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“If we had no winter, the spring would not 
be so pleasant: if we did not sometimes taste 
of adversity, prosperity would not be so 
welcome." 
[Meditations Divine and Moral]”  Anne 
Bradstreet, An English-American writer  
 

Happy New Year to you all 

This edition of the Bulletin 
includes:- 

 

►George Marsh, the concluding part 

►The Tea Room 

►Dates for your diary 

►Wreathlaying 

►Devey Room 

►Christmas Decorations 

►Christmas Social 

►Christmas Carols 
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mailto:enquiries@friendsofsmithillshall.co.uk
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/159922.Anne_Bradstreet
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/159922.Anne_Bradstreet
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George Marsh  
– the Bolton Martyr 

by David Williams 
 

(Continued from Bulletin 30) 
 

ithin three weeks the court 
reassembled and George Marsh 
was brought by his ‘keeper’ and 

others with bills and diverse weapons before 
them.  
The Chancellor declared that ‘even as a good 

shepherd doth see to his flock that none of the 
sheep have the scab or other disease for 
infecting other clean sheep, but will save and 
care for the scabbed sheep’ George Marsh 
was a scabbed sheep and had weeded him 
out from corrupting others. ’He bade George 
to forsake his ‘naughty heresies’. 
Later the Chancellor spoke to one Leach who 
stood near Marsh and bade him stand further 
from him. The Bishop read the condemnation. 
Marsh refused to convert to Roman 
Catholicism and was found guilty of heresy. 
He was sentenced to be burned to death at 
the stake at the traditional execution ground 
at Spital Boughton about a mile from Chester 

city centre (known locally as Gallows Hill). His 
former keeper bade him ‘Fare well, good 
George’ – with weeping. The Sheriffs of the 
city (whose names were Amery and Cooper) 
with their officers and a great number of poor 
simple barbers with rusty bills and poleaxes 
took George from Northgate Prison. Outside 
the prison he was led through the streets of 
Chester, reading his Bible with ‘a lock upon his 
feet.’ Some folk proffered him some money 
and looked that he should have gone with a 
little purse in his hand, as the manner of 
felons was accustomed in the city in times 
past to the end to gather money to give unto 
a priest to say Masses for them after death, 
whereby they might (as they thought) be 
saved’. Marsh asked that any money gathered 
be given to the prisoners or poor people. He 
went with his Bible in his hand. 
 

At Gallows Hill, Sawrey, a Deputy Chamberlain 
of Chester showed Marsh a document under a 
great seal saying that it was a pardon if he 
would recant. George said that it ‘pluck him 
from God’ so that he could not take it. He 
began to speak to the crowd whereupon one 
of the Sheriffs said they would have no 
sermonising. George knelt down and said his 
prayers and then took off his clothes and was 
chained to a post. He had a number of foggots 
under him and a ‘thing made like a firkin with 
pitch and tar in over his head’. Whilst being 
tied to the stake, at which he was about to be 
burned, he tried to give his bible to a 
bystander but it was taken away and thrown 
in the fire. 
 

The fire was ‘unskillfully’ made and the wind 
drove the flames to and fro and he suffered 
greatly, but bravely. After his death his 
remaining ashes were collected by his friends 
and buried in the nearby Saint Giles 
Cemetery. There is no grave marker in the 
cemetery. 
The reign of Mary I saw 289 men, women and 
children burnt at the stake and 112 died in 
prison. 
The aftermath in Chester later was the arrest 
of John Plessington, a practicing Catholic 
priest. He was tried and found guilty of High 
Treason, on account of his priesthood. Taken 
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to Gallows Hill on July 19th 1679, he was 
allowed to make a speech. Defiantly he 
declared: "But I know it will be said that a 
priest ordayned by authority derived from the 
See of Rome is, by the Law of the Nation, to 
die as a Traytor, but if that be so what must 
become of all the Clergymen of the Church of 
England, for the first Protestant Bishops had 
their Ordination from those of the Church of 
Rome, or not at all, as appears by their own 
writers so that Ordination comes derivatively 
from those now living." 
 

The unfortunate cleric was hanged, drawn 
and quartered. 
 

There the tale of such copious bloodshed 
might have finished, had it not been for a 
lengthy footnote added by one Nessie Brown, 
who decided in 1898 to erect a memorial to 
George Marsh on Gallows Hill. Once the news 

had spread a furore 
ensued. There was a 
considerable number of 
Catholics in the city and 
they staged a series of 
vehement protests. 
Despite all the hostile 
feeling engendered, the 
erection of the memorial 
received the sanction of 
the City Council and one of 
the inscriptions carved on 
it is the name of the mayor 
in 1898, Dr Henry 

Stolforth. The base of the frontispiece states 
that George Marsh born Dean Co. Lancaster 
was buried a martyr. “who was burned to 
death near this spot for the truth sake April 
24th 1555”. On the memorial itself is 
engraved, “I saw under the altar the souls of 
them that were slain for the word of God” 

 

 George Marsh has two memorials in Chester; 
one is St John the Baptist’s Church and the 
other is the granite obelisk erected in 1898 by 
the side of a road in Boughton.  
 

A more harmonious end to the tale was added 
as recently as 1980 when the memorial was 

temporarily taken down to allow for the 
adjacent road to be widened. During this 
interlude it was taken to stonemasons to be 
renovated, and the suggestion was made that 
Plessington’s name should be appended to it, 
as both had been martyred on Gallows Hill for 
their respective faiths. The City Council gave 
its consent, as did Stephen Brown, nephew of 
the donor, Nessie Brown. Restored to its 
original site the plinth now bears the 
inscription "John Plessington Catholic Priest, 
martyred here on 19th July 1679. He was 
canonised Saint 25th October 1970”. 
 

The Tea Room 
 

 
 

The phone number of the Tea Room at 
Smithills Hall is now 01204 435209 should you 
wish to book a table or make an enquiry. It is 
open 7 days per week, 10am -4pm 

 

Dates for your diary 

 

History and Ghost Tour 

Next tours are on Thursday 18th October and 
22nd November from 7 – 9pm and prebooking 
is necessary on 01204 332377. 

Annual General Meeting 6
th

 June 

Details will be posted to members. 
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Annual Garden Party 8
th

 July 

From 12 -4pm (details will be provided nearer 
the date. 

 

Wreath Laying at the Chapel   

10
th

 November 2017 

 

David Williams & Bill Shephard 

 

Planting of poppies outside the Chapel door. 
Thank you to all who attended. 

Curtains for the 

Devey Room 

Those of you who have 
had an opportunity to 
visit the Hall recently 
will, I hope, have seen 
the newly refurbished 
room and seen the vast 
expanse of William 
Morris patterned 
curtain in the bay 

window. The Friends contributed a large sum 
for their purchase to show our support for the 
Council’s investment. 

Christmas decorations 

 

The decorations were put up by Friends’ 
volunteers on 24th November 2017. Those in 
the Devey Room were purchased and put up 
by Hall staff. Thank you to the volunteers. 

Christmas Social 

Betsy made her final bow at the well-attended 
Christmas Social on Thursday 7 December.  

She mixed 
pathos with 
humour and 
had the full 
attention of the 
group. Well 
done to those 
volunteers who 
organised and 
ran the event so 
efficiently. 

Christmas Carols 

The Smithills Hall Chapel was the venue for 
our annual Carol Service on Wednesday 13th 
December. About 40 people congregated for 
the service of carols and readings. The service 
was led by the Rev. Vincent Whitworth with 
the Rev. Michael Taylor playing the organ and 
saying a few words about Guttenberg and the 
translation of the Bible from Latin to German, 
also Luther and Wycliffe. 
This was followed by mince pies, mulled wine 
and cordials in the Devey Room.  


