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Gomersal Past and Present 
By 

H. ASHWELL CADMAN. 

-:o:-

CHAPTER I. 

FOREWORD. 

IN the year 1916 I was asked to give a paper on any matter I 
thought fit with a view to obtaining money to assist in pro
viding huts for our soldiers. It was a very difficult matter 

to decide what paper to prepare and after much thought and 
consideration, I came to the conclusion that I would get 
together all the information about Gomersal I could, To start 
with, I seemed to know nothing of my subject, and this appeared 
to me pardonable as one naturally knows very little of one's 
own district, and a great deal about districts which one visits 
whilst on holiday or in general reading. The paper had to be 
given early in the January of 1917, so there was no time to waste. 
I had the scantiest of material, and I thought the best plan would 
be to interview some of our oldest inhabitants and get to know 
all they knew. 
. I therefore commenced and in a short time got thoroughly 
thrilled with talking to the old folk, all of whom have now passed 
away. My only regret is that I had not begun taking notes in 
the early eighties, for if I had, I should have been able to tell my 
readers a very great deal more than appears in the following 
pages. I have spent delightful evenings with the old folk, who 
always were pleased to give me their reminiscences and some of 
the interviews have been most humerous, as witness the one I 
had in the street with one of our worthy dames. I spoke to her 
in the days of conscription and enquired of her whether her 
husband had served as a volunteer under Dr. Rayner of Birstall 
at the same time as my father had, and she at once replied with 
evident alarm, "Nay Mr. Cadman you're not going to futch 'im, 
are y'r, he's goin' i' seventy four." Well, the interviews took 
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place and the paper was written and read on the 2. 3 rd of January, 
1917, at the Hill Top School, and the result was that a goodly 
collection was taken during an interval of carol singing. 

When the matter was referred to, in the St. Mary's Church 
Parish Magazine, the following note appeared :-" At an interval 
in the evening some carols were sung by members of our G.F.S. 
and a collection was taken on behalf of a Fund for providing 
Huns for our soldiers." 

Punch got hold of it and called it "A work of Supereroga
tion." See their issue of 28th February, 1917. 

Since that time, I have been continually adding notes to 
my collection, and I have been pressed to bring it out in book 
form by many old friends in Gomersal. 

To bring out any book of this description needs a good deal 
of pluck and determination. 

The result is, a production of items of interest which I have 
collected from time to time. 

The book, as my readers will have observed, is dedicated 
to Mr. and Mrs. Oldroyd of Gomersal Hall, who have, for some 
time urged me to write it and if I should be fortunate enough to 
please my readers, then I can only say that they must thank my 
sponsors, who have paid for the cost of production. 

I trust that I shall receive the generous indulgence of those 
readers who may have expected something better. 

I have tried to follow the example set by one of our greatest 
historians, John Stow, who wrote the History and Antiquities 
of London, and who died in 160 5. Sir Henry Spelman said of 
him that we were beholden of him for stitching up for us our 
English History. To unceasing industry, Stow added an un
quenchable love of truth. In his earliest writings, he announced 
his views of historical composition. No amount of fine phrases 
or elegant composition, he considered, could atone for the slightest 
deviation from fact. " In history " he said " the chief thing that 
is desired is truth," and adds this rhythmical caution to the phrase 
makers: 

" Of smooth and flattering speech, 
Remember to take heed, 
For truth in plain words may be told, 
But craft a lie doth need." 

It must be borne in mind that Gomersal is in the Parish of 
Birstall and that the Township of Gomersal includes Gomersal, 
Birstall and Birkenshaw. 

Notices occur of places and persons outside the hamlet of 
Gomersal, and very often when Gomersal is mentioned, it is the 
Township which is referred to. 
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CHAPTER II. 

EARLY TIMES. 

IT has been said that happy is the country that has no history. 
If this be true Gomersal must be regarded as indeed fortunate, 
for of its early history very little is known. 
It is not my intention to go into the history of the Kelts, 

Romans, Saxons and feudal times as they affected this district. 
I can only refer my readers to "Spen Valley Past and Present," 
by the late Mr. Frank Peel, "The Spen Valley" by Mr. T. W. 
Thompson, and "Leeds and its Neighbourhood," by Mr. A. C. 
Price. 

Mr. Peel wrote that the early history of this district is 
enveloped in such a dense cloud of mystery that it is almost useless 
endeavouring to pierce it. I shall, therefore, only endeavour to 
give a short survey in this chapter of this district, which may 
be taken to apply to Gomersal as it existed in ancient times and 
the conditions under which our forbears lived. In the seventh 
century what we now know as Gomersal was in the ancient king
dom of Elmete which was a part of the province of Strathclyde 
and its inhabitants were Britons otherwise known as Brigantes. 

There is not much doubt but that the two artificial mounds 
near the Castle House estate were Brigantine forts, and it is said 
that there is scarcely a river in Yorkshire which does not preserve 
some memorials of the tribe of Brigantes, and Calder ( spelt 
Cal-divr or winding water) is known to have been one of their 
places of resort. 

The Romans had great difficulty in subduing this tribe, in fact 
they only overcame them after fighting for a hundred years. 
Tacitus writes of the valour of the Brigantes and the" azure armed 
Brigantes " are what he described them in the funeral song sung 
at the burial of the Emperor Claudius. 

The word " Brigantes " means Highlanders or mountaineers 
in the Keltic language and is derived from " Briga " a height. 

At this period the present inhabitants of Gomersal must 
imagine the district as being covered for miles with dense and 
impenetrable forests and a good deal of the county was covered 
with wastes and bogs. Savage beasts abounded as well as birds 
of prey. 

7 
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As Gomersal was in the Kingdom of Elmete I cannot proceed 
without again referring to this Kingdom. Barwick-in-Elmete 
and Sherburn-in-Elmete both fortunately connect the present 
with the past. 

In the seventh century there was a Royal Palace at Barwick 
which was occupied by Eadwine King of Northumbria and who 
was the first Christian King. 

This Kingdom was faithful to the Christian faith and practice 
through the dark ages of Angle Paganism. The Northumbrian 
Kings made Barwick their granary (Berewic-Cornvillage). The 
River Calder was one of this Kingdom's boundaries. Little is 
known of the Roman occupancy of this district but they had a 
station or town at Cleckheaton (" Heton " as it was formerly 
called). The Romans smelted iron at Low Moor. 

Gomersal no doubt figured in the wholesale massacre by 
William the Conqueror. The City of York was utterly destroyed 
and the chief nobles with their wives and children were put to 
death and their possessions were confiscated. Sherburn, I believe, 
was the only place about this district which escaped. Absolute 
butchery followed, homes and stockyards burnt and the people 
who survived were reduced to eat the flesh of horses, dogs, cats 
and even men in order to sustain their lives. Some sold them into 
slavery and human corpses rotted in heaps and were preyed upon 
by wild beasts for there were none left to bury them. 

William of Malmesbury says that there were no fewer than 
a hundred thousand persons perished in Yorkshire at that time 
and that the whole country was made a desert. An ancient writer 
said that he would not attempt to describe the misery of the people. 
It was too painful and would be misbelieved. So fearful was the 
record of 

" The tumult of each sacked and burning village 
" The shout that every prayer for mercy drowns 
" The soldiers revel in the midst of pillage 
" The wail of famine in beleaguered towns." 

The Doomsday Book was completed in 1086 and this bean 
sufficient testimony to the character of this awful massacre. The 
entry as relating to Gomersal is as follows : 

" Land of Ilbert de Laci. 
" Two Manors. In Gomershale Dunstan and Gamel had 
" 14 carucates of land to be taxed, where seven ploughs 
"may be. Ilbert has (it) and it is waste. In the time of 
"King Edward worth forty shillings. Wood pasture one: 
"lenga long and one wide." 
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And in the " Recapitulation " at the end of the Book : 
" Morelei Wapentac. In Gomershale and two berewics 
" 14 "carucates " with " Ilbert " written above. 

The late Mr. W. T. Lancester in a genealogical paper written 
on Birstall, Gomersal and Heckmondwike which appears in 
Volume XXVI., Part 1, of the Publications of the Thoresby Society, 
1919, thought that the two "berewics" named in the Recapitulation 
were probably Birstall and Heckmondwike. The late Mr. Frank 
Peel, however, considered that Liversedge was one of them. 

There is no mention in Doomsday of a Church, and it is 
unlikely that a Church existed at that time. One can now judge 
of the miserable conditions of Gomersal at that time. The district 
had been cultivated and flourished under the Saxon Thanes and 
the reports conclude that the whole of this district was waste 
except one and in Liversedge alone was there left any trace of 
inhabitants.. All the other townships had become depopulated. 
To show how slowly came recovery in population, King Edward 
two hundred and fifty years later could find no men in this part 
of Yorkshire to drive back an army of Scots who wintered in 
Morley and he was obliged to raise troops in other counties. 

The family of Lacy mentioned in Doomsday Book as Ilbert 
( de Lacy) held no less than one hundred and fifty Manors in the 
West Riding alone and this family owned the whole of the district 
round Gomersal, and including Gomersal. Ilbert de Lacy came 
over with the Conqueror and was created Baron of Pontefract in 
1070. He lived in absolute splendour in the castle he had built 
there very little inferior to the King himself. 

It is recorded in the Kirkby Inquest (1284/5) that Henry Earl 
of Lincoln held of the King 25 Townships in the district one of 
which was the Township of Gomersalle. 

Previous to the massacre by the Conqueror both Dunstan 
and Gamel who held lands in Gomersal appear to have held 
prominent positions in this locality as is evident from the fact 
that while Bradford possessed eight ploughs Gomersal came next 
with seven. 

The value of the parish of Birstall which of course included 
Gomersal had its value reduced from 140/- to 10/-. 

After the Doomsday period there is a long vacant gap in the 
history of Gomersal. The next time we hear of it was in the 
following century when it had been granted by the Lacies to the 
family of Tilly or Tilli. Johannes Tilly held six carucates under 
the De Lacy family and William le Vasavour held two bovates under 
his tenure in the reign of Edward the First 1272. I quote this to 
show that since the taking of the Doomsday Book to this date 
12 7 2 a very considerable increase in the amount of cultivated land 
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had taken place. A carucate was generally estimated at about 
a hundred acres. 

I can find no evidence of the Romans ever occupying Gomersal. 
On the authority of Thores by and other eminent historians there 
does not seem much doubt that the road which connected York 
with Manchester passed through Gomersal. It would be about 
the year 600 A.D. which brought the Saxons into this district. 
They built all their buildings out of wood. 

The Knights Fees in Yorkshire 12.90/1302./3 records that 
(1) John Tilly (Tylly) held one carucate and four bovates of land 
(2.) John de Hekmundwyk held six bovates as tenant of John 
Tylly (3) John also holds six carucates in Gomersal and (4) 
William de Vasavour being tenant of two bovates. 

In the N omina Villarum, a return required in relation to the 
military levies granted in the parliament of 9. Edd. II. it was 
directed that one man-at-arms should be raised from every town
ship. It was stated that the two townships Gomersal and 
Heckmondwike were held by John Tilly. 

The Tilleys came from Tilli near Caen, the family being of 
some importance in Normandy. Under the patronage of the 
Lacies and the Warrens they attained great importance in Yorkshire. 
Hugh de Tilly had three sons, Otho, Ralph and Roger. Otho 
Tilly was the Steward of the Earl of Warenne at Conisborough 
Castle. 

As principals and as witnesses of gifts the name of Tilly is 
often mentioned in the monastic records of Kirkstall, Nostel and 
Pontefract. 

Otho Tilly's. name is given second, the Archbishop of York's 
coming first on the so called charter of Kirkstall Abbey by Henry 
de Lacy. 

Hunter considers that Ralph was the owner of Birstall, but 
Mr. Lancaster was inclined to think that it was the other brother 
Roger who had the Gomersal and Birstall estate as in the Pipe 
Roll of 13 Hen. II. Roger de Tilly, in rendering account of two 
marks, is grouped with the men of Morley and Skyrack districts. 

Robert de Tilly was in possession at Gomersal in 12.81. John 
de Tilly, doubtless Robert's son, held the Gomersal and Birstall 
estates (Surtees Society XLIX, 2.2.4) and he is again returned as 
holding Gomersal and Heckmondwike in 9, Edw. II. John 
was the Commissioner of Array appointed for the purpose of 
raising men in the Wapentake of Morley in 132.2.. Oakwell was 
first heard of in the time of John. John Tilly had two daughters, 
Margery and Joan. The former married John de Meltham and 
the other Roger son of Roger de Northall de Leeds. John died 
in 1343 leaving these two daughters and no sons. The daughters 
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therefore succeeded to the estate. There is in the British Museum 
(Add Charter 12639) an Indenture by which John Tilly of Okewell, 
entailed certain lands in Gomersal, Birstall and Birkenshaw on 
John de Meltham and Margery his wife. This was in 1342. About 
1466 the Gomersal estate of the Tillys passed to Geoffrey Pigott 
and in 1469 they passed to his son Thomas. Thomas Pigott died 
in 1512 leaving four daughters, the youngest of whom, Joan, had 
for her portion Gomersal, Heckmondwike and Oakwell. Joan 
married twice, her first husband being Sir Giles Hussey and her 
second Thomas Falkingham. She had a son, Thomas, by her 
first husband, to whom in 156 5 she conveyed the Manors of 
Oakwell, Gomersal and Heckmondwike and Carlton Miniott, near 
Thirsk. 

In three years Thomas Hussey had sold all the Manors of 
Oakwell, Gomersal and Heckmondwike and thus the long con
nection of the Tilly family with these estates came to an end. The 
purchaser was Henry Batt. The pedigree of the Batts is to be 
found in Mr. J. W. Clay's Edition of Dugdales Visitation, Volume 
I, page 3 5 2. Mr. Lancaster states that the account of the Batt 
family in Scatcherd's Morley is very inaccurate. 

On the 12th September 1771 Grace Cryer, Widow, was 
summoned to appear at the Manor Court of Gomersal and Oakwell 
at the school house in Birstall to do suit and service and also to 
pay all such rents as were due and payable to Sir Thomas Sainsbury 
and Fairfax Fearnley. 

The Gomersal Tyllys, who held so much land, continued to 
retain their position for a great number of years and Burton in his 
Monasticon writes that in the third year of Richard the second's 
reign, John de Tilly had a grant of free warren for Birstall, a very 
valuable privilege for hunters in those days. 

Gomersal is described as two manors. Birstall was probably 
one of them but the connection between Gomersal and Heckmond
wike was so close that it is very likely that Heckmondwike was 
one of them and not Birstall. Mr. T. W. Thompson writes that 
there are many valid reasons for supposing that Popeley was one 
of the manors and Stubley the other. It is probable in early days 
that Gomersal with the rest of the Parish of Birstall formed part 
of the old Saxon Parish of Morley and that Ilbert de Lacy founded 
the Church of St. Peters at Birstall on account of the old Parish 
Church at Morley being at the other extremity of the district. 

There are no remains of the old Birstall Church, the existing 
old fabric only dated from the reign of Henry VIII. This beautiful 
old church was restored in 1870 at a cost of £18,000. Before I 
continue with my brief survey, I should tell my readers what I 
have discovered as to the derivation and meaning of Gomersal. 
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One authority states that Gomersal is said to mean " the 
Common Hall," or "The Men's" or "the common or peoples 
Hall." Gomer or gomers from gum, OE a man, al or sal OE. 
a hall or place of meeting. 

The component parts of Gomersal are Gomers hal sale. The 
first element in Gomersal is probably the old personal name 
Godmoer, with subsequent assimilation of Dm to mm. We may 
compare Codmersham in Kent, which appears as Gomersham 
in the Doomsday Book and Godmoeresham in Kembles Codex. 
The termination in Gomersal is probably OE healh-a corner, and 
the meaning of the whole is therefore "Godmoer's corner of 
land." 

Canon Goodall the author of " West Riding place names " 
however, writes that the meaning of Gomersal is "A small corner 
of land." 

The township of Gomersal with seven other townships was 
in the old parish of Birstall. The township of Gomersal included 
Gomersal, Birstall and Birkenshaw. 

The weaving of cloth constituted one of the arts of life 
practiced in this district as early as 1284 and it is mentioned in 
the Hundred Rolls of that period that one Evam a weaver of 
Gomersal was confined in the prison of Bradford apparently for 
debt. 

Mr. T. W. Hanson writes that Nicholas of Burton acting as 
steward of Henry de Lacy had distrained two cows from Eve the 
weaver of Gomersal, and thrown her into prison at Bradford. 
He promised her release. 

In the reign of Henry the Eighth we meet with the names 
of Edward Coppelay, Thomas Roger, Robert Nayller, Gilbert 
Gudayll, James Byrkby and John Greer, as the substantial men 
who were liable to contribute to the subsidy raised to aid the 
Sovereign in his war with the French King. 

In Henry the Eighth' s reign the Manor of Gomersal would 
appear to have been held along with the Manors of Heckmondwike 
and Heaton near Bradford by Henry ,Batt of Oakwell Hall. He 
was a person of considerable influence and was Keeper of the 
Courts of Sir Henry Saville of Thornhill. John Batt, the last of · 
the family residing at Oakwell Hall, died in 1707. The manorial 
rights of Gomersal were held at the close of the Eighteenth century 
by a Mr. Terry, from whom they were purchased along with 
the Gomersal Hall Estate by the brothers Sigston. They then 
passed to Mary Booth and then to Mary Sigston Booth and after
wards to Drs. Joshua James and Thomas Sigston Taylor, who 
disposed of them to Mr. George Henry Oldroyd, who is, therefore). 
now Lord of the Manor and resides at Gomersal Hall. 
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Mr. G. W. Parker of Heckmondwike thinks that the situation 
of the Manor of Gomersal may be easily traced even at this distant 
date. He says, and I think rightly, that it may well be assumed 
that Popeley being by far the greatest and most important house 
and holding in the township (that is the whole of the township 
of Gomersal) if not the manor house was the residence of the 
Lord's representative-the Bailiff. In the poll tax of 13 79 the 
occupier was rated at 20s. od. If Oakwell had then been in 
existence, it would not have escaped taxation. 

Mr. Parker says that the fields (formerly one large field) 
comprised the Manor Lea and that the Manor Lea Well at its extreme 
Western side is still in existence, though not now in use. This 
is without doubt the well I have referred to later called " the 
Mannerly Well." 

Mr. Parker further says that the edges of these fields may 
still be correctly described by the term " rein " and those steep 
and rough sides marked the Manor fields off from the land below 
which is known as Castle Hill. The place name is interesting 
as its interpretation may be taken as the Town's Green or Town's 
Hill. 

Canon Goodall writes that the word " Castle" is borrowed 
from the Latin Castellum. It took the form " Castel " in both 
old English and modern English and signified a village or hamlet 
as well as a fortress. 

In the Third Gospel the different variations present at one 
point a very interesting comparison. Speaking of the two 
Disciples going to Emmans, in the authorised version " They 
went to a village," in Tyndales "to a town," in Whitcliffe "to a 
castel," and the Anglo-Saxon version A.D. 993 gives "on that 
castel.'' 

Probably in some instances the name of Castle Hill commemor
ates an ancient village rather than a castle. 

Mr. Parker then says that admitting the correctness of this 
interpretation of the name and as to the area, is called the name 
" hill " and not " field " it may be further assumed that here was 
the common grazing ground of the community stretching back 
from the slope or " rein " below where Castle House now stands 
to the village behind. 

A little below, Mr. Parker adds, is the hollow ground on 
which is the small farm known as Listin Farm. The place name 
clearly indicates the position of the field-List-Ing, it is the border 
meadow, the word " List " having an old meaning " Border " 
or" Edge," as indeed it has at present though new in a somewhat 
special sense. Being a meadow, it can be said that it was a grass 
or hay land. Further again, is the large ffat open area still known 
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as the Commons. Though the place name is perhaps sufficient 
evidence of this spot being the site of the open fields, there are 
signs of long and continued cultivation. It is on the border of 
this ground that the village of Gomersal had its beginning 
extending loosely along the Northern boundary. The Southern 
boundary is the " Certain rein " mentioned in the boundary of 
the adjoining Township of Liversedge and on this boundary line 
is the little group of dwellings known as Walsh Houses. (Wealh 
and Walsch were words applied by Teutonic tribes to all people 
who were not of their own stock nor spoke their language). This 
place name brought to Mr. Parker's mind, with a vividly illumin
ating flash the fact that among the Saxon dwellers of this early 
settlement, there remained a lingering remnant of the old British 
or Celtic people. Mr. Parker concludes his article by stating that 
there is the little settlement of Spen with its own patches of arable 
and grazing land then Round Hill and Bird Acre districts and 
further North is the Swinley (Swine) fields, the very evident 
beginnings of the " wood pasturage one mile long and one broad " 
named in the Doomsday Book; the woodland here beginning 
and stretching more or less continuously across to Oakwell. If 
the place names of the fields were collected we should find many 
indications of the clearings, the royds, assarts and the like. To 
quote instances are Fall-ing-royd, Swinecliffe Moor fields, and 
hundreds of others. 

I must thank Mr. Parker for his courtesy in allowing me to 
make notes from his paper on the Manor of Gomersal and for several 
of his notes on the Tilly family which are most interesting. 

In Richard. II. reign we get another glimpse of this district 
and that was the infliction of the poll tax which caused the rebellion 
of Wat Tyler. It was enacted that a groat (value 4d.J had to be 
paid by every person excepting beggars above 14 years of age 
and the nobility and the wealthier classes according to position. 
The minimum tax was 4d. and was increased to 2.os. 

According to the Poll Tax Records of 13 79, I find that there 
were sixty-one persons over the age. of 16 years who were residing 
in Gomersal in that year. Twenty-two of these were married 
couples, the other seventeen being single persons. Willelmus 
of Popeley was a landowner and cattle dealer and paid a tax of 
three shillings and four pence, all others paying the minimum 
tax of four pence. 

Mr. Thompson divided the list of payers into two sections 
and I take the liberty of setting out his two lists. 
MARRIED LIST. 

Elias of Britton and wife. 
Johannes Attelofts and wife. 
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Johannes Burnewell and wife. 
Johannes Chapman and wife. 
Johannes Ems on and wife. 
Johannes Gaytherd and wife. 
Johannes of Hall and wife. 
Johannes Longe and wife. 
Johannes of Stones and wife. 
Johannes Talour and wife. 
Johannes Whytlay and wife. 
Nicholas Wyse and wife. 
Ricardus Coupar and wife. 
Ricardus Morisson and wife. 
Robertus Bewas and wife. 
Robertus Morisson and wife. 
Robertus Pyper and wife. 
Robertus Turner and wife. 
Willelmus of Gomersall and wife. 
Willelmus of Popeley and wife. 
Willelmus Speght and wife. 
Willelmus Walker and wife. 

SINGLE LIST. 

Agnes Hawdoghter. 
Anola Manar. 
Hugo Speght. 
Isabella Swanland. 
Johanna Semster. 
Johanna of Schagh. 
Johannes Byll. 
Johannes Persy. 
Matila Speght. 
Richardus Britton. 
Richardus Dier. 
Robertus Popelayman. 
Rogerus Kape. 
Rudulphus of Schagh. 
Willelmus Kape. 
Willelmus Kirkngschagh. 

From the above list we may conclude that Robert Pyper was 
a musician, Johannes Chapman a merchant in a small way of 
business for he only paid the usual groat, and he may have been 
in the cloth trade, and that Johannes Talour was a maker of 
clothes. Richardus Dier and Willelmus Walker would be 
engaged in the actual manufacturing processes of cloth. The 
Poll Tax for the Spen Valley realised £3 2.s. 6d. and Gomersal's 
share was 17s. 
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To poor people the infliction of the tax was no light matter. 
A journeyman earned 1½d, a day and a penny would purchase 
as much corn as about ;/6 now. At this period the condition 
of the poorer class was absolutely miserable. Their huts contained 
as a rule neither beds nor moveables of any kind except cooking 
utensils. Straw was spread on the floor and logs of wood were 
used for pillows. 

The huts were constructed of wattles plastered over with 
clay and were without glass windows or chimneys. The fire was 
made in the middle of the earthen floor or on a hop of clay placed 
against the wall, the oxen being often stalled under the same roof. 
The bread was composed of pease and beans. It has been said 
that a Lord had fewer luxuries than the modern farmer. 

Under these conditions filth abounded and ventilation was 
-unknown and it was not surprising that fearful epidemics decimated 
the country. In the year 1 ; 90 one third of the population was 
swept away owing to the Plague and Yorkshire suffered as heavily 
in proportioon. . 

In the year 148 5 another plague practically depopulated the 
·County. 

Having given my readers some idea of the early history of 
the district, and which must be taken tq apply to Gomersal I must 
skip over a little more than 3 oo years and relate how it has changed 
during the past 100 years with notes on the inhabitants both past 
and present. 
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