptised at the Parish 
Church.   

The Roundhouse, and competing Markets and Fairs 

The lock-up and fishstones were taken down around 1809-11 and were replaced 
with a roundhouse.  This consisted of a new circular lock-up cell surrounded by 
covered spaces for market stalls, all under a single conical roof.   

A painting of Market Place from 1811-12 shows the with a central stone-built circular 
plan lock-up and a covered area around it, all under a shallow conical roof 
surmounted by the statue of Lady Bountiful.  The outer edge of the roof is supported 
by very slender, presumably cast iron, circular columns on square plinths and with 
minimal Classical detailing.  A moulded gutter and frieze form a shallow entablature 
that the columns ‘carry’.  The columns may well have doubled as downspouts for the 
gutter.  The stone steps around the central lock-up structure were perhaps for 
stallholders to stand on and give a better view over their stalls.  A very clear plan of 
the roundhouse is shown on the 1848 Ordnance Survey of Prescot.   
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With the industrial revolution came the growth of other settlements within Prescot’s 
58-mile parish and the beginnings of its dissolution.  While Prescot was no doubt the 
principal settlement and administrative centre of its Borough, Edward Baines’ 
‘History of the County Palatine and Duchy of Lancaster’ (1836) mentions in that year 
the existence of a weekly market ‘established by custom at St Helen’s on the 
Saturday and a fair for cattle is held at Farnworth on Tuesday fortnight before Shrove 
Tuesday annually’.  The market at St Helen’s would be officially chartered in 1843/5, 
but the indication that an unofficial market had become established in the nascent 
industrial town shows that the pull of Prescot’s market was beginning to diminish. 

The Market Hall 

Meanwhile the shift of shopping from an outdoor to indoor activity continued to 
gather pace in the nineteenth century, particularly with advances in glass 
manufacture (and the repeal of heavy excise duties on glass and the abolition of the 
Window Tax) meaning that from the mid-nineteenth century, substantially glazed 
shopfronts were both possible and affordable.  Market Place, Eccleston Street and 
Kemble Street became streets that were largely lined with shops at ground floor 
level.  Indeed the demolition of Butcher’s Nook after 1850 led to many butchers 
setting up shop in Eccleston Street.  The market continued to play a vital role in 
drawing people into Prescot and this probably justified the tearing down of the 
roundhouse in 1859 and its replacement with a covered market hall. 

A local motivation for building a market hall in the admittedly constrained location of 
Prescot’s ancient market could well have been the building of a large and imposing 
market hall in St Helens in 1851 next to the town’s original Town Hall (1841), but of 
course this was part of a wider national trend.  The fact that such a large hall was 
built (with a later roofed over market area adjacent) suggests that the market at St 
Helens was more than holding its own and this will have inevitably had an impact on 
Prescot.  

A peculiarity about Prescot’s Market Hall was that it was built and operated by a 
specially-formed private company, the Prescot Market Company, which purchased 
the land for the Market Hall from Kings College (i.e. the Lord of the Manor).  The 
company formed in 1858, and hence the market hall had nothing directly to do with 
either the Court Leet or the Local Board and hence the market hall was never a 
municipally-owned building. 

The market hall at Prescot was a tall single storey building, brick on a stone plinth.  It 
filled the open space at market place, leaving space for the passage of traffic on all 
sides.  Hexagonal (but virtually pentagonal) in plan its main front and large arched 
entrance faced the row of buildings on the east side of Market Place and formed a 
civic set-piece of sorts with the Town Hall, through the siting of the Market Hall in 
front of the curved southern apse of the Town Hall is a somewhat awkward 
arrangement as suggested by historic photographs.   
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It is debatable whether the footprint of the building made the interior layout of the 
market less convenient than if it were more regular in shape, and the change in level 
from north to south across Market Place meant that in order to provide a level 
internal market hall there were steps up into the building from its main entrance and 
the southern elevation was sat upon a very deep plinth. 

The Market Hall’s architecture was Italianate, a commonly used style for commercial 
buildings in the Victorian era, and seen alongside the renaissance-inspired 
architecture of the Town Hall and lofty tower and spire of St Mary’s Church, looks 
rather functional despite the effort made to give its Market Place frontage a 
symmetrical elevation and to emphasise its main entrance by a tall arched portal that 
break into a triangular pediment above. 

Prescot Local Board, Urban District Council and the decline of the Court Leet 

The Town Hall appears to have continued to be the venue for local groups such as 
the Mechanic’s Institute from the 1830s and later Prescot Workingmen’s Society, 
public meetings (including the meetings in 1889 that led to the formation of the 
Lancashire Watch Company), balls and entertainment including local and travelling 
performers.  From the mid-nineteenth century onward Prescot’s Penny Bank was 
based in the Town Hall, lending it yet another purpose. 

These uses carried on alongside the Court Leet, but the importance of the Court 
Leet diminished significantly with the formation of Prescot Local Board in 1867 to 
manage and administer public affairs.  As a result many of the functions of the Court 
Leet were taken away from it and hence its importance to the town waned.  The 
1848 Public Health Act paved the way for local government across the country 
through the formation of Local Boards, the fore-runners of modern local government.  

From the outset Prescot Local Board was based in offices on Derby Street rather 
than in the Town Hall, perhaps to emphasise a break from the town’s manorial past.  
Prescot Local Board was re-incorporated as Prescot Urban District Council in 1894, 
and this no doubt made the Court Leet and 1775 Town Hall even more marginal and 
more of a relic of the town’s past in people’s minds.   

Decline of the Town Hall and Market Hall 

The Prescot Market Hall Company announced in the London Gazette its intention to 
voluntarily wind up in September 1904.  Whether this actually happened is unclear 
as there is a surviving balance sheet for the Company from 1912.  This balance 
sheet shows that the Market Hall was owned by shareholders (770 shares sold at £1 
each) and administered by a board.   

The balance sheet itself makes interesting reading in that the gross yield on the 
market was under 4% and that the majority of the market income was during the 
town’s fairs – indeed the fair days generated over three times as much income than 
the rest of the year’s market days put together.  This, if anything, demonstrates that 



Market Place, Prescot – Statement of Significance 
Owen Barton, Townscape Heritage Initiative Officer, April 2017 

Page 12 of 14 
 

the Market Hall would have struggled as an ongoing economic concern, particularly 
as modern retailing made fair days less and less important.  It is unclear exactly 
when the Market Hall closed but it might have persevered until the Second World 
War. 

The Town Hall seems to have been dealt a similar fate.  Whilst there would have 
been rental income from its four shops, the rest of the building would have generated 
little regular income from meetings or events.  The need to preserve the ceremonial 
use of the space by the Court Leet no doubt also limited what could be done with the 
upper floors.  Its use as a place of entertainment no doubt declined with the opening 
of Prescot’s first cinema and theatre of varieties, the Prescot Picture Palace, on 
Kemble Street in 1912. 

The Court Leet continued to exist in an increasingly ceremonial form until 1936.  
Until then it still elected officers and held the annual Court Leet as well as the 
tradition of throwing heated pennies out of the Town Hall windows and into Market 
place for children to scramble for and collect.   

A historic photo suggests that the Town Hall was occupied for a time by the YMCA, 
whether it was a place for YMCA meetings and activities and/or whether it functioned 
as a dormitory is unclear.  The photo may date from the 1920s or 1930s.  If it is the 
latter it could have been taken after the Court Leet was dissolved in 1936. 

By this time Prescot Urban District Council was housed in its brand new Town Hall 
on High Street, dated 1934.  The 1775 Town Hall on Market Place was therefore by 
this stage very much on borrowed time, given it served no municipal function, was 
difficult to re-use and its fabric was starting to decay through a lack of maintenance. 

Demolition and Renewal 

In the years during and immediately after (and if not before) the 1939-45 War both 
the Town Hall and Market Hall were badly neglected, the latter does not appear to 
have re-opened following the War.  Whether the closure of the Market Hall coincided 
with the end of the twice-weekly markets in Prescot is unclear, as within living 
memory nobody speaks of market days, only the Mug Fair, itself a remnant of the 
annual fair that was instituted in 1333. 

The importance of the Town Hall was recognised locally, not least by Prescot 
Historic Society (formed in 1942) and its leader, local historian F A Bailey.  In 1953 
plans were drawn up for a proposal to use the top floor of the Town Hall as a 
community hall with seating for up to 125 people, and below this associated offices, 
kitchen, toilets and a small museum to display items relating to the town’s 
watchmaking heritage.  The top floor room was intended for ‘moderately sized 
meetings’ for groups such as the town’s Photographic Society, Townswomen’s 
Guild, the Soroptimists, the Rotary Club and others.  The proposal stated ‘it is not 
intended the Hall should be made available for dancing’.  The ground floor shops 
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would remain, though a new extension was proposed at the north end of the building 
to accommodate a new principal staircase.  Elsewhere the proposals indicate a new 
steel frame being built inside the outer walls and this would carry a new steel roof 
structure. 

National amenity bodies seemed to agree with the Historic Society with the Ancient 
Monuments Society, the Georgian Group and Society for the Protection of Ancient 
Buildings all apparently having inspected the building and confirmed its historical and 
architectural interest according to the proposal.  The 1953 proposal even states that 
the Town Hall was a Listed Building. 

The same reverence did not apply to the Market Hall.  The 1953 proposal states that 
“the plan should include the demolition of the ruined Victorian Market Hall, paving the 
Market Place with setts...” 

In the end both the Market Hall and Town Hall were respectively the penultimate and 
ultimate buildings to be demolished as part of the wide scale clearance of Market 
Place in the 1960s.  The state of the buildings prior to demolition suggests the writing 
had been on the wall for some time.  The fine Georgian houses on the southern side 
of Market Place, the shops on the west side of Market Place, plus the buildings that 
closed off the northern side of Market Place were all demolished first, at a stroke 
obliterating evidence of the town’s past: Victorian, Georgian and earlier.  The Market 
Hall followed, before finally the Town Hall.  These latter two were demolished in 
1964. 

The southern side of Market Place was redeveloped as Greenall Court and a 
widened Sewell Street, the northern side for a wider access to the new bus station 
and car park, while the western side, formerly the Town Hall, Market Hall and 
neighbouring shops were made into a municipal open space in 1965-6 as part of 
Prescot’s ‘new look’.  The town’s War Memorial was relocated from Church Street 
(itself subject to substantial demolition) and placed to the south of the Parish Church, 
surrounded by concrete flag paving and headstones cut to size as pavements.   

The market place public open space as we know it took its present form and 
appearance.  Public conveniences formed the focal point, of a space of concrete flag 
paving edged by flower beds.  Retaining and boundary walls were made of randomly 
coursed stone and the space stepped up the hillside in plateaux over the site of the 
former Town Hall.  While there were benches and seats in the higher plateaux, the 
space containing the public conveniences appears to have always been devoid of 
seating and street furniture.   

Post-1966 

The public open spaces appears to have little attraction to the people of Prescot.  
The higher plateaux on the site of the Town Hall were soon removed and grassed 
over.  A 1980 plan to improve Prescot achieved many things, including the 
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pedestrianisation of Eccleston Street and the establishment of the Prescot Museum, 
but its proposal to revive what is described as the disused public open space at 
Market Place came to nought. 

Market Place was the venue for the final instalments of the town’s ‘Mug Fair’ a 
special market that was a remnant of the Corpus Christi Fair that was chartered in 
1333.  The last of these was held in 1992 and the fairs seem to have been the only 
instances where the public open space at Market Place was actually used for events 
or activities.   

In 1996, when the first proposal for a Shakespearian theatre in Prescot was floated, 
there was consultation on a proposal to turn the Market Place public open space into 
an outdoor performance space with amphitheatre-style seating.   

Prescot’s local government in the main relocated to Huyton with the formation of 
Knowsley Metropolitan Borough Council in 1974, and the commercial focus of the 
town has moved from Market Place to Eccleston Street to Prescot Shopping Centre 
(1989) and latterly Cables Retail Park (2001), with a large B & M store opening 
beyond the Retail Park in 2016. 

Present and Future 

The town centre has attempted to regain footfall and custom through a monthly 
Producers’ Market (2010 – present) and Arts and Crafts Fair (2015 – present), 
though these are located in Eccleston Street and the Shopping Centre rather than 
Market Place.  Similarly the town’s Elizabethan Fayre (2008 – present) is focussed 
on Church Street and Eccleston Street while the Festival of Music and the Arts 
(2004-present) takes place at venues all over the town centre, Market Place is not 
one of them. 

With the pending construction of a theatre and cultural and educational centre on the 
north side of Market Place, a proposed redevelopment of the Shopping Centre into a 
cinema, and the pending masterplan to revitalise the adjacent Churchyard and 
Cemetery, there is substantial investment happening or planned for Prescot Town 
Centre.  There is in addition to this the £3.2million Heritage Lottery Funded Prescot 
Townscape Heritage Initiative (THI, 2013-18) that is having a tangible impact on the 
buildings and spaces of Prescot.   

The THI-funded redesign and redevelopment at Market Place comes at an 
opportune moment where there is a real chance for the space to help to reinforce the 
locally distinctive character of Prescot and spur on its regeneration. 

 


