
THE EARLY LORDS OF ATHERTON  
 

 
What follows is an exercise in genealogy and the leading Atherton of Atherton pedigree 

is that extracted by Sir William Dugdale (Norry King of Arms) during his Lancashire 

Visitation of 1664/65.  
I was concerned that Dugdale’s work does not agree with the Victoria County History 

and also Dugdale begins with Robert Atherton Sheriff of Lancaster in the reign of King 

John, but there was no Sheriff named ‘de/of’ Atherton during John’s reign (1a). 
Set out below is something of a “hotchpotch” but it can be seen who is supported by 

reliable text and National Archive records and who has been included on the basis of 
sources unknown to me. 

 

It follows that this work may well need amendment in the future! 
       

             ------------------------------------------------- 
 

William of Atherton 1st Born aprox 1150 

 
Succeeded by his son Henry. 

 
Henry Atherton 1st  

 

At the taking of an ‘inquest of service’ in 1212 Henry son of William holds the manor 
under William Boteler Baron of Warrington. William of Atherton holds 10 plough lands 

subject to one Knight’s fee i.e. knight service in arms and one plough land for a fee or 

cash rent of 1 mark per annum (13s.4d) 
 

(1). In all circa 1,000 acres if we allow for common. 
 

William of Atherton 2nd 

  
William son of Henry holds the manor in 1243 per ‘Testa de Neville’ (whatever that is) 

(1).  William of Atherton 3rd  
 

William was ‘amerced’ before the justices in Lancaster with his sons Alexander and Hugh 

in 1292. 
William attests a charter in 1300 with his son William. (1)  

 

William of Atherton 4th  
 

Married Agnes ______ before 1305 and he died circa 1315/16.  (1) 
In 1298 he purchases the Manor of Blackrod from Sir William de Bradeschagh and sells it 

back to him in 1312. 

See the published Norris Deeds - number 913. Record Soc for Lancashire & Cheshire. 
By 1302 it is evident that William holds Garswood, a one third part of the manor of 

Ashton. (2) 
 

Aside of Henry his heir there is a reference to his daughter Margaret in the Close Rolls 

entry dated 4th July 1323. 
The Patent Roll for 16th July 1333 refers to Roger son of William Atherton and in 1350 

there is a reference to Roger without relationship.  This Roger is NOT recorded in any 

other pedigree that I have seen. 
Some pedigrees refer to another son, Adam. He is referred to as the son of William in an 

Assize Roll dated to 1347 and is a Chaplain. (2) 
 

 



Henry of Atherton 2nd  
 

Summoned to attend the ‘Great Council’ at Westminster 1324. In 1342 exempt from 
knighthood on health grounds. In 1352 pays a fine to be exempted from knighthood.  

(1) 

 
There appears to be more than one Henry Atherton but on 13th July 1331 a one Henry 

is named as the son of William and this is the first of six Close Roll entries in respect of 

monies owed to John de Blebury and Ralph de Overton. 
 

On 15 May 1341 the Patent Rolls record Henry Atherton's exemption from Knighthood 
and since the V C H note refers to the same page of the “roll”, 1342 must be a rare 

misprint. 

 
There are a number of further Patent Roll entries for Henry Atherton of Collebynt 

(Chowbent a district of Atherton). There are also entries for Henry Atherton of 
Hyndelegh (Hindley), and in due course it appears he is murdered.  

 

Henrys son and heir is William, whom I deal with separately. 
 

Some pedigrees record Richard as a son of Henry and he is recorded as follows, but 
without relationship.  Richard is recorded in Patent rolls dated to 14th October 1361 and 

31 January 1375. He is also a deponent in the Scrope V Grosvenor Trial and says he is 

aged 60+ at the time of the depositions in this case (1385 – 1389). 
Henry is allocated further sons, Roger and Alexander, but as yet I have seen no 

documentation to support their relationship. 

 
There can only be a presumption that William the 1st and Henry the 2nd are directly 

related as the common practice was to take the name of the place you lived at as your 
surname but surnames are about to crystallise such that in 1377 when Nicholas son of 

William of Atherton moves to Bickerstaffe he remains Nicholas Atherton though in an 

earlier age he would have become Nicholas of Bickerstaffe. 
 

These early lords of the manor will have been Knights in that like other manorial lords 
they performed “Knight Service” for their lands. They turned out, for their “Feudal 

Overlord”, in Atherton's case, the Baron of Warrington, with Horse, Chain Mail Armour, 

Lance and Sword.  
 

At a later date it becomes more usual to commute this service for “Scutage” (a cash 

payment), for all practical purposes, a rent. 
 

It would be unwise to view any of these men as “players” in the world of Chivalry, but 
rather as largescale Farmers and indeed Henry is prepared to pay in order to forgo the 

honour of a Knighthood and to be left alone to tend his lands. I am unable to determine 

at what stage the Atherton's ceased to render Knight Service for their lands.  However, 
taking advantage of the convenience of Scutage does not mean a man is unable to 

defend himself or afraid to fight. 
 

All of the above will have been trained in arms as a matter of course. Scutage simply 

allowed you to “pick” the fights you engaged in as opposed to “turning” out for your 
Lord, “like it or not”. 

 

As we shall see later, when they want to fight, they fight! 
 

M J Atherton 2004. 
 

       



 

Footnotes 
 

       (1a) High Sheriff’s of Lancashire by Gregson. 
 

(1) Victoria County History – Lancashire – Vol. III , Atherton 

 
       (2) Victoria County History – Lancashire – Vol. IV, 

           Ashton 

 
     The National Archives – as referred to in the text. 

 


