
 

The last of the Shireburnes: the art of death and life in Recusant Lancashire, 1660-1754. 

 

 

When J.M. Turner came to make his sketches of Stonyhurst Hall and the neighbouring 

church at Great Mitton, for the first time in 1799, he was immediately struck by the melancholia and 

faded splendour of that part of 'darkest' rural Lancashire. Perched high upon the brow of Longridge, 

the mansion commanded sweeping views of the valley beneath, of Pendle Hill and of the distant 

market town of Clitheroe; while the thirteenth century church of All Hallows - almost lost in the 

folds of the countryside - sat squatly on the borders of Lancashire and Yorkshire, at the confluence 

of the Rivers Calder, Ribble and Hodder, and served as a stubborn reminder of an earlier and less 

secular age. Relatively untouched by the forces of industrialisation, these buildings proved a delight 

to the Gothic imagination of the young artist. The empty pedestals of statues long ago melted down 

and the scratched and defaced stone lions that looked out along the central avenue of the parkland, 

seemed entirely in-keeping with the solemn line of recumbent effigies to the Shireburne lords of 

Stonyhurst, which dominated the north wall of their private chapel at Mitton. Consequently, it was 

little wonder that Turner subsequently chose to pass over the hustle and bustle of the newly re-

established Jesuit school - which had settled at the Hall after the Order's hasty flight from 

Revolutionary Europe - and to ignore the mundane scenes of Anglican worship in the nave of All 

HallowsÕ Church, in order to recapture something of the grandeur and feudal glory of their past 1. 

Divorced from their contemporary roles, Turner's views of these sights chose to reflect not only an 

idealised landscape but also the sense of decay and transience, which inevitably accompanied the 
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decline and eventual extinction of a great noble house. A generation later, these very same motifs Ð 

of a doomed family, of the mysteries and semi-magical properties of Roman Catholicism in its 

English context, and of the continued wildness of the Lancastrian countryside - would resurface 

powerfully in one of Mrs. GaskellÕs bleakest short stories 2. Yet this brooding sense of ill-ease and 

decay only manifested itself in the final years of the dynasty, and would have been entirely out of 

place during the period from 1660-1702 when successive Shireburne lords of Stonyhurst grew in 

self-confidence and fashioned durable networks of kinship, power, and patronage from their 

Northern stronghold.     

 

Having dominated the landscape and local politics of North-Eastern Lancashire for more 

than a century - through their lavish building projects and increasingly uncompromising adherence 

to Roman Catholicism - the direct male bloodline of the Shireburne family had failed dramatically 

in 1702, while the death of the last direct female heir in 1754 had witnessed the final eclipse of the 

dynasty and the break-up its their lands and properties 3. Though the failure of Roman Catholic 

families, among the gentry in eastern Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire, to reproduce 

themselves was not uncommon during this period: the blow struck to the Shireburnes was 

particularly severe and has served to effectively excise the memory of their influence, on both a 

regional and national level, from the work of successive generations of political and religious 

historians 4. This is all the more surprising since, in late seventeenth century Lancashire, the 
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Shireburnes had been the exemplars of a Roman Catholic family in waiting; the very people that 

James II had looked to in order to form a new political class in the wake of the Declarations of 

Indulgence granted by him in 1687-88. Defying notions of the quietism, parochialism and the 

impecunity of Northern Catholicism they had, by the early 1680s, already achieved an impressive 

local dominance in Lancashire, and held estates ranging from Northumberland and Yorkshire to the 

Isle of Man; as well as a townhouse in fashionable Bedford Row, Bloomsbury, and a manor house, 

complete with orchards, on the outskirts of Preston5. The family authorised the prospecting for coal 

on Longridge and attempted to foster the growth of the woollen industry in the Ribble Valley; while 

Sir Nicholas Shireburne (1658-1717) imported paintings, furniture and carvings from as far a field 

as India, China and Japan, and amassed a large personal library which included the original 

manuscript of the Luttrell Psalter 6. Having toured Europe and sat before Kneller's easel, this 

redoubtable ÒGrand SeigneurÓ devoted his latter years - as we shall see - to forging a series of 

dynastic marriages among the English Catholic gentry, which effectively consolidated his northern 

possessions and united the Shireburnes with the enormous power and prestige of the Howards of 

Norfolk 7.   
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Though they had not gained the level of toleration and the freedom of worship that they had 

so desired, the early years of the Restoration had brought real benefits to the Roman Catholic 

community in the North and done much to dampen sectarian tensions. With the newly re-

established ecclesiastical courts proving ineffective, and the High Commission allowed to remain a 

distant memory, the enforcement of the Penal Laws was now made largely dependent upon the 

individual judgement of local Sheriffs and Justices of the Peace. As these offices were frequently 

staffed by the Shireburnes' near neighbours, Protestant friends, or clients - such as the Ashetons of 

Whalley, the Nowells of Read or the Towneleys of Towneley - prosecution took on a far more 

personalised and, potentially, far more socially divisive and unwelcome aspect. Consequently, 

though the townsfolk of Clitheroe and Blackburn might view the Catholic chapel at Stonyhurst with 

grave mistrust and the local authorities might, in later years, complain bitterly of the little 

processions of rural workers from the slopes of Pendle to the gates of the Hall, in order that they 

might receive the Roman sacrament, little was actually done to disturb the Shireburnes' pattern of 

worship. This was in part a measure of the family's impressive level of local dominance, exercised 

through the careful combination of paternalism towards loyal tenants and their co-religionists, and a 

ruthless determination to crush all of those in their designated ÒpatrimonyÓ who had chosen to 

disagree with their aims or had meddled too deeply in their affairs. The Anglican incumbent of 

Great Mitton Church, the Rev. Samuel Felgate, was one individual who felt the force of their strong 

displeasure. In 1677 despite his concerted objections, he could do nothing to prevent Richard 

Shireburne (1636-1689) from interring his private chaplain within the grounds of the church, with 

the benefit of the full Roman Mass for the Dead. Moreover in 1682, despite petitioning to the King 
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for redress, Felgate was unable to see the glebe lands at Mitton restored to the Church of England, 

after their seizure by the Shireburne clan. Beset by the struggle to wrest the municipalities away 

from the control of the Whigs, it would seem that Charles II had little interest in alienating his rural 

Tory supporters and chose instead to temporise, putting off a binding decision till a later, 

unspecified, date 8.        

 

Such robust public defences of their religious faith and property rights did, however, come 

at a price. Despite their successes and the relative lifting of the burden of crippling fines on noble 

recusants after 1660, the Shireburnes were still extremely vulnerable to sudden sea-changes in the 

mood of the population at large and, above all, to dramatic shifts in the composition and outlook of 

the national government. More seriously, the simple fact that Penal Legislation continued to exist at 

all, effectively precluded the expansion of the family's power base into court circles - with the brief, 

but significant exception of the years from 1685-88 - and dramatically limited the ways in which 

expressions of its political and dynastic significance might be couched. Denied the traditional option 

of service to the sovereign, through administrative expertise, foreign diplomacy or military service, 

the later Shireburnes were forced - of necessity - to display their loyalty to the House of Stuart and 

their claims to regional dominance through conspicuous consumption, the provision of charity to the 

poor and elderly, and through the commissioning of major building works, which explicitly set out 

to glorify their names and deeds. In the context of late seventeenth and early eighteenth century 

England, such aristocratic projects were by no means exceptional or even particularly uncommon. 

What did, however, set the activities of the Shireburnes apart - from both their Anglican rivals and 

from the majority of their Roman Catholic peers - was the scale and intensity of their pursuits, and 
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the explicit link made between all of their endeavours and their rigid adherence to their faith in 

adversity.  

   

These themes of consistency and virtue, displayed in times of the greatest ordeal, had gone 

some way to offset and to explain the loss of influence occasioned by the family's change in status, 

after the 1620s, from ÒChurch papistsÓ, inclined to trim their sails in accordance with the dictates of 

the times, to irreconcilable and overt recusants 9. Thus even though he might not be able to ride to 

war against marauding Scots, as had his great-great grandfather, or sit upon official county 

commissions, as had his great-grandfather, Sir Nicholas Shireburne had nevertheless been 

bequeathed a powerful counter-tradition of service and self-sacrifice to the cause of English Roman 

Catholicism, which had been dramatically charted by the careers of both his father and grandfather 

10. Despite earlier tales of family members stuffing up their ears so that they might not have to hear 

the recitation of the Anglican rite, the roots of this tradition really became established during the 

civil war years. Though he had only given tacit support to King Charles I, Richard Shireburne 

(1586-1668) had witnessed the passage of both the Scottish and English armies across his estates 

during their running battles over Longridge, before the decisive encounter at Preston in August 

1648, and had twice that month been forced to play the unwilling host to Oliver Cromwell and his 

staff captains from the New Model Army. Threatened with heavy fines, though less for his 

Royalism than for his decision to provide a Roman Catholic education for his heir at the English 
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College at St.Omers, he compounded his estates in 1649 and - with his health failing Ð self-

consciously adopted the persona of the ÒEminent SuffererÓ: that of one had sacrificed everything 

that was dear to him, in order to be of service to his cause. This image of the devout patriarch, a 

gentleman brought low and reduced to the status of an invalid through the adherence to his religious 

principles, was a potent one which was consistently perpetuated by his descendants and was 

afforded the fullest expression in the funerary monument raised to him, by his daughter-in-law and 

grandson, a quarter of a century after his death 11. Indeed, even though the Restoration brought 

about the rapid resurgence of the family's fortunes, the concept of their willing sacrifice for the 

conjoined causes of the Stuart monarchy and the Roman Catholic Church in England, was 

continually appealed to and successfully reactivated at times of grave crisis - whether in 1678, 1688-

89, 1694 or 1715 - up until their eventual eschewal of active involvement in Jacobite politics during 

the 1740s.        

 

Titus Oates' fevered revelations of a ÒPopish PlotÓ found a strong echo in eastern Lancashire 

and the West Riding of Yorkshire in the winter of 1678-9, with the evidence submitted to the 

authorities by Robert Bolron. The hall at Stonyhurst was subjected to a thorough search, but its 

windowless chapel went undetected and its altar remained hidden from prying gaze behind thick 

curtains and drapes 12. Although the family's Jesuit chaplains had either fled or taken refuge in one 

of the many priest-holes that honeycombed the house; the damage done to the Church's operation in 

the North was considerable. Furthermore, the local Protestant elites who served as the Justices of the 
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Peace were now forced to play a far more active role in enforcing the letter of the law and bringing 

known recusants to trial. As a result, on 28 November 1678, the entire Shireburne clan - comprising 

Squire Richard (1636-89); his wife, Isabella; and their two sons, Richard of Wigglesworth (1652-

90) and Nicholas - were indicted and subsequently fined before the magistrates at Blackburn. Worse 

still, the younger Richard was specifically implicated in the unfolding allegations of a concerted 

conspiracy and chose, in December 1680, to go into hiding; while his father was forced to endure a 

brief spell of imprisonment until the force of the allegations had dissipated 13.  

 

The brief reign of James II promised and, indeed, did deliver much to the family. There is 

evidence to suggest that the Shireburnes had enjoyed cordial relations with the Duke of York before 

his accession to the throne and that they had done much to advance the military career of one of 

their clients, Sir Edward Charleton, in his service. Moreover, Nicholas Shireburne appears to have 

come swiftly to James's attention and to have been quickly recognised, and rewarded, for his loyalty 

and potential ability. Despite his position as a younger son, it was he Ð rather than his shadowy elder 

brother, Richard of Wigglesworth - who appears to have been active in promoting the profile of the 

family at court. It may even have been due to this disparity between the interests, endeavours and 

abilities of his children that led the elder Richard, in his will, to place his estates into trust for his 

wife, during her lifetime. Only after her death, were they to be fully apportioned between their two 

sons 14. Whatever the case, NicholasÕ career was clearly in the ascendant in the period from 1685-

88, as he enjoyed the trust and friendship of the King, and based himself in London and at 

Cartington in Northumberland, while his brother took over the running of the Shireburne manor and 

estates at Wigglesworth, in North Yorkshire. Having co-ordinated the efforts of James IIÕs land 
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agents in Ireland, liased with Talbot about the future scheme of government for that kingdom, and 

having established cordial relations with the Irish Catholic gentry, Nicholas was created a Baronet Ð 

during the lifetime of his father - on 4 February 1686, by a grateful sovereign 15. Other official 

appointments followed, which restored the Shireburnes to a prominence within the administration of 

Northern England that they had not enjoyed since the Reformation. On 25 June 1688, Sir Nicholas 

was one of a number of ultra-loyalist gentlemen - including his kinsmen, the Widdringtons, and the 

future Jacobite agent and plotter, Sir John Fenwick - who were appointed to serve as the Deputy 

Lieutenants of Northumberland; while on 17 September 1688, his father was authorised to serve as 

a Deputy Lieutenant in the West Riding of Yorkshire 16. The elder Richard was not slow in 

asserting his family's growing authority and self-confidence. Disregarding the penal legislation, with 

confined the provision of education solely to the discretion of the Anglican Church, he employed 

John Cottam - a Roman Catholic teacher - to instruct his tenants' children in religion and grammar, 

in November 1685, before raising and endowing a ÒfreeÓ school at Hurst Green early in the 

following year. Cottam's long tenure as master, and the Shireburne's insistence that Òthe said 

Schoolmas[te]r É  [should] be nominated placed and displaced at the will and pleasure of Richard 

Scireburne [sic] and his Heires male É  for ever hereafterÓ, does much to re-enforce the picture of a 

family who intended to reward good service, while keeping a tight control over the running their 

estates, and providing tangible evidence of the resurgence of their faith through the solidity of bricks 

and mortar 17. This sense of a strict and highly devout, paternalism was given further expression in 

Richard's charitable bequests to the poor and his covert establishment of an alms house on 
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Longridge, which was possibly also situated at Hurst Green. There is good evidence that he 

intended to formalise these arrangements and to build a permanent hostel, circumventing the normal 

operation of the Poor Law entirely and rendering the Shireburnes the most significant - and 

generous - local dispensers of charity and outdoor relief to the poor and dispossessed 18.  

 

However, the sudden, spectacular, and entirely unforeseen collapse of James II's regime, in 

the winter of 1688-89, brought a dramatic halt to all of these schemes and to the family's bid for 

regional predominance. Indeed their strength and loyalty to the King, when combined with the 

proximity of their lands to a possible invasion route from Ireland, and Sir NicholasÕ firm contacts 

with Talbot and the Gaelic Irish, marked the Shireburnes out Ð in the eyes of the Northern Whigs - 

as being a particularly dangerous and malignant clan. It is notable that a curious paralysis seems to 

have taken hold of the family in the closing months of 1688, for they made no attempt to muster 

troops or to hold Chester for James II. However, in the summer of 1689, when Jacobite agents 

landed at Cockerham Sands, they brought with them declarations to raise Lancashire in the name of 

the fallen Stuart King and a commission explicitly empowering the elder Richard Shireburne to 

raise a regiment of horse in order to fight in the expected civil conflict. Though significant quantities 

of powder and coin were stockpiled at Stonyhurst, and the family took possession of a share of the 

Ògreat Quantity of Arms and Warlike Equipage É  Kettle Drums, Trumpets, Jack Boots and É  

SaddlesÓ landed in order to facilitate a rising, there is little evidence to suggest that Richard and his 

sons were either natural or particularly willing soldiers, and plans for a great rebellion in the North-
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West were quickly and quietly abandoned by them 19. Unfortunately, this was not enough to prevent 

Squire Richard's identification as a potential Jacobite plotter. Seized by the local militia, he was 

brought to Preston under guard, before being transferred to Manchester on 25 June 1689. There he 

was kept under house arrest, in the relatively comfortable surroundings of the Bull's Head Inn, but 

was not allowed to Òconferre or discourseÓ with any of his co-religionists. Whether through the 

shock of his arrest, or the rigours of his hasty and disagreeable journey south, his health collapsed 

and he died at the Inn, still under the watch of the militiamen, on 8 August 1689 20. In a double blow 

to the dynasty, he was followed to the grave only a few months later by his heir apparent, leaving 

his widow and younger son to attempt to rebuild the family's shattered local influence 21. 

Consequently, a recourse to active Jacobitism appeared to be a natural path for Sir Nicholas, 

offering him the prospect of a return to power and influence in the event of a second Restoration. 

Given the frailty of William III's hold on power, in the early 1690s, such a course of action certainly 

seemed to be worth the risk of an attainder for treason and the Shireburnes busied themselves, 

advancing money to the exiled court at St. Germain and maintaining a regular correspondence with 

their absent sovereign, and his servants. Unsurprisingly, by May 1693, Sir Nicholas was once more 

in trouble with the authorities. Evidence was presented that, in late 1687 or early 1688, he had ceded 

his lands in Chipping, Lancashire, to Bishop John Leyburn, Vicar Apostolic, Òfor the maintenance 
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of secular priests of the Ch[urch] of RomeÓ22. However, witnesses were never called and the case 

was unexpectedly dismissed, as Sir Nicholas presented a mass of documentation to prove that at that 

time the lands were simply not his to give. They had been, instead, part of the property of his elder 

brother, who was now safely dead and could not possibly be called to give an account of his gifting 

of the lands in question 23. It may well have been this skilful defence, coupled with the ignominious 

collapse of the Manchester Treason Trials in the following year, which caused the authorities to 

subsequently relent in their pursuit of Sir Nicholas. Similar charges, regarding the settling of the 

Chipping estate upon ÒCharles Panket, a Popish priest É  [and] at his death in a succession for ever 

to Popish priestsÓ, were, however, reactivated in December 1716, when the government sought once 

more to clamp down upon the twin threats posed by religious dissent and by Jacobite political 

activism. New depositions suggested that the original gift of the property had been made by Sir 

NicholasÕ mother, and not by his elder brother as had been previously alleged, and offered 

compelling proof that Father Panket had lived openly, and in some considerable, style at a house in 

Chipping Lane 24. Perhaps, more worrying to Hanoverian and Anglican officials, was the contention 

of one of Sir NicholasÕ tenants Ð when accused of ignoring his own Òpoor relationsÓ and of 

subdividing his land so that he might be better able to support the covert activities of the missionary 

priests Ð that his kinsmen Òcould not do him so great kindness as the PriestsÓ, while affirming that 

Òall that I ever have shall go for pious usesÓ 25. However, just as before, the prosecutions of Sir 

Nicholas and his tenants were destined to stall and to fail, not as the result of a lack of compelling 

evidence or for the want of potential informers, but on account of the total absence Ð on the part of 

the local authorities - of a sufficiently strong political will and sense of self-assurance with to pursue 
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and to ultimately convict their troublesome quarry. Moreover, this unwillingness to challenge strong 

and long-established interest groups, who enjoyed the support of a sizeable cross-section of rural 

Lancastrian society, was also acutely felt by the agencies of central government. As a result, it 

seems entirely safe to conclude that it was this marked reluctance, of both local and national 

administrators, to directly challenge and to break Sir NicholasÕ influence through the courts, that 

afforded him such remarkable scope for overtly expressing his familyÕs enduring political 

allegiance, throughout the 1690s and early 1700s.  

 

His wife, Katherine, shuttled between the port of Harwich and the Dutch coast, with 

apparent impunity, in 1693 and again in 1695, on what appear to have been part of a regular pattern 

of annual visits to the Jacobite court 26. Moreover, when his daughter Ð Mary Ð fell sick in the spring 

of 1698, Sir Nicholas had no hesitation in sending her on a well publicised trip to St. Germain in 

order to find a cure. During her seven-month stay, the child was touched for the ÒKingÕs EvilÓ by 

James II in a carefully scripted ceremony which lent itself easily to the creation of effective 

propaganda, and was used to both emphasise her fatherÕs continued refusal to acknowledge the 

legitimacy of the English government and to proclaim his faith in the quasi-divine properties of the 

exiled monarch. On a far more practical level, Sir Nicholas was also mindful to reward the practical 

assistance and care that his daughter had received from Sir William Waldegrave, the KingÕs 

personal physician, and gifted him with a gold watch, worth in excess of £26, in return for his 

services 27.                 
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  However, the childÕs homecoming in December 1698, coincided with the instillation of 

other Ð far more durable - monuments that were also explicitly designed to underline the links 

between the Shireburnes, their religion, and the Stuart cause. The widowed Isabella Shireburne, 

mother to Sir Nicholas, appears to have been a woman of some considerable force and intellect. 

Through her carefully compiled account books, she had regulated the rhythms of life and work on 

the family estates, attuning them to the ritual calendar of the Roman Catholic Church, and Ð 

together with her daughter-in-law, Katherine - audited the revenues and dispensed doles every Lady 

Day 28. Upon the death of her husband, she had projected the remodelling of the Shireburne chapel 

at Great Mitton to accommodate her own future tomb, together with those of her spouse, her eldest 

son, and her father-in-law. Sculpted from a common basic design, by William Stanton, a London 

mason, these ÒStatuesÓ Ð as Isabella called them Ð represent the last examples of cross-legged, 

recumbent effigies to be commissioned as part of major, noble funerary art in England and Wales. 

Even though this decision to have physical representations of the family carved reflects a conscious 

medievalism, and a direct appeal to chivalric values, Isabella also ordered that the Shireburnes 

should be depicted in contemporary dress. This attempt to update a monumental tradition that had 

already gone into steep decline before the onset of the Reformation, was no less strange and 

anachronistic to observers at the close of the seventeenth century as it is today. Despite the passage 

of more than twenty years that separated their deaths of the three male figures, are all shown in the 

dress of gentlemen of the mid- to late 1690s, complete with square toed court shoes, curled periwigs 

and cravats tied fashionably in the Steenkirk knot. Each of the effigies holds a small prayer book, or 

breviary, and Isabella, as the only woman in the group, was shown as being shrouded in a simple 

smock, her head turned to regard her husband, and was Ð doubtless out of a sense of propriety - the 
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only one of the group not to be shown with legs crossed 29. There is evidence that these figures were 

originally railed in, and that lighted tapers Ð or candles Ð were suspended from the sides of each 

tomb, to provide not only light in order to illuminate them, but also the tangible proof that prayers 

for the dead were being recited, regularly, and in strict accordance with their wishes.  

 

That the exalted lineage of their family was important to the Shireburnes was underscored 

by the highly detailed, accompanying dedicatory inscriptions, which carefully set out the 

genealogies of each of the deceased and traced their complex patterns of intermarriage with other, 

predominantly local, noble and gentry families. It is no surprise to discover that during this period, 

Sir Nicholas was embarking upon a sustained correspondence and thorough research in order to 

clarify and chart both his own pedigree, and the evolution of his familyÕs coat of arms 30. It would, 

therefore, appear that the Shireburne chapel was intended to promote the ongoing cult of family and 

to link them directly with their northern fiefdom. However, as their epitaphs also make explicit, they 

also intended to provide a lasting testimony of their services in the Stuart cause and a direct 

challenge to the authority Anglican state church that now held formal possession of the fabric of All 

HallowsÕ. It was readily apparent to the worshippers at Great Mitton that the piety and loyalty 

celebrated upon the text of their lordshipsÕ tombs was neither to the Established Church, nor to the 

spirit of the Revolution Settlement.        

 

                                                
29 IsabellaÕs daughter-in-law, Ann Shireburne (nee Cansfield), was not accorded an effigy of her own, even though she 
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though they were often incorrectly described. 
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Monuments in Great Britain, (London, 1796), Vol.II Part I p.cvii. 
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Having finally taken possession of the Shireburne estates, at Michaelmas 1695, Sir Nicholas 

combined the, by now, traditional pursuits of his House Ð political Jacobitism, the initiation of 

ambitious building projects, and the provision of charity, based upon religious models Ð and 

pursued them with greater, and far more sustained, vigour 31. He completed the refashioning of the 

mortuary chapel, paying those debts of his motherÕs left still outstanding to the artists and masons, 

and supervised the hauling of the completed effigies, by cart, from the workshops at Holborn to the 

church at Great Mitton. However, it was his expansion of the mansion and grounds at Stonyhurst, 

and his attempts to formalise the operation of his familyÕs charitable bequests that broke new 

ground and signalled his intentions to both consume conspicuously and to place himself on a par 

with any gentleman, or courtier, in the land. Coach houses, colossal flanking towers, and marbled 

hallways marked the redevelopment of the old Elizabethan hall, while square cut canals and formal 

gardens, stretching out from the gates, offered the prospect of a distant echo of Versailles and of a 

possible rival to Hampton Court. Indeed, when one regards the exhaustive plans drawn up by Sir 

NicholasÕ architects, the lead eagles imported from Antwerp that decorated his cupolas, and the        

large statue symbolising ÒFameÓ that dominated the ornamental waters, laboriously drained from a 

reservoir high upon Longridge Fell, it is not difficult to detect the mark of hubris 32. By the late 

1690s, hopes of a swift return by the Stuarts were fading, and it would appear that Sir Nicholas had 

resigned himself to the prospect of a far more limited public career, than had previously been the 

case. The perpetuation of an influential Roman Catholic dynasty, now appears to have been his 

major preoccupation and there is something of an intense, ÒhothouseÓ, atmosphere in the provisions 

made for the education of his son and heir. 
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Spelling and grammar books, together with translations of Seneca dedicated especially to 

him, were lavished upon the young Richard Francis, alongside sets of bows and arrows, and 

ValantineÕs Day presents given by a proud father to Òa Child very Extraordinary in all Respects, 

both beautiful and forwardÓ 33. Such youthful promise was, however, to be cut tragically short when 

the little boy suddenly sickened and died on 8 June 1702, aged barely more than 8 !  years. In the 

wake of the disaster, Sir Nicholas gave expression to his grief in the form of raising an enormous 

and macabre tomb for his son, while local tradition began to continually rework, and to elaborate 

upon, the story. According to one version, the child had become lost in the maze newly laid out in 

the grounds of Stonyhurst by his father. With night drawing on, he had felt the pangs of hunger and 

feasted off the poisonous yew berries that grew in the hedges of the labyrinth wall, thus fatally 

poisoning himself. However, although the absence of yew berries in June gives the lie to this tale, 

the imagery of boyÕs tomb Ð which depicts Death thrusting his way from out of the depths of the 

earth, in order to snatch the child as he picked delicate blooms Ð does tend to confirm the laconic 

account of an ÒOld SextonÓ of Great Mitton Church, who believed that: ÒHe went to play in the 

gardens, when green fruit was rife, and he eat [sic] something that was poison, and diedÓ. Certainly, 

it is not beyond the bounds of belief that the last male Shireburne heir perished in this manner, and 

that Deadly Nightshade poisoning was the cause 34. His death transformed, literally overnight, the 
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social standing and dynastic importance of his sister, Mary, who since her return from the Continent 

had been consigned to the relative obscurity of the nursery and the schoolroom. It was upon her, that 

Sir Nicholas now fastened his hopes, and it is a gross simplification to believe Ð as some 

commentators have Ð that he renounced all ambition and brought a stop to his building projects after 

1702 35. MaryÕs wealth, religion and politics made her extremely eligible for marriage into the 

declining circle of great Jacobite and Roman Catholic families in England. Indeed, a far stronger 

case might be made, that in successfully negotiating the marriage of his daughter - with Thomas 

Howard, eighth Duke of Norfolk Ð in May 1709, Sir Nicholas had brought off a major political and 

dynastic coup, which served to propel his family into the first flight of the English aristocracy.  

 

Even though the penal laws prohibited a public wedding, Sir Nicholas determined that the 

dinner that followed the private ceremony, held at his London home, would be the occasion for 

fabulous expense and ostentatious display. The princely sum of more than £668 was spent on gilt 

plate as part of MaryÕs dowry, while £350 was spent Òin part for my daughterÕs wedding cloathesÓ 

and just over £128 went on food, consumed by the wedding guests in the space of just two days 36. 

Moreover, with the Howard estates still in ruins as a result of damage inflicted during the Civil 

Wars, the young couple and their train elected to return to Stonyhurst with Sir Nicholas, and spent 

the next seven months living off the land revenues and pursuing the deer which filled the 

surrounding parklands. Such largesse did, however, have to be paid for and it is no surprise to 

discover that in staking the future of his House upon both a high-profile marriage, and the implicit 

assumption that an heir would in time be born in order to unite the Shireburne and Howard 
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patrimonies, Sir Nicholas had placed his own finances under considerable strain. As a direct result, 

the cost of projecting his familyÕs power was born primarily by the tenant farmers who worked the 

Shireburne lands. The tripling of revenues from 1689 to 1716 was, therefore, achieved through the 

expedient of sudden and - at times Ð crippling rises in rent. Moreover, both Sir Nicholas - and 

subsequently his daughter Ð oversaw the running of their estates with a ruthless and clinical 

efficiency. Quick to anger, they pursued those tenants and neighbours who resisted their plans with 

relentless vigour and proved themselves to be notoriously litigious. Indeed, the operation of the law 

was one of the few areas to which the Shireburnes had direct recourse. Aided by their wealth, they 

enjoyed every chance of successfully utilising it in defence of their ÒrightsÓ or in mounting a direct 

assault upon those who pried too closely into their affairs. Sir Nicholas employed the services of a 

team of legal experts, which included Sir Charles Ingleby Ð who had been Judge of the High Court 

under James II Ð and Sir Edward Northey Ð who was to act as the Attorney General to both Queen 

Anne and King George I. However, it was the skill in land conveyancing of Nathaniel Piggott, of 

the Inner Temple, which he came to most significantly rely upon. Though unable to practice at the 

Bar, on account of his Catholicism, Piggott had nevertheless amassed a considerable fortune as the 

result of his uncanny ability to dissect the nature of complex contractual obligations and diligence in 

protecting the affairs of his wealthy co-religionists. It was he who had negotiated, and drawn up, the 

marriage contract between the Shireburnes and the Howards; and it was he who effectively 

preserved Ð and expanded upon Ð the former familyÕs inheritance and property rights 37. However, 

Piggott had another Ð less secular Ð function. He was also employed in order to circumvent the 

operation of the Penal Laws in regard to the provision of private charity. 
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As we have already seen, the Shireburnes had always endowed charitable concerns, linked 

directly to the propagation of their faith and family name. However, this drive reached new levels 

upon the succession to the lordship of Sir Nicholas and was, under him, formalised and injected 

with a new impetus. The need to maximise profits to sustain the displays of conspicuous 

consumption of the late 1690s and early 1700s, had effectively pauperised or driven out many of 

ShireburnesÕ tenants and labourers. Consequently, an interest in charity was based upon an entirely 

practical rationale and enabled the family to exercise a sense of paternalism in regard to their 

favoured servants, while weeding out of their estates those whose religious, or political views did 

not conform to their own. Despite the grand claims of his parents to have firmly endowed charitable 

bequests and almshouses, little had been achieved by the mid-1690s that was either durable or 

securely financed. Many of the promises for endowments remained simply that 38. It fell to Sir 

Nicholas to confirm and provide for these grants, and to initiate a comprehensive programme of 

building which would further stamp the landscape with physical evidence of the Shireburne 

presence.  

 

While his wife, Katherine, established an apothecary shop for Òthe distresÕd sick and poor 

lameÓ inside the coach-house at Stonyhurst, he attempted for generate fresh wealth and stimulate 

new patterns of employment through investment in the spinning of Jersey wools. This latter project 

may have been a short term expedient to alleviate hardship on the northern side of the Ribble, for it 

was only actively pursued between April 1699 and August 1701. Prefiguring modern job-training 
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schemes, Sir Nicholas made over one of the courtyards and several of the rooms of his house into 

workshops and hired Òa Man to comb the wool, and a woman to SpinÓ in order to teach his tenants 

the trade upon the new wheels. Accordingly, Òthe Neighbours came to Spin É  every day and span 

as long a time as they could spare Morning and afternoon from their familiesÓ. One they had 

satisfied their lord and their instructors, they were each given Òa pound or half a pound of wool 

ready for spinning and a wheel to set up for themselvesÓ 39. Unfortunately, despite the opinion of his 

daughter and her craftsmen that this programme Òdid a vast deal of goodÓ to the locality, there is no 

way of evaluating the lasting success of Sir NicholasÕ initiative40. However, it is probable that many 

individuals were helped over the worst of a temporary regional trade depression by his direct 

intervention in their affairs. A more traditional response to poverty was provided by the regular 

doles paid to the old and the destitute, through the almshouses or directly by the Lady Katherine on 

All SoulsÕ Day 41.  Sir Nicholas had been quick to convert his fatherÕs limited bequests into 

perpetual endowments, and by 1713 had extended the reach of his charitable concerns to encompass 

the ÒPooreÓ of Wigglesworth and Guysley Ð with both places receiving £6 per annum - Carleton 

and Hambleton Ð who were allotted £7 per annum between them Ð and the towns of Burnley and 

Chorley, which received £9 10 s. and £2 respectively 42. Dependent upon these payments, was the 

clause that these disbursements should be paid Ð by Anglican Churchwardens Ð every year, upon 16 

August. This date was rich in symbolism for the Shireburnes, as Squire Richard had died a prisoner 

on that date in 1689. It was doubtless with a cold sensation of revenge that Sir Nicholas saw his 

fatherÕs Jacobite ÒmartyrdomÓ honoured by the Established Church, while it was - in all likelihood Ð 
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probably dispensed with a similar, grudging, ill grace 43. Such stringent provisions were not, 

however, only confined to the Anglican clergy. Money was to be allocated to the Jesuit chaplains at 

the Hall on the understanding that they prayed, three times a week for 16 named members of the 

Shireburne clan, both alive and dead, and that they would regularly travel around the family estates 

in order to minister to the needs of their tenants 44.  

  

The earlier, much smaller almshouse at Hurst Green, was supplanted in 1706 by a much 

larger building at the nearby sight of Kemple End. From its commanding position on Longridge, the 

new almshouse, set Òtowards the High WayÓ, contained a central court and ten double-rooms, which 

provided accommodation for up to twenty elderly people 45. Time and money were lavished upon it, 

with building work continuing on into 1710, as stone masons were hired in order Òfor the hewing 

and setting [of] the [exterior] rails and banisterÓ and to ensure that the Òstaires [were] to be set firme 

without shrinkingÓ 46. Trees were planted outside and, underneath the gables, the names of the six 

local townships that had benefited from his charity were inscribed above the door lintels. On the 

pediment, Sir NicholasÕ leaden coat of arms proudly announced his continuing patronage and 

enduring presence as benefactor. A similar pattern for the building and endowing of almshouses 

would be followed, a generation later, by his daughter, in her dedication of homes for the poor at 

Stydd, near Ribchester, confirming the family as the leading charitable benefactors in the entire 

locality. 
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Even though they had systematically extended their control over their northern strongholds, 

and flaunted portraits of the Popes and the exiled Stuarts upon their walls, the Shireburnes were by 

no means untouchable47. The bags of Jacobite gold, shuttled to and from St. Germain, did not go 

entirely unnoticed by the authorities. In 1710, a government informer testified that Sir Nicholas was 

one of those gentlemen in Lancashire who were regularly collecting revenues, and soliciting loans 

for the Old PretenderÕs cause. The existence of a Tory government, influential friends within the 

legal profession and memories of the debacle caused by the trials of 1694, all combined Ð once 

again Ð to secure the dropping of all charges, but Sir NicholasÕ recusantcy ensured that he fell prey 

to sporadic fines throughout this period 48. This willingness to prosecute half-heartedly, or not at all, 

on the grounds of religious dissent, and outright failure to prosecute for political activism, and 

insurgency, was to show itself even more clearly as the Jacobite army pushed on towards Preston, in 

the winter of 1715. 

 

Though, as a man approaching sixty and in poor health, Sir Nicholas had declined to join the 

rebels, he allowed local Jacobites to feast at his house, in expectation of victory, and to melt down 

20lbs of lead in order to cast their bullets. Coach horses were given freely to serve as cavalry 

mounts, and between twenty and thirty men Ð including at least one of Sir NicholasÕ servants - were 

observed riding away from the Stonyhurst, on the morning of 11 November 1715, carrying with 

them a sack full of pistols, several muskets and a blunderbuss, all of which had been donated from 

the HallÕs gun cabinets and secret hiding places 49. From his marked absence from the supper party - 

and his willingness to delegate the business of entertaining ÒguestsÓ to his steward, George Kempe - 

it can be concluded that Sir Nicholas was unsure as to both the wisdom, and the outcome, of the 
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rebellion and that he had little wish to be personally associated with the rising until the Pretender 

was already installed in Whitehall. His caution was well founded, for as local government slowly 

regained its footing in the North West, following the surrender of the Jacobites at Preston, he was 

rapidly called to account. His political sympathies were only too well known: his servant Ð William 

Scott Ð had been prominent in the recruiting of men and in the seizure of arms for the rebels, and his 

own kinsmen Ð the Widdringtons Ð had been captured in the battle and were facing the possibility of 

a trial for high treason. At the same time, his near neighbours had chosen to turn kingÕs evidence on 

those collateral members of his family who had narrowly escaped being taken in the rout and who 

were now either on the run, or were desperately trying to protect their property and estates from 

sequestration 50. Worse still, prisoners interrogated after the battle clearly implicated ÒSir Nicholas 

Sherburne, a Roman Catholic of a very great estateÓ in the rising and it was reported that a letter had 

been found on the Earl of Derwentwater, at the time of his capture, in which Sir Nicholas explicitly 

wished the famous Ð and soon to be martyred Ð rebel lord Ògood success to their undertakingÓ 51.   

 

Under the pretext of searching for William Scott, the erstwhile servant of the Shireburnes 

who had escaped from the battlefield, Thomas Molyneux and Sir Henry Houghton, M.P., swore in a 

pose of twenty townsmen, and Ð after a weekÕs delay - dispatched them on the road to Stonyhurst 

under the command of Thomas Watson, the Constable of Aighton, Bayley and Chaidgley. They 

arrived after dark, on the evening of 27 December 1715, and after gaining entry to the walled 

parkland, presented a search warrant at the gates of the house and demanded that the steward 
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opened up in the name of the King. Unimpressed and unafraid, George Kempe refused and Òwent 

away into the house and staid about a quarter of an hour (as this informant [ie. Thomas Watson] 

apprehends to acquaint his master)Ó with the situation. However, upon his return, the steward 

refused them entrance and barred the doors against them. Whether it was due to the pressing cold, or 

to an ingrained sense of deference and an unwillingness to proceed without further orders from Sir 

Henry Hoghton, the resolve of the Constable and his deputies faltered, and then broke. Unwilling - 

or unable - to force an entry, they turned about, heading off back home under the cover of darkness, 

complaining bitterly that they could not storm the place as Òthe house was very strong, having a 

greate pair of iron gates to the front, and a paire of wooden gates on the backÓ 52.  

 

The confidence of Sir Nicholas, secure in his stronghold and permitted, after all, Òto sit by 

his Yule log undisturbedÓ was not, however, once again mirrored by the local authorities. Plans for 

his prosecution were widely touted, and then quickly abandoned amid the feeling that a fresh 

treason trial would be counterproductive, unsure of success, and liable only to present the Jacobite 

movement with another popular and sympathetic martyr: in this case a sickly and prematurely aged 

man, who had more of the aspect of the victim, than of a vanquished, blood-thirsty foe 53. However, 

this did not prevent the authorities from pursuing those priests who enjoyed the protection of the 

Shireburnes, and in the spring and autumn of 1716 fresh attempts were made to convict Sir Nicholas 

under the recusancy laws and to destroy his patronage, through specifically targeting his servants for 

prosecution. From his office in Preston, Mr. Chambers Slaughter wrote to the government 

commissioners, on 15 January 1716, that: ÒSir Nicholas Sherburne might be easily convicted [of 

recusancy] by one KempeÕs evidence, who was his stewardÓ. Though, due to the poseÕs abject 
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failure to search Stonyhurst Hall, it would be impossible to prove that Jacobite fugitives had 

sheltered there after the battle of Preston, and that Sir Nicholas, himself, had refused to 

acknowledge a royal warrant, there could be little doubt that it was Kempe who had denied them 

entry to the property. Thus, there was thought to be enough Òvery strong evidenceÓ of his complicity 

in the shielding of known Jacobites to either Òmake him hangÓ as a traitor, or to implicate his former 

master as a recusant and a rebel 54. However, Slaughter went on to report that Ònobody [among the 

local elites and judiciary] will prosecute at their own charges, [and that] therefore, if the 

Government does not use some method in that respect, all prosecutions, though the facts be never so 

plain, must dropÓ 55. In a similar vein, his colleague, William Moore, lamented: Òhad proper 

methods been taken [against Sir Nicholas] and encouragement given, it had been no difficult matter 

to have fixed sufficient evidence upon himÓ to convict him, alongside Derwentwater, of high 

treason 56. Yet this was not forthcoming, as the Houghtons and Molyneuxs drew back from a direct 

confrontation with a gentleman whose family had once sat alongside their own in the administration 

of local justice, and whose wealth and titles clearly outranked their own. As a consequence no more 

search parties descended upon Stonyhurst Hall, and the family and their servants continued to 

successfully elude prosecution.  

 

Sir NicholasÕ little victory Ð in shutting up the gates to his home - had certainly served to 

effectively place a shot across the bows of county government in Lancashire, limiting its further 

recourse to action against himself, and his family, but yet, on another level, his attitude towards the 

rebellion of 1715 had marked a marked a more significant switch in policy of the Shireburnes: from 
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one of active assistance in the preparation of a major military rising, to the making of mere Ògesture 

politicsÓ in support of the Jacobite cause. The commissions to raise and equip cavalry regiments in 

the service of the Pretender remained safely hidden, gathering dust behind the wainscoting, and not 

even all of the cache of pistols secreted about the hall were offered up to the insurgents. Indeed, 

even if we allow for an attempt in the aftermath of the failed rebellion Ð by both Sir Nicholas and 

his servants Ð to downplay their involvement with the Jacobite army, then their willingness to 

participate directly in the raising of Lancashire was still, at best, lukewarm. Sir Nicholas had chosen 

not to sit down to diner with his Jacobite guests, leaving his steward to make the practical 

arrangements for their arming and billeting, while at least one of his Anglican servants had tried to 

prevent the soldiers from taking all of the lead that they wanted for the casting of munitions. 

Moreover, even though the fate of the Jacobite army in England hung in the balance Ð and the sound 

of gunfire would have been clearly heard, the next morning, echoing along the valley walls to 

disturb the tranquillity of Sir NicholasÕ study and billiard room Ð the lord of Stonyhurst still did not 

see fit to mobilise his own tenants in defence of the cause which he claimed, so passionately, to 

espouse. Given his unwillingness to venture into the fray, the active mobilisation of men and 

resources on the Shireburne estates fell by default to humbler, yeomen activists, such as John 

Wareing of Bayley and the former servant, William Scott, who lacked both the wealth and social 

standing to effectively galvanise the rural east of county into taking up arms. In this light, the 

sudden descent of Wareing and Scott upon Stonyhurst, on the night of 10 November 1715, may 

well Ð as the government informants contended Ð have aimed to persuade Sir Nicholas to join the 

Jacobite army and Òto fetch him into the Rebells [camp] at PrestonÓ57. It is, therefore, of the greatest 

significance that in this, their prime objective, they so utterly failed, being denied even the 

opportunity of an audience with the man that they looked to as the natural local leader of the 
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rebellion, around whom supporters of the fallen Stuarts could rally and seek direction. The 

reluctance of Sir Nicholas Shireburne to commit himself to the, admittedly, high-risk strategy of 

open rebellion, reflects the wider failure of the Jacobite movement to transform vocal support into 

firm action among those recusant, Tory and dissenting elites, which it desperately needed to win 

over if it was ever to effect a second Restoration through a force of arms, alone. Moreover, the 

rejection of armed struggle by the most powerful and vociferous champion, in the North-West of 

England, of the conjoined causes of Jacobitism and Roman Catholicism, stood in stark contrast to 

the bold actions of his Whig neighbours, and of Sir Henry Houghton Ð in particular Ð who had 

raised the local militia for the Crown and had attempted to seize several artillery pieces from a 

vessel lying just off the Lancastrian coast, at Sunderland Point 58. However, if Sir Nicholas had 

chosen to abandon a military route to securing a return to greatness for his House, in favour of 

diplomatic alliances, fashioned about marriage treaties and the creation of a single Ð predominant Ð 

noble dynasty, upon which the hopes of the English Catholics might be fastened, then the exterior 

threats to the Shireburnes posed by Whig magistrates and mayors were soon to be as nothing when 

compared to the internal pitfalls created by the genetic imperfections and the strained marital 

relationship of his daughter, and her new husband. Ironically, it was to be the crowning achievement 

of Sir NicholasÕ life - the Norfolk marriage - that led to the final eclipse of his line. 

 

However great the sums spent upon feasting and hunting with the Howards and their 

dependents, nothing could disguise the failure of the Duchess Mary to provide an heir, or hide from 

public view the gradual Ð but total - disintegration of her marriage. There is little evidence to 

suggest that the couple were ever particularly close and Mary, following the death of her father in 

1717, maintained a peripatetic existence, continually in motion between her Shireburne estates in 
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the North and the manors owned by the Howards in the Midlands59. It is conceivable that a breach 

had occurred between husband and wife, in 1715-6, over the Duke of NorfolkÕs willingness to 

acknowledge the legitimacy of the Hanoverian succession after the failure of the Jacobite rising. 

Anxious to save his brother from the scaffold, for his complicity in the rebellion, and to prevent the 

wholesale sequestration of his estates, the Duke had proved himself eager to reach an 

accommodation with central government. Unfortunately, the pressing necessity of his argument and 

his appeals to realpolitik were entirely lost upon his wife, who reacted to them with utter scorn. 

Worse still, the DukeÕs attempts, in 1719, to broker a Concordat between the Pope, the Hanoverian 

government and the Roman Catholic community in England, appear to provoked MaryÕs open and 

vociferous opposition. Indeed, her influence did much to erode support for the Concordat within the 

Ducal household and hardened the resolve of many English Catholics to resist calls for the 

abjuration of the Stuarts, and the recognition of the legitimacy of King George I and his heirs 60. 

Narrowly escaping charges of complicity in a Jacobite plot of 1722, Thomas Howard had little 

further desire to bring himself to the attention of the authorities and waged a bitter, protracted battle 

with his wife over the choice of priests appointed to their household 61. Though Mary was 

eventually successful in the removal of Franciscans, and the appointment of Jesuits to important 

sinecures within the Norfolk establishment, she and the Duke chose to live increasingly separate 

lives. His premature death, on 23 December 1732, enabled her to retire to the home of her kinsman, 

Peregrine Widdrington, who she had known since early childhood and had Ð at an unspecified, and 

now unknowable point Ð embarked upon a sexual relationship with. This common law partnership, 

conducted discreetly in order not to give offence to the Howard family Ð or to compromise the 
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terms of the settlement of both her original marriage contract and the terms of her late husbandÕs 

will Ð effectively removed her, as the last of the Shireburne dynasty, from the arena of national and 

regional politics, and conceivably even resulted in a last desperate and divisive breach between her 

and her elderly mother 62.  

   

Widdrington, though the brother of an attainted peer, had lost his estates as punishment for 

his part in the 1715 rising, and was never considered the social equal by either the widowed 

Duchess or wider county society. Far more seriously, the failure of the couple to acknowledge, or to 

deny, their relationship caused a serious breach with their erstwhile supporters within the Society of 

Jesus. Father Thomas Lawson S.J., the DuchessÕ personal chaplain and spiritual director, had 

attempted to reach a compromise with them whereby they would have publicly acknowledged a 

morganatic marriage. However, both declined and the priest suddenly fell into disfavour, being 

dismissed from the DuchessÕ service, on 1 January 1734, and returning to his duties as Rector of 

Watten. This breach also served to distance the Duchess from the Jesuit Order, and damaged the 

traditional image Ð fostered by generations of Shireburnes Ð which explicitly associated the 

activities of the family with high moral sensibilities, and identified them as close adherents to the 

Church of Rome, in general, and to the Society of Jesus, in particular 63. Though her subsequent 

attachments to both Roman Catholicism and Jacobitism remained undiminished, after 1734, they 

were henceforth manifested only in terms of display - through the raising of memorials Ð and 

through limited financial support Ð via charitable endowments and gifts to the supporters of the Old 

Pretender - rather than in terms of forceful concrete action. The potentially scandalous nature of her 
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ÒmarriageÓ to Widdrington nullified any advantages that the support of Duchess could have brought 

to the rebellion of 1745-46, and there is an abiding sense, implicit in the text of the tablets which she 

crowded onto the walls of Great Mitton Church, that the drama was already played out. The war-

like effigies of old were replaced by homilies to her fatherÕs ÒHumanity, Sympathy and Concern for 

the good of MankindÓ, while Ð much later Ð her epitaph to Widdrington revealed characteristics Ð 

Òof so amiable a disposition É  being ever ready to oblige and act the Friendly part É  both sincere 

and agreeable in life and conversationÓ Ð which owed far more to the congenial world of the 

gentlemanÕs club, or the hearthside, where good manners and sociability were at a premium, than to 

the uncompromising world of the semi-feudal Shireburnes, who espoused a harsh political and 

religious militancy in equal measure. 

  

As a fresh Jacobite army headed south, on the road to Derby, the aging couple had no 

involvement at all in the momentous proceedings, and preferred, instead, to remain in their safe and 

secluded retirement. The symbols of Jacobite and Roman Catholic allegiance remained, but the 

form and substance of Shireburne power had already been lost, long before the rising of 1745-46, 

and eventual deaths of Widdrington in 1748, and of the Duchess some six years later. The continual 

re-iteration of the familyÕs claims to prominence, respect and grandeur, through the granting of 

charity and the willingness of sacrifice Ð already outdated, even in the 1690s Ð could no longer be 

squared with the reality of an elderly, childless, dowager, whose political activity was effectively 

nullified on account of her unconventional, and potentially scandalous, extra-marital, sex life.  

 

While there was nothing pre-ordained in this collapse of Shireburne power Ð the DuchessÕ 

gender and religion should not be considered as being fatal handicaps when compared with her 
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failure to give birth to an heir, or to adopt the conventional roles of, successively, the wife and 

widow  Ð the period from 1732-1754 can be seen as marking a watershed in local politics. The 

extinction of the Shireburnes and the passing of their patrimony to their kinsmen, the Welds of 

Lulworth, was taken for granted years before the DuchessÕ servants and retainers turned out to bear 

her coffin, on its last mournful journey, across the fell tops towards its resting place in the vault at 

Great Mitton. Sheer bad luck and personal tragedy, in terms of a barren marriage bed and the 

accidental death of a beloved child, had achieved far more than the enforcement of the Penal Laws, 

the accomplishment of the Glorious Revolution, and the sustained hostility of the Hanoverian 

government could ever have succeeded in doing. In this light, the most fitting relic to the end of the 

dynasty remains the grim memento mori to young Richard Francis. Flanked by carvings of weeping 

cherubim, overturned hour-glasses and the trampled bounty of nature, the monument to the little 

boy Ð already vandalised by 1878 Ð today, makes for an odd and uncomfortable companion to the 

Sunday School playmates whose chairs, tables and boxes of crayons are regularly overturned, 

scattered or pushed up about its base 64. The grief of a devoted father could not be more forcefully 

expressed, than in this idealised depiction of the blameless infant called Ð prematurely - to accept a 

heavenly crown, rather than the baronÕs circlet. Ultimately however, the emotional power of this sad 

and decaying monument is almost matched by the eloquent testimony it provides to the transience 

of temporal power wielded by a proud and mighty clan who came so close Ð in the 1680s and early 

1700s Ð to breaking free from the shackles imposed upon it by the Recusancy statues and to 

charting a daring, and remarkable course in the governance of the locality, and of the realm, alike. If 

today we recall their names and deeds only through worn inscriptions and the half-remembered 

lessons of Stonyhurst ÒOld BoysÓ, then it was not through their own reticence or negligence, but 
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through the blind operation of fate Ð or as they themselves would have perceived it, of the will of 

God Ð that at last caused them to be laid so low: ÒSic transit gloria mundi Ó. 
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