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LANCASTER’S HISTORIANS: WILLIAM OLIVER ROPER 
 

Michael Winstanley 

 

Abstract 

This paper discusses the life and work of the Lancaster historian, William Oliver Roper. It 

also assesses the current status of his work and shows how the practices of the historian have 

changed since Roper’s late-Victorian times. There is a catalogue of his publications. 

 

Introduction 

In 1964 the sociologist William Watson distinguished between what he called ‘burgesses’ , 

people in business or professions whose whole careers were largely spent in one community 

in which they played an active part, and ‘spiralists’, career individualists who had no roots in 

a community but pursued individual promotion and social advancement by changing jobs and 

homes (Watson, 1964). William Oliver Roper, deputy town clerk of Lancaster (1883–92) and 

then town clerk (1892–96) was an archetypal burgess who not only played an active role in 

Lancaster but was assiduous in researching its history and that of the surrounding districts. 

Today his work is still valuable but not as well-known as it ought to be. This study of his 

work is the first in a short series of articles intended to raise the profile of earlier local 

historians such as Roper and to highlight some of their work, much of which is now easily 

accessible on the web. 

 

Roper’s life and works 

William Oliver Roper (23 August 1856 – 17 September 1908) was a member of a long-

established commercial and merchant family in Lancaster, which can be traced back several 

generations. His great-grandfather was a merchant, his grandfather, Oliver, was a tobacco 

manufacturer and merchant and his father, William, increasingly traded as a wine merchant 

(T. Satterthwaite & Co). His father was mayor of Lancaster in 1869–70, an active proponent 

of public-health improvements and water supply and a keen meteorologist who published 

several pamphlets on the subjects in the 1880s. His mother, Jane (née Simpson) was also 

from a long-established Lancaster merchant family who had moved to London. The family 

lived at ‘Southfield’ off South Road/Ashton Road, now incorporated into the Royal Lancaster 

Infirmary. William Oliver attended Lancaster Royal Grammar School and trained as solicitor, 

working with Thomas Swainson and Co. on Castle Park. He became deputy town clerk to 

Swainson in 1883 and town clerk in 1892, and retired in 1896 due to ill health. In 1885 he 

married Ada Jane Storey, daughter of the local oilcloth manufacturer, Edward Storey of 

Crosslands (a large house on the White Cross site, now demolished), and they set up home at 

Edenbreck on Abraham Heights, before moving to Beechfield in Yealand Conyers in the 

1890s from where he continued to act as solicitor for Storey Brothers. He died there in 1908 

(Cann Hughes, 1908; Lancaster Observer, 25 September 1908). According to Thomas Cann 

Hughes, his successor as town clerk and also an active local historian, his mind ‘was 

saturated with the history of his native town and district’. The truth of this is amply borne out 

by what he did over a period of some thirty years from the late 1870s.  

 

Undertaking local history in the late-nineteenth century was very different from today. 

Although original documents were increasingly available in London through the British 
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Museum and Public Record Office, outside the capital it was a very different matter. There 

was no public library in Lancaster until the end of the century, no county record office and no 

local history society. Pursuing research, therefore, depended on what publications one owned 

or could borrow, what original sources one was able to access locally and what sites and 

buildings were available for surveying and potential excavation. Research was sustained by 

networks of like-minded individuals in the county who were all pursing similar objectives. 

They transcribed sources, organised excursions, heard papers, exchanged information and 

ideas and published articles. The young William was one of a handful of local men (all men 

at that stage) who took advantage of the opportunities these networks offered. At the age of 

just 20 in 1876 he became a member of the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, a 

largely Liverpool-based society, which had been formed in 1848. This published an annual 

journal which contained learned articles on a variety of subjects. The only other local 

members at that time were Canon William Grenside of Melling, who had joined as early as 

1854, George Preston of Liverpool and Ellel Grange, and William Garnett of Quernmore 

Park. E.G. Paley, the Lancaster architect, joined in 1880. The Chetham Society in Manchester 

dated back to 1843 and published transcriptions of original sources in private hands, diocesan 

archives and the Public Record Office. In 1880, when the Society first published its list of 

members, William was the only resident of Lancaster to be named although William Garnett 

of Quernmore and John Sharp of the Hermitage, Caton, an ex-mayor of Lancaster, were also 

members. He also joined the Manchester-based Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society 

in its first year, subscribing in July 1884 along with E.G. Paley and the young Herbert Storey. 

The following year he joined the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and 

Archaeological Society of which Garnett and Paley were again local members. In 1897 he 

was elected a Fellow of the prestigious London-based Society of Antiquaries and he joined 

the Royal Archaeological Institute around the same time. He was also a member of virtually 

every local society in Lancaster, including the Lancaster Philosophical Society of which he 

was President in 1890–1. 

 

These local voluntary societies provided the outlets for the vast majority of his publications 

from the mid-1880s although his first ventures into print would appear to have been in a 

national journal, Notes and Queries, in which readers could ask questions and receive replies. 

In 1878 he requested information on executions at Lancaster in the eighteenth century and the 

following year contributed information on the origin of the word ‘sideman’ (Notes and 

Queries, 1878). All his subsequent publications display an approach which was characteristic 

of what was then usually called ‘antiquarianism’, combining descriptions of buildings or 

monuments with transcriptions of documents obtained from a variety of sources: earlier 

antiquarian publications and documents in the Public Record Office; the British Museum; and 

local parish records and private hands. 

 

His research incorporated not just Lancaster but the surrounding area. Churches, Castles and 

Halls of North Lancashire, published in Lancaster in 1880 and lavishly illustrated with 

photographs, described some local buildings in detail including Lancaster Castle, Halton Hall 

and church, Cark Hall, Cartmel church, Wraysholme Tower, Aldingham church, Gleaston 

Castle, Swarthmoor Hall, Urswick church, The Peel of Fouldrey, Furness Abbey and 

Hawkshead, and Conishead Priory. In the same year his first journal article sought to solve 

the puzzle of who was commemorated by the Harrington monument in Cartmel. After 
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describing the monument he used what he called ‘collateral’ evidence from remains in other 

local churches and registers, correctly suggesting that the monument had been moved from its 

original position and predated 1618. 

 

Over the next twenty years he published a number of short studies of local buildings and 

monuments including Warton church, Hornby Castle, the manor of Halton, Abbeystead 

School, Cockersand Abbey, Borwick Hall, and the Daltons of Thurnham. These were 

published as articles in the journals of the Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire and 

the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society. They were essentially chronological 

accounts based on selected documents combined with descriptions of existing buildings, 

monuments and inscriptions. As was usual at that time, his documentary sources were not 

systematically referenced. Nevertheless, he provided sufficient indications to illustrate the 

difficulties that historians then had in obtaining easy access to original material. Much of his 

narrative relied on culling sources such as antiquarian writers like Thomas Dunham Whitaker 

and John Roby and on extracts from published transcriptions in series such as those of the 

Chetham Society or the Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire. These included State 

Papers in the Public Record Office, Harleian MSS in the British Museum, Lancashire Pipe 

Rolls (transcribed by William Farrer), wills (transcribed by J.P. Earwaker), Royalist 

Composition papers, heralds’ visitations and private papers such as the Tyldesley diaries 

(which had been published by Joseph Gillow) and the published journal of George Fox. He 

also made use of parish registers, still held in the churches, and although he did not clearly 

state this, he probably had access to papers and manor records held in Halton Hall, then 

owned by the Sharpe family to whom he was related through marriages into the Storey 

family. Perhaps his most interesting contributions were on Warton. In 1886 he described the 

contents of John Lucas’s history of the area and in 1891 he documented the research behind 

some legal work that he undertook in relation to Leighton Hall’s claim to a pew in Warton 

church, which he had been called in to pursue. In this he carefully listed the sources he had 

used and also noted the physical layout of the church, demonstrating the value of what he 

called ‘archaeological’ evidence for the law. The correspondence relating to the case is in the 

Lancashire Archives (Lancashire Archives, n.d.).  

 

His articles were concerned with the neighbourhood but his primary passion was Lancaster’s 

history. His appointment as deputy town clerk in 1883 seemed to open up new opportunities. 

In that year he published a survey of Lancaster’s charters held by the Corporation, 

commenting that ‘the Corporation possesses Minute and Account books of considerable local 

interest’ and referring to his ambition to write a ‘history of that ancient and loyal town’. In 

1896 he again used the Corporation’s records on Lancaster Grammar School to provide an 

outline of its chequered history, which quoted extensively from the original sources. In 1898 

he returned to the subject of the charters when he and Cann Hughes addressed the members 

of the Royal Archaeological Institute who were visiting Lancaster. From the early 1890s he 

began to publish more substantial studies. The first two volumes of his four-volume 

Materials for the History of the Church of Lancaster were produced by the Chetham Society 

in 1891 and 1894. These were largely lengthy reproductions and transcriptions of cartularies 

relating to the parish, which included chapelries in other parts of Lancashire, not just St 

Mary’s itself, and his work mirrored similar publications which the Cumberland and 

Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society had recently produced on 



63 
 

ecclesiastical records. He continued with this work after retiring from his post as town clerk 

in 1896, but published few other articles. His ambitions were clearly curtailed by ill health. 

Volumes three and four of Materials on the church contained further extracts from church 

records and did not appear until 1906. His two volumes of Materials for the History of 

Lancaster, with reproductions of a large number of local sources, were published in 1907, 

also by the Chetham Society. These contained short accounts of events covered in his lectures 

(see below) and articles on Lancaster Castle, freemen, the Marsh Estate, Lancaster School 

(reproduced from the Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society, 

1896), and lists of town officials. The final editing was undertaken by his loyal wife, Ada 

Jane, and clearly represented what was essentially work in progress. He died in 1908 after a 

long illness, aged just 52.  

 

Roper and the popularising of history  

Throughout his career Roper actively sought to engage the interests of residents of his native 

town in its history. From the mid-1880s he presented a series of lectures to the Lancaster 

Philosophical Society, later brought together and entitled ‘Lancaster and English History’. 

These ranged widely, incorporating the granting of the charter by King John, John of Gaunt’s 

possible connections with the town, the dissolution of the monasteries, the Pilgrimage of 

Grace, the march to Flodden, the witches’ trial of 1612 and, in considerable detail, the 

Jacobite uprisings of 1715 and 1745. These were reported in the local press, published in the 

Transactions of the Lancaster Philosophical Society and as pamphlets and were later 

reproduced by the Lancaster Observer in the weeks preceding the historical pageant in 

summer 1913 that portrayed many of the scenes Roper described. Understandably, unlike his 

journal articles, he did not allude to primary sources at all, but as his obituary in 1908 noted, 

he had an ‘artistic eye to effect without doing violence to the facts …they are all 

picturesquely written, thanks to a happy imagination and a true sense of historical fitness’ 

(Lancaster Observer, 25 September 1908). Regrettably his enthusiasm and ‘happy 

imagination’ sometimes led him to exaggerate the town’s importance, conjuring up dramatic 

reconstructions of events which allegedly occurred here and even putting words into the 

mouths of some of the individuals involved. These traits are perfectly illustrated in his 

portrayal of the granting of the royal charter in 1199 in which he described King John as 

holding court in Lancaster Castle with much pomp and ceremony and attended by leading 

knights, nobles and bishops who rode in ‘from near and far to attend upon the King’. Also 

there, he claimed, were the ‘stout burghers’ of the town – ‘no strangers are they to the court 

of the King of England’. This was good popular stuff and it no doubt served its purpose of 

instilling a sense of local pride in the town’s past. But it was seriously misleading since it had 

no historical foundation. Although he is careful not to say that the charter of 1199 was 

granted on a visit to Lancaster by King John, he nevertheless gave that impression, as well as 

inventing the idea that the Castle was a place in which he had held court. The charter had in 

fact been signed at the palace of Le Mans in France where John spent much of his time: there 

is no record of him visiting the town before February 1206 and no record of any such 

gathering in the Castle. 

 

Assessing Roper’s contribution 

How important was Roper at the time? Clearly he was much respected in the town and, along 

with other local antiquarian writers, served to arouse a wider interest in local history. Just 
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before his death in 1908, his successor as town clerk, Thomas Cann Hughes, and a number of 

other local men, organised an ‘Old Lancaster’ exhibition in the Storey Institute. Five years 

later Roper’s work provided the foundation for every scene (except the one on the Romans) 

in the historical pageant which was performed in August 1913 in Springfield Park in front of 

thousands of spectators. Many of these pageant reconstructions clearly bore witness to his 

vivid, dramatic accounts of events which may, or may not, have happened here. The portrayal 

of King John in the pageant, however, was changed as a result of reservations from J.B. 

Robertson that he expressed in a letter in the Lancaster Observer, but John was still portrayed 

as visiting the town to present the charter in 1199. Robertson also had the temerity to 

question whether John of Gaunt had ever visited the town (Lancaster Observer, 25 October 

1912). But the broad outlines of most of the other events, if not the details, accuracy and 

significance of the dramatic reconstructions, have been largely accepted by later writers. 

 

It would be wrong to judge his longer-term legacy by today’s standards. He lacked much of 

the broader understanding that now helps us assess the significance of specific events. His 

work would clearly fall short of what is now considered to be ‘academic’ history in the 

modern sense of the word. Like other antiquarians of that period he also failed to 

acknowledge regularly or appraise critically all the sources he used and many of those he did 

cite in his early articles were from published transcripts. But prior to Roper the only 

dedicated study of the town’s history, outside more general surveys of the region or county, 

had been Robert Simpson’s history of the town in 1852. This had been written after he had 

been in the town for only a few months and, he freely admitted, probably contained ‘many 

errors’ and was based almost entirely on published material (Simpson, 1852, preface).  

 

By contrast, Roper clearly undertook original research and site visits. His deduction that the 

individual commemorated by the memorial in Cartmel church was either John Harrington 

(died 1348) or his son Robert has been largely validated (Coldstream, 1994, 158). Although 

he rarely produced detailed drawings of the buildings he described, his book on Castles, 

Churches and Halls of 1880 included photographs of them and his articles also often provided 

information on their general layout and state of repair. In the case of Borwick Hall in 1895 he 

portrayed a poignant image of sad neglect and decay. 

For many years now the hall has been uninhabited, and is consequently falling out of 

repair. It stands melancholy in its solitude, the silence only broken by the visitors who 

come to gaze on the former home of a family which, in its day, played its part in 

Lancashire history, but whose name and habitation are now almost forgotten. (Roper, 

1895, 36) 

 

His work on Cockersand Abbey included a plan of the site he had drawn up in January 1886 

in which he attempted to reconstruct the original layout from what was visible above ground. 

In 1923 some of his local protégés from the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society 

undertook excavations there and published their results. This added more details of outlying 

structures and foundations but largely confirmed his work. His studies of the Daltons of 

Thurnham and of Wyresdale, Halton, Hornby and Caton as well as his broader 1880 survey 

of churches and halls in the region were all cited in the descriptions of these places in volume 

8 of the Victoria County History (1914) which appeared six years after his death. 
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He also made extensive use of primary sources for his studies of Lancaster Grammar School, 

Abbeystead, the Marsh Estate and the charters. Through his collections of Materials on the 

church and the town, published between 1891 and 1907, he made widely available a large 

number of previously inaccessible sources. He was the first historian in Lancaster to do so on 

a sustained basis and these works are undoubtedly his most enduring legacy. His reproduction 

of St Mary’s cartularies is still widely consulted by academic historians, as are the 

transcriptions of memorials in the church and graveyard – some no longer extant or legible – 

which were undertaken for him by the verger. He also undertook invaluable service in 

transcribing and translating the town’s charters, compiling a list of previous mayors and other 

officers of the town and making widely available many other original documents relating to 

the town and its institutions. 

 

One can only speculate what this ‘diligent student of the history of his native town’ (Victoria 

County History, 1914) might have achieved had his health not failed him so prematurely.  
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    Collections, Lancaster University Library. 

 

 


