
 
 
John Birchall's splendid signature of 4 June 1610 appeared on a Survey 
of Macclesfield Forest, the day of the investiture of Henry Stuart, 
Prince of Wales, Earl of Chester … and Lord of the Manor & Forest of 
Macclesfield!  

 
Delamere & Macclesfield Forests     
How the cookie may have crumbled ... 
No doubt, perhaps, John Birchall’s work on the Survey of Macclesfield 
was concerned with ‘the sport of kings’ and tax revenues? 
It was often told that in 1610 Jimmy 1 was having a big trouble funding 
his hunting excesses in the Cheshire Forests.  
The Stuart passion for sport in the woods and the vast expense of the 
habit came as no surprise. Cheshire had long been a home of the royal 
sport ever since Willie 1 in 1066 and probably before that … although it 
was Willie who enshrined his play in Forest Law. Folk also remembered 
that way back in 1345 Eddie 3 was on his uppers thru both wars in 
France and his indulgences at home. Eddie came up with a great 



wheeze … he perniciously decreed a wage cap on the toiling Surfs (The 
Statute of Labourers) which would increase profits for the rich land 
owning Barons ... in this way tax could be levied from the rich for much 
needed revenues for his hunting passion paradise. Wot a scheme! 
But the Gods conspired against him, timing was a disaster, the Black 
death had decimated the population and a shortage of labour was 
driving up real wages ... just as the iron Law of Supply & Demand 
dictated. In 1353 a distraught Edward despatched The Black Prince 
himself to Cheshire to protect the play forests and to quell the crowd 
trouble which resulted when the privileges of custom & practice were 
so rudely usurped.   
The problems persisted, boys will be boys and the hunt was the macho 
sporting extravaganza … second to none … until Liz 1 seized her 
opportunities. Was she the greatest? Was this display of testosteronic 
conflict tamed by the wiles of oestrogenic cooperation which paved 
the way for civilised behaviour? There were many different ways to 
skin a rabbit and we always guessed the girls knew best?  
But, and it was a big but, although Liz ogled Virginia and upped the 
Spanish she failed to provide a heir … and died a virgin? We guessed 
that Walter Raleigh & Francis Drake had been there, seen it and bought 
the T-shirt, but there was no issuing evidence. 
In 1603 into the void stepped Jimmy 1, cousin Mary's lad, who claimed 
possession of the lot; England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. Full union 
and a flood of tax revenues was the only answer to his profligate 
indulgencies & passions ... but such remained inaccessible pipedreams.    
As was wont crowd trouble followed the tax squeeze ... he was in 
conflict with a frisky Parliament as well as Spanish left footers ... then 
in 1605 he crossed Guy Fawkes and in 1618 the Thirty Years War didn't 
help.  
Amongst all these shenanigans & malarkey 'the sport of kings' 
remained a grand priority and the forests of Delamere & Macclesfield 
in Cheshire remained honed & exclusive play grounds. Clearly hunting 
had always been the big fund consuming privilege. James had become 
obsessed since his youth but now he had the personal private access to 
these rich forests. 



His life revolved around hunting … and the tricky question of funding. 
In 1610 came The Great Contract. Feudal rights would be surrendered 
in return for a guaranteed royal income. It never came to much, 
Parliament didn't fancy a financially independent king and James 
thought £200,000 pa was peanuts. Parliament was dissolved as useless.      
To fund his excesses he then sold off the family silver. Common 
practice in bygone years but Jim took it to extremes. But by selling 
ennoblement titles the last remnants of meritocracy were breached 
and resentment fuelled.  
Undeterred he then first tax targeted and then sequestered the Crown 
Lands.  
The first antagonised the Barons by upping rents by factors of 3 to add 
to existing rampant inflation. The second was a short term expedient 
for James but … manna from heaven for the hard working tenants. 
For sure there had long been pressure from the ploughmen for more 
productive land as royal hunting had not only outlawed the ingress of 
new production into the forests but also ruined productivity of the 
existing when the king's hunt from the saddle, backed by Forest Law, 
decreed access and cut swathes through the arable fields and herd 
pastures. 
In 1612 our very own hard working ancestral Gandys were quids in.  
As tenants of the Crown, they purchased their land in 'fee-farm', for a 
knock down price of £1 an acre for land with a market value of £5 an 
acre. 
Yes James got his readies but the Gandys secured their opportunities - 
miniscule rents fixed for ever, security of tenure and as 'copyholders of 
inheritance' they could pass the deal on to their children ... good old 
Anglo Saxon custom & practice delivered a legally binding deal ... and 
wot a deal!   ... let’s go … the magic of property and compound interest 
followed from the investment in productivity improvements and value 
added in Cheshire Cheese.  
James did manage his very own Bible in 1611 to justify the divine right 
of kings, uber alles. But he was still stuck in shtook, 'the highest bench 
is the sliddriest to sit upon' because God himself 'stirre up such 
scourges as pleaseth him, for punishment of wicked kings'.    



Way back King Canute had exposed the problem. Happenings went 
from bad to worse. The education of young Prince Henry was lost to 
typhoid as the door opened for young brother Charlie who had a 
strong left foot but a loose head and no divine rights were visible.  
Slowly the forests of Delamere & Macclesfield transmogrified into 
green pastures for short horns and their gushing cream for 
scrumptious cheese.   
Then when the rights of kings led to baiting and abuse of potentially 
productive beasts, the animal loving Brits would have none of it and 
the moral sentiments of the Puritans became a band wagon ... crowd 
trouble erupted again and a forlorn king lost his head.  
 

From: tom swailes. Sent: 13 October 2020 To: 
jpb@themeister.co.uk  
A John Birchall was deputy to the Steward of the Forest of 
Macclesfield (William Stanley, 6th Earl of Derby) and c.1610 was 
commissioned by James I to oversee a survey prior to transfer of 
the Forest to his son Prince Henry. 
Unfortunately, as for the early Birchall's in your family history 
pages, I don't know very much about this man, but send me your 
e-mail and I will send you what I have, including a rather fine 
signature - he was an educated gentleman of quite high status. 
I'm not a Birchall descendant, I'm interested in the Forest of 
Macclesfield as someone who lives in the area.  
Hello Tom, thanks for your message. Intriguing! 
I have long been interested in James 1 following his impact on 
Cheshire Cheese production.  
Charles Foster’s research suggested many smaller sitting tenants 
in Cheshire acquired effective freehold title to their land and were 
thus motivated to invest in the added value of cheese. 
In 1612 my maternal ancestors, the Gandys, were sitting tenants 
of Crown Lands and jumped at an opportunity to become 'fee 
farmers' as the 'freehold' of their farm was offered for sale for as 
little as £1 an acre. Their customary rent was fixed and they 

mailto:tom.swailes@btinternet.com
mailto:jpb@themeister.co.uk


secured tenure for ever ... good old Anglo Saxon custom & 
practice delivered a legally binding deal ... and what a deal! 
Whatever you have on the Deputy Steward I would love to read 
thank you muchly for your offer . I look forward to a new addition 
to our story. Best john p  
Hello John 
The attached image of the John Birchall signature is on a Latin 
document in the National Archives E178/3639 Survey of 
Macclesfield. As deputy Steward, John Birchall sat in the chair for 
a court of survey at Macclesfield at the end of May 1610, the 
other two signatures are William Burges, the clerk of the court, 
and Robert Burges who I assume was related to William Burges 
but in what role I'm unsure. The date under John Birchall's 
signature 4 June 1610, is the day of the investiture of Henry as 
Prince of Wales and Earl of Chester, from that day I guess he also 
became Lord of the Manor and Forest of Macclesfield.  
William and Robert Burges were both gentlemen and holders of 
property direct from the king/prince as tenants in chief so there 
are inquisitions post-mortem for them both. John Birchall also a 
gentleman would have been of higher status, he sat many times 
as deputy Steward for the halmot, the forest court at 
Macclesfield, at other times Sir Edward Warren of Poynton 
occupied the chair. For John Birchall unfortunately I have no will, 
inquisition post mortem, etc. However, after the death of William 
Burges a Thomas Burchill takes over for a time as clerk and he may 
be a son of John. I'd speculate the Birchalls both had a legal 
training probably at one of the inns of court - I will look further 
into this. 
In terms of where these Burchills lived, my thinking at the 
moment is its possible but less likely they lived in Macclesfield. Its 
seems more likely to me they lived somewhere between 
Macclesfield and Chester or even in Chester itself. 
There is a nineteenth century publication that mentions John 
Birchall as joint governor of the Isle of Man in 1609-10 with a John 
Ireland. Based on my research thus far there is a question mark 



over this. John Ireland was certainly governor at this time and 
afterwards, Birchall may have been appointed for only a short 
time to represent William Stanley the 6th Earl of Derby until an 
inheritance dispute concerning the Isle of Man was resolved. All I 
can say at the moment is it seems highly probable that the John 
Birchall deputising for the Earl of Derby at Macclesfield and the 
John Birchall involved briefly in Isle of Man affairs at a high level 
are one and the same person. 
In the 1620s parts of the waste and commons of Macclesfield 
were offered at 10s an acre - but the land quality was not 
particularly high.  
Best wishes Tom  
Thanks Tom, 
very interesting times, good luck with your research and thanks 
for sharing. I will pass on anything I discover.  
I assume the Survey of Macclesfield was concerned with ‘the sport 
of kings’ and tax! 
James 1st was certainly having a big trouble funding his hunting 
excesses in the Cheshire Forests.  
... my ancestors may have benefited from his shenanigans ... or 
not? 
Best john p 
http://www.themeister.co.uk/hindley/weaver_refining.htm 

 
Importantly a detailed Survey of Delamere Forest was carried out in 
1627 – included was a beautiful map held in the Chester City Record 
Office (Earwaker Collection). tonybland@hotmail.co.uk  

17 years after John Birchall’s survey of Macclesfield Forest? 
 
Joan Fairhurst has started the ball rolling in 1988 with a fascinating 
history of Delamere Forest      
The same year in 1988 Elseph Thomas left a splendid history of Kelsall 
which seamlessly integrated the history of the village and forest.  
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