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Dr John Lingard 
The Celebrated Nineteenth Century Hornby Priest and Historian 

Mike Goth 

Fig. I Dr John Lingard 

(Photo. courtesy of The Presbytery, Homby) 

Dr John Lingard was born in Winchester on the 5th of February 1771, where his father was a 
carpenter and he was confirmed in the Catholic faith at the age of nine in 1780. His talents soon 
attracted attention, with the result that inl 782 the Catholic priest in Winchester, James Nolan, 
arranged with Bishop Challoner for John to attend 'Douai College' in Flanders. He entered the 
college on 30th September 1782, and in 1790 he took the oath and commenced his studies as a 
student for the priesthood. However, in 1793 Flanders was overrun by the French army during the 
revolution, which caused the closure of the Douai College. He returned to England and spent some 
time as a tutor, after which he returned to his studies for the priesthood at Crook Hall, the seminary 
for the north of England at York. Having been ordained by Bishop Gibson in 1795, Lingard did 
not take up the priesthood, preferring to stay on at Crook Hall as Professor, and it was here that 
he began his historical research. In 1806, he published his first book entitled 'Antiquities of the 
Anglo-Saxon Church'. Some 12 months later he was in dispute with the Bishop of Durham over 
Catholicism. 

Dr Lingard was a 'Cisalpine' (a believer in limited papal authority,) and as such represented the 
English Catholic Enlightenment, and was opposed to 'Roman Ultramontanism' (the belief in central 
papal authority), a point that he made in a series of articles published in the 'Newcastle Courant' in 
1807, entitled 'Letters on Catholic Loyalty'. John Lingard was not disposed to the wearing of clerical 
dress, but (it was said) always dressed as a gentleman, continuing to say the Mass in his long brown 
coat, and breeches, in the old fashioned way; 'and with none of the new-fangled flummery from 
across the Alps', He had, he said, 'no objection to Italians carrying on thus, but why import things 
into England? Gothic architecture for one, and dog-collars, and black frock-coats, and calling people 

31 



'Father', and processions, and splashing with holy water. All of them practices in themselves 
certainly unnecessary, in their consequences, as far as I can see, calculated to confirm the prejudices 
of well-educated protestants, and prevent them from considering the essentials of our holy religion; 
and yet all advocated by men whose judgement I respect, and of whose zeal and sincerity I can have 
no doubt .... the best thing I can do is to keep myself to myself, and leave others to follow their own 
judgements without any interference of mine.' 

It was whilst he was the incumbent at Homby that he started on his great work, 'The History of 
England'. Of course the History came in for criticism, but Lingard, as was usual, took little if any 
notice of it. It is said that the criticism showed how successfully he had attained his ideal of unbiased 
accuracy and it was considered by most to be the most definitive history of its time. It was published 
in eight volumes between 1819 and 1830. He revised it three times, the fifth edition being completed 
in the year of his death. His published works number thirty two. 

Fig 2 Lingards Oak Tree 

He was also a very keen gardener and laid out the gardens to the rear of the Homby Presbytery. 

This fine Oak tree, to be seen in the garden, was planted by him as an acorn that he brought from 
'Lake Trasimene' in Italy in 1830. It has been said that Linguard was a very interesting man and a 
man of great common sense. A letter published in 1905 from one Leonard W Willan, who at that 
time was living in California. said : 'In 1822 when I was living in 'Aughton', we had a very severe 
case of 'Typhus', a Mrs Miller, a member of his flock, to whom he was called. Linguard walked to 
Aughton and returned a distance of some six miles; apparently this was his normal method of 
visiting his church members. 'On entering he noticed that the windows did not admit any ventilation, 
being non-opening, thus her room was intensely stifling and unbearable, Linguard felt the true 
situation, so before speaking to her he took his walking stick, poking it through every one of the 
little diamond panes cased in lead, and thus let into the room the life-giving air.' The patient duly 
recovered. 

He also used to walk to and from Lancaster on a Saturday (an 18mile round trip). 

Dr John Lingard also undertook the building of the present plain but pleasant church of 'St Mary' 
that we see today, constructed mostly from stones and materials brought from the chapel at 
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Claughton, which he had had pulled down. The porch was a later addition during Lingard's time. 

He died in Homby on the l 7th of July 1851. He was a much revered priest, respected by all members 
of Homby village society, both high and low, also by all faiths, be they Christian or otherwise. 

He is probably the only Catholic Priest whose memorial tablet is installed in an Anglican Church. 
This tablet can be seen to the rear of the south chancel pillar in St Margaret's Church, standing 
directly across the road from St Mary's, which had been his home for so many years. 

A very pleasant room at the top of the Presbytery has been set aside as a 'Museum cum memorial' 
to his name, and contains many relics including a number of his works, the desk upon which he 
wrote them, together with his pen and glasses etc. This room also contains a number of items and 
memorabilia relating to Ann Fenwick of Homby Hall, whose will had financed the construction of 
the Catholic Church of St Mary and the Presbytery, following her death in 1777. 

A tablet to Dr Lingard's memory is also attached to the wall of the Presbytery, to the right of the 
front door. 
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